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    Chapter 1


    “You have to promise, Maella. Never open a door. Never.”


    “Papa,” Maella said, her voice small, her feelings large. She felt carved out like a bowl and the bowl was filled with fear and cold sweat. They stood in the kitchen. The oatmeal had burned and the smell of it hung in the air. Mother and Grandmother had gone to the food bank, taking with them Josa, her younger brother.


    “Swear it to me.” Father blinked, coughing into the back of his hand. He was the strongest person she had ever met. He could toss her into the air as a game, like her weight was nothing to him. But now he looked too thin.


    Money had been tight again. Sometimes Father skipped meals and Mother did too. Sometimes Maella decided she didn’t need to get full so that Josa could have more. And with Esson—her older brother—gone, missing now for a year, loss had worn away at all of them.


    But it had always been worse for her father.


    His eyes looked bloodshot now, his face unshaved. It reminded her of a neighbor and the way he would fill up with alcohol until he seemed to sail on dry land, swaying as he walked. Once, the neighbor had fallen into her and he had smelled so sour. His eyes had been like this.


    But her father did not drink.


    No, it was worse than that.


    Her father had been crying and she didn’t know why.


    “Promise me.”


    The carved-out bowl inside Maella filled with panic. Why was her father asking a promise for something she had already been trained her whole life never to do?


    “But you know I’m going to make a mistake one day,” she said, a small corner of her fear tightening into anger.


    The muscles around her father’s mouth drew into a frown. He used to laugh so much—wide lips and a wider laugh that would send her mother’s stern face into a sunny smile. “But not yet. Not yet. If we can get you old enough—”


    “How old?” She felt as if she had asked this question for an eternity.


    Father shook his head. “No. The less you know the more likely the pattern will change. Patterns repeat in our family but always with a new twist. You must know—you must believe—we have only ever tried to keep you safe. Things don’t work like they should. Maybe they never worked like they should. You can’t trust—”


    “You can trust me.” Maella rested a hand on her father’s shoulder. She hoped he would gather her into his arms. He did not move from his chair. Even though he was in the room with her, she felt so alone.


    “I trust you,” her father said, even as his eyes tracked away from her face, through the window, to somewhere outside, into the weeds that eventually turned into a little bit of forest and creek.


    “Teach me more about the doors,” Maella said, trying to draw him back.


    It worked. Father’s attention snapped back like a rubber band. “The more you know, the more it puts your life in danger.”


    “Every door I’m near could kill me,” Maella said, frustration seeping into her voice. “I’m already in danger all the time.”


    Father stood up, agitated. “Every door is a risk for us, especially for you—because of me. Your mother, grandmother, and I have protected you from the old patterns as best we could. I should have sought help long ago. My brother—but no, history repeats itself in our family. It’s a dangerous game. Too dangerous for children. Too dangerous, and yet required…”


    He paced the kitchen, twisting on one shoe a step before running into the doorless cabinets, the walls, the table. He cycled that way over a dozen times. She couldn’t stand him taking another step like that—wall to wall—in a frenzy of energy and loss.


    “I promise,” Maella said all of a sudden. “I promise.”


    Energy flowed out of her father’s body like a river of water. He slumped over. “Good girl.”


    Stillness filled the house, the air they breathed, Maella’s heart.


    She was with her father but he did not feel like her father. Not the father who swept her up in his arms and laughed and played tag with them at the creek when it got too hot.


    “Tell your mother I’m sorry to go back on what we agreed to long ago. Tell her…tell her I have to take this chance. Tell her it will be okay.”


    He stepped over, backing Maella up against the bare wall. They couldn’t hang pictures like other people. The frames often made full contact with the wall, creating a potential door—potential violence, death, destruction—like the look on her father’s face at this moment. Maella felt oatmeal bile rise into her throat and lost the feeling in her fingers.


    “I love you all,” Father said. “No matter what you hear about me.”


    The truth of his words burned into her. She let out the breath she had been holding but kept herself pressed against the wall.


    “I have always loved all of you with everything I have. In spite of everything I have done.”


    Father walked out.


    Tears blurred Maella’s eyes because she knew what he would do next. She knew because she realized, finally, that all this had already happened.


    She was dreaming. But she didn’t want this dream. She didn’t want to remember.


    He had left the house. He had waded through the weeds. He had not looked back.


    He had reached the door in the field and opened it and stepped through it and closed it behind himself and Maella had run after him and screamed and screamed and screamed.


    “Wake up. Wake her up!”


    The scream echoed inside her mind, like it had that day. Her thoughts drifted away. Her body came back to her. She realized she was laying flat on ground that felt gritty through her clothing.


    Maella opened her eyes.


    She saw blue sky. A cloudless blue for an eternity.


    And then she blinked and saw her father—bloodshot eyes and unshaved face—and then saw it was not her father.


    It was another man. Someone familiar. His bald head was shiny like it had been freshly oiled. He wore a burgundy robe with a gold-embroidered belt around the waist.


    “If you are to survive the night, Doormaker Botron, we must find shelter now,” he said, his voice gentler than the female voice that had shouted her out of her dream.


    Her throat burned but not from oatmeal—from thirst. Maella’s head ached, but her heart felt worse. The carved-out part was still there. She had come back inside and found Mother at the kitchen table, crying. Maella told Mother and Grandmother what Father had done but they would not answer any of her questions and later in a rage she had broken all the windows in the house.


    But that had all happened more than a year ago.


    Maella propped herself up, the dark tendrils of the memory clearing. Her muscles shook from the effort. She took in her surroundings.


    Desert.


    She was in the desert.


    Three robed figures stood around her. Their skin bronzed with no hint of purple.


    Three more figures, skin stained different shades of purple, were laid out on the sand next to her, still asleep.


    Claritsa. Sethlo. Daniel.


    She remembered now. They had escaped Rock Heaven, which had been a place where prisoners mined licatherin for Doormaker Tain.


    They had escaped up an impossibly tall ladder, fighting soldiers and others—like Dedion. Sethlo’s uncle.


    Dedion was Sechnel. Someone who believed all doormakers and the doors they made were evil and needed to be destroyed.


    Dedion had closed the door in the sky, trapping them forever in Rock Heaven, but Maella had opened it again. To this desert.


    She let the knowledge of that last part steady her heartbeat.


    She had opened a door and saved them all.


    This thing that she could do, this thing that her family had passed on to her—opening doors between three worlds that invited violence and death across them—made her family monstrous in the eyes of pretty much everyone in the universe.


    Why had her family kept so many secrets from her? Why had Esson vanished? Why had her father left?


    She suspected if she found the answers, she would also find her father and older brother. She would not give up. Not when there was a chance they were both alive.


    “You have slept too late. We need to move on,” said the young woman who had shouted Maella out of her dream.


    Maella sat up, cross-legged, and took in her surroundings. More knowledge came back to her. The robed figures—she remembered now. Ambassador Utheril was the bald one and the two with him were Hestroth. They were like bodyguards, soldiers, and religious priests for doormakers. The man was named Oren. The other, the one who had shouted at her, was a young woman, not much older than Sethlo. Maella closed her eyes, trying to remember her name.


    Xomara.


    That was it.


    Xomara was the one with green eyes like emeralds. She had convinced Maella that her door to this desert had saved them all, even though they were all now dying of dehydration.


    Maella licked her cracked lips and remembered more. Lirella and the rest of the Rock Heaven prisoners had left her, vanishing into the vast horizon after escaping through the door Maella had opened. There was no right direction in this desert. There was only away from Maella.


    It had been two days of walking through the desert.


    Two days of emptiness, bad dreams, and licatherin water, now used up.


    Claritsa, Sethlo, Daniel.


    Utheril and the two Hestroth guards—Oren and Xomara.


    Those were all who trusted her enough to stay with her.


    Oren stood up. They had all been resting on the ground in full sun. He lowered his hood, revealing dark hair, severe cheekbones, and a narrow chin. He was older, maybe in his thirties, wiry, like he ate very little and was always on the move. There was a strength in his eyes, a kindness, but it only went so deep. Beneath that was something more like granite. “It is time to make our own shelter. They cannot remain exposed like this when krokosod begins.”


    Maella looked around at the emptiness. “There is no shelter anywhere.”


    “Yes,” Xomara said. “That is what he said.”


    “But how can we make our own?” Maella said.


    Instead of answering, Oren unwrapped his robe, revealing light linen clothing underneath. He took out his sword. It gleamed in the sunlight, blinding her. The cloth made a ripping noise as he cut it in half.


    Xomara ripped her robe as well. She was thin and roped with muscle. Scars cross-hatched white lines in her olive-colored skin. “Krokosod is already here.” She draped the robe over Maella. It was warm from her body heat yet provided relief from the sun. The cloth smelled like sweat, and forest, and not at all like licorice. It smelled heavenly.


    “That will not be enough,” Ambassador Utheril said.


    “It will not,” Oren said solemnly.


    Claritsa had woken from her fevered dreams and was sitting up, braiding her hair with shaky hands, a trick she used to keep herself from panicking. The sun highlighted her bronzed purple skin. Her bangs had long since grown out. She kept them swept them to one side and tucked behind her ear.


    “We’re going to die out here, aren’t we?” Daniel said, not moving from his position on the ground. His brown eyes were bloodshot, his clothes falling to pieces, his dirty blond hair long and tangled. The licatherin had stained his skin a deep lavender that yellowed in the sun. He looked blankly into the sky. “Maella has led us into a desert. Now we’re worse off than we were before. No water. No shelter. We’re going to die out here.”


    “She has saved us all even though you sentenced us to death,” said Sethlo, also on the ground, not bothering to open his eyes. His dark hair and unshaved face made him look severe, older than his years, more like the man she had first mistaken him for. But he was a boy, the same age as Daniel. Older than her, to be sure, but not that much older.


    “All of this is her fault,” Daniel said. “All I did was tell them—”


    “Why did you bother to come with us?” There was challenge in Sethlo’s voice, even as he lay on the ground, covered in sweat, an arm tossed across his face to block out the sun.


    The first time she had ever met Sethlo, he had fought off a Klylup during a terrible storm. He knew her secrets and didn’t flinch away. He felt the guilt of his family’s death and it drove him forward to make the worlds right again. He was the bravest person she had ever met.


    “She’s my best chance for getting back home,” Daniel said quietly. “Though I don’t know if that’s even possible anymore.”


    “Maybe it is,” Sethlo said. “Maybe it is not. But you are here and no one forced you to be here. This was your choice.”


    “I was given no choice,” Daniel said. “All along, I’ve been forced. First Barth and now her—”


    “I saw Barth,” Maella said, his name conjuring up his image. She didn’t want any more secrets between herself and her friends, like there had been for so long within her family.


    “What did you say?” Daniel said, finally looking at her.


    She forced herself not to flinch under his frown. “I saw him. I swear I saw him through the door in the sky before it closed. He was there on the Thrae side,” Maella said around her thick tongue. A part of her knew even if there was a whole lake of water to drink from, it would not satisfy her thirst. But she pushed that thought aside, because—because it made her despair and if she let that feeling take over now she would never get up from the ground again.


    “How did he get to Thrae?” Claritsa said.


    “I thought,” Daniel said slowly, “he died.”


    Maella knew it wasn’t his only thought. More like, I thought you killed him.


    It was her doors that had ultimately brought them to this place—and abandoned Barth to Foster and his men. Whenever she thought of it, she saw Keeper Shaul and the way his mouth had fallen slack, the way a pearl of blood had formed at the corner of his mouth, the way the bloody blade had stuck through the front of his chest, sunlight from the Rock Heaven side of the door glinting off the metal.


    “Was he a prisoner?” Claritsa asked.


    Maella shook her head. “I don’t think so.”


    Barth had been moving freely in the same group with the man who had the familiar face. The man who was not her father but who looked like him. She told them about that man too.


    Ambassador Utheril exchanged a strange look with Oren and Xomara. In spite of the heat and his full robes, Utheril looked comfortable and in command. He was weatherworn, dark skinned, with lines around his eyes, and a mouth obscured by a beard. Utheril and the Hestroth spoke in Thrae. She understood a lot of Thrae from her time in Rock Heaven, but they spoke too fast for her to catch everything. She looked to Sethlo for translation, but he had walked off from the group, staring out at the horizon.


    “Enough of this,” Utheril said in English.


    “You must all get up now,” Xomara said.


    Maella’s arms trembled as she pushed herself up, the grit of the sand digging into her skin. The forms of her friends swayed before her eyes. In Rock Heaven, every stone was a potential door. The very stones in that place had vibrated with their desire for her hands to open them.


    She felt the lack of vibrations in this place like an ache. This new world was empty and doorless.


    Almost doorless.


    If she listened closely, vibrations came from somewhere, but it might as well be in the atmosphere. It was far away and she could not get a direction on it.


    “Doormaker Botron,” Ambassador Utheril began.


    “Don’t call me that,” Maella said, shuddering, and then collapsing back onto the ground. Sweat dripped down her cheek and she wiped it away. She had hidden herself for so long, to hear what she could do spoken aloud like that, so formal with her family name, was too much. “Just call me Maella.”


    Ambassador Utheril blinked and inclined his head. “Very well. Maella, when was the last time you received licatherin?”


    Daniel lifted the water pouch he had taken from Rock Heaven. “It ran out hours ago.”


    “And before that?” Utheril said.


    “Barely any for several days,” Claritsa said. “Just what water we had taken in order to build the ladder.”


    The ladder of wood and bones. The ladder the Klylup had destroyed after Maella had opened a door to butterflies and ants. It would be funny, the incredible uselessness of what had come out of her door, if it had not then sent the Klylup into a murderous rage.


    “Do you see them shake?” Xomara said.


    Maella thought at first the words were not meant to be heard but realized Xomara had spoken in English.


    “We are out of time,” Utheril said.


    “Look at the intensity of the stain,” Xomara said. “It is deep in them.”


    “How is such a thing allowed?” Oren said. “Surely Doormaker Tain—”


    “Knows about it,” Utheril said, interrupting, voice severe. “And does nothing.”


    “That is why we are here,” Xomara said, her eyes flashing. “He has done nothing when something needs to be done.”


    Maella’s vision swam with confusion. “But I thought you were on his side. You were fighting for him.” She fixated on Xomara, hoping it would keep the world from spinning. She wore a light linen shirt and pants that set off her stunning red hair, stringy and tangled and curled close to her head. Her skin was a deep bronze, deeply freckled. Her green eyes were ringed with black.


    Oren grimaced and rubbed at his forehead. But it was Utheril who spoke. “We are the Hestroth. Sworn to serve the doormakers. Yet we still have our own minds.”


    Maella had tried to get the Hestroth to explain—anything. She didn’t know whose side they were truly on. She could feel the weight of their knowledge held back from her like the water behind a dam. “That’s not an answer. You have to tell us what’s going on with the One Door, with Doormaker Tain, with what you want from me. That’s how this works. You can’t just keep secrets and expect us to do what you want.”


    “How stupid must you be to need an explanation?” Xomara said. “The One Door controls the connections to the worlds. It is the only door left that goes exactly where a doormaker wants to go. It can move armies, it can choke supplies, it can create connections between the worlds—or destroy those connections forever. The wrong person controlling the doors controls the worlds. The right person can use it to fix the connections and make other doors work again. We are here to make sure the right person finds the One Door. We are the Hestroth.”


    “I don’t care where you came from or what you want to do,” Daniel interrupted. “What is krokosod and why did you both say the word while looking at us like we’re dying?”


    It was Oren who spoke this time. “It was not our intention to keep you in the dark. We thought you knew. It is common knowledge among us. Krokosod is our name for the sickness that happens when the body is too attached to licatherin. Your body misses it—”


    “Withdrawals,” Daniel interrupted again, realization dawning on his face. “We’re going through withdrawals.”


    Maella and Claritsa exchanged a look. They knew a little about what that meant. Drugs were around in their neighborhood. Daniel and Barth, and maybe even Esson, had been involved in drugs before Esson had vanished.


    “So we go through withdrawals, and the purple skin goes away, right?” Daniel’s muscles began tremble as if from waves of mini earthquakes.


    “Sometimes. Not always. There are stories…” But Oren’s voice drifted into silence.


    Sethlo returned to the group. He looked the worst out of all of them. Beaten up, a sheen of sweat on his skin, bruises, mud, and blood. He had fought his uncle on the ladder. He had stayed by Maella’s side through so much of this and she thought she loved him a little, but she wasn’t sure because she didn’t know what that was supposed to feel like.


    Oren draped half of his robe around Sethlo and gave the other half to Daniel. Now Utheril was the only one fully clothed, but he didn’t seem to notice. The two Hestroth and Utheril looked healthy, bronzed, no hint of purple in their skin.


    No taint, no addiction, no thirst.


    “And what do your stories say about krokosod?” Sethlo said, the color draining from his face like he had also heard stories.


    No one spoke for a long moment.


    Utheril stood. “The licatherin does not withdraw from the body. The licatherin consumes. Krokosod means flesh-death in your English.”


    Maella thought of Lirella. “Do the others from Rock Heaven know that? Does Lirella know that?”


    Utheril nodded. “She knows. The rumor is that her own son died from krokosod, which turned her against Doormaker Tain.”


    “So I was right,” Daniel’s hands shook as he spread his arms out to encompass the hot empty world around them. “This is how we die.”


    Something inside Maella rebelled at that. They had come too far to give up now.


    “Don’t be so dramatic,” Claritsa said, exhaustion thick in her voice.


    With a sigh, Utheril stood, unwrapped his belt, laying it aside on the ground, and unwound his burgundy robe until he also stood in thin linen. “There is no more time to waste searching this desert anymore. We need to make our own shelter.”


    Xomara took the robe from him and flipped the cloth into the air, fluttering it onto the ground like a picnic blanket. She stared at Maella. “Open a door and we will not die.”


    “It will be all right,” Utheril said. “Doormakers open doors. Hestroth hold back the chaos.”


    Oren and Xomara repeated the words, then switched to another language and spoke something that sounded like a different ritual chant. Maella thought the words sounded like Thrae. Something about darkness and light. Then there was a silence so deep and complete Maella could hear her own heart beat.


    The only vibrations in this world were a result of her own muscles shaking from withdrawals. There was no hum, no pull to open a closed door. But no hint either of a door that should have never been left open.


    Not true, that small voice in her unconscious said, but she didn’t know what it meant or why she felt unsettled or where this feeling was coming from, so she ignored it.


    “The robe is not a door. It won’t work,” Maella said, relieved. Her parents had warned her this was possible with cloth—to make a door—but it was hard to get right. It’s why they could have sheets on their beds and wear clothes on their bodies.


    “It can work.” Xomara threw the robe out again and let it resettle to the ground.


    Maella stilled. There was a hint of vibration along one edge.


    Xomara saw Maella’s reaction and stepped closer and pointed. “There.”


    “She can’t.” Claritsa stepped forward. Her dark braids flipped over her shoulders, the line of her spine strong and sure. Every time Maella thought of how close she had been to losing Claritsa, her best friend, an overwhelming joy filled her that they were still together.


    “She can,” Xomara said. “Every open door destroys, yet life springs from such destruction. Every opened door unravels the worlds, yet the One Door will make the worlds whole again.”


    She said the words like Maella had heard others quote Bible verses.


    Claritsa looked at Maella as if to say, are you going to tell them or do I?


    It was Maella’s death sentence, but she felt exhausted just thinking about it. Tell them for me.


    Xomara drew the robe back into her arms. “I will try again. With enough attempts, the door will become large enough for us to enter.”


    “And then what?” Daniel said. “She can’t control her doors. I’ve seen her. It could open to anything.”


    Maella felt anger flare. No one could control the doors and what they opened to, it wasn’t just her.


    “It is simple,” Xomara said. “We are here to handle whatever comes out. There are ways to guide—”


    “Her pattern says she has three doors left until she dies,” Claritsa said.


    “What?” Xomara let go of the cloth and it crumpled into a heap.


    Claritsa explained how Keeper Shaul’s pattern-machine had predicted death upon Maella opening her seventh door. No details on how, where, or when.


    Seven doors.


    Now three doors, because of the four Maella had used up since the prediction.


    Xomara returned the robe to Utheril. They exchanged another worried look.


    “Seven doors,” Utheril said. “You are sure it was seven doors?”


    “So it’s true, then?” Maella had hoped Keeper Shaul’s prediction would be wrong or even a lie he had told.


    Utheril cleared his throat. His eyes flicked to Maella once and then settled on nothing at all, like he was retreating inward. “The pattern is breaking. Things do not work like they used to work, but the pattern-machines are right more often than they are wrong. It is not a prediction to cast aside. A doormaker’s death prediction, especially when it is a result of opening too many doors—it is different in these times. It is—”


    Xomara hissed, cutting him off.


    “Is what?” Maella said, stepping forward, forcing Utheril to look at her.


    Utheril considered his words. “Painful and violent.”


    Maella searched the Hestroth faces. Their eyes confirmed Utheril’s words—her seven door prediction had made them afraid. But there was something strange about their fear.


    Were they afraid for her? Or were they afraid of her?

  


  
    Chapter 2


    Maella’s vision swam in the growing darkness. A fire threw shadowed outlines of people on the sand.


    Three figures huddled over something by the fire.


    Maella was on her side and staring out at the vast emptiness of sunset or maybe sunrise. Was it the same day? A different day? She fought against this drowning feeling. Her mind blazed and the darkness splintered into pale light. The edge of the sky met the ground and changed color from orange to pink to purple.


    Purple.


    She hated purple with everything inside of her.


    Her stomach twisted. She leaned over and threw up bile on the ground. Her throat burned and the taste in her mouth was sour. Claritsa lay close by—eyes closed, body shivering, sweat plastering her long dark hair to her skin, lost in dreams that forced her face into awful contortions. Maella wiped her mouth and turned. Sethlo lay on her other side, close enough to touch. Convulsions wracked his body and his dark lashes pressed fiercely together, squeezing out tears that mixed with dirt and tracked ragged lines down his cheeks. Daniel was on the other side of Sethlo, throwing up, back and shoulders hunched. Fierce love mixed with fear for them rose in Maella.


    Her friends.


    The ones who had stayed with her in spite of everything.


    She tried to call Utheril and the Hestroth to help, but the noise that came from her throat sounded like a croak from a dying frog. A million needles felt stuck in her skin. Her legs had swelled and her joints seemed loose, like they might not all hold together if she tried to stand.


    The three figures talked in hushed whispers that rose in volume like they were arguing. Finally Utheril’s voice came through, his tone short and cutting, issuing a command. Oren stood with a small glass bottle in his hand. The color of the bottle was dark, suspiciously purple. He approached Maella, making low soothing noises. He helped her sit up and held the bottle to her mouth, spreading smells of licorice.


    Deep desire struck Maella, making her want to tip the entire bottle so that its liquid slipped down her throat.


    Instead, she pressed her lips closed.


    “Fool,” Xomara said, kneeling in the dirt.


    Maella didn’t know if Xomara meant that word for her or Oren.


    Xomara took the bottle from Oren and held it to Maella’s lips, but Maella refused to open. She felt the way her lips had cracked in the desert’s dryness and she knew, even in the bleary fog of her withdrawals, that the Hestroth would give her this medicine first, maybe give it all to her, if she let them—leaving no relief for her friends.


    “Yes, this is licatherin,” Xomara said gently. “You must take it, Doormaker Botron, it is the only way. You are too important.” Xomara held the bottle rim to Maella’s lips again.


    Saliva flooded Maella’s mouth. But a stubbornness also rose. If she had been able to talk she would have told them to call her by her name. Maella. May-ella. Everything inside of her screamed to stop the headache, the muscle pain, the feeling that her flesh was drifting away from her bones. This woman held out a drug and she wanted to take it. She needed to take it.


    Maella looked at them through blurry eyes and let her stubbornness take over. She pushed the bottle away with shaky hands.


    Oren frowned.


    Xomara said something that sounded like a curse.


    Maella croaked in protest.


    “You must drink the oil,” Xomara said, pushing the bottle more forcefully. “You owe the many Hestroth who died for you in Rock Heaven. You cannot die now!”


    Oren and Xomara had fought off the Rock Heaven prisoners and the Klylup. The others with them had died. Xomara and Oren had lost all their companions. Maella had pushed that knowledge away until now. A drop of wetness touched Maella’s lips and she almost gave in. The licorice smell would make the oil taste sweet and cool.


    “You can help us find the One Door,” Oren said. “If we lose you, the sacrifices we have made for all the doors we have helped open will have been for nothing.”


    In spite of the pain and guilt that rose up, she pushed the bottle away from herself. She motioned to her friends.


    Utheril stood over Maella and looked down. The firelight glared off his bald head. His beard hung long on his chin. His burgundy robes flowed around him, reaching to his feet. He nodded to Xomara. “Make her drink.”


    Xomara furrowed her eyebrows. Her hair shone deep red in the firelight.


    Maella wanted to scream from the pain of krokosod but she forced herself to scoot away from them, closer to the fire. She felt its heat and imagined it blistering her skin. Her arm gave out from weakness and she fell to the dirt, her cheek scraping against the ground.


    Oren stood up.


    Xomara threw an angry glance at Utheril and an even angrier glance at Maella.


    “I will hold up Claritsa, you must make her drink,” Xomara said this loudly and handed Oren the bottle.


    Maella waited, breathing heavily, to see if Xomara would keep her word. She added her pounding headache to the list that included swimming eyesight, a burning throat, and a sickness in her brain that made her unable to remember what it felt like to be well.


    Oren did as Xomara directed. Utheril did not interfere.


    When the bottle touched Claritsa’s lips, she sipped greedily, as if dreaming. Xomara removed the bottle. Eyes still closed, Claritsa followed it with her mouth.


    Oren laid Claritsa back down.


    When Xomara approached, Maella shook her head.


    Xomara sighed. With Oren’s help they made both Sethlo and Daniel take small sips from the bottle.


    A small breeze made the flames of the fire lick sideways, swirling the ash at the fire’s base. Maella’s eyes caught on something strange that curled in the fire. The breeze swept a paper out so that it drifted and landed inches from her cheek. The paper was singed, blackened, but something about it was familiar. There was a picture of a man on it. She thought at first the greenish cast was a trick of the light, but then she realized—


    She was looking at American money.


    A hundred dollar bill.


    A million questions tumbled inside Maella’s mind. When she had passed through the door from Rock Heaven and into this place, she had sworn the vibrations reminded her of Rathe. But maybe she had been wrong.


    Maybe they were somewhere else on Earth again.


    Maella allowed herself to be led back to the robe. Oren helped her sit down. Utheril watched everything with a scrutinizing gaze. Xomara pushed the bottle into Maella’s hands. The glass looked lighter in color, emptied out. For a terrible moment Maella burned with anger and selfishness. She wanted the pain to go away, just go away. She should have taken a sip when Xomara had first held the bottle to her lips.


    “Drink.” Xomara tilted the bottle.


    Licorice smells filled Maella’s nose and blocked out the world. The liquid slid into her mouth like honey. It put out the fires in her on its way down her throat. The bottle emptied. She made a protesting noise and licked at the rim to gain the last few drops. It wasn’t enough.


    Oren brushed hair away from her forehead and spoke gently, laying her back down. She stared at the night sky and the stars cradled by darkness and remembered the night she had curled up beside Sethlo, just the two of them. His warmth had made her feel safe. She felt warm and safe like that as the licatherin flooded her body.


    It wasn’t until she was more than halfway asleep, muscles relaxing, pain fading, that she realized the question she needed to ask was—where, in an empty, doorless world, had they found American money and a bottle of licatherin?

  


  
    Chapter 3


    Sometimes, when the electricity had been turned off again and the stars had come out in all their glory, Mother and Father would wake Maella.


    A soft press of her shoulders, a kiss on the forehead as a hand brushed back her hair. Almost always Josa was curled up at her side, thumb stuck in his mouth while he dreamed, and they would wake him too, and then get Esson out of bed. Excitement would be thick in her parents’ voices and their eyes would shine in the starlight.


    They would whisper about stars and bonfires—and “Come along now, quick.” Maella and her brothers would rush after the stumbling steps of their parents in the dark of the house, out into the dark of the night, a giddiness descending over all of them.


    Mother led the way to prevent any accidents. Sometimes the moon hung so bright and full in the sky it turned the grass silver and the dark line of trees stood like statues at the edge of the property. Crickets and frogs would erupt in sound. The air smelled like dew and the smell of dead grass when dew makes them wet and darkness has cooled their temperature. Father would whisper about the frogs and crickets moving in, like a game of war, and they’d crouch on all fours, like they could really hide from the whole world in the dark, in an empty, weed-covered field. Father would laugh and tug Maella and her brothers along after Mother. And Mother would walk with a smile in her steps.


    Grandmother would already be there, at the little bonfire—usually a glass bowl filled with paper. In the darkness it became an epic, raging thing to tell stories over. Father would light a match, its orange glow casting deep, dancing shadows across his face, and throw it into a pile of paper. Smoke would drift into the sky as a twirling white column. Sometimes a breeze would flutter those paper ashes, overwhelming them with its smoke, and they would laugh even as they coughed.


    Sometimes if you gave Grandmother enough of her special hot cocoa, set aside, she said, only for herself, she would tell awesome stories about magic and battles and brave acts. Maella and her brothers would hold their collective breath, eyes wide, almost not moving because sometimes Grandmother let slip information they knew wasn’t made up. But then Mother would laugh at those parts and tell Grandmother to eat another marshmallow and give the kids a chance to breathe. Mother would pass out glass cups of hot cocoa and marshmallows—chocolate was too expensive.


    They could roast all the marshmallows they wanted in that little paper fire and feel like they had everything—everything.


    The memory faded unwillingly as her eyes opened—the smoke somehow still inside her nose. It was the bright, intense light of the sun that had finally woken her. Maella tried to swallow, but there was no moisture left in her mouth. She shifted, the rough ground making a scraping noise against her clothes.


    Paper smoke smells hung in the air, and when Maella sat up, her clothes let off a wave of it.


    Utheril and the Hestroth sat cross-legged around the now cold fire, staring into its ashes. Daniel was already awake and sitting next to them. Utheril coughed and responded to something Daniel asked. It looked strange, seeing Daniel next to them. His deep purple-stained skin made him look like some alien against the bronzed skin of Utheril and the Hestroth.


    When Utheril noticed that Maella and the others were finally awake, he stood. She looked at him with a question in her eyes. He explained simply. Hestroth always carried some licatherin with them. Sort of like a doormaker first aid kit.


    But the threat loomed.


    There was only one bottle, and it was empty, and there was still no water and no more licatherin.


    Her mind repeated krokosod, flesh-death, like a song stuck in her head.


    She was a drug addict.


    She was in search of the drugs she needed.


    That monstrous part inside of her that opened doors to other monsters and violence and death—that part of her whispered she was capable of a great deal of evil to get the drugs she and her friends needed to survive.


    “So there is only one pattern-keeper left on Rathe. If this second one is even still alive,” Daniel said, as if picking up the thread of an earlier conversation. “And the licatherin is used on all three of the worlds in different ways—sometimes for fuel, sometimes for drugs, and many other things.”


    “Yes,” Utheril said.


    “It’s like oil,” Daniel said, turning to Claritsa. She looked at him with unfocused eyes and kept blinking to help clear her head. “Licatherin is like oil on Earth. Everything runs on oil. You can turn oil into plastic and clothes and fuel and a million other things.”


    “Okay, but that doesn’t really help us here,” Claritsa said.


    “Licatherin holds all three worlds together. It helps them run, it fuels the doors somehow. Right?” Daniel said, turning again to Utheril.


    “It is like that but different still.” Utheril sighed. “Any more questions?”


    “I’m not stopping anytime soon. I’ve almost died by her hands often enough.” Daniel jerked a finger, pointing it at Maella as he swayed on his feet. “I’m not blindly following anyone.”


    “Daniel!” Claritsa said.


    “He’s only speaking the truth,” Maella said quietly as she looked into the dead fire. The Hestroth had set it for them because even though the night had been warm, krokosod brought deep chills. Maella shivered just remembering it.


    And then it was right there, it almost came to her while she stared at the fire—the question she needed to ask.


    “You know it’s true, Claritsa,” Daniel said.


    “I’m not the one who betrayed us,” Claritsa said, a deadly note in her voice. “That would be you, Daniel. From where I’m standing, you’re the one who can’t be trusted.”


    An awkward tension filled the silence.


    Xomara coughed. Her green eyes were glassy and she kept blinking as if to force them to refocus. Oren’s skin looked stretched. Utheril’s lips had begun to crack.


    A weird feeling of dread mixed with eagerness rose in Maella. She stared at the fire that had gone out, concentrating. It was right there, while she stared at the fire—the question she needed to ask. But then it was gone again.


    She blinked and looked up from the fire. She could fix this. She was the only one who could keep them all from dying of thirst out here. “You said you could help hold back whatever—”


    “That is what we have been trained to do.” Xomara inclined her head.


    “There isn’t any choice,” Sethlo said, as if reading Maella’s mind.


    Daniel agreed with Sethlo. The two boys looked at each other in surprise at being on the same side.


    “But the prediction,” Claritsa said.


    “What’s the point of getting this far if we just die of thirst?” Maella said. “Where can we go? What else can we do?”


    “We could keep moving. Maybe there’s something…” Claritsa bit her lip and looked away.


    There was no life in sight. No buildings. No roads. Not a hint of change in the landscape. The air seemed to settle. Like they all knew they were in agreement now.


    Maella nodded at Xomara.


    Utheril unwrapped his robe and handed it over.


    Maella had stopped sweating hours ago even though the sun beat down upon them. Yet her hands felt clammy. Just like that? She was going to open a door?


    “The Hestroth will protect you,” Utheril said.


    She shivered in spite of the heat.


    “Think on a pattern-keeper as you open the door,” Utheril said, wiping his forehead of sweat. “Think about a city at the edge of this desert. Sometimes it helps push the door in the direction you want it to go. We must find the pattern-keeper on this world.”


    “They can’t be trusted,” Maella said. Her encounter with the last pattern-keeper—Keeper Shaul—had not ended well for any one of them, especially him.


    Utheril examined her like an interesting science experiment. “The patterns have likely changed. We must reconsider our way forward. Pattern-keepers provide information. This information may not be complete, but it is still valuable.”


    “We will keep you safe, doormaker.” Xomara fluttered open Utheril’s robe. This movement stirred the fire, sending a little tornado of paper ash into the air. Color distracted Maella. There was something green in the fire.


    She walked by Xomara and the robe—to the dead fire. The robe did not vibrate anyway. It was not yet a door.


    A surprised expression appeared on Xomara’s face and then she smoothed it over. Daniel flinched back as if Maella was coming for him.


    Maella ran her fingers through the fire’s cool ashes, graying her hands. The ash covered her skin like the dust from Rock Heaven had done, obscuring the purple, making her believe, even just for a moment, that all she had to do was wash up and all would be normal again.


    Her fingers found the edge of what she was looking for, a partially unburned bill. Its green paper stood out as the only green around except for Xomara’s eyes. She held the money up like a flag.


    “Where did the money come from?” When no one answered, Maella looked up to find them all staring. “If this is Rathe, then what is American money doing here?”


    Daniel plucked the bill from her hand. He rubbed it between his fingers and held it up to the light. “This is a twenty.” Daniel pawed through the fire, ash coating his hands and forearms gray. “There has to be hundreds of dollars here and that’s what didn’t burn up!”


    “This is Rathe,” Oren said. “The stars tell us that. And since this is Rathe, we are somewhere in the Forsi desert. We are lucky to have found this paper for fuel. This money means nothing on Rathe.”


    Xomara spoke up. “Why does it matter?”


    Maella shook her head. She knew there was no way she could have saved the money or gotten it back home, but it still made her sick to think of it all burned up. Rent money. Food money. When Maella’s family had first fled to Earth, she remembered living in a series of houses made almost completely out of glass. There had been doors, windows, cabinets, and semi-privacy. There were other people her family had paid to open doors for them as needed. Living that way was expensive. The money had been used up.


    Her family had lived from hand to mouth for so long, growing what they could in their little backyard garden, making deals, unable to work because how do you explain to your boss that no, you couldn’t actually open the freezer to get more hamburger patties, not unless you wanted the store sucked away into a starry void.


    The money in Daniel’s hand could have paid the rent and put food on her family’s table for a month. How much had burned in the fire?


    Maella felt Claritsa’s hand on her shoulder. She looked at Claritsa with agony.


    “There’s no point in wishing things were different,” Claritsa said, as if reading Maella’s thoughts.


    “We found it. We needed a fire. We burned it.” Xomara’s voice sounded tired.


    “We are sorry if it meant something to you,” Oren said, his voice cracking as if from dryness.


    “It’s nothing,” Maella said. But it wasn’t nothing and it didn’t explain how the money got here on Rathe, to a desert, of all places. Who had brought it here? Why had they left it?


    “Doormaker, there is no time for this. Open the door and then stand away.” Utheril glanced at Claritsa. “You and your tenbl must remove yourselves as soon as the door is opened.”


    “They called me that in Rock Heaven.” Claritsa pushed back hair from her face and squinted in the sunlight. “It didn’t sound…pleasant.”


    Xomara cocked her head. “It is an honor to be tenbl to a doormaker. Many of the Hestroth train and hope for such an honor. Many Hestroth have died while fighting the Sechnel,” Xomara said the word like she wanted to spit. “We die for doormakers and their tenbl—you.”


    Claritsa frowned. “But what does it mean?”


    “It means you are bonded to a doormaker,” Xomara said. “You are there to keep the doormaker safe. To open doors, to make way, to care for and anticipate the needs—”


    “You mean a servant,” Claritsa said.


    Maella flushed. “Claritsa is no one’s servant, especially not mine.”


    “A tenbl is not a servant,” Oren said. “They answer to a higher call—”


    “They said that word with such hate,” Claritsa said.


    “To those who believe doormakers have ruined the worlds,” Utheril said, “anyone who aligns themselves with doormakers is seen as a fool at best.”


    “Because doormakers have ruined the worlds,” Daniel said.


    “That is heresy!” Xomara began to pace though her steps looked unsteady. “The Hestroth devote ourselves to the purity of the cause. We search for the One Door that will fix the worlds. Our patterns tell us there will be a great Doormaker who arrives in the darkest hour and who will find the One Door and will make the worlds right again. We devote ourselves to the doormakers, to this cause. We search to put back together what is falling apart.”


    “You sound like the Sechnel,” Claritsa said.


    In a blur of motion, Xomara unleashed her sword from her belt and held the tip of it to Claritsa’s throat. “The Sechnel have killed many of those I care about. Seven door rumors or not, I will end any who insult our sacrifice.”


    “Xomara!” Oren said sharply.


    Fury rose in Claritsa’s eyes and her expression hardened. Maella had seen that look before when Claritsa was about to do something reckless. Claritsa should have been scared. Instead she pressed herself against Xomara’s sword tip until it bit into her purple-stained flesh, drawing blood.

  


  
    Chapter 4


    Xomara dropped her sword.


    Her face lost all color and her eyes widened. She fell to her knees and bowed before Maella. “Please forgive me, doormaker. I did not mean to harm your tenbl. I allowed my anger…I…”


    “I am not her servant,” Claritsa said, almost yelling, clasping a hand over her bleeding neck.


    Claritsa, a servant? Please. The Hestroth like the Sechnel? Maella really, really hoped not. She remembered Dedion’s fierce, manic light, the way he had decided for everyone else what was right and wrong. The way he had fought her on the ladder and closed the door to Thrae, almost killing them all. He believed they had all died as soon as they passed through their first door.


    Her very existence caused people to either love her or hate her.


    No, that wasn’t right. They didn’t love or hate Maella, only what she stood for in their eyes.


    “Stand up,” Maella said, unsure what she was going to say next but unable to bear having beautiful, fierce Xomara at her feet. “Claritsa is my friend.” Maella turned to Claritsa and saw her angry expression. “She has helped keep my secret. She has saved my life. She is strong and courageous and smart. You would be foolish to think she was anyone’s servant.”


    “Being someone’s tenbl is an honor,” Xomara said, head still bowed. “If she is not, then you need one to help you. Though I am undeserving, I offer myself for this service.”


    Emotions swirled inside Maella. She had lived in a prison labor camp for months. Before that she had been poor, living in a home without doors, kept out of school, trained to avoid people and trouble. She had run from those who wanted to kill her, and now here was Xomara offering herself.


    All of it felt wrong. All of it felt so very wrong.


    “Doormaker—”


    “Don’t call me that like it’s some sort of title,” Maella said. They were all tired, dehydrated, pushing themselves to the breaking point. Maella’s head hurt trying to think through it all. “I’m not anything special. I’m a girl with…with some problems. Family problems.”


    Xomara looked up, gaze sharp and perceptive. “Now who is fooling herself?”


    Suddenly Maella felt exhausted. Chills swept over her skin and she sat in the sand. The world tilted sideways. The vibrations from the door the cloth robe had formed hit her in waves. Claritsa rushed over but then hesitated, as if realizing that coming to Maella’s aid somehow proved she was Maella’s servant after all.


    No, Maella wanted to say, it would only prove you are my friend.


    As if in answer, Claritsa closed the gap and rested a hand on Maella’s forehead. It seared Maella with the warmth of friendship.


    “You are no one’s servant,” Maella said.


    “I know, stupid.” Claritsa held up a hand to keep Xomara and Oren back. Sethlo hovered. Daniel stood a few steps behind him.


    “This doormaker religion stuff is getting crazy,” Maella finally said in almost a whisper, trying to push aside the vibrations from the robe like they didn’t mean anything.


    “Seems kind of normal actually,” Claritsa said.


    “Sechnel believing doormakers bring death wherever they go?” Maella said. “The Hestroth believing doormakers are the only ones who can fix the worlds?”


    Claritsa shrugged.


    “People believing opposite things about the same thing?” Maella said.


    “I went to church with my grandmother,” Claritsa said. “It happens a lot.”


    “How do you know who’s right?” Maella said. “How do I know what I’m supposed to do?”


    “You decide what kind of person you want to be,” Claritsa said.


    “It’s not that easy,” Maella said.


    “Yes,” Claritsa said. “It is.”


    “We will find the One Door with your help,” Xomara interrupted. “We believe the doormaker we need may be one of your brothers but we believe it is you who will find the One Door for them.”


    Maella’s family was hated and hunted. Xomara seemed to believe the opposite—that Maella’s family could save the worlds.


    Not Maella, though.


    One of her brothers.


    This left an odd ache in her. Was she not good enough? What was so wrong with her? “This is all still about the One Door?”


    Xomara looked at her in disbelief. “It is always about the One Door.”


    “To fix the worlds, right?” Maella said, on the verge of sarcasm. “Because the doormakers first broke the worlds.”


    “No, we do not believe what the Sechnel believe,” Xomara said. “It was something else that broke the worlds. Your family has sacrificed and helped a great deal.”


    “Except for Doormaker Tain,” Maella said.


    Xomara thinned her lips, glancing at Utheril as if asking permission. He inclined his head. “He has sacrificed in his own way, but in his own way has also accelerated the damage. Your uncle has spent a great deal of time searching for the One Door. ”


    Maella felt shocked yet also not shocked by Xomara’s announcement. Unconsciously her mind had been working to put the puzzle pieces together. She had fought Dedion at the top of the ladder and seen into Thrae. The man on the other side who had put a sword through Dedion’s shoulder—his face had been so like her father’s yet not her father’s.


    She had seen her family’s symbol carved into the frame of the door. A curved quarter moon, its points sharp like knives. Three links, separate yet attached, pierced by the moon. She had seen the symbol and thought it proof that either Esson or her father had passed through that same door, but what if Doormaker Tain had carved the symbol instead?


    “Is he the reason my family fled to Earth?”


    “It happened before I joined the Hestroth,” Xomara said, “but yes, those are the rumors that have even made their way to my ears.”


    Xomara had given more information about Maella’s family in the last ten minutes than she had learned in the last ten years of her life. Doormaker Tain—her uncle—had forced her family to flee to Earth. And now, more than ten years later, here she was, still trying to survive the fallout of whatever happened so long ago.


    It hit her again that Esson might still be alive. That her father was still alive out here in the worlds somewhere. She needed to bring them home.


    “But why does everyone hate us so?” Maella said, still trying to put the puzzle pieces together in spite of a growing headache. “My family, me, doormakers?”


    “They do not believe in the truth of the worlds,” Xomara said. “They hate what they do not understand.”


    Maella wanted to believe her.


    Sethlo stepped forward, his expression earnest, even through his bloodshot eyes, scratched skin, and cracking lips. There was something about the way Sethlo looked at anyone, like he was fully there with you, holding nothing back, that always made Maella ache. “Maella, if we find the One Door together, we can save the worlds. Believe in that.”


    “Yeah, well. I don’t know about any of that, but for now, I’m going with the Hestroth.” Claritsa glanced at Xomara, her expression offering a simple truce. “At least they don’t want us dead. Bleeding maybe, but not dead.”


    Xomara opened her mouth. Claritsa raised her eyebrows and waited.


    Xomara looked away.


    “I don’t believe in any of it.” But the words sounded false even to Maella.


    “You exist,” Claritsa said, turning back to Maella. “What you can do, it has to mean something. It has to come from somewhere.”


    “But from where?” Maella said, that ache returning.


    Utheril cleared his throat. It looked like it pained him to speak. “The Hestroth believe doormakers come from the stars. That they are the explorers of the universe. That they opened the way for the rest of us to populate the worlds. They are travelers and they make roads where no roads existed.”


    Maella frowned. She had not expected an answer and she didn’t feel like Utheril’s answer could possibly be true. Travelers from the stars? But then again, she didn’t have any better explanation.


    “But what’s the point?” Daniel said. “What’s the point of traveling and opening doors and—”


    “To explore,” Oren said. “To know. To see the full pattern.”


    “And once you see the pattern?” Maella asked. “Then what?”


    “Then you can understand it,” Xomara said.


    Xomara’s words spoke to Maella.


    To understand.


    That’s what she needed.


    “And when you understand it,” Sethlo said. “You can change it.”


    “Perhaps,” Xomara said. “I am not so arrogant to believe I would know how it should be changed.”


    “You want the worlds to be fixed,” Sethlo said.


    Xomara nodded.


    “So do I. I want to fix the worlds,” Sethlo said.


    “The One Doormaker will fix the worlds when he finds the One Door,” Xomara said, challenging him with her tone.


    Sethlo and Xomara stared at each other for a long moment, as if locked in some sort of contest. With a start, Maella realized Xomara was only a few years older than Sethlo. Stunning with her red hair, deeply tanned, freckled skin, her sharp green eyes bordered vividly with a black ring.


    Energy crackled between her and Sethlo.


    “Maybe you are right,” Sethlo said, releasing the tension, though it was hard to tell if Sethlo actually meant the words.


    Xomara inclined her head. “You are also right.”


    Maella knew that they had somehow become—if not friends—then uneasy allies.


    “And he is not me,” Maella said, brought back to reality. “And we still have no water and there is no more licatherin.”


    At the word licatherin, both Claritsa and Daniel shivered.


    Maella forced herself up, her own muscles shaky and her joints feeling loose. She nodded at Oren. “Try again.”


    Oren flung out the robe. The robe drifted and then met the ground.


    Twice more she nodded at Oren, until the robe zapped her with its vibrations. She raised a hand to keep him from gathering up the cloth.


    Energy hummed through her bones. She finally had a door she could open.


    She crouched and ran her fingers through the sand, yellowing them, letting it cover her skin like the mining dust from Rock Heaven. The ground was warm to the touch.


    Utheril had said to think about the pattern-keeper. Her mind tumbled through all the doors she could remember opening until she got to that little hangman’s door that had opened to an ocean of water. Keeper Shaul and his lighthouse. Ocean waves had enveloped her body. Cold. Wet. Salty. Waves had tried to throw her into sharp rocks. The walk to Keeper Shaul’s lighthouse had felt like an eternity, especially with Barth on her heels, and waves crashing against the shore and the base of the lighthouse, their roar dampened only once inside with Keeper Shaul.


    She blocked out all sound, all thought, but she could not block out anger at her childhood of ignorance. A part of her felt burned up into ash and nothing could make it come back.


    With a quick flick of the wrists, Maella flipped open the robe.


    Sethlo grabbed her shoulders and pulled her away but not before a wave of wetness soaked her. Salt stung her lips. She fell hard onto her tailbone. Water bubbled out from the door and then crashed around their feet.


    Xomara and Oren blocked her view of the door. Swords drawn, they stalked forward. The water soaked their linens, plastering the cloth to their skin, showing off fierce tension and muscles that came from deep training.


    Oren opened his mouth and let the water fall onto his tongue. Xomara waited, eyes scanning, trying to pierce through the fountain of water.


    Sethlo released Maella’s shoulders and stepped forward. “You did it.” There was awe in his voice.


    A giddiness filled Maella as she sat there, stunned.


    She had opened a door.


    She had gotten them water.

  


  
    Chapter 5


    Salt water.


    She had opened a door to salt water.


    The door was closed now. The robe drying on Utheril’s back, water soaking the sand a deep brown. At first, Xomara and Oren had taken turns diving in, hopeful the door would lead to Keeper Shaul’s lighthouse.


    It had not.


    When they finally gave up, Xomara and Oren stretched the robe tight over the opening, and forced it down against the waves bubbling out, until the door had shut.


    Daniel stared at Maella with a sort of deadness in his eyes. Sethlo looked at her with pity which was even harder to stand. Claritsa gazed at the wet sand with sadness, like it had betrayed all of them, when it was really Maella who was at fault.


    And now Maella only had two doors left.


    “The doors do not always go to where they should,” Oren said kindly. “The pattern is breaking.”


    But Maella could not undo the guilt. She had thought about Keeper Shaul, but she had also thought about the ocean water around his lighthouse. She couldn’t bear admitting it, but she had thought harder about that ocean water than about him.


    Desert surrounded them. Its silence sentenced her, all of them, to death by dehydration.


    “We have to try it again.” Or accept that we will die out here, Maella finished inside her head. She didn’t need to say that part out loud.


    The silence spoke volumes.


    They all knew it.


    But then Maella realized the world wasn’t silent anymore.


    Xomara and Oren unsheathed their swords at the same moment. Sethlo came to attention, the knife he had brought from Rock Heaven glinting in his hand.


    Maella turned in a circle, searching, salt water dripping off of her, smelling briny and like fish that had been left to rot on the beach. The world was yellow and flat for as far as the horizon, with an empty blue sky with a sun that blazed down on them. The noise was a whirring hum that didn’t belong in this world of emptiness. Her stomach fluttered in panic. She had opened a door, now a Klylup would come. That had been the pattern.


    It was a dust cloud that finally caught her attention. As the dust cloud grew, the noise grew along with it, but the noise was not a Klylup’s trumpet. It was more like the vibrations of gears and machinery.


    “I know this sound,” Oren said, his voice barely above a whisper. The sword in his hand began to shake.


    Out from the cloud, like dark pins on the sand, popped weird motorbikes with robed riders. The riders sat upright, hands on the bars, two wheels glinting in the sunlight as the wheels kicked up sand into the purple-tinged dust cloud. Too far away to count how many.


    “At the edge of the Forsi desert there is a factory. They call it Sa-Lamba,” Oren said, going pale.


    Sethlo whirled around and stared at Oren. “What did you say?”


    But Oren did not repeat it. His strength and confidence had flown away to leave behind a ghost that trembled like a little boy reliving terrible memories.


    Xomara hissed. The scowl on her face deepened and became something dark. “Dear Hestroth brother, I will not let them take you again. You are not that child any longer.” Xomara sheathed her sword and placed a strong hand on Oren’s shoulder, squeezing it until he looked. A silent message passed between them. A decision.


    Both looked at Utheril who nodded.


    Oren sheathed his sword.


    “People mean water.” Claritsa’s dark hair was plastered to her face. Her eyebrows were two dark slashes that salt water still dripped from. “We’re close to water.”


    “I grew up in that factory. I did not know we were so close. If I had known, I would have taken us far—” Oren looked down at the brown skin of his arm, then at his sword, as if all of it had betrayed him. “They will kill us on sight.” Then he looked at Maella, Claritsa, and Sethlo, and their purple skin and rags for clothes. “But you three they will not kill.”


    Sethlo faced the approaching dust cloud, balancing on the balls of his feet, small knife in hand.


    “Give me the knife,” Oren said suddenly. “They will send you to the Circle if they find it on you.”


    “What is Sa-lamba? What is the Circle? Tell us what’s happening!” Maella said.


    “A terrible place,” Sethlo said, his voice strained, knife gripped so tightly his knuckles had turned white. “People call Sa-Lamba the Tower of Shadows.”


    “It is where they make and transfer the licatherin oil that all three worlds use,” Utheril said. “It is a great tower built by a people long vanished, that has been built even higher by doormakers past to cover terrible secrets.”


    “What secrets?” Maella asked.


    “We don’t know,” Xomara said, a bite to her voice. Her drenched, auburn ringlets dripped water on the ground. “That’s why they are still called secrets.”


    “It it better not to know. May you never know,” Oren said, rocking slightly.


    “Maybe they’ll help us,” Daniel said.


    Xomara sneered. “You are a fool.”


    Sethlo shook his head. “No, they won’t.”


    “Sethlo.” Oren held out a shaky hand.


    Sethlo looked at Oren with a steady expression and gave over his knife.


    More riders popped out from the cloud, wearing brightly colored robes that flapped in the wind. The whirring noises grew louder. Little puffs of purple smoke left thin trails that drifted into the air behind the bikes.


    Xomara squinted at Maella, opened her mouth to say something, turned to Claritsa. “Tenbl or not, you must watch her carefully.”


    “I am her friend,” Claritsa said. “Of course I will.”


    “As will I.” Sethlo moved close enough to warm Maella with his body heat and intensify the salty smell of the water that had drenched all of them.


    Xomara crouched and held out a glass bottle the size of a hummingbird, colored with a purplish tint.


    “It’s empty.” Maella remembered how she had licked the rim.


    Xomara withdrew a dropper Maella had not seen before. This dropper was a deep, dark purple. “This is the last of it. We saved it for you.”


    Before Maella could resist, Xomara touched the dropper to her lips. The taste of licorice flooded her mouth, overwhelming her senses. What was happening?


    But she knew. She knew what was happening.


    They had held back some of the licatherin—for her.


    Energy flooded Maella’s body and she was both furious and grateful.


    “There is a caravan.” The whites of Oren’s eyes showed and his muscles shivered from fear. “Survive until it is time for the caravan. Do what you are told. Do whatever it takes to survive. If we live, we will come with the caravan. We will not forsake you.”


    Oren tore his gaze away from the riders and looked at Maella. At first he couldn’t open his mouth, like he was holding back a scream. “The caravan. Say it.”


    Maella felt shaky. Her fingers and toes went numb.


    “Say it,” Oren shouted. “You will wait for the caravan.”


    Maella flinched.


    Claritsa stepped forward. “We will wait for the caravan.”


    Oren closed his eyes, took a deep breath, turned on his heels, and sprinted away.


    Xomara followed.


    Maella held the bottle in her hand, stunned, then pocketed it. At first Maella thought the Hestroth were headed for the riders but saw they went the opposite direction.


    Their linens and bronzed, purpleless skin matched the ground and they quickly vanished, as if they had never been there.


    “Hey!” Daniel shouted after them. “What just happened?”


    “This is going to be bad,” Claritsa said.


    Sethlo did not speak but instead squinted in the direction of the coming riders.


    “Do what they say,” Utheril said, his face gleaming with sweat. “Do not tell them who you are.”


    And then Utheril ran.


    There were twelve riders. The bikes approached like a spreading wave. Four of them veered, going after Utheril.


    He was slower than the younger Hestroth and he had waited too long.


    Utheril’s robes kicked into the air around him, his feet pounding the sand, but he ran away from where the two Hestroth had vanished. When he was a dark speck against the sand, the four bikers caught him and surrounded him. He held his hands up as if in surrender.


    One of them shouted something. Utheril shouted back. That brought all four off their bikes. They went at Utheril, shouting, punching, kicking.


    Maella began to run. “Stop!” Utheril had been kind to her. He had protected her.“Stop!”


    The other bikers cut her off, kicking sand into her eyes and mouth. A weird burnt licorice smell filled the air. She almost crashed into a biker who blocked her path. Cloth covered his face. His thick eyebrows met over thicker brow ridges and eyes that looked at Maella in a calculating way, as if he did not care that a man was being beaten to death behind him.


    Her heart galloped in her throat. Everyone she had met since going through that first door wanted to hurt her, control her, kill her. What new evil would these people bring?


    The biker, his foot splayed in a sandal, the skin on his foot dark with only a faint hint of purple to it, began to speak in the language that Maella associated with Thrae.


    Maella switched to Thrae. “Stop! Stop hurting him!”


    Another man coughed, then turned to the others and said something that made them laugh. The bikers shifted their weight on the machines, odd mixtures of metal, gears, handles, and an exhaust pipes that spurted little puffs of purple.


    The man spoke again, this time in English. “You will come. If not for us, you would die out here. You are in our debt. Master Hull pays well for skilled workers.”


    He waved at the other bikers, and they circled in until Maella and Sethlo were pressed back to back with Daniel and Claritsa. The burnt licorice smell intensified, overlaying the fishy salt water smell.


    A few motioned to the space behind them on the bikes.


    “No,” Daniel said.


    “No,” Maella agreed, backing up a step, but there was nowhere to go except into Daniel.


    The one she thought of as the leader stepped off the bike and brought his fist down on top of Daniel’s head, crumpling him unconscious onto the ground.


    Sethlo shouted. Maella flinched.


    “Do what they say!” Claritsa yelled, stepping forward. She threw her slim leg around the seat of a bike and gripped the back of a rider’s robe with both hands. “That’s what we were told. Just do what they say.”


    They draped Daniel on the back of one of the bikes. Maella and Sethlo quickly climbed onto the backs of two others. Her biker smelled like musty cloth, licorice, sweat, dust. As water from her clothes transferred to his robe, he sneered. “You smell like rotten fish. You are lucky we are here. We should have let you die in your own filth.”


    She did not correct him. Better for him to believe her soaked appearance was from sweat. The bike puttered forward, then picked up speed. She craned her neck, searching for Utheril, asking silent forgiveness as she searched for any sign of movement, but the dust swallowed everything.


    Caravan. Xomara. Oren. She chanted the three words silently to hold back her fear.


    The sun beat down, its heat quickly drying her. The wind rushed across her ears as the bike bumped along beneath her, rattling her teeth into her skull. When her legs felt like lead, when the pounding in her head drove out all thought, when she believed she would soon fall off—something new appeared at the horizon.


    This new thing dazzled into focus, looking like a pole that extended into the sky from a lavender tinted lake. That pole turned into a tower, dwarfing the buildings that surrounded its base. The tower became impossibly tall, like a skyscraper on Earth, but the stone of the tower was covered in some sort of webbing and the top part looked like it was made differently than the rest.


    It was like Keeper Shaul’s lighthouse but taller, grander. Keeper Shaul’s lighthouse had felt old—built by old hands using old materials. This tower looked old but somehow new. Old but high tech. The webbing became a series of pipes that snaked up the tower walls in zigzag patterns with lights that twinkled at regular intervals. Out the top of the tower puffed small purple clouds.


    The bikers reached the perimeter fence and shut off the machines. The gears puttered into silence, replaced by the odd clanks and metal strikes drifting out from the tower. Licorice smells blew over Maella like incense. The fence was a sort of chain link, like ones at home that fenced off yards and empty lots.


    Home.


    It was a dangerous word.


    Mostly because Maella didn’t know what that word meant anymore. Home was where her family was, but her family was torn apart.


    She wanted to go home. She wanted to fall into her mother’s arms. She wanted her grandmother to wrap her arms around them all. She wanted to sweep Josa up into a hug even as he struggled and yelled he was too big. She wanted to go back to the way things were.


    No, you don’t.


    It was a voice inside of her. Her own voice.


    Everyone believed she was no good. Everyone believed she came from a no-good family. She had promised herself she would prove all of them wrong.


    A bell rang, clear and full through the air, like a church bell. People streamed out of the tower and surrounding buildings. The sun cast harsh, gruesome light onto purple skin.


    One of their captors said a single word in Rathe and picked up the pace.


    Lunch.


    The workers arranged themselves in seated groups, unwrapping cloth to reveal various kinds of food. The sight made Maella’s stomach cramp. At least a third looked almost as young as Maella and Claritsa.


    Maella’s biker pushed her off and she stumbled, catching herself on the sand with one knee. She rose, feeling the sting of that knee, but she rose too quickly after so little water and such a long ride in the sun. Darkness descended over her vision. Her arms and legs lost sensation.


    Warm hands caught her. Smells of licorice and musk enveloped her. Sethlo’s face loomed into view as her vision cleared. His arms were around her and felt strong enough to sweep her up. He had kept her from falling, but his eyes made her feel like she was drowning.


    “It will be well,” Sethlo said quietly, his touch electric on her arm. The worried light in his eyes contradicted his words. They both knew Utheril’s fate.


    Yet. His words helped.


    Maella nodded and covered his hand with her own, not trusting herself to speak. She looked away because it hurt too much to look at him, but the touch of his hand strengthened her.


    They had survived Rock Heaven together. They would survive whatever new trouble this was.


    Sethlo steadied her on her feet and let go. She felt the loss like an ache.


    The bikers pushed Maella and her friends to the fence.


    Dark dots, like ants, moved across the upper part of the stone tower and along the pipe works. The dots lower on the wall were clearly people—children—climbing the pipes with little more than a rope to keep them from falling.


    “What are they doing?” Maella said.


    One of the bikers squinted, following her gaze. “Torchlighters,” he said, as if this explained everything.


    Maella sucked in a breath and stopped. A hum that had been growing during their ride to the tower was now undeniable. There were doors nearby. Vibrations sunk into her bones like heat on a cold day. There was something dreadful about one layer of it. Something familiar.


    It felt like the door in the sky. The door that had connected Rock Heaven to another world—to Thrae.


    A biker shoved her forward. She caught herself and looked up at the tower, exploring its stone walls, its pipe works, the way the top looked different, like a dome built on as an afterthought.


    Somewhere in this tower was a door opened by a doormaker.

  


  
    Chapter 6


    Two purple-stained workers sat atop perches on either side of a gate, observing with bored expressions on their faces. If she had been a bird, it would look like the bikers were herding them like cows into a corral.


    The gate opened onto the factory grounds. Walkways and stairs connected buildings to the tower in an elaborate maze. The bikers, with their robes and much lighter purple skin, parted the crowds without effort. Licorice smells increased with every step. Maella tasted sweetness with every breath, as if licatherin floated in the air. They headed to the base of the tower—to a desk in the tower’s shadow, and a woman who sat at this desk.


    Claritsa held her arms tight to her sides. Daniel gritted his teeth, a vein pulsing in his forehead. Sethlo looked pale and shaky. Maella felt their fear and their need for licatherin but not with the same intensity. The empty bottle remained like a large pebble in her pocket.


    The woman at the table looked up. Her hair was coiled on top of her head. She wore a gauzy, light-colored cloth over it that cascaded to the floor, forming a sort of veil and robe. She spoke with the bikers for several brief moments, switching between Thrae and English.


    “Where are these from?” The woman leaned back in the chair, away from her wooden desk, as if trying to push away a bad smell.


    “We found them wandering the Forsi desert,” the leader said. “They said they were looking for more work.”


    “That’s not true!” Sethlo said, stepping to the desk. “We were taken.”


    The biker backhanded Sethlo across the face, sending Sethlo to the ground. The woman thinned her mouth and wrote something down on the paper. “Is this true?”


    “We offered them a ride because they would have died in the desert. Look at them.” The biker motioned. “They could not pay the fee, so they are in our debt. They show signs of knowing the work. We will trade them to you so that they can work.”


    “Very well.” The woman nodded. “Four skilled workers at once gains you a nice bonus.”


    Maella thought to interject but Utheril’s beating and Sethlo’s bleeding lip held her back. Whatever this was, no one here cared about the truth.


    The biker smiled, showing broken front teeth and flashing eyes. He nodded his thanks and turned to leave.


    “Wait,” the woman said sharply. “Help me with them first. Master Hull will want them to start right away but he always wants samples. Once I have those, you may collect your bonus.”


    The biker’s smile vanished for a brief moment and his eyes darkened. As if realizing he had given himself away, he pasted the smile back onto his face. “Yes, we would be happy to help.”


    Maella helped Sethlo off the ground. Dust covered his back and hair and grimed his hands. Tension strained his shoulders. Maella placed a calming touch on his arm. They were no match for these bikers. Or the guards at the gate. The wrongness of the open door somewhere in the tower pulled at her senses. Maella’s old training compelled her. Hide yourself. Hide who you are and what you can do.


    “It will be well,” she said, echoing Sethlo’s words back to him. She glanced at Claritsa who looked as terrified as Maella felt. Of course she didn’t know that at all, but what were they to do?


    Sethlo paused, one hand pressed to his lip. He covered her touch with the warmth of his other hand and, like before, that connection steadied her.


    “It will be well,” he said, his tension easing.


    The bell rang again. Workers wrapped up their lunches and the low buzz of conversation faded. The workers swarmed the tower like a rising tide of ants before vanishing through the doors at its base and into the surrounding buildings. Everyone was stained different shades of purple. A few glanced over to Maella and their little scene at the table. Most ignored them.


    Sethlo stepped to the desk and answered questions about birth and family and home. Sethlo glanced at Maella, trying to pass her a silent message, and then responded with answers Maella knew were not true.


    The woman wrote his answers down without any concern for truth, and then pulled out a cloth-wrapped box the length of her arm and opened it. Velvet-lined, the box contained several needles and vials. Motioning Sethlo closer, she leaned over the desk, the cloth of her robe billowing in the slight breeze.


    Sethlo flinched at some action, but the cloth covered it. The woman sat back, removed the now full vial from the needle, plugged the vial, labeled it, and put it aside on the desk.


    “What is that for?” Maella said, trying to hold onto the calm she had given to Sethlo. Why did a factory need samples of blood from their workers?


    The woman glanced up briefly then returned to her notes. She pulled out a slip of thick paper, like a little punch card. A thick string dangled through a hole on one end of the paper. “Wear it.” She turned next to the guards and glanced at Daniel. “When I am done, take them to the furnace for today’s work.”


    Daniel answered the woman’s questions, his gaze vacant and unfocused. She drew a sample of blood and gave him a card.


    “Work hard and earn back each day what you spend. This is how you will earn your freedom and ability to send money home to your family,” the woman said. “Do not be late or your pay will be less. Be careful of what you use, because everything that costs Master Hull will cost you as well. We watch everything you make and everything you take. Make sure they record your day’s beginning and its end or the work will not count but your expenses will.”


    She nodded at two of the bikers and they ushered Sethlo and Daniel away. Separating like this created a flutter of panic. What if they never saw each other again? Sethlo turned, locking eyes with her for a second, a silent message of calm passing between them. Hide yourself, watch everything, be ready.


    Maella pushed her morbid thoughts aside. This would not be Rock Heaven all over again. The Hestroth would survive. They would come with a caravan. They would all find a way back to each other and discover the secrets of this place, including the door that hummed high above her head, in all its wrongness.


    Sethlo and Daniel disappeared into the base of the tower. Two vials of blood lay side by side upon the desk’s surface. Claritsa was motioned forward. She gave her real name, but lied about everything else. It was a formality. The woman didn’t seem to care about the answers. When she finished drawing blood, Claritsa stepped back, rubbing her arm.


    Maella couldn’t stop what was about to happen. Utheril’s words echoed in her mind.


    Do what they say. Don’t tell them who you are.


    Maella told the woman that she was from Earth like Claritsa. She made up some last name she promptly forgot and flinched as she watched the needle punch her skin. The woman drew back the plunger and the vial filled with blood.


    The woman labeled Maella’s blood, then set it alongside the other three vials. She packed all the vials in a wooden box. “Torchlighter!” Her shout startled Maella and Claritsa, but the bikers only looked bored.


    “What is the blood for?” Maella tried this time in Thrae.


    The woman squinted up at Maella. “Every worker needs to be verified. Are you who you say you are? And to see who you will be. It is just procedure.”


    There was a way for them to use her blood to find out who she really was? Maella felt sick to her stomach.


    “Do you need to correct something?” The woman arched an eyebrow.


    “No,” Claritsa said. “No, we told you the truth.”


    The woman shrugged. “It does not—”


    A large shadow moved across the desk as if a bird had flown over. A boy with thin, gangly limbs, rags for clothes, dark hair, and dark eyes, hung down from one of the pipes that wrapped itself around and up the tower. His bare feet dangled for a second before he dropped to the ground. A puff of dirt rose from his impact. Some sort of harness with leg loops, ropes, and links clinked together. A small bag bounced at his belt. He raced to the woman—thin, wiry, basically skin and bones and with deeply stained purple skin. Young, like Josa. A deep, face-splitting grin plastered on him.


    The woman handed him the wood box of blood and told him to take it to the top. The grinning boy’s eyes flitted first onto the woman, then both of the girls, and then the bikers. He stuffed his hands briefly into his little bag, his skin coming back out chalky and pale lavender, and snatched the box out of the woman’s hands. He darted up the outside of the tower wall, racing across the pipes, jumping at what must have been handholds.


    Maella’s stomach lurched at the thought of her blood racing up the tower to be tested. Claritsa and Maella exchanged a despairing look. His climb was like a ticking bomb.


    How much time did they have?


    “Ma’am,” Claritsa asked, stepping to the desk, an urgency to her voice. “When is the caravan?”


    The woman squinted. “Take that one up to Midway.” She pointed at Claritsa. “Take the other one to the folding room.”


    Claritsa grabbed Maella’s hand in a death grip. Maella’s stomach twisted. She had thought since the boys had stayed together that they would as well.


    The grinning boy vanished high among the pipes that wrapped around the tower walls. With paper punch cards tied at their waists, Maella and Claritsa were herded forward and split up. Pushed into different buildings. Maella felt a lurch of panic, but it was too late.


    Her friends were gone.


    Her blood sample climbed the tower walls.


    How much time did she have?


    The biker led her through a door into the tower’s base, which led to a small room. He pushed her through a small crowd until they reached a table covered in cups. Outside the sweet scent of licorice had smelled fresh. Inside it drenched the air and made her gag. A false ceiling gave no sense of the vastness of the space that she assumed must wait further inside the tower.


    Licatherin smells drenched the air. A man with a board and a pen reviewed punch cards, noting when someone took a cup. The unconscious box where she had kept all the krokosod pain locked away flipped open, flooding her with spasms and a dizziness that threatened to send her to the ground.


    Someone gripped her elbow, steadying her before she fell. She looked into the kind, purple-rimmed eyes of an old man, gray stubble rough on his cheeks, chin, and neck. He spoke in a language other than English, smiling.


    He pushed a cup into her hands even as the guy frowned and noted it. The licorice smell increased. She closed her eyes and drank the cup in one long, cool swallow. The liquid tasted sweet, the drops sliding down her throat like honey.


    When she opened her eyes, the old man held out a second cup. She gulped that one down too, her stomach settling and her headache easing. Energy began to buzz through her body. It was like the cobwebs were being cleared from her mind. She felt grateful for this man’s help and most grateful of all that he didn’t judge her for needing a second drink.


    A drink full of drugs.


    But still, she took it as a good sign.


    A layer of vibrations in the room vanished. She looked up, startled at the loss. Near the end of the space a door had opened, releasing its potential.


    A young man stalked in scowling. All voices went silent. He was muscular underneath a dark cotton shift that fell to his calves. Tan, freckles on the cheeks. Hardly any purple in his skin. Embroidered cuffs in yellow thread finished the arms and the edge of the shirt.


    “Who is that?” Maella asked in Rathe.


    “Supervisor Hull,” the old man responded. “You are new here. It is best if you do not let him notice you.”


    “Today’s quota has been increased because of the foolishness of yesterday.” Supervisor Hull’s eyes examined the room of people like they were specimens under a microscope. “You have chosen not to give up the one among you who has stolen from my family, from this company, from Doormaker Tain himself!”


    Doormaker Tain.


    Her uncle. The reason her family had fled Earth.


    A fearful kind of rage gripped her at the thought of him. Somehow, he was at the root of all of this—her family’s slow destruction, Rock Heaven, this tower. Utheril said he controlled this factory. All Supervisor Hull might mean was someone had stolen licatherin, and because Doormaker Tain owned this factory, it was like they had stolen it from him. It didn’t mean he had been to the factory himself. And yet—


    “Master Hull has decreed that you will all be punished. Steal the patterns, steal our product—you must make up for what was not yours to take. Those who hide the ones who have done this are as guilty as if they had done the work themselves. Your chance for forgiveness passes after today. All who are involved in the theft or in hiding the thieves will be sent to the Circle. This is what my father has decreed.”


    Maella shifted next to the old man and felt the hard edge of the licatherin bottle in her pocket. Panic made her stomach flutter. What if they thought she had stolen it?


    Supervisor Hull reached into the belt that wrapped his robe and unfolded a piece of paper.


    Urgent whispers rose. Maella’s heartbeat ratcheted up alongside the tension that had increased in the room. Many looked away. Others looked back, almost defiant.


    Supervisor Hull reviewed the paper and then surveyed the room. “You may not leave this work day until you have produced double what was made yesterday.”


    People protested, but it was the old man next to her who spoke most loudly, calling out the unfair burden of this punishment.


    Supervisor Hull locked onto him, then examined the paper again. With a nod at the guards at his side, they approached, cutting through the crowd. Several times they shouted for others to move from their path, as if people purposefully did not make way.


    The old man pushed her away. She stumbled backwards and made herself as small as possible. She had seen paper in these worlds in only two other places—Foster’s desk and Keeper Shaul’s pattern book. Her mouth went dry. She had almost died in the desert. She had watched Utheril beaten and abandoned. What was going to happen now?


    A long, slender whip appeared from behind Supervisor Hull’s back. His cuffed sleeves flashed yellow as he brought the whip down across the old man’s back again and again. Supervisor Hull spent his anger in a frenzy of motion. People stepped forward, others held them back. Whispers rose and then faded.


    Maella saw Utheril in the desert. She saw bikers and dust and sand. She began to scream.


    Supervisor Hull paused, chest heaving, mouth flecked with saliva. The old man’s shirt had ripped, revealing red welts, but he withstood the beating in silence. Supervisor Hull’s eyes cleared as he looked around the room, as if trying to locate the source of the scream—a new target.


    Maella closed her mouth and her eyes and held herself strong, waiting for the pain of the whip.


    She was yanked to the ground and across the floor. When she opened her eyes she saw people had crowded in, shuffling to keep her out of sight. A girl had grabbed her around the wrist and was dragging her away. The girl shook her head as she put a finger to her lips in silence.


    But Maella couldn’t hold back. “We have to stop this.”


    The girl did not stop. “It has not been the first time such a thing has happened. It will not be the last. He will not die from a whipping. Get back to work or we will all be beaten—and you will have ruined everything.”

  


  
    Chapter 7


    Maella was dragged into a different room, this one full of tables. At the far end was a closed door that vibrated. Near it stood a large container where steam rolled off the top.


    The girl was tall, almost head and shoulders taller than Maella, with short and spiky hair. She led Maella to a table where a girl and boy who looked like brother and sister already worked. They were both short like Maella. Fourteen, maybe fifteen years old, with black hair, matching noses, round chins, and dark darting eyes.


    Mild vibrations rolled off the tables. Thin, rectangular metal plates, perfectly flat and small enough to fit in a person’s hand, made full contact with the surfaces. With two doors left, touching those scraper-like tools would be like handling death.


    Yet, though these potential doors were closest to her, it was the one somewhere above her head, opened by a doormaker’s hand that disturbed her most.


    Her blood was traveling up, up, up to it even now. She had to find a way to stop her blood from being tested.


    The brother and sister looked at the tall girl, their mouths slack with surprise. “Senta?” The boy said. “What happened?”


    “Not now,” Senta shook her head. “Work. He will come soon.”


    Even Maella knew she meant Supervisor Hull.


    Senta and the brother and sister took cupfuls of oil from a bucket and spread them in a smooth, mesmerizing glide across the table. Using a different cup and bucket, they took the gray-purple dust Maella knew so well and sprinkled it over the oil. Could this licatherin be from her own Rock Heaven?


    Cups were then set aside, and the mixture shaped with their bare hands—folding the dust into the oil like it was batter.


    Once during a long, sweeping fold, Maella swore the boy marked some sort of symbol into the oil. Three lines like claw marks with a slash near the end where they almost met. Senta angrily wiped it smooth, her arms creating a small tsunami of oil. The boy did not repeat the symbol again.


    Wait for a caravan. Get to her blood sample. Both commanded her to act but in opposite directions. The ride to the tower was long. Would the Hestroth make it out of the desert alive?


    She had to believe they would.


    Senta stared at her, and the brother and sister did the same. The message was obvious.


    Get to work. Now.


    She had been trained to hesitate, to think before moving, but she felt the tension in their shoulders and the fear in their faces, and knew she could not wait any longer.


    The cups and bowls did not hum at her. They were made from glass and she could not make them into doors.


    With a shaky hand, she picked up a glass cup and poured oil out in front of her. It smelled grassy, almost sour. Copying their motions, she tried not to think about what Supervisor Hull had just done, or what had happened to Utheril. Or if the Hestroth were still alive. Or what was happening to her friends. Or why a door opened by a doormaker topped this tower. She folded the licatherin dust into the oil, feeling the grains on her skin even as the oil made everything slick.


    A quick glance around the room showed at least half of the workers were teenagers like her. The others were a mix of men and women of all ages.


    “Why did he whip him?” Maella asked in Rathe as she folded more licatherin into the oil.


    The brother and sister looked at Maella and then at each other. The pale lavender saturated their hands and arms up to the elbow. She wondered how many steps it would still take to turn it into the final product that had ended up in the empty bottle currently in her pocket. The oil the Hestroth had given her had been smooth and a much darker color.


    “Because of his pattern.” Senta held herself with a straight back and worked furiously. Her dark, flashing eyes reminded Maella of Claritsa.


    “Who?” The boy said.


    “Feren,” the shorter girl hissed at the boy. “Don’t talk anymore. Just work.”


    Feren rolled his eyes. “My sister is called Junle and she does not like to make friends.”


    Junle frowned and lowered her eyelids, the dark lashes obscuring the light in her eyes.


    “And Feren makes friends too easily,” Senta said, with a warning note in her voice. “It was Kalen.”


    Junle pursed her lips, thinking.


    “He will recover,” Senta said.


    “What is your name?” Feren asked.


    “Maella—” She stopped just before spitting out Botron and covered up her stumble with a question. “But why was Kalen beaten. What did his pattern have to do—”


    “Supervisor Hull saw a pattern he did not like,” Senta said, as if it were the most normal thing in the world to say.


    “Was that the paper in his hand?” Maella asked, thinking back about all she had heard about patterns.


    Senta nodded.


    Maella’s mind clicked together several clues. “Where did the pattern come from?”


    “There is a machine at the top of this tower,” Junle said, like a teacher lecturing a student. “They look for troublemakers, or those who might become trouble.”


    A pattern-machine. Like the one Keeper Shaul had used to discover her death prediction. “So the pattern showed something Kalen had already done?”


    “No,” Feren said. “Something that he might do.”


    “But—” Maella knew patterns weren’t always reliable.


    “Sometimes the patterns are wrong,” Junle said matter-of-factly. “But they are right enough times that it is good enough for Supervisor Hull to punish us. They will read your pattern too, from the blood taken when you first entered this place.”


    Maella’s hands froze underneath the slimy oil.


    Of course. Door, pattern-machine, her blood. It was a nightmare she knew she could not wake herself from. Panic put a shake in her hands and her heart. She had to destroy that blood sample—or escape before then. “When does the next caravan come?”


    Feren kept his head down and worked the table but glanced up once and said. “The last caravan came and went ten days ago. It will be more than a hundred and fifty days until the next one.”


    Maella didn’t know how to process that number. It was too long, impossibly long. Oren had not known how long when he made her promise. She would be caught long before the Hestroth could arrive—if they ever came.


    “And the blood,” Maella forced out. “How long does it take for them to test the blood?”


    “They can test your sample many times,” Feren said. “But there are many samples. Every few days they will test a new batch.”


    Before Maella could ask, Junle said, “It will be at least another day until they test again. You can smell it—when they run the machine. It smells like they are burning sugar and iron.” Junle resumed the big gliding motion that required her full upper half to lean over while her arms cut into the oil and folded it all back to her.


    “Stop talking.” Senta worked quickly, but also carefully, like a bee zooming to its next task. “We will not make our day’s new quota with this chatter.”


    Maella carefully moved her hands through the oil again and attempted to lock away the panic in a little corner of her mind. “What happens if you don’t make the quota?” She had some time. Not much, but enough, maybe, to prevent her sample from being tested. She just needed to come up with a plan.


    Junle and Feren turned solemn, as if reminded of something awful.


    “You talk too much for someone with such colored skin,” Senta said. “Where did you come from?”


    Maella didn’t see any reason to lie about this part. “I came from the desert. My friends and I had gotten lost—”


    “Where did you get skin like that in the desert?” Junle said, her eyes turning suspicious.


    Maella tried to pick her words carefully, not sure what would give too much away. Her muscles warmed as she worked with the oil and dust. “They forced me to work with the licatherin in a different…factory. Before we…ran into the desert.”


    Feren stopped folding. Junle looked sharply at Maella.


    “They let you live after you ran away from a factory?” Senta scratched the edge of her hairline with her arm, and looked over her shoulder to check out who was watching.


    “If that’s the truth, then you and your friends are the luckiest people in all the worlds I have ever met,” Junle said.


    Maella laughed and it sounded bitter even to her own ears. “You would not say that if you knew my story. I am not lucky.”


    “Then tell us your story,” Feren said.


    “It’s because my father and brother are missing,” Maella said quietly, knowing she could never tell them her true story. She hated secrets. Secrets had ruled her life. But secrets had also saved her life. Rock Heaven had driven that lesson into her. “I went in search of them and got lost.”


    There. That was true enough to make her heart ache at the thought she might never find them again. Tears formed at the corners of Maella’s eyes. She threw herself into the work to hold them back.


    “Our mother is sick,” Feren offered, as if in sympathy to Maella’s own pain. “Our father died two years ago. We are in the factory’s debt every month to pay for the medicine our mother needs to live. One day we will make enough to pay for what she needs and to free ourselves.”


    “No, Feren,” Junle said. “That will never be possible.”


    “Yes, sister,” Feren said. “Yes, it will.”


    Junle bent her head and shook it, unwilling to argue any further.


    “My father was crippled in an accident at work.” Senta used the flat side of a plank to scrape the folded licatherin oil into a glass container. In its present form the whole thing had the consistency of cold coconut oil. “So I sold myself to this factory.”


    “You—sold yourself?” Maella felt horrified.


    “Do not look at me like that.” Senta scowled. “My work feeds my brothers and sisters. My work pays for their school.” She glanced at Junle and Feren as if her next words were meant more for them than for Maella. “And I am going to free myself of this place soon and join them. I have applied to become a torchlighter.”


    Junle jerked up her gaze. “You did not apply. Say you did not.”


    Senta looked away, out across the room. “Kalen recommended it. You know this will also get me closer to the patterns.”


    “Senta—” Junle said.


    Senta jutted out her chin. “There were openings—”


    “Because others died!” There were rosy pinpoints in Junle’s cheeks. She spoke in Rathe, too fast for Maella to understand all of it. Something about Master Hull and his son and something else again about a circle again.


    Senta left the table, leaving them in an awkward silence. She took their scraped oil in a bucket to a larger container that bubbled and steamed. When Senta returned with the empty container, she set the scraper flat on the table—it began to hum.


    Junle worked with her head bowed, her neck flushing with anger.


    People walked by periodically, sometimes picking up the containers and replacing them with empty ones, but the person at the door, the one with the clipboard, walked by and barked at each table to work faster.


    “What is a torchlighter and what is this circle?” Maella said quietly, even though she knew it was likely to stir up the tension between Senta and Junle. But if a torchlighter got near these patterns, then maybe it would get her near her blood sample.


    “Everything here is old,” Senta said. “You saw the pipes outside? Torchlighters climb them when they need fixing.”


    “Which is every day!” Junle said, a fierce note in her voice.


    “And every night,” Feren said in a whisper.


    Maella remembered the grinning boy. He had scrambled along the pipes like he had been born to climb them. He had taken the samples of blood away.


    “Quiet now,” Senta said “The marker is coming.”


    “Who?” Maella said.


    “Did you not have them in your factory?” Junle said, her eyes blazing up.


    “I—” Maella felt caught somehow.


    “They mark everything you make and everything you take,” Senta said, a ritual quality to her words, like some kind of messed-up nursery rhyme.


    “If you have not earned enough to make up for what you eat and drink and use,” Feren said, “then you cannot send any money to your family.”


    “Yes, but if you work hard and fast they do pay,” Senta said.


    “Never enough,” Junle said.


    “Never enough,” Senta said, as if Junle was agreeing with her.


    “That’s not a reason to—” Junle said.


    The marker man reached their table before Junle could finish. He noted a few things, reviewed each of their punch cards, and shook his head at Maella’s long list. Two cups of licatherin water. Late start to the day. He barked a few commands about speeding up and to stop being lazy. Then he motioned to the scraper tool, commanding Maella to pick it up.


    Maella froze as a roar rushed across her ears. The scraper hummed at her. She didn’t dare pick it up.


    Junle looked confused, then bent her head until her nose almost touched the table. She worked the oil with her gliding panels like it was the most important job in the entire universe.


    “Work,” the marker man said. He frowned and he held the board as if he was considering using it as a club.


    Senta grabbed Maella’s wrist, tugging her hand to the table, to the hateful purple-gray dust that was at the root of all this. “He means this.” Senta brought Maella’s hand to the scraper.


    The vibrations from the tool felt like hot sparks. Maella snatched her hand back.


    The marker man frowned. “Work.” His tone became threatening and his posture stiffened.


    Maella could not move. She could not breathe. Her mind was both frozen and spinning a million times a second. Her family’s voices crowded her mind, yelling at her to run away, hide, don’t pick up that scraper, but where could she go if she ran now?


    Senta picked up the scraper and the hum stopped. She pressed the scraper into Maella’s hand.


    Maella released a shuddering breath and immediately set to scraping.


    The look in Senta’s eyes was thoughtful. Marked man grunted and said something about stupid, worthless children.


    Marker man watched for another long minute, grunted, and then returned to the far end of the room.


    “Junle,” Senta said quietly.


    Junle did not look up from her work.


    “Junle,” Senta said, louder.


    Junle paused, hands drowning in the oil.


    “Torian.”


    That was it. One name, but this was enough to startle Junle’s gaze up and turn wide eyes onto Maella.


    Maella set down the scraper, afraid it would fall out of her hands from the fear that shook her muscles, but that choice was a mistake. A hum returned as the scraper made a potential door. Maella flinched.


    Junle grabbed Maella’s hand. She was so much smaller than Senta, only as tall as Maella, but her grip was strong like an adult’s. “Who are you?”


    “Don’t.”


    Junle’s hands were slimy with oil and licatherin grit, and unstoppable. She pressed Maella’s hand against the scraper.


    Maella felt her bones begin to shake from the tool’s vibrations.


    “Why not?” Junle said, quiet steel in her voice.


    The air was thick and suffocating, the licatherin sweet and poisonous in her nose, the three faces accusing her of something that was true. Something that had always been true and never been allowed to be spoken about.


    Somehow they knew. Somehow they knew. Somehow they knew. These words repeated inside Maella’s head until she felt like she was going crazy.


    “Please,” Maella said.


    Junle responded by pressing Maella’s hand harder.


    Desperate, Maella said, “I only have two left.”


    “Of what?” Senta said. “Two of what?”


    There was a long pause as if the room were holding a collective breath, even though it was the opposite. Everyone worked at a furious pace, like death chased their heels. It was only Maella who held her breath, who turned dizzy with what she was about to do, who silently begged forgiveness from her parents and Grandmother and all the ways this could end up hurting her friends.


    “Doors,” Maella said, barely above a whisper.


    Junle snatched her hand away, hope shining in her expression.


    And then Maella told them her secrets—what she could do, and some of what happened in Rock Heaven, but also about her death prediction.


    Feren was open-mouthed as understanding dawned on his face. Senta’s eyes widened and her spiky, short hair framed suspicion.


    When Maella finished, she waited for them to say something, to do something, to ask something. But the three lapsed into a stunned silence. They avoided looking at her, as if pretending she no longer existed. They spread the oil and sprinkled out the licatherin. They folded and scraped and dumped. Except, little tells gave them away.


    They moved the scrapers out of her reach.


    Their hands shook as they folded, as if from mini-earthquakes.


    Maella could not keep silent for any longer. “What are you going to do?” She didn’t have many options. She could try to run, but there were closed doors between her and the outside. Also a fence, posted guards, and a desert that stretched into eternity for all she knew. She couldn’t afford to lose another door.


    She had two doors left. Two.


    The number made her sick to her stomach.


    How these three licatherin-addicted kids answered would determine her fate.


    “Her blood—” Junle started.


    “They’ll test it and find out who she is,” Feren finished. He held a scraper like it was a lifeline.


    As if an agreement had been reached, Junle faced Maella, examining her from head to toe. Her eyes were clear and bright, her lids rimmed in purple, her full lips parted over straight teeth. She looked like she was about to step into the ring with a lion.


    Maella realized with a shock that this meant she was the lion.


    “You must not let your blood be tested,” Junle said.


    “I know that. Don’t you think I know that? But how?” Maella said, feeling the impossibility of the task.


    “We will help you. We will keep your secret,” Junle said.


    “Thank you,” Maella said, a rush of gratitude filling her.


    “But only if you help us escape this factory,” Junle said.


    Maella felt a sort of drowning. This was a trap, an impossible promise to make. What she could do with doors hurt people more often than it helped. Everything was messed up and she had a death sentence hanging over her head. Their demand trapped her. It was an impossible demand.


    “She might kill us,” Senta said, eyes widening. “You can’t mean it.”


    “Torian saw—” Junle said.


    “We all saw it,” Senta interrupted. “Patterns change.”


    “This pattern feels right,” Junle said.


    “No. Senta’s right,” Feren said. “Doormakers are dangerous, but there is no other choice.”


    “You have to help us,” Junle said, turning to Maella. “That’s the only way we’ll keep your secret.”


    Save them? She had no idea how to save herself, let alone any of them. But there was no choice, no turning back from the very first moment Claritsa and Maella had been pushed through the door into the Klylup cave. She felt that knowledge deep in her bones.


    They knew her secrets, and they knew much more about this tower’s secrets than she could ever hope to learn on her own. She needed them more than they needed her.


    “I will save you,” Maella said, even as she inwardly winced at her own words. She was agreeing to something she knew was impossible. Claritsa would have protested, hearing her.


    Claritsa didn’t make promises lightly. Neither did Maella, but this was different. This was about survival. “I’ll do everything I can. But I have three friends here. Maybe we can find them. There’s a special door here. If we can find that door, then the seven of us—”


    “All of us,” Feren said.


    “What?” Maella stopped. Confused.


    “Everyone from the factory,” Junle said. “Everyone who wants to go, at least.”


    “Not all of them will go,” Senta said. “I won’t go.”


    “Most of them will go,” Junle said.


    “Most,” Feren agreed. “Especially when they see.”


    “How many?” Maella said.


    “Hundreds,” Junle said.


    Maella fell silent. In this room alone there were at least fifty. Half of them kids like Maella. The factory and the tower itself were huge. Four of them, even a dozen of them, might have been able to escape through the door opened by a doormaker, and maybe gone unnoticed to have a real chance of escape—but hundreds?


    Grasping for any way to reason with them, she said, “But what about your mother? If you leave, she won’t get the medicine she needs.”


    “That is our problem to solve,” Junle said. “You have much bigger things to worry about.”


    “There’s no way,” Maella said.


    “Do not give up so easily,” Junle said. “Believe in something better than this.”


    Maella shook her head. “But it’s impossible.”


    “Then we will tell them what you are,” Junle said simply. “Master Hull has been looking for one like you. He will give us a large bonus. We should turn you in anyway. It will be enough to send money home and clear all our debt!”


    Feren shook his head. “This is the deal. We will hide your secret but only if you help all of us escape this place.”


    “I do not agree,” Senta said.


    “But will you keep the secret, future torchlighter?” Junle said, turning on Senta. “For the sake of the rest of us who cannot climb like you?”


    The two girls measured each other across the table. Maella didn’t understand what she had stepped into except there was some sort of challenge between them.


    Finally Senta nodded. “For now.”


    The three of them turned, waiting for Maella’s answer.


    As if she had any choice.


    She had been quick to agree to their terms before. But saving a whole factory full of people?


    She couldn’t save a whole factory full of people. She was a monster like their stories said. She was little better than a Klylup, raging and destroying the world around her at every step.


    The shameful part of her deep inside knew that if it came down to it, if it really came down to her and friends escaping this place, she would not pass up that chance. Even if it meant leaving behind an entire factory of people like Junle, Feren, and Senta. People who were willing to keep her secret. This thought made her most ashamed of all.


    She spoke the lie aloud because what choice did she have? “I will help all of you escape this place.”


    Junle closed her eyes in relief. Feren nodded, accepting Maella at her word.


    They did not see the lie inside her.


    But Senta scowled as if she suspected it.


    A bell rang across the room. People paused in their work. Junle and Feren used the scraper to clean up their arms and hands from oil and licatherin. Maella and Senta did the same.


    Everyone moved to a different room where food and licatherin water were served. Most of the packages were labeled, some of them even brands of crackers or candy bars that Maella recognized. Various other supplies covered the tables—soap, cloth, even some makeup. Maella could care less about any of that. Between the licatherin and the near-starvation diet, her period had yet to return, so she ignored everything except for the clothes and food.


    There were no prices but Senta quickly pointed to a box of open crackers and some brick cheese. “The least costly,” she said, grabbing them for herself.


    But Maella leaned across the table and went for two fresh apples, and another cup of licatherin. She also took a pair of pants and a shirt to replace her rags. But there were no shoes.


    She changed quickly into her new clothes, discarded her rags, and gulped down the water. Energy flooded her body. Only then did she bite into the apple. There was a satisfying crunch and its juices swarmed her mouth with flavor.


    Feren looked at her wide-eyed.


    Feeling reckless, Maella tossed Feren the second apple. “Share this with your sister.”


    He caught the apple and turned it over in his hand like it was a precious jewel. He bit down and moaned from delight, then offered Junle a bite.


    When Maella was done with her half, she offered the rest to Senta.


    “You are stupid,” Senta said. “Your debt—”


    “What does it matter?” Maella said. “I just promised—”


    “No.” Senta pushed the apple back. “I will not accept your foolishness. They mark everything you take.”


    Anger flared inside Maella. She had just agreed to somehow save an entire factory of people and Senta couldn’t be bothered to take the apple Maella offered?


    “Then I’m going to throw it away,” Maella said, even as her stomach rumbled. She moved to toss it.


    At the last second Senta snatched the apple out of her hand and muttered. “Wasteful. Stupid.”


    Maella wiped the sticky apple juice from her chin and tasted the grit of licatherin on her lips. Her vision clouded from anger. She imagined the tower’s destruction, the top falling, and the pipes splintering off the walls, and the rocks tumbling, and burying everything and destroying this place and what it made.


    Suddenly she couldn’t stand to look at the three of them for another moment. Mumbling something about finding a bathroom, Maella rushed off before they could stop her. Junle protested, but Maella pretended she hadn’t heard.


    Her friends were lost somewhere in this sea of gray buildings and peopled stained purple, and she had now signed herself up for a mission to save an entire factory of people.


    She used the courage that anger gave her to get away from the folding room, away from Senta’s suspicions, Junle’s hopes, Feren’s innocence.


    Senta had spoken of patterns. The special door throbbed above her head with its wrongness snaking down her spine. This tower was a pattern-machine and a sample of her blood, waiting to reveal her to those more powerful. There were over a hundred and fifty days until the next caravan—and maybe the Hestroth—arrived.


    Could she really trust these three to help her until then?

  


  
    Chapter 8


    She slipped through a side door, her feet padding softly on the cement-like ground. This part of the tower loomed large, revealing three stories worth of height before another ceiling closed it off. It looked like it acted as a warehouse, empty except for a series of wooden crates.


    The vibrations from dozens of potential doors—the crates—hit her at once. She clasped her hands behind her back on instinct. This motion had been drilled into her since before she could remember. She passed a half-filled crate with packing hay tumbling out and saw full bottles of licatherin oil.


    She dared not pick up any of the bottles. They were identical to her empty one from Xomara. Her anger began to drain out. What has she been thinking?


    She felt in her pocket for the bottle, determined to get rid of it before Supervisor Hull could accuse her of stealing it. But the bottle was missing. Thinking about it, the bottle hadn’t been anywhere on her when she changed her clothes. Somewhere along the way, the bottle had slipped out.


    The bottle was gone. Just as well, she told herself, trying to calm her heartbeat.


    Wherever that bottle had vanished, it couldn’t get her in trouble anymore.


    Two workers passed by, carrying a crate between them. Maella ducked her head, and walked on, pretending like she knew where she was going.


    Junle, Feren, and Senta promised they would keep her secret and help her destroy her blood before the pattern-machine could read it, but only because they thought they could use her.


    Well, then, she would use them too.


    Maella turned a corner and saw a yellowed and scratched sign with a fading symbol. An old woman sat on a stool below the sign, outside a little room. The faint, sulfur smell told Maella the woman guarded a bathroom.


    In Rock Heaven, you walked to the designated spot and let the rocks hide you. At home, the bathroom had no door, the toilet no lid—too dangerous after all—but at least there had been running water and you either avoided that part of the house or called out before approaching.


    Maella decided she might as well follow through with the excuse she had given for not returning to the folding room. The woman grunted, snatched at Maella’s punch card, made some notes, and then pointed Maella onward. Behind the wall were several stalls with nothing more than holes in the floor.


    Thankful there were no doors in her way, she relieved herself and used a bucket of water to wash. Even though it hummed where the bottom of it touched the table, the water was clear and the bucket was heavy.


    Maella left the little wash room and weaved her way back among the crates, tension mounting in every muscle. This room left her exposed. Though the people working here ignored her, each crate hummed with its potential for destruction. Each crate’s lid could be turned into a door in her hands.


    When a group of robed guards appeared at the far end of the crate room, Maella panicked and ducked down a hallway before they could see her. It took a minute of quick walking before she noticed a growing prickly feeling on the back of her neck.


    Nothing in the tower felt right, but here, in this hallway, the feeling grew worse. A dark rectangle blocked her view ahead. Light filtered from ceiling panels that opened at an angle to the sky outside. All other light came from torches on the walls.


    The darkness ahead pulled at her even as it warned her to stay away. She hurried forward, her steps muffled. The floor was cool against her bare feet. It was a relief compared to the humid, stifling sweetness of the folding room. There was a hum, off tune. Her eyes took in splintered wood, broken stone, a damaged wall, blackened smoke stains, and a door that hung off one hinge.


    Someone had broken the door, but most of it was also, somehow, missing.


    Not destroyed, not scattered on the ground, but gone.


    Vanished.


    She stepped closer, and saw that the wall had been singed. Sniffing, she caught the aftermath of something sweet inside the burnt smell. Remnants of a door hung from a hinge that hung from the wall, but the wall wasn’t right. Maella didn’t know how to process what she was seeing. It was an optical illusion to nowhere.


    Finally her brain understood it.


    Something had happened here. Something another doormaker had done.


    She placed her hand next to a shape that had melted into the wall. It looked an awful lot like a twenty dollar bill.


    First the ones the Hestroth had found floating in the desert. Now these.


    Maella crouched and touched one of the wood pieces, carefully, so carefully, like it would lash out and bite her. The smoky smells increased, conjuring nighttime bonfires, melted marshmallows, and a family that used to laugh together at the universe. Her finger came back thick with dust. She looked behind her. Outlines of her feet marred the dust like a blinking sign that shouted someone had walked this way.


    Whatever happened here, no one had bothered to clean it up for a long time.


    She hurried back, an edge of panic pushing her to move faster. All traces of anger were gone now and she realized just how foolish that anger had made her. American money, A hallway that led to a door that did not, could not, open. A tower pumping out licatherin, and a door at the top that connected two worlds.


    She swept the ground with her feet to get rid of her prints. Dust filled the air and tickled her nostrils, adding a musty layer to the sweet smokiness. She rushed back out to the crate room, but she had forgotten about the robed guards.


    Yellow-embroidered cuffs filled her vision. Robes enveloped her like a cloud as she ran into something immovable. A man shouted in anger. Something kicked her in the ribs so hard it knocked the breath out of her. She fell back out of the robes, her tailbone burning from the impact.


    Supervisor Hull towered overhead, his face a mask that deepened into an angry flush. The dimness of the room left her vision blurry, but her ears picked up more people among the crates, sifting, sorting, cataloging.


    A marker man stood next to Supervisor Hull, mouth open in astonishment. His board and paper dangled from one hand.


    Supervisor Hull spoke in Rathe. Just a word. Something about rocks and crunching.


    She didn’t know what it meant, only that it sounded like an insult.


    “This is what I mean,” Supervisor Hull said to the marker man, his face pinched and a mean look in his eyes. “The world is moving on without me and I am stuck playing babysitter to idiots. Where are you supposed to be?”


    Maella forced herself to stand. She stared at the cuffs of his tunic, avoiding his gaze, and saw something familiar.


    A symbol was embroidered into Supervisor Hull’s cuffs.


    Her family’s symbol. A curved quarter moon, its points sharp like knives. Three links, separate yet attached, pierced by the moon. Why did Supervisor Hull have her family’s symbol on his clothing?


    The marker man glowered down at Maella. “What do you have to say for yourself? Can you even talk? Stupid girl.”


    Maella frantically thought of an answer that might satisfy them. “Bathroom,” Maella said in English.


    “What did you say?” Supervisor Hull demanded. There was something inside him that made it feel like he was a lit firecracker ready to explode.


    “Bathroom,” Maella said again, lamely. “I drank too much.”


    Supervisor Hull snatched at Maella’s card and reviewed the entries. He raised an eyebrow and smirked. “This one is determined to work in the folding room until she dies of old age. Yet my father believes I’ll learn something important here. As if there is anything this place could teach me that my time in Thrae could not.” He dropped the card so that it fluttered like a butterfly back to Maella’s waist.


    Even though it didn’t matter, none of what he said mattered, Maella flushed with embarrassment. But then she took that feeling and turned it over until it became anger again. She imagined this tower full of shadows crumbling into the desert, stone by stone, until the sand swallowed it up.


    That’s what everyone deserved.


    Let the sand drown the licatherin and everything that could make it.


    She raised her eyes until they locked on his and let that message shine through, though she spoke not a word.


    Supervisor Hull’s expression hardened. He took the marker man’s board, raised it above his head, and brought the board crashing down onto Maella’s shoulder. Her shoulder burst into pain as her vision burst into bright spots.


    “Do not look at me like I am your equal.” Supervisor Hull returned the board to the marker man. “How many are missing now?”


    The marker man, as if nothing had happened, made some notes on his board. Supervisor Hull grunted and turned narrowed eyes back to Maella.


    She flinched under that gaze. He looked at her like she was little more than an insect and like this fact made him angry.


    “Very well,” Supervisor Hull said. “We will go to the folding room next.”


    The marker man pinched Maella’s arm until it hurt, and dragged her after Supervisor Hull and his guards. “We mark everything you make and everything you take—have you forgotten? Now you have made him angry.”


    Light streamed through the open door. When she stumbled through, her gaze met a great purple cauldron of bubbling liquid next to tables of people folding licatherin into oil, like sugar into cake batter.


    The marker man released Maella and she hurried to the table where Junle, Feren, and Senta waited. The eyes of the entire room watching her, then slid away—back to work.


    Senta hissed in displeasure when she reached the table. It was like that was the only sound she knew how to make.


    Maella plunged her hands into the oil again, feeling the rough grains and the slick oil on her hands and arms. She took out all of her frustration and fear on the work. She had learned this way to cope in Rock Heaven, standing in the mucky pool, sifting for licatherin until her bones ached and her teeth chattered with a kind of energy she now knew was a result of the licatherin soaking into every pore of her body.


    The tension in the air coated their bodies and drenched their clothes with sweat. The sickly sweet licorice smells mixed with rising body odors. The room was stuffy and the relentless work made her lightheaded—and Supervisor Hull and his guards just watched.


    Finally, when the tension was like a taught rubber band about to break, Supervisor Hull’s voice cut through the silence of the room. “Lock the doors.”


    The guards shut the two doors on either end of the room with a click. Vibrations arose, distracting Maella. The guards were fit, muscular, clean, well fed. Their robes were light and strapped down by belts to keep the cloth out of their steps. Their heads were wrapped with cloth as well. Swords at their belts glinted in the lantern light. Almost as one, the room of people turned grim faces to the ground.


    “What is happening?” Senta said. “What has angered him now?”


    Maella shook her head. “He said something was missing.”


    Fern’s face went pale like a ghost.


    Supervisor Hull stepped down the aisle, glowering at each table in turn. His skin held a very faint shade of purple in it. Something Maella thought no one could avoid in a place where the very air held licatherin dust in it.


    “My father has spoken—I had pleaded with him to give you another chance. I told him that you don’t know any better! You are unschooled and the desert has made you desperate. The desert—this place—” he shook his head and his eyes got a far away look in them “—would make anyone desperate. It would make anyone do things they would never think they would do. Let them double the quota, I said. Let them prove they can learn to be good workers, to rise above their lowly, filthy life. Yet even as I spoke on your behalf, I knew you would fail me.”


    Supervisor Hull spit on the ground and turned to the two men beside him. “Search them all.”


    The guards searched pockets, hair, and stripped each person to their underwear before moving onto the next person. People quickly redressed themselves, looking immune to the embarrassment of being mostly naked in front of a room full of other people. Anyone who resisted or even seemed to resist was punched or kicked until the offending piece of clothing had been stripped.


    Maella had nothing to hide anymore. The bottle from the Hestroth was gone, lost somewhere in this tower, but the whole search was done in a terrifying silence.


    Feren grabbed Junle’s arm with a ferocious grip that made her wince.


    Maella caught the look between them—confusion from Junle, horror from Feren as he shook his head, his lips pressed together until they turned white. He reached into the folds of his clothing and untucked something small that glinted purple in the light—


    A bottle.


    Junle grasped his arm, smearing licatherin and oil on it.


    Maella gasped. Senta flinched and dug her fingers into Maella’s arm, but Maella didn’t care. She knew that had to be her bottle.


    Somehow, Feren had found it.


    A searching horror dawned on Junle’s face. “Why do you have it?”


    “I knew she would get in trouble for it,” Feren flicked his gaze to Maella and then away. “We would all get in trouble for it. I meant to get rid of it after we were finished tonight.”


    “Give it to me,” Junle hissed, the curtain of her hair falling across half her face.


    “It’s just one bottle,” Maella said, a panicky note in her voice because of the fearful looks on their faces. “Why—”


    “One bottle is the same as six months of wages. Three months of wages if you’re a torchlighter,” Senta said.


    Maella felt her mouth drop. She had been swimming in licatherin for months in Rock Heaven. This folding room muck slathered their hands and arms, sinking the licatherin and its energy deep into their bones. Maella had no idea so little of it could be worth so much.


    Suddenly the guards were at their table and Junle snapped her eyes away from her brother. She crossed her hands over her face, almost like a sign of prayer.


    Feren stuffed his hands deep into his clothes.


    Maella’s heart felt like it galloped in her throat. Before Maella let herself hesitate, she stepped forward, between Feren and the guards, and raised her arms like a child waiting to be undressed.


    The guards were quick, efficient, rough. She didn’t know what to do, what to say, how to act. They searched Maella’s clothing. She told herself not to think about it, not to feel any of it, to pretend she was back at the creek with Claritsa. They would play a game of hide and seek and if she only held still for a little while longer she would win the game again. She felt her face turn to stone but sent out a silent message that rolled off her body like a wave.


    Get rid of it.


    The guards came up empty, but Feren’s hands were still inside his clothing.


    Senta stepped up before the guards could turn to Feren. As the guards worked on her, Feren bent slightly at the knees and shifted, like he was using his clothing to slip something onto the ground.


    Without complaint, Senta wrapped her clothes back around herself. Sweat drenched her face and she placed her hands flat on the table to stop them from shaking.


    The guards moved onto Feren.


    Maella held her breath.


    Feren closed his eyes as they searched him.


    They found nothing. Grunting when they were done, they moved onto Junle.


    Feren slumped in relief. He locked eyes with Senta and a shaky ghost of a smile formed on his lips.


    The crunch of glass sounded through the room like a shotgun.


    A guard bent to one knee. His hand swept lightly against the bottom of his shoe and stilled.


    Supervisor Hull’s head snapped around and he stalked over. “What was that?”


    Maella had taken the little bottle from Xomara and licked the dropper like a dog. The guard held her little broken bottle up to the lantern light, hesitating, almost unbelieving, like he held a dead spider, instead of an empty jar of licatherin oil that had slipped from Feren’s clothes.

  


  
    Chapter 9


    “This one.” Supervisor Hull flicked fingers at Maella. “She was in the shipping room with the crates. Take her in.”


    The guards approached Maella, hands open and wary.


    Before Maella could protest, Feren shouted that he had stolen the bottle and then dashed away.


    Junle screamed.


    The guards, surprised, allowed him a few seconds head start, but the marker man at the door stopped him. Guards tackled Feren to the ground. Noises of protest and exclamations rose from the other workers. Junle pushed herself through, fighting off anyone who tried to hold her back.


    Feren shouted an apology, but he looked only at his sister as he said it. Maella felt a vise-like panic in her chest. She had thought losing the bottle was a good thing, but she must have lost it in this room, and Feren had known it. Feren had picked it up, planning to get rid of it for her, so that she would not get caught.


    The guards dragged both Feren and Junle out of the room. Supervisor Hull whipped and kicked at workers on the way out. He screamed at them for stealing, for hiding, for betraying his father’s trust, for trapping him in this backwards place. Spittle flew from his mouth. Even though he was young, in his twenties, he looked like a cruel old man, bitter and angry, and enjoying the opportunity to take all of it out on others.


    Maella stepped forward. She couldn’t let Feren and Junle be punished because of her. “It was—”


    Two more guards grabbed her by the shoulders and cut off her next words. The world tilted as the guards lifted her. Maella twisted and fought and kicked. The bottle had vanished and she thought the trouble had gone with it, but Feren had picked it up—in order to protect her, all of them, from breaking rules she hadn’t known existed until it was too late.


    Pipes crisscrossed the ceiling above her, full of cobwebs coated in dust. The workers watched without watching, turning back to their folding tables but seeing everything. Senta was dragged out behind Maella, her heels scraping along the ground. They entered the crate room, the humid air lightening, but the shadows darkening.


    The world turned upright again as the guards made Maella walk. Torchlight danced lightly across the crates of licatherin oil. Supervisor Hull marched them for what seemed like a mile, through the crate room, and into a maze of hallways. Once, Maella caught a glimpse of Daniel, but he had vanished around a corner before she could dare call out. They stopped at a closed door that hummed so brightly it gave Maella a headache. The march only increased Maella’s racing heart. He pushed open the door and it swung against its hinge, slamming on the inside wall. The guards kept their faces neutral. It took long seconds for Maella to recognize he had opened a door to the night outside.


    Supervisor Hull stepped out and the guards followed while pushing them inside a huge cage that could have fit hundreds of people at once. The guards moved into the cage with them. Torchlights on the outside of the tower illuminated a desk next to the cage.


    The desk looked familiar—it was where Maella had received her punch card that morning.


    One of the guards yanked a long metal lever on the outside of the cage, snaking his hand through the bars. The cage jolted and Maella lost her footing. She fell to the floor, but the floor was moving. Cranks, groans, and squeals sounded. The rectangular desk shrunk in size. As the landscape expanded, miles and miles of darkness were broken only by starlight and a lavender-colored moon.


    The desk vanished, the cage now too high and still rising. Cranking gears shook Maella’s teeth. Even in the darkness, the perimeter fence pierced the night like a shining necklace of lightning bugs. A necklace that sectioned off the factory grounds from the desert darkness.


    Inside the necklace—inside the factory grounds around the tower—there were thousands of lights. They pulsed, flickered, flared, and sometimes died off. Maella realized none of the lights were electrical.


    Maella felt the woozy sensation of being both on a track but also in the air. The cage took them closer to the door at the top of this tower. The door to another world. She could tell because the feeling of wrongness slowly grew inside of her. She used the metal bars of the elevator cage, cold and damp under her hands, to steady herself, just as something small zipped by on the tower wall, moving faster than the cage. Maella shouted and sprang away, panicked at the darkness, the height, the thing on the wall, whatever it was. There wasn’t far to go. She jumped into the midsection of a guard. His clothing enveloped her in unbearable heat and a stuffy body odor that made her think of Esson’s dirty socks.


    Supervisor Hull snaked out a hand and slapped Maella upside the head. Feren and Junle remained silent, holding hands. Senta scowled.


    As Maella’s ears rang from the slap, she searched the outside of the tower. The higher they went, the better lit the pipes became. Fire torches glowed with that purple-orange light along pipes of different sizes. The pipes wrapped around each other and the tower like a strange, dangerous kind of scaffolding.


    Movement caught Maella’s attention and she stared at the pipes until her eyes crossed.


    There.


    A dark shadow.


    Long seconds passed as the cage rose through the night. Cool air stole the heat from their bodies. Humming from all the doors they passed interfered with any night sounds Maella might have heard. Light blazed, throwing the figure of a person in high relief, making it impossible to see details. A smaller light blazed up, this one underneath the chin of a person, as if flicked on intentionally, revealing a small figure clothed in rags, a rope attached to his waist, with tangled hair and a grin so wide it almost split his face in half.


    Recognition washed over Maella. The grinning boy. The one who had picked up the vials of blood for Master Hull.


    The boy flicked off the light and his outline became indistinguishable from the night. He grabbed at some sort of handhold attached to the tower.


    Moving quickly, he vanished among the pipes. She tracked his progress by his work. Lights winked out and then returned brighter and stronger. Each with a purple cast.


    “Why is he doing that?” Maella said without thinking. She cringed, waiting for a blow. Supervisor Hull liked to hurt people for no reason at all, but he had not heard her.


    A guard glanced at her briefly. “Torchlighter.”


    That’s what Senta had applied to become. Maella shuddered at the thought of walking those pipes so high in the air. One wrong move would plunge a torchlighter to a gruesome death.


    The cage rattled to a stop. Senta’s face was pale. Feren’s was tear-streaked.


    Junle’s face looked pinched and turned inward.


    Maella steadied herself for whatever might come next.


    They had stolen something. They were going to be punished, but then it would be over.


    She had survived Rock Heaven, she could survive this. How bad could it be?


    Supervisor Hull led them down a dark hallway that ended at a closed door. Another hallway extended from this door, curving both right and left. He took the right curve and led them into a room rimmed with torches that hung from stone hooks carved into the walls. Lanterns glowed on every table surface.


    Two men worked at a machine. They looked up, surprise etched on their faces.


    Shock coursed through Maella—she recognized one of them.


    One was an older man with a round belly and receding hair. He wore spectacles and looked rather like an absent-minded professor. She had never seen him before.


    The other was tall and thin. He held himself like steel framed his shoulders. His eyes were like her father’s and he seemed almost the same age. She had seen him through the door in the sky. He had been on the Thrae side. He had been the one who had driven a sword into Dedion’s shoulder.


    A symbol was blazed onto the arm of his shirt. Maella’s heartbeat raced as she tried to make sense of what she saw.


    A curved quarter moon, its points sharp like knives—that’s us, the doormakers, Grandmother had said. Three links, separate yet attached, pierced by the moon.


    This was her uncle. This was Doormaker Tain.


    She tried to reach back to dark memories. They had lived in another place before Earth that felt huge and foggy in her memory. She remembered light-colored walls and running across stone into rays of sunlight. She remembered laughter and sometimes faces, but the faces were always blurred.


    And then she remembered fire and smoke and a terrifying journey in the night to another place.


    To Earth.


    A feeling of wrongness rose in her, blocking out any other thoughts.


    It was that same sense of calling, like the way the door in Rock Heaven had called to her—to close it. This feeling had been growing all along as the cage had risen into the night sky. The feeling had been growing in strength, but the grinning boy had distracted her.


    The door, opened by a doormaker, was nearby.

  


  
    Chapter 10


    If Doormaker Tain saw Maella, she worried he might recognize her. She shifted and placed Supervisor Hull between them.


    Doormaker Tain spoke to the older man like he was used to giving orders. The other man responded quietly. A machine towered overhead the two men. On one end a needle dipped and swooped over a paper as if controlled by an invisible hand. It looked similar to Keeper Shaul’s pattern-machine—a thing of gears and belts and tubes that took up the center of the room.


    Of course the factory had its own pattern-machine. How else could they read peoples’ patterns?


    When the needle finished inking the paper, the older man took a blank paper and pressed it on top of the other paper. Senta had said they wouldn’t test more samples for at least another day. But clearly that wasn’t the case. Maella bit her lip and thought about her next moves. If that was her pattern, she would make a run for the hallway. She would use her last doors as weapons. She would not go without a fight.


    The ink transferred, creating a mirror image. Doormaker Tain blew gently on the paper underneath, as if drying it. He examined the product, brushing his hands against the edge. The paper was part of a much thicker book, pages and pages of ink, wrapped in an old, crackling binding. The vibrations from the book’s pages grew louder and more chaotic as Doormaker Tain played with its edge. He could kill them all if he so much as lifted the page from its connection with the one underneath it.


    Maella strained to see without letting herself be seen, even as she kept herself ready to run, but all the paper looked like from this distance was a series of smudges. How could he handle the book and risk opening a door so easily?


    “Father,” Supervisor Hull said finally.


    The older man’s gaze snapped to Supervisor Hull—to his son.


    Supervisor Hull lapsed into silence.


    Maella realized the older man was Master Hull.


    “Look,” Doormaker Tain said, ignoring Supervisor Hull. He pointed at the paper as he rolled down the sleeve of his shirt, covering a strip of bandage wrapped near his elbow. “Does that seem like the One Door to you?”


    Master Hull inclined his head in agreement and they dropped their voices to a whisper.


    Doormaker Tain stood back from the book. “Send the copy to the Library of Souls.” He had a low, steady voice, and a rumble underneath it that reminded Maella of her father.


    Master Hull nodded. “Very well.” He closed the book, setting it next to the pattern-machine.


    That’s when Maella saw the cover—engraved with her family’s symbol.


    Doormaker Tain had just fed his blood into the machine and gotten his pattern read. Maella stared at the book and thought about what other secrets that book held inside its pages. A book full of patterns, all related to her family?


    Maybe it contained the answers she needed.


    Supervisor Hull shifted from foot to foot, as if agitated at not being recognized.


    “When is the next caravan?” Doormaker Tain asked.


    “One hundred sixty-two days from now,” Master Hull said.


    “Report anything else of interest. There are problems in Gowter district I must deal with. I may not return for some time. Make sure the pattern gets to the library on the next caravan.” Doormaker Tain swept out of the room and into the hallway like he knew exactly where he was going. A man standing in the shadows came forward and picked up the engraved book, then followed after Doormaker Tain.


    Maella’s tension eased for the moment. They had not been reading her pattern. She drank in the details of the space, trying to memorize everything for later. There was only the one door they had entered through from the curved hallway. A large window at the far end of the room opened to a small platform. Movement on those pipes caught Maella’s attention—people were working on them. Dozens of thin cylinders punched through a counter top, rimming the room. Each cylinder looked capped, like it was the covered end of a microscope.


    Junle and Feren, and even Senta, had promised to help keep her secret and find a way to destroy her sample so that her real identity could not be discovered by Doormaker Tain. Blood had been fed into the machine, but Maella could see no other samples.


    There was still time to keep her pattern from being read, but how much time?


    “Father,” Supervisor Hull said, his voice expressing frustration.


    “Yes?” Master Hull said, turning away from the machine. He looked his son over and sighed. “Not in here.”


    Supervisor Hull followed his father back into the hallway. This time they followed the left curve of the hallway, past the section that connected to the elevator.


    But it was vibrations from the right that pulled at Maella, making her shiver. She lost sense of her surroundings as the licatherin in her veins responded to the wrongness of a door opened by a doormaker’s hands.


    She moved as if in a trance, following those vibrations.


    “Stop it.” Senta’s voice hissed.


    She kept going until two guards on either side of a closed door blocked her way. Their swords were drawn and pointed at her. It was strange feeling the vibrations of the closed door layered on top of what must be behind that door—an opening to Thrae. She could feel the vibrations tuned to the same notes as the door in Rock Heaven had been tuned.


    Maella felt a yank on her arm and a kick in her ankle. She woke up in a daze as a guard dragged her back after Junle, Feren, and Senta.


    Supervisor Hull pushed Maella and Senta into the office and told the guards to wait outside with Feren and Junle. He closed the door, which sent an additional shiver down Maella’s back, but it was nothing compared to the pull of that hallway.


    Guards, locked doors, swords. How many stood between her and that door? The door that led to Thrae?


    Master Hull stood behind his desk. Supervisor Hull stood next to him. Their resemblance was uncanny. Master Hull spoke in Rathe and his son responded. They talked back and forth too quickly for Maella to catch all of it.


    This room was almost as large as the pattern-machine room but full of cabinets from floor to ceiling. Some drawers were so stuffed with paper they couldn’t fully close. Papers were piled haphazardly across the desk’s surface. Some of the stacks had lists of tiny writing script on them in an unidentifiable language, but they looked like the marker papers Maella had already seen.


    The other papers—they weren’t covered with writing at all. They were drawings.


    Senta stared at the drawings and lists with an intensity that said she would be thrilled if every one of those papers were to catch fire and burn to ash.


    This was a sort of accounting room, where the debt for each worker was stored.


    The drawings were made from the same ink that had spilled out of the pattern-machine.


    Master Hull came around his desk and examined Maella from head to toe. A sneer appeared on his face, but as if realizing it, he wiped his face back into a neutral expression. He spoke to Maella in Rathe, but she could not catch all the words.


    “I don’t understand,” Maella said in English.


    “You are the criminal who helped steal from me today.” Master Hull switched into a comfortable, almost unaccented English.


    “Nobody stole anything today,” Maella said, desperately hoping there would be some way to talk herself, all of them, out of trouble. Maella pictured being locked up for stealing licatherin for who knows how long, until Doormaker Tain, holding a pattern paper in his hands, approached her cage and looked at her and knew her for what she was.


    “And the bottle that went missing several days ago, and the other bottles before that?” Master Hull said. “Several months worth of stolen licatherin. That wasn’t you either?”


    Maella felt confused. “I only started today.”


    Master Hull glanced at Senta. “So then it was you?”


    “No,” Senta said, pulling her eyes away from the debt lists.


    Master Hull smiled like she had told a joke.


    “I am loyal to Sa-Lamba,” Senta said. “You have fed and clothed me. You send my brothers and sisters to school. I would never steal from you. I have applied to become a torchlighter.”


    “We have caught the boy with the empty bottle itself,” Supervisor Hull said, insistent, even though the math didn’t make any sense, “but father, both of these girls must have helped, and so did the sister. They could not have worked alone. They must be involved with those who stole so much from us two years ago, and are still stealing from us now.”


    Master Hull narrowed his eyes and the smile vanished from his lips, but he did not speak for a long moment. “And are you, then? Are you involved with the criminal doormaker who came and stole from us two years ago? It put an entire region of Thrae in chaos. Doormaker Tain called it an act of war.”


    Maella felt like she was stepping into a swamp and didn’t know if the ground would hold her up or sink her. “I wasn’t here.” She thought back to the crate room and walking down the dusty hallway, a broken door attached by a hinge that opened to nothing but wall. The stain she had taken for charring had a purple tint to it.


    Maybe it had been licatherin. But none of it had anything to do with her.


    “Yes, you keep saying that,” Master Hull said. “Where were you exactly—yesterday?”


    Maella felt caught. Senta had said no one escaped the factories alive. If she tried to use that lie again, would that get her deeper in trouble here?


    “And what about two years ago?” Master Hull said.


    Maella pressed her lips together. Two years ago she thought her family couldn’t fall any lower, but then Esson had vanished through a door. But it couldn’t possibly have been to this place, could it?


    Could it?


    She thought again about the American money floating across the desert. The twenty dollar bill burned into the wall of this tower. Were they signs of her brother? But Master Hull was still waiting for an answer. “It wasn’t me. I was on earth two years ago.”


    “I see,” Master Hull said.


    “She’s lying, father,” Supervisor Hull said. “Send them all to the Circle.”


    Senta flinched at Supervisor Hull’s words. “We didn’t steal it. This isn’t anything to do with us. We didn’t steal it!” Her voice rose until it sounded almost like a scream.


    Master Hull remained silent, thoughtful, as he seemed to consider Maella’s reaction, But Maella didn’t have a reaction, other than her mind tried to fit together the pieces of a puzzle that only seemed to grow larger.


    “New, but not part of the conspiracy,” Master Hull said, cocking his head. “Clearly you have worked with licatherin for it to lodge so deeply. You work in my factory, but it is plain on your face that you have no knowledge of Sa-Lamba’s Circle otherwise you would quake at that suggestion. Interesting.” He stepped forward and leaned over. Maella flinched, but all he did was pick up the card at her waist. He reviewed the marks on it. “Originally from Earth. You started today.”


    “That’s what I said,” Maella said.


    “I thought she smelled of Earth’s stink,” Supervisor Hull said.


    “Enough, Marcoseli,” Master Hull said. “When you denigrate, you reveal your weakness.”


    “My weakness is a result of being trapped in this backwater place,” Marcoseli—Supervisor Hull—said.


    Master Hull sighed. “You have made your feelings clear to me many times, my son. Yet you still have not learned the necessary lessons of control, purpose, intention.”


    Supervisor Hull’s face flushed a red, almost purple. His sharp breath rustled papers on the desk and a fist clenched at his waist. “You embarrass me, father. In front of the workers, no less.”


    Master Hull turned his attention back to Maella. “You have been here one day. One day. Yet you will not pay off what you have taken from me for at least two weeks of double shifts.” He added a few tally marks.


    Let him pretend she owed him a million dollars. She had no plans to pay it off. She could care less about her debt. She had worked the licatherin pond in Rock Heaven for weeks. Nothing could be worse than that.


    “But father,” Supervisor Hull said.


    “Someone is stealing from us,” Master Hull said. “Yes.”


    “It must be one of the workers,” Supervisor Hull said.


    Master Hull looked at his son with a neutral expression. “Must it?” Master Hull’s eyes tracked back to the drawings and lists on his desk. “She is not part of the conspiracy, my son. The workers have been getting restless with rumor. Our licatherin supplies are cut off since the mine failed. Things are becoming urgent on Thrae. If we do not deliver the oil in the needed amount by the next caravan, things will fall apart in all the worlds.”


    Rock Heaven. He must be talking about Rock Heaven. Dedion had closed the door, removing the mine from Thrae’s reach. From Doormaker Tain’s reach.


    “Some say things have fallen apart already,” Supervisor Hull said, a spiteful note in his voice.


    “We stand together, here,” Master Hull said. “We stand together to keep the worlds from falling apart completely.”


    “By working kids like slaves?” Maella said, her anger flaring and making her brave—and stupid. “By imprisoning people, by making them addicted, by—”


    Supervisor Hull stepped forward, fist raised.


    Senta hissed. “Be quiet. You know nothing! You are making it worse—”


    Maella turned on Senta. “How can you say—”


    “It is time for an example to be made,” Supervisor Hull said, interrupting. “They are laughing at us behind our backs, father. They are laughing at you.”


    Master Hull’s face took on a solemn expression as he looked upon his son. “Leave it, my son. We need the workers. We need more torchlighters, but the brother and sister will be punished—”


    “They did not steal the licatherin,” Senta said.


    Supervisor Hull’s hand snaked out and slapped her across the face. “Do not ever interrupt my father.”


    Senta’s cheek flushed red. She raised a shaky hand to her face. Tears filled her eyes but she angrily blinked them away.


    Master Hull hovered a calming hand on his son’s shoulder but did not actually touch him. “Use this moment to work on your control. Channel your anger into something useful. When you feel like you are ready to bite, know that you do not have to. You can instead use that feeling and form it into a weapon to drive it deep into the heart of your enemies.”


    It took long seconds for Supervisor Hull to calm his breathing, though he kept his fists clenched. “I beg you to reconsider. The brother and sister have caused problems before.”


    “Their prediction was always a suspicious one but never concrete,” Master Hull said.


    “You ignored their pattern then, and here we are again,” Supervisor Hull said.


    Master Hull returned to his desk and shuffled drawings aside until he found the one he wanted. He uncurled the paper’s edges, examined it, glanced up, and pushed the paper to his son. “What do you see?”


    Supervisor Hull took the paper from his father, crumpling it in his hands. “I see her. She is with them and they are running across the desert. Their arms are full of our licatherin and they are trying to escape.”


    Maella felt stunned. What were they talking about?


    “Maybe,” Master Hull held his hand out for the drawing to be returned, then showed Maella. “What do you think? Do you recognize yourself?”


    The purple ink darkened the paper like it had been soaked. A girl crouched next to a boy out in the open—it could have been a desert or just as easily a grassy field. Behind them was a building and a door, brilliant tendrils of magic snaking out from its opening. A third person stood further off, carrying a crate into the trees. It could have been her hair, her curly, mop of hair, on one of the crouched figures. Hair that had always made her mother sigh when it was time to comb it. But everything else was in shadow.


    “That isn’t me.”


    “How do you know?” Master Hull said. “You can not know, not for sure. But this pattern came from the brother’s blood, and so it stands to reason the others in this picture would connect to him somehow. Maybe as you are connected to him.”


    “I only worked at his table today by accident,” Maella said. “I know the desert means death.”


    “Maybe you are right, or you are lying, or you do not know enough to see your future self in this. But you are a little puzzle.” Master Hull examined Maella from curly hair to bare feet and looked back at the drawing. “I enjoy puzzles. And it could be you.”


    She shivered under his scrutiny.


    Master Hull flicked the drawing out of sight. “Marcoseli, make a note to move up this one’s pattern test. There is something about her—I think I would find her pattern interesting. Then return these two to their work.”


    Maella’s heart thumped loud in her chest. Testing her sample meant he might discover who she really was—and what she could do. And now that moment of reckoning would arrive even sooner. She stared at Senta wide-eyed. What could they do? She didn’t even know where the samples were kept.


    Supervisor Hull’s face flushed again. “Father! You cannot undermine my authority like this. You have required me to stay in this backwater place against my will. You have put me in charge. You have created this situation—and I am saying something must be done. Something must be done.”


    Awareness crept back into Master Hull’s eyes, he turned his scrutinizing eyes onto his son, took in the flushed skin, the tension in his fist. “You are right, of course.”


    Supervisor Hull did not relax.


    Master Hull rifled through the papers, finally glancing up at his son. “Very well. Ensure everyone in that room receives a beating.”


    “They didn’t know!” Maella said, sick to her stomach. “None of us knew.”


    “Most likely they did not know,” Master Hull said. “But an example must be made to keep the others in line. The beatings will not permanently harm them but will be remembered. Unless you know something more about the bottle that you would like to tell me?”


    Senta shook her head. “We know nothing.”


    It was on the tip of Maella’s lips. I stole the bottle.


    But she hadn’t stolen the bottle.


    It had been the Hestroth bottle, but she couldn’t say that either.


    Feren had been covering up for her, but if she confessed that the bottle was hers, what good would that do anyone?


    It would be the truth, a voice inside Maella’s head said.


    It was something Claritsa would say. Claritsa had always been a better person than Maella. But then again, Claritsa didn’t have an ability that made her hunted on three worlds.


    If she confessed to the bottle now, she might save Feren and Junle some sort of punishment, but then what? They would lock Maella away. They would read her blood and there would be no chance of escape. Maella shook from the cold decision she was about to make. Why did every step she take punish those around her instead of her?


    Sethlo would have understood her choice, even if Claritsa would not.


    Maella remained silent.


    Master Hull turned his attention onto Senta after glancing at a different paper. “We have had an opening. You will start as a torchlighter tomorrow.”


    Senta bowed her head in submission.


    Master Hull glanced at Maella. “And you will return to work tomorrow as well.”


    “That is not enough of a punishment,” Supervisor Hull said, grabbing the pattern drawn from Feren’s blood. “The boy—”


    “Yes, and his sister,” Master Hull said, a deadness in his tone. “I recognize your wisdom in this. They have made trouble before and their pattern is also troublesome. I am tired of these matters and how they detract from our work here. What is your recommendation? In this, I will do as you prescribe.”


    “Send them to the Circle,” Supervisor Hull said without pause.

  


  
    Chapter 11


    Master Hull sighed. “Are you sure, my son?”


    “I am,” Supervisor Hull said and stalked out of the room, head high, a sneer on his lips.


    Senta cried out as if in pain. She stepped to the desk. Maella followed her lead. She didn’t know what the Circle meant, but Senta’s reaction scared her.


    Maella couldn’t let them take a punishment that should have been hers. The array of drawings and lists that covered the desk’s surface felt like an unbound cookbook of death—work debts, predictions that weren’t real, crimes that might never be committed.


    “They did not take it, sir. Please,” Senta said.


    “I took the bottle,” Maella said. “This is my fault.”


    “No, it is too late for all that,” Master Hull said as a guard entered. Feren, Junle and the other guard were already gone. “Take them to the cages for tonight so that they do not give into their overexcited impulses. Release them back to work tomorrow, after the Circle is finished.”


    Tears leaked from Senta’s eyes, but she did not fight the guards. They took the curved hallway left, passing three doors on the outside of the curve and one on the inside of the curve before stopping. The tower was large and they walked for a long way with only flickering torchlight to guide them. The curved wall separated them from something large that took up almost the entire center of the top of the tower.


    The room they entered was similar in size to the previous two. Two rows of metal cages lined the longer walls of the space. Water dripped from some unknown source. Swampy smells grew as the guards pushed them into separate cages. More torches threw moving shadows across moss growing on the walls.


    Her cage had a blanket on the ground, an empty bucket in the corner, and a second bucket in a different corner, filled with water.


    “Wait!” Maella said, but the guards had already left, locking them in their cages.


    “Maella?”


    It was a voice Maella recognized, a voice that made Maella’s heart soar. “Claritsa?” Maella moved to where her cage shared a side with the other cage. Suddenly Claritsa’s big brown shining eyes stared at her in the dancing torchlight.


    “Are you okay?” Maella said, grabbing Claritsa’s hands. They were cold and shook against her own hands.


    Claritsa nodded. “I fought when they tried to search me.”


    “Junle? Feren?” Senta yelled. There was no response. The cages were empty except for the three girls.


    “Where are they?” Maella said.


    Senta shook her head. “There are other rooms with more cages.”


    “What happened?” Claritsa said.


    Maella let out a shaky breath. She was in a cage, addicted to licatherin, but she had found Claritsa again. Things were going to be okay. “They found the bottle of oil the Hestroth had given me, but they’re blaming someone else for stealing it. A kid like us. He was trying to help me.” She told Claritsa about the pattern-machine, the debt room—and the door to Thrae.


    Claritsa looked sideways at Senta. All three of them were in a row, with Maella’s cage in the middle. “So they know.”


    “They know,” Maella said. “The three of them know.”


    “And?” She said, not speaking to Maella.


    Senta held her gaze, steady and neutral. “Your doormaker has promised to help us all escape.”


    Claritsa turned wide eyes onto Maella. “You did what?”


    Maella couldn’t look either of them in the eyes. She twisted her hands against the cold metal bars. “There’s a pattern-machine here, Claritsa. When they test my blood, they’ll figure out who I am.”


    “Feren, Junle. Me. We will keep her secret,” Senta said. “We will get her sample before it is tested. You do not want them to know what you are.”


    Her words reminded Maella of the Hestroth words before Xomara, Oren, and Utheril abandoned them to this place. Do not tell them who you are.


    “Why?” Claritsa said, challenge in her voice.


    “Because Junle and Feren believe she can help us, those who want it, to escape this place,” Senta said, her voice carefully neutral. “That is what Junle and Feren believe, at least. They are going to the Circle because of her.” Senta’s voice cracked on those last words.


    “What is the Circle?” Maella said. “What’s going to happen to them?”


    “It is where they punish us,” Senta said quietly, staring at her hands while she spoke. She opened her mouth as if to say more but then closed it again.


    “So you want to use her,” Claritsa said.


    A cold feeling entered Maella’s chest. She hadn’t thought of it that way, but maybe she should have.


    But then again, Maella was surely using them to keep her from being discovered.


    Senta responded to Claritsa’s challenge by curling up in a corner of the cage to sleep.


    Eventually they all tried to sleep, but the ground was cold, and in the middle of the night a weird moaning noise woke them. Worry gnawed at Maella’s stomach like that rat they had caught once gnawing on a potato in their pantry. Grandmother had stunned and then killed it with a broom and it had been a tough month. The month right after Esson had disappeared through a door. They had eaten the rat. It had tasted fine. They did not tell Josa what it was. Maella had seen it all happen, but she had been so hungry, she had eaten her small, meager share of it.


    In the morning, before dawn, a guard returned. He gave each of them a cup of water, and then noted it on a piece of paper he tucked away in his robes.


    A horn, thin and reedy, sounded from somewhere far away.


    Senta’s face paled as she pointed at a little trumpet-looking thing in the corner of the room. “It’s the call for all to come to the Circle.”


    The guard pushed the three of them out of the cages. They followed the curve of the hallway back toward the debt room but stopped long before reaching it. This time the guard unlocked a door in the inside of the curve, but all it seemed to lead to was another hallway. Larger than the outer hallway, with more connecting doors that opened toward the center of the tower.


    The guard pushed them across the inner hallway and they entered a vast open space. It even had tiered levels of seats that surrounded the center. She looked up, up, up. The ceiling was high, breathlessly high, to the very top of the tower, and the bench rows circled a fenced arena. The fences rose to dizzying heights, almost touching the top. Vibrations signaled at least three doors that opened from the seats into the arena. The vibrations acted like rope, connecting her to the source. If she needed to, she could find them with her eyes closed.


    The guards didn’t need to tell her this place was the Circle.


    Torches threw shadows that curled along the edges of it all. A feeling swept down Maella’s back, like insects crawled there. Sethlo had spoken the truth when he named this place a tower of shadows. She feared what other twisted secrets they would soon discover.


    Maella began to form a complete picture of the top of the tower. She saw it like this in her mind’s eye: an outer ring of rooms that lined the tower walls. Elevator, pattern-machine room, debt room, cages, the door to Thrae. But they passed several more rooms than that, though she had no idea what they contained. Two circular hallways separated but also connected this outer ring of rooms to the center arena.


    As the guard pushed them to seats at arena level, almost against the fence, people began to stream in from several different points around the Circle.


    Benches became crammed with people, all different shades of purple. Dressed in various work clothes, rags, and gear. The arena filled with the anxious noise of tense conversations and the smells of people who had worked hard and gone long without washing.


    Claritsa grabbed her hand and squeezed it. “It’ll be okay.” The Circle was the kind of place where you showed off power. A public beating or some other humiliation was surely in store. But whatever it was, it would soon be over and Maella would find a way to make it up to Junle and Feren.


    Silence fell like a wave across the Circle as Master Hull and Supervisor Hull walked out and stood in the center of the arena.


    “One of you has stolen from us!” Supervisor Hull said in a voice that boomed as if amplified. “He has admitted it. After all we have done for you to give you food and water and shelter, and the opportunity to work off your debt and send money back home to your families.”


    Junle and Feren were dragged out. They wrapped thin arms around each other for comfort. They were small and afraid and everyone could see it.


    Supervisor Hull and Master Hull left the Circle. It felt like an eternity of waiting. Maella smelled sweat and fear. Everyone stared at a large dark entrance, waiting, breath held.


    Junle separated herself from Feren for a moment. She stood tall and brave and in the silence her voice carried across the Circle. “Do not give up. You must believe in something better than this. You must.”


    She could have been talking to anyone, to everyone, in that Circle, but somehow, Maella knew those words were meant for her.


    The crowds gasped as something moved in that darkness.


    There was a shaking, ear-wrenching trumpet call that pierced the air. It wrapped her heart in a familiar, icy grip. It brought back the rocks and the rain and terror.


    “Senta,” Maella said, horror dawning inside her. “How does the Circle punish you?”


    But Senta didn’t answer. She held her back ramrod straight. Her face was pale purple, washed out and gleaming with a sheen of sweat.


    Something big moved out from the entrance and across the Circle.


    “Senta!” Maella said her name again and again.


    Anxious chatter from the crowd rose in volume.


    Senta whispered. “There is a Klylup—”


    “Wait, what did you say?” Claritsa said, standing. “It can’t be.”


    The trumpet call ripped through the air again. Maella’s ears rang from information she didn’t want to be true. The smell of fear saturated the air. Faces held expressions of panic, anger, helplessness. Some held no expression at all, like their minds had flown far away from this moment.


    “It is one of the great beasts transformed by the doormakers to haunt those who use the doors,” Senta said.


    “What?” Maella said, distracted by these last words, even as the horror of understanding filled her. “What do you mean—transformed?”


    “The Klylups were people once. That is what my family’s stories say.” Senta stood up like a shot, as if ready to stampede the arena, but the guard pushed her back down.


    Maella couldn’t process Senta’s words. Klylups had once been people? That didn’t make any sense. She turned back to the Circle, to the large shadow that sucked in the light. Larger than a bear, slick like a reptile, it had a long tail, four legs, long ears, and a gruesome set of teeth.


    A Klylup.


    Smaller than Rock Heaven’s Klylup, but large enough to kill a brother and sister.


    Maella felt sick.


    They had a Klylup.


    Junle and Feren had taken the blame for her empty licatherin bottle though they knew a Klylup had waited for them inside the Circle.


    Flashes of past encounters raged through Maella’s thoughts. The cave had the largest, fiercest Klylup she had yet seen. A Klylup had been swimming in the lagoon near Keeper Shaul’s pattern-reading machine. She didn’t know how big or old that one had been. Rock Heaven’s Klylup had been smaller but no less dangerous. The Hestroth had killed it, but not before she had gotten close to it, looked into its eyes, and been unable to recognize anything familiar.


    Klylups had once been human? It felt impossible.


    The Klylup advanced on the brother and sister, digging its nails into the ground, lashing its tail from side to side. Mostly the beast was this void with green jeweled eyes that moved with a predator’s fury.


    Maella ran.


    The guard snatched for her, but she dodged his grasp. She had to find a way in. She had to help. She couldn’t let them die because of her.


    The Klylup moved in a blur. Junle and Feren jumped apart.


    Maella tripped over the crush of people on the benches and went sprawling onto the ground amid bare feet, and dirt, and an aching sense of guilt. She pushed herself back up. The guard chased after her, but his larger form hindered him, as if people were purposefully getting in his way. She still had the lead.


    Junle and Feren took up crouched positions on opposite sides of the Klylup. They were still alive. They weren’t giving up without a fight.


    She ran for the closest door, feeling out her directions from the vibrations. She followed that feeling because there was nothing else she wanted to feel.


    The guard at the Circle’s door had his back to her.


    The door’s hum warned her of oncoming death, destruction, and great violence if she opened it. But if she didn’t, the Klylup would surely kill Junle and Feren.


    Claritsa and Senta came pounding up.


    “What are you going to do?” Claritsa said.


    “You cannot,” Senta said. “You cannot do anything. This is what we agreed.”


    “I didn’t agree to this!” Maella said.


    The guard at the door turned. She had to make her decision.


    “You agreed to help save us all,” Senta said again, her voice desperate and loud enough that it reached the ears of those who sat on the benches nearby. “That’s what you agreed. Junle and Feren believed you. You cannot go in there and keep your agreement. You cannot waste the chance they are giving you.”


    Maella turned to Claritsa. “I’ll distract him. You open the door.” But they opened the door and went into the arena, and then what? Fought the Klylup alongside Feren and Junle?


    Claritsa opened her mouth.


    “No, wait. You have to distract him,” Maella said. “I have to open the door.”


    Claritsa went wide-eyed. “What if what comes out is worse than the Klylup?”


    “What if I do nothing and it’s like Giden all over again?”


    Claritsa flinched as if Maella had struck her across the face. They had been trapped in Rock Heaven, between two rocks, while the Klylup raged. Maella could have opened a door. Instead, Claritsa had kept her from it and Giden had been killed by the Klylup instead.


    Feren screamed. Junle jumped on the Klylup’s back, holding onto the ears, going for the eyes. The Klylup screeched and tossed back its head, throwing Junle across the arena. She fell to the ground in a crumpled heap. Feren ran to his sister and held her in his arms.


    Maella dove for the door. She thought about salt water and waves crashing and bringing an ocean into this arena to sweep all of it away.


    The guard knocked her to the side like a fly. She crashed to the ground, feeling pain in her back, her scraped hands, the way her knees throbbed, the way the world spun. The fence had broken her flight. Her teeth chattered from being this close to the door’s vibrations.


    Claritsa bit and kicked and scratched at the guard. Purple faces hovered, workers, many of them close to her age, dressed in leathers, straps, harnesses, and ropes, grim-faced, shouting and arguing with each other.


    Maella forced herself up, head spinning. This was her moment. Even though it would cost her a door, she had to stop the Klylup. Maella reached for the door. It was not much more than a gate, but it was solid, opaque, and it made enough contact with the fence to count. It vibrated with potential and she went for the latch and she thought about what Utheril had said and she thought about water as her hand brushed the metal.


    Suddenly she was flying again—away from the door.


    She landed in the laps of the workers who had a front row seat to the violence. Some scrambled out of the way. Others held onto her clothing, her hair, her shoulders. Something tar-like stained their forearms dark, and transferred a sticky, cloying residue to her skin. The hot smell of humid, unwashed bodies enveloped her. She saw the ceiling, the piping that infected this place like poisonous roots, the wide eyes and dark, unkempt hair of those who held her back, even as she screamed and fought and kicked and bit.


    When they finally let Maella go, Senta blocked her path.

  


  
    Chapter 12


    “Look,” Senta said.


    Maella stared at Senta, shaking with helpless rage.


    “It would do no good.” Senta said, her voice pleading like she knew she had committed a terrible crime but was asking forgiveness anyway. “It is over.”


    Maella’s gaze slid to the arena—and slid away again.


    She turned and puked on the floor.


    A guard grabbed Claritsa by her hair and took Maella’s arm. Another guard grabbed Senta. The people, many of them kids like her, those who had held her down, melted into the crowd.


    Maella felt numb even as the guard dragged her away. Master Hull kept a Klylup and he used it to—she shied away from finishing that thought. They made licatherin here in huge quantities. They used forced child labor. All of it centered on the pattern-machine in this tower. All of it somehow connected to the search for the One Door.


    A reedy trumpet call sounded. Robed guards came into the Circle with long spears and drove the Klylup out. Master Hull, from his box seat halfway up the stands spoke into something that amplified and threw his voice, thin and tinny, through little trumpets attached by piping at regular intervals around the Circle. He spoke about punishment, duty, pride, and how the work at Sa-Lamba factory helped bind the worlds together and aid in Doormaker Tain’s search for the One Door.


    Maella thought, just a little flicker of a thought, because it was easier to distance herself from what lay still, so still, so achingly, darkly still, in the Circle, that if she ever, ever got close to the One Door, she would close it so that no one could ever open it again.


    The workers streamed out of the arena. Some talked excitedly, like they had won a bet. Others exchanged notes and handshakes and grim-lipped expressions. Two of those who had held Maella back spoke in hurried whispers to Senta as the guards dragged the three girls away.


    Maella walked, numb, as the guards forced them back out across both hallway rings, opening and closing doors, pulsing the vibrations. The inner ring was packed full of workers waiting their turn to climb down into the bowels of the tower. The guards pushed passed them and back into the outer ring, which was empty. When they reached the elevator cage, they were the only ones in it.


    It was still dawn. The cage rattled down. Little rectangular brown dots clustered in one section outside the factory fence. The landscape empty, flat, a reddish hue at the horizon. Junle and Feren were dead.


    Maella stared out at the emptiness and emptied her mind—except for one thought.


    She would expose the secrets of this place and find a way to tear it all down. Patterns, debt lists, licatherin, forced labor.


    All of it.


    When they reached the ground, the cage bumped to a stop. The guards rattled open the door and pushed the three girls out.


    The woman waited at the desk, like it was yesterday all over again. But yesterday Junle and Feren had still been alive.


    “Here for their new assignments,” a guard said.


    The woman nodded, snatching at the tied punch cards that had somehow made it intact through the chaos of the Circle. She rifled through a stack of papers. “Yes, here we are.” The woman brought the paper inches away from her eyes and then backed it off to arm’s length while squinting. “There have been some openings.” She peered over the top of the paper. “Openings. Right.” She looked back down at the paper. “You three will all be torchlighters.”


    Maella felt numb. The word meant nothing to her. Not now.


    “I am the only who applied,” Senta said, stepping forward. “It is too dangerous for them.”


    The woman ignored her and motioned to the guards. “Show them to their new station.”


    The guards headed back for the cage.


    She shook her head. “Workers are not allowed to use the cage.”


    The guards looked at each other, chagrined. “We came from the top, now you’re sending us back up?”


    “You only need to show them the ladder. The rest is up to them. They work, they get paid. They run.” She opened her hands to the desert. “May the worlds show them mercy.”


    “I know where to go.” Senta’s eyes were red, swollen, but the tears had dried. Maella couldn’t bear to look at her for very long. If Senta hadn’t gotten in her way—


    Then we all might have died once I opened the door and let loose whatever awful thing waited on the other side.


    But Maella pushed that voice away. She would never know if she could have saved Feren and Junle. It would have been worth one of her two remaining doors to have tried.


    The woman looked at Senta carefully and then examined her punch card again. “Five years you have been here.” The woman frowned. “Well.” She ushered to the guards and turned back to her papers. “Escort them to the ladder.”


    They approached the tower’s entrance. Layers and layers of pipes covered the outside all the way up to the top. Maella shied away from thinking about the top. The tower reminded Maella of huge, old sailing ships she had seen once when her mother had dared to take Maella and her two brothers to an art museum. The long tower in the middle was like the mast. All sorts of rigging attached themselves up and down the mast and connected, in this case, the tower to other buildings. It was more massive than any ship she could imagine. The tower blurred at the top as if the clouds that belched from it created its own weather system that obscured the rigging.


    It was easier to think about sails and ships than to think about a brother and sister killed in order to keep her secret.


    They entered the tower through a wide door at its base. The tower doors opened to darkness, to the pungent smell of burnt licorice, to something else Maella couldn’t quite place. It reminded her of a cleaning fluid like ammonia. This was a different entrance than the one to the folding room. Here, the tower opened upward to a cavernous height crisscrossed with pipes, ladders, and grating. The shadows provided a fake sort of privacy.


    Feren and Junle had entered the Circle, knowing the Klylup waited for them—in order to protect her. She didn’t know how to process that.


    The guard escorted them to one of the ladders and motioned them up. Everything was lit not by electricity but by torches. The massive scale of it all took her breath away. Torchlighters scaled these walls and pipes and walkways to dizzying heights just to light the torches? Why would they do that?


    The guard motioned again. It was clear he wanted them to climb the ladder.


    Claritsa peered around as if in awe. “How far up?”


    “I know where,” Senta said.


    Senta and Claritsa looked at each other as if trying to decide if they were on the same side. But Maella ignored them. She couldn’t deal with any of that right now. Not if she wanted to keep herself from falling apart.


    She hadn’t known it there in the folding room, but a kind of door had closed on her. There was no turning back. When Feren had taken the blame for that bottle, it had sealed Maella’s fate. There was no leaving this factory until she had disemboweled its secrets and destroyed everything that allowed it to exist.


    The guard told them to climb to something called Midway, check in, and continue to the top.


    Flashbacks to Rock Heaven overwhelmed Maella as she took the first step up—the ladder made from wood and bones, destroyed by the Klylup before it could be used. The ladder dropped from Thrae, off which she fought Dedion, but not in time to keep him from closing the door to Thrae and almost killing them all.


    Maella climbed up the next step, and the next one. The metal rungs felt damp, like cold sweat. The numbness inside her made impossible tasks easier to consider—there was still her blood sample to destroy, her friends to find, two doors left to open before she died, and somehow she had to save this tower full of people and find her family.


    She looked down once, onto Claritsa’s dark braided hair, and saw the guard, his face upturned. Maella turned back to the ladder and lost herself for a moment. There had been so many crumpled bodies on the ground when she had looked down the ladder in Rock Heaven.


    Climb.


    Grates and pipes larger around than her waist stretched from either side of the first landing, piercing the tower walls. It smelled like grease and metal and dust, and Feren and Junle had fought the Klylup to keep Maella from the Circle.


    She had promised to save all of them. But that promise had been a lie. She had known it to be a lie even as the words had crossed her lips. What kind of monster lied like that?


    Do not give up. Believe in something better than this. Those had been Junle’s words to Feren, but Maella felt like those words had been spoken just for her.


    Do not give up. Believe in something better than this.


    People scurried back and forth along the pipes, carrying buckets, supplies, rags, tool belts. Skin was stained purple, greased dark, eyes were inflamed, muscles were lean. Male. Female. Young. Old. Light purple, dark purple. Valves released steam, torches flared from random breezes. The bowels of the tower were a chaotic mix of moving shadows, groaning metal, and a ladder that pierced the center of it all like the spine of a great monster.


    Tower of shadows. That’s what Sethlo had called this place.


    Shadows and secrets and she would know them all.


    “How much further?” Claritsa’s voice pierced the shadows. A fierce feeling rose inside Maella. Claritsa understood everything and stayed with Maella anyway.


    “Still further,” Senta said.


    Maella paused at the next landing. It turned into a long grate-like walkway that connected to the tower’s inside wall. Gaps in the grates, like sections had disintegrated and fallen away, made the path treacherous. A thick, rusting pipe that gurgled and belched, ran underneath the grate.


    A door at the end of the grate walkway blew open. The wind gusted through, flaring the torches, throwing flickering purple light into the shadows. An adult stood at the door’s opening. A smaller figure next to him. Both in shadow.


    Someone cried out in pain.


    The smaller figure, the kid, suddenly hung from the pipe beneath the grating. The pipe was large enough to make it difficult for him to wrap around. Legs dangled, bicycling in the air, trying to find something to land on, but there was only a deadly fall to the ground far below.


    The adult stepped to the dangling boy, leaned down, and held himself steady against the grating. Maella held her breath, waiting to see the boy pulled back up. Instead, a booted foot lifted and pressed down, slowly crunching one of the boy’s hands. There was a cry of pain, a heart-wrenching, terrifying cry of pain. The boy dangled from one hand.


    Maella raced across the landing—moving before she could think.


    “Stop!” Claritsa shouted.


    Maella jumped the gaps like they were nothing, because they were nothing. If Rock Heaven had taught her anything, it was how to keep her balance even while at a dead run.


    The sound of her shoes slapping against the grate grabbed the man’s attention. He was a guard, robe belted at the waist, like one of the guards that had obeyed Supervisor Hull’s commands to search and beat them. Maella barreled into him, but he tossed her aside like paper. She went flying, past the grate, and landed hard on the pipe next to the boy. The breath was knocked out of her. She gasped, trying to make her lungs work.


    The boy was small, tiny, compared to her. The man towered above them, his robes brushing her face. He brought a boot down. Maella held onto the pipe with everything she had. The pipe was cold and slippery beneath her hands. Months of hard labor and little food meant she was both strong and weak and she would not let anyone else die.


    The boy looked at her, stark terror in his eyes. His lip was busted, but he had managed to grab the pipe with both hands again. A small bag hung from a leather belt around his waist and it sprinkled white dust, like snow, into the air.


    It was the grinning-boy. The one who had taken her sample up the tower walls.


    Maella swung herself around, gripping the pipe with her legs and releasing her hands. The guard slammed his boot down where Maella’s hands had been.


    The power would have crushed her fingers, but now she hung upside down, dizzy from the height and her racing heart. Her legs trembled to keep their grip. People on the ground were little more than dark moving specks.


    No one who might care would see what was happening. Even if they did, they would be too far away to stop it.


    The guard leaned over and went for the boy’s fingers. Grinning-boy shimmied away, a harness of ropes dangling like snakes from his mid-section. The guard caught him, pulling him off the pipe.


    The guard threw grinning-boy into the air. Maella swung out and grabbed onto the harness. Grinning-boy looked up at her with wide eyes, his feet dangling in the air, only the harness digging into her hands keeping him alive. He was dirty, purple, his hair messy, his face scratched, one of his fingers mangled, the other covered in a sort of sticky, black pitch that smelled like burnt licorice.


    Maella slipped down the pipe a few inches, the ache in her thighs turning into a screaming burn.


    Steps pounded on the grate. Claritsa shouted. Maella felt a brush of cloth, as if the guard leaned over. She smelled smoke and sweat and fear and remembered bonfires at night under the stars with her family.


    There was a low slap, like flesh hitting flesh. Cloth flapped over her head, across her arms. Her stomach lurched in panic, but it was the guard who fell, his robes flapping around him. His body made awful thumping sounds as he bounced off grates and pipes on his way down.


    Maella held onto the boy. The boy held onto her.


    Her legs began to slip. A hand grabbed her ankle. The motion sent her spinning into the pipe. The boy twisted into it too, banging against its metal.


    Maella screamed.


    “Maella, hold on.”


    It took a long second for Maella to process the voice.


    “Sethlo?” Maella craned her neck.


    Sethlo held her ankle with one hand, straining to keep her from falling. His hair fell over his face, plastered to his skin in sweaty rivulets. He strained his shoulders, extending one hand to the grate to anchor him, and the other around Maella’s ankle. Claritsa and Senta wrapped themselves around his waist, using their weight to anchor him.


    Sethlo inched Maella onto the grate, getting her over the edge. He pulled the grinning-boy up and over before all of them collapsed onto each other in a pile of humid, panicked breaths and hearts beating so loudly they felt like drums. Sethlo finally moved, falling onto his back, taking in great, gulping breaths. His arms twitched at his sides, like the muscles were cramping.


    Claritsa rushed to Maella’s side. “Are you okay?”


    “I think so,” Maella said in a shaky voice.


    Grinning-boy crouched on all fours next to her. He was thin, his hair singed close to his scalp, like it had been burned. Shiny patches of skin on his face and arms looked like burns as well.


    “Who are you?” Maella said.


    “That’s Torian,” Senta said.


    Torian remained in a crouch and did not respond.


    “Why did that guard…” Maella began to realize the full scope of the situation—they had killed a guard.


    The boy stood up from his crouch. Behind him, in the door of the tower wall stood another figure.


    “Watch out!” Maella shouted.


    Grinning-boy whirled around. In a flash of yellow, the man was gone—the door opening like a void into the sky.


    “Torian,” Senta said.


    Torian turned back to Senta with a blank expression on his face—neutral, unreadable.


    “Do you—”


    But before Senta could finish, Torian cracked a wide smile that displayed a few missing teeth, the other teeth stained purple, then he sprinted away, vanishing into the shadows as his rope harness swung against his legs.


    “Wait!” Maella shouted, her voice echoing. He had taken her blood sample up the tower. Maybe he could get it back. “We need your help!”


    But Torian was gone.


    “Maella? Claritsa? Are you okay?” Sethlo said, still crouched on the grating.


    Maella turned, drinking in the sight of him. His dark hair and dark eyes called to her to touch him, to make sure he was real, to make sure he was really here. It had been a day and a night apart, but so much had happened. She went to him, searching him over for injury, for realness. Sethlo returned Maella’s gaze and it felt like she floated on an electric current that stretched between them. Sethlo looked away and the current vanished.


    “Were you at the Circle,” Claritsa started, “Did you—”


    Sethlo nodded. “I saw but could not get to you before it was over. You were going for the door. What were you thinking? ”


    Maella couldn’t hold herself still under Sethlo’s scrutiny. “They have a pattern-machine here. They’re going to read my pattern from the blood they took. I saw Doormaker Tain. We have to save them. Junle and Feren died and I promised—”


    “Maella,” Sethlo said, but Maella kept going, until he gathered Maella in his arms and she felt the warmth of his body and the beating of his heart against her own and the way that he smelled like sand and rock and strength. “Maella.”


    Her name from his lips sunk into her, weighting her down with a different kind of pain that felt beautiful, and she knew then what she felt for him.


    “We have to get out of here,” Sethlo said. “Before they find the dead guard and look for who did it.”


    “Have you seen Daniel?” Claritsa said.


    “They sent us to different furnace rooms,” Sethlo said. “I saw him across the Circle but not since then. The bikers who took us here—there must be an outpost close by, or even a town, or something. I say we steal some supplies and strike out. Take our chances—”


    “No, the Hestroth said wait for the caravan,” Claritsa said. “We wait and hide and work. We’ll get Maella’s sample and—”


    “They may not have survived,” Sethlo said. “We cannot wait for them to save us.”


    “We can’t leave.” Maella glanced at Senta who stood there like a statue, arms pinned to her sides, as tall as one of the guards, but thin, rail thin, like she had never gotten enough to eat in her whole entire life. And maybe she hadn’t, not if she examined every apple and cracker and drink of water against the weight of the lives and education of her brothers and sisters.


    “It’s not safe to stay here,” Sethlo insisted. “What can you do with two doors? What can you do against a whole tower? You are more important.” He let go of her and she felt the cool air between them like she had been splashed with cold water. He pulled his hand through his hair. “You are more important than any of this. We have to find the One Door. We have to fix the worlds.”


    Maella flinched back from him.


    Sethlo wanted to fix the worlds, but she was not the one who could do that.


    “She promised Junle and Feren,” Senta said.


    “It does not matter,” Sethlo said. “This is bigger—”


    “It matters,” Senta said. “That is what she said. If she goes back on it—”


    “There’s a door open here,” Maella said, because she knew with Sethlo this information would make a difference. “Like in Rock Heaven. It’s the same feeling the door in the sky gave me. I feel it in my bones, Sethlo. It opens to Thrae. They died because of me—Junle and Feren. There are answers here that I need. Doormaker Tain was here—”


    Sethlo’s expression shifted. A light entered his eyes which seemed to say—this changes things. But did Sethlo want to use her or help her?


    Maella pushed those dark thoughts away. This was Sethlo. She could trust him. He had just saved her life—again.


    “It is time to continue to your selected duties.” The voice was thin, reedy, almost tinny, and shocked all of them as if made out of electricity. Maella, Sethlo, and Claritsa looked around wildly for the source of the voice. Only Senta stayed calm. There was no one with them on the grates. Grinning-boy was gone. The pipe was a long, silent snake under their feet. The ladder a treacherous climb next to them.


    “You have a great gift,” the tinny voice said. “Such a wonderful puzzle.”


    Senta pointed to the source, a thin pipe above their heads had an even smaller pipe attached to it, made from a different kind of metal. At the end of this pipe was an opening that flowered out, like the end of a trumpet. Like those in the Circle that had amplified Master Hull’s voice. Next to it was a glass lens that bulged out like an eyeball. Now that Maella knew what to look for, she saw it wasn’t the only one around.


    Panic fluttered in her stomach. She exchanged a glance with Sethlo and Claritsa. If they could hear the voice, did that mean Master Hull had heard everything they had said? She had been trained her entire life not to make any mistakes and in less than two days everything had turned upside down.


    Sethlo stood up, shaky, onto his feet. He stepped closer to the little trumpet horn, his mouth facing it. “We didn’t do anything wrong. The guard was trying to kill the boy. We didn’t mean to hurt him, we were trying to stop—”


    “Oh no, this is not how it works,” the tinny voice said. “You can hear me. I can see you. You do not talk back to me. Continue your climb. Do not stop at Midway. Come up to Circle level. All of you. There will be guards at each platform, please do not try to run. There is nowhere to go.”


    Claritsa turned to the closest trumpet and glass eye, kept her face neutral like she was simply asking a question, and let off a string of insults and curse words that made Maella blush. Sethlo looked confused, like he didn’t completely understand what Claritsa was saying—English wasn’t his first language after all.


    When Claritsa finished, she raised her eyebrows slightly, as if in expectation of an answer to a question she didn’t ask.


    The voice broke the silence. “Now, now, hurry along. There will be no questions answered until I have asked a few of my own questions.”


    Claritsa turned to Sethlo and Maella, triumphant. “He didn’t hear anything. He doesn’t know about you.”


    Maella thought about the vial of blood waiting to be fed into the pattern-machine. He didn’t know about her—yet. But he planned to move up her test and feed her blood to the machine early.


    For all she knew Master Hull had already tested it and she was walking into a trap.

  


  
    Chapter 13


    They climbed the ladder relentlessly, endlessly up.


    They climbed in silence, though the tower itself was anything but silent. Workers shouted directions as they hammered pipes. Valves released steam, torches flared with eerie purple light. It was a cacophony of groaning metal, screeching pipes, and pressurized licatherin.


    Guards were stationed along the way. The humidity soaked into their clothes. Halfway up, Maella recognized what would have been their original first stop.


    Midway.


    It was a platform far larger than the rest that looked like a staging area with cargo, machinery, and people, including kids who moved crates and cataloged inventory. They stopped for a moment, catching their breath. Here, there was a glimpse of Daniel again, on the far end of the platform, moving a crate with the help of two other workers.


    Maella elbowed Claritsa in the ribs and grabbed Sethlo’s shoulder to get his attention. “Daniel.”


    Claritsa moved as if to go after him, but Senta hissed. “Do not drag your friend into this new trouble.”


    Claritsa nodded, a troubled look on her face.


    Sethlo steeled his expression to neutral and stepped back onto the ladder. “Let’s get this over with.”


    They climbed until the ladder stopped at an opening punched into the ceiling. But it wasn’t a ceiling at all, it was the flooring for the curved hallways, the outer rooms, the Circle itself. They climbed through the opening and onto the inner curved walkway.


    They were back at the top of the tower.


    Senta knocked on a door in the wall. A guard opened it for them and they entered the strange silence of the outer ring. Their steps echoed as Senta led them to the pattern-machine room. Somewhere close by, in one of these rooms, was where they must keep the Klylup.


    Each step brought those awful vibrations more strongly upon Maella. She tried to ignore it, but Sethlo noticed. She watched him peer down the curving hallway’s darkness, searching for what only Maella could feel. But all that could be seen was two guards on either side of a locked door. Sethlo gave Maella a questioning look. Maella nodded. The open door to Thrae was somewhere on the other side.


    When they reached the pattern-machine room’s door, this time Maella noticed a trumpet mouth and glass eye that were attached to the outside of the pattern-machine room’s door. There was a rattle, like gears were turning, and the door stuttered open, sliding into the wall. The gap revealed the now familiar room bordered with dozens of slim black cylinders, like film containers she had seen once in a pawn shop. But these lids all seemed to be made out of glass. Then Maella realized—they were eye pieces. They must connect to all the glass eyes in the tower. A little trumpet flower was attached next to each eyepiece. Small, but easy enough for someone to speak into.


    Master Hull ushered them inside the room. “Come along.”


    In the center of the room stood the pattern-machine. Even though she had already seen it, the awesome size and complexity of it made her head spin. Gears, belts, metal, glass, tubing—the needle. Different from, and yet the same as, the one Keeper Shaul had used to predict Maella’s death.


    She searched for blood samples, but there was only one vial and it was used up and next to the pattern-machine. She desperately hoped that meant she had more time. Waiting for the caravan or for a chance to escape through the open door to Thrae would be meaningless if Master Hull tested her blood. She thought Master Hull would not look so calm if he had already found out what she could do. But where did he keep the samples, and how much longer did she have until he tested her’s?


    “I thought you were the girls from earlier. The interesting puzzle—yes, that’s right.” He rustled around on the countertop, among boxes and tools. “Where is it? Where is it? Has that boy—of course, he hasn’t—”


    “Sir,” Senta said, casting an anxious look at Maella, as if to say we must get his focus off of you. “I am meant to start as a torchlighter today. Shift change happens soon. The pipes—”


    Master Hull looked up at one of the guards, stopping his search. “Send someone to find the newest samples. Bring them to me for testing.”


    The guard left and Maella’s heartbeat raced. Senta stared at her, as if reading her mind. Claritsa squeezed her hand. Not good, not good.


    Master Hull’s eyes passed over the four of them and stopped on Sethlo. “And you, boy? What is your name?”


    Sethlo did not answer.


    Master Hull approached and flicked Sethlo’s card up to face the light from a nearby torch. “Sethlo Heminthel. From Thrae, Gowter district. You are a long way from home. Well, many often are if they end up here.”


    Maella wrapped her hands together behind her back. Father and Grandmother had drilled that into her for as long as she could remember. Watch your hands. Always watch your hands. She thought about what could be done. If the guards came back with her blood sample, maybe she could destroy it. Though Master Hull only needed to draw more blood from her and she was caught again.


    Claritsa spoke up, her dark eyes serious underneath her dark brows. “We are sorry, Master Hull. The guard—”


    Master Hull waved Claritsa to silence. “Yes, that was unfortunate. I had been losing a great deal of my torchlighters and did not know why. Each one costs me a substantial amount and it takes years for them to earn that back and provide me with a profit. We had developed stunning rates of death these last few months. It started quite suddenly. I hope today it means now that it will also end.” Master Hull shook his head.


    “You mean you’ve been losing children,” Sethlo said, accusing. “Letting them die.”


    Maella cringed. What was Sethlo doing?


    Master Hull smoothed his expression. “Come. The new shift begins soon and timing is of utmost importance.” He glanced at Sethlo. “Yes, you as well. We need the hands and you are welcome to help keep any more torchlighters—or shall I say, children—from dying. With that little episode, your agility and balance will serve the tower and its mission well. Those capable of fulfilling the torchlighter duties are few—”


    Noise at the landing door interrupted Master Hull—muffled steps, low conversation, the clink of metal and leather, the rustle of clothing. Ten people entered, dressed in harnesses with leg loops around their waists and leather straps belting everything down. Ropes, hooks, and chalk bags hung from their belts.


    Two wore leather headbands, geometric engravings on them. Girls, boys, tall, short. Different levels of purple stained their skin. Torian was there, his eyes sunken in but that grin still plastered on his face. He looked like the youngest in the group. The oldest looked a few years older than Senta and Sethlo. But not one was an adult. All were lean, wiry, muscles rippling along bare arms and legs. Weird shoes, like rubber booties, covered their feet. A tar-like residue stained their arms and hands like strange clothes.


    Torchlighters.


    They brought an intense energy into the room—eyes that seemed to evaluate each of the newcomers and found them lacking. Senta would not look them in the eyes but hung her head and stared at the ground. Claritsa defiantly returned their stares. Sethlo examined them, as if analyzing for weaknesses.


    Maella recognized some of them—almost all of them—as those in the Circle who had held her down, preventing her from opening the door to save Junle and Feren.


    Master Hull spoke quickly, assigning tasks and outlining directions. He pulled out a box of supplies and handed out gear. Harnesses, bags of pitch and chalk, lighters, shoes, rope, links, hooks, leathers. Sethlo tested the ropes, tensioning them between his hands, then yanking them to make sure they would not break. The equipment was used but in good working order.


    Maella’s stomach lurched at what his actions signaled. They would be going out onto the tower walls. These ropes would keep them from falling. Then Maella remembered—grinning-boy, that is, Torian, hadn’t even bothered to use ropes when he picked up the box of blood vials.


    She looked him over now—he wore a harness over his rags, a chalk bag attached to his belt, no shoes. Maybe he knew where the blood samples were kept. Maybe he could get to them in time.


    “The torches must be lit, fueled, and maintained.” Master Hull spread additional tools across the table. “The pipe seams must be reapplied. The factory must run. There must be no stopping.” Master Hull described the pipes and the pitch used to seal them—a tar-like substance that dried and easily cracked. The torches were used to set new pitch, maintain the seals, harden them, and illuminate the manufacturing tasks for other workers.


    But each day new cracks formed in the connections.


    Each day new pitch needed to be set to seal those cracks.


    “Once there had been ways for this to be done automatically, but those ways are broken,” Master Hull said. “So your job is to maintain what is there. It cannot be fixed, but it can be repaired. The others will show you how.”


    The group of torchlighters had waited through Master Hull’s entire set of instructions, letting off an air of boredom.


    “That doesn’t make any sense,” Claritsa said. “All these people are here to fix the pipes? All this—”


    “The patterns are broken,” Senta said, before Master Hull could speak. “Things do not work like they used to anymore.”


    Master Hull looked surprised and then interested. “And what do you care about the patterns, child?”


    Senta did not answer.


    “You may know a little, but that knowledge does more harm than good in the end. There is so much more to all of this. We’re talking about fixing the worlds!” He coughed. “Well, Doormaker Tain is, at least. And I am his trusty servant.”


    “Who gets paid,” Sethlo said.


    Maella stepped forward and laid a careful hand on his arm. He was warm and strong and she knew he must feel her touch. He tensed, but he did not break his defiant stare.


    “Who gets paid very well,” Master Hull said. “But then again, this is very difficult work. As you will soon see.” He looked each of them in the eye. “Do the job well and this will pay off your debt to me the fastest of any job in the factory that you could have.”


    Maella’s eyes strayed again to the pattern-machine and the papers underneath it. Her hand dropped to her side. Who had he tested? What did the pattern say? Claritsa pinched Maella’s arm. Maella looked into her eyes and saw the message that shined there, don’t do something stupid.


    “Being a torchlighter is a great honor,” Master Hull said. “Yes, the work is dangerous but it is important. That’s why you meet with me like this and it does not cost you anything. But enough of this. Children know nothing about what is at stake or what we have sacrificed to make sure you have homes to go back to, if you ever work hard enough to pay off your debt!”


    The air seemed to get sucked out of the room and everyone, including the other torchlighters, seemed to hold a collective breath. He had not even yelled, and yet, somehow, his steady, nonchalant tone seemed more dangerous.


    “What are you waiting for?” Master Hull said.


    The torchlighters headed to a large window punched into the tower wall that opened to a small platform. Before they exited, other torchlighters returned, wind-burned, cold flushing their faces, legs and arms trembling from exhaustion as they stripped off their gear.


    Shift change.


    Maella followed after Senta, arms full of equipment, veering close to the pattern-machine. It had taken her a long time to realize that electricity did not work on Rathe. After all, she was used to living without electricity for long periods of time. When you didn’t have much money for food, then you didn’t really have money for luxuries like electricity.


    The licatherin clearly fueled things on this world. The pages stacked under the machine’s needle hummed with danger. What secrets did those drawings hold? If she could get Claritsa or Sethlo—


    “That is not for children,” Master Hull said, his voice dangerously close to her ear.


    Sethlo moved forward, but the tallest torchlighter put a rough hand on his shoulder, holding him still.


    Master Hull slapped Maella across the face. At the sound, all activity in the room stopped. The numbness from the slap quickly turned into a sting and made her eyes water. Master Hull had spent so much time talking his son down from violence. The shock of his strike hurt more than the strike itself.


    “We all need to understand how the worlds work and how to survive in them,” Master Hull said. “My gift to you is this first lesson: do not touch the machine. Do not look at the machine. Do not think about the machine. You are here to make sure the top pipes continue to run. If you cannot do your job, I will find another. Do not fail the tower.”


    “Light show the way,” one of the torchlighters spoke in Rathe, almost like a calculated interruption. She was one of the older ones, strapped heavy with gear, a leather band around her forehead and sharp brown eyes set against dark purple skin.


    “Dark show the stars,” the other torchlighters spoke in unison, their voices filling the room.


    Maella shivered at their words. There were things at work here that she could not even begin to understand. Her whole life had been full of secrets and here were even more.


    One by one, the torchlighters jumped onto the pipes and out to their work.

  


  
    Chapter 14


    Maella stood next to Claritsa, one foot on the tower, the other on the pipe they must walk to begin the torchlighter rounds. She thought about the guard fetching the samples and about Daniel on Midway and the caravan coming, but not for over a hundred days. She didn’t know what the right moves were, except she needed to buy herself and her friends more time.


    Senta had disappeared around the curve of the tower. Sethlo was out there too, working alongside one of the other torchlighters, far ahead, his safety rope dangling like a twisting snake from his waist as he darted along the pipe, grabbed for a handhold, then swung himself to the next torch.


    Wind rocked Maella, making her doubt her balance, but the daily work of dodging boulders had made her nimble. Heights did not frighten her. She had climbed and fought on the ladder out of Rock Heaven.


    Maella tied Claritsa’s rope to the tower and pointed to the torches and pipe seams closest to Sethlo. “Let’s do those first.”


    Claritsa nodded and reached for the pitch at her belt, along with a lighter. There were thin foot and handholds that led to each station—each torch. Torches needed to be refilled with licatherin oil. Pitch that sealed the pipes needed to be reapplied.


    The factory made the licatherin oil, but licatherin oil was also needed to run the factory. Maella didn’t know what the pipes actually did, only that they hissed and gurgled. An intricate system of metal tubing was woven together in a chaotic maze. Why did it all need to be so high up? Why, if lighting the torches was so necessary, did they not make the paths safer?


    The last question at least had an answer. To Maella, the whole system looked cobbled together, like it had been built long ago and no one knew how to fix it anymore. There were remnants of a system of pipes that looked like they would have lit the torches automatically. But the system was corroded, broken, useless. Many of the hand and footholds looked makeshift, like someone had patched together an emergency solution that time and resources, or lack thereof, turned into something more permanent.


    She understood that kind of thing, whether it was from greed, from not caring, from lack of money. Her family had never intended to live like they had these last few years—so poor they couldn’t afford to replace their doors with glass. She sometimes remembered before, when there had been plenty of gold and people who had helped her family. Glass houses, glass doors, sheer curtains for privacy. But gold ran out, bills were paid late, nothing lasted.


    And then, you made do with what you had.


    Maella guessed it had gone like this—the factory had not been built to need children or torchlighters, but when the original machines had broken down, there wasn’t money or knowledge to fix it. But the licatherin had to keep flowing. When the emergency measures—torchlighters—produced the needed results, why change things?


    Maella understood that sort of thing.


    Emergency measures.


    Claritsa and Maella moved from torch to torch, falling into a sort of rhythm, until the pattern-machine room had disappeared from view.


    “Sethlo,” Claritsa called out when they got close.


    He worked alongside another torchlighter on a pipe seam, pushing tangled hair out of his face. A mix of chalk and pitch already covered his hands. The only equipment keeping him attached to the pipes was his rope and a wide-legged stance. He turned at the sound of his name, his foot slipping an inch.


    Maella’s stomach flipped, but he quickly regained his stance. He said something to the torchlighter next to him, unhooked his rope, and scrambled over to them.


    “Are you okay?” Sethlo said, searching both of them over for injuries.


    “What was that in there?” Maella said, though she knew there wasn’t time for arguments. Even now her sample might be making its way to the pattern-machine room. “Why did you try to upset Master Hull like that?”


    Sethlo brushed a hand through his hair and looked out, unseeing onto the empty desert landscape, even as the wind picked up and began to whip their clothing. “I couldn’t hold it in. I tried, Maella. But after Rock Heaven and now this place, I just—”


    Maella knew how that felt, to be so overwhelmed with anger that you couldn’t control what happened next.


    “It doesn’t matter,” Claritsa said. “We have to figure out what to do now. We have to keep ourselves safe until the caravan arrives.”


    Sethlo shook his head. “No. We find a way to escape this place. There is no way Maella can go a hundred and whatever days without being discovered.”


    “But the desert,” Maella said. “The door—”


    “Exactly,” Sethlo said. “It has to be the door.”


    “Sethlo,” Claritsa said. “They have that portal to Thrae guarded with who knows how many people. They have it locked up. Everyone is watching us. We might as well walk into the desert, at least that would give us a chance! But the Hestroth said they would come for us—”


    “If they’re still alive—”


    The two of them continued to argue. Their voices stayed low and intense. But there was no real choice. Not from Maella’s point of view. Not since the moment Feren had picked up her bottle.


    “No matter what,” Maella said, interrupting them. “We have to buy more time. No matter what, that’s first.”


    Sethlo and Claritsa stopped, the thread of their argument broken.


    “You are right,” Sethlo said.


    “Yeah,” Claritsa said. “But how?”


    Senta swung into view, dangling from a pipe overhead by her rope. Pitch stained her hands almost black all the way to the elbows. Her eyes searched the pipe in front of her, evaluating, testing, then saw the three of them. She hissed. “Why do you stand there? They will see you are not working!”


    “We have to get my blood,” Maella said, feeling the way time was closing down on her. “If they test it and find out who I am, then this is all over before it’s begun.”


    “We know this,” Senta said. “You have already said this. We have already promised to help.”


    Why was Senta using the word “we?” Feren and Junle were dead. “Torian took our samples yesterday. Where would he have taken them? We have to find mine and destroy it.”


    Senta shook her head. “What good is destroying it? Master Hull finds it missing and he takes another sample from you.”


    Maella knew she was right, she had thought the same thing herself, but she was at a loss for what to do instead.


    “And if they catch her and find out who she is?” Claritsa said, anger sparking in her eyes.


    “Show me and I will go,” Sethlo said. “If you will not help, then I will take care of it myself.


    “No. You can’t risk yourselves for me.” And then an idea dawned inside Maella. If they couldn’t destroy the samples… “What if we switched my sample with someone who has already been tested?”


    Claritsa immediately picked up the thread. “And make them believe you’re someone else—”


    “That’s it,” Maella said, excited, turning to Senta. It wasn’t a permanent solution, but it would buy them time. That’s what they needed right now. Time. “Make them think someone else’s pattern is my own and bury my blood sample among those who have already been tested.”


    “It could work,” Sethlo said.


    “Yes, we are already working on it,” Senta said.


    “What do you mean by that?” Maella said. “Why do you keep saying ‘we’?”


    Senta looked at Maella like she was stupid.


    “You told them,” Sethlo said.


    Panic fluttered inside Maella’s chest.


    “The other torchlighters demand to speak with you,” Senta said.


    “What exactly did you tell them?” Claritsa said.


    “What she can do,” Senta said simply, and then when the three of them looked at her, horror-stricken, she swung away, back to the job.


    Senta had told the other torchlighters about Maella.


    Just like that.


    She had told them Maella’s secret like it was no big deal.


    A striking sound interrupted Maella’s growing panic. A guard at one of the tower windows was trying to get their attention. Once he saw he had their attention, he shouted at them while pointing at a pipe nearby that had begun to leak at one of the seams.


    Claritsa and Sethlo got to work and pushed Maella along with them. She felt stunned, trying to process such a small fact—Senta had told the other torchlighters about her—and the huge consequences it would have for her.


    Senta had promised to keep Maella’s secret safe in the folding room, but at the first opportunity she had revealed it to the other torchlighters.


    They threw themselves into the torchlighter work for the next several hours. There was nothing else that could be done. Her blood sample would get tested or not. The torchlighters would keep her secret—or not.


    Hours later, Senta came swinging back. “Torian says he has done it. He has switched them.” She didn’t look any of them in the eye as she said it.


    A stone weight lifted off Maella’s heart at that information, but there was still what came next. Maella had hated all the secrets kept from her while growing up, but she knew now that those secrets had also helped keep her alive. Ten more people knew about her and that knowledge held a kind of power over her.


    When the shift was over, they scrambled back onto the landing, weak now with hunger and exhaustion like the torchlighters they had seen on the previous shift. Guards stood near the pattern-machine as they passed by, but Master Hull was nowhere to be found. They crossed the inner and outer hallways and began the climb down to Midway.


    Anger burned inside Maella at Senta’s betrayal, but what did Maella expect? She was being used.


    Midway was chaotic with work that continued night and day. The torchlighters headed for a quieter back room. The room was long, with low ceilings, and rows of beds with thin, almost non-existent mattresses, little more than foam pads, lining both sides of the walls. High above the beds, far higher than anyone could reach, was a short line of windows. Much of the glass was broken, like missing teeth. Some light filtered from outside the tower but was already fading.


    After spending the day outside, the wind and gurgling pipes the only break in the silence of the desert, Midway was deafening. Sniffling noses, whispers, shuffling feet. Wood crates being moved, tools striking metal, pipes hissing. The smell of licorice sat thick and sticky in Maella’s nose after the clearer outside air.


    Most who walked into the dormitory went straight to their bunks, collapsing into sleep. Many of the narrow beds were shared by two or even three people. On the far end there was a washroom with another old lady on a stool, head leaned back against the wall, snoring, marking board abandoned on her lap. Other than her, there were no guards, just children.


    As Maella, Claritsa, and Sethlo walked through, a few kids looked up with mildly curious expressions, but exhaustion soon sent their eyes drifting. Senta explained adult workers stayed in the buildings that dotted the perimeter of the factory fence, but all those under eighteen who worked in the factory stayed here. The workers were kept separated by age, by job, and by tower area.


    Senta ushered them to the middle of the room, where several bunks had been pushed together. Above the bunks were dozens of origami shapes. Scorpions, tigers, birds, stars, and many more intricately folded papers that decorated the wall and even littered the floor.


    “Torian folds the shapes,” Senta said softly, as if she knew her very voice might make Maella explode.


    People hunkered across the beds, legs up, lazy, leaning against the back wall and each other—gear piled on the floor underneath. These were the torchlighters. The ones she had worked alongside all day. The ones who had ignored her. The ones who had held her down in the Circle. The ones Senta had told about her secret.


    The only small piece of comfort she had left was that she had only told Senta she was a doormaker. Senta and the others had no way of knowing she was related to Doormaker Tain.


    At least, she hoped they didn’t.


    Anger finally drove Maella to open her mouth. “You promised to keep my secret. Why are you even helping? You said you don’t want to leave this place—”


    “I know what I said. I know what I promised,” Senta interrupted, but did not further explain herself.


    Two of the torchlighters bent over a piece of paper crumpled as if it had been folded and unfolded a dozen times. One of Torian’s origami shapes. It looked like they studied the folds for clues of some kind.


    “What do you want from me?” Maella said. “What do any of you think I can even do for you? Save a whole tower full of people? It’s impossible.”


    They looked up at Maella’s raised voice.


    “I am Devadasi Ruel, torchlighter. You can call me Dev,” the tall one said. He spoke in a steady voice, like Maella hadn’t just lashed out at him.


    “Ruel…from Gowter?” Sethlo said, surprise in his voice.


    Dev nodded. “But that was long ago.” He had dark eyes and long dark hair pulled back with a simple leather tie. He still wore his torchlighter leathers and pitch stained his arms, though he had scrubbed his hands almost raw.


    “I am from Gowter,” Sethlo said.


    The two of them looked at each other, evaluating, seeing if somehow coming from the same place in the worlds mattered. Sethlo broke the stare first. Dev nodded his head, as if acknowledging something between.


    “Ten years ago I was the only survivor from my town. A terrible disease had run through, burning out the lives of my family and neighbors,” Dev said. “Other towns saw me as bad luck and would not let me work, or eat, or even sleep within their borders. So I sold myself to this place and to keep this girl here from getting herself murdered.”


    The short girl next to him snorted. “I can take care of myself.”


    Dev let a small smile play across his lips. “I know, Deep. I know that well.” He glanced at the three newcomers. “She is Amandeep So—I recommend you do not underestimate her.”


    “Newcomers always do.” Amandeep looked like a child next to Dev’s height, even though they were both sitting. She had to be at least a few years older than Maella. Dark, even darker than Dev, but with high cheekbones and a square face. “Call me Deep. Only Dev has earned the privilege of using my full name.”


    “And Supervisor Hull,” another torchlighter said.


    The others laughed.


    “What’s the joke?” Sethlo said.


    “Deep has the honor of being the only person in this tower who has given Supervisor Hull a nice black eye,” Senta said. “And lived.”


    Deep sat back on the bed, a look of satisfaction on her face. “One of my favorite moments.”


    “He was beating you like a dog,” a torchlighter said.


    “Sometimes pain destroys people,” Dev said. “But Deep has always found a way for pain to make her stronger.”


    “And Dev is our leader but also a budding philosopher,” Deep said.


    “Light show the way,” Dev said.


    “Darkness show the stars,” the torchlighters answered softly, in unison.


    “Why do you say that?” Maella had come in angry, ready for a fight, ready to lash out, but suddenly those emotions had drained out of her. They had taken over the conversation when she hadn’t realized it was a conversation at all. These torchlighters weren’t the Hestroth or the Sechnel, and yet somehow they had locked themselves to each other and around some strange purpose she didn’t yet understand.


    “It’s Dev, of course,” Deep said.


    “The darkness is not something to be endured,” Dev said. “It is to be welcomed, lived inside of, maintained. In darkness there is privacy, warmth, often safety. People want the light too much and think they must banish darkness altogether. But how do you know light without dark? We are the darkness that allows the stars to shine.”


    No one spoke for a long moment.


    Deep burst into a hard laughter. “Philosopher-king Dev.”


    The tension faded and Dev introduced the other torchlighters. Torian and seven others. One by one, the torchlighters shared their names, and sometimes towns, as if hoping to find someone else from their area of the worlds. Many claimed they couldn’t remember a time or place before the tower. Others shared how they came to the tower with a wistfulness that spoke of childhood memories made painful by present realities.


    “Now,” Deep said, eyes narrowing and a calculating light entering them. “Tell us who you are.”


    Sethlo went first, telling them about how he grew up and the murders of his family in one rushing breath. “I will avenge my family. I will find a way.”


    Deep nodded approval.


    Dev frowned. “Vengeance lives in the heart like poison.”


    “But poison has its uses,” Deep said matter-of-factly.


    Claritsa tossed her braid over her shoulder like she didn’t care as she shared how her parents abandoned her with her grandmother but had taken her older brother with them. “I do not care about the worlds.” She glanced at Sethlo as she said this. “They don’t seem to care about me, so why would I? But my friends? My family? I will do anything to keep them safe.”


    “But what if the only true way to keep those you love safe is to fix the worlds?” Dev said.


    “Screw the worlds,” Deep said.


    Dev inclined his head. He turned his focus onto Maella. “Senta has spoken about you. Now it is your chance to tell us who you are.”


    “She promised she would keep my secret,” Maella said. “But she broke that promise. How can I trust any of you?”


    Deep looked truly confused. “You can’t trust any of us. Why would you ever think you could trust anyone?”


    “I wanted someone else to know,” Senta interjected. “If I died, I wanted someone else to know what you had promised to Junle and Feren. I wanted to make sure someone else would make you keep your promise.”


    “See,” Deep said. “That’s why we like Senta. She’s smart and she doesn’t trust anyone.”


    Senta flushed, as if embarrassed, and frowned while staring at the ground.


    “Trust is earned,” Dev said. “You have not earned ours yet.”


    “Then how can I trust that you’re actually going to help me?” Maella demanded. “How can I trust you even switched the samples?”


    Deep stood up, shaking her head. Even standing, her height barely reached Dev’s height while sitting. “Stupid. Little. Girl. You. Can’t. You shouldn’t. But you have to keep going anyway, knowing that at any moment something or someone is going to betray you.”


    “For what it’s worth,” Dev said quietly, “which may not be very much right now, we did switch the samples. Well, Torian did it for you.”


    Maella looked to Torian. That half grin was still plastered on his face and he stared at her with wide eyes. “You did?”


    He nodded—yes.


    A part of Maella relaxed. She believed him. There were many more problems to face, but it solved the most urgent one. “Was it dangerous?”


    Deep coughed. “He won’t talk to you. He won’t talk to anyone.”


    “Then how do you know his name?” Maella said.


    “They made it up and wrote it on his marker card,” Dev said.


    “Now tell us who you are,” Deep said. “Or we will make it up for ourselves and you won’t like what I will say.”


    “I am,” Maella started, but bit her lip. Her family name was too dangerous for this place. “I am Maella from Earth, originally somewhere from Thrae, I think. I remember fire and smoke and running. The doors have destroyed my family over the years—one by one, and now it seems it is my turn.”


    “We do not trust doormakers,” Deep said.


    “I cannot help who I am more than you can help how short you are,” Maella said, anger flaring. Sethlo didn’t look worried, but Claritsa placed a hand on her arm. Maella shook it off.


    Deep stood, the creased paper falling to the ground. “Was that supposed to be some sort of insult?” Deep got into Maella’s face. She smelled like licorice and tar and sweat. Her eyes were rimmed a darker purple than the rest of her skin.


    She pushed Maella.


    Maella took a step back from the force. She gritted her teeth and forced out her next words, almost spitting them in Deep’s face. “You asked who I am? I don’t know who I am. I bring death wherever I go. My pattern predicts I have only two more doors left to open before I die. But maybe this is finally the right place for me. You each seemed to have been brought here by death too. But I’m not going to give up. I’m going to believe things can still be made better than this. Though I don’t yet know how.”


    Maella pushed Deep, trying to force her back a step, but Deep didn’t move. Instead, Deep laughed and socked Maella in the stomach.


    Maella hunched over, tears springing to her eyes as she struggled to get her lungs working again. Sethlo jumped between Maella and Deep. Claritsa’s braid brushed Maella’s face as she moved between as well.


    “Back off,” Claritsa said, red spots flaring on her cheeks. “You need our help. We need yours. We’re done with introductions. You don’t like us. We don’t like you.”


    “I don’t like her,” Deep said. “You? You might turn out all right. We will see.”


    The other torchlighters hadn’t moved. Dev remained seated and relaxed. “What Deep meant to say is we don’t trust anyone, doormakers included.”


    Maella finally regained her breath and stood up.


    Torian bent down and picked up the crumpled drawing.


    Deep went to grab the paper, but Dev said, “Let her see.”


    “This is what Torian found,” Senta said, her voice rushing to spit out the words as if it would explain away the telling of Maella’s secret. “This is what Junle and Feren saw. This is why Junle wanted your help.”


    Torian held out the drawing and shook it, telling her to go ahead.


    Maella took the paper. She owed Junle and Feren. She owed these torchlighters her help even if she didn’t want to give it to them, or at least to Deep. Sethlo and Claritsa crowded to either side of her. Ink soaked the parchment with that same dark purple color, like the ink from an octopus. A pattern.


    “It’s you,” Sethlo said, awe entering his voice.


    Her hands shook as she searched the image and understanding dawned.


    “Is the tower…falling?” Claritsa said, disbelief lacing her voice.


    But it was clear to anyone who looked that the drawing showed exactly this. It was Maella’s face in a scowl, her eyebrows two slashes above cold eyes, her hair wild and in a tangled helmet on her head. Wheeled wagons covered the landscape, like something out of the history books, except with fancier wooden sides and roofs, all decorated in whorled shapes and patterns. Maella marched diagonal to the viewer, her profile sharp and unmistakable, as if ready to climb out of the paper and into another world.


    Her hands rested on the handle—no, the handles—of two wagon doors, side-by-side. A snake was carved into both doors, and she looked as if she were opening it.


    Two doors, side-by-side.


    Maella wanted to laugh.


    Of course it would be two doors. Of course.


    Behind her was a long line of people who also marched.


    They were all leaving the tower of shadows, and the tower was crumbling to the ground.

  


  
    Chapter 15


    Two torchlighters stood guard around the beds, watching for any eyes or ears that shouldn’t be near, while the others argued in hurried whispers.


    “It might mean nothing.”


    “Nothing? That is not a pattern to ignore.”


    “Patterns are not reliable.”


    “I say we take our chances.”


    They spoke like they had debated the points many times before. There was a togetherness about them that intimidated Maella. They were lean with muscle, hardened by the wind that blew outside the tower, and had a sort of confidence about them that felt strange in a place that seemed intent on controlling and dominating its workers.


    Even Torian, who remained silent and was both the smallest and youngest torchlighter, had a hard light in his eyes that was difficult to reconcile with the half-smile on his face.


    Claritsa scanned the paper shapes that covered the wall in a vivid display of art in a place that otherwise lacked it.


    “Are these all patterns Torian has stolen?” Claritsa said, wonder filling her voice, as she ran her fingers along the rounded edge of a heart.


    “They are scraps he finds,” Dev said. “Everyone knows he folds them, even the guards. They ignore it. This is how we were able to hide the pattern after he stole it. Here, in plain sight.”


    “Who’s pattern is this?” Sethlo said, pointing to Maella’s marching line. “Whose blood caused this pattern to be drawn?”


    Maella was glad he could think enough to ask it. All she could do was sit there stunned while her brain tried to process the picture or how it could possibly come about.


    She came up empty each time.


    Completely, absolutely, empty.


    “It was Junle’s,” Dev said. “Weeks ago, Torian saw it on the machine before Master Hull did and knew it would send many of us to the Circle—so he stole it. You can see Junle there.”


    Senta pointed to the second person in line behind Maella.


    Maella was first, leading them, then in that line was Feren, Junle, Torian, and two other torchlighters.


    “But Junle is dead. And so is Feren,” Maella said, forcing the words out. She wanted to help, but what this drawing showed—it was insane.


    “What does that do to her pattern?” Claritsa said. “She’s in this picture, but she can’t be—”


    “Patterns change,” Dev said. “They are possibilities. Chances of what might be.”


    “But,” Maella said, finality in her voice. “This pattern has already been proven wrong.”


    “The caravan will not return with supplies for many days,” Dev said. “The wagon in this picture is well known. It comes from the Library of Souls. Master Hull gets books from there sometimes.”


    “And how do you know such a thing?” Sethlo said. “Are you and Master Hull friends?”


    “You already know Master Hull likes his philosophy,” Dev said, without missing a beat or changing his expression. “He hopes to train discipline into his son someday.”


    “Not going to happen,” Deep said. “But Master Hull likes to indulge his pets. We are his pets. Some of his favorites.” There was disgust as well as acceptance in Deep’s voice.


    “The usefulness of a cup is in its emptiness,” Dev said. “He believes I am an empty cup and that he is filling it up with his own ideas.”


    “I prefer my cup filled with licatherin water,” Deep said, her disgust transforming into a wry grin. “It tastes better and keeps me alive on the pipes.”


    “Master Hull sends along copies of patterns to the Library of Souls that link to finding the One Door,” Dev said. “I suspect doormakers use it as a sort of archive.”


    Deep snapped her fingers, bringing attention back to the drawing. “These are the doors you will open for us.”


    Maella scanned the faces of all the torchlighters until she ended on Senta. They had said it so casually—open these doors.


    “I already told you about me. You know my own pattern predicts I have only two doors left to open before I die.”


    “It’s one door,” Deep snapped. “You’ll have another one left.”


    “No, it’s not.” Claritsa examined the drawing again. “It’s two doors.”


    “It’s the same door,” Deep said, anger hardening her expression. “It won’t count.”


    “How do you know it won’t?” Maella said.


    “How do you know it will?” Deep shot back.


    The thing was—Maella didn’t know. She didn’t say anything but Dev seemed to read the answer in her expression.


    “How could you not know?” Dev said in wonder. “How could a doormaker not be taught something so basic to your very survival?”


    Maella felt embarrassed. She had been protected, kept in ignorance along with her brothers for her entire life. She didn’t fully understand why, other than she knew her family loved her and had wanted to keep her safe. Had they known about her seven door death prediction? She thought maybe they had, and maybe it had terrified them.


    Too many things were happening so quickly it all made her head spin. She thought she had gained an understanding of how the worlds were all tied together in Rock Heaven. Sechnel hate, the Hestroth mission, but now, Library of Souls?


    “I say it’s one door,” Deep said in the silence.


    “We get you to the wagon,” Dev said. “Some of the other workers in the adult quarters will help. Kalen will rally them. You must be ready when the time comes.”


    “You don’t understand how the doors work,” Maella said. “Somehow opening this door is going to save this whole tower of people? And then I’ll lead you on a grand march out into the desert to die in the sand? Or through whatever comes out of this door? That’s if this pattern holds true, which it already hasn’t—because Junle, the one who’s blood generated this pattern. Is. Dead.” Maella turned on Senta. “And what about your brothers and sisters? You walk away from this tower, and what happens to your family? You said you need the money for your family.”


    Claritsa rested a calming hand on Maella’s arm, but Maella shook it off. The only powers she had left in all the worlds were her two doors and her anger. She wasn’t about to give up either of those things for anyone, no matter how much she owed Junle and Feren.


    There was silence for a long time. Senta wasn’t the only one working at the factory because of outside obligations. Maybe there were those who had been sold or captured, but others had chosen to come, not knowing what really waited for them, but had loved ones to feed, siblings to send to school, medicine to buy.


    Finally Deep said, “There is plenty of licatherin here to sell. If the tower falls, what is left will be even more valuable to those addicted, to those like us, outside of here.”


    A horrifying realization hit Maella. She looked at Claritsa for confirmation. Did Claritsa see it too? But Claritsa only seemed confused.


    “You’ve been stealing the licatherin,” Maella said slowly. “They would not have been looking for a missing bottle if you hadn’t been stealing them. You got Junle and Feren killed—”


    “No,” Dev said. “Someone is stealing from this tower, but it is not us. Not yet.”


    “That does not mean it is a bad idea,” Deep said.


    Senta bit her lip. “We could feed and support our families for years with a handful of bottles each.”


    Maella tried to reconcile her conflicting feelings. Someone was stealing and had gotten Feren and Junle killed because of it. But not because of her bottle, not only because of her bottle. A layer of guilt lifted off Maella’s heart.


    She felt the truth in their words when they said torchlighters weren’t stealing the licatherin, but then who was?


    “I think we should wait for the caravan,” Claritsa said. “Even if the pattern is wrong. Maybe it is only one door.” But what Claritsa was really saying was they should wait for the Hestroth.


    Maella expected Sethlo to argue for action. Instead, he said, “I think we should wait for the caravan.”


    Maella looked at him like he had grown horns but then realized what he was doing. Agreeing to stay gave them time to figure out a way through the door to Thrae.


    “You said you wanted no part of this,” Maella said to Senta. “You wanted to become a torchlighter and stay here and work your way to freedom.”


    Senta’s eyes turned cold. “I changed my mind after Junle and Feren were killed—because they wanted to protect you.”


    “Enough. You have until the caravan arrives,” Deep said. “One hundred and sixty or so days. We will help keep you alive and undiscovered until then. Two doors, one door. We do not care. We know who you are. We know what you can do.”


    “I’ve traded one ticking time bomb for another,” Maella said. “They would have read my blood sample and taken me and used me for whatever the hell they’re planning, but instead, you’ve given me a different death sentence. I do exactly what you want or you turn me in anyway—like Senta wanted to do from the beginning.” Maella flung the paper to the floor.


    Senta snatched it up, smoothing out its creases. “I knew you would break your promise.”


    “You didn’t give me a choice then,” Maella said. “I have no choice now.”


    “There are alway choices,” Dev said. “Though you may like none of them.”


    The last two days flitted across Maella’s thoughts like a bad horror movie. In the silence that the torchlighters let stand, Maella’s bones picked up the hum that never really left, not really. Even at Midway she felt the wrongness of the door at the top of the tower that she knew, just knew, by its signature vibrations, was a door to Thrae.


    Guarded, locked. Unreachable. It was a trio of wrongness at the top of the tower. The Klylup, the door, the pattern-machine.


    Something tripped Maella’s heartbeat—the smoky tendril of an idea whisked through her and caught fire. No, not a trio, Maella realized. There was the Circle, but also the accounting room with cabinets full of debt lists and discarded patterns.


    “Give me back the pattern,” Maella said.


    Senta frowned but handed it over.


    Maella examined every inch of the drawing. Wheeled wagons, paneled coverings, the marching line and the way it snaked out from the tower and among the wagons, even as tower stones crumbled and fell, striking the ground.


    “What if this is a metaphor?” Maella played the idea out slowly in her head, trying to test it for its soundness. “What if the tower won’t crumble? Not physically, at least. What makes this tower run?”


    “The pipes,” Deep said. “The folding rooms, the machines, the bottle processing.”


    “No,” Maella said.


    Deep frowned.


    “I mean, yes, but what I mean is—you, us,” Maella said.


    “The workers are who make this tower run,” Dev said. “That is what she is trying to say. Torchlighters, like us, all the way down to the folding room and furnaces.”


    “And what keeps the workers chained here, like prisoners?” Maella said.


    “Our debts,” Dev said. “Our histories, our families, the knowledge they have of who we are and who we have been and who they think we will be.”


    Maella didn’t know about all of that, but it sounded close enough. “The debts,” she repeated, excitement rising in her voice. “What if we destroy the lists? What if we burn the patterns? Patterns and debt lists. Two doors. Won’t that take apart what holds this tower together? And then—I don’t know,” Maella’s energy fizzled. “We escape on the caravan somehow.”


    But something in Maella rebelled at that thought. A door to Thrae was here, calling to her, promising her possible answers. Could she just walk away from it?


    Some of the torchlighters snickered.


    Deep chuckled, but something about the sound made Maella shiver. “Do you think we have not thought of this before? It is well guarded.” She became serious. “But at least you aren’t giving up. I have revised my opinion of you—slightly.”


    “Maybe this time it will work,” Senta said. “ When the caravan arrives, the entire tower empties out. There are hardly any guards. Maybe—”


    “Maybe,” Dev said, inclining his head. “It is an idea I believe worth considering.”


    “No,” the Deep said. “We follow the pattern.”


    “But the pattern is wrong!” Maella said, stepping forward. “Junle is dead. How can her pattern still be true?


    “Enough,” Deep said. “This is how it will be. We are going to follow Junle’s pattern. She died for it. You should remember that. But if you won’t, then we will give you up to Master Hull.”


    “No,” Maella said, the word coming out of her mouth before she even knew that’s what was in her heart.


    “Then you give us no choice,” Deep said, but something in her voice showed hesitation. “We’ll turn you in for a reward and still be better off.”


    “If you give me up,” Maella said, feeling the truth, and finally, the power in her position—it sparked her nerves like she was gathering up all the vibrations in the tower as energy to hold inside her body. It felt like a shift, a turning point inside her that she didn’t yet fully understand. “Then you are all back to where you started. Trapped in the shadows, worked to death, the Circle hanging over all your heads.”


    “Do you not think we’ll turn you in?” Deep said. “It will make us rich and we can all leave this tower behind.”


    Maella shivered yet she pressed on. “You can’t possibly think Master Hull or Supervisor Hull would allow you to take the reward? You’re not that stupid.”


    Deep shot up from the bed again, fists creeping up to her chest. “What did you say?”


    The roar of blood rushed across Maella’s ears. Sethlo looked interested and on alert, ready to defend her, but also waiting to see how this was going to play out. Claritsa stood, legs wide, as if ready to fight too. Senta was tense, holding onto the frame of one of the beds, scanning the faces of the torchlighters and then Maella.


    “Master Hull will never let all of you go,” Maella said, rushing now to get it all out. “His torchlighters? The ones who keep the pipes running? The ones most highly paid in all the tower? You turn me in and they’ll take the reward for themselves and you’ll be worse off than before.”


    Deep motioned to Junle’s pattern drawing. “Then do what you’re supposed to do. Believe that Junle and Feren died for a reason. Make that reason a reality.”


    “No,” Maella said. “That pattern is wrong. Things have changed.”


    Deep threw up her hands in frustration. “Then we are back where we started. I’d rather take the chance of collecting the reward—”


    “No, she’s right,” Dev said. “They would never give us the reward.”


    “What would it take to convince you this pattern is wrong?” Maella said. “A different one?”


    “Yes,” Dev said, like such a thing was obvious. “That would be enough.”


    Maella threw her hands up and wanted to scream in frustration. They were idiots who cared so little about Maella’s own life they couldn’t—


    “Wait.” The wheels turned in her mind. “Do you mean that?”


    Deep and Dev scanned the faces of the other torchlighters, then exchanged a look between them.


    “What do you have in mind?” Dev said. “We will consider it.”


    “What are you thinking about,” Claritsa said. “Maella?”


    Maella looked at Torian. It would put him at risk again, but he had already gotten away with it twice. And maybe the risk was worth it. When Torian caught her staring he inclined his head as if agreeing to a request she hadn’t yet made out loud.


    “They’re right,” Maella turned to Claritsa, because now she was the one Maella needed to convince. “Burning the lists, that would be too dangerous right now. Master Hull would blame someone and send them to the Circle.” She turned to the torchlighters. “But what if we could get the pattern-machine to read my blood and keep that drawing from ever reaching Master Hull’s eyes?”


    She took in all the faces of the torchlighters, the way their muscles roped their bodies, and their gear made them look ready to hike a treacherous mountain. “We need information. We need to know what’s changed. You want to risk all our lives on a pattern from a dead girl?” Maella flinched inwardly at the harshness of her words. Junle was more than that, but Maella couldn’t let her guilty feelings get in the way right now. She motioned to the pattern drawing. “You want me to save all of you? Let’s see what my pattern has to say about that first.”


    “Fine,” Deep said, amusement in her voice. “Show us this new pattern.”


    “How in the worlds do you plan to get your pattern read without Master Hull finding out who you are?” Senta said. “If you get caught, then we get nothing, and Junle’s death really is meaningless.”


    Torian stood taller, slightly puffing out his chest, which meant his head managed to reach the height of Sethlo’s chest.


    “Torian switched my blood once. Why can’t he do it again?” Maella motioned to the drawing. “He stole this pattern. Why not steal mine?”

  


  
    Chapter 16


    “If Torian agrees to do this for you, then that is his business,” Deep said. “We do not interfere with the choices of others—”


    “Unless you’re a doormaker like me, and then forcing me to open doors against my will is okay,” Maella said.


    “Oh, shut up,” Deep said. “Torian has already agreed to help you and we look out for our own, which means we’ll be helping you too—in our own way. I say one unreliable pattern is better than no pattern. You are asking Torian to not only switch your blood again but steal a pattern from the machine. You are creating a great debt with us and do not need any paper lists or pattern-machines to remember such a debt and how it must be paid.”


    “It’s the only way you’ll get me to do what you want,” Maella said.


    “Leave,” Dev said. “Doormakers aren’t known for their trustworthiness but Senta has vouched for you. She may have only just become a torchlighter, but her opinion in this place has been accepted as truth for a very long time. Don’t make it worse on yourself. When we decide what to do with you, trust me, you will know.”


    Maella opened her mouth again to argue, even though she didn’t quite know what she was arguing about any longer.


    Sethlo tugged on her hand. “Come on.” The warmth of him shocked her into movement.


    She dropped her other hand from the wall and really looked at him. Tension lined every muscle, making his chest and arms quiver from it. Anger shined in his eyes and the hair on his face that had grown in scratchy made him look fierce, but he would be no match for ten torchlighters, even if everything in him shouted his desire to fight them.


    “Let’s get away from them.” Sethlo led Maella away.


    She relished the warmth of his hand. It was a bright little window in the darkness of this place. The agony was bittersweet. She felt the tower closing down on her like a trap, but Sethlo and Claritsa, they buoyed her up and kept her from drowning.


    “There’s room for us over here.” Sethlo stopped at an empty bed. “This is where I slept the first night.”


    Maella and Claritsa sat down on his bed, leaning together for comfort. The metal frame creaked.


    Sethlo jumped up. “I hate that sound.” He crouched down and went underneath the bed, fiddling with something while cursing. He returned to sit next to them.


    No squeak.


    “Will you do that to ours?” Said a boy sitting on the bed across the way. Two other boys were with him. “Every time we turn, it wakes one of us.” He spoke with a thick accent and stumbled over the words, but he knew English. Maella figured he had known to speak it because Sethlo had been talking to them in English.


    Sethlo walked over, towering over the three boys. They shrank into themselves, as if afraid, but he gently asked them to get off the bed for a moment. When they complied, he crouched underneath and did his cursing thing again. When he stood up and they returned to the bed, there was no squeak.


    Four more kids asked him for help with their beds before he finally returned to Maella and Claritsa. He came back more relaxed, more in control. Helping others had eased his tension.


    “All I can think about is sleep,” Claritsa said. “But—”


    “Maella, we should go for the door to Thrae,” Sethlo said. “This place—”


    “Sethlo,” Maella said. “You know that door is guarded. We don’t know what’s on the other side. We’re walking blind here. We need time to figure it all out before we do…anything.”


    She grabbed his hand with both of hers and leaned her head on his shoulder and felt exhaustion soak into her. She should feel all these terrible things, and they were still there, underneath the exhaustion, but right now with Sethlo next to her and Claritsa by her side, she felt grateful to be alive. Grateful that they were together again and that there was time.


    She had seen it in Torian’s eyes. He was going to help her. She didn’t know what her pattern might show, but if it helped change the torchlighters minds, she had to try.


    “I wish the Hestroth were here,” Claritsa said, sighing as she leaned back on the bed, her hands covering her eyes. “They would know what to do. They wouldn’t let you stay trapped like this.”


    “I hope they’re okay,” Maella said. “I hope they got away.”


    “They won’t rest until they believe they have fulfilled their duty,” Claritsa said. “If they are alive, then they’ll come back for you.”


    “Then we have to give them time to do it,” Maella said, hope rising in her for the first time in a long time. She waited for Sethlo to disagree, but for the moment he remained silent.


    Her friends were by her side, she had food and water and a warm bed. All of a sudden, Maella started quietly laughing.


    They both looked at her like she had gone crazy.


    “What?” Claritsa said.


    “Are you okay?” Sethlo said.


    “Sorry.” She buttoned up the laughter, but the exhaustion and drama of the day, along with all the licatherin she drank and had slathered on her arms made her feel a little out of control. “I was just thinking how nice it’s going to be not to sleep on rocks tonight. I would never be able to survive this without you both.”


    “I know what you mean,” Sethlo said.


    “Oh, shut up,” Claritsa said. “Maella, you’re the strongest person I know.”


    “Umm, that would be Sethlo,” Maella said, a blush flushing her cheeks. “Remember in Rock Heaven, how he fought off the Klylup with just a knife?”


    Claritsa eyed Maella and let a mischievous grin appear on her face. “Hot.”


    Maella giggled and the room drifted as sleep began to pull her down.


    “I’m right here,” Sethlo said, looking embarrassed. “Why are you talking like this? If I had done nothing, you would have died.”


    Maella and Claritsa just looked at each other.


    “Hot,” they said in unison.


    Sethlo frowned. “I’m getting ready for bed.” But then he smiled. “Hey, we have beds here and it’s not even cold. Tower of shadows—what do you earth people say—kiss my ass? Compared to Rock Heaven…we’re rich!”


    Maella and Claritsa clutched each other and erupted into fits of laughter. The whole world—scratch that—three worlds were crumbling around them, and more than one death sentence seemed permanently hung over Maella’s head, but in that moment, they had each other. And—Maella realized—somehow, however tenuous, the help of the torchlighters. But beyond that, in this moment they were alive and could make each other laugh, and it was enough.


    Sethlo left them, shaking his head, an embarrassed smile still on his lips, saying he was headed for the bathroom.


    Maella and Claritsa finally stopped laughing, and all that was left were long, cleansing breaths that changed nothing about the trouble they faced in the outside world but everything about what they felt inside.


    “Claritsa,” Maella said, a weird feeling suffusing her, until she realized that it was a sort of lightness—a happiness. She hadn’t thought that would be possible in all this darkness, but here it was. Light show the way, darkness show the stars. The words had touched her, making her want to feel whatever purpose guided the haphazard steps of the other torchlighters.


    They had a plan, and a backup to the plan, and a backup for the backup. Get her pattern read, wait for the caravan and the Hestroth, escape through the door to Thrae, walk into the desert—if it came to that. She cradled that knowledge in imaginary hands like the fragile baby chicks she used to help Grandmother raise.


    Claritsa’s laughter died down, but she still smiled, this time mischievously. “Yes, you’re welcome.”


    “For what?”


    “For getting you to tell Sethlo you think he’s hot.”


    Maella blushed, but Claritsa just rolled her eyes and laid back down. They fell into a comfortable silence for a long time. Finally Maella asked, “What are you thinking about?”


    “I’m thinking that we’re surviving,” Claritsa said an earnest note in her voice. “And that’s good enough, Maella. That’s good enough for tonight.”


    When Sethlo returned and fell onto his bed, asleep almost before his head touched the sorry excuse for a pillow—little more than a rolled up towel—Claritsa and Maella headed for the bathroom. They passed by Senta on a different bed near the other torchlighters, surrounded by kids who formed a sort of line.


    Senta was on the mattress and she wrapped a piece of cloth around a boy’s arm, as if it were injured. She patted the boy on the head and a girl was next. This time the girl held out a hand and Senta examined it, holding it up to the light, twisting it this way and that way, until she pinched the skin hard and drew out a long splinter. The younger girl cried out. Senta hushed her, then took a damp rag and squeezed water over the wound, washing it.


    “You’re the girls who fought the guard at the Circle,” said the young girl who had gotten the splinter removed.


    “Yeah,” Claritsa said, tossing her braid over her shoulder.


    “That was brave,” the young girl said.


    Splinters, cuts, bruises, scrapes, twisted ankles, jammed fingers. Senta treated them all. Her skin was a dark, deep purple and maybe that explained part of it—the amount of licatherin she took each day gave her energy for this sort of thing.


    When Claritsa and Maella returned from the bathroom and made the long walk back to their bed, Maella saw the line around Senta’s bed was still long.


    Senta looked at her with steady eyes. Not really warm, but not cold either. “Stupid, but also brave.”

  


  
    Chapter 17


    Maella felt a hand on her shoulder. She was at the kitchen table, laughing over the oatmeal Esson had just sneezed out of his nose. He kept snorting, trying to clear it, and Maella and Josa were giggling, teasing him about sounding like a pig. Mother laughed and brought him a tissue. Grandmother made some joke that sent Father into a roar of laughter all his own.


    She felt the smile on her lips even as her mind came awake and her body felt the cold of night inside the tower.


    “Maella.” Claritsa’s voice. “I think it’s Daniel.”


    Maella came wide awake at her words. Sethlo was already sitting up. The dormitory was dim but not completely dark. The tower required work both day and night, and people came quietly in and out.


    Another shift change.


    Sethlo and Maella padded quietly down the dormitory, following Claritsa. The long rows of beds stretched out on either side. Others were waking, including Senta and the torchlighters. It would soon be time for a meager meal topped with energy-fueling licatherin water.


    “I saw him come in with some others. At least, I think I did,” Claritsa said.


    They scanned the aisles, searching for a familiar face, instead finding many red-rimmed, exhausted, dirty, purple ones.


    “There.” Sethlo moved to the right and called out softly. “Daniel.”


    A boy stood tall, forehead pressed against the wall of the dormitory like it was the only thing holding him up. When he turned, Daniel’s exhausted face was covered in soot, his eyes bloodshot and watering, his hands sporting several blisters. He blinked and gave them all a half-smile. “Well, there you all are.”


    “Daniel.” Claritsa approached him, tentative, and then, as if warring with herself and coming to some decision, she went and wrapped her arms around him. He tensed at first, then relaxed at her touch and wrapped his arms around her, holding her tight.


    “It is good to see you,” Sethlo said.


    Daniel nodded.


    “I’m glad you’re okay,” Claritsa said, her voice muffled. “I’m just so glad you’re okay.”


    “I am, Claritsa,” Daniel said, speaking into her hair. “Don’t cry. I’m fine. I promise.”


    But Claritsa was crying, just a little. She pulled back and gave a half-laugh. “I’m just glad we’re all back together. When they separated us…I wasn’t sure what would happen.”


    “Just watch your back here. Something isn’t right in this place,” Daniel said.


    Now it was Maella’s turn to laugh, but her laugh was almost hysterical, both a release and a noise of incredulity.


    Daniel looked confused.


    “That would be the understatement of the year,” Claritsa said.


    Daniel rolled his eyes. “Let me guess. Oh god, oh god, we’re all going to die?”


    “You saw what happened in the Circle,” Sethlo said.


    All amusement left the four of them. Daniel nodded. “Yeah, I saw that.”


    “That’s only the beginning,” Sethlo said.


    Claritsa filled Daniel in on what had happened since they’d separated. Stealing licatherin, torchlighters, the pattern-machine, the door to Thrae.


    The happiness from their earlier laughter was still there inside Maella, like a fading ghost. The realities of what lay ahead of them were too stark to ignore. Maybe the weather wasn’t as bad here in the tower as it had been in Rock Heaven, but in some ways, this tower was more dangerous than Rock Heaven had ever been.


    Licatherin had caused all of this—but no, that wasn’t quite right.


    It was how the people used the licatherin. It was those in charge and those who wanted it and didn’t care what they destroyed to get it. What would happen if the licatherin just…stopped existing? Would all this go away?


    Senta approached their group of four. “We must go.” She looked Daniel over from head to toe and narrowed her eyes. “Who is this?”


    Whatever had come before, whatever Daniel thought of her and what she could do, Maella trusted him more than anyone else in this tower besides Sethlo and Claritsa.


    “My friend,” Maella said, without hesitation. But from the corner of Maella’s eye, she swore she saw Daniel flinch at her words.


    “Your friend better sleep while he has the chance,” Senta said. “And if we don’t hurry, there won’t be any food left.”


    And so began a rhythm to the days, even as an imaginary clock counted down in Maella’s head.


    The other torchlighters were used to the work, and even though Rock Heaven had conditioned Maella, Sethlo, and Claritsa to extreme weather and extreme work, there was an element of acrobatics to the torchlighter duties that took everything to the next level.


    They started each shift with a tasteless protein breakfast, licatherin water to keep them fueled and buzzing, and a lecture from Master Hull about sacrifice and duty to the tower. They worked long hours each day and fell into bed exhausted each night, even as the days fell away.


    Maella got to know the other torchlighters only because Claritsa made a point of paving the way between Maella and them. They were a tight knit group that others in the tower envied. Other workers, even the guards, seemed to respect the torchlighter. Which meant Maella benefited from it too.


    The work was the most dangerous in the tower, and they were the only ones keeping the pipes running. Not just anybody could do the job. But Rock Heaven had acted like a training ground and when Master Hull had seen their ‘moves’—so to speak—it was too late.


    Each day, Deep and Dev went around as the torchlighters suited up, testing their harnesses, hand hooks, and ropes for soundness. At first, none of the older torchlighters would work with Maella, not until Senta almost fell to her death slipping in the pitch she had dripped while sealing a pipe. Only the quick steps Maella had learned in Rock Heaven had saved Senta from plummeting to the ground. After that, while Maella wouldn’t say she was accepted by the other torchlighters, she was at least given a grudging respect.


    There was a semblance of peace to be found on the pipes. When she got the chance to work alone, she took it. The wind across her ears blocked out the hiss and hum of the tower’s doors. Rope strained against her waist-belt as it attached her to the tower, the pitch tore out the hair from her arms as it dripped and dried while she sealed a connection. All of it gave her an escape from the tension of what she knew was coming.


    Torian waited for a chance to test her blood without getting caught. The door to Thrae remained heavily guarded. The days went by, bringing the caravan’s arrival closer and closer.


    Tower workers saw the caravan as an event, a type of holiday. Bartering, reunions, luxury supplies—no one except the torchlighters knew there was a door to Thrae at the top of this tower. The only reason the torchlighters knew of it was because Doormaker Tain sometimes showed up unannounced in the pattern-machine room. This meant the opportunity to barter for any of life’s little luxuries came from the caravan. Those luxuries would have to last for months. People began starving themselves, rationing water, anything to save up credits to spend once the caravan arrived.


    Each torchlighter shift brought Maella and the others through the pattern-machine room. They were the only ones besides the guards, and Master Hull and his son, who had regular access to the room. Master Hull puttered over the pattern-machine like it was an errant child, fixing and tweaking and berating. He saw Maella once, looking at her like he remembered she had presented as a strange puzzle. She had been walking out to the platform. He had huffed as if in disappointment. Whatever sample Torian had switched hers with had not excited him in the least.


    A few minutes were snatched here and there with Daniel at shift changes. Mostly it was Claritsa who made the effort. But on the thirtieth day he had given Claritsa a strange look, saying they were changing his job duties.


    They hadn’t seen Daniel since, other than far-off glimpses while climbing from Midway to the pattern-machine room.


    More licatherin went missing. This time four bottles at once. Everyone and everything was searched, but nothing came of it. The bottles stayed missing. Supervisor Hull saw a pattern he did not like and convinced his father to send two of the adult workers to the Circle.


    It happened again the following week, when ten more bottles went missing. This time four workers were sent to the Circle.


    Maella approached Torian each night. He never spoke, but for all that, it was easy to understand him. Each time he had shaken his head. No, he hadn’t found a chance to test Maella’s sample. Everyone was being watched, guards were on extra alert, anyone could be sent to the Circle next.


    Maella worried she was asking too much of him. She told him not to try anything unless he was sure it was safe. She’d find another way out of all of this, but she hadn’t hid from him how empty those words felt on her tongue.


    Twenty more days passed.


    They were given a day off every fourteen days to prevent accidents. They spent the time sleeping like zombies. Then they returned to work.


    Thirty more days passed.


    Sethlo hounded her about finding a way through the open door to Thrae. Claritsa constantly argued for waiting on the Hestroth. Dev and Deep and the other torchlighters protected her secret, even as they watched her every move. No one had any real plan for how to use Maella’s doormaker abilities to help people escape the tower—except for what Junle’s pattern showed.


    More days passed and it felt like Maella had always been a torchlighter. It became second nature to her to walk the maze of metal outside the tower, swing from one handhold to another, and use fire and pitch and chalk to keep the pipes running. But her own time had begun to run out.


    The caravan arrived in a couple of weeks and her pattern had still not been read. Her options were narrowing.


    Everyone agreed patterns couldn’t be trusted, not completely. Yet everything hinged on what her own pattern might show. It was a type of idiocy but one repeated everywhere. Even her own father had believed the patterns while in the same breath calling them unreliable. Would her pattern confirm she had only two doors left? Would it show her the doors to the Library of Souls, confirming Junle’s pattern?


    Then one night, Torian didn’t show in the dormitory. The next day, there was still no sign of Torian as they geared up for their shift.


    Master Hull launched into his standard lecture about duty and sacrifice and debt, then sent them to their work. He returned to the pattern-machine and dripped the next sample of blood into a small funnel attached to a tube that looped in crazy figure eights throughout the machinery. “The wind picked up last night. Go quick and fast and make the seals extra secure. There has been trouble with the pipes and today’s wind will make it worse.”


    As if in response, there was a groan from somewhere deep in the pipeworks.


    They worked themselves to exhaustion in the wind and the dry heat. Coming back into the humidity of the tower was a shock.


    Master Hull was waiting for them, Supervisor Hull by his side. They launched into a lecture about responsibility and laced their words with the threat of the Circle. The torchlighters did not usually get a lecture at the end.


    Dev and Deep kept their heads down, submissive, compliant, trying to show in every line of their bodies that no trouble would come from any of them. Other torchlighters followed their lead.


    Supervisor Hull stood by his father’s side, eyes sparking with that intense anger and bitterness that made Maella shiver. He wore the yellow-cuffed tunic again and stood apart from even his own father, as if fearing his clothing would be soiled. Dev and Deep exchanged a covert expression. No one dared bring up Torian’s name. But everyone knew something must have happened.


    “Now leave here. Rest to recuperate and to prevent lost production from accidents,” Master Hull said as he did every time. He rested a hand on one of the eyepieces that dotted the room, as if to remind them he was always watching.


    Supervisor Hull left the room ahead of the torchlighters. On Midway later, Claritsa swore she had spotted Daniel following after Supervisor Hull, like a personal servant.


    Maella fell into a nightmarish sleep alongside Claritsa and Sethlo, and imagined horrible scenarios that showed Torian dead, because of her. She opened her eyes to a cobwebbed ceiling, gasping out a sob. Something had woken her from the nightmare but she didn’t know what. Claritsa breathed next to her, still asleep, arm flung across Maella’s waist. Sethlo was asleep in the bed next to them. There weren’t any blankets, but they had survived colder nights in Rock Heaven than this.


    The wail rose again, haunting, thin, full of pain. Maella sat up, carefully moving Claritsa’s arm. Now that she had given her eyes a minute to adjust, it wasn’t as dark as she thought. Sunlight and torchlight came from the windows high above and cast long shadows everywhere.


    Sethlo shifted, his feet hanging off the end. Maella placed her own feet on the floor. She curled her toes and then relaxed into the cold. It helped push away the last tendrils of her nightmares. If she concentrated, she could smell the licorice that saturated everything. But along with that was how Sethlo smelled, of boy and strength and bravery.


    Maella reached out between the beds and brushed the hair back from Sethlo’s forehead. Just touching him like that sent an electric bolt through her. He cared and looked out for both her and Claritsa. He had been one of the first who didn’t hate her for being a doormaker. She feared he looked at her like a sister.


    A wail sounded again and Maella swiveled to face the noise. She got up and followed the wail, passing sleeping children. The tower deserved to be destroyed, but a little voice inside her head, a voice that sounded an awful lot like her grandmother’s patient voice said, and where would the children go? You saw what was out there. Send them out there and you send them to their death.


    When she found the source of the wail, she saw it was a child being carried between the arms of two people, so thin he was, rather like a pile of sticks attached to a thin trunk. She realized with a start that one of the people carrying him was Senta and the other was Deep.


    They set the child down on the thin mattress. Instantly Maella recognized Torian, that stupid half-smile plastered on his face.


    Deep watched as if supervising as Senta tended to Torian—straightening out his limbs, pushing back his tangled hair, finding a thin sheet from somewhere and covering his shivering body. She stopped her work when she saw Maella.


    “What’s wrong with him?” Maella whispered as she approached the bed and the boy. He reminded her of Josa. He should not be in a place like this. She sat on the mattress. The frame whined and Maella made a mental note to ask Sethlo to fix it in the morning.


    Torian gleamed with sweat that dripped down his dark purple skin even while he shivered. Maella brushed the damp hair away from his forehead much like she had done just a few minutes before with Sethlo, but this was very different. It was like she was tending a wounded animal.


    “He got caught with the samples. He wasn’t supposed to be there,” Senta said.


    This broke something inside Maella.


    “Don’t worry, your secret is still safe,” Deep said.


    “I don’t—”


    “I know,” Deep said unexpectedly. The tone of her words offered a sort of forgiveness. “You should know that they have doubled the guards. Torian was the only one who had ever gotten into the samples room before or was able to steal patterns. Your idea was a good one, but it didn’t work.”


    Maella processed her words. She understood the unspoken meaning in them.


    It didn’t work.


    You owe us even more now.


    “When the caravan comes—” Deep said.


    “I understand,” Maella said, because she did.


    A part of her wanted to belong to these torchlighters, but that was never going to happen. She was a tool. The other torchlighters didn’t care if she died after opening her last two doors. She couldn’t blame them—one life for a tower full of people? It seemed like a sensible sacrifice.


    For some reason, Torian had cared. Maella placed a hand on his shoulder. He was hot, burning up under her touch, even through his clothes. He was little more than a collection of bones with skin on them.


    A sinking feeling entered Maella’s stomach. “Krokosod?”


    “Krokosod,” Senta said. “But it is almost over.”


    “No,” Maella said.


    “Wait,” Senta said. “That’s not—”


    Maella didn’t listen to her but went to the old woman who guarded the dormitory’s bathroom and drinking water. She impatiently woke the woman, handed over her card for marking, and ran the water back to Torian’s bedside. She dipped a piece of clothing in the water and cooled his forehead, and then gave him sips of the water to calm his krokosod.


    Only when he calmed and fell deeper into sleep did Maella turn accusing eyes onto Senta. “Why has he been left like this? Why did no one help him or tell me?”


    “He is on day two of his five day krokosod punishment,” Senta said. “If he was not so valuable a torchlighter, they would have sent him to the Circle.”


    “Three more days? He might not survive that without help.” Maella dripped more licatherin water onto Torian’s lips. The drips slid into his mouth. He reacted, licking his lips. She didn’t know how much she could risk without him choking. Maella tried again, slowly, until it seemed like he was resting more comfortably and her water pouch was pretty much empty.


    “That was an expensive gift,” Senta said. “Do not give him so much.”


    “He needed it more than me,” Maella said.


    “You will get him in trouble if they find out,” Senta said. “Do not give him anymore.”


    “You would just let him die?” Maella said, judgment in her voice, but then she remembered who she was talking to and that it was Maella who had set Torian onto the task that now punished him. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean—”


    “We take care of our own,” Deep said. “But if you give him too much, they will notice and extend his punishment. Next time, give him half of what you just gave him.”


    “Oh,” Maella had assumed they were not helping him, but she should have known better.


    “Maella,” Senta began.


    Maella bit her lip. What could the two of them say to each other that hadn’t already been said? Maella was at their mercy. Barely six days were left until the caravan arrived and everything changed—one way or the other.


    Instead of letting Senta speak, Maella walked away.

  


  
    Chapter 18


    “I need your help.” Maella stood next to Sethlo and Claritsa out on the pipes.


    “Yeah,” Claritsa said, cursing. “I almost died last time sealing that pipe.”


    “That’s not what I meant,” Maella said.


    Today the sun hit the skin with an intensity that burned if you did not take breaks in the shade. They had learned many days before where the little glass eyes and trumpet mouths were and how to avoid them when they wanted privacy.


    It wasn’t just the glass eyes watching them. Every torchlighter, it seemed, had been tasked to keep an eye on Maella after what had happened with Torian.


    Like they knew somehow she was making plans for escape.


    They weren’t wrong.


    “You’re not going to like it,” Maella said.


    “You said that last time,” Claritsa said.


    “It’s still true,” Maella said.


    “Anything,” Sethlo said. “Tell us. We cannot do nothing anymore. I am going crazy.”


    The dark purple pitch never fully left their arms now. They wore the sealant like rubber gloves that gave off a constant sweet licorice smell with an underlying smokiness. Only two days were left until the caravan arrived. Tower workers buzzed day and night with movement, conversation, excitement. The caravan was a spectacle both for those who traveled on its wagons and those who anticipated it.


    Torian’s krokosod punishment had finished. Though he was weak, he was back out on the pipes today with them, a deeper shadow to his smile now.


    “We need the pattern-machine to read my blood,” Maella said.


    Claritsa squinted in the sun. “But Torian—”


    “Tried to switch the samples. But we don’t need the samples.” Maella held up her arm. “All the blood we need is right here. We walk by that machine every day. I swear we could all run it in our sleep with how many times we’ve seen Master Hull work it. We find a way to distract Master Hull and the guards, and put it into the machine. We walk by the damn thing every day. It’s what we should have done in the first place.”


    “No, they thought Torian would get in and out without getting noticed,” Claritsa said. “This will definitely get noticed.”


    “We’re out of time. Torian got caught with the samples. It’s not the same thing. That’s in a different part of the tower. This time it will be different. If we don’t try this now, then the caravan will come and they’ll make me open those doors.” Maella looked to Sethlo to gauge his reaction. He was the bravest person she had ever met. He had fought off a Klylup in a thunderstorm with only a knife. He had overcome the guilt his uncle had laid upon him for the deaths of his family, he—


    “I think you’re right,” Sethlo said.


    Maella released the breath she had been holding. She’d thought he would argue that they should try to escape through the door to Thrae again. He was on her side. He had always been on her side. She used a hand to steady herself against the pipe and checked her rope to make sure it was still secured, but mostly, she did these things to hide the elation in her heart.


    “Maybe we should leave them all behind,” Claritsa said slowly, for the first time.


    Maella looked at her in surprise. “But the Hestroth—”


    Claritsa shook her head. “Are probably dead. Maybe that’s the smart move—to try for Thrae like Sethlo’s wanted to do all along.”


    “But it’s not the right move,” Maella said. “At least, not yet. Not if there’s a chance my pattern could still change Deep and Dev’s minds. If we abandon the tower and everyone inside it, then what does that make us except some kind of monsters? What if there is something to Junle’s pattern after all?”


    “If we stay and try to help them, you’ll likely get killed,” Claritsa said.


    “I can live with that more than I could live with leaving,” Maella said. “Plus, they’ve added guards. We’re more likely to get caught than ever.”


    The two girls stared at each other. It wasn’t an argument but more a reflection on a common understanding. They were both about to step into a great deal of danger and wanted to make sure the other understood exactly what she was agreeing to.


    “I have been thinking about this. You were right to wait. You were right, Maella. We need information,” Sethlo said. “The pattern-machine can give it to us. Destroying this tower isn’t going to get anyone closer to the One Door. This is one tower—we’re trying to fix the worlds. Everything has to come second to that. Doesn’t it?”


    He looked at her with such an open, beseeching expression. Maella tried to hide the way her heart faltered. It wasn’t what she had meant. This wasn’t about the One Door. This was about surviving. This was about paying what was owed. This was about finding her family. But she could drown in those eyes, and she couldn’t bear disappointing him or changing the way he was looking at her in the moment.


    “But we could get caught trying to get this pattern,” Claritsa said. “What’s the point? Whatever it says, we can’t trust it anyway.”


    “But the torchlighters would trust it. It could change their minds,” Maella said.


    “Or it could get us all sent to the Circle,” Claritsa said.


    “It could,” Maella said. “But if we don’t try this, then they either make me open those doors, or we might as well throw ourselves at the mercy of those guarding the door to Thrae. What other options do we have?”


    All three of them lapsed into silence.


    Claritsa sighed. She looked off to the horizon, unseeing. “Promise me this,” Claritsa said finally, a bitter note to her voice. “If the new pattern doesn’t convince them—then we try to leave. Don’t let them use you up, Maella. Promise me. They don’t care about what happens to you, just what you can do for them.”


    Maella thought of her father and the way he had looked at her that day in the kitchen—the day he had left through the door in the field. His eyes had held this crazy light in them, a sort of panic. It was seeing that light suddenly appear in Claritsa’s eyes that more than anything made her blurt it out.


    “I promise.”


    She meant the words, as much as she could mean them, not knowing what was going to happen next. But deep down, the moment the words left her mouth, she had known—like with her father, like she had known with Junle and Feren—it was a promise she would end up breaking.


    “Leave it to me,” Sethlo said. “I’ll get us time on the machine.”


    “What are you going to do?” Maella said.


    “I’m going to be brave,” Sethlo said, flashing a smile that made Maella’s heart gallop.


    “Uh, that sounds like you’re about to do something stupid,” Claritsa said.


    “I’m going to break something that will need Master Hull’s full attention. You two need to work hard this shift and make up for my lost work.” Sethlo dashed down the pipe, swung to the next one, and vanished among the tangle of metal hooked to the tower wall.


    Claritsa raised an eyebrow at Maella. “I think he was trying to flirt with you.”


    Maella looked at Claritsa as if she had turned crazy.


    Three pipes over one of the torchlighters slipped off. He shouted for help as his legs swung around and he dangled from his rope. A torchlighter on the same pipe used her safety rope to pull him up.


    Claritsa and Maella looked at each other, grim-faced, then turned to the pipes, ropes, and pitch bags—and got back to work.


    The two of them worked harder than ever before. Worry for what danger Sethlo was putting himself in drove them. They smeared pitch onto the rumbling pipes above their heads, while hooking their feet with rusty bolts and handholds. Ropes around their waists tied them to the tower for especially tricky jobs. Pitch stuck to their skin and coated their hair, matting Claritsa’s long braids and tangling Maella’s curls into a thick carpet. They took fewer breaks but guzzled more licatherin water to keep up their energy and their muscle reactions.


    When the shift finished for the day, they followed after the torchlighters, filing into the pattern-machine room.


    The machine was quiet. The room strangely empty. No Master Hull, no guards. A fresh piece of paper was on top of a stack of previous patterns, underneath the needle. The door to Thrae throbbed nearby, but Maella was used to ignoring it now. She pushed those vibrations away.


    They stowed away the leftover pitch, coiled the ropes, and organized the tools for the next shift. Only then did Sethlo step into the room and close the door behind him.


    He went to the pattern-machine’s controlling levers. “Now,” he said, motioning Maella over. There was a loud bang , muffled by the closed door, then a trumpeting scream that sent shivers down Maella’s spine.


    “What did you do?” Maella said.


    “I broke the hinges off the Klylup cage,” Sethlo said. “Among other things.”


    “People are going to die,” Claritsa said, horrified.


    Sethlo shook his head. “I shouted about the Klylup as soon as I finished. The guards came rushing in. They’ll get it handled fast. Which means we need to act fast.”


    Senta protested. “You’re going to send us all to the Circle.”


    He tossed a look of challenge at both Dev and Deep. “You said you wanted her pattern.”


    “Not like this,” Dev said.


    Deep said, “Watch the door.”


    They worked quickly, the torchlighters staying far back from the machine, as if it would reach out and bite them. Sethlo began, yanking levers, adjusting gears, and fiddling with belts.


    Claritsa watched, correcting him a few times. “One more inch to the left. Turn it the other way.”


    Maella wasted no time, racing to the machine. It stunk of iron, grease, and sweet licorice. She took the metal edge of her belt and sliced her hand with it. A line of fire erupted on her palm but she ignored it and squeezed the blood into the funnel. The machine whirled to life. Little puffs of steam shot from a pipe out the top, the gears moved, the levers began to shift of their own accord.


    “Licatherin!” Sethlo shouted and then cursed in Thrae. “There isn’t enough here.” He searched the counters, toppling lens covers and tripping over his own feet.


    “Help him,” Dev said.


    Torchlighters spread out and ransacked the room while the Klylup trumpeted and people shouted. Senta stood up from searching behind the machine and rushed back around. “Here!”


    Sethlo snatched the almost empty bottle from her hands and dumped what was left into a different funnel than the one Maella’s blood had entered. He hit the bottom of the bottle again and again, flicking out the last drops. The machine chugged along, picking up steam. A bead of purple ink formed on the tip of the needle.


    “It’s working,” Claritsa said.


    Sethlo tossed the bottle aside.


    Deep yelled at the other torchlighters to put the room back together.


    The needle swept down and began brushing angry lines across the blank parchment. This close, the licorice smell from the machine was overwhelming. But it also had a metallic overtone, because the licatherin had been mixed with blood.


    Doormaker blood. Her blood.


    Maella felt the hair on the back of her neck rise. She could admit it now, watching the needle swoop down and dip across the paper, that it wasn’t just about changing the torchlighters’ minds. Since opening the door into that Klylup cave so long ago, everyone she had met had been obsessed with patterns. She had lived the last year under a death sentence her last pattern had given her.


    But patterns were unreliable.


    Patterns changed.


    Maybe hers had changed too. Maybe she didn’t have to live under this seven door death sentence anymore.


    A torchlighter peeked into the hallway then turned back. “It is quiet out there. They must have locked the Klylup back into its cage.”


    “We must go,” Dev said. “Master Hull cannot catch us tampering with his machine.”


    Deep barked out a command. If Dev was the torchlighters’ philosopher-king, Deep was their general. Most of the torchlighters fled the room. Claritsa and Sethlo remained.


    Claritsa positioned herself in front of Maella as if to block the view of any who entered. Sethlo moved next to Claritsa. The others joined them, creating a sort of wall. Senta, Torian, and Dev. Everyone else fled for Midway.


    The needle dipped and swooped and dripped. Steps approached the pattern-machine room door.


    “Hurry up, hurry up,” Senta said.


    Dev whispered, his eyes tracking the needle’s movements. “Light show us the way and darkness show us the stars.”


    Maella only had eyes for the paper. There was a rectangular shape, and even though it was only drawn on paper, she felt its magnetic pull. She knew, without ever having seen it before, that she was looking at a picture of the One Door. But what made breathing difficult was the image of a girl standing next to the One Door—holding her hand out to the door.


    It was a picture of her.


    Her eyes, her hair—the hair her grandmother grumbled so much about. Her freckles, her chin.


    In the pattern, Maella was reaching a hand out to the One Door, crawling to it, her face turned to the side, as if looking at something behind her.


    But the girl in the drawing couldn’t reach the One Door.


    A Klylup had pinned her down and begun to feed.

  


  
    Chapter 19


    Maella reached out and used her thumb to smear the girl’s face—her face—beyond recognition.


    Nothing drastic, just a blurring, something you could blame the needle for, like it had slipped and bled when it touched that part of the page. At least, she hoped that’s what would get the blame.


    It had been instinct when Master Hull and his son appeared at the door. Claritsa had seen her do it, but she couldn’t let Master Hull, or any of the others, not even the torchlighters, see anything that connected her to the One Door.


    Her hand shook. Dev still stared at the needle. Her thumb was stained purple, like she’d been marked a criminal to all who cared to look. She quickly wiped her thumb on her clothes, but the ink did not fade.


    “What is this?” Master Hull said. “What are you doing?”


    There was a crash and ping, like the spring of a coil. A part dangled from the pattern-machine—broken.


    “Watch it!” Supervisor Hull shouted.


    Sethlo tumbled into Maella. Maella went down on her back, the air knocked out of her.


    “We’re sorry,” Claritsa shouted. “We’ve been working so hard and got scared. We heard the Klylup. We hid in here, but then he tripped. It was an accident.”


    Supervisor Hull kicked out. Sethlo curled up on the ground to protect himself from the blows to his stomach, back, head.


    Dev and Senta did not move. Torian crouched on the ground next to Maella and folded up the pattern, stuffing it deep into Maella’s clothing before anyone noticed. Maella pushed herself up but Torian placed a restraining hand on her. Maella panicked, knowing somehow that it would only be worse for Sethlo if she tried to intervene, but the blows rained down on him. She had to do something.


    She ignored Torian and jumped to her feet, but Claritsa was already running for Supervisor Hull. She shouted, “Stop!”


    Supervisor Hull locked a hand around Claritsa’s wrist and threw her out of the way. Torches flickered around the room as if from a strong wind. A terrible groaning started, like the moan of a ghost, from outside amongst the pipes.


    Master Hull cursed at Sethlo quietly and methodically, with a detached neutralness, as his hands fanned over the machine searching, twisting, correcting. Finally, finally, Master Hull spoke a quiet word in-between the blows and thuds into Sethlo’s flesh, yet the word carried power in spite of its volume. “Stop.”


    Supervisor Hull stopped mid-kick, his chest heaving in great gulping breaths.


    “When you feel the need to bite, consider the control you pass on to your target,” Master Hull said, his voice teacher-like, almost like a chant. “Regain control over yourself, do not lash out blindly, and you regain control over everyone else.”


    “But, father,” Supervisor Hull started, his voice strained and a vein throbbing on his forehead. Sethlo moaned at his feet. Dev and Senta stood like statues, their gear making them look fierce and in direct contradiction to their pale lavender faces. “Doormaker Tain requires—”


    “I know what he requires,” Master Hull said.


    Claritsa stood, cradling her wrist, her braid falling over her shoulder, her harness clanking against her legs. The flush faded from Supervisor Hull’s face. Maella crawled to Sethlo and reached out a hand. He flinched at her touch, cradling his stomach.


    The room became full of bodies as guards returned and the next torchlighter shift arrived. Torchlighters joked and pushed each other as they entered the room, and then took in the scene. Their voices cut off into silence and they shuffled away from Sethlo and Maella as if they were contagious.


    The pipes groaned again. Something outside snapped, like the sound of a taut wire breaking.


    “Go now,” Master Hull said to the new torchlighter shift. “The caravan arrives tomorrow and everything must be in working order. Anyone who does not work to their full capability tonight will be severely punished. Go now.”


    The torchlighters grabbed their gear, hooking up and then vanishing through the window platform.


    Supervisor Hull turned to his father. “There must be consequences.”


    “Yes, there must be,” Master Hull said.


    “The Circle,” Supervisor Hull said. It wasn’t a question.


    “It is what the arriving guests expect. A spectacle.” Master Hull’s eyes flicked over Dev, sorrow in them.


    Senta broke into a sweat. Torian stood by Claritsa. Maella was still on the ground with Sethlo.


    “Which one, father?”


    Master Hull looked all of them over. The sorrow had vanished now and been replaced with nothing at all.


    She wanted to wipe the calm off Master Hull’s face. His son might explode at others, but Master Hull never flinched. Maella looked around. Eyepieces. She could open an eyepiece—a door—and she bet it would wreck his calm. A recklessness filled Maella. The closest eye piece felt like it bulged out slightly, like it knew her intention.


    “Do not,” Sethlo said, as if sensing Maella’s intent. Two words, painfully spoken from a split lip and a black eye that was already swelling.


    “It was only me,” Sethlo continued, directing the words at Master Hull. “Only me.”


    “I have been too lenient on my torchlighters,” Master Hull said, shaking his head. “That ends today. Take all of them to the cages.”

  


  
    Chapter 20


    The cages smelled of sulfur. Their feet shuffled across the floor.


    Maella, Claritsa, Sethlo.


    Senta, Torian, Dev.


    The cages held people for the Circle. It was a different set of cages than where Maella, Senta, and Claritsa had spent the one night. These were the cages where they had taken Junle and Feren. A dark place, set up next to the Klylup’s lair.


    Maella moved along with the guards as if in a dream and walked into her cage without resistance. All of them did. Water dripped from the ceiling and along the walls—leaks from the outside pipes. The guards secured the cages and left. A bucket for waste and a bucket of drinking water were the only things inside. Moss and mold snaked along the drips, spreading an infectious-like green with hints of purple that crawled along the walls. The room was silent except for maddening drips of liquid and the rustle of bodies against the cold floors and cage bars. The Klylup sometimes snuffled so loudly they could hear it through the walls.


    It had been her face on that page—with the One Door.


    And the Klylup?


    Maella shivered. It was larger than the Circle’s Klylup but smaller than the cave Klylup she had first encountered. More like Rock Heaven’s Klylup.


    Senta had once said something strange about Klylups. Maella turned to the cage next to hers. Senta was there, crouched on the ground, eyes closed as if in prayer.


    “When we were in the Circle, you said the Klylups were transformed,” Maella said, raising her voice barely above a whisper. “What did you mean when you said that?”


    Senta looked up. “That’s what I was taught. The Klylups were people once. A generation ago, something broke inside the doors. It created this other break in the pattern—this time in people.”


    “But the doors have been broken a lot longer than that,” Maella said.


    “Just because something is broken does not keep it from breaking worse,” Dev replied, his voice soft and so out of place in the damp poverty of the cages.


    “But how does it happen?” Maella said.


    Senta stood up and walked to the place in her cage furthest away from Maella. “I don’t know. I know only that my family believes it does.”


    Maella felt the unspoken accusation—because of doormakers.


    The Sechnel thought doormakers and their doors caused the death of anyone who walked through them. The Hestroth believed doormakers and their doors should be protected and would someday save the worlds. Now Senta said people could be transformed into Klylups?


    If that were actually true—who had the cave Klylup, terrorizing a small town of people, once been? Or the Rock Heaven Klylup, now long dead from the battle that had ultimately led them to this tower? And the Circle’s Klylup, the one who had murdered Junle and Feren, and would soon add to that list tomorrow?


    Senta went to her drinking bucket and brought handfuls of water to her mouth.


    Maella didn’t know why she said it. They were words that sprung to her lips before she knew what she was saying. “They mark everything you make and everything you take.” It was the wrong thing to say, as if she were somehow accusing Senta of greed or selfishness.


    Senta’s face hardened. “I had always believed I was the only one who could ever save myself. You and Junle made me hope. You and Junle made me think that this time—but I was wrong. I understand now that the only one who can save me is myself.” She turned her back on Maella.


    Maella felt Senta’s words like a punch in the gut. She knew she deserved them. Sethlo groaned. Maella turned from Senta and pushed away the guilt and shame. There was no time to get sucked down into such feelings, not if she wanted her and her friends to make it out of the Circle alive tomorrow.


    “Sethlo, are you okay?” Maella was two cages over from him. Claritsa was between her and Sethlo. Torian and Dev were in cages across the aisle from them.


    “I will be,” Sethlo said after a long moment, even though the words caught in his throat as if he spoke around a great deal of pain.


    Dev stood against the bars, arms loosely slung across them. “What did the pattern say?”


    For all his steadiness and his philosophy, Maella knew the pattern determined everything for him. She felt caught. Deep’s words of advice came back. You can’t trust any of us.


    She would have told Sethlo and Claritsa the truth of what the pattern had shown, but she could not do it in front of Dev and the others. There was too much at stake for them to suddenly decide to turn her in.


    So she lied and felt the burn of that lie blacken the edges of her heart.


    “It showed Junle getting…eaten by the Klylup.”


    Claritsa stood in the middle of her cage, staring at Maella. What did it really show?


    But Maella shook her head. She couldn’t say, not now.


    “I don’t believe you,” Senta said.


    Maella pulled out the pattern Torian had stuffed in her clothing. She smoothed out the wrinkles and examined it again. She had smeared the face and enough of the hair while the ink was still wet there was no way to tell who was really in the picture.


    Where the Klylup ended and she began was a formless, swampy mess. It upset her stomach to imagine the blood—her blood—that would cause such a thing.


    A ravenous consuming.


    She had seen that swamp of ink and interpreted it as the Klylup feeding on her, though on second examination it didn’t quite look right, but the ink had probably smeared further from Torian’s quick folding job.


    She crumpled the pattern into a ball and tossed it through the cage bars to Dev, glancing at Senta. “See for yourself.”


    Dev caught it, and unfolded it. “It shows the Klylup eating someone—maybe. There is no way to know who this is. It could be anybody.”


    “It smeared when I grabbed it,” Maella said.


    Dev pulled out a different paper from his clothes.—Junle’s pattern. He had kept the pattern pressed close to his heart.


    Dev tossed both papers to Senta who poured over the new drawing, tracing the purple ink with her fingers. “This could be one of us dying tomorrow.”


    “We can still create the future in Junle’s pattern,” Dev said. “We must.”


    Claritsa spoke for the first time since the pattern-machine room. “Why did you do it?”


    Maella quailed under Claritsa’s tone. “I don’t—”


    “Why did you have to get your pattern read? It’s not like any of what comes out of those stupid machines can be trusted. For all we know, you might have a hundred doors you could open before you would have died.”


    What was going on? Claritsa had always been the one to hold Maella back from opening doors. She had believed in Maella’s death prediction as much as, if not more than, Maella. “Something bad has always happened after I’ve opened a door,” Maella said quietly.


    “Why, Maella?” Claritsa said, tears in her voice. “What did it matter?”

  


  
    Chapter 21


    A trumpet call rang out, echoing through the shadows of the tower.


    The Klylup blasted its reply, vibrating the stones and cage bars as if an earthquake shook everything. Purple torchlight flared, as if responding to the Klylup’s call.


    Maella and the others drank the water in their buckets, but the water was tasteless and did not satisfy. There was no licatherin in it. Why waste the precious mineral on those about to die?


    As Maella wiped her mouth dry, a little paper shape flew in-between the bars of her cage and glided to a stop at her feet. She picked it up, the paper crinkling under her touch.


    Intricate and precise folds had created a dragonfly out of the two patterns. Junle’s. Maella’s. Intertwined and wrapped over each other. Some of the purple lines from the drawing folded in such a clever way as to suggest eyes and the whimsy of transparent wings.


    Maella looked for Torian. He stood against the bars and raised a hand as if in welcome, and smiled. But his hand shook and his face twitched. He had only just ended krokosod and now he was without licatherin again.


    Guards entered and crowded the six of them into the narrow outer hallway. Already Maella’s energy sagged and a headache formed at the front of her forehead. The same pains showed up on the faces of the others as they walked the curve. No one spoke about it because what was the point?


    There was a chance they would survive this. Six against one small Klylup? Maella planned to open one of the doors that dotted the Circle. It would reveal who she was, but it was better than all of them dying in the Circle—that’s what they had decided in the night.


    “Then you would still have one door left to open the wagon doors from the Library of Souls for us,” Dev had said.


    Fight the Klylup, reveal herself as a doormaker, somehow make it from the top of the tower to the bottom without getting caught, then die while opening a wagon door.


    They had to defeat the Klylup first. What happened after that, well, she could only hope for an after.


    The door to Thrae had given her nightmares of Klylups and feeding and death. Vibrations from other nearby doors twisted across Maella’s skin. A dull roar grew louder as they crossed into the inner walkway, where they were led through a twisting set of doors, and then found themselves inside the Circle itself. The guards pushed them through and then locked the door behind them.


    At first Maella thought the roar was the rush of blood across her ears. The six torchlighters stepped deeper into the Circle, the contrast from dark to light blinding them for several seconds. The Circle smelled like sweat-soaked leathers, a humid rot, old fear, and a rolling excitement.


    The roar increased, and Maella realized it was the crowd. Every seat was filled to bursting with people. Men and women in bright, clean clothing fluttered around in the stands. It was a sea of brown skin. Brown, not purple. They shouted and laughed and crossed benches to talk to partners and friends and lovers. Still others exchanged money between hands as they haggled and pointed at the six torchlighters inside the Circle.


    The caravan had arrived during their night in the cages. It seemed every guest had come to watch and bet and enjoy the fight.


    Sethlo pivoted on his feet, twirling as if in a dance. “There’s no way they all climbed the ladder. If the Hestroth are here, they could be anywhere in that crowd.” He looked strong and fit and ready to take on a Klylup all by himself.


    “If the Hestroth are here, they will come down once they see us in the Circle,” Claritsa said to Sethlo. She had yet to speak a word to Maella since the night.


    Dev stretched as if getting ready for a run. Muscle roped his arms and chest. “Master Hull allows guests to use the elevator. It is important to him for them to believe he runs Sa-Lamba like a benevolent dictator.” The only sign Dev felt any stress was the sweat that dripped down his face and landed in little puddles, staining the ground dark gray. He secretly scanned the crowds and nodded. “There they are.”


    Maella followed his gaze and found the other torchlighters. They had stuffed themselves near one of the doors in the front row, in and amongst those dressed much more richly than them.


    Deep sat in the very front, glowering. The crowd gave them space, as if their leathers and gear and deeply purple skin created a barrier no one dared cross.


    But then Maella realized why. Guards stood ready at multiple points around them. The torchlighters were being forced to watch.


    Torian and Senta stood together, silent. Both looked ready to break down in tears. Claritsa scanned the crowds as if searching for someone. She pointed. “There’s Daniel.” But then she dropped her hand as if realizing it did not matter.


    Maella did not feel any tears. She had been here too many times before.


    This would be the third Klylup she would face.


    And she would live through this encounter too. No matter what. She promised this to herself and hoped it would not be another one of her broken promises.


    As if a lever on the pattern-machine had been yanked, she turned to Claritsa and felt her heart in her throat. She stood strong and stoic. Worthy of someone making a statue out of her. Her long braid was tossed over her shoulder and she held a straight back that spoke of a fierce determination. She had faced each of the Klylups alongside Maella. The last one had almost killed her.


    “This is my fault,” Maella said. “All of this is my fault. My family, my doors, this place, getting sent to the Circle—”


    Claritsa sniffled and wiped her nose on her arm. “Forget it. You can’t help how you are.”


    Maella felt like her heart had been carved out.


    Claritsa scanned Maella’s face and angrily brushed hair away from her forehead. “That’s not what I meant.”


    Before they could continue, the crowd hushed. Master Hull had stepped out. He did not bother coming into the Circle this time but spoke on a special platform halfway up the stands. His son, Supervisor Hull, was next to him. Just behind him, just one row back, sat Daniel.


    Master Hull was an old man with a big belly who spoke about control, yet who made life and death decisions based on the whims of his son. Supervisor Hull was an angry young man bitter about his inheritance. She felt sorry that Daniel had been tasked to act somehow as his personal servant but then thought better of that. He was safe in the stands while everyone else she cared about was in the Circle with her.


    But it wasn’t them or their words that caught Maella’s attention. It was who Supervisor Hull was staring at, lifting his eyebrows in silent communication. They sat parallel to the platform, many seats over. Covered in forest green and brown robes, except for their heads—except for their familiar, purple-stained faces.


    Maella’s stomach dropped.


    “Maella, if we don’t make it—”


    “Claritsa—”


    “Out of this place, then I want you—”


    “Claritsa—”


    “To know that I’m sorry for what I said last night. I am proud—”


    Maella grabbed Claritsa by the shoulders and turned her around. “Look. Don’t say anything.” Silver hair, purple skin, piercing eyes, a strong, ruthless but bony frame. “Lirella,” Maella breathed out.


    As if hearing her name, Lirella looked out onto the Circle.


    Maella and Claritsa stared back. Lirella put a hand to her eyebrows as if to block the glare.


    “So she made it out of the desert alive,” Claritsa said, a grim note in her voice. “She’ll enjoy this show.”


    Lirella leaned over and spoke to the person next to her.


    “Do you think she can recognize us?” Claritsa asked.


    “We can recognize her,” Maella said. “So probably.”


    Master Hull finished speaking. The roar from the crowds grew into a frenzied energy. A trumpet call pierced the air and the Klylup’s call answered, shattering any last bits of calm.


    Sethlo and Dev moved into a fighting stance.


    Maella recognized Lirella’s seat mates. “Your uncle!” Maella shouted to Sethlo in order to be heard over the roar of the crowed. “Look to the right of Supervisor Hull.”


    Dedion. Sethlo’s uncle. Sechnel. The one who had tried to kill them all on the ladder.


    Next to him sat Erentia, a warrior in her own right, but the lover of the man who had tried to hang Maella and Claritsa. Foster had fought in the Doormaker wars—she didn’t know what that really meant, other than he hated doormakers with a passion.


    Radovan, a soldier in that war. A friend of Erentia’s and therefore of Foster.


    The four of them, temporary allies to Maella in the stark wilderness of Rock Heaven, now turned enemies. They stood as one from their Circle seats.


    They vanished into the stands. Supervisor Hull followed.


    None of it made any sense. Supervisor Hull recognized them? What did that mean?

  


  
    Chapter 22


    “Maella.” Sethlo’s shout tore through her disjointed thoughts.


    The Klylup raged into the Circle’s light, its darkness like ink spreading across the ground. Slick reptilian skin, lashing tail, glittering green eyes, and devastating teeth.


    The Klylup sighted Maella and her friends. It tensed like a cat sighting a mouse—evaluating, sniffing, testing, considering. Its tail whipping about.


    What kind of person had this Klylup once been?


    The six of them fanned out—Maella in the middle. There was no sign of the Hestroth. It had been a long shot, hoping for them to have survived the desert. Now it was her turn to prove her doors were actually worth something.


    The crowds hushed, tension filled the air, but also an eagerness, as if dinner were about to be served.


    The Klylup trumpeted again and the whole world felt like it was breaking. Pain lanced Maella’s eardrums and she felt this fury rise up inside of her to match the fury that rolled off the Klylup. Annihilation, humiliation, shame, despair—these emotions laced the all-consuming rage that drove the Klylup forward. Vibrations from the door to Thrae rose up in a dark piercing song to grab at Maella’s very bones, like the bones they had made a ladder out of in Rock Heaven.


    Maella stepped back from the others. The crowds hushed and then booed. Maella must look like a coward running away from the fight.


    The Klylup snorted and charged. Maella ran for the door closest to Deep and the other torchlighters. Deep stood, even as a guard forced her down. She fought him, kicking and punching, until he fell to the ground. Sethlo and Torian dodged the Klylup’s snapping jaw and danced a complicated series of steps to avoid its claws.


    The other four torchlighters closed the gap Maella had made. They bought her the time she needed.


    Like Torian had bought her time by switching the samples.


    Like her family had bought her time, an entire childhood, by protecting her from the doors, the patterns, and this fate.


    The crowd erupted in jeers. Cups, papers, coins, and other small objects rained down into the Circle. They were throwing trash at her cowardliness. She felt their venom like a snake bite.


    Deep could see it in Maella’s eyes what Maella was planning to do and she approved of this reckless heroic act. Deep called her torchlighters out of the stands to fight and to hold space around the door. They rose as one, throwing off their guards. They bought her time.


    Shouts alongside a squeal came from behind her. Vibrations from the Circle’s door vibrated the entire fence.


    She had brought water out once and hoped she could make it happen again. Maella thought about the ocean that surrounded Keeper Shaul’s lighthouse and the waves crashing against sharp rocks and the taste of salt on her lips. She thought about the humid lagoon underneath the lighthouse and the way the Klylup swam in its depths like a sea monster. She thought about the desert and the Hestroth and the way she had brought salt water gushing from the sand. She thought about crashing power and filling up the tower until every last stone was washed away. She thought about her little backyard creek and the stones that Claritsa and Maella had sprinted across to escape Barth, but also how her father had played games with them in the creek, smiling and laughing and pretending everything was okay.


    Do not give up. Believe in something better than this.


    She placed both hands on the door. The torchlighters stood like sentinels on the other side, blocking the guards and the crowd. Vibrations took over all thought and emotion.


    She opened the door.

  


  
    Chapter 23


    The door opened to nothing.


    No torchlighters, no crowd. It was a black void filled with cold whispers that sent a shiver down her spine and sunk her into a pool of shame and embarrassment.


    She had been so sure.


    She had thought about water and waves and—


    A rumbling earthquake emanated from the door’s void. Darkness spread from the door across the Circle’s floor. Maella stepped back, back, back, until she ran into something solid, yet slick. She fell onto her butt and turned away from the door’s darkness to look up at the darkness that had stopped her tracks.


    The Klylup stood as if frozen like a statue. Its eyes were locked on the door and it sniffed, its nostrils flaring, dog-like. Up close its eyes were a weird jeweled green, slit like a snake.


    And yet—


    And yet there was something underneath those slits of rage and reptile that disturbed Maella. The Klylup was a beast of despair. A monster. Maella searched for that human Senta believed Klylups had once been and swore she could sense it.


    The Klylup whined and looked as if it feared moving.


    Maella blinked in shock. The Circle’s fearsome Klylup, the one who had killed Junle and Feren and countless others, was scared. From her opened door came a loud snuffle and a wash of hot, humid air. It smelled like the Klylup cave—like mud and bones and decay.


    A trumpeting shattered the world. The dark pool lapped at her feet and then where her hands and butt rested on the ground. Mud water, but not nearly enough to save them.


    Somehow, she knew this place. She had opened a door to the Klylup cave. The cold, humid stink of that cavern’s mud had sucked at her every step. The Klylup in that cave had almost eaten them but then had flown out and wreaked destruction on the people fighting in the valley below the cave.


    A huge eye pressed itself against the opening of the door. The eye caught on Maella, blinked. It shifted, eye vanishing, and pressed its gruesome snout against the opening and snuffled long and deep. Next it retreated and reached out a claw, a long, five-taloned thing sharp enough to slash wood and flesh into ribbons with a single blow. It swiped right and latched onto the Circle’s fencing.


    Maella’s door had failed. Spectacularly.


    They were caught between two Klylups, surrounded by guards and guests who had bet on their lives.


    The fence came down in a great crashing wave of links. Its metal ropes fell onto the stands trapping some of the crowd in their seats even as they trampled each other in a chaotic stampede to escape. The muddy ice water spread like a disease across the Circle’s floor.


    As if in slow motion, the Circle’s Klylup trumpeted a response, no longer afraid, and charged at a small figure still inside the fence.


    “Torian.” His name tore from Maella’s throat. He was a little boy with sticks for arms and legs, and he was the Klylup’s target.


    Maella and Dev sprinted for him, but they were both too slow. The Circle’s Klylup rammed into Torian and he flew into the air like a circus act gone horrifyingly wrong. He was the best torchlighter, the most agile, the one most likely to take chances on the pipes.


    He had taken so many chances—for her.


    He flew into the darkness of her door.


    He vanished in a Klylup roar and a sickening crunch of teeth on bone.


    The Circle Klylup stopped at the edge of the door, rage-filled, and yet confused. Where had its prey gone?


    But Maella knew.


    She had one door left and then she would die. She deserved that death. She would rather the Klylup take her life than end it with another door. So she laid back on the ground and felt the icy mud lap at her back and shoulders.


    The cave Klylup’s claws returned, slashing every stone and bench and body within its reach. Maella’s eyes drifted to the top of a tower built by someone long ago to cover up all the wrongness that lived here.


    Claritsa’s face appeared above Maella. “Get up,” Claritsa screamed.


    “I’m sorry.” Even though she had said these words before, even though she had meant them in Rock Heaven, and meant them even more now, saying she was sorry took none of it back.


    Claritsa screamed for Sethlo, but her voice sounded as if it came from underwater, muffled, and from a great distance.


    “Is she hurt?” Sethlo shouted.


    Yes, Maella thought. And she hurts others. It’s the only thing she is good at.


    “No, there’s nothing I can see wrong with her but she won’t move,” Claritsa said.


    Senta appeared. They were lining up now, all the people she had failed and would fail and would always fail.


    She was the darkness, but where were the stars?


    “You promised to help us,” Senta said, tears thick in her voice because Torian was dead and it was Maella’s fault, and all he had done was help her. He had switched her samples, he had endured krokosod because of her, but she had asked more of him and now he was dead.


    “I can’t help any of you,” Maella said. “I never could. It was never supposed to be me.” She turned away from them.


    Their bets and entertainment obliterated, the crowds boiled out of the stands like someone had spread panic within a rat nest. Two figures fought against the waves of the crowd, heading for the Circle instead of fleeing from it.


    “You cannot give up,” Claritsa said. “Stop being so selfish. This isn’t your fault.”


    But her words didn’t work on Maella this time, because Maella couldn’t claim ignorance anymore of what she could do and what she had already done.


    Sethlo gathered her in his arms, holding her tight to his chest. He smelled like strength and hope and everything she wasn’t. She tried pushing him away, but he wouldn’t let her. He pressed his scratchy cheek against hers and pressed the dirt of his own battles against the icy mud that slicked her hair and clothes. She felt the kindness in him, the love she had for him. It filled her up and it made everything more painful because it took the numbness away.


    “All will be well, because we will make it well. You and me. Do not give up now.” Sethlo’s voice was fierce against her ear. “We are the darkness and the stars. We are both. We have all always been both.”


    She closed her eyes as hot tears flowed down her cheeks.


    His words did not undo the grief. It did not undo the destruction that rained down all around them. It did not undo her doors or the deaths or the blood on her hands. But somehow his words opened her eyes and she saw for the first time in her entire life that she could be both wrong and full of wrong and still not have that be all she was.


    “Okay,” she said to Sethlo, her voice shaky. “Darkness and stars, right?”


    “Darkness and stars,” Sethlo said.


    Could she be both? She didn’t know, but she wanted to try.


    So she would try.


    Sethlo released Maella and she stood on her own. She swore she could suddenly hear Grandmother yelling at her.


    Close the damn door.


    The two figures fought a guard at one of the Circle doors, finally twisting his neck at an awful angle. He dropped to the ground, his body limp. The figures dashed into the arena, wearing robes that fell back, revealing red hair and freckles and a dark complexion and slashes like black swords for eyebrows.


    “Close the door!” But this was a real voice. A familiar voice.


    Xomara. Oren.


    The Hestroth were here. For a wild, incomprehensible moment, Maella thought her door had called them into existence. She had thought about the Hestroth. Had that thought conjured them?


    But she had also thought about her father, and he was nowhere to be seen, though she had opened a door to the place that had taken him away.


    Xomara and Oren ran for the door that had swallowed up Torian. The cave Klylup continued to swipe left and right. Bodies were strewn across the stands, many nowhere near the Klylup, but a result of the stampede. The Circle’s stands were still full of people and chaos and too few exits.


    Xomara and Oren flew into a series of acrobatic moves that took them under and around the Klylup’s claws. The door was too small for the cave Klylup to pass through. Xomara shouted, a battle cry, as the cave Klylup drew its claw back into the cave for a split second. Enough time for Oren and Xomara to dive for the door, closing it with a click.


    Maella felt zapped by electricity as the vibrations shifted.


    Xomara approached, her face a mask of fury. She dug her fingers deeply into Maella’s shoulder and it felt like daggers. Oren had a lock onto Claritsa. All around them was chaos, but it was a distancing chaos that created this bubble of stillness around them.


    “You were supposed to protect her,” Xomara said, glaring at Sethlo and Claritsa. The cave Klylup had caught Xomara on the leg. A thick trickle of blood oozed down onto her foot and stained the ground.


    “We are,” Claritsa said, shaking Oren off her arm.


    “This is not protection,” Xomara said. “Two Klylups and another door opened?”


    “Where were you?” Claritsa said. “Why did it take you so long?”


    Sethlo’s voice cut through like a knife. “We must all work together now.” He motioned ahead of them.


    The Circle’s Klylup snorted and moved, as if shaking off a nightmare. Its ears flapped and slapped against its body. It scanned the area and locked onto their group. It pawed the ground like a bull about to gore its matador.


    Master Hull’s voice boomed from above. “Stop the Klylup and bring that doormaker to me!”


    Guards streamed into the Circle, even through the same door Maella had opened that was now closed. They brought poles and spears and swords and severe faces filled with determination.


    Senta and Dev veered for one of the Circle’s doors.


    “No,” Maella shouted, a renewed sense of purpose building inside of her. She blinked away the rest of her tears and steadied herself. Darkness and stars. There was only one place left to go. They would storm the gate that blocked the way to Thrae. “This way.” Maella darted for the long dark tunnel that led to the Klylup’s lair.


    It was the only path the guards had not overtaken. The Klylup had turned on the guards, its frenzy of rage buying them time. As they ran, Xomara and Oren flanked her. They darted out of the ghostly light of the Circle. Everything was noise—shouts, trumpets, screams, stampeding bodies, guards, Klylup.


    They were in the tunnel’s cool shadows when the Klylup’s trumpet pierced the air, informing them it had given chase. The tunnel reminded Maella of the Klylup cave Barth had pushed her into. She accepted it now, that Barth had pushed her through the door on purpose. She accepted that Keeper Shaul had purposefully set her up to open the door that had imprisoned them for so many months in Rock Heaven. Her doors conjured up monsters and violence and death. Doormakers brought little good to the world.


    But that did not mean she would give up trying.


    They stumbled into a large room. Above the threshold of this room hung a gate that when lowered would lock the Klylup inside. There was a container of water—deep purple, licatherin water—and a sort of nest made from hay piled with a depression in its middle as if the Klylup preferred to sleep curled up like a cat.


    And there was a door set within another, larger door.


    There was always another door.


    The hinges looked tampered with, like they had been broken and hastily repaired. It was the only way out of this nest with a Klylup barreling down on them from behind.


    Their group, now seven—two gained, one lost—crossed the small, darkened enclosure that stank of rotting hay, decay, and animal. The Klylup was a prisoner here, like all the workers. Kept to do one job and then put away when that job was done. But she couldn’t feel sorry for it. Not with all the deaths it had caused.


    Like you? An inner voice said. Like all the deaths you have caused?


    It was the monstrous voice, the one that crept into her nightmares and showed her Junle and Feren, and all the other deaths that had resulted from her family’s power and secrets. It was the part of her that believed the pattern-machine’s prediction about her seven doors.


    She accepted that voice and moved on.


    Xomara and Dev worked at the hatch, using a sword Xomara must have swiped from a guard at some point. The Klylup roared and guards shouted.


    There was no choice in her mind about what to do. They would find a safe place on the other side of the door to Thrae and hide out and—


    “We have to go back for Daniel,” Claritsa said.


    “We have to go through the door to Thrae,” Maella said.


    “No,” Claritsa said. “We can’t go.”


    “We’ll come back for him,” Maella said, even though she felt the lie in her words. How could they ever come back?


    “We must go from this place,” Oren said. He stood between them and the approaching Klylup and guards, another sword shining in his hand, reminding her of the first time she had seen the Hestroth do battle in Rock Heaven against a different Klylup. “Everyone in this tower saw her open the door. They will all hunt for her now.”


    “You made a promise,” Senta said. It was in Dev’s eyes too. “You said you would help all of us.”


    Maella flinched, but then her heart went cold. She saw it in Sethlo’s face too—what she felt in her heart. A dark choice that needed to be made. “We can’t go back for them.”


    Saying those words might have just destroyed a piece of her friendship with Claritsa.


    “You don’t mean that,” Claritsa said.


    But Sethlo understood. It was necessary. There was the tower, the desert, and the door.


    “We’ll come back for them. I promise.” But the words felt empty even to Maella’s ears. Claritsa must know there wasn’t any other way. “Where do we go but forward, Claritsa? We can’t go through to the Klylup. The tower is in riots. Master Hull and his guards are coming for us.”


    Dev and Xomara pried open the hatch. Maella knew the moment it happened because its vibrations ceased. Xomara shouted for the others to follow as Dev ducked through. Oren looked over his shoulder and said, “Go!” Even as he crouched deeper into his fighting stance. The Klylup roared into view. Blood trickled from one of its shoulders and a chunk of one ear was missing.


    Claritsa shook her head. “If you won’t keep your promise, then I will.” She sprinted for the hatch.


    Time froze. Maella didn’t understand for the longest moment what was happening and then she realized Claritsa was planning to go after Daniel. Maella’s stomach flipped as she raced after her best friend, Sethlo and Torian close on her heels. Claritsa had always stayed by her side. Always.


    “Claritsa, wait!” Maella shouted, thinking furiously about what to do. An entire tower of pipes and mobs and shadows to search. How would they find Daniel and escape with their lives? “Wait, we’ll think of something.”


    Maella ducked through, almost launched into the air as Oren somersaulted in after her. She turned around and saw the Klylup pulverizing the nest of hay before it went for the opening. Sethlo and Oren slammed the door closed, but the hinges were beyond repair. They positioned the makeshift repair in place, latching a metal bar across two slots bolted into the wall on either side of the door. The Klylup rammed the door. Dust fell from the ceiling. The metal arm bent outward but held.


    The room was a staging area for the Klylup’s food and hay. Partially filled buckets of gross smelling stuff were stuck in one corner, and bundles of fresh hay were in another. But the hay had been scattered to reveal wooden crates that pulsed with their door potential.


    One of those crates was open and filled with bottles of licatherin oil.


    “Daniel?” Claritsa’s voice—incredulous and accusing.


    Maella saw she had traded in one enemy for five more.


    Supervisor Hull stood next to the crates, next to Lirella, Dedion, Erentia, Radovan.

  


  
    Chapter 24


    Connections, like links in a chain or beads on a broken necklace, tumbled one after the other onto the floor. Those were the images that rose in Maella’s mind as metal scraped against leather. Lirella, Dedion, Erentia, and Radovan drew swords from their robes.


    At the end of the room was an open door that led to where Maella needed to go, a curving hallway that connected this room to the accounting room, the pattern-machine room, and the guarded door that blocked the opening to Thrae.


    That curving hallway had always been dark, with only purple torchlight to make the shadows dance. Now somehow it had filled with soft golden sunlight.


    “She is the one your father has been looking for,” Lirella said, her hair a stately gray. The dust from Rock Heaven was gone but the lines in her skin still remained. She had been eating better, there was actual flesh and muscle on her bones, though her cheeks were still gaunt and her skin still spoke of a deep licatherin addiction. She jerked her head at Daniel. “He is allied with them.”


    Daniel stood just inside the door, a wooden crate in his hands. Heavy, full of licatherin.


    “I am not—” but whatever Daniel was going to say next died on his lips as he looked at Claritsa.


    “You’re helping them?” Claritsa said, anger and betrayal heavy in her voice.


    “Barth is alive and Lirella has found him. He’s working with Foster and they need funds, money.” Daniel motioned to the licatherin and held the crate up as if it were his lifeline. “There’s a real chance we can get home. Claritsa…” Daniel stepped forward, but Xomara’s sword blocked his path, hovering at his nose.


    “Those who align with the Sechnel will not leave this tower alive.” Xomara’s eyes flashed against her freckles and red hair.


    Maella’s mind whirled with too much information. “You’ve been the one stealing. His own son. It was you this whole time.”


    It wasn’t a question and Maella didn’t expect an answer, but Supervisor Hull turned his burning stare onto Maella. “You still know so little, and yet, here you had been hiding this whole time.”


    She thought about the money burned into the wall of that hallway. The door that wasn’t a door anymore. The American dollars that the Hestroth had burned out in the desert. “You’re bringing these drugs to earth, aren’t you?”


    But something about the timeline didn’t add up. Barth could only have been involved for these last few months—when he had followed them through the door in the field. That hallway had been undisturbed for a long time. The dust her footsteps had left tracks in had been thick. The door in that hallway had been destroyed by a doormaker. She didn’t know how, she didn’t know why, but a blaze of hope rose in her, because the thought took over her mind and she could not let it go. “Esson.”


    Claritsa and Daniel looked shocked.


    Her older brother had been missing for more than two years now. He had known Barth. He had disappeared through a door. Claritsa had been there, knocked unconscious too soon to see what really happened. It didn’t make sense yet, how all the pieces fit together. American money. A broken door burned into this tower. Esson and Barth.


    But somehow, she knew they did fit together.


    “Evil stands before us again,” Dedion said, his grizzled face strangely frozen on one side. He hitched up his shoulder like it pained him. “Evil talks sweetly about justice and Klylups. Yet you are the evil that created the Klylups in the first place.”


    “It is more convenient,” Dev said, “when someone you want to kill is evil. There is no guilt that way.”


    Dedion’s lip curled.


    “Dust-lickers do not deserve guilt,” Erentia said, her hair coiled on top of her head like the first time Maella had seen her in Rock Heaven. Breathlessly beautiful and lethal.


    “Did you just call us dust-lickers?” Claritsa said. “I’m pretty sure we’d all lick some dust if it meant preventing krokosod. The stain on your skin speaks louder than your words.”


    Erentia moved her sword until it pointed at Claritsa’s head, though several feet separated them.


    “I know you sent people to their deaths,” Maella said to Supervisor Hull. “You’ve let the Klylup execute them to cover up your crime. Junle and Feren deserve justice. Everyone you have whipped and beaten for the very things you have stolen, everyone sent to the Circle for your crimes, they deserve justice!” The ring of truth made her voice forceful and a blaze of strength rose in her.


    “No, it means much more than that.” Dev turned horrified eyes onto Supervisor Hull. “You were behind the torchlighter deaths. All of the accidents.”


    Supervisor Hull did not deny it. “You torchlighters are given too many freedom with eyes in too many places.”


    Dedion glanced at Sethlo—his sister’s son—and spit into the hay. Advancing toward Sethlo, sword out and steady, he said, “We are all dead in this room and but ghosts desperate for one last hint of life’s rush.”


    “Poetic,” Dev muttered. “Classic Sechnel. A beautiful poem.”


    Sethlo stood tall as the sword arced through the air.


    Maella cried out, but it was Xomara and Dev who swooped in. Xomara’s sword struck Dedion’s into the air. Dev kicked him in the stomach, harness belt creaking.


    Dedion stumbled backward, sword still in hand, gasping.


    “Try to stand against the Hestroth and see what happens to Sechnel filth.” Xomara crouched low to the ground with her sword and beckoned Dedion forward.


    “The Hestroth must not be allowed to live,” Dedion said.


    Oren stood a few paces away, eyes steady on Supervisor Hull. “Do you remember me?”


    Supervisor Hull looked at Oren, taking in his robes and face. “Can’t say that I do.”


    “Well, I remember you,” Oren said. “I remember you very well.” He struck with his sword, but Erentia blocked him.


    The Klylup flung itself at door and the metal groaned. Part of the door pinged into the air like a bullet.


    “Enough,” Lirella said. “They are worth more alive. Put down your swords.”


    “No,” Dedion said.


    “Enough, I say!” Lirella’s face flushed with anger. She grabbed a crate and pushed it into Radovan’s arms. Radovan had to let the sword fall limply to one side to keep the crate from dropping. “Take it into Thrae.”


    Supervisor Hull took his cue from Lirella. He pointed at Daniel, keeping a wary eye on Oren. “You too. Take that one into Thrae. The other crates are at the bottom of the tower. Move on from this or Foster will kill us all. Quickly now before my father finds us in the chaos.”


    Dedion did not move. Neither did Erentia. Oren stayed locked onto Supervisor Hull.


    “None of you will not live beyond this day unless you move!” Supervisor Hull said. “You will die from krokosod and a Klylup will feed on your children and your children’s children and we will not see one single piece of profit from this deal if you do not move!”


    Oren struck out again, this time dipping between Erentia’s block and slicing into Supervisor Hull’s shoulder. Radovan dropped the crate and took up his sword. Oren and Xomara stepped together to protect each other’s backs as the four swords advanced against them.


    Sethlo stepped forward but in the stillness before battle erupted, Dev said, “Do you hear that?”


    Angry voices seemed to creep out like fumes from the cracks and seams of the tower. Voices raged like a cloud of insects, the swarming noise covering all other words at first.


    And then words formed out of the chaos—a chant.


    “Light show the way, darkness show the stars.” An endless repeat of the torchlighter ethos became sinister as the mob of workers climbed the walls of the tower and all the ladders inside its belly, up, up, up to the top where the Klylup raged and the pattern-machine spewed and the door to Thrae poisoned—and the accounting room imprisoned them all with its debt.


    Deep appeared at the door, dressed in her leathers and harness, her pitch bag at her belt, and the hooks they used on the pipes, now weapons in her hands. The other torchlighters stood at her back and followed her into the room.


    “Light show the way,” Deep said, baring her teeth in a smile.


    “But it is our darkness that will show the stars,” Dev replied.


    “They are coming,” Deep said. “And what will they do when they find you with no guards and with all of this?”


    Dedion’s sword wavered. Sweat dripped down Lirella’s cheek. Torchlighters, Hestroth—Lirella and her crew were now outnumbered. Dedion dropped his sword point. So did the others.


    “The workers would not dare,” Supervisor Hull said but his voice spoke his fear.


    “Oh, we dare,” Deep said.


    Supervisor Hull brought a hand to his eye.


    Xomara stepped back until she was at Maella’s side. “Now make way for us.”


    The torchlighters looked to Deep and Dev. General and king. Deep stood defiant, but Dev shook his head.


    The torchlighters made way.


    Xomara led the way through, then Sethlo, then Maella. Senta went to stand with the other torchlighters. Fear gripped Maella’s heart and she felt carved out for a moment, but then Claritsa grabbed her hand and held on so tight it hurt. But Maella didn’t mind.


    Whatever happened next, they would get through it together.


    Claritsa twisted to the side, just before the last step through the space the torchlighters had made for them. “Daniel.”


    Daniel still held the crate to his chest like it could act as a wall between him and the world.


    He shook his head.


    Maella coaxed Claritsa forward. “Come on.”


    Claritsa stared at Daniel as she walked out, unbelieving. “I thought you were more than a drug dealer. I thought you were better than this.”


    The pain in Daniel’s eyes was real but his words left no doubt of his choice. “Then you were wrong.”

  


  
    Chapter 25


    Xomara stepped into the curving hallway. Maella and the others followed. Golden light softened the harsh lines of the walls and floor. Guards had always stood sentry at the gate, but there were now only two guards laid out, dead, against the wall.


    The gate itself was open.


    Golden light came from the door to the Thrae. Before they could reach it, a mob of workers flooded the hallway, their rage pushing Maella and her friends away from the gate, blocking their path in a chaos of limbs and sweat. Xomara and Oren tried to hold a path, but the hallway became choked with bodies. A door opened, Maella felt it, a slip of the vibrations, and guards rushed out, making space. Suddenly Maella was pushed inside the pattern-machine room.


    Guards rushed back into the room, barring the door, its hum rising in tune with the mob’s rage outside as they ransacked the rooms.


    People filled the pattern-machine room. Tower guards, but also those dressed like Xomara and Oren had first been dressed when they came down the ladder into Rock Heaven. Bottles of inky purple licatherin and dark red blood samples were strewn across the counters and amongst the eyepieces. Those all-seeing cylinders pierced the tables like dull spikes.


    The pattern-machine chugged along, its levers and gears and belts all in motion, the needle dipping its purple ink onto a fresh stack of papers.


    Maella counted. Oren and Xomara. Sethlo and Claritsa.


    Master Hull. Doormaker Tain.


    “You are most surely my brother’s daughter.” Doormaker Tain’s voice was crisp like his clothing. Businesslike, but not unkind. His eyes were a sharp, crystal blue and his chiseled, narrow chin was clean shaven. He looked to be almost the same age as her father—and looked like her father. The resemblance shocked her again like it had when she had seen him on the other side of the door in Rock Heaven. “You have his nose and that look in your eyes he always got when we played games in the castle rooms and he knew he was about to lose.”


    A man Maella recognized from the last time she had seen Doormaker Tain in the pattern-machine room spoke quietly. He looked to be about the same age as Doormaker Tain, but shorter and more round in the face, and his skin showed a deep, purple-free tan, like he spent his time outside.


    Doormaker Tain shook his head. “No, Gekko. She is family. You can see it in her face and in the way she holds herself.” He looked at Maella and said in a soft voice. “And how is my mother?”


    She felt utterly confused and then realized—Grandmother.


    “She is still alive?” Doormaker Tain said, a worried note in his voice.


    Maella looked to Oren and Xomara. What was this? What should she do. But their faces were stoic, unreadable.


    “She’s alive,” Maella said finally. “Last time I saw her.” A fountain of homesickness rose up inside her. She missed Grandmother’s hugs and forgiveness more than anything in the world.


    Studying Doormaker Tain like this, Maella thought she could almost remember a time from before, a time where her uncle had sat down alongside her next to a beautiful fountain with the sun shining pleasant warmth onto the skin. They had been surrounded by beautiful white stone, with a sculpture of their family symbol in the middle of the fountain, taller than her uncle when he reached his hands all the way up. They had been laughing because she had thought he would have been taller. He had teased her and then made a game of splashing her with the water.


    She had expected him to feel evil, she had expected—she didn’t know—maybe to see horns growing out of his head. He was why her family had fled to Earth. He was why they had run out of money and lived without doors and barely any food. But he wasn’t as she had expected.


    Doormaker Tain’s eyes flicked to the side. Underneath the pattern-machine sat a stack of freshly inked pages and next to that stack was a closed book, its edges rough cut and with an engraved front cover and pages that hummed. “That is the Botron family pattern book. That means it’s yours too.”


    Maella kept her expression neutral.


    Master Hull stepped forward. “As you can see, I have brought the doormaker safely into your hands.”


    An amused smile appeared on Doormaker Tain’s lips. “I believe it is these two Hestroth who have, in fact, kept this doormaker safe, in spite of the rebellion you have allowed to occur.”


    “And the torchlighters,” Maella said, not knowing why it mattered, except that it did.


    “Doormaker Tain.” Xomara knelt on one knee and bent her head. “We are honored to serve you and any doormaker. We saw her and recognized her in Rock Heaven. We have attempted to keep her safe ever since.”


    Oren knelt next, head bowed, sword at his side. They had not spoken kindly of Doormaker Tain when they were fighting for their lives in the desert. Now they were all honor and duty and loyalty. Maella didn’t know what to believe.


    Doormaker Tain flicked his gaze over the Hestroth on either side of him. “Who are these two with?”


    “Utheril,” one said.


    “Utheril is dead,” Oren said.


    Maella winced, knowing it had to be true after the beating she had witnessed in the desert, but wishing for a different outcome.


    “Thank you for your service then, and now,” Doormaker Tain said. “Bringing a Botron family member home puts me in your debt.”


    “It was the samples,” Master Hull said, an exasperated note creeping into his voice. “The samples had been switched. I believe on purpose—”


    “Yes, as you said,” Doormaker Tain said, then turned back to Maella. “Was that you?”


    Maella opened her mouth to deny it, instead, she said, “Yes, but I had help.” Torian had helped and she would owe him forever for that. Just like she would owe Junle and Feren forever.


    “Smart little one,” Doormaker Tain said. “Master Hull had been testing every worker to help in my search for the One Door, but they never expected to find you—an actual doormaker. Quite surprising.”


    Sethlo stepped forward. He pointed a shaky hand at Doormaker Tain. “I will never let you find the One Door! You killed my mother and my sister. You are a murderer.”


    Hestroth on either side of Doormaker Tain started for Sethlo, but Doormaker Tain raised a hand, halting them.


    Maella stepped beside Sethlo. Her family had turned against Doormaker Tain and fled to earth for a reason. Maella and her friends had suffered in Rock Heaven and here in Sa-Lamba factory. He was at the root of it. He had to be at the root of it all, otherwise it didn’t make any sense.


    “You are the reason Rock Heaven existed,” Maella said. “You’re the reason this tower exists. You’re the reason for all of this pain. I will never let you control me or the One Door.”


    Doormaker Tain closed his eyes in a pained expression. “I am trying to make all of this unnecessary, but it takes time. A lifetime. You cannot take the licatherin away in an instant from three worlds that have depended upon it for generations.”


    There was a rumbling outside the office door, like a great crowd was on the move, searching, destroying.


    “Sir,” the man Doormaker Tain had called Gekko said. “It is no longer safe here.”


    Doormaker Tain flexed his jaw and then smoothed over his expression. “This is Gekko, my tenbl. He has been with me since childhood. You know his name and now you know his role. Do you know who a tenbl is to a doormaker?” Doormaker Tain looked between Sethlo and Claritsa. “Who has the honor of being yours? Are they both yours?”


    Claritsa trembled with anger as she stepped next to Maella. “I am no one’s servant.”


    Doormaker Tain looked at her quizzically. “That is not who a tenbl is. Why would you think—”


    “I have no tenbl,” Maella said.


    Gekko sucked in a disapproving breath.


    The whirl and dip of the pattern-machine stopped. The needle rose, a single drop of purple ink hanging from its tip. The entire machine went still.


    “The correct sample has been tested,” Master Hull said.


    Doormaker Tain motioned Maella forward. “Then come see your pattern.”


    Sethlo stepped forward, as if to get in-between Maella and Doormaker Tain. Gekko was there instead, pushing him back.


    Maella placed a hand on Sethlo’s arm. “It’s okay.”


    She glanced at Claritsa, biting her lip. Claritsa stared back, wide-eyed. Claritsa didn’t know what the last one had showed. But this one was going to be different. The Klylup should have killed Maella inside the Circle but had taken Torian instead. The pattern had not come true.


    Doormaker Tain and Maella approached the machine. It seemed like the whole room held its breath. The blank page was wet with ink. Thick with it, in long flooding strokes, but more clear than even the last pattern had been.


    “The One Door,” Doormaker Tain said, almost breathless, wonder filling his voice. “It is so clear in your pattern. It always is.”


    “What do you mean…always?” Maella said, but the question faded from her mind as she took in the drawing.


    It was the One Door again.


    But it was also the Klylup. It was her.


    Shouting grew in volume, even though it was also muffled by the walls and door. But those noises faded as the roar in Maella’s ears grew. In the last pattern drawing, she had seen the way her body had been entangled in the Klylup’s—and she had assumed—but she had assumed wrong.


    It was a picture of her and the Klylup in front of the One Door. But they were the same here, melding together body, face, eyes, hands, legs.


    The Klylup had never been eating her.


    This picture showed that she was the Klylup.


    She reached into her shirt and almost took out the dragonfly Torian had folded for her. But she didn’t need to, she knew what the drawing showed. It was almost identical to this drawing.


    She pressed a hand down on the cover of her family’s book to steady herself. The engraved symbol dug into her skin. Pages sealed together underneath her pressure. Vibrations from those hundreds of potential doors made her shake with greater and greater intensity.


    “Gekko,” Doormaker Tain said.


    Gekko approached and lifted Maella’s hand from the book. He flipped many pages back, until he came to several different drawings in a row. All of the drawings showed her and the Klylup melding together, sometimes in front of the One Door, sometimes as if drifting in the darkness of space.


    “What does this mean?” She shook from powerful emotions she didn’t know how to name. This couldn’t be. She felt that carved out feeling again in her throat, her stomach, her heart. “What does this mean?”


    “You didn’t tell her?” Doormaker Tain directed the question to Oren and Xomara.


    Oren looked ashamed. Xomara looked defiant.


    “Go ahead, then,” Doormaker Tain said. “She deserves the truth.”


    Maella almost laughed. Her whole life had been full of secrets and lies, and now it was Doormaker Tain who would give her the truth?


    “There is a prediction that appears every now and again,” Oren said haltingly. “Patterns made from your blood as a baby, but also, before that, from others, that a doormaker girl from the Botron family will find the One Door.”


    Xomara took a deep breath and picked up the thread. “And after the girl has sought her own pattern, if she opens the One Door as her seventh and last door, she will be transformed into a Klylup, as doormakers are always transformed now when they have run out of doors the pattern has set for them to open. Whoever is with her at the time she opens the One Door will control it and can use it to gain control of the worlds.”


    “But you said it was always supposed to be a boy,” Maella said, trying to understand. “All the patterns have always said it was a boy meant to find the One Door.”


    “Your father and mother—and my own mother—saw your patterns from a young age,” Doormaker Tain said, “and destroyed these patterns and any others that referred to you. They exiled themselves to protect you. To keep your pattern from being read and to keep you from seeking out your pattern, and from opening your final seven doors. But Utheril was there at the time of the reading. He was sworn to secrecy but told other Hestroth, who have formed their own conclusions about what must be done.”


    “We search to put back together what is falling apart,” Xomara said.


    “Every opened door destroys, yet life springs from such destruction,” Oren said.


    “Yes, but you did not tell her that she would be the one destroyed,” Doormaker Tain said.


    The Hestroth and Utheril had come down the ladder into Rock Heaven—because of her. They had somehow known about her there even before Doormaker Tain. “But how do you know? How do you know that is what this pattern means?” Maella felt the Hestroth betrayal deep in her heart but pushed it away. “I looked at this and saw the Klylup killing me.”


    “Transforming into a Klylup is a type of death sentence,” Doormaker Tain said. “No one has ever come back from such a thing.”


    “You cannot open any more doors, Maella,” Xomara said. “When you found Keeper Shaul and he read your prediction, he set all of these events in motion. Your seventh door must be the One Door. You must open it with us or the prediction fails. Fate meets free will. It only works if you keep your seventh door for the One Door.”


    “Or what? I’ll turn into a Klylup anyway and no one gets the One Door?” Keeper Shaul had hated her with a fury she hadn’t understood. Maybe he had even seen it in her pattern that day he died, the day that he turned on her. His pattern-machine had told him where that hatch door would take her.


    He had locked her away in Rock Heaven, because he had seen something he hoped to prevent from ever happening. But what had he known? That she would find the One Door, and then what? He would not have cared if she had transformed into a Klylup.


    “We do not know,” Oren said. “Predictions from the pattern change as those inside the pattern take action. Actions in one place change the pattern much later on. Our patterns say that we accompany you to the One Door.”


    “And did Utheril’s?” Maella said. “And all the other Hestroth who died in Rock Heaven? Did their patterns also say they would accompany me to the One Door?”


    Oren inclined his head, yes.


    “But they’re dead,” Maella said. “So what does that say about your pattern now?”


    “That we are the last hope for it to come true,” Xomara said.


    “You all say that,” Maella shouted. “You say that like it makes what you do okay but none of this is okay!”


    “Save your last door for the One Door,” Oren said, stepping next to Xomara. His eyes flicked over Doormaker Tain and then away. “Who knows who will find it if you do not?”


    “Keeper Shaul said there would be a boy,” Maella said. “If this boy found the One Door—”


    “The patterns show he would not transform into a Klylup,” Doormaker Tain said.


    “And the Klylups were all once doormakers?” Maella tried to make sense out of something so monstrous. “Every Klylup?”


    “Yes,” Doormaker Tain said, sorrow in his voice. “It was not always so. Klylups did not exist until…”


    “Until what?” Maella said.


    “Until your father made the Klylups and then turned into one himself.”

  


  
    Chapter 26


    She felt the monster inside of her rise at the accusation.


    “How?” She wanted to hear Doormaker Tain blame her father because then she would know he was as evil as everyone believed. Her father would never have done something so terrible.


    Her father could not be a Klylup.


    He could not be like the monster she had battled in the Circle. And in Rock Heaven. And in the cave—


    Her stomach flipped. She had wished for her father inside the Circle. She had thought of him, even as she had meant to think of water. The door in the field that had led to the cave—her father had vanished through that door and never come back.


    No.


    It couldn’t be.


    “It was an accident,” Doormaker Tain said.


    “Doormaker Tain,” Gekko said, interrupting.


    Doormaker Tain held up a hand. “She needs to know the truth.”


    “She will not live to hear the truth if we stay much longer,” Gekko said.


    The Klylup trumpeted in the hallway. People screamed and stampeded. Guards and Hestroth moved into position at the door and torchlighter window.


    “It was my mistake,” Doormaker Tain continued, ignoring Gekko’s warning. “My error caused that particular pattern to break—to twist. Your father—my brother—tried to fix it. He was always trying to fix things for me and it always got him into more trouble.” A shadow of a smile curled at Doormaker Tain’s lips. “But he couldn’t fix this. It made things worse. It created the Klylup transformation. But it wasn’t his fault. He had been trying to save me.” Doormaker Tain closed his eyes for a brief second as if in pain.


    Maella felt a kinship with Doormaker Tain that scared her. She knew that look of pain on his face and the guilt that you had to fight back every day or it would take you over and make you stop moving. “Which Klylup is he? Which one?”


    “I do not know,” Doormaker Tain said. “Our patterns have always been connected and so I saw a hint of it in my own pattern. I think he was trying to reach me. It showed up almost two years ago. It happened in a dark place, near a valley. I wish I knew. I would go and protect him if I knew. I would find a way—”


    But Maella knew. Her father had opened the door in the field, that rotting front door, trashed in their backyard, and gone into the cave and been transformed.


    She had been searching for her father since the beginning.


    Since the very beginning, every step had taken her further away from him.


    He was a Klylup. He was the cave Klylup, he was the one—


    Maella felt sick.


    He was the one who had destroyed the Circle. He had killed Torian.


    She opened her mouth to blurt it out—they would go after him together, right then, right now—


    Claritsa squeezed her hand, bringing her back to reality. When Maella looked into Claritsa’s clear-thinking eyes she saw Claritsa knew the truth too. Cave Klylup. Maella’s father.


    Don’t be stupid, Claritsa’s expression said. Don’t trust him. Don’t say anything.


    Maella closed her mouth. She didn’t know what to do about any of this. Her uncle had shared more information about her past than anyone ever had. Her family loved her but had kept all these secrets. Doormaker Tain was helping her understand.


    It all had the ring of truth. She didn’t think he could fake the brotherly affection he displayed. She could imagine how it happened. How many times had she made a mistake or done something foolish with a door? How many times had Claritsa or Sethlo or Daniel helped her, tried to stop her, or tried to fix things?


    Her eyes landed on the golden light that even now seeped underneath the door along with smoke that had began to curl into the air. “We’re going through the door to Thrae,” she said defiantly.


    “Yes,” Doormaker Tain said, not bothering to deny the door’s existence. “I hoped you would say that. I thought I would never find you, or anyone from my brother’s family. There are many things I want to show you. Take the book and look through it later, when you have time.”


    Maella felt taken aback. She had fought for answers for so long and he wanted to give them to her? Something inside Maella hesitated.


    Gekko handed over the book, pushing it into Claritsa’s arms.


    “Don’t, Maella,” Sethlo said.


    “Keep the book,” Doormaker Tain said, holding his hand, palm out, as if showing he had nothing to hide. “Keep it and have your tenbl—have someone you trust—help you look through it. There are stories inside of it that your grandmother and father likely never told you.”


    They never told me any stories, Maella thought. She knew what was happening but she couldn’t stop it. He was sucking her into his charm. No, not charm. His honesty. He didn’t act like there was anything to hold back. He didn’t act like who she was and where she came from was a shameful secret, and this disturbed her. Why had it been that way with her family? Why was Doormaker Tain so different?


    “What will you do when you find the One Door?” Maella said.


    “I will use it to put the worlds back together. The way they should be,” Doormaker Tain said simply.


    “He lies,” Sethlo said, stepping forward. He turned his back on Doormaker Tain to face Maella. His face was dirt-streaked and sweat had plastered down his hair. An angry red scratch ran from his shoulder to his hand. He looked at her with his most open, earnest expression. It made Maella’s heart flip. “He had this door from Thrae right to this factory, and look at what he’s done. Debt lists and the Circle. He had the door to Rock Heaven and think about what he allowed to happen there. He helped murder my family in Gowter—”


    “Gowter?” Doormaker Tain said, surprised. “You are from Gowter?”


    “You have to know he’s lying, Maella. Look around you,” Sethlo said. “This is all his doing.”


    “I can explain all of it,” Doormaker Tain said. “I am trying to fix what was done long ago, but change takes time. I am battling forces so numerous and powerful, there are sacrifices that must be made—”


    “You do not have to explain yourself to her,” Master Hull said. “We all do what we must.”


    “Allow me to show you,” Doormaker Tain said. “Give me the chance to show you everything. There is much to understand.”


    A shiver-inducing metal screech ripped the air. Outside screams increased. The door to the outer hallway flew off its hinges so powerfully it took a guard with it through the torchlighter opening. Tumbling down through the tetris of the outside pipes.


    The Klylup barreled inside, trumpeting, and throwing aside guards with its snout. Claritsa clamped hands over her ears. Maella felt the same piercing pain. Smoke drifted in. Workers had boiled into the top of the tower like a disturbed ant nest. They had found the debt room and the patterns and were burning them. Maella thought she recognized Senta, Dev, and Deep in the hallway.


    The Klylup went next for the pattern-machine, blood from its torn ear and injured shoulder spraying the room, and mixing with the blood from the guards it tore into. The pattern-machine screeched as parts zinged around.


    Master Hull shouted for the guards to attack, but the more they pressed forward, the more of them went flying into the air.


    Doormaker Tain skirted the edge of the room, staying amongst the vials of blood and eyepiece daggers. Gekko shadowed him. Those Hestroth not struggling against the Klylup followed after Doormaker Tain.


    “Bring it this way!” Doormaker Tain shouted.


    Guards and Hestroth tried to herd the Klylup out of the room. Maella darted after Doormaker Tain. She could not let them escape.


    Doormaker Tain went for the gate where many more than the two dead guards now lay. Instead of passing through, he stopped.


    Doormaker Tain’s Hestroth made space, holding back the mob of workers. Gekko pushed aside the bodies to close the gate. Vibrations pulsed through the air, Maella could feel them, but wondered for a split second whether Doormaker Tain could. He was barely purple.


    Doormaker Tain placed his hand on the gate’s handle.


    “Wait!” Maella shouted.


    Gekko stood by his side, hands over Doormaker Tain’s hands. They opened it together, strength in their stance, like they were ready to rush at the door like football players. Vibrations faded, changed, and grew again as the door opened. Water rushed out, as if he had opened a river. Waves of it crashed onto the ground, frothing white, and quickly reached the walls and began to rise. Water spewed into the corridor sweeping people and the Klylup away.


    Maella fell into its drowning strength and felt it fill up her mouth, her nose, her ears, her eyes, her lungs. Salt-free, icy, like from a mountaintop stream. Her body lifted and was thrown aside like a doll and she landed with a great thump on her side which lit a line of pain.


    “Help us!” Doormaker Tain shouted.


    Gekko and Doormaker Tain struggled to close the gate. White clouds of smoke filled the air, like a fire had been extinguished. Maella struggled up, coughing. In seconds, the water had flooded the corridor up to her knees. She had not opened this door, but it felt like she had done so. It felt like all the other times she had opened a door against everything her family had taught her and things had gone horrifyingly wrong.


    She pushed against the weight of the water, using the curved wall to hold herself up. When she reached the gate, she threw herself against it alongside the Hestroth, Gekko, Doormaker Tain, even Claritsa had joined to help push back the water.


    The water rose to Maella’s waist. Inch by inch, the gate closed.


    With a sucking sound, the water stopped. Vibrations changed again, settling. When Maella and Doormaker Tain released their touch on the gate, Gekko forced the gate to reopen. The original hallway appeared, bathing the waist-high water that rushed into the open space with golden light.


    The book slipped from Claritsa’s hands. Maella snatched for it before it could fully submerge. She held the book above her head like it was the most precious thing in the tower. It was heavy and hard-edged, the engraving of her family symbol rough underneath her hands. Purple rivulets of water dripped from her hands down her arms. The water had touched its edge and marked some of the pages. She hoped with everything in her that it did not damage the pictures and information inside.


    The patterns inside might be wrong, but they had shaped her life all the same. They were a record of what had brought her family to their wretched conditions on Earth and even to this place and this very moment.


    No matter if what lay inside were actually true or not, her family had believed them to be true and acted accordingly.


    The pattern drawings inside the book represented understanding—not of her future—but of her past.

  


  
    Chapter 27


    “You could have killed them,” Claritsa said to Doormaker Tain. “What if it had been fire? What if—”


    Doormaker Tain looked at her strangely. “You can often control what it opens to with practice. Surely you—” He exchanged a look with Gekko again. “Life is a risk. Every opened door adds to the destruction of the worlds. The unknown awaits each doormaker ever since the pattern broke long ago, but we must live with that risk. They would have killed me—and you.” Doormaker Tain nodded at Maella, “because of what we are. Water was the safest option I considered.”


    She could have controlled her doors? Maella shook from fear, exhaustion, and an indescribable emptiness. She didn’t want to believe it, because she had tried and failed at it too many times before now.


    “The licatherin is a powerful thing in the blood of a doormaker,” Doormaker Tain said. “We teach our doormakers how to use it sparingly, like a weapon.”


    “Can you come back from krokosod?” Maella said.


    Doormaker Tain nodded. “Licatherin addiction can be reduced, but it is a long and slow process involving a great deal of pain. You need specialists.”


    Maella turned to Claritsa and Sethlo. She didn’t know how to feel about any of this. But the thought at the top of her mind said that she must learn more, though a larger part of her hesitated. She could not overcome fourteen years of secrets and hiding in one conversation.


    The weight of the book disappeared from Maella’s hands.


    Supervisor Hull loomed, holding the book now, purple ink bleeding onto his skin. His dark eyes laughed at her. He was taller than Sethlo. The only one taller than him was Doormaker Tain.


    “Give me back the book,” Maella said.


    Doormaker Tain wiped his face as if exhausted. He flicked his eyes to Master Hull. “Tell him to do it.”


    “He’s been stealing from you this entire time,” Maella said. “Your own son, stealing licatherin.”


    “She’s lying, father,” Supervisor Hull said.


    Even in the flood of water, Master Hull had not lost his glasses. He wiped them now on his shirt and repositioned them onto his face. “I have known this fact for a long time. We shall all stop pretending now.”


    Supervisor Hull’s face twisted again. “Father—”


    “Enough, Marcoseli. Enough,” Master Hull said. “Return the book.”


    Supervisor Hull did as his father demanded. Maella felt the vibrations of its pages between her hands. Hundreds of doors. But she had only one door left to open, if the pattern was even true at all anymore. A new rumble sounded through the tower and the Klylup’s trumpet sounded in response, too close for comfort.


    “The water has only paused the fight, not ended it,” Doormaker Tain said. “We cannot be here and we cannot let more into Thrae. This could restart the war. The door must be closed for good.” His eyes fell on to Maella. “And you should be on the other side of it.”


    She stepped back to put some physical space between her and her uncle. She needed to think, but there was no time to think. Her family had fled earth because of this man. A few truthful sounding words now did not make up for whatever had happened in the past.


    Maella shook her head.


    Doormaker Tain raised an eyebrow. Water sloshed around, still at knee level, but sinking as the water drained. She imagined a thousand little waterfalls trickling off the pipes, pinging against the grates, seeping into the seams.


    “Doormaker Tain?” Master Hull said. “What do you want me to do?”


    “You and your son must come along. It is no longer safe for you here.” Doormaker Tain backed into the golden light, throwing him into shadow. Gekko and several Hestroth quickly followed. His voice was grave. “I will never force another doormaker to do something against their will. I cannot and will not force you through the door to Thrae.”


    “You have forced children to work against their will every day this factory has existed,” Sethlo said.


    “That is different,” Doormaker Tain said.


    “She does not see the difference,” Sethlo said.


    “And neither do we,” Claritsa said.


    “If you come with me, I will show you everything you have been wondering about,” Doormaker Tain said. “Come with me. Help make the worlds right again.”


    “Don’t do it, Maella. He’s twisted,” Sethlo said. “He’s not who he sounds like.” But Sethlo could not be trusted in this, not completely. He blamed Doormaker Tain for his family’s death and he wanted the One Door—Maella didn’t want to admit this but knew it was at least partly true—for himself.


    “What do you think, Claritsa?” Maella turned her focus onto the sharp angle of Claritsa’s bangs and the even sharper look in her eyes. Claritsa had always been her touchstone. The one she could rely on to remind her what was right. It mattered to Maella more than anything that Claritsa told her what was on her mind.


    “You can’t go,” Claritsa said. “You know you can’t. Not with him. Your whole family ran away—has been running for your whole life—because of him.”


    As soon as Claritsa said it, Maella knew it had always been true. No matter how tempting Doormaker Tain’s offer was, no matter how disillusioned Maella had become—her family had only ever tried to protect her. She couldn’t betray that now.


    Water trickled through the cracks in the walls and floor. The Klylup trumpeted, closer now. The sounds of shouting and pounding feet returned.


    “I can’t go with you,” Maella said.


    “These are extraordinary times,” Doormaker Tain said, a strange expression on his face. He exchanged a look with Master Hull and then vanished through the door to Thrae.

  


  
    Chapter 28


    Before Maella could move, the hallway erupted into chaos. Moving bodies packed the area, rushing through the water and for the light. People screamed and scrambled over each other, attempting to get out of the Klylup’s way. A scream was cut short and replaced with a gurgling noise.


    Supervisor Hull grabbed Claritsa. She kicked out but she was small, as small as Maella, and he easily pinned her arms down, carrying her like a sack between his arm and chest, and followed after his father.


    “No!” Maella shouted but her voice was lost in the chaos. She avoided the fighting, pushing others out of her way. Oren and Xomara made as if to go for her, but Maella joined the flow of the mob. She moved blindly into the light, her feet wet and slapping the ground, the book slowing her down.


    Her heartbeat raced and she tried to think. The threshold of the open door was blinding white light, but when she punched through, it dimmed to a small stone room. The wrongness of the door somehow amplified the hum of the book in her hands. It drove her to her knees and bile rose in her throat.


    She forced herself to stand even though she felt like throwing up. When she moved further into the room, she found it empty. She had outrun the mob.


    Her nausea settled as she took in the room. Stacked stone formed the walls. In one corner was a cot with rusted legs and a little washing sink. Open windows and an open door let in the most brilliant blue sky and lush, green grass covering hills that sloped off to the horizon. There wasn’t even a real road that cut through the grass, just a little trail that led to the front door.


    It made this place unimportant, something to be overlooked, but Maella knew there had to be guards nearby protecting it and the licatherin oil that the factory churned out.


    Claritsa’s voice pierced the air. She was cursing up a storm in English.


    A slap, like a hand hitting skin. Silence.


    Maella stepped forward but then froze when she heard Doormaker Tain’s voice. He sounded just outside next to the window. “Just the friend is fine. I’ve no doubt she’s like my brother. She’ll come searching. Let her come to us this time. No more deaths, Master Hull.”


    “Yes, Doormaker Tain,” Master Hull said.


    Sethlo appeared at her side, hair wet and plastered to his head, shirt soaked and sticking to his chest, a new bloody gash on his arm. She held up a hand to keep him silent and pointed.


    The little window to the left of the door showed soldiers approaching. Immediately, Doormaker Tain and Gekko mounted horses, and began riding toward a distant hill.


    Supervisor Hull took hold of a horse and set Claritsa across the front of the saddle. Her braid draped down, almost touching the ground. She looked unconscious.


    Maella exchanged a look with Sethlo. Now was the time to get Claritsa back. They could rush them, maybe scare the horses and—


    “Do not let anyone leave that room, except for the doormaker girl,” Master Hull said as he mounted the horse. He signaled something to the soldiers waiting on the hillside. “I will send more soldiers shortly. Make it look like they were trying to kill you. Do not close the door. Doormaker Tain will regret that decision. Do not allow anyone who has rebelled to live. This lesson needs to be learned well today. Let it be a lesson they remember forever.”


    Maella started forward, but the book was heavy in her arms. She could not go after her friend and keep the book She set the book aside, pushing it underneath the cot, and moved into a crouch next to the open door.


    Soldiers on the distant hill split in half, one group headed for Maella’s direction, the others following after Doormaker Tain. Noise from behind Maella let her know that the workers would soon make it through and face the soldiers. There would be no water to wash this fight away. Maella looked back at the door and its rectangular shape. The hallway was darkness from this end looking in.


    She couldn’t dare close it. She couldn’t imprison them in a factory in the middle of the desert.


    Sethlo placed a hand on Maella’s shoulder. At his signal, they both darted out the door.


    Master Hull saw them and pulled on the reins of the horse. The horse reared up on its hind legs, its neigh shrilly, and it rolled its eyes, showing the whites of them. Supervisor Hull stood back against the building. Claritsa flopped like a doll across the saddle.


    Master Hull yanked the reins around and the horse galloped away. Maella sprinted after him. Sunshine hit her skin. Grass smelled sweet and lush, catching at her legs and slowing her down, even as adrenaline buzzed her on. But it did no good, the horse carrying Claritsa quickly outpaced them.


    Maella felt like someone had torn out her heart. A keening noise pierced the air. It took her long seconds to realize the noise was coming from her. Sethlo dropped away behind her as she continued to sprint. But soon the burning in her lungs and legs took her to her knees, gasping for air.


    “We have to go back,” Sethlo said, collapsing next to her in the grass. “Your book is back there. The soldiers are coming this way. We have to warn Senta and the others.”


    “Claritsa!” Maella shouted.


    Master Hull vanished over the hill amongst the soldiers.


    Claritsa was gone.


    “We’ll find her,” Sethlo said. “Doormaker Tain wants you to find her. He’s not going to hurt her.”


    Maella turned her gaze onto Sethlo, searching his face for the truth. She knew he was right. Doormaker Tain wanted Maella to come to him. Claritsa was being used as insurance. Maella wasn’t supposed to know it had been him.


    She made the vow to herself and to the wind and to the One Door and to everyone who wanted it.


    She would get Claritsa back. No matter the cost.

  


  
    Chapter 29


    Her knees were wet from the damp soil and the grass left streaks of green juice across her bare purple skin. Rolling green hills surrounded them, though the little stone house they had come from backed up to a small grove of trees. A breeze shook the leaves. The grass rolled beneath the breeze making the entire world feel like it was moving. Horses with soldiers galloped over the hills to the house.


    “If you go after Claritsa right now,” Sethlo said. “You won’t find her. They’re on horses. We can’t keep up. But we can help Senta and the others.”


    “We’re no match for the soldiers,” Maella said.


    Sethlo did not respond because he knew it was true. But when had they ever been a match for anything they had faced so far?


    “Let’s go,” Maella said.


    Sethlo and Maella sprinted back to the door. Supervisor Hull vanished into the trees. The grass and wind and aliveness of this world brought her back to that fateful day at the creek. She had been sitting on a log, thinking about the door in the field. Obsessing about her father and brother and everything she didn’t know. Claritsa had yelled for her and they had raced for the creek. Two little girls allowed to spend the day exactly like how they wanted to spend it, searching out their friend Cheyanne to check out her new red tricycle.


    She had felt the sun, the wind, the way the creek water made the air cool and fresh. She had raced over the stones to cross the creek, running into Barth, and everything had changed forever.


    As if he had been called, Daniel came out of the house. Sethlo shouted his name, but Daniel didn’t act like he heard. Instead, he vanished into the trees after Supervisor Hull, carrying a crate in his arms.


    Lirella came through next. Then Erentia, Dedion, Radovan. They each disappeared into the trees, each carrying licatherin.


    Something tickled the back of Maella’s consciousness. She had seen a version of this scene before. Then it clicked.


    This was the pattern Master Hull had showed Senta and Maella after the girls had been dragged into the accounting room. The next day Junle and Feren had died in the Circle.


    A factory guard appeared at the stone door. Sethlo clashed with him seconds before the soldiers and their horses rode up. Maella tried to help Sethlo, but Sethlo had already tripped the guard, scooped up his sword and pointed it at the guard’s throat.


    Suddenly Sethlo had a sword pointed at his throat too.


    Doormaker Tain’s soldiers had arrived.


    Workers poured out of the stone house, mostly weaponless. In the chaos the soldier was pushed back and Sethlo dashed out of reach. Soldiers and workers clashed. Horses bit and stomped people to death. The workers did not have weapons, but every soldier did. It became a one-sided bloodbath.


    The workers began to see what waited for them in Thrae. Some of them shouted and struggled. But the tide of people was overwhelming.


    Maella used her small size to slip through and suddenly she was back in the room. The door to the factory was crammed full of people rushing, pushing, falling, and getting trampled. A trumpeting sound came from down the hallway and was matched by a blood-curdling scream that abruptly cut off.


    Maella squeezed through the mob even as the heat, fear, and sweat became suffocating. She didn’t know what direction she went. All she felt were ragged clothes, soft flesh, hard arms and legs, the heat and fear of close quarters that drove them on in spite of the soldiers waiting, because at least you could fight a soldier. You couldn’t fight a Klylup.


    She forced herself in between the crush of bodies, in the opposite direction everyone else was going. It was easy to find the cot, the vibrations of the book led her right to it. When the cot appeared, people were climbing onto it, over it, and using it to balance on each other’s shoulders to push through the window.


    Maella squeezed underneath. Maella brushed the book with her fingers, the engraving on the front cover rough under her skin. The book did not budge. She tried again with more force. Nothing. The people on top had pinched the cot in exactly the right spot to trap the book.


    Panic rose inside Maella’s chest. The book and the doors it contained within its pages was the only weapon she had left.


    Finally the weight eased from the cot’s mattress and she snatched the book out. Now what? Dare she use it with so many people around? What if it wasn’t just water that came out like it did for Doormaker Tain? What if it was butterflies or fire or who knew what?


    Sethlo appeared, pushing people away from her, trying to get to her side. She wondered about Xomara and Oren and the torchlighters and how many would survive this day.


    Sethlo shook his head, no, don’t do it, because he could read her eyes her solution to all of this. Claritsa would have agreed with him. Claritsa would have tried to stop her.


    “We’ll lose the One Door forever!” Sethlo said.


    He did not want her to stop because she would die, but because they would lose the One Door. She filed this thought away for later, if there was a later. Did she believe the patterns or not? Would she die opening her seventh door or not?


    She pushed it down, down, down to where Claritsa being kidnapped was, to where the knowledge that her next open door would turn her into a Klylup was boxed.


    Soldiers sliced and speared and hacked their way toward the door that connected the factory to Thrae. Workers became stuck in a terrifying tug of war between the soldiers and the Klylup.


    The book dug into Maella’s chest as panic made people crazy. Maella couldn’t breathe, they were all so tightly packed and moving together as if made out of one body.


    If she didn’t do something, everyone was going to die.

  


  
    Chapter 30


    One last door until she died.


    Transforming into a Klylup would certainly be the death of who she was. Maella didn’t know how fast the transformation would happen. She didn’t know if by doing so, she was going to kill everyone around her, like Klylups tended to do.


    They were all going to die anyway, and if there was a small chance that the last door she ever opened could save Senta or any of the others—she had to do it.


    She had tried so hard not to cause harm. She had been so careful in Rock Heaven. She had tried to follow the rules.


    People had gotten hurt anyway.


    She had been taught again and again. Do nothing, touch nothing, say nothing. She had been trained since before she could remember on where to place her hands, how to walk, how to think. Every step held danger and she had been taught she held a type of violence inside of her. She knew now that this must be the Klylup reaching out, ready to take her.


    The mob was like an ocean wave of flesh, muscle, blood, sweat, fear. It continued like a tide to move into Thrae, even as the soldiers violently pushed the mob back to the factory. The Klylup raged and moved the crowd forward again. Everything was slick with blood. Maella felt the metallic taste of it on her tongue.


    “Sethlo, I need your help,” Maella said, echoing their conversation from what seemed like an eternity ago, before everything had gone wrong.


    “Anything,” Sethlo said, without pause, even though his eyes still told her not to do it.


    Maella knew he would say that and regretted what she needed to say next. “If I transform, you have to kill me. You can’t let me harm anyone else.”


    Sethlo did not respond.


    “Promise me, Sethlo. You are the only one I trust to do this. You are the only one—”


    Who can kill me. Who can love me the way I love you. Who understands being both the darkness and the stars. But she didn’t finish the sentence.


    In his silence she feared he would refuse her.


    “I promise,” Sethlo said.


    Maella repositioned herself against the tide of people that crashed against each other. If she was going to open her seventh door, her last door, if she was going to die, if she was going to transform, then she wanted to do the most damage possible to the soldiers and the Klylup.


    Oren and Xomara leapt into her path. They slashed at a soldier, cutting his throat and pushed two workers, flipping them away.


    “Where are you going?” Xomara said.


    “You must come with us,” Oren said.


    “I will not let you use me,” Maella said.


    “You are safe with us, doormaker. We will protect you,” Xomara said.


    “No, you won’t,” Maella said. “I will choose my own death.”


    Oren snatched the book from her hands. She felt the absence of the vibrations like an ache. She launched herself at Oren, but Xomara held her back.


    No, no, no.


    Xomara dragged Maella through the crowd, pushing and slashing, not caring who was hit by her violence. Maella kicked and bit and fought, but Xomara was a trained Hestroth.


    Sethlo stayed out of reach, no match for Xomara’s skills, but followed them with a grim determination.


    Then Xomara froze, digging her hand so hard into Maella’s shoulder, Maella cried out in pain. Xomara went pale and blood pooled through her shirt at her shoulder, like she had been stabbed from behind.


    “Xomara!”


    “Run, doormaker,” Xomara said, falling to the ground. “Run far from here.”


    Maella pushed back through the crowd, looking for Oren. She followed the book’s vibrations. There was still time to save Xomara. There still had to be time.


    The book guided her to the right spot. She came directly upon it, feeling the strength of its hum in her bones. But when she searched for Oren she could not find him in the mash of faces and limbs and bodies and blood. She looked down and saw the book. Its cover was slightly torn off the binding, the engraving scuffed by twisting feet, a chunk of one corner damaged, the bottom edge warped from water.


    Someone kicked her in the ribs as she dove for the ground. Sandaled feet trampled her but she used her body to shield the book.


    When there was a break, just for a split second, she used that to push herself up. She hugged the book, pressing her family’s symbol into her chest. She stayed low to the ground and waited for the next wave to change direction and went with the wave, forcing a path through arms and legs and over slick pools of blood and around people screaming and pushing and helping and fighting.


    She went for the threshold again, and this time she made it. Sethlo appeared by her side and fought off others to make the room she needed. The wrongness of the open door’s vibrations created an increasingly shrill and overpowering screech when combined with the vibrations of the book in her hand.


    A war, Doormaker Tain has said. This was going to restart a war if she couldn’t stop it.


    She flattened herself against the door’s threshold, allowing its edge to dig into her back and join the other pains that burned there. Down the hallway, a group of workers ran, and close at their heels was the Klylup. The soldiers on the Thrae side had made it more than halfway across the room.


    Soon they—the soldiers and the Klylup—would meet at the door that throbbed like a great machine about to explode. There would be no one left.


    She apologized to Claritsa for so quickly breaking her vow to find her.


    But maybe that wasn’t surprising, considering she had made a promise to Senta she had never planned to keep.


    Maella looked at Sethlo. His eyes looked bruised, rimmed with dark circles. His hair was still damp and his face flushed and speckled with blood. He looked at her with an earnestness that pierced her soul.


    Darkness and stars.


    She opened the book.


    Blinding white light blanked surged out of the opened page. Pain shot through Maella, starting from her hands and traveling to both her head and her feet. Fire rippled down her arms. She felt like someone had coated her legs in ice. A million needles pricked her skin. The vibrations picked at her, like they would tear her into pieces.


    She saw the Klylup in the hallway lit up like a skeleton.


    She saw the doormaker the Klylup had once been, like a shadow, inside its rib cage.


    A boy.


    The Circle’s Klylup had once been a little boy.


    The soldiers shielded their eyes, but the light penetrated their skin like it did the Klylup. She could see beating hearts and the way the blood was pumping through their brains. She saw their organs and their muscles and the way one of them swallowed and that one of the soldiers was pregnant.


    She wondered at the brutal beauty in the universe, and she waited for her own monster to rise up and take her.

  


  
    Chapter 31


    Wind teased tendrils of hair across her face. There was a pleasant warmth, a lack of sensation, but also a fullness. Like she was floating. Pain had vanished. Burns and wounds and cuts and bruises and vibrations had all stopped.


    She awoke in darkness and did not know where she was or what she was.


    Who was she?


    Maella.


    This voice called out the word like she was supposed to recognize it. A part of her did and flushed warm at the sound. She thought this was all some sort of dream, but if she woke up, where would she be? Who would she be? She tried to open her eyes, just to see what there was to see.


    There was blackness. There was coolness. There was that breeze that tickled.


    And there was a trickle. Like the sound water made when it dripped out of Mr. Henley’s fountain. He kept it by his front door. A white ceramic angel with one wing missing and a cracked nose. The female angel poured the water straight from her hands into a little bowl and it somehow came back and never stopped. Maella had always liked that angel’s hair. Wavy, but not too wavy, falling in wild abandon past the angel’s shoulders. Grandmother had always complained about Maella’s curls, especially when Maella had finished playing in the creek with Claritsa and come home with tangles.


    Claritsa.


    She thought the name and the image of a girl appeared in her mind. Straight, thin, dark hair, with bangs to envy, and braids that could wrap her head like a crown.


    Claritsa was gone. Taken.


    Maella sat up. The blood rushed to her head. She felt that—the way her thinking returned.


    She felt the way her legs touched the cool ground, the way her hands splayed out, supporting her, supporting her body.


    She was not a Klylup.


    She had not transformed and she had not died.


    Maella peered into the darkness. The drip of water echoed.


    So where was she?


    A low groan sounded out from the darkness. She crawled to that groan, the sounds of her scuffling overwhelming the sound of trickling water.


    There.


    A dark lump on the ground.


    When she reached it, she held out a hand and marveled that she still had a hand. Even in the darkness, she could tell she had five fingers.


    She was alive.


    Keeper Shaul had been wrong.


    Her family’s book had been wrong.


    The evidence had been there, plain as the sun, yet fear had held her back.


    The patterns had been wrong about her all along.


    She felt it then, mild vibrations, fluctuating. Her family’s book of patterns was close by. Though the vibrations felt different than before. Tentative.


    Maella reached out a shaky hand and touched the body on the ground. She did not know if it was soldier or worker or friend. She did not know if it was alive or dead. But whoever it was must be alive. They had groaned, hadn’t they?


    She felt the person’s chest rise and shudder. She knew enough Thrae and Rathe now to ask if the person was okay in all three languages.


    But it wasn’t until she spoke in Rathe that the person responded. “Maella?”


    “Senta?” Maella said.


    The girl sighed.


    Maella looked around, trying to get her bearings. She had been at the threshold. She had opened a door within a door. She had not transformed. She had not died.


    The door was closed.


    This was not Thrae.


    She was back in the factory, thrown back to the curved outer hallway most likely by the force of the door she had opened back. This was Senta on the ground next to her.


    Feeling clarity come back to her, Maella searched Senta for wounds. She went over her arms, legs, head, ribs. Everything was intact and seemed in place. No broken bones, no open wounds. Senta lay on her side on the ground.


    “Senta, who else made it through?” But Senta would not know. She was still barely conscious. “I’ll be back. I’m going to search for survivors.”


    But she meant Sethlo. She was going to search for Sethlo. She crawled across the ground. Her hands pressed into something wet and sticky and cold.


    Blood.


    That’s when she saw more lumps scattered along the hallway’s curve. The Klylup had rampaged on this side and these were its victims.


    Maella forced herself to continue her gruesome search. Soon Senta stood up, brushed herself off, and joined Maella in searching for and tending to those still alive.


    Maella found both Dev and Deep. Dev, stunned and bleeding from the head. Deep, angry and violently organizing other survivors to help the injured. Maella checked every body whether it moved or made a sound or not.


    Some were alive. Most were dead.


    She stood, shaky on her feet. She moved one of the rooms. The light was stronger here and illuminated the carnage. More bodies, more blood. The door that had kept the Klylup in its cage was obliterated.


    Maella made her way back through the hallway, picking past those she had already checked. Without thinking, she had searched the section of hallway away from the gate. But if Sethlo had made it, if Sethlo…lived, he would be close to where the now closed door had once connected this factory to Thrae.


    Groans intermingled with trickling water, otherwise the factory had gone silent. Maella made her way back to the gate and saw Senta and Deep had cleared the hallway of anyone still alive. The gate door was melted into the walls on either side, permanently open.


    She stepped past the gate and saw a lump at the far end of the corridor that did not move. The door to Thrae was gone, a black wall of shining stone where it had once stood open.


    She knelt onto the sticky ground and reached out a hand like she had done dozens of times in the last hour. Sometimes people felt stiff and cold under her touch, and she knew with a small horror that nothing more could be done. Each time she hoped for a groan under her touch.


    When she reached out, the body was pliable and warm. A knot in her stomach loosened. She could move onto the next step. It was too dark to check for injuries. She would have to drag them out first, but what if that made things worse? Switching into three languages, she asked if the person could hear her.


    Did the person twitch under her hand or was it just her imagination? She closed her eyes for a brief second and forced herself to face the truth, whatever the truth turned out to be.


    A groan made hope rise in her. She couldn’t see with her eyes, but she could try to check for injuries with her hands. No broken bones. No major wounds that she could find. She tried again in three languages.


    A ragged voice spoke so low she barely caught anything. She asked him to repeat the words. Louder. Hope beat wildly in her chest.


    “You are still rolling your L’s too much,” Sethlo said.

  


  
    Chapter 32


    She set Sethlo up with licatherin water to ease his headache and get his energy up. They talked about what had happened.


    Sethlo only remembered blinding white light and being thrown so hard he went unconscious after hitting his head. Other than some dizziness and pain in his chest from the beating he had endured several days before, he said he felt fine.


    Only after that did Maella let herself go back for the book.


    Its hum had been there the entire time. Near where the door no longer was. Near where she had found Sethlo. She went back for it while people took their time waking up, realizing what had happened, and searching out who was still alive and who had died.


    When Maella came back to Sethlo with the book, she turned her attention to helping him and one other person. A young boy, thin and ragged, like Torian had been. His skin was covered in angry red scratches over pale purple staining. He was about the same age as Torian, but he did not smile. His eyes stayed glassy and dark circles made them look sunken. His teeth were stained red like he had bitten the inside of his mouth but Maella could find no wound. His fingernails were dirty and he lay on the floor like the dead, except that his bare chest rose and fell steadily, his ribs showing at each breath.


    He had been naked when Senta found him, but now he wore a cloth tied around his waist like a skirt.


    Maella had never seen him before.


    Maella knew exactly who he was.


    She did not tell anyone about him. Mostly because she didn’t know what to think about it, and she didn’t know what anyone would do if they knew.


    The chaos, the injuries, the dead bodies.


    The boy was responsible for much of it in his Klylup form.


    It could have been her, but she had not needed to transform into a Klylup to wreak havoc upon the people around her.


    Maella did not find the Hestroth and figured they must have gotten trapped on the Thrae side. She did not know if they were alive or dead but remembered the blood on Xomara’s shoulder and how Oren had abandoned the book. It did not imply well for them.


    Senta had not died. Sethlo had not died.


    Daniel had escaped into the trees. Claritsa had been kidnapped. Maella’s heart lurched, thinking about her best friend.


    Dev and Deep were also alive, as were many of the other torchlighters.


    There were guards, Master Hull’s guards who had gotten trapped on this side, but they had surrendered immediately, or were too injured to continue fighting. Some had refused to fight the workers when Master Hull had demanded it.


    Senta continued to tend to the wounded. Maella sat next to Sethlo, her body trembling with fatigue, her eyes heavy with an inexorable sort of exhaustion. She could lean her head against the wall and sleep for an eternity, but Sethlo had come awake and looked at her with brown eyes flecked with gold and she could not read his thoughts. Maybe before, she would have left him to his thoughts, but they had gone through so much together and she had been left in the dark about so many things, she decided never to hold back her questions again.


    “What are you thinking?”


    Sethlo coughed, as if clearing his throat. His dirt-streaked face and bloodshot eyes spoke of his own exhaustion. “How are you still alive?”


    “The pattern-machine was wrong.”


    “Three times wrong? First Keeper Shaul’s prediction, then Junle’s and even your own? And all the drawings about you in that?” Sethlo pointed his chin at the book that sat at Maella’s feet.


    As if knowing that Sethlo’s attention was on it, the vibrations picked up. Of course only Maella could feel them, but it puzzled her, how the vibrations seemed to stop and start again. She didn’t remember them doing that before.


    “I’m here,” Maella said simply.


    “Have you looked through it more?” Sethlo said.


    Maella frowned. “You know I can’t.”


    “I forgot.” Sethlo closed his eyes briefly as if from pain. They had wrapped his ribs, but there wasn’t much else to do except drink more licatherin water.


    “I can never forget,” Maella said softly.


    “I know what that feels like,” Sethlo said softly. There was a long pause and then he said, “Do you want me to turn the pages for you, so that you can see?”


    “Yes,” Maella said.


    Sethlo had revealed himself when he had reacted to her opening her seventh door by worry over the One Door. But it didn’t matter that she could not fully trust Sethlo’s motives anymore. He had his own reasons, good reasons, for wanting to find the One Door, even if Maella didn’t agree with them. She still needed his help and she still trusted him more than anyone else.


    Except for Claritsa.


    But Claritsa was not there.


    Sethlo leaned over as if to grab the book, winced, and leaned back against the wall. “Bring it to me.”


    She slid the book to him. A corner of the engraving caught on the rough stone ground and lost a chunk. The cover was torn, many of the pages were warped. Some of them were stuck together, the ink probably ruined. While people carried away the dead, while Dev and Deep organized the surviving torchlighters to transfer survivors into the tower’s elevator, while Klylup-boy stared listlessly at the wall—Sethlo turned the pages.


    He could not start at the beginning. Those were too damaged. He had to start almost near the end and Maella let out a frustrated sigh that so much of what she wanted to see was still hidden from her.


    It had all been right here. Right here. But water had ruined it and the riot of people had made sure the wet pages sealed together.


    When he turned to the first unstuck page, its lines were blurred, like a too wet watercolor painting. No details emerged and Maella could not piece together a picture.


    He turned to the next and the next. All ruined. When his fingers hesitated on the edge of the next page, Maella said, “Keep going.” All exhaustion fled at the thought that the book might show her nothing. What if Sethlo turned every page and she found no answers?


    “Stop,” Maella said softly. She traced her fingers along the inky purple lines of the page. Part of it was blurred, but enough of it remained clear.


    Her mother’s face took up the entire page. It was a close-up and it showed nothing except for her eyes, her nose, her freckles, the way her hair framed it all with shiny waves. Maella wondered if her father had recognized her mother from this pattern before ever having met her.


    “Okay,” Maella said.


    Sethlo turned the next page. A scene filled with people and forest. It took Maella a long time to recognize that it was a drawing of a battle, but she did not know who was fighting and what they were fighting for.


    Sethlo turned page after page.


    Many drawings were too vague to understand. Others had familiar faces in them but it was hard to see what they were supposed to be doing. There were many faces that were not familiar at all. Maella felt a growing sense of unease as he continued and the drawings remained clear. She might not understand any one picture, but what she did understand was this.


    The worlds had been broken for a long time.


    The doors had not worked as they should for an even longer time—since before her grandmother and great-grandmother and great,-great-grandmother. The One Door kept appearing in her family’s book. But it had never appeared on the same page with a person until her predictions had been drawn. The boy everyone talked about was not in these pages unless they had been earlier ones, now damaged beyond repair by water.


    Maella’s gaze slid over to the Klylup-boy. He had been a doormaker. He still was a doormaker.


    She wondered if he felt the vibrations from the book like she did. His skin was purple enough to show the licatherin still had a hold on him.


    Sethlo turned through a series of pages that featured her father. She asked Sethlo to flip back and forth among a set of five until she had made some sense of them.


    The sick feeling in her stomach could no longer be denied. Her father had opened a door within a door, just like she had done. Drawings showed doors and transformations. Pictures of chaos. Violence. Bloodshed.


    She remembered Doormaker Tain’s words. He had been telling the truth.


    Her father had opened a door within a door and had created the Klylups.


    Then he had fled with his family to Earth to escape what he had done.


    Maella’s stomach twisted.


    She had opened a door within a door. What had she done?


    “We have to see what your pattern is now,” Sethlo said softly.


    “How can you say that after everything that has happened?” She wanted it all to mean something, but she didn’t think it did. “Every pattern we’ve seen has misled us. Every prediction has been proven false or turned into a twisted version of itself. I let Keeper Shaul’s prediction take over this last year of my life. Every decision I made in Rock Heaven and here in the tower were because of that seven door death prediction.”


    “You opened your seventh door and lived,” Sethlo said. “You changed the pattern that could have been.”


    Maella pointed to her father’s face in the first drawing of the series, the one that had set the Klylup transformations in motion. “Maybe all it means is I was more stupid than I could have ever imagined. I did exactly what he did. Maybe it means the worlds are even more broken than they were before.”


    “Or maybe it means you fixed what had once been broken,” Sethlo said, looking at the Klylup-boy. “I would be a fool not to guess who he must be.”


    “No one can know,” Maella said urgently. “They would not understand. They would try to hurt him.


    “Of course,” Sethlo said, looking pained. “Do you doubt me? He is just a boy. It’s not his fault.”


    It’s not our fault.


    She tested out the words, but they felt shallow and empty. She didn’t believe them.


    “But what does that mean for what could come next?” Sethlo stood and helped Maella stand. His hand was warm and strong and she could feel his confidence. She did not feel the same but she let him pull her up.


    There were plans to make and Claritsa to search for, but in this moment, with the injured to tend to and the patterns to think through, she could do what he asked. Let the machine draw what it wanted, she didn’t have to believe it.


    “All right. Help me with him first.” Maella said.


    Sethlo gathered up Klylup-boy, but then Senta appeared. Exhausted, scraped up, but determined. She took Klylup-boy completely in her arms, carrying him like a baby. He was so small and thin but his legs and arms hung out like a spider’s legs.


    “I will take him,” Senta said, because of course he reminded everyone of Torian.


    Maella scanned Senta’s expression but could not tell if she knew who the boy had once been. Senta had likely worked on all the children in this factory, tending to their scrapes and cuts and splinters. She had to know she had never seen this boy before.


    If Senta guessed, she gave nothing away. Maella let it go for now but worried a reckoning would come later.


    Sethlo tucked her family’s book under his arm and led the way to the pattern-machine room. Maella followed the hum of its pages past groups of wounded workers and silent groups of dead. Others who were well enough had returned to the accounting room and even now turned over cabinets, ripped patterns, and burned lists. The machine would soon be next if it hadn’t been destroyed already.


    The threshold to the pattern-machine room had been ravaged by the Klylup claws. Gears, belts, levers, and tubing formed an intricate metal monster that somehow told fortunes.


    Or possible fortunes. Or likely fortunes. Or played jokes on all three worlds, for all Maella knew.


    Sethlo went to the machine and pulled a lever to get the gears crunching. Senta took the Klylup-boy to the torchlighter table, set him down, and began to rummage among the tools. The gears screeched in protest but then picked up their rhythm. Lift this lever, push this button, wind this gear, unhinge this belt. Drop in the sample.


    Her sample. Blood mixed with licatherin oil.


    Maella turned away from all of it—from Sethlo’s sudden enthusiasm, Senta’s exhaustion, the Klylup-boy’s darkness, and wished right then, with everything inside of her, for Claritsa.


    Claritsa would have understood the foolishness of this. Why invite more trouble? It was better not to know. Better to make your decisions the best way you knew how instead of based on something that had been proven, not necessarily false, but definitely unreliable.


    There was an open crate of licatherin bottles mixed in among the samples. Remembering Doormaker Tain’s words of ‘specialists’ and her own memories of krokosod, Maella stuffed as many bottles as would fit into the folds of her clothes. Senta saw her, attached a last tool to her belt, and did the same until the two of them had cleared the room of licatherin.


    “Maella?”


    Maella sighed. Sethlo had already set her family’s book underneath the needle. Its pages crinkled and he tried to smooth them down, but the paper resisted. He opened the book to a smoother blank page and stepped back.


    He held a knife out to her. Maella took a deep breath, cut herself on her left arm and added drops of her blood to the machine’s funnel. It rumbled, as if experiencing a weird sort of indigestion and she lost her footing, sending her to the ground on one knee. She felt queasy, though blood had never been a problem before. Then she noticed Sethlo and Senta had also stumbled to their knees.


    Only Klylup-boy, curled up in a fetal position on the ground, hadn’t moved. The next thing she knew, she was on the ground, next to Sethlo. She felt like she was on a boat, swaying from side to side. The vials clinked and rolled off the counter top, crashing and smashing on the floor. Metallic smells filled the air as the blood stained the floor.


    The tower was swaying from side to side.


    A crumbling noise turned into a sharp crack, like something big had fallen away from inside the tower and hit something metal.


    Workers shouted and rushed by the corridor. Dev appeared in the door’s opening. He brushed back wild hair. His leathers were torn, and his belt was missing. Half his face was covered in dried blood and it matted his hair down. “Get out of the tower! It’s coming down, just like Junle predicted it would.”


    The machine huffed, puffed, cranked, and began to turn its gears as if waking up from a long sleep. Dev left, shouting for everyone still alive to head for the elevator. Purple ink finally reached the needle—dark, almost black, like octopus ink. It collected at the tip, a large drop of it, before the needle dipped and began to scratch at the paper.


    “Sethlo, it’s not worth it.” He stood over the book like it would save his life, but Maella thought only death was waiting for him inside its pages if he stayed until the drawing finished. Maella tried to tug him away. “It’s not worth dying for.”


    Sethlo turned shining eyes onto Maella and that old greedy light was back in them. She hated this part of him, it took everything she loved about him and stuffed it into a dark cave. “It is, Maella. It always is.”


    The machine shifted across the floor, screeching like a Klylup in pain. As if in response, the Klylup-boy clapped his hands to his ears and screamed until it felt like the air was ripping. The needle flew across the paper in short blunt motions, then long sweeping arcs.


    An earthquake shook the walls of the tower, making the stones shiver as if from cold. The pattern-machine screeched across the floor. Klylup-boy screamed again. The needle dipped and swayed, and dove into the book—and broke with a zing. Another tremor moved the machine with a great lurch to the right. A piece of it, glinting purple and silver, flew through the air and out the window. Cabinets around the room flapped open, then closed. Vials crashed onto the floor, the glass breaking and the blood staining.


    A small purple cloud puffed out the top of the machine before the whirring sound climbed to a fever pitch and then clicked off, leaving her ears ringing in the silence. The tower and the machine seemed to tilt sideways. Maella grabbed for the book, ignoring its fluctuating hum, just before the machine crashed onto its side, spinning out levers and gears like bullets. Ink spurted from the broken needle, staining Sethlo’s hair, part of his face, and neck.


    “We have to go,” Maella shouted. She snapped the book closed and clasped it to her chest.


    Sethlo seemed to wake up at the snap. “The ladder will take too long. Get to the elevator.”


    They rushed into the corridor, Sethlo and Senta both helping hold the Klylup-boy while Maella held onto her family’s book. The curving hallway walls had fallen in, leaving the center of the tower exposed. The Circle was there, but much of it had fallen in, revealing the guts of the tower underneath. Maella searched for the ladders she had climbed up and down every day for months, but they were broken away.


    They rushed to the elevator, but the elevator gate was already closed and lowering out of sight.


    Sethlo, Senta, and Maella shouted for the elevator to wait. Deep was at the levers and did not look up. A thundering tremor had covered their shouts. They reached the edge and looked down at the top of the elevator’s metal bars and the workers’ heads


    Dev looked up and raised a hand as if in apology.


    Deep looked up as if angry at their stupidity for being too late.


    Another quake shook the building, the elevator swayed, almost separating from its track. The torchlighter platform was above their heads and the pattern-machine screeched again and the Klylup-boy matched it with a scream of his own. People shouted and clutched at the bars of the elevator as if such actions could make the thing speed its descent.


    “Look,” Senta said, her eyes taking in the landscape.


    The sun was blazing. Great plumes of smoke rose in thick columns far in the distance, turning the sky a dark smoky red. The workers’ homes were on fire. The factory buildings surrounding the tower were on fire. The wagons from the caravan were safe, for now, but people streamed out from the tower like a line of ants, all heading for the wagons, even as the wagons moved themselves a safe distance away from the tower.


    The inside ladders were gone. The door to Thrae was closed. The elevator was out of reach.


    “We have to climb down,” Maella said, grim-faced but determined.


    Torian had done it multiple times a day. They had all spent months climbing the tower walls and pipes—just not while they were crumbling. And not while carrying a book, or an injured, traumatized boy.


    “She’s right,” Sethlo said.


    Senta paled but then straightened. The safest way onto the tower’s outside walls was from the torchlighter platform.


    Senta led the way back to the pattern-machine room. They all geared up now at the torchlighter table. Harnesses, hooks, chalk. Maella formed a makeshift sling for the book, and then helped Senta strap Klylup-boy onto Sethlo’s back with ropes.


    “I will go first and pick the way for us.” Senta fitted pipe hooks over each of her hands, repositioned the pitch bag at her belt, tugged on her harness and ropes, and then stepped out into the wind.

  


  
    Chapter 33


    They picked their way silently down the tower walls.


    But the tower was not silent. Purple steam hissed from broken valves, stone cracked and fell away, old handholds screeched, stripping out at the touch of their hands. Pipes split at the seams, pitch-tar mixing with licatherin, making the way slippery. It smelled like someone was burning rotting licorice.


    Senta led the way down, slamming her torchlighter hooks into the pipes for better grip, not caring about the holes left behind. Even still, she tested, probed, retreated in order to find the safest path. Chunks of stone fell off from the tower, tumbling into the sky.


    Sethlo came next and Maella followed after him, ready at any moment to adjust the ropes that kept Klylup-boy tied to Sethlo’s back.


    Below them, with every quake the elevator cage swung as if on a pendulum, inching downward. Quakes came more frequently and moved the pattern-machine closer to the torchlighter platform above their heads. Each screech from the pattern-machine made Klylup-boy shout, eyes closed, as if trapped in a nightmare.


    But Sethlo did not flinch at the boy’s screams. He focused on the next pipe, the next step, the rope hook—until he slipped. Maella snatched for Sethlo’s hand, slamming it against the pipe. Klylup-boy twisted against the ropes. Sethlo’s foot dangled, slipped, finally found purchase. The precious licatherin bottles Maella had loaded up on clinked together in her various pockets and pouches.


    Sethlo took a long moment to settle his breathing and his focus. Maella helped him fix Klylup-boy’s position. The pattern-machine tipped dangerously out the torchlighter platform now, the broken needle swinging into the sky as purple ink dripped from its broken end. A tube unhooked and purple liquid rained down. It hit Maella’s lips and she involuntarily licked them, tasting smoky licorice. Another quake shook the tower. A gear pinged out into the sky. The pattern-machine screeched, Klylup-boy screamed.


    “Move now,” Senta shouted.


    “No kidding!” Maella said, clenching her teeth together as she picked up the path again behind Sethlo. She thought Rock Heaven had been bad, but at least the stone there had all been horizontal.


    An opening in the tower wall gave them a sight line onto Midway. Sethlo paused to catch his breath, even as Senta yelled them onward. The Midway platform had twisted, opening a wall of the dormitory. Crates spilled off the edge of the platform into the center of the tower. Other than a few attachments, the central ladder was gone.


    Midway meant there was another half of the tower to go.


    A stone swooped by, grazing Maella’s arm. Senta ducked out of the way as the stone clunked onto the elevator cage, denting in the metal. The cage swung out, over, and then back, crashing into the tower, crumbling more of the wall away. People screamed and worked at the bars, trying to open them.


    With help from the other torchlighters, Dev and Deep rolled the stone off the roof of the elevator, lightening the load, as Deep cursed. People on the ground, little more than specks, fled into the desert with the wagons, away from the tower’s falling debris.


    Another tremor sent the elevator into a twist and floated it off the wall. There was a snap, like a pipe breaking, and then Maella was floating. Everything went upside down and her stomach twisted. Something hit her, like three metal bars all at once across the chest.


    She began to roll, then hands grabbed at her clothes. She had fallen off the tower and onto the elevator’s roof. Her heart beat wildly in her chest.


    “Torchlighter, how did you ever manage to survive this long with such slippery hands?” Deep’s knuckles turned white as she held onto Maella’s harness and shirt.


    “Death doesn’t seem to like me,” Maella said.


    Deep laughed. “Seems so. Seems it loves you.”


    Sethlo and Senta crouched next to her, having jumped onto the cage instead of falling when the pipe gave way. Maella raised herself off her stomach, grabbing onto the elevator.


    Deep let go but another tremor and a snap sent the people inside screaming. The elevator dropped and then caught, banging against the tower. It happened twice more. Each time Maella, Senta, and Sethlo struggled not to be thrown off. Klylup-boy flopped around, limbs flailing, somehow still unconscious.


    The drops had brought them within a hundred yards of the ground. One cable remained, attaching the elevator to the tower. The metal threads on that cable began to fray.


    “Oh.” Maella dived into her pitch bag and slathered the tar-like substance onto the cable. If it broke while she worked on it she would lose her hands. But if it broke then they would all be dead.


    Senta joined her, adding the pitch in thick layers onto the wires. It smelled like smoky sweetness. Hands reached up, Deep and Dev, and the other torchlighters, they all pushed through more pitch bags. Tar spattered their upturned faces, watching the three torchlighters at their furious work.


    “It will hold,” Dev said, blinking his eyes against the pitch spots that dropped on his face like rain. “I think it will hold.”


    Another tremor rocked the elevator, twisting and slamming it into the tower wall.


    “You should not have said that, Dev. You really should not have said that,” Deep said.


    “Hold on!” Sethlo said, tossing aside the bag and hooking hands and feet onto the elevator.


    The cable snapped completely.


    The elevator lurched into free fall, then stopped like it hit a brick wall. The force slammed Maella, Senta, and Sethlo onto their stomachs. She felt the crunch of glass in her pocket and the warm, tingling wetness as licatherin soaked her skin. Klylup-boy twisted out of Sethlo’s ropes and off the elevator.


    Maella shouted and scrabbled after him, but he did not fall far. The pitch had held the cable for long enough. The elevator had broken free from the tower a dozen feet from the ground.


    Maella took long, precious seconds relishing the fact she was still alive.


    The cage had crushed the intake desk, pulverizing the wood into little more than splinters. The woman who had sat at that desk, taking in child after child, adult after adult, and accepting lies for stories, and samples of blood for future punishment, was long gone.


    People picked themselves up from the bottom of the cage, crying and holding each other. Dev and Deep worked at the twisted metal of the elevator’s gate until they forced it open enough for people to stream out. Senta and Maella scrambled off the elevator cage, checked over Klylup-boy, and secured him back onto Sethlo’s back.


    They were covered in pitch, stone dust, and blood. Rubble began to pelt them. Large chunks smashed into the ground like meteorites. An awful groaning sounded, shaking the world. They ran, coughing from the dust, even as the ground beneath their feet turned liquid. The sky filled with stone missiles.


    Maella looked back over her shoulder and saw a line of people sprinting away from the tower.


    The tower fell in one long graceful swoop, like a great giant had tripped. The tower fell like it had always been meant to fall. Maella wished Claritsa was there to see it. Stone and shadow and misery—destroyed. When it hit the ground, stone pulverized, and the impact created an explosive mushroom cloud of debris.


    They ran, but the dust overtook them. Maella lost sight of everyone.


    Maella kept running, choking on the sand and grit and licatherin, tears streaming down her face, until she tripped and went to the ground, chin scraping against the sand, far less gracefully than the tower had gone down. Maella’s ears rang, blocking out all sound. More bottles crunched inside her clothes. Her chin went numb and then felt as if lit on fire. Everything was dust, like a thick fog, but this fog choked and coated her mouth in sand and stone.


    Legs appeared, leather-wrapped. Harness ropes dangled from a belt and licatherin bottles peeked out of several pouches. Senta crouched and helped Maella up. The blanket of dust parted, revealing Sethlo, coughing, a cloth held up to his mouth, Klylup-boy still unconscious on his back.


    The dust began to settle. The stone missiles stopped. The tower became quiet. Maella could begin to see the outline of wagons.


    Sethlo locked eyes with Maella. Bloodshot, intense, searching her over for injury even as she searched him over, making sure he was okay.


    “You’re—” Maella started.


    “Show me the drawing,” Sethlo said at the same moment.


    After all of that—


    Maella swallowed her disappointment.


    He was obsessed. She understood obsession. She had been obsessed about the patterns too, but no longer. They were wrong, always wrong, so twisted up and unreliable as to make them useless. Just like Claritsa had always said.


    She pulled the book off her back because it was easier than arguing around the disappointment that sat thick on her tongue. Sethlo reached for the book, taking its strange, fluctuating hum away from her. He hunched over, careful of Klylup-boy, and opened to the book’s most recently inked page, peeling it off another page, slowly, like a surgeon.


    But it did little good. The needle had pierced the page when it broke, leaving an inky pool where the drawing should have been that had smeared even further when she had shut the book.


    Sethlo stepped back from the book, as if to deny what all of them could see. Nothing was there.


    “It doesn’t matter what it would have shown,” Maella said. “It would never have come true.”


    Maella felt Senta’s hand on her shoulder. Senta took in the landscape around them, her body still, but her eyes moving, scanning, wondering. “Where is the dragonfly?”


    Maella frowned but drew out Torian’s little folded shape from her clothes. He had flown the dragonfly to her through the cage bars as they waited in the night for the Circle’s final fight to begin. He had taken her pattern and folded it with Junle’s to make an exquisite creature of flight.


    Senta drew apart the folds of the dragonfly and flattened the two patterns. There was a door, the One Door, but there was also her and the Klylup.


    “What if they are separating,” Senta said, her voice in awe. “What if this pattern became true, because you undid what had been done.” She glanced at Klylup-boy and Maella realized Senta knew who the boy must be.


    Sethlo traced his hands along the lines of Junle’s pattern—the crumbling tower of shadows, the line of workers who snaked away from the tower and to the caravan of wagons, Maella at their lead.


    The line of people behind Maella—they were those who had died to get her to this spot. Junle, Feren, Torian.


    Sethlo looked up, scanning, but it didn’t take more than a second for his gaze to lock. “There it is. Exactly like the pattern shows.”


    Maella forgot to breathe. She followed his gaze even though she knew what she would see before her eyes lit upon it.


    Double doors. Wooden steps that led from the doors to the ground. Intricate carvings on the wood sides.


    It was the wagon for the Library of Souls.


    Maella went to the wagon and walked up the steps before she knew she had done it. She felt carved out, like a bowl, like somehow she was closer than ever to her father.


    Her father who had transformed into a Klylup.


    Her father—she looked upon Klylup-boy, upon the strange, feral little boy strapped to Sethlo’s back—who had been transformed back into a human.


    Her father had needed her all along to break the very promise she had made to him over and over again. He was probably alone and afraid, and she knew exactly where to find him.


    Patterns repeated in their family, but always with a new twist.


    “Do you trust me?” Maella said, echoing Father’s words spoken over burnt oatmeal in a kitchen with no doors but putting her own twist in them.


    “I trust you,” Sethlo said without hesitation.


    Maella’s carved-out heart filled up with his words.


    “Why?” Senta said. “Tell us why we should.”


    Maella gave Senta a funny little smile. The tower smoked behind them, in ruins. The dust was beginning to settle and people called out to each other, searching for those still alive. It was puzzling, but she couldn’t feel a single vibration. This peculiar kind of darkness gave her a wonderful feeling of safety.


    “You shouldn’t, but somehow you do, don’t you?” Maella said. “Even as I trust you, though I shouldn’t.”


    Senta swallowed instead of responding, because the only response would be denial, and that would be a lie.


    Maella turned back to the wagon belonging to the Library of Souls.


    She would go after Claritsa. She would find her father.


    But first, she had to break her promise again.


    She grabbed both doors, the wood grain of the handles smooth on her pitch-sticky skin—and opened them.
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Chapter 1


    Stone fell from the sky, hitting the Forsi desert like missiles. Maella smelled oil—pungent, astringent, so cloying it felt like it coated her nose. People shouted and raced for the protection of caravan wagons. The earth quaked underneath their feet, shaking the sand.


    The Tower of Shadows was destroying itself—the elevator cage of metal was crumpled in a pile at the tower’s base, the stone blocks were falling away one at a time and then in entire sections. Pipes screeched as they ripped off and fell away from the stone walls. Wagons raced across the desert landscape, attempting to escape the tower’s fall.


    But Maella paid no attention to any of it.


    Maella had opened the doors to the Library of Souls. The wooden steps up to the doors, which were carved with intricate geometric designs, had felt stable and profound underneath her feet. Her hands were meant to open the carved doors and reveal whatever portal lay on the other side of them. Junle’s pattern had foretold this moment and Maella had stopped running away from it.


    Maella embraced the pattern that had led her to the Library of Souls wagon doors and she had opened the doors filled with a fierce sense of destiny.


    Now, unexpected stillness enveloped her. She tried to understand what her doormaker hands had revealed.


    Because what she saw—it wasn’t right.


    Do you trust me?


    She had asked this question of Sethlo and Senta and Klylup-boy right before opening the wagon doors. But the question triggered a different memory—a different voice.


    Do you trust me?


    Esson, her older brother, had asked her that same question the day before he had vanished forever.


    Esson, Father said—


    Father is doing nothing. If we leave things up to him we’ll starve.


     No, Esson. I don’t trust you. You run headfirst into a situation without thinking it through. There’s so much we still don’t know—


    Maella, stop. You sound like Father.


    So what if I do?


    Esson had shaken his head, his hair curling into his eyes, his hands clenching into fists at his sides. You’ll see it too. One day. Maella, one day you’ll wake up and realize that all their secrets and lies are because they’re afraid of the truth.


    Maella had clenched her hands at that point too, digging her fingernails into her skin. It was always like that between them. An unbreakable bond that they tested at every opportunity. A tug-of-war with no winner.


    What truth, Esson? How come you know it but no one else does?


    I know more than you.


    The words echoed and turned into a chant inside Maella’s head.


    I know more than you. I know more than you. I know more than you.


    The Library of Souls’ doors should have opened to another world. Instead, all Maella saw was the inside of a wagon lined with shelves piled high with parchment, bound leather books, scrolls. A stool and sleeping platform were in one corner. She identified the strong smell as rosemary, and on top of the rosemary, a faint hint of animal from the camels harnessed to the wagon.


    She had opened the doors to the Library of Souls like the pattern had foretold—and nothing had happened.


    “Where is it to, Maella?” Sethlo said, stepping up next to her. “What did it—”


    His voice dropped away because he could see for himself what lay on the other side of the door.


    “You should step back,” Senta said. “What if—”


    “It’s the wagon.” Sethlo’s voice sounded strange, almost choked. “It’s only the inside of the wagon.”


    Senta, with Klylup-boy slumped against her back, pushed past Maella. Maella didn’t—couldn’t—move. Senta scanned the room with wide eyes shining with a manic light that matched what Maella felt inside.


    “What’s wrong with you?” Senta said, turning to look at Maella.


    And then something clicked. A calm stillness had enveloped her before she had touched the doors to the wagon. She thought the stillness had come from inside her, but maybe it was much more than that.


    “There are no vibrations.” The words released the breath she had been holding and her mind raced. “And when I put my hands on the doors—I didn’t think about it because in all the chaos of the tower and running here and seeing Junle’s pattern and then the Library of Souls wagon just like in the drawing—”


    “What are you saying?” Sethlo interrupted.


    Maella shook her head, attempting to put her thoughts in a better order. “They’re supposed to hum. But the wagon doors didn’t hum. None of the books in this room hum.”


    She stepped into the wagon to make absolutely sure her words were true. The rosemary smell increased, causing a headache to form behind her forehead as its thick, astringent scent made it impossible to smell anything else. She turned in a circle and closed her eyes to help her concentrate. She reached out with her subconscious, searching for the vibrations that had ruled her life ever since getting that first taste of licatherin, that magical mineral that fueled three worlds, fed her addiction, and allowed her to feel the doors around her like never before.


    When she blinked her eyes open, Senta and Sethlo stood in the wagon’s doorway. Sethlo clasped her family’s book of patterns against his chest. Sunlight and dust kicked up a cloud around the purple hue of their skin and gusted into the wagon. Klylup-boy had woken up, purple-rimmed eyes watering, and he looked at her over Senta’s shoulder. They stared at her like three sets of headlights from cars bearing down on her path. But there were no cars in this world. At least, none that she had yet seen.


    “My family’s book,” Maella said. “It isn’t vibrating either.”


    Sethlo held out the book as if it were a snake about to bite him. “What does that mean? How does this wagon stop the doors?”


    “Maybe it’s not the wagon,” Senta said, wonder and a little bit of hope in her voice. “Maybe all the doors are gone.”


    “Are you saying you are no longer a doormaker?” Sethlo frowned, his brows drawing together.


    Maella wondered for a brief, awful moment if he was thinking that if Maella was broken, then he no longer needed her.


    Vibrations crashed down from every direction, clogging her throat and electrifying her skin until she shook and her muscles locked up. Maella collapsed on the wood floor of the wagon, arms and legs twitching. The energy ramped up like someone had turned up the volume on a screeching song.


    “What’s wrong?” Senta exclaimed.


    “The doors,” Maella gasped. She stared at the grain of wood, its pattern smoothed over by many steps, gathering herself to push back the pain. “They came back all at once.”


    Sethlo crouched next to her. “Then we will get you outside so you can try again. If the doors are back, then we will close the doors so you can open them.”


    He pulled her to her feet.


    The screeching song dropped away to nothing.


    “No,” Maella said. “The vibrations have already stopped.”


    “I don’t understand,” Senta said. “Are the doors gone or not?”


    “Yes,” Maella said.


    “Come outside.” Sethlo guided Maella back outside.


    Maella stepped onto the sand. Sparks shot up her arms as the portal vibrations appeared, but now at a more tolerable level. Senta waited in the sand with Klylup-boy while Sethlo closed the wagon doors. People still streamed away from the tower and to the caravan wagons. Animals brayed in fear. Stone missiles fell away from the tower walls, kicking up fountains of sand when they hit the floor of the Forsi desert.


    Maella winced at the sudden hum that came when the doors latched shut.


    Sethlo narrowed his eyes, noticing Maella’s reaction. “So the doors are back.”


    Maella nodded. “My father created the Klylups when he opened a door within a door.” She glanced at Klylup-boy as she said it. “What if—when I did the same—this is the consequence? I broke the Klylup curse, but maybe, maybe I broke the doors a little bit too? It’s like turning off the electricity.”


    Sethlo and Senta looked at Maella like she was crazy.


    “Like a blackout,” Maella said, trying again, realizing electricity and blackouts didn’t exist on Rathe.


    “Is this an Earth thing?” Sethlo asked.


    “Who has put black on the doors?” Senta said. “Where did they get the pitch to black things out?”


    Maella bit her lip, thinking. There had been no electricity in Rock Heaven or in the Tower of Shadows. “Like turning a water pipe on and off. The doors come back. The doors leave. They never used to do that before. I can feel when it happens.”


    “But the doors are working now,” Sethlo said.


    Maella nodded. Keeper Shaul had predicted her death after opening seven doors, but she had beaten his prediction.


    She should be dead, but she wasn’t.


    Maella felt a renewed sense of purpose, though it came tinged with grief. Claritsa was gone. Taken by Doormaker Tain’s people into Thrae. Lost to another world.


    A realization hit Maella like a punch to the stomach. Her father had been a Klylup, but her doors might have transformed him back into a human too, like Klylup-boy was now human. Father was lost and alone somewhere, vulnerable like Klylup-boy. And where was her older brother, Esson?


    Maella flexed her hands and looked up at the wagon doors, marveling at the etchings in its wood and how perfectly the scene matched Junle’s pattern. If only Junle could see that she had been right all along.


    As if sensing her purpose, Sethlo stepped out of the way.


    Maella grabbed at both doors as the hum of the potential portal traveled up her arms. Doormaker Tain said doormakers could influence the direction of their doors. Somehow, there was a way to—not completely—control where the doors would go. Maella thought about her father and the cave and late nights around the campfire. Maella thought about Claritsa and the way they could make each other laugh and how Claritsa had never flinched from what Maella could do.


    Maella thought about getting them back, no matter the cost. She flexed her hands and steadied her heart.


    A long thin object flew across Maella’s vision. Sharp jabs of pain burst across her fingers and drove her hands off the doors. She stumbled backwards off the stairs and fell onto the sand. The rough sand seeped into the folds of her clothes.


    “Get away,” a stern woman’s voice said in Thrae. She held a wooden cane out in front of her like a weapon. The cane was easily as long as Maella was tall. A hooded robe covered her head. Long strands of white hair framed a pale face wizened with age. She had a strong back even for how bent over she was. The woman walked smartly up to Sethlo, Senta, and Maella, her feet kicking up sand. “This is not your wagon. Do you know the consequences of entering this wagon?”


    Rebellion rose up inside of Maella—she was done taking orders. She was done letting others decide what she must or must not do. “You can’t keep us out. We need to get inside.” Maella pressed her hands together to ease the pain in her fingers. I need to open this door, but she didn’t say that part.


    “I am Veda Loor!”


    “Is that supposed to mean something?” Sethlo stepped forward, but Veda Loor did not flinch. If anything she raised her cane like a weapon, waving it across his face.


    “Yes, little boy, that means something,” Veda Loor said.


    “She is one of the Master Librarians for the Library of Souls.” There was a note of awe in Senta’s voice. “Only the Grandmaster is above her.”


    Maella stood, brushing sand from her pitch-stained clothes. She ignored the rawness of the sand that rubbed into every fold and crevice of her skin. She was ready to charge the old woman if she needed to. It didn’t matter who Veda Loor was, or how old, or how fragile, or how important—Maella needed to open those doors.


    “This wagon is not for the likes of such as you. Find—” A rumble drowned Veda Loor’s words.


    The sand beneath their feet began to dance in the air. They all turned toward the sound. The final section of the Tower of Shadows had begun to fall. As that monstrous spire of stone disintegrated, an awe-inspiring wave formed out of stone and smoke and sand and pipe and licatherin. The sky tinted purple and then blacked out.


    The wave of destruction swallowed everything in its path—and headed straight for them.


    Veda Loor scrambled up the stairs with the help of her cane and wrenched open the wagon doors. “All of you get inside! Do not dare touch anything with your dirty hands!”


    





Chapter 2


    Veda Loor gestured around the wagon with her cane. “Everyone take yourself to the corners and protect the books and scrolls.” She grimaced as she bent down. White hair fanned out like spider legs around her thin face as she drew billowing cloth from a shelf. “Spread this across—WITHOUT—touching any of the books or patterns with your hands.”


    Rocks and debris struck the wagon’s wooden exterior. Dust sifted through the slat boards.


    “The camels?” Senta said.


    “Are not stupid,” Veda Loor said. “They will move themselves and this wagon out of the way of harm way or they will die.”


    Sethlo looked at Veda Loor with alarm. “And then what will we do?”


    “Die with them in the Forsi desert—or find another ride!” Veda Loor rapped the floor with her cane. “Now move!”


    It was Klylup-boy who moved first. He struggled from Senta’s hold—small, quick, and silent. It was the most life they had yet seen from him, but that movement was enough to push them all into action. In less than a minute, coughing through the dust, they protected the shelves to Veda Loor’s satisfaction. Outside, the destruction raged like a hurricane. The smell of burnt licatherin drifted through the cracks of the wagon boards. A weird calmness descended on Maella as the push and pull of the doors zapped on, then faded, only to start the cycle again after a few seconds.


    The wagon swayed from side to side as the camels brayed and lumbered across the sand. They waited long minutes for the destruction outside to determine their fates.


    Maella stayed inside that feeling of calmness, letting it wash over her. She had opened her seven doors and she had not died.


    She hoped she would not now die in this wagon, not with everything so unfinished.


    Silence dropped over them like a blanket. Dust settled thick on the cloth protecting the patterns, parchment, and leather-bound books. Only when the screech of stone missiles was replaced with the noise of upset camels did they finally know it was over.


    Veda Loor stood with her cane. Her presence reminded Maella of Grandmother, though their shapes could not be more different. Veda Loor was thin like a rail, severe in angle and shape, where Grandmother had been plump and round, but they held the same air of authority and self-assurance.


    Veda Loor arched her back as if she was in pain, then lifted her cane, pointing it at each of them. “This is not your wagon. I have saved your lives, but now you must leave.”


    Maella stood, ready to argue. Senta shook her head as if to say there was no way they would fight such an old, revered woman. Shame rose in Maella, but the fight in her did not lessen.


    She was meant to find this wagon. According to Junle’s pattern, the doors she needed were outside. Let this woman kick them out—then Maella would be in the perfect position to try again.


    And again. And again.


    Her seven door death prediction had not come true—and Claritsa and her father waited out there in the worlds for Maella to find them and bring them home.


    Sethlo picked up Klylup-boy. Maella took up her family book of patterns. In the escape from the tower, the book’s engraved cover had partly torn off from the binding. The engraving itself was scuffed and a chunk of wood carving was missing from one corner. Water had caused damage to many of the pages. But it was when the pattern-machine’s needle had broken while drawing Maella’s most recent pattern that most bothered her.


    What could the pattern have told her about what was to happen next?


    Veda Loor’s cane snaked out and blocked Maella’s path. “What is that in your hands?”


    Maella pressed the book closer to her chest, feeling the engraved symbol dig into her skin. A curved quarter moon, its points sharp like knives—that’s us, the doormakers. Three links, separate yet attached, pierced by the moon. In her hands at that moment, the book was only a book. No potential doors vibrated from its pages because the doors had turned off again. In their place, it seemed the real-life earthquakes had returned, vibrating the wagon’s contents.


    “We…saved it from the tower,” Maella said finally.


    “It is not yours.” It was not a question. The cane wavered in the air as if threatening violence. “Give it to me.”


    Maella did not doubt Veda Loor would follow through on that violence if it came down to protecting the books and patterns in her care. Maella looked to Senta and Sethlo, not daring to admit to Veda Loor who she was or what the book meant to her—family history, secrets finally told, possible answers to her future and finding everyone she had lost.


    Veda Loor worked for the Library of Souls. The Library of Souls was connected to the Tower of Shadows. And all of it connected back to licatherin and Doormaker Tain—whose men had kidnapped Claritsa.


    A devilish idea came to Maella and there was no time to waste.


    Maella set the book of patterns on the floor of the wagon. Her family’s symbol on the cover both taunted and welcomed her.


    Veda Loor’s cane lowered. “That book belongs to Doormaker Tain.” Her voice was carefully neutral even though the cane trembled. “How did you get it?”


    Instead of answering, Maella reached down.


    Senta gasped. “Maella, don’t!”


    Sethlo stepped forward like a tenbl might do to protect his doormaker from whatever violence came next—but Maella knew what she planned would be safe. She flipped the book open to an early page.


    The page displayed a pattern—a drawing—of a castle with spires, like a great temple. It was an image that meant nothing to her.


    Klylup-boy’s eyes widened. Veda Loor watched with an unreadable expression. Senta hid her dismay behind her hands.


    Maella had only dared touch the page because the vibrations were absent. Junle’s pattern showed Maella opening the doors to the Library of Souls, but the doors were not working again. Disappointment formed a bitter taste in her mouth even though she had opened the book while counting on this new reality.


    How would she ever get to Claritsa, who was stuck on a different world, if the doors no longer worked?


    “She told you.” Sethlo stepped back from the opened book, relaxing as soon as it was apparent there was no danger. “She saved it.”


    Veda Loor pointed a trembling hand at the book. “None such as you can be trusted with a treasure like this.”


    “None such as us?” Sethlo said. “What does that mean? We are not good enough to touch something that belongs to a doormaker?”


    Veda Loor grumbled under her breath. It sounded like when Deep cursed in Rathe. Shaking her head, her hood fell further back, revealing white hair in further disarray. Then, there was a shift, as if Veda Loor had changed her mind about something. She turned a blazing eye onto Sethlo. “And when was the last time you washed your hands, boy?”


    Sethlo’s mouth dropped open.


    “Yes, exactly. You are fit and flexible. Young and insolent.” Veda Loor’s voice worked into a wrathful tone. “And you are touching priceless books and YOU HAVE NOT WASHED YOUR HANDS.”


    Sethlo swallowed and closed his mouth. Senta pressed her lips together, frowning. But Maella, well, she didn’t know where the feeling came from, but she began laughing. At first her laugh was small and quiet, but the more she took in the ridiculousness of the scene, the more she could not hold back.


    “Why are you laughing?” Sethlo asked.


    But this only made Maella laugh harder.


    Doormaker Tain had taken Claritsa hostage to force Maella to go after her best friend. The prophecies that surrounded Maella and the One Door were all right and wrong at the same time. She had been living under a death sentence and the Hestroth had attempted to lead her to that death—a Klylup transformation—by searching for the One Door. She had destroyed an entire tower of stone and all the licatherin it made and who knew how many people had died inside its walls—


    —But all that mattered to Veda Loor was that their hands were covered in stone dust and dried pitch and they had dared to touch some books and papers—


    Gasping for air, Maella wiped her own hands on her clothes, but that didn’t help since the stone dust and torchlighter pitch had formed a hard crust. Junle’s pattern had shown Maella opening the doors to this wagon. Somehow, the fate of her family and her best friend was tied up in this place.


    She would not let herself be driven from it.


    Veda Loor’s lip curled, as if also finding the situation humorous, but quickly became stern again. “Leave the book and go on your way. No harm has yet been done. I wish your group well but you are not my responsibility. Now that the tower has fallen, a great many things are about to change. You must find safety and I must get the contents of this wagon to the Library of Souls as quickly as possible. My assistants have either fled or died in that tower and there is much research to still be done. This will be a death race back to Jillow City and I do not have enough food or water for all of you. Nor the desire to care for you along the way as krokosod takes hold.”


    At the word krokosod Maella touched the belt pouch at her waist. They had taken bottles from the tower, but the bottles had broken during their escape. One remained, and with it, the four of them—Senta, Sethlo, Maella, and Klylup-boy—would need it to stave off the flesh-death that came with licatherin withdrawals. For all they knew, the bottle was the last bit of licatherin they might ever see.


    “Do you know the key to fixing all the worlds could be somewhere, at this very moment, in this wagon?” Veda Loor said, interrupting Maella’s thoughts.


    Maella looked at Klylup-boy, and her own doormaker hands, and almost laughed again.


    The key to fixing all the worlds—or breaking them for good.


    Even if all that Veda Loor said was true, none of it mattered if it got in the way of her going after Claritsa and her father. Her father, who had been transformed into a Klylup once he reached the end of his number of open doors, and was now human again somewhere—because she had unknowingly broken the curse he had long ago accidentally set in motion.


    Maella’s idea would only work if Veda Loor believed Maella would do whatever it took, no matter the cost.


    Maella reached for a page out of her family’s book of patterns. Water damage made the bottom edge wavy. She ripped off a corner of the parchment, something barely bigger than the nail of her thumb. The sound felt overly loud and violent in the small cabin. The pattern’s image had not been damaged, but the missing corner looked like a great wound.


    Maella allowed the torn paper to flutter to the wagon’s floor. “Unless you give us safe passage to Jillow City, I will destroy this book page by page.”


    





Chapter 3


    Veda Loor rapped her cane furiously on the wooden floor. “You are evil children. Do you know what the book in your hand contains? Answers that could save us all.”


    “Or fancy guesses that will only mislead us,” Maella said, though she didn’t really believe that—not anymore. Not after Junle’s pattern. There was truth in the patterns, but there were many ways to interpret that truth. You didn’t know which one was right until it was too late.


    What would Maella’s last pattern have shown? If only the pattern-machine had broken a few seconds later…


    “What do you know of the patterns?” Veda Loor said. “You were torchlighters for the tower—yes, I’ve heard of your kind working there. It’s obvious what you did, with the layer of pitch that covers each of you. Torchlighters work and fear no heights and fly along the pipes, but did you even go to school? Do you know how to read? What do you know of the patterns?”


    “She sounds like Master Hull,” Sethlo said, disgust in his voice. “And because we have dirt on our hands does that also make us like dirt? Worthless and able to be thrown away with—”


    “WASH YOUR HANDS…and then we will talk,” Veda Loor said, eyes going wide again. She punctuated her words with stabs in the air from her cane. The escaped strands of white hair flared with her movement. “These books are my responsibility. I have no love for Master… It is not my business to…” She threw her cane and other hand up into the air. “Wash your hands and then we will speak on what must be done. Do you know who that book belongs to? Someone who will punish you beyond your wildest imaginations if he finds out you have damaged it.”


    “You speak like we are stupid,” Maella said, thinking through what she knew. “We may have worked and lived in the tower, but we know enough. Copies of patterns are made and stored in the archives—in the Library of Souls. That is why you are here. This is just the original.”


    “But she is a Master Librarian for the Library of Souls,” Senta said. “We cannot—”


    Maella reached for the page again.


    “Wait!” Veda Loor held out a hand, gnarled from arthritis. “Originals are important in their own way. We might have dozens of copies, but the original, even damaged like this—please.”


    “All we want is passage to the city.” And to the Library of Souls itself, and a way out of the city to her father, and to her best friend kidnapped on Thrae. Maella couldn’t say any of that out loud, but Sethlo and Senta would understand. They also knew Maella could never destroy her own family’s book of patterns. Whether the pages were meaningless or mysterious or prophetic—they told a story about herself and her family’s history that she had only just begun to understand.


    But Veda Loor didn’t know any of that.


    “And how will you help me protect all of this when krokosod begins? I see the hold licatherin has in your bodies. With the tower fallen and half the survivors out here on the sands also addicted to licatherin, what do you think awaits all of us in the desert? No.” Veda Loor shook her head and she turned inward as if remembering something terrible. “No. I do not want to witness such a thing again.”


    “There is nowhere to go but to the city,” Maella said.


    “Jillow City is ten days away and you will all become useless by the fifth day,” Veda Loor said.


    “And dead by the eighth day,” Senta said. “But that is our business.”


    “Safe passage or we destroy the book,” Maella said.


    “And maybe some of these others,” Sethlo said.


    Veda Loor swiveled the cane and pointed it between Maella’s eyes. Maella did not let the move bother her. Instead, she held Veda Loor’s gaze with her own.


    Sethlo held up two hands and stepped between Maella and the cane. “Safe passage for all of us. Instead of more destruction, we will become your assistants.”


    Senta jumped on the idea. “We will help you protect everything in this wagon. We know how to work. We know how to follow directions. We will not let you down.”


    The cane wobbled in the air.


    “And we will wash our hands every day,” Sethlo said.


    “Three times a day!” Veda Loor said. “And you will dry them well before daring to touch anything in this wagon.”


    “Yes,” Senta said.


    “Yes,” Sethlo said.


    Veda Loor turned fierce eyes onto Maella and Klylup-boy.


    “We will,” Maella said.


    When Klylup-boy did not move, Veda Loor stepped toward him, demanding. “And you?”


    Klylup-boy swallowed, but did not speak. Senta prodded him. Mouth slightly open, he finally nodded.


    Veda Loor lowered her cane. “Very well, since you have left me no choice—”


    “We also do not have a choice,” Maella said, because it was suddenly important for Veda Loor to understand. “We have never been given a choice, not when it has mattered most—”


    “I have accepted your coercion!” Veda Loor interrupted. “I do not wish to hear excuses for why blackmail and destruction of significant documents are somehow justified. Give me that book—”


    Maella reached down.


    “No!” Veda Loor’s cane snaked out again, blocking Maella’s hands. “I will pick it up. There is a basin in the far corner. Do not splash. Now GO WASH YOUR HANDS!”


    The four of them took her words as command. It was a fair deal. They washed their hands, careful not to splash the water.


    When it was Maella’s turn, she noticed a small mirror hung over the basin. It was little more than shiny metal, but she took a look anyway and saw about what she had expected. Curly hair, long enough that it had begun to mat in places. Tar-pitch stained her face and neck like she had been splattered by a paintbrush. Stone dust from the tower’s fall layered the purple stain of her skin with a grayish color that made her look well on her way to dead. None of that surprised her. But what did shock her was the flash of breast as she leaned over. She quickly grabbed the cloth of her shirt, holding it to her neck.


    She didn’t know when she had begun noticing her new height, her new hips—there had been no mirrors in the Tower of Shadows. She hadn’t really looked at this new, grown-up body of hers. Though she couldn’t be sure of the exact date, she thought back to all the time that had passed. She knew she would soon be turning sixteen. Her body clearly knew that too.


    Maella finished washing up, scrubbing the tar-pitch off her hands until they went raw and turned pinkish purple from her effort. She tucked her shirt into her torchlighter leather belt. The cloth swelled over her breasts, making them, she realized, more pronounced than before, but it was better than letting the shirt gape open whenever she bent over. She didn’t bother washing her face or neck. If there was time for that later then she would also attack the tangles in her hair.


    Right now, they had to make sure Veda Loor kept her side of the bargain. It was the only chance they had to get out of the Forsi desert alive.


    When all four of them finished washing, Veda Loor was still bent over the book, attempting to pick it up from the floorboards. She used her cane propped out like a third leg. The wagon was small enough that her tripod stance took up the full width of the floor space between the shelves. Her arm curled around the book of patterns like it weighed a hundred pounds. Her knees trembled under the effort.


    “I have carefully washed and dried my hands,” Maella said, her voice compliant now.


    Veda Loor grunted.


    Maella approached to help Veda Loor up, propping her hands under the book to relieve most of the weight. Veda Loor sighed when she stood erect and grimaced as if in pain. She allowed Maella to take the book and pointed to a spot on a shelf. “There. And make sure to cover it.”


    Once Maella was done, Veda Loor stood on two feet and leaned heavily on her cane. A drop of sweat trailed down her cheek as the only sign that she had exerted herself. Mumbling various threats and insults, striking out her cane in jabs that were careful to miss the books and shelves—no small feat in the cramped space—Veda Loor fired off a series of tasks and instructions. She gave them one hour to get them done. After that, she said, the race to Jillow City and to outrun krokosod would begin.


    Sethlo went outside to check on the camels. Senta climbed on the outside of the wagon to check strappings, settings, and seams, and look out for the rest of the caravan. Klylup-boy sat, curled up in a corner, listless. By unspoken agreement, Maella took the inside tasks. Any tower survivors would recognize her as a doormaker after what had happened. After all, she had opened a portal inside the Circle at the top of the Tower of Shadows. Out of that portal, a Klylup had emerged and wreaked great violence on the crowd and on Maella’s friends. All of her heart and thoughts had been focused on her father, on realizing she would never get him back if she died in the Circle, right at the moment she had opened the door.


    Maella hoped those from the Tower of Shadows would assume she was dead or had gotten trapped on Thrae. She had fought the Circle’s Klylup by opening a door to—another Klylup. This new Klylup had emerged from the same cave that Maella and Claritsa had first entered long ago, when Barth had pushed them through the portal. It was the same door that had taken her father. Maella now knew the new Klylup must have been her father—transformed.


    It was all too many coincidences to mean anything else.


    Veda Loor shoved a rag into Klylup-boy’s hands. “Dust the shelves, torchlighter. You want the protection of the Library of Souls? Then you must work. And when you are done, you are the one I assign to water sentry. We did not resupply at the tower like expected. The other wagons will soon go looking for extra. It is your job to make sure they do not take it from us.”


    Maella paused in her cleanup work. Klylup-boy did not move, though Maella thought something flickered across his face.


    Veda Loor raised her cane as if to rap on his bare toes.


    He flinched and tucked his feet underneath him.


    “So you can hear me.”


    Maella moved to intervene. “He is too little. Stuff happened to him in the tower.”


    Veda Loor frowned at Maella. As if moving a great ship, she hunkered down on her heels. Her hips cracked and she splayed out the cane to use as a third leg. Reaching out with a gnarled hand, Veda Loor pinched Klylup-boy’s chin, forcing up his face. She examined him for a few silent seconds. “What’s your name?”


    “We don’t know,” Maella said. “He won’t speak.”


    Veda Loor harrumphed again. Sethlo and Senta worked noisily on the outside of the wagon. Door vibrations remained gone. The camels brayed in annoyance.


    “Well, hmmm. We could call you Devon. No, I didn’t like that book catcher. How about Lyselle? No, no, he was a spindly thing. You’re small but you’re not a stick like he was. Ah! Tomasi! We’ll call you Tomi for short—until you tell us your real name. Tomi was a boy about your age who worked hard in my stacks. He grew up and left the library eventually, but when he did an especially good job I would sneak him some—” and then she said a word that Maella had never heard of before. The word sounded a little like delicious, but wasn’t.


    Klylup-boy’s face lit up, just a flicker, before extinguishing again.


    Veda Loor exclaimed in triumph. “I have some here with me. But only for little boys who do their work.”


    “But he—”


    “Hush,” Veda Loor said. “Whatever broke in his mind can only benefit from hard, honest work.” She returned her attention to Klylup-boy. “If you want the sweet thing, that is. Or I will eat it all for myself. Even if it gives me a stomachache. I do not care. I will not share my candy with selfish book catchers too lazy to dust my books.”


    Veda Loor used her cane to stand up slowly, painfully, and released her pinching grip on Tomi. She hobbled out of the wagon, not waiting for Tomi to respond.


    Once Veda Loor had left the wagon, Maella approached.


    Tomi stared at the shelves. His eyes glazed over like he couldn’t really see the scrolls and patterns organized on the shelf. Maella knew that he was somehow looking inward, somehow remembering his time as a Klylup and yet trying to also force those memories away.


    Sweat broke out on his forehead. A drop of it dripped down his cheek. He was turned so far inward that Maella felt like even if she tried to get his attention he wouldn’t notice. She tested her theory by lifting her hands to shake his shoulders, but before she could touch him he blinked rapidly and stepped away.


    When he turned his large, tear-filled eyes onto Maella, she shivered.


    “It wasn’t your fault. It doesn’t matter what you remember. It matters that it wasn’t your fault.” But even Maella didn’t quite believe the words that she said to comfort him.


    Her greatest fear, once she had known it was possible, had been turning into a Klylup and committing horrible violence against the people she cared about. Maella stepped back, unable to face the knowledge in his eyes that silently said he remembered everything he had done as a Klylup.


    “It wasn’t your fault,” Maella said again.


    He turned away from her as if he could not bear to look at her any longer. This spoke louder than any words said out loud. Who was the one actually in denial—him or Maella?


    Maella didn’t know if someone could come back from being transformed into a monster—but then she changed that thought.


    He would come back from it. Her father would too.


    Veda Loor returned to the inside of the wagon. The only sounds were the tap of Veda Loor’s cane, and the cracking of her joints. Canvas fluttered in a slight breeze that drifted through the wooden slats.


    Klylup-boy took a deep, shuddering breath. With rag in hand, he began dusting the covers.


    Veda Loor harrumphed. “The whole side, Tomi. Dust the whole side for me and you will get a piece of my Histalish tonight when we stop.”


    At the name, Klylup-boy—no, it was Tomi now—began to dust faster.


    A sharp rap landed on Maella’s shoulders, making her yelp more out of surprise than pain. “But you are already too lazy to earn some Histalish today! This whole side is yours and you have not yet begun! Torchlighter or not, book desecration threats or not, my book catchers do the work until it is done! Get to it!”


    Maella set to dusting, but she could not keep a smile from creeping onto her face. So she hid it instead and coughed from the dust and worked some more.


    Tomi was a doormaker who had been transformed into a Klylup. He had done terrible things in his monstrous form. But, Maella thought, maybe that wasn’t the end of him after all.


    Which meant it wasn’t the end of her—or her father, either.


    Her father could come back, just like—Histalish by Histalish—they might bring Tomi back from the dark.
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