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    Dedication


    MAY YOU BE BRAVE ENOUGH TO LET GO OF THE PAST TO TRULY SEE WHAT'S POSSIBLE FOR THE FUTURE.

  


  
    Chapter 1


    “Open hearts. Open minds. Close doors.” Grandmother spoke the last two words with a sternness that Maella felt like a knife to the heart.


    The words were a command that could not be contradicted.


    Today was Maella’s day to help Grandmother weed the garden. Their measly few rows of vegetables were the only fresh food they could afford, besides eggs from their chickens.


    “But why did you leave home with us?”


    Instead of answering Maella’s question, Grandmother asked one of her own. “Do you ever feel the doors before you touch them?”


    Confusion clouded Maella. “Do I feel the doors before I feel them? How can I feel the doors if I’m not touching them?”


    “Never mind then. All is well. Dump these weeds onto the pile.” Grandmother motioned Maella to take the basket. Later they would give the weeds over to the chickens to scratch through.


    Maella trudged along, basket full in her arms, feeling the soft soil underneath her bare feet—she always worked in the garden with bare feet, so did Grandmother. It felt best that way. The air smelled fresh from a mild rain the night before, making everything sparkle in the morning light.


    Moments like these made Maella forget her life was supposed to be terrible. That her family had fled a home she could not remember, and were still running. That they had no money, and no real future, not with the one family rule that controlled every aspect of their lives.


    Never open a door.


    Cabinet door, fridge door, desk drawer. She had been taught they all led to incredible destruction—to great evil. But none of that mattered on a day like today.


    She returned from the compost pile with an empty basket. Grandmother immediately tossed a new clump of weeds inside. Maella returned to work beside her, feeling the solidness of Grandmother’s presence. The doors always seemed to make both more and less sense around Grandmother. At least she was willing to talk about them sometimes. As Maella had gotten older, Mother and Father spoke about them less and less, and now not at all anymore.


    “Do you understand what I mean when I say that? Open heart, open mind, close doors?”


    “Sure,” Maella said. “Don’t open any doors. That’s how it’s always been.”


    “No, Maella. What is an open heart? How does one open a mind?”


    Maella thought about it while working her way down the garden aisle, making sure not to pluck the new, green shoots of garlic that had begun to sprout. She liked to brush the sprouts on purpose so the scent of garlic would fill her nose. She loved the smell of it. Sometimes Mother would roast an entire bulb and the savory sweetness would spread through the house—it made Maella’s mouth water as she imagined a soft, gooey clove of it across a crusty slice of bread with a dash or two of salt. It was the best kind of garlic toast in the whole world.


    “Maella.”


    “Don’t shut down because I can’t open doors,” Maella said almost automatically.


    Grandmother shook her head in disappointment. “Someday you’re going to have to leave home. Time is running out and your father cannot admit that what we’re doing isn’t working.” Before Maella could ask any more questions, Grandmother shoved the basket, full again with weeds, back into her hands. “We’re done for today. Let’s head inside.”


    Grandmother strode ahead and across the yard that should have been mowed weeks ago. She disappeared inside the house, leaving Maella with the sharp scent of the plants ripped from their soil bed as the dirt sifted through the open weave of the basket and gritted up her hands.


    Grandmother had gone inside, but somehow, Maella could still hear her words, though now they were spoken in a different voice that sounded nothing like her grandmother.


    Open hearts. Open minds. Close doors.


    A strange vibration hit Maella, waking her. She blinked her eyes open, trying to dislodge the crust that had sealed her lids together. She was in a cage, the vertical metal bars shining gold in the torch light. The tent smelled like cooking spices and meat cooked in broth. Grandmother and their garden were long gone.


    Even in her half-awake state, Maella’s consciousness searched for the source of this new vibration—it meant a potential door was nearby—but could not locate it inside the tent. Instead, she watched Erentia enter, pausing at the tent entrance to speak to the guard.


    Erentia’s return meant Maella’s hour was up.


    I will never open a door for you.


    That’s what Maella had told General Foster, but instead of baiting him into an angry display, a half-smile had formed on his lips. He’d left Maella to shake in rage against the cage bars as he tended to some other business, surely to show her how little of an impact her words had on him.


    Somehow, in that hour of waiting, the rage had subsided enough to allow her to sleep.


    Her stomach rumbled. Food smells were strong inside the tent and she hadn’t eaten since long before Barth had carted her out of Jillow City and into General Foster’s camp.


    Erentia approached, her robes sweeping the edges of the carpets that were laid on top of each other in a type of mosaic, bringing a sense of luxury to what otherwise would be bare dirt. She smiled her greeting to General Foster. Her braids towered above her head like a crown. A disciplined affection shined on both their faces as they exchanged a brief kiss and a greeting. “Open hearts. Open minds. Close doors.”


    Maella jolted back against the cage bars, stunned. “What did you say?”


    But Erentia ignored her, or, more likely, hadn’t heard her question.


    Open hearts. Open minds. Close doors.


    Erentia had been beautiful in Rock Heaven even though her bones showed through her skin because of lack of food and hard labor. Escaping and finding General Foster must have meant food, sleep, care. She showed newfound health. Erentia had battled krokosod and come out the other side, no longer addicted to licatherin. Only a faint hint of purple was still in her skin, and only if one looked carefully.


    For Maella, the intervening time had been spent walking the pipes in the Tower of Shadows. She was more addicted to licatherin than ever, but what Maella couldn’t process was why Erentia said the words she had heard before only in her grandmother’s voice?


    “Why are you—”


    “Be quiet, Maella,” Esson said. Her brother had always been taller than her, and he had to hunch himself over to fit in the cage, pressing his back to its ceiling. He looked so thin and scrawny. They had barely fed him even as they had used him up. “Don’t rile them up.”


    “Did Grandmother ever say those words to you?” Maella asked.


    Esson shook his head like Maella was crazy. “No—why are you asking? That’s the saying of our enemies. General Foster, Erentia, all of them, everyone on this side of things. They rally around it.”


    General Foster’s people, dressed in blue and yellow soldier clothes, opened up the tent flap. A rattling noise began. Ropes appeared. The men took up the ropes and strained to wheel a wooden contraption inside. As soon as the wheels hit the plush rugs, the rattling and movement stopped. It took a lurching tug and the muscle of half a dozen men to get the contraption inside.


    They positioned the tall rectangle of wood in the center of the tent. With a shock, like someone had thrown cold water onto her, Maella realized they had wheeled in a door.


    Someone had built wooden stairs on either side of the door to form a triangular base. All of it rested on wheels hidden somewhere underneath the stairs. The door itself was made of planks tall enough that it almost reached the height of the tent canvas ceiling. Cast iron hinges attached the door to a wooden frame. A matching cast iron ring was bolted halfway up the right edge for a handle.


    Erentia unwrapped a colorfully embroidered red cloth that revealed the relic Maella had remembered seeing in drawings from the Library of Souls wagon. It was the device meant to guide doormakers to the One Door.


    General Foster took the object from Erentia, using the fabric to cup it in his hands. He approached the cages. The look on his face no longer held any affection. “The hour is up. You will use this to take us to the One Door.” There was no question in General Foster’s voice, only a steady authority.


    “I will never help you find the One Door.” But Maella’s voice sounded small even to her own ears. Why did Erentia speak the same words as Grandmother?


    “I do not need your permission, doormaker.” The way General Foster spoke the word—doormaker—was the way others said rock-cruncher or dust-licker.


    Maella pictured herself responding to the insult with something Deep might say, and then pictured the violence with which Foster was likely to respond and decided to keep quiet. A bruised face and bloody nose were not what she needed right now. Instead, Maella took a moment to wish Deep and all the other torchlighters were still safe inside the Library of Souls with Veda Loor.


    General Foster handed the relic back to Erentia and opened Maella’s cage. She pushed herself as far away as possible against the back of the cage, feeling the bars dig into her spine. Foster snatched her by the neck and hair. Her breath constricted and pain shot through her scalp as he yanked her out.


    Esson shouted but Maella could not understand the words as her vision narrowed into a dark tunnel. She tried to fight but General Foster knew exactly how to use her movements against her. She felt as helpless as a toddler throwing a tantrum against an adult’s legs.


    The suffocating grip on her throat vanished and Maella coughed, gasping for air. She blinked open her eyes, not knowing she had even closed them. She had been set next to Esson’s cage.


    “Just do what they say,” Esson said. “Just do what they say. Just do what they say.”


    Esson spoke the words like a prayer he had used many times before. What had he endured these last few years?


    A yank on Maella’s hair flared the pain in her scalp and shot it down her neck like a bolt of electricity.


    General Foster released Maella’s hair. “The boy is right, after all. He has been smart enough, for a doormaker that is.”


    The rush of relief and blood mixed with the throbbing pain, making Maella’s head spin.


    Esson stepped out of the cage, compliant. There was no hand on his neck or scalp. Her stomach flipped as he willingly approached the relic Erentia held with the red cloth.


    What else could Esson have done but comply with General Foster’s commands—or be forced to comply? She felt betrayed, but didn’t know what to do with those feelings, so she forced General Foster to drag her over to the relic, the door, and Esson.


    Small enough to fit inside one hand, the relic was cold and zapped Maella as soon as she was forced to touch it. The relic’s grooves were curved and made out of several interlocking pieces that came together like a puzzle.


    But the puzzle was missing a piece.


    The drawings had shown that. Even if there had been no drawings, Maella would have known just by the touch that something was missing. The electric shock had settled into a strange, off-tune hum.


    Maella’s own research had showed her the missing piece of the relic was with Grandmother—on Earth. But she would never dare utter this knowledge out loud. No matter what General Foster might do to Maella and Esson, she would never let him anywhere near Grandmother, Mother, and her little brother, Josa.


    “Esson,” General Foster said. “Open the door.”


    Maella drew in a sharp breath. “Don’t do it, Esson. We can’t let them win.”


    The look on Esson’s face was one of defeat and resignation. “Maella, they already have.”


    Maella tried to wrench away her hand, but General Foster crushed her palm down. Erentia’s faced shined with eagerness.


    When Maella had forced Tomi to open a door with her—the doors had worked again. She had found Claritsa. What would they see with a relic meant to find the One Door? She remembered Tain and the Hestroth had taught her that her thoughts could sometimes nudge where and to what a door opened. Could she undo the relic’s intent and her brother’s will?


    Maella tried to turn her thoughts onto anything else but the One Door. Scrambling for anything that might work, her mind landed on Grandmother and the garden and pulling weeds around new, sprouting vegetables and the way the soil felt damp beneath her bare feet and how the air smelled like garlic and the sun soaked warmth into her skin and she thought about Grandmother and the words she couldn’t be sure she had spoken.


    Open hearts. Open minds. Close doors.


    Esson opened the door.

  


  
    Chapter 2


    The wrongness sunk into Maella’s bones and made her teeth chatter. It was like someone singing off-tune and with the power to shatter glass. Blue light spilled from the door with an otherworldly glow, illuminating the tent and its occupants with a deathly pallor.


    She knew that light.


    They had opened a connection to the One Door.


    But when she looked carefully, in spite of the relic that had been joined with the power of two doormakers, her curse seemed to be going strong. What she saw through the open portal was more familiar than her own face.


    One Door stone, blocking the way.


    The relic had worked, but not as intended. The portal looked no different than all the others Maella had opened time and again since she had broken the doors across three worlds at the top of the Tower of Shadows.


    “The One Door.” General Foster’s voice held none of the wonder that the Hestroth or even the Sechnel used when they’d seen the same sight. In his voice was something more practical, calculating.


    “If it is One Door stone, the scrolls say there is only one place where this stone exists,” Erentia said, excitement thick in her voice.


    General Foster stepped up and ran his hand along the stone’s pockmarked surface. “One Door stone without a doubt. That is all good and well, but we are looking at a wall.”


    Erentia stood alongside General Foster and held the fingers of one hand up to a gap—a black edge of darkness along the pock-marked stone. “What is this edge? Where are the markings? The stone is so old, I do not think there is anything left. Time has worn them away.”


    General Foster stepped back and shut the door. The vibrations cut off and Maella slumped over. The tension that had held her body upright was gone.


    General Foster crushed his hand down atop the two doormakers and the relic. “Try again.”


    Without hesitation, Esson opened the door.


    Blue stone. One Door stone.


    This time Maella could smell the One Door, or at least, whatever was on the other side of this portal. Instead of roasting meat, the scent had been replaced with old, musty air. She could smell it in spite of the vibrations that wracked her body with renewed tension.


    “There.” Erentia pointed again to the gap at the edge of the stone. A gap barely big enough for a kitten to slink through.


    “What do you see, my love?” General Foster said.


    “A way in,” Erentia said. “If we can increase it.”


    General Foster looked thoughtfully at the door and that gap. “Mayhap. Yet let us try once again.”


    They repeated the cycle ten more times. Each time the weight of the blue stone made the door sink into the ground until the rugs had been deeply dimpled by the wheels and steps.


    Doors had not held any weight before, but all that changed when Maella had opened a door within a door at the top of the Tower of Shadows. She wondered what would have happened if Tomi’s hand had been on the relic instead of hers. As far as she knew, though, he was still in Jillow City, under Senta’s careful watch, with General Foster knowing nothing about the third doormaker in his midst.


    Yet even as she felt relief that General Foster was blocked from the One Door by this wall of blue stone, there was something different this time around.


    It was as Erentia said—a gap, an edge, a possible way through, like they had reached the end of some walled structure and if they could get around it, or press themselves into it, they might enter.


    General Foster called for more doors. The waiting was a type of agony. But not long after his command, people barreled in with doors that looked like they had been ripped from country houses. The first one General Foster used had no stairs and he used his soldiers to hold it up. The threshold showed large splintered wood from wherever it had been ripped.


    He tore away the flimsy threshold once the portal was opened, but the gap did not enlarge.


    Next, he used two doors side by side, forced Maella and Esson to open one the normal way, and then hung them by their feet from rope strung up on the tent poles to open the second door alongside the other—in the hopes of combining the two gaps. But when General Foster stripped away the door thresholds, the gap in between was of Rathe—of the inside of the tent.


    No matter how General Foster moved the doors or angled the doormakers, the gaps never fully met.


    Maella had become sick several times, vomiting out what little liquid she had inside her grumbling stomach. The cycle of the doors, on and off, push and pull, so off-tune and sharp, ready to shatter glass, had wracked her body unceasingly for the last hour. Esson looked even worse. General Foster had commanded Esson to open the door, and each time, Esson had done so. His face was pale and dark circles ringed his eyes. He had not spoken another word to her since the trials had begun. He acted more like a machine than a human.


    Maella grieved for him even as she silently raged at him. Once, she had broken and called out to Esson to stop, to do something, to say something. Erentia had slapped Maella across the face—a sharp blow that numbed her jaw before it buzzed with pain. The slap had almost knocked Maella off the relic. Only General Foster’s crushing grip had kept Maella upright.


    “Do not dare to speak unless you are asked a question,” Erentia said.


    Maella had not spoken since, her throbbing jaw a reminder of the consequences.


    But now even General Foster had given up. Chest heaving with exertion from tossing one of the offending doors across the tent, General Foster stared at the wall of blue stone that no one could get around. He released Maella’s and Esson’s hands from the relic. They tumbled backwards off the stairs and onto the rugs, exhausted, dripping with sweat.


    General Foster glared at that wall of One Door stone and the One Door stone glared back. He’d gone back to the original door, the top of it tall enough to brush the canvas of the tent above their heads. The threshold of the door was still intact on three sides, but the bottom had splintered under the weight of stone. The top step on either side had broken.


    Not for the first time, Maella wondered: Who could have built such a thing as a portal to another world? But more than that, how could she have been built to open such things, and yet feel so sure that it was all wrong?


    “What use are these doormakers if they cannot open doors?” Erentia asked.


    Maella drew herself to attention. The tone of Erentia’s voice was sinister.


    “I see you have an idea, my love. Share your thoughts. You know I will listen,” General Foster said.


    Erentia stepped up next to General Foster. The bluish light cast ghoulish shadows around their outlines. She was of his height, though the coiled hair stacked on her head made her seem taller. She stared at the One Door stone for another moment before looking down on Maella and Esson. Maella let Erentia’s hate wash over her. The hate used to wound her deeply, but Maella was done feeling ashamed of herself. Let them hate. It could not harm her anymore.


    “What shall we do with them if they are of no use to us anymore?” Erentia said, a strange lilt to the question in her voice. “Must not trash be destroyed before it causes infection?”


    Maella bit her lip. Of course, how they could harm Maella’s physical body was a different story.


    “Be not hasty yet,” General Foster said. “There is something else we can try.”


    “What?” Erentia said. “Tell me your thoughts. I will make sure they manifest.”


    “Call my lieutenant. Tell him to bring others. At least half a dozen of our strongest soldiers.” General Foster left the steps and went to a table filled with food and drink. He drained one cup and then a second. “Tell them to bring hammers, picks, and axes.”

  


  
    Chapter 3


    The lieutenant strode into the tent without announcement. His robed uniform looked different than the others, with more belts, weapons, and sashes that marked him as higher rank. Soldiers filed in behind him carrying tools.


    “Set guards on these two.” General Foster had finished his meal and now stood from the table. Maella’s stomach growled louder than ever. Not a drop of broth, or bite of meat, or even stale bread had been shared with them. “We are close to the One Door and victory over our oppressors. Only this stone stands between us and forever ridding the three worlds of all doormakers and their cursed doors.”


    The lieutenant snapped to attention. He looked almost as old as General Foster and gave out orders to the rest with a comfortable authority. The soldiers jumped into action, uttering words under their breath like a protective blessing.


    Open hearts. Open minds. Close doors.


    Erentia kneeled next to the relic and wrapped the red cloth around it. The door’s blue light framed her kneeling form. With the red cloth and the beauty in her fierceness, Maella could imagine someone wanting to paint the image, not knowing the violent intentions behind Erentia’s every move.


    Esson rubbed his wrists. “General Foster, we are very hungry.”


    Maella’s stomach grumbled at Esson’s words.


    General Foster’s gaze landed on Esson and then returned to his waiting lieutenant. “Excellent picks. They will demolish the wall in no time. You may return to your normal duties. Send a cook along with some broth for them.”


    The lieutenant left and General Foster’s people set to work on the wall. The strikes of metal against stone filled the tent. If this had been Earth, they might have used dynamite to destroy the stone, but such things did not work on Rathe or Thrae for some reason. Instead, these soldiers attacked the stone with little more than farm tools.


    Soon, a small, portly man arrived carrying two steaming bowls. Saliva filled Maella’s mouth. She gripped the bowl, warming her hands on the wood, and took a slow sip. She needed to concentrate so as not to let the open door’s vibrations affect her hands and spill her food. The salty broth flooded her mouth and nose.


    Cheering drew Maella’s attention back to the door. A piece of blue stone had chipped off, flown through the air, and skipped across the ground to land inches from Maella’s foot.


    “Excellent.” General Foster bent down to pick up the chip of stone.


    Maella flinched.


    “Double rations and pay for the best blue stone demolisher among you!” General Foster said.


    “Who is our judge?” one of the soldiers asked.


    General Foster delivered the chip of blue stone into Erentia’s hands. “Erentia has the sharpest eyes. She will be the judge.”


    Erentia smiled, but the smile was something more like a predator’s grimace. She raised the blue stone in her fist. “Double rations and pay await!”


    They cheered and jumped back into the work. Erentia took a position that gave her a good sight line on the strikes.


    Maella sat cross-legged on the floor and emptied the bowl of food without spilling a drop. Only when she had finished did she look up and see Esson had matched her hunger and also drained his bowl.


    Soon sweat rolled off the soldiers, dripped onto the rug, and splashed the stone. More chips flew off, but they added little more than a few more pockmarks to the wall. A hammer and a shovel had already broken and were tossed aside.


    More than an hour slipped by and with a feeling of satisfaction Maella watched only a few more chips of stone be removed. New workers were called in to attack the wall with fresh strength as the original crew rested. General Foster and Erentia both supervised the work. The initial cheering turned into grim silence and grimmer expressions as the reality of the job set in.


    With a full belly and little sleep, Maella began to doze. At the rate they were going, Maella thought it might take weeks for them to enlarge the gap enough for someone like her, let alone General Foster, to push through.


    From the corner of Maella’s dozing gaze, she noticed more people enter the tent. Two stood aside and approached General Foster directly while the others were clearly a fresh demolishing crew.


    “Sir, General Foster, sir,” one of the two men said.


    Maella blinked herself fully awake. It was not difficult to recognize the voice. After all, he was the one who had hurled insults at her while carting her from Jillow City to General Foster’s camp.


    Barth.


    General Foster held up a hand for silence from them. Barth and another soldier stepped forward as if to protest. But General Foster ignored them until he had finished giving instructions to the new workers.


    “Sir, General Foster, sir,” Barth said again.


    General Foster looked away from the workers to Barth. “Spit it out.” He motioned with his hand as if to hurry them up though his gaze never left the stone wall, analyzing the workers’ strike patterns with a practiced eye.


    “Scouts say…” Barth’s gaze drifted onto Maella. “Why are they out of their cages? He’s tried to escape before.”


    Maella looked at Esson and felt her eyes widen. Esson had tried to escape? He seemed incapable of any move against General Foster now. What had happened?


    “Because I ordered it so,” General Foster said mildly.


    As if realizing his mistake, Barth straightened and looked away from Maella and Esson. The person next to him stiffened in the spine.


    “Scouts say a great army approaches,” Barth said.


    General Foster’s eyes narrowed and he finally tore his gaze from the door.


    “Doormaker Tain’s army,” Barth said. “That’s what the scouts say.”

  


  
    Chapter 4


    General Foster did not respond at first. The demolishing continued.


    Barth coughed as a cloud of dust entered his lungs. “Just like you predicted, sir. Doormaker Tain made a new door into this world. They are about a half day’s march away.”


    Instead of answering, General Foster looked back at the door. The gap had widened a whisker’s width in some sections.


    “Sir?”


    “Thank you for the update.” General Foster turned back to the men.


    “What are your orders?”


    “My orders have not changed.”


    This time it was the man next to Barth who spoke. “Sir, we’re not ready for battle.” He looked older and more grizzled. Maella thought he must have seen battle before. “We’ve laid siege to Jillow City well enough but we’re not ready to meet another army on the field.” There was no fear in his pronouncement that General Foster’s people were not ready. Rather, his voice spoke of careful calculation.


    General Foster approached the bottom step of the door for closer examination of the progress. Over his shoulder, he said, “We must hold on for as long as it takes. We’ve never been closer.”


    The man next to Barth grunted and pivoted to leave the tent.


    “But what if we run out of time?” This was Barth.


    Suddenly, General Foster turned his focus onto Maella and Esson.


    Maella shrunk into herself. There was an intensity to his will that was difficult to shield against. It had been that way from the very beginning, even from the first moment he had forced her hand to open the drawer of his desk, which had then promptly set the desk on fire.


    A doormaker test, he had said.


    She had failed it completely—or rather, passed it with flying colors, depending on the point of view. Maella forced herself to take a deep breath. They had yet to return her and Esson to their cages. She would look for an opportunity to escape. Now that she knew Doormaker Tain was so close, there might actually be a chance.


    As if reading Maella’s thoughts, General Foster barked out commands. “Station guards at the tent’s entrance. Gather more shifts of those soldiers with the greatest strength and send them here. Scour the camp for the sharpest tools. When Doormaker Tain’s army arrives, send a runner. When a runner arrives with the signal, if the stone has not given way in time, kill the two doormakers.”


    Erentia advanced on Maella and Esson. In her eyes was a fanatic light. “Why wait? They are of no use to us anymore. Better to end them now than give Doormaker Tain even a chance at them.”


    General Foster was silent for a long moment. Barth watched from the tent entrance, mouth slightly open. He looked like he was trying to hold back a silent laugh. “You speak wisdom. This has gone on for long enough.”


    “Wait,” Maella said. She looked to Esson for help but his eyes had gone blank. “You can’t possibly think—”


    “Either you’re useful or you’re not. I have spent years searching for the relic and now I have two doormakers to use it, but it doesn’t work right. Since it does not work, I no longer need either of you.”


    Goaded by his words, Erentia pulled a knife from the scabbard at her belt. The metal scraped against the sheath.


    Maella cast wildly about for something that would keep Erentia from slaughtering them in the next few seconds. Her stomach seemed to fall away from the rest of her body as she came up with—nothing.


    Erentia readied herself, raising the knife high, the blue stone light shining off the jewels laid into the hilt.


    “Wait! There’s a missing piece to the relic,” Maella said, thinking fast. “That’s why it won’t work the way it should.”


    “Hold.” General Foster approached. He drew out a sword and held the tip to Maella’s throat. She held so still she barely took a breath, but she felt a small prick anyway. A drop of liquid she knew must be her own blood slipped, tickling, down her neck.


    “Speak no lies. I will know. What is missing?”


    “We can trust nothing,” Erentia said. “Whatever she says now, it will only be for the cause of saving her life. There can be no truth from her lips. It is better not to listen at all.”


    “If you had seen the drawings in the Library of Souls you would know,” Maella said. “The relic you have doesn’t look the way it’s supposed to. It does not match the drawings. There’s a piece missing.”


    “Then it is lost to time and history,” Erentia said. “If the device is useless and it cannot be made whole then there is even less reason than before to keep these doormakers alive.”


    “The piece may still be out there,” Maella said. “All we have to do is find it and the relic will be made whole again. But if you kill us now, there will be no chance left.”


    Maella waited to see how General Foster would judge the situation. She could not dare tell him Grandmother had what he needed on Earth. Such knowledge would put everyone she loved in danger.


    But General Foster was not convinced by Maella’s words—she saw the decision in his face. Something shuttered in his eyes. He looked at Erentia and then at Maella and Esson. “I am tired of doormaker lies, and relics that are found, and yet somehow broken. We have come far enough. The workers will get through without help from some doormakers.”


    Erentia smiled, advancing, knife raised.


    Maella felt herself go dizzy. This could not be happening. General Foster held her with a sword at her neck. Her mind whirled for anything that might save them. She wanted to shout at Esson to snap out of it, but his expression had been wiped carefully blank as if his mind had already flown far away.


    With a sinking heart, Maella could only think of one last thing to try.


    “But I know where we can find the missing piece of the relic. Then you would have what you needed to make us open a connection directly to the One Door.”


    “So many lies,” Erentia said, spitting on the rug.


    “Tell them, Barth!” Maella said, not moving her body but tracking her eyes to the tent where he stood. He had crossed his arms and though the smile had dropped away from his face, he looked eager to watch the sword and knife fall on Maella and Esson.


    “Tell me what?” General Foster said mildly.


    “I know nothing of what she speaks.” Barth stepped forward and splayed open his hands on either side of his hips. “I am not involved in any of her lies.”


    “Liar!” Maella said. “You are from Earth too. Do not dare hide from that.”


    “General Foster knows I’m from Earth, like you,” Barth said. “Don’t you remember how we all met? It was when you pushed me off the stairs and left me for dead. I am lucky that General Foster is such a reasonable man.”


    “Enough.” General Foster raised a hand for silence. “Tell me where the missing piece of the relic is. If I believe you, then I will let you live a little longer.”


    “And my brother,” Maella said. “You will need both me and Esson to connect to the One Door once the relic is made whole again.”


    General Foster nodded. “Both you and your brother.”


    Maella drew in a deep breath. “The missing piece is back on Earth. I can show you exactly where to go.”

  


  
    Chapter 5


    Blue dust filled the air of the tent like fog. The tools striking the wall of stone formed a peculiar rhythm underneath their conversation.


    “Is she telling the truth?” General Foster asked Barth.


    “Some of her family is still back on Earth. It could be with them,” Barth said.


    “Do you know where her family lives on Earth?” Erentia said.


    “Yes, I know exactly where,” Barth said.


    “Then we still do not need these doormakers to complete the relic,” Erentia said.


    “You don’t know exactly where my family has hidden the relic.” Panic made Maella’s heartbeat flutter. “I do. I know exactly where. And you will need doormakers to use the relic again once it’s whole.”


    General Foster nodded. “I am satisfied for now.” He lowered his sword and returned it to the scabbard at his waist. Glancing at Barth, he said, “My instructions stand. Go forth and relay them. Set the guards at the tent.” Next he glanced at Erentia and then to the relic that lay abandoned on the tent floor. “Wrap the relic and remove it to the safety of the treasury until we can complete it.”


    Barth left to carry out General Foster’s instructions. Erentia bowed her head and put away her knife. Crouching to the ground, she rewrapped the red cloth around the relic, and swept out of the tent, robes swirling.


    Another batch of workers with more tools arrived and the tent became overwhelmed with people. Some sweaty and worn out, others eager to apply themselves to the stone wall.


    Maella saw a slim chance for escape in the sudden chaos. She inched her knees backward, toward the tent canvas. The rough fibers of the rug scratched at her bare skin. Dust thickened the air, obscuring sight and forcing many to cough themselves into distraction.


    Doormaker Tain—her uncle, the one who had taken Claritsa, the one who had made her family flee to Earth all those years ago—was approaching with an army. Maella should have seen Tain as an enemy, but everything had flipped upside down. Tain was their chance of survival now.


    “Esson.” She called out his name softly, so softly she thought at first he had not heard her over the sound of metal striking stone. But Esson finally looked at her. It was like he had been in a trance. She didn’t even know if he had heard her attempt to save their lives by offering up the missing piece of the relic.


    Understanding came into Esson’s expression as he saw how close she had maneuvered herself to the tent wall.


    “Get ready,” Maella said.


    Esson shook his head from side to side.


    Maella became confused. What was going on with him? Maybe he didn’t understand.


    Maella put a palm low to the ground, next to her hip so that her body blocked the motion of her hand from the rest of the tent. She beckoned him over.


    Esson moved so slowly, she thought for a long moment that he hadn’t moved at all. But then she noticed that the two spots where his knees had pressed into the carpet were cleaner than the surrounding rug coated in a layer of dust.


    Maella faced forward and with her hands behind her back felt for the tent’s canvas edge. Now was the time to make use of the chaos of a change of workers and before the guards took up posts around the tent. They would find a way to escape the camp and get to Doormaker Tain’s army.


    “You can’t go, Maella.”


    “We can’t stay. It’s the only way. Otherwise, General Foster is going to use me up just like he—”


    But Esson only shook his head again. “We can’t go. He’ll kill us.”


    Maella’s stomach flipped. Was he serious? This was not the brother she remembered while growing up. “He’ll kill us if we stay.” She searched her mind for anything that would shake her brother out of this cowardly stupor.


    “Do you remember how I got you back after you wrapped me in plastic?”


    Esson’s eyes widened. She knew he remembered. How could either of them forget? It had been an epic prank.


    He’d wrapped her up while she slept off a concussion. It had been punishment for ripping a new shirt of his. She hadn’t meant to rip his shirt, even if it had been new, even if he had told her she couldn’t wear it and she’d taken it anyway.


    The Esson she remembered couldn’t walk away from a challenge and she used that against him now. It was why Esson and their father fought so much. But the Esson she saw inside this tent looked defeated. She had to make him remember who he used to be.


    “I got Josa to help me. I told him all about how this was going to be a fun game, but mostly I knew if I had been the one to challenge you, it would have made you suspicious.”


    Esson had been in the living room. Father had been off somewhere trying to make some money. Mother had called for them to join her in a few minutes to go swimming at the neighborhood pool and then get ice cream. In the living room was a beautiful piece of watercolor art that Mother had been working on in her spare time. Normally she was careful to put away paper and art brushes, but by then Josa was old enough to understand the importance of never lifting up paper.


    The watercolor was a picture of their garden in spring, when the flowers bloomed in a multicolored riot and the leafy greens grew huge and ready for the kitchen. They ate well in the springtime because Mother and Grandmother always made sure there were plenty of herbs to flavor their food.


    The challenge had started simple enough, with Maella sending Josa into the living room.


    I bet you can’t balance a glass of water on the back of your hand.


    Maella smiled, remembering, even as her fingers inched toward the canvas tent. “I coached Josa on exactly what to say to you.”


    “We were always fascinated with water and glass,” Esson said.


    They had once lived in a house that was mostly windows and glass walls. In spite of the lack of privacy it had felt so freeing. “You didn’t even think about it,” Maella continued, even as she kept an eye on Erentia and General Foster.


    Soon the new guards would arrive and surround the tent. The fresh batch of workers would begin and the exhausted crew would leave, emptying the tent of chaos. If they didn’t attempt an escape soon, the chance would vanish altogether.


    But Esson still hesitated.


    Maella bit her lip even as her hands itched to grab the tent cloth and roll underneath it. “You just grabbed that glass of water, laid your hand down flat over Mother’s watercolor painting, and balanced it on the back of your hand.”


    “And then you walked in and I said, ‘I bet you can’t,’” Esson said.


    Maella shrugged her shoulders. “I knew you would say that. I planned for you to say that. You never could turn down a challenge.”


    She had forced herself not to look at Josa as she took the glass of water she had walked in with and balanced it on the back of her palm.


    Easy, Maella had said.


    Fine, Esson had replied. Come on, Mom’s going to leave for the pool without us.


    Maella didn’t move. Instead, she waited for Josa to pipe up. He was only seven or eight at that point. Wearing a blue and white striped shirt with short sleeves and khaki shorts that went past his knees so that he could grow into them, he looked innocent and ready for the pool, and sounded delightfully uncoached.


    I bet you can’t balance a glass of water on both hands at the same time.


    Esson had shaken his head. When you gonna learn? I’m better at anything than you guys. Bring me another glass.


    Josa had taken the glass from Maella’s hand and balanced it, full to the brim of water, onto Esson’s other hand.


    Back in the tent, Maella watched the memory of that prank rise in Esson’s mind. The clanging tools continued their soundtrack as the soldiers attempted to destroy the One Door stone. “You smirked, so proud you were balancing a glass of water on each hand, but then I stood up and smiled.”


    A half-smile crept over Esson’s expression. “It took me a long second to get what you had just done. I thought I had won. I was able to balance two glasses of water and you had only balanced one.”


    Maella remembered what had happened next. It was like she stood back in that living room with Esson’s hands balancing the water over Mother’s watercolor painting.


    You’re right, Esson, Maella had said, and I’m going to think about how right you are the whole time we’re at the pool without you.


    If Esson moved the glasses of water they would spill, ruining Mother’s painting.


    He would be in epic trouble.


    But if he didn’t move, then Mother would surely leave for the pool without him.


    Hey! You can’t leave me like this. Esson’s voice rose in volume, but in spite of no doors in the house, Mother was too far away to hear. I’ll get you back! I swear I’ll get you back. Esson attempted to stay still even as he shook with anger.


    That’s what you get for plastic wrapping me. Maella placed a hand on Josa’s shoulder. Maybe next time you’ll know better than to take on a silly challenge.


    I will not! You’ll see. I’ll get you back, Maella. You won’t know where–


    Maella began to hurry Josa out of the room, laughing, while Josa giggled. They went with Mother to the pool and because Esson wasn’t there they had been able to get two scoops of ice cream each instead of one. Mother hadn’t even asked what had happened to Esson.


    And when they got home?


    Maella had crept slowly into the living room to see that the watercolor painting was intact. No wrinkled paper or smeared mass of colors—also no sign of Esson and the two glasses of water.


    She went to her room next and saw the two glasses, now empty, by her bedside. Innocent looking enough, but they struck cold anxiety in her stomach as she realized that she would be on edge until Esson got her back.


    Returning from the memory back to the tent, Maella asked, “How did you save the watercolor painting that day?”


    “After you left I figured out I could just use my mouth to lift one of the cups off my hand. Then it was easy to deal with the second one.” A ghost of a smile appeared on Esson’s face. “It was easy once I got over being angry at you.”


    “But you didn’t get over being angry. You got me back like two weeks later.”


    Esson shrugged. “That was payback. I’m the older brother. You had to know your place.”


    “Never turn down a challenge, right?”


    “That’s right,” Esson said, but his tone was unsure.


    Maella checked for vibrations one more time, to make sure the canvas edge contained no potential for a door. When she was sure, she lifted the canvas an inch. A cool breeze touched her bare skin and sent nearby dust swirling in a small tornado around her. She silently hissed from the sight of it, but General Foster’s back was to them, giving last instructions to the new workers. The previous workers were on their way out of the tent. There was still had a chance, but only if they took advantage of it now.


    The smile from Esson’s face faded and his eyebrows drew together. “He will punish us both.”


    In a flash, Maella saw Esson was about to draw attention to Maella’s position at the tent wall. It tore at her heart that he would think to betray her. Adrenaline made her ears roar like from a rushing wave of water. Before Esson could open his mouth again, Maella rolled herself out from underneath the tent.


    The dirt was rough and a few stones bruised her shoulders. Before she knew it, she was outside in the clear, stone-free air. Everyone seemed to be in a rush for something and didn’t notice her yet. Some carried weapons, others led animals pulling carts laden with supplies, still others furiously stirred pots of food set over campfires.


    Maella blinked against the sunlight that struck her eyes, all golden light instead of blue, and searched for a hiding spot. At any moment Esson would alert the others. She did not see herself being able to talk anyone out of letting Erentia execute her this time. A stack of crates several feet away were a perfect hiding place so she could get her bearings. She dove for the spot, her heart beating in her throat. She did not bother to look around. What was the point? She would be seen or she would make it to the crates. So she went for the crates with all of her speed and wished herself invisible with all of her will.


    When she reached the crates and fell behind them and no one grabbed her or yanked her up by her hair, she allowed herself a long, steadying breath, and then another. Potential vibrations threaded their way to her from throughout camp. She had felt them while inside the tent, but the wrongness of the One Door portal had dampened them. Now the potential doors of the camp felt like birds brushing their feathers against her skin. Everything in her vision blurred with vibration and color before settling. When she finally regained control over her breathing, the tunnel vision that had fallen over her began to clear.


    That’s when she felt it. A presence beside her.


    She was not alone against the crates.


    Maella turned, readying herself for Erentia’s sword, or Barth’s cruel laugh, or General Foster’s suffocating hand.


    Instead, she saw—


    Esson.


    He was crouched behind a crate and somehow looked more terrified than she felt. But he was here. He had not raised an alarm. He had not stayed behind.


    She saw the light was back in his eyes, the blank expression that had so disturbed Maella was banished—she hoped for good.


    When their eyes met, Esson smiled wanly. “Can’t let my little sister get away with another prank without me, can I?”


    Maella’s heart soared. He was alive, in mind and body, and they were reunited.

  


  
    Chapter 6


    Maella and Esson sprinted from hiding place to hiding place. Word spread that Doormaker Tain’s army approached. People scattered, some to take up weapons, others to load supplies. Cooking pots overturned and the smell of burning meat filled the air.


    Though Esson was two years older than Maella, it was she who led them through camp. Several times, she outdistanced him and had to wait. His chest heaved from great gulping breaths of air. His hair was wild and matted and matched the look in his eyes. Each time he caught up, he waved her on, not allowing himself a rest.


    Some of General Foster’s people were dressed in what looked like, from her time in the Tower of Shadows, expensive and sturdy leathers with blue vests edged with yellow. Some wore a type of chain-link armor. Others wore little more than basic clothing and sturdy shoes—if they wore shoes at all. The choice of weapon carried—sword, knife, or stick—seemed to depend on the wealth of its wielder.


    She rounded a tent whose canvas edge had caught fire from a scattered cookfire. The noise of anxious animals rose. People shouted instructions and ignored the two doormakers in their midst. Their anonymity would not last long. Soon General Foster or Erentia or some eagle-eyed soldier would sound the alarm for their absence, but so far their luck had helped them stay unnoticed.


    A loud, shrieking whine rose in volume and became a blast of sound that overtook Maella’s senses. Suddenly she became weightless. Debris, like someone had thrown bucketfuls of soil into the air, overtook everything she could see. Landing heavy on her side, she had the wind knocked out of her and panicked, scrabbling for air, blinking tear-filled eyes open to push out the grit.


    After what seemed an eternity, she heaved in a beautiful breath. Her lungs took the air in raggedly and a sharp pain in her side flared. Her vision was still dark and clouded so she used her hands to reach out and feel ground, pebbles, but could not find her brother.


    Cobwebs seemed to fill her mind and an incessant ringing overtook both of her ears. She pieced together that she lay on her side. Losing a sense of time, finally the ringing diminished, and she was able to push herself upright. Rubbing her eyes, she took in the scene through blurry vision.


    Something large had gouged out a crater among the tents. It was like a cannonball but there had been no gun powder explosion. Even still, the impact had caused people, and parts of people, to scatter everywhere. Maella felt sick to her stomach. Now that the ringing had begun to fade, she could hear groans and screams. Flames from overturned fires licked at canvas and began to jump from tent to tent.


    She searched all around her and found Esson, face down on the ground, unmoving.


    “Esson.” Maella coughed halfway through his name. She crawled over and shook him by the shoulder. “Esson!” He had to be okay. They had only just found each other again. They were so close to escape. He had already survived so much.


    Esson moved his hands, curling them into fists.


    Maella burst into tears of relief. “Be careful how you move. Where does it hurt?”


    Esson added a groan to the cries of pain around them. Maella helped him up as more whines, at slightly different pitches, filled the air. This time she saw them—several large spheres—all had been set on fire and were flying low through the air above camp. Maella and Esson ducked. The spheres landed deeper into camp, kicking up dirt and tents and people on impact.


    People shouted Doormaker Tain’s name. Tain’s army was attacking General Foster’s camp with the Rathe version of cannonballs. And Maella and Esson were still in camp. Maella helped Esson to his feet. He limped the first few steps and held his arm close to his chest. They left the strange graveyard this section of camp had become. Every step felt like an eternity.


    Something red flashed, catching Maella’s eye among the white canvas tents. She took a harder look and saw braids. Erentia—and she was carrying the relic wrapped in red cloth. Maella took Esson’s weight heavily against her shoulder. The whine of incoming cannonballs sounded again. Erentia vanished behind a tent. For a long moment, Maella continued heading for the camp’s perimeter—for escape.


    But Erentia had the relic.


    With the relic, they were that much closer than Doormaker Tain to finding the One Door.


    Maella needed that relic to prevent General Foster from getting control over the One Door. She didn’t stop to think about how she would get back to Grandmother on Earth to obtain the final piece. Those were problems to solve later.


    Maella switched direction.


    Esson was wide-eyed but his gait had steadied. He still held his arm close to his chest.


    “We should go after the relic,” Maella said.


    A hard light entered Esson’s eyes. He let go of Maella and limped after Erentia. “Come on, little sister. We can’t let them win.”


    She hurried after him, dodging tents, fires, the injured, those taking up weapons and running to battle. Another glimpse of braids and red cloth flashed farther away than before. Erentia was quick on her feet. Esson seemed to gather himself and then dashed after her.


    Maella took a chance and darted between two tents in a different direction, trying to head her off. She pivoted around a wagon where barrel-chested men tossed on sacks of food and stacked various boxes, coming out from between two tents into a small clearing. She looked for the flash of red and the coiled braids and saw them headed toward her.


    She was now in Erentia’s path.


    Maella panicked. Now what?


    Erentia was a fighter. No matter how much muscle and agility Maella had gained by walking the pipes, she could not stand a chance against Erentia in a real fight.


    On either side of Maella were tents and cookfires, most abandoned. A pan had fallen over, feeding its oil and eggs to the flames. On a log next to the pan sat a wooden salt box with an opened lid, the salt spilling out the side.


    As soon as Maella saw the salt box, she knew it was her only option. The doors were still on, though not for much longer. She made her plan quickly and scooped up the salt box, snapping the lid closed. Flecks landed on her lips and she tasted the salt as she set herself in Erentia’s path.


    Maella knew the moment Erentia saw her. For just a brief step, Erentia faltered. She held the small relic bound in red cloth against her body with one hand, freeing her other hand to draw out the knife from her belt.


    Esson was nowhere in sight. Maella gulped.


    “You.” Erentia did not look scared. They both knew Maella would lose in a fair fight. But Maella did not plan to fight. She hoped her salt box surprise would be enough.


    And if it wasn’t? Well, then she would end up back inside General Foster’s tent.


    Erentia moved with the blade, and it reminded Maella of the times Erentia had danced in Rock Heaven. With a start, Maella realized that was exactly what Erentia had been doing back then—practicing with an imaginary weapon.


    Maella was only feet away from that dangerous weaving blade. The box of salt in her hand felt ridiculous, embarrassing. Though the lid vibrated with a door’s potential, what did Maella think the box would actually do against Erentia’s knife?


    “Foster should have killed you.”


    The question Maella had asked a million times in the past stayed silent on her lips. Why do you hate me? She no longer needed to ask.


    Sometimes people were so filled with hate there was no explanation for it. But her mind balked at that—it was too simple an answer. She knew better. Doormakers, licatherin, and the search for the One Door, had done, and were still doing, great harm to many people.


    But Maella wasn’t going to give up. She no longer cared how many worlds of people hated her. She would do whatever it took to stay alive and keep safe those she loved.


    “Everyone seems to want me dead,” Maella said. “But for some reason I never seem to die. I don’t think you’re going to change that.”


    Erentia laughed. “You have grown into quite the young fighter. I am surprised you lived as long as this. The girl I knew in Rock Heaven should not have survived. But doormakers always seem able to use others for their own gain, no matter the cost to those people. All that matters is you survive, is that not true? No matter the destruction, no matter the suffering to others—all that matters is you and yours.”


    Her dismissal of Maella’s newfound courage stung. But what was worse was how Erentia had thrown back Maella’s own thoughts, making them ugly. She numbed herself to Erentia’s words and bent her knees into a fighting crouch like Sethlo had taught her.


    Though her only weapon was a box of salt, she would not run away.


    The sounds from camp faded, leaving them in their own little bubble of space. Suddenly Esson came sprinting into view, behind Erentia. Maella tried not to track him with her eyes, but Erentia was too observant and twirled around. Esson leapt at Erentia anyway, straight for her knife.


    Maella shouted. “Esson!”


    She launched herself at Erentia, throwing open the salt box lid a moment before throwing the box itself. Instead of salt, vibrations that Maella could almost see as trails of light flooded out from the box. The wrongness of the portal made her lose her balance as she came down hard on her side and yelped with pain.


    The box flew through the air like a miniature cannonball. It pommeled Erentia in the back at the moment she slashed her knife down. The box flipped open onto the ground, showing blue, pockmarked stone.


    Erentia fell, knife clattering several feet away. Esson slammed down on top of her. The relic flew into the air and vanished into the flames of the closest cookfire.


    Maella scrambled for the relic, digging into the burning wood. The flames singed her hair and licked her cheeks. She found the relic and used a cleaning rag to lift it from the fire. Even still, she felt the pain of blisters form on her fingers. The relic fit perfectly in one hand, but was too hot to handle. She tossed it out of the fire and onto the dirt, then wrapped the cloth around it several times, her hands shaking.


    Erentia lay gasping on the dirt. Esson turned to face Maella with open hands. “Give it to me, Maella. I will keep it safe for you.”


    There was no reason for Maella to hesitate. This was her older brother. She knew him, she loved him, she trusted him.


    Didn’t she?


    Her cheeks felt raw and her hands hurt. The smell of burnt hair made her sick to her stomach, but still, she did not give over the relic.


    “Maella, your hands.” Esson crouched next to her but did not reach for the relic, as if he knew he was undergoing some type of test and unsure he would pass. “I swear I will take care of it for you.”


    Maella felt as if she balanced on a knife edge.


    Did she trust her brother or not?


    And if she could not, what was left?


    Erentia groaned. Maella’s hands flared with pain. She made the decision to trust him, even through her doubt.


    She handed over the relic. They ran.


    The tents continued for an eternity. It seemed like General Foster had brought out half of Rathe to lay siege on Jillow City. Maella led them again. As the edge of camp came within sight, someone stumbled across their path and Maella tripped into the robes. She was enveloped in the darkness of cloth that smelled of food and a body long unwashed. Hot and cloying, the smells suffocated Maella and she clawed her way back to light.


    There was a grunt of pain and cursing.


    Maella’s hands felt newly set on fire where the robes had scratched her blisters. She looked full upon a familiar face.


    “You.”


    The old crone was the same woman who had first caught Claritsa and Maella outside the Klylup cave so long ago.


    As if reenacting that moment, the woman, Linn Weavy—Maella remembered, the name echoing up as if from a stale nightmare—grabbed for Maella’s hair.


    “We will see what General Foster has to say about this. Guards! Guards—”


    Maella slammed her foot down onto the woman’s foot and used her elbow to punch her in the gut. Linn Weavy pulled her hair, wrenching back her head until Maella felt like she might break in two. Then suddenly Maella was released. She collapsed to the ground, scalp burning and spotting her vision.


    Linn Weavy lay on the ground, gasping for air after a punch from Esson—but the damage had been done. People gathered, blocking escape. A soldier lunged for Esson and they grappled in the dirt. The relic fell to the ground, the torn canvas cloth unwrapping.


    Maella crawled for the relic as hands snatched at her clothing. She tucked the relic into her clothes at the same moment Esson was thrown to the ground next to her.


    She saw a path open up for a brief second, among the legs of Foster’s people, but then it closed again. And then Maella saw their chance.


    “Run, Esson! Run!” She forced him forward while he was still on his knees, using all her strength to essentially throw his emaciated form into the canvas of one of the tents. Like before, he rolled under, though this time it led to inside the tent instead of outside.


    Maella followed, tucking and rolling. As soon as she felt the cool brush of tent cloth she sprang to her feet. One chair and a cot with a blanket were the only pieces of furniture inside. Esson was on the other side of the tent, holding up the cloth for her.


    A high-pitched whine blocked out all human sounds.


    “Cannonball!” Maella shouted.


    Esson grabbed her by her clothes and threw her out the other side of the tent.


    The cannonball hit and there was an explosion of sound and dirt. The air felt sucked out of Maella’s lungs. Cries of pain replaced the whine.


    Maella and Esson ran from General Foster’s camp. Doormaker Tain’s cannonballs ushered along their escape at a brutal price.

  


  
    Chapter 7


    The ground was rough and uneven as their feet pounded forward. The air sat harsh in Maella’s lungs and she couldn’t take in enough of it. Looking over her shoulder, she saw a dozen soldiers had detached from General Foster’s camp and raced after them.


    Doormaker Tain’s forces were a dark smudge on the landscape ahead, with a bloody battlefield in between.


    Esson chased after Maella, slower, agonizingly slower. She kept yelling him forward but didn’t know how much longer that would work. His face was flushed red underneath the licatherin purple that stained his skin. She let him catch up, realizing with a shock that they were almost of the same height. It was a ridiculous thing to notice in a moment like this. What waited for Maella and Esson if General Foster caught them seemed far darker than whatever Doormaker Tain might do.


    Maella led Esson straight into the battlefield zone. They had to reach, and be recognized by, Doormaker Tain’s people before Foster could catch them.


    She dodged around a pair of sword fighters just as one parried and swept his sword to cut at his opponent’s heels. Instead of cooking smells and burnt cloth, the air filled with the scent of mud and the metallic smell of blood.


    Hundreds of people fought by hand, knife, sword, ax. Maella’s heartbeat ratcheted up in her chest, making it hard to breathe. Soldiers from both sides lay bloodied on the soil. Many looked dead. To Maella’s left, a man wearing green robes was stabbed in the chest. On her right, a woman with a helmet and sword fell beneath the pummeling fists of two soldiers. With all the mud and gore, Maella could not tell who belonged to which side.


    She turned her eyes away from the violence, focusing instead on the ground beneath her feet and dodging the bodies that fell along her path. The air was thick with fear and the taste of blood.


    And she could feel the doors.


    The doors that made some of the armor into portals where they lay on the ground just right. The doors of tiny little keepsake boxes with a lover’s lock of hair or a child’s tooth tucked away in the fighters’ clothes.


    Behind them, but stronger still than any of the other potential doors, was the door that she and Esson had opened. The door General Foster would still have workers hammering away at, in spite of the cannonballs.


    And in front of her, on the other side of Doormaker Tain’s army, was an open door to Thrae. She had felt those vibrations when she had still been inside the Library of Souls. She had thought the door had been opened by Tomi. She had been wrong.


    And then she saw him.


    Torian.


    The boy who had climbed the pipes outside the Tower of Shadows better than anyone. The boy who had switched her blood sample before she could be discovered. The boy who had risked krokosod, and who had died for her inside the Circle.


    Her feet stuttered to a stop even as her mind whirled and her chest heaved from running.


    He wore a type of red felt pant and leathers that wrapped his feet. A metal helmet tilted to one side of his head and was painted with someone’s blood. He struggled to hold up a wooden pole with a flag attached, even as he kneeled over a fallen, armored form who lay dead on the ground.


    She was sure the armored form was dead because the head was missing.


    The boy stared down at the dead form of his master. He did not see the two soldiers headed toward him.


    Maella didn’t think. Maella couldn’t think. Torian was alive. She had not killed him. All the guilt she had carried around had been unneeded. She could undo the wrongs she had committed against him. She could save him now like she had not been able to save him before.


    She changed course and sprinted for the boy, cataloging any available weapons at hand. She did not know how to use a knife or sword. She could wave around a stick but that would do little good against the soldiers. She thought back to Erentia and felt the potential in the doors around her, but did not see how to use them to save the boy. That did not stop her running to put herself in between the boy and Doormaker Tain’s swords.


    Esson yelled something behind her but Maella did not understand it. She did not change her course. She was feet away from the soldiers now. She would make it to the boy before they cut him down. There would be no time to defend herself against them.


    She would not let Torian die again. Her heart would not allow it.


    All around her the battle raged. The ground was slick with blood. This close, her eyes could see the boy was not Torian.


    Torian was dead. Of course, he was dead. Her mind was playing tricks on her.


    But she did not change her path. She placed herself before the soldiers and crouched like when she had fought Erentia. But this time there wasn’t even a salt box at hand.


    Her eyes saw the truth. The angle of the boy’s jaw was wrong and his hair wasn’t the right color.


    It was not Torian, but her heart knew no difference. She could not save Torian, so she would save this boy instead.


    The soldiers raised their swords in a single motion. Maella crossed her forearms and used them as a pitiful semblance of a shield and waited for the swords to fall. Long seconds, an eternity, passed with nothing but the ragged breaths she drew into her lungs. Her blistered fingers pulsed with pain. She opened her eyes, not knowing she had closed them. The two soldiers were on the ground, facedown, arrow shafts sticking out of them. One with an arrow in the neck and the other with an arrow out of his back. Blood spurted from both wounds.


    Maella turned away, shaking. Though the battle still raged, this bit of space had cleared. Inside this circle of blood-soaked soil was a headless, armored soldier and the boy, in shock, standing over him. Plus two dead soldiers, face down in the mud. Esson was nearby, on his knees, hunched over and vomiting.


    And then General Foster’s lieutenant appeared. He held a bow in his hand and pointed an arrow at Maella’s chest.


    “You will not get away as easy as that,” he said.


    From the corner of her eye she saw the boy, shell-shocked, but aware enough to see the danger he was in. The truth of his dead master had sunk in and he fled the chaos of the battle, letting his flag pole fall to the ground. The cloth fluttered into a heap. She lost sight of him. It did not matter. She had saved him. With the way her mind had flipped, imagining him to be Torian risen from the dead, she could not have done anything else other than what she did.


    Turning attention back to the lieutenant, she was not as confident in her own fate, but that was nothing new. “You will have to kill me. I will not go back.”


    The lieutenant would easily overpower her and turn her words into a lie, but she had to try. She was done with being used.


    The lieutenant approached. Blood streaked his grizzled beard and armor. Guards on either side of him wore General Foster’s colors and held swords. Still others carried more bows.


    The lieutenant lowered his bow to grab her. The way was cut off, but she readied herself to run. At the last moment, her muscles on the edge of launching, a great commotion rose above the sounds of battle, drawing away the lieutenant’s attention.


    There was a strange chorus of braying. Camels decked in beribboned harnesses and saddles, some with plates of armor across their chests and along their legs, separated from the main battle and entered the cleared space around the headless body. Atop the camels, riders wore Doormaker Tain’s colors of forest green and gold. Hestroth in white robes with burgundy sashes were intermixed. They all carried swords, spears, and bows and arrows of their own—trained on the lieutenant and his people.


    Relief washed over Maella to see the colors, and then she felt stunned to recognize one of the burgundy-sashed camel riders.


    Xomara—with the fierce sword and even fiercer heart. A Hestroth like no other who had saved Maella’s life more than once—and cut her down with sharp words more than once too.


    Maella’s heart swelled. “Xomara!” The name erupted from Maella’s chest with relief that made tears form in her eyes.


    Xomara’s gaze lit upon Maella and her eyes widened in shock. She opened her mouth like a fish gasping for air, but no words came out.


    Foster’s lieutenant turned his bow onto the camel riders and shouted an order to attack. Arrows flew and those with swords charged. One camel was hit in the throat, the arrow feathers adding a gory bit of decoration to the camel’s harness. The camel screamed and reared up, flailing its cloven toes before falling onto its side and throwing its rider.


    Everything became flying arrows and spears and flashing swords. Xomara and her camel bulldozed into the thick of the fighting, making a straight path for Maella the same moment as the lieutenant.


    But Maella was ready. She dove for the lieutenant, getting in close enough so that he could not use his bow against her. All she had to do was survive until Xomara arrived. The lieutenant slammed a fist into her side, making her gasp with pain, and pinned her arm around her back. Her torchlighter muscle and agility allowed her to twist into him and get out of the hold.


    Dropping the bow, he used both hands to pin her arms to her sides. She reared her head back, delivering a sharp blow to his chin. He grunted, but his grip held.


    Suddenly a shadow fell across Maella’s face. The sun outlined Xomara and her sword as she brought the blade down in a sweeping arc that would take off the lieutenant’s head. He dropped Maella’s arms and blocked the sword with his quiver.


    Xomara demolished the quiver and swung, again and again, pushing the lieutenant back a step each time. A sword flew into the air. The lieutenant snatched the sword out of the air and swept it around in a blurring motion.


    Maella crawled across the armor of the headless body to get to Esson. Doormaker Tain’s people and General Foster’s people continued to battle.


    Two others engaged the lieutenant, freeing Xomara. She breathed heavily and a cut on her arm dripped blood down its length and onto the camel’s hide.


    Maella helped Esson up and ran for Xomara. Scanning the area, Xomara sighted them, whistled, and called out a name.


    Another Hestroth, also on a camel, detached the head from one of Foster’s soldiers with a sword swipe and raced for Xomara. His robes flapped in the wind and he stopped right before them, his camel kicking up dirt flecked red with blood, and lashing to the left to bite a soldier on the shoulder.


    Oren.


    The two Hestroth who had run off into the Forsi desert—sure that the cycle bandits would have killed all of them if the Hestroth had remained. They had worked with Utheril to protect Maella, but also to use her for their own purposes. Xomara and Oren had come to the Tower of Shadows to help her escape, only to become trapped on Thrae when Maella had destroyed the portal.


    She had thought them both dead.


    She was so glad to see them alive.


    “Stop staring. You are not some idiot girl, you are a doormaker. Try to act like one,” Xomara said.


    Maella grinned foolishly, not letting Xomara’s words cut her.


    Xomara held out her uninjured hand for Maella to take.


    “Hello, Oren,” Maella said as Xomara lifted her onto the camel. “I am glad you are alive.”


    “And I, too, am glad to see you alive,” Oren said in a formal voice. “I did not like how we parted.”


    Xomara grunted, sounding thoroughly displeased. Oren took Esson onto his camel.


    “You should kill Foster’s lieutenant while you can,” Esson said. Those were the first words he had spoken to the Hestroth. She had not even told them who he was. All Esson knew was these people fought against General Foster.


    “There are things more important than revenge,” Oren replied.


    The lieutenant and his people had begun to retreat. But Maella thought it would not be a retreat for long. A great wave of people came out from General Foster’s camp headed for the battlefield.


    Esson wrapped his fists into the camel harness, making the camel bray in annoyance. “Some things deserve to be revenged no matter the cost.”


    Maella swallowed. He did not sound like the brother she remembered.


    “Maybe,” Xomara said. “But only when we are not outnumbered!” She kicked her camel and they entered into a jerky gallop away from the fighting, toward the dark smudge on the horizon that signaled Doormaker Tain’s forces.


    Maella felt the rough camel hair underneath the stinging of her blistered hands. The camel smelled musky, like a mix of desert and dried urine, and she gladly let that smell take over her senses to replace the smells of blood.


    Xomara and Oren had saved them.


    They would reach Doormaker Tain and she would be able to hand him a great prize. There was still time to go after the One Door. They would not let General Foster possess it. She reached for the relic wrapped in the clothes at her waist. Her hands fluttered about as her heartbeat raced. She couldn’t breathe as she shifted her clothes around to be sure.


    The relic was missing.

  


  
    Chapter 8


    The land sloped into hillsides dotted with copses of trees. The temperature turned cool and damp as the camels’ swaying walk entered the protection of the trees. Among some of those trees, among the shadows, was Doormaker Tain.


    The last time Maella had seen Tain, he had left through the Tower of Shadows portal back into Thrae—taking Claritsa with him.


    Doormaker Tain was the only reason she had ever been given for why her family had fled to Earth. Now she had willingly given herself over to his soldiers in order to avoid a worse fate at General Foster’s hands.


    But the relic she had hoped to complete and use to access the One Door was now missing. She had doubted her brother, even if just for a moment, and she was the one who had failed them. The relic could have fallen away anywhere—during their sprint across the battlefield, or somewhere in the battle itself.


    Someone would find it. She feared it would be someone from General Foster’s side. Missing a piece or not, the relic was powerful, though—at least, she told herself—General Foster no longer possessed any doormakers to make the relic work.


    “Who is that?” Esson asked. He rode on Oren’s camel, which walked beside Xomara’s.


    Maella did not need to ask who he meant. Doormaker Tain was easy to pick out, not because he wore anything fancier than those around him, but because she recognized his face and the resemblance to her father more than ever.


    “That’s Tain, our uncle.”


    As Maella’s words registered, Esson’s eyes widened. “How do you know that?”


    “I…I’ve met him before.”


    Doormaker Tain left the trees, striding forward to greet them. “I have long waited to see the eldest son of my brother again. You look like your father did as a teenager.”


    Sitting atop the camel put Maella above his head. He had a thick crop of hair much like her father—dark brown with a small curl to it that was more like a wave. Only a hint of the mess of hair that Maella had been born with. His shoulders were strong and solid and he held himself with an easy authority she remembered from the Tower of Shadows. This was a man who was used to commanding and having people listen.


    Doormaker Tain turned an intense gaze over both Esson and then Maella. “I wish there was more time. But there is not. I am glad to see you both are alive and well. And your father–”


    “What have you done to him?” Maella demanded. She had been forced to put aside until this moment what Claritsa had revealed. Maella’s father was trapped inside Doormaker Tain’s palace. Claritsa had seen him.


    Doormaker Tain looked at Maella with eyes like those of her father. But where her father’s eyes had always held a sad darkness in them, in Doormaker Tain’s eyes all she saw was a hard clarity of purpose.


    “Your father is very sick. He is dying and asking for you.”


    “What?” Esson slipped off the camel’s back and landed lightly on his feet. The camel side-eyed him, looking ready to nip until Oren jerked the harness. “Take me to Father. I need to tell him I’m sorry.”


    Maella’s heart broke into tiny pieces.


    “There is nothing to be sorry for,” Doormaker Tain said. “But there is no time to waste. I came for you as soon as I could in the hopes that you could help him.” A shadow fell across Doormaker Tain’s face, as if he looked inward and saw something he didn’t like. “We can no longer access the Tower of Shadows but even more than that, there is something different about the doors. I went in search of a way back to you and it has taken me this long to find a way into Rathe. If we are to see your father in time, we must go now.”


    “Then I am ready to leave now,” Esson said.


    Doormaker Tain motioned them forward. In the shadows of the trees were more camels and carts. Maella hesitated.


    If she had gone to Thrae like he had offered, she would never have destroyed the Tower of Shadows, or almost died in the Forsi desert, or worked in the Library of Souls while Foster laid siege on Jillow City.


    Torian would still be alive.


    But Tomi and her father would have still been trapped as Klylups.


    Why had she not gone with Tain back then? Her conviction to stay had been so strong.


    Claritsa had said that Doormaker Tain had treated her well. When Tain had found out about Claritsa being kidnapped, he had sent Master Hull to the dungeons. But her family had fled to Earth and been in hiding almost her whole life because of Tain.


    “Esson, wait. We can’t trust him. He’s the reason we fled to Earth in the first place, remember?” She didn’t like saying the words in front of Doormaker Tain but there was no other way. “And I can’t leave Sethlo and Claritsa behind. They’re back in Jillow City somewhere. I swore we would not be separated again.”


    Esson turned back to Maella. “This is bigger than all of us, Maella. Father is dying. He needs us. Anyone who works against General Foster is on our side now. Even Father would say that if he knew how things are now.”


    “Your friends are already waiting for you,” Doormaker Tain said, interrupting. “Scouts saw Jillow City fall to General Foster’s forces. That’s the only reason why we are not yet obliterated. His people outnumber ours, but we waited for him to split his forces before attacking. Everyone in Jillow City now searches for refuge outside the city walls. In the case of your friends, they found my people and spoke your name. They found refuge with me.”


    Maella tried to process Doormaker Tain’s words. It was too simple to be believed. “I can’t trust what you say. You wanted me to go to Thrae since the moment you knew of my existence. Why should I believe it’s different now? You took my friends and you forced my family to flee our only home.”


    Somehow Thrae had once been home but she could not remember that, other than an image of smoke and fire and her grandmother running through a portal. Now when she thought of home the only picture that appeared in her mind was their rundown house along the creek on Earth.


    “How did we even know to fight for you?” Doormaker Tain asked. “Sethlo and Claritsa, and others who were with them, found us and told my people that General Foster had taken you.”


    Sethlo taking refuge with Doormaker Tain? “And so you decided to attack the camp? Even though you knew I was in the camp? I’m not as foolish as you believe me to be.”


    “Maella, you don’t know what’s going on here,” Esson said. “We must choose a side. The only right side is against General Foster. We have to do whatever it takes to defeat him or he’ll use the One Door to kill us all.”


    She knew what he was about to say next. Her stomach flipped. She wanted to shout at him to stop.


    “Tell him about the One Door,” Esson said. “Give him the relic.”


    It felt like an ocean wave crashed inside Maella’s head. The roar of the water drowned out all sound as her heartbeat thumped in her chest, racing like it had raced in their sprint away from General Foster’s camp.


    Doormaker Tain’s eyes lit up. “You say you have found a relic? Which one?”


    “The one that guides a doormaker’s hands to the One Door,” Esson said.


    “I had possessed this relic for a very long time,” Doormaker Tain said, “but did not dare use it until the relic had been completed and its history thoroughly researched. It had been safe inside the Tower of Shadows until one day it went missing. Tell me what happened. How did you come to both gain it?”


    “Supervisor Hull sold it to someone,” Maella said. Doormaker Tain had not yet demanded that she produce the relic, so she chose not to mention yet that she no longer possessed it. “It caused the death of a torchlighter.”


    She thought of Junle and her little brother, Feren, and the way Senta and the others had told their stories. Junle and Feren had died in the Circle because of that relic—because of Maella. She owed them everything.


    But the reason the Tower of Shadows existed at all was because it produced licatherin—for Doormaker Tain.


    No, she corrected herself, the tower had produced licatherin for all three worlds, but Doormaker Tain allowed the Tower of Shadows to run the way it had been run. He’d had the power to change it, but—


    “It was General Foster who bought it,” Esson said. “I was there, outside the fence, to help make the trade.”


    Maella shook with this new understanding. The relic had been sold and the torchlighter, Shun, had died weeks before Maella had arrived at the tower. All the while, her brother had been so close. She had thought Esson dead or lost on another world. Instead he had gotten to the Tower of Shadows long ahead of her.


    “The money in the Forsi desert.” Maella shifted on the camel to face Esson. Xomara stiffened against Maella’s back. When Maella had been sick from krokosod she remembered waking to a fire that had used strange fuel. “There were American dollars just floating around. People said they had been in the Forsi desert for years.”


    “For years, yes,” Oren said, still seated on the camel. His dark brows drew together. “Somewhere around five years.”


    Maella counted backwards in her head. Esson had vanished through a door almost five years before. One year later, her father had gone through the door in the field. A year after that, Maella had followed. She added on her time in Rock Heaven, the Tower of Shadows, and then the Library of Souls. Though she didn’t know exactly how much time had passed—it seemed to fit.


    “I opened a fridge door and it took me to a tower full of licatherin. I was stealing it in order to sell it to Barth’s father.” Esson twisted his hands together. “And when I became trapped on this world, I lost all the money. It blew away into the Forsi desert. I didn’t know it was the Forsi desert. I only knew there were no doors anywhere that I could use to get back home. I almost died—”


    “But the cycle bandits found you,” Oren said.


    “Yeah.” Esson glanced at Oren and then looked away.


    It felt strange hearing Esson’s casual yeah. It stood out from the formal way almost everyone else not from Earth spoke English.


    Oren kept his expression neutral but Maella remembered he had mentioned cycle bandits before and that he had even worked in the Tower of Shadows as a child.


    “The cycle bandits found me,” Esson continued. “They eventually discovered what I could do and sold me to Foster.”


    Maella had a million questions for Esson, but his last words had closed him up, his expression shuttering into a nothingness that matched the blankness masking Oren’s face.


    Doormaker Tain rested a comforting hand on Esson’s shoulder. “You have survived. You are a survivor. It is no easy thing to be in a land that vilifies everything about you. It is not an easy thing to live under the power of a man like Foster, especially when you are a doormaker.” There was something in his voice that made Maella think he might have personal experience with the words he spoke.


    “Show me the relic. I will take you to your friends and to your father,” Doormaker Tain said.


    Maella steadied herself for the brutal truth that would come next. She would reveal the relic was missing and all of Doormaker Tain’s nice words would fall apart. Esson would see.


    “The relic is gone. I lost it in our escape,” Maella said.


    Esson looked at Maella in surprise, but Maella watched Doormaker Tain. Doormaker Tain’s face fell, his expression haunted.


    “We can get it back,” Esson said. “It’s missing a piece anyway—that’s what she told General Foster. It doesn’t work right, but Maella knows where the missing piece is. Tell him about the missing piece, Maella.”


    Maella flinched from him. He was forcing her to choose a side. She would not betray her family like this. Grandmother had fled to Earth to protect all of them from Doormaker Tain. She was glad then that she had not told Esson the full truth.


    “I lied to General Foster. I don’t know where the missing piece of the relic is,” Maella said. “I just didn’t want him to kill us.”


    Esson frowned.


    “And what of the One Door?” Doormaker Tain asked.


    Tain had not reacted as Maella had expected—as she had hoped. She thought he might blame her or—she didn’t know. The only thing she knew for sure was that it would be far easier to hate him than to trust him.


    “He used us and the relic to try to get to the One Door,” Maella said.


    “Even now,” Esson said, “he has workers attempting to demolish the stone that blocks him from the One Door.”


    Doormaker Tain frowned. “And does he make progress?”


    Esson and Maella exchanged a look. It was Maella who finally spoke.


    “Yes,” Maella said. “Though the progress is very slow.”


    “Maybe we can slow him down further.” Doormaker Tain turned to his tenbl. “Give the orders to mount another attack on the camp. We must allow safe passage for the Jillow City refugees through the door into Thrae. Find a way to close their access to the One Door and find the relic too.” Then he turned back to Maella and Esson. “Come and see your father. Your friends are safe and waiting for you.”


    Esson approached the cart that Doormaker Tain indicated without a backward glance. When Maella still did not move, Doormaker Tain’s tone became severe. “I have battle plans I must form. Every minute wasted now wastes lives. Have I ever lied to you?”


    Maella opened her mouth to claim that, in fact, he had. She wanted to accuse him, berate him, run away from him. But when she thought through all of her experiences, Doormaker Tain had given her the most truth out of everyone, including her own family. She had thought he’d lied when he promised not to take Claritsa but even that turned out to be true. Claritsa’s own words confirmed Doormaker Tain had known nothing about Claritsa’s kidnapping until it was too late.


    Maella slipped down from Xomara’s camel and headed to the cart. She climbed up alongside Esson. The bench was scratchy underneath her thin clothes and her hands were still blistered from the fire. Xomara and Oren rode off to see to the tenbl’s instructions—to stop General Foster from demolishing his way into the One Door.


    Doormaker Tain had never lied to her.


    Her father was sick and her friends were safe. She had to see for herself, but she believed Doormaker Tain at his word.


    She finally admitted that though she did not yet trust him, she did believe him.

  


  
    Chapter 9


    The camels plodded along the hard-packed dirt, not minding the uneven ground or the little tufts of grass that acted like tiny green islands dotting the landscape.


    The battle sounds had long ago faded into nothing more than a rustling breeze. The cart Maella and Esson sat upon rolled on wooden wheels. Doormaker Tain rode alongside, swaying to the steps of his camel.


    Maella wondered if General Foster had found a way through to the One Door yet. All the potential doors had turned off. Mild earthquakes had risen in their absence. Though she was now free to open any door without consequence, portals that already existed still worked. It didn’t matter if the doors turned on or off, General Foster could still chip away at the blue stone that blocked his path.


    Even with the doors off, she could feel the wrongness of the door she and Esson had opened in General Foster’s tent, like she could feel the wrongness up ahead of them, at the portal to Thrae that Doormaker Tain had created.


    They traveled many miles before stopping at the base of a line of rolling hills carpeted by green grass. The brilliance of the color was blinding in contrast to the gray cobblestoned streets of Jillow City.


    Doormaker Tain explained that the door to Thrae was on the other side of the hills. Maella had felt this door when it had first opened, while she was in the Library of Souls. It had been difficult to tell distance then and she’d thought the door had been much closer—and that Tomi had opened it.


    As they had approached the hills, Esson paled and gripped the wooden bench until his fingers turned white. It seemed Maella was not the only one affected by the open doors.


    “Why do they do that?” Maella asked. “When a door opens between worlds, there’s such a feeling of wrongness in the opening, like someone singing off-key.”


    “Or like a musical instrument no longer in tune,” Doormaker Tain replied, nodding. “It has been written about in old patterns and scrolls.”


    “I can barely stand it,” Maella said. “We are born able to open doors between the worlds. Why do they feel this way?”


    “Some say the worlds have broken,” Doormaker Tain said. “I think of it more as the worlds are breaking. If it can be fixed in time, then we can make this all feel right again.”


    “So the doors are malfunctioning,” Esson said. “Like a machine that’s got faulty wiring.”


    “Each world is tuned to a different set of vibrations,” Doormaker Tain said. “The doors harmonized those vibrations between the worlds in order to open a space for people and for things to pass through.”


    “But the vibrations are no longer in harmony,” Esson said. It wasn’t a question. It was him speaking aloud something he had long ago concluded.


    “The doors are close enough to what they should be that they can still be used, but are not like they once were. And they have broken even further since the Tower of Shadows fell.” Doormaker Tain glanced at Maella. “That was you, was it not? Rumors say the tower crumbled, stone by stone, like a storm of stone missiles, and a doormaker girl was the one who made it happen. Though other rumors said you had been lost in the rubble.”


    “If you thought I had been lost in the rubble, why did you come after me?”


    “I didn’t believe them. Besides, I did not hear these rumors until I opened the door back to Rathe. Though the licatherin in my blood is light, I could feel the odd jolt of doors being opened nearby. I knew you must be alive—though I guess it could have been your brother.”


    Or Tomi, Maella thought. She had not yet told Esson or Doormaker Tain about Tomi or what she had learned about who he really was.


    “Sometimes that wrongness kept me up at night, each night, as I led my people in search of you,” Tain continued. “It was strange. It felt like you were opening and closing door after door without pause.”


    Maella had tested her lack of ability again and again, minute after minute, hour after hour by turning the pages of a book—and each page had always opened to One Door stone. This had told Tain that she was alive. It was the same way, she realized, that she knew exactly when Doormaker Tain had found a portal into Rathe.


    And if it had not been for Doormaker Tain, she would most likely be dead right now.


    Tomi. Senta. Dev. Deep. The rest of the torchlighters. Veda Loor, Utheril, the book catchers. The entire population of Jillow City. Where were they all now?


    “I thought there must be something wrong with the licatherin in my body,” Doormaker Tain said. “No doormaker would be so foolish to invite such incredible danger—”


    “It was me,” Maella said, interrupting. She flushed with embarrassment. “You felt it right. I was testing the doors.”


    Doormaker Tain gave Maella an odd look. “How are you still alive and your tenbl uninjured?”


    Maella shook her head. “My doors only open to the One Door now—or rather, to the wall of blue stone that somehow protects the One Door.”


    “Not only to the One Door,” Doormaker Tain said.


    Maella frowned, confused.


    “You opened a door to Claritsa and your friends stole some of my palace treasures along the way,” Doormaker Tain said with a half-smile on his face. “Your father and I did something like that once when we were about your age.”


    Maella waited, trying to decide what to reveal if he pressed her on how she had opened to something other than the One Door. Instead, he told a story about his teenage days that involved him and her father getting into trouble with the doors and receiving a tongue lashing from their mother.


    From Maella’s grandmother.


    It was strangely disconcerting to hear of his mischievous use of the doors flow out like a memory of better times. She couldn’t even imagine such feelings about the doors.


    Tain finished his story and told the cart driver to stop. He motioned Esson and Maella off the cart. His camel lowered, back legs first and then front. He stepped away from the saddle and handed the harness to his tenbl. “We walk from here.”


    They trudged up the hill, leaving behind the cart and camels for others to bring around the longer way. The soil was so soft that Maella’s feet sunk at each step like she walked on pillow cushions. She would never forget the sights, sounds, and smells of the battlefield but the visceral adrenaline from it faded and now all that remained was an incredible exhaustion that pulled at every limb. She could not let herself rest yet. If Doormaker Tain was telling the truth, her friends and father waited on the other side of this portal to Thrae.


    They reached the top of the hill, cresting it, and that’s when Maella saw the door. The portal shimmered in the air, appearing out of nothing, barely touching the ground. It was both like, and nothing like, Rock Heaven’s door in the sky that had required an impossibly tall ladder, or the door they had built the Tower of Shadows around, or the door she had opened when General Foster had been about to hang her and Claritsa. That door had opened high in the sky and dumped them into an ocean.


    “How did you get this one so low to the ground?” Maella asked.


    “This was pure luck,” Doormaker Tain said. “Others I opened were far more dangerous and too far from Jillow City to be of any use. Others didn’t open to anywhere at all sometimes.”


    “They do that sometimes,” Maella said quietly. “Since the Tower of Shadows.”


    Doormaker Tain looked at her strangely again. “My tenbl and I had suspected. I do not dose with enough licatherin to be sure about when the doors will work or not—”


    “They are on less and less each day,” Esson said. “General Foster forced me to take enough licatherin so that it was easy to feel whether they would work or not.”


    Doormaker Tain nodded.


    Maella’s heart ached for her brother. “You said before that you could control the doors, that is, with enough training. Is that still true?”


    “When did our uncle tell you?” Esson interrupted. “You said you met before.”


    “More than once,” Doormaker Tain said, a wry smile on his face.


    “How?”


    Doormaker Tain did not answer, but instead looked to Maella to respond. He was going to let her decide how to tell the story of what lay between them.


    She felt the burden of trying to describe each encounter. When she retold them for Esson, the memories came out differently. With Doormaker Tain listening, Maella found herself rethinking what had happened. Each time, their actual interaction had generated fear in Maella. But each time, now in the retelling, there was an interjection or clarification.


    Doormaker Tain had no idea Maella had been trapped inside Rock Heaven. When she had scrabbled up the ladder to Thrae and seen her uncle coming with his soldiers, it was because news had finally reached him. He had not known she was in the Tower of Shadows until it was far too late.


    Maella didn’t know what to do with this information except to add it to the knowledge that Doormaker Tain had never yet lied to her. His version of events were as plausible, or even more so, than her own.


    She had been afraid of him because she had been taught to fear him.


    They reached the shimmering portal. Maella gritted her teeth against the wrong notes that assailed her.


    “Come.” Doormaker Tain made no special moment out of crossing the portal’s threshold.


    Esson went without hesitation. Maella only hesitated for a moment before following. Her teeth chattered as the vibrations threatened to pull apart muscle from bone. She popped out the other side. The wrongness stayed because the door was still open. She could hear Grandmother’s voice in her mind.


    Close the damn door.


    But Maella ignored the voice. Doormaker Tain had his people back on Rathe. He’d said they would not close the door between Rathe and Thrae until his soldiers returned and even then they would wait until the last possible moment in order to save as many Jillow City refugees from General Foster as possible.


    Maella saw only more rolling hills. “Where are my friends? You said they would be here.” It was strange, usually the other side of a door was a totally different landscape and climate, but this time the door had opened into an eerily similar place. It was only the way the door hummed a wrong tune into her bones that told her she was now in Thrae.


    “What happened in the Tower of Shadows? How did it fall?” Doormaker Tain asked. “Come. I do not lie, not to you. They are on the other side of this hill. But you must tell me what happened.”


    Maella headed in the direction Doormaker Tain had indicated, but felt a hand clamp on her shoulder.


    “Tell me now.”


    She shivered under that unflinching grip. “I opened a door within a door. Just like my father had done long ago when he created the Klylups.”


    Doormaker Tain let go of her shoulder as if burned. His hand dropped to his side and he closed his eyes for a brief moment.


    Maella ran in the direction where he said her friends waited. She rounded the hill and saw dozens of figures and tents forming a small camp at the base of the hill. Doormaker Tain’s colors flew on a pole. Men and women tended to animals, supplies, food, campfires. Even some children played among the canvas.


    The camp was laid out in a series of concentric circles. Inside the innermost circle, familiar faces sat around a fire, eating from wooden bowls.


    Maella’s heart leapt. “Sethlo! Claritsa!”

  


  
    Chapter 10


    Maella stumbled down to her friends. Sethlo saw her first and joy spread across his face. He touched Claritsa’s shoulder. Claritsa looked up and sat there, shocked, for a long second, and then her bowl spilled onto the ground and they both began to run.


    It was something like out of a dream. Maella almost pinched herself to make sure she was awake. She ran to them even as Doormaker Tain’s people bustled about their business. Weaving her way through to the center of camp, she rushed to her best friend, alive and well, her brown hair shining. Though they had not been parted for so long this time, tears formed in Maella’s eyes at the reunion. When Barth had carted her off from Jillow City, she thought she might never see them again.


    Maella felt Sethlo gather both of them into his arms. The warmth of their friendship and the strength and safety inside Sethlo’s arms allowed Maella to push away the last bits of horror that had hung over her since the battlefield.


    Doormaker Tain had told the truth.


    Her friends were alive. Her uncle had helped protect them.


    “You are shaking,” Sethlo said.


    “Come get some food,” Claritsa said.


    They pulled away and Maella felt the loss like an ache. Sethlo reached out and brushed her cheek gently with his hand. His touch burned like fire, the good kind.


    Sethlo’s fingers came away wet with her tears. She looked into his eyes. She couldn’t understand how he could make her feel like she was both on fire and drowning at the same time.


    “Food, Maella, and licatherin. Save that other stuff for later.” Claritsa laughed at her own joke. Her words broke the moment. It also helped that Maella’s stomach had cramped at the mention of food. Actually, it had cramped at the mention of licatherin, but she would rather pretend it was because of food.


    She followed Claritsa to the fire and took the bowl handed to her. The contents inside were still warm. It looked like some sort of stew and tasted like heaven. The first spoonful made Maella want to melt into the ground. She devoured the bowl. The meat, broth, and vegetables were warm and satisfying. The licatherin buzzed her with renewed energy and spiced the stew with licorice.


    “Maella.” Sethlo crouched and reached for her hands on either side of the now-empty bowl. “Do they hurt?”


    Her hands were red and chafed. Several blisters had broken open since her dive into the flames to save the relic.


    “Not much.” Her injuries could have been far worse. The pain was manageable and the blisters would heal. She still had the use of her hands and had forgotten about the pain until Sethlo’s observation.


    Sethlo grunted as if in disbelief. He set the food bowl aside, stood up, and left for a moment to gather some supplies.


    Claritsa didn’t say a word, but raised her eyebrows as he returned with a bowl of water, a towel, and some ointment. By the time he had rinsed Maella’s hands, toweled them off, and applied the ointment, she knew she was blushing furiously.


    Claritsa made a joke about getting her finger chopped off so Sethlo could take care of it, but before Maella could retort, Esson appeared. She had forgotten all about her brother in the rush of seeing her friends, eating hot food (and licatherin), and having Sethlo tend to her. She lifted a hand, the ointment feeling cool and soothing on her skin, and waved Esson over.


    “Claritsa, my brother’s been alive this whole time. General Foster had him, at least part of the time.” Maella glanced at Sethlo. “His name is Esson.”


    Sethlo frowned. But it couldn’t be a frown for her brother. She tracked Sethlo’s gaze and saw it landed on Doormaker Tain walking alongside Esson.


    “How is it that you’re here?” Maella asked. “Did Doormaker Tain really save you?”


    When Sethlo wouldn’t answer, Claritsa spoke up. “Doormaker Tain is the reason any of us are here right now. And even Sethlo will have to accept that.”


    “I accept that he is not completely evil,” Sethlo said. “I accept that we have value to him because Maella values us. I accept that there is something he still wants from us.”


    Claritsa rolled her eyes. “I accept that you can’t accept Doormaker Tain saved us.”


    Sethlo twisted his mouth into a bigger frown and drew his eyebrows together. He looked at Claritsa and then shrugged his shoulders. “Whatever.”


    Maella broke into a grin and slugged Sethlo’s shoulder. “That’s it! You used that Earth word exactly right.”


    It was Sethlo’s turn to roll his eyes. “Do you plan to introduce me to your brother?”


    Doormaker Tain veered away from the fire to enter one of the nearby tents. Sethlo’s demeanor relaxed. Maella got a food bowl laced with licatherin ready for Esson.


    Next to Sethlo, Esson looked sicklier than Maella had first realized. Both Esson and Sethlo were taller than Maella, but where Sethlo rippled with torchlighter muscle and Veda Loor’s library rations, Esson was thin and gaunt, his shoulders slumped. The freckles on his cheeks made his eyes look sunken in, like he had been hollowed out.


    She could not remember ever having seen her brother act cautious, but here he was, walking warily forward to meet her.


    Maella bridged the gap between them. “You already know Claritsa.”


    Esson and Claritsa locked eyes on each other, and some sort of silent message passed between them. The message caused Esson to turn his head away in shame.


    “I’m glad to see you got out of the shed,” Esson said. “I’m very sorry for what happened.”


    He was talking about the day he had vanished from Earth. Claritsa couldn’t ever remember exactly what had happened. Maella had found Claritsa locked in the shed. It was the day that Claritsa had found out about Maella’s doormaker secret.


    “I think you’ve paid for that day more than enough by now,” Claritsa said, a solemn note to her voice. “I’m glad to see you. I watched your family miss and grieve for you every day you were gone.”


    Maella’s heart ached with the realization that no one else in her family even knew Esson was still alive.


    “I am Sethlo Heminthel from Gowter District on Thrae. I have been with your sister since almost the beginning of her doors. We are—” Sethlo paused as if trying to figure out the right word to choose next.


    Claritsa raised her eyebrows. Maella felt herself blushing.


    “Good friends,” Sethlo finished. “I have also offered to act as her tenbl. I have vowed to protect your sister all the way to the One Door.”


    Esson suddenly became agitated and the bowl of food shook in his hands. “We cannot let General Foster get to the One Door before us.”


    “We cannot let Doormaker Tain gain control of the One Door either,” Sethlo said with the same amount of conviction.


    “General Foster will use it to destroy the worlds,” Esson continued. “He will use it to kill every last doormaker. Everyone in my family.”


    “Doormaker Tain has already used the doors to yoke the worlds to his desires,” Sethlo said, his stance becoming rigid. “His people murdered my family! He cannot be allowed to ever hurt someone else like that again.”


    The two young men squared off, eyeing each other, evaluating the other’s strength and determination.


    When General Foster had forced her and Esson to open door after door, and seeing how her brother had been treated, doubt had crept into her heart about how evil Doormaker Tain actually was when compared to General Foster.


    No, doubt had more than crept in.


    It had rushed over her like a river—how she had misjudged Doormaker Tain, how her whole family had misjudged him—but she did not dare voice any of that in front of Sethlo.


    “It doesn’t matter what either of you want right now.” She focused on the next step in front of them. “My father—” She looked at Esson. “Our father is dying of krokosod and Doormaker Tain has promised to take us to him. Everything else must wait.”


    “Father would not want us to wait,” Esson said. “Doormaker Tain is the only one who stands a chance against General Foster. Even now General Foster might have found a way through to the One Door. We must get back the relic, Maella, and make our own way to the One Door.”


    Esson had not yet strung so many words together, but he looked different all of a sudden, as if the talk of the One Door had enlivened him.


    “Where is the relic?” Sethlo asked.


    “The relic is missing,” Doormaker Tain said, approaching their group of four.


    Soldiers and Hestroth, including Xomara and Oren, flanked Doormaker Tain.


    “Likely back in General Foster’s hands by now,” Doormaker Tain said. “But without a doormaker to use it, the relic is useless.”


    Maella bit her lip and looked at Sethlo. Tomi was a doormaker, but she had not yet told Tain. Doubt gnawed at a corner of her heart. She loved Sethlo. She could not help it. But she feared he showed her so much care because she was his path to the One Door against Doormaker Tain.


    But Maella was no longer against her uncle.


    At least, not like before.


    “Still, General Foster must not be allowed control of the One Door,” Doormaker Tain said. “The destruction across the three worlds—”


    “Would be like the destruction you caused in Gowter. The way you destroyed my family.” Every line of Sethlo’s body pulsed with rage. “My mother and sisters are dead. Murdered, by your people’s hands.”


    Everyone grew silent.


    “Sethlo Heminthel of Gowter District.” Doormaker Tain’s voice boomed. “If you do not see how hate is blackening your heart soon, you will lose it forever. I am sorry for the loss you have suffered. But Sechnel and Hestroth war with each other, unceasing. I had no hand in the battle of Gowter.”


    “I do not believe you.” Sethlo’s face turned an ugly shade of purplish red.


    “You hate me so much you cannot see the truth for which I fight,” Doormaker Tain said, his words and tone careful, like trying to calm a rabid dog. “Even now, I have saved you. Even now, I risk my people at the door that connects Thrae to Rathe in order to save more lives. My scouts say we have maybe six hours left before General Foster’s army reaches the door. My advisors counsel me to close the portal now. To trap General Foster on Rathe—and I will, but not until the last moment. Not until my soldiers have returned and I have saved as many Jillow City refugees as I can. Though I have made mistakes, though there are many things I regret and wish I could undo—who among us does not live with the same burdens?”


    Sethlo spit out his next words. “I do not believe anything that comes out of the vileness that you call a mouth.”


    “Sethlo, stop,” Maella said.


    Sethlo turned piercing eyes onto Maella.


    She flinched, but forced herself to continue, “What good does this do right now?”


    Claritsa touched Sethlo’s arm to comfort him. He shook her off and stalked away.


    Once he was out of sight, lost among the tents, Doormaker Tain sighed. “Gowter was an atrocity.” He looked at his tenbl and then off into the distance of the rolling hills. “I cannot undo it. I can only swear to work to never repeat it.”


    She believed her uncle. Had Maella not committed terrible errors of her own that had cost people their lives? She lived with the guilt and burden of all her mistakes. It seemed like her uncle did too.


    Every time she had run from Doormaker Tain, something even more terrible had resulted. Every time she had held back from him, the worlds seemed to have punished her and her friends.


    She did not have to trust Tain in order to work on the same side with him—for now.


    General Foster was the greater enemy at the moment. It seemed everyone could see that except for Sethlo.


    General Foster knew the missing piece of the relic was on Earth. Barth knew where her grandmother lived. Though Foster had no more doormakers to open portals for him, she could not allow for the small chance that he would still find a way to Earth—and to the missing piece of the relic—first.


    “There is something I must say.” Her words stopped conversation around her.


    Tain gave her his full attention. Claritsa looked at her with a questioning expression.


    Maella was glad Sethlo was not present to hear her next words. What she said next would set in motion a series of events that she could not take back.


    “The relic in General Foster’s position is not whole, but I lied when I said I didn’t know where the missing piece is. I do know where—and so does General Foster. It’s on Earth. My grandmother has it.”

  


  
    Chapter 11


    Word spread through camp like birds flying from branch to branch.


    Retreat.


    Maella and Claritsa went in search of Sethlo. Bringing up Tain’s mother—Maella’s grandmother—had opened a mountain of pain on Tain’s face before he had regained control.


    He quickly dismissed them, giving orders for full retreat in the next hour so as to be long gone before General Foster neared the portal, and then vanished inside a tent with his tenbl and the Hestroth.


    General Foster and his army marched on the open door from Rathe to Thrae. But it was not so simple a thing to close the door between Rathe and Thrae.


    Jillow City had fallen. Claritsa confirmed it to Maella as they searched the camp for Sethlo.


    Maybe General Foster had never intended to keep his promise of leaving Jillow City alone once they handed over the doormaker girl—her. Maybe something had changed after Maella had been handed over. Rumor was, Foster had decided to punish Jillow City for holding Maella back from him for so long.


    Jillow City citizens had emptied into the surrounding fields, making a race for the safety assumed possible on the other side of the open door.


    After all, Jillow City had, even with its Sechnel temple, benefited from doormakers throughout its history. The Library of Souls supposedly served any scholar, but the stacks were maintained for doormakers—specifically, Doormaker Tain.


    At the same moment the city had begun to fall, so had Doormaker Tain arrived and split Foster’s forces. But Foster’s forces had now combined and marched for the door to Thrae at the heels of the Jillow City refugees.


    “I heard Doormaker Tain give the orders to hold the door open for as long as possible in order to let survivors through,” Claritsa said. “He sent the orders back with a scout as soon as he saw that Jillow City had fallen. It’s not even a question of winning. That’s how people are talking about it. Just a question of how much time we have before being overwhelmed.”


    Maella digested the information and really let it sink in. Her uncle was risking all of Thrae to save those who had worked for him and been loyal to the doormakers on Rathe.


    That didn’t sound like someone who intended to do evil. It didn’t sound at all like the person she had been taught to fear or that Sethlo had been taught to hate.


    The calm Maella first felt upon entering camp gave way to frantic action as people broke down camp and headed for the safety of Botron Palace.


    That name had startled Maella.


    Botron Palace.


    Her family had a palace.


    It was a strange idea to accept when her family had struggled for so long to even keep food on the table of their home on Earth.


    She caught sight of Sethlo. Large unburned logs lay scattered alongside a tent and at the wheel base of an open wagon bed. Sethlo had stripped off his shirt and thrown it to the side as he worked with others in a fury of energy to load the logs onto the wagon. The camels were restless, pulling at their harnesses and kicking their feet out on all directions, but the wagon wheels were locked in place.


    Sethlo’s skin was flushed with heat, his muscles straining with each load that he tossed. The two others who helped made sure to stay a few paces back, out of his way, and loaded the wagon at a much slower pace.


    Maella’s heart quickened. It was just like him, to use his anger to fuel something that would help others. But there was no time to let him spend his anger. They needed to get to Botron Palace. She would see her father. He would live. Then they would need to find a way back to Earth—and to Grandmother and the missing piece of the relic.


    Maella approached. “Sethlo.”


    Sethlo continued his work without pause.


    “You’ll have to shout louder than that to get through his thick head,” Claritsa said.


    Maella frowned. “Sethlo!”


    Sethlo finished his next throw, the logs landing perfectly next to the others in the wagon. He did not pick up any more logs, but he also did not turn around. He swept an arm across his forehead, and threw his shirt back on.


    Maella felt a touch of disappointment that he had covered up, but pushed the distracting feeling aside. Sethlo turned around to face them. He motioned for them to walk among the tents together.


    “Sethlo—”


    “I am sorry,” Sethlo said, interrupting Maella.


    Maella shook her head. “Don’t be sorry. I know you still grieve for your family.”


    Pain washed over Sethlo’s expression. “I do.”


    “But we can’t let that blind us to our current reality,” Claritsa said.


    Sethlo glanced at Claritsa. Maella thought Claritsa’s words might set Sethlo off again.


    Instead, Sethlo said, “I understand this when I am not in his presence. But when I look at him I forget everything except for my family.”


    Maella gave him a moment of silence to honor his family, but she knew she had to tell him what she had said to Doormaker Tain. She would not keep secrets, no matter how painful, from her two friends.


    They headed back to the main inner circle of camp as she told Sethlo what she had revealed about Grandmother and the missing piece of the relic.


    Sethlo listened quietly. Wagons were being loaded and the camp was being broken down, but beyond the perimeter of the camp, wagons already raced by. Some of them were recognizable as those that had made the Caravan journey across the Forsi desert from the Tower of Shadows to Jillow City. People on foot began to stream around the hills.


    “Oh, the Library of Souls wagon made it through.” Maella pointed it out to Sethlo and Claritsa. Its carved wood sides made it unique among the wagons.


    “It must mean Veda Loor made it out of the city,” Sethlo said.


    Claritsa and Sethlo had lost contact with the other torchlighters when they’d left Jillow City to go after Maella.


    “And with her must be the other torchlighters and book catchers.” Maella breathed an inward sigh of relief. “She would not have left them behind.”


    “I hope so,” Sethlo said.


    They paused, examining the wagons, but though someone drove the Library of Souls wagon, the driver was too far away to recognize.


    “If we run to the edge of camp now, it might get us close enough to see the drivers, at least,” Maella said.


    So many people they cared about had been in Jillow City. The torchlighters, Senta, Tomi, Utheril, Veda Loor. There were many others, people who were happy to turn Maella over to Foster in order to break the siege, but that still did not mean they deserved death.


    “Doormaker Tain wants us back,” Claritsa said. “Our hour is already up.”


    “Doormaker Tain can wait a moment,” Sethlo said. “We need to take care of our friends.”


    Claritsa startled. “I only meant—”


    “I know what you meant,” Maella said. “But while you were gone—when Doormaker Tain had you—we were alone. I mean, we were without you, traveling across the Forsi desert and then surviving inside Jillow City and then the Library of Souls—”


    “I’m a torchlighter too.” Her voice was quiet as she said it.


    “There is no doubt of this,” Sethlo said.


    Claritsa bit her lip and frowned. She headed for the edge of camp. Maella and Sethlo hurried after, dodging wagons, tents, camels, and piles of dung. Then they began to dodge people—Doormaker Tain’s people, dressed in green and gold, some of them spattered with blood. Others had clearly fled from Jillow City. These were dressed in finer clothes—city clothes—and their shoes were often little more than sandals. Their possessions represented an eclectic mix of those sorts of things that panicked people gather together in a rush. Food and water, but also trinkets, a favorite blanket, a special staff, a musical instrument, papers, jewelry.


    “You told Doormaker Tain about your grandmother. Did you tell him about Tomi?” Sethlo said.


    They caught up to Claritsa before Maella answered. “I have not told him about Tomi.”


    “Are you going to?” Claritsa said. “Senta would have protected him. He might be on the wagon even now.”


    As they closed the gap between them and the Library of Souls wagon, it was clear that both Dev and Deep drove the wagon. Maella felt a pulse of joy upon recognizing them. They had gotten out. They were survivors.


    Maella felt sure that they would have gotten all the other torchlighters out too, though she saw no one else. Who and what were hidden inside the wagon’s wooden walls was impossible to say. Veda Loor? Tomi and Senta?


    “Tain should be told,” Claritsa said. “Time and time again, he has saved all our lives.”


    “Time and time again he has put all our lives in danger,” Sethlo said, an edge returning to his voice.


    “Stop,” Maella said. “Do not fall into this again.”


    “Promise me you will not tell Doormaker Tain about Tomi,” Sethlo said. “Not yet. It is too much power. He has you and Esson now. He knows where the missing piece of the relic is on Earth. He will go after it, and then he will have your grandmother and your little brother. He already has your father. If he has Tomi as well, he will have all the doormakers we know who still exist across all three worlds. All at his disposal.”


    “And so far, he is the only one who has been good at protecting that power,” Maella said.


    “It is too much for one person,” Sethlo said. “Even if he is good at protecting such power. Maybe we can trust him. Maybe my…” But here Sethlo broke down, unable to finish the sentence. He drew in a deep, shuddering breath. “Maybe how I have blamed him for my family’s death is not the full truth of what happened. But we cannot forget Rock Heaven served him. We cannot forget the Tower of Shadows produced for him. We cannot forget all the pain and suffering that has occurred under his control.”


    “Under licatherin control. The worlds are addicted,” Claritsa said. “He does not control that.”


    But it felt like a small argument that did little against the power of Sethlo’s words.


    Maella had made a choice when she had revealed to Tain that the missing piece of the relic was with grandmother. But Sethlo was also right.


    “I will not tell him about Tomi. Not yet,” Maella said.


    The relief that washed over Sethlo’s face made Maella shiver. He reached out and took Maella’s hand into his. He was warm and strong, his palm rough from stacking wood. With his touch came the familiar electric jolt. She had not realized until that moment how much she feared Sethlo’s disappointment.


    “Thank you,” Sethlo said. “I do not mean forever. Only, I still feel we cannot trust him.”


    Claritsa shook her head. “I don’t agree.”


    “Only for now,” Maella said. “There’s no harm in keeping this from Tain for a little while longer. Tomi must be safe with the other torchlighters. We’ll find him hiding in Veda Loor’s wagon, tucked among her parchments and patterns.”


    A great cry rose from beyond the hills. The cry rose like a wave and flowed over the valley. It came from the direction of the portal.


    As if it were a signal, Dev and Deep slapped the camel harnesses hard. All the wagons picked up the pace, wooden wheels bouncing out of ruts in the ground. Those on foot began to sprint away.

  


  
    Chapter 12


    Two Hestroth and their camels stuttered to a stop, inches away, their toes kicking up dirt clods into their colorful harnesses.


    “Foster is through the door!” Xomara said. “Come with us now.”


    “We had more time!” Sethlo shouted back.


    Oren shook his head. “The lookouts were found with their throats cut, therefore unable to sound the alarm. General Foster had his people blend in with the refugees. They surprised and overwhelmed the Hestroth before the door could be closed.”


    “They have control of the door, but many Hestroth are fighting to give us a chance to escape,” Xomara said.


    Maella looked over at the Library of Souls wagon. Dev and Deep slapped the harnesses across the camel’s backs, urging the wagon forward at a furious pace. Another wagon pulled alongside of them. With a shock, Maella realized this open bed wagon seated several of the book catchers—and Senta and Tomi.


    “Our friends need help,” Maella said.


    Oren tracked to where Maella pointed. “We will send others to protect them. Your brother is with Doormaker Tain and you must join him.”


    Xomara offered Maella her hand.


    “Utheril is alive,” Maella said, realizing there was no way for Xomara and Oren to have known that. “He found his way to Jillow City, into the Hestroth temple. He is likely somewhere among the escaping refugees.”


    Xomara froze and scanned the landscape, as if expecting to find him right then, but then she blinked and turned back to Maella. “I can do nothing for him at this moment. I vowed to protect you and that vow still remains true no matter if I wear these robes for Doormaker Tain or not. I am Hestroth. That is the oath I made to Utheril and to myself and to you. I will not break that oath now, no matter how stupid of a girl you turn out to be sometimes.”


    Maella hesitated. The look in Xomara’s eyes reminded Maella of when she had refused their help while deep in the grip of krokosod. She had risked herself in order to protect her friends.


    “You must come with us now,” Xomara said impatiently.


    The old Maella would have run for the wagon, to ensure its protection, but something had changed. She saw that risking her life now by going for the Library of Souls wagon would do little more than put everyone in even more danger. The newfound power and knowledge she held within her came with responsibility.


    Maella clasped Xomara’s hand and let herself be drawn up onto the camel. Oren took Claritsa and Sethlo. The Hestroth snapped the halters. The camels brayed in protest but broke into a swaying trot. With Xomara’s and Oren’s slaps and shouts, they were soon at a teeth-chattering gallop.


    Maella glanced back over her shoulder, holding onto the saddle horn for dear life. Dev drove the camels and wagon. Deep stood on the driver’s bench, covering her eyes from the sun with one hand. She raised her other hand at Maella in recognition. At that moment a great wave of soldiers in General Foster’s colors crested the hillside like a swarm of ants.


    Xomara and Oren drove the camels hard across the open field. The grass undulated from an unceasing number of minor earthquakes, like a great beast was slowly awakening underneath. The portals were off and would be until at least nightfall now. The earthquakes combined with the marching of thousands of General Foster’s people started a stampede of horses and camels.


    A great cry of panic rose across the landscape as the Jillow City refugees attempted to outrace an army. The camels, even while carrying two and three, were faster than the loaded wagons. Soon, they outpaced the panicked refugees.


    Ahead, the open horizon promised escape. They traveled at a swaying gallop until the wagons had vanished behind them, but still no place of safety was in sight.


    The gap that the camels had gained them allowed Xomara and Oren to bring the camels back to a trot. The animals’ labored breathing was loud in the sudden silence. They crossed a slight rise and then headed for a small gathering of Hestroth around Doormaker Tain and his tenbl. Before them were a series of wooden doors on wheels.


    Maella gulped down the lump of guilt that had lodged in her throat. It had been the right decision to leave with Xomara and Oren, but it had left a hole inside of her to know Dev and Deep had seen her do it. Though she’d had no choice, it still felt like a betrayal.


    “I thought for a moment there, doormaker, that you had forgotten yourself again,” Xomara said.


    Maella shook her head. She didn’t understand how Xomara could be so fierce and so beautiful at the same time. If Maella allowed herself to think about it, she could imagine her own hair was a riot of curly tangles. Her pale, freckled skin would be blistered from flame and streaked with dirt. Maella’s muscles could not compare to Xomara’s, in spite of Maella’s torchlighter strength and agility.


    “I have learned many things since you saw me last,” Maella said.


    “I am glad to hear it.” Xomara smiled, showing all her teeth. “But do not let that go to your head.”


    “How did you end up with Doormaker Tain? Does he know you, Oren, and Utheril are—”


    Xomara shook her head. “Hestroth protect doormakers. We may disagree on how, but not on the duty set upon us.”


    “So you don’t care if Doormaker Tain gets control of the One Door anymore?”


    “Now that General Foster has been roused from his retirement, there are more important things to battle against. I have chosen the lesser of the evils at this point. Between Foster and the Sechnel—Doormaker Tain is a saint. How did General Foster know about you and the relic at all?”


    Maella briefly told the story. She had met General Foster through her very first opened door. He had tested her and known she was a doormaker. Then he had tried to hang her.


    “Amazing. He has spent these last years bringing an army back together because you burned his desk to ash.” Xomara shook her head. “You are very young and very foolish.”


    Maella rolled her eyes. “I’m glad to see you’ve not changed with the time we’ve spent apart.”


    “Why change something that does not need to be fixed?” Xomara smiled even wider.


    Maella sighed and tried to figure out what she was looking at. Hestroth had arranged a series of uncovered wagons that seemed to contain wooden doors. There wouldn’t be any potential in these doors until well into the night. What were they doing? And where were Tain and her brother?


    Doormaker Tain and his tenbl raced past on their horses, from the direction of the camp, and approached the door farthest to the right. Robed Hestroth, with swords out, glinting in the sunlight, quickly surrounded them. They began to chant.


    Noise drew her attention back the way they had come. The first refugees on animals had crested the slope and barreled in their direction. Behind them came the fastest wagons.


    In front of her, Doormaker Tain approached the door like he intended to open it.


    A chorus of shouts pulled her attention back again. General Foster’s soldiers appeared on the slope and surrounded people who had been running on foot. Still other soldiers used their horses and camels to cut off some of the faster wagons. And still others surrendered willingly, with no fight at all. They wore Sechnel robes and colors and quickly joined the soldiers in rounding up their fellow Jillow City citizens.


    A different chorus of exclamations drew Maella’s attention forward. Doormaker Tain had opened the first door. Some Hestroth crouched, ready for any dangerous thing to yet erupt from the door. Others stood, confusion making them tense.


    All the door had led to was a view of the field on the other side.


    “Doesn’t he know the doors won’t work right now?” Maella exclaimed.


    “What? Did you break these doors too?”


    Xomara meant it as a joke, but Maella frowned.


    “Yes. When I was in the Tower of Shadows and trapped you and Oren on Thrae.”


    Xomara cursed. “You are serious.”


    “Deadly serious,” Maella said. “The doors will not work again until nightfall.”


    “But this was the backup plan to give us all a chance to make a run for the palace walls!”


    “Take me to him. He is doing this all for nothing and will get us all killed.” Claritsa and Sethlo were safe with Oren, but not for long, not if Doormaker Tain had no plan to protect everyone besides portals that wouldn’t work.


    “Now that I can do.” Xomara jerked the camel’s halter and slapped its side, while shouting it forward. Maella felt her stomach jump into her throat and swayed, almost falling off, until she caught herself on the saddle bar.


    They raced across the field, the lurch of the camel’s steps making her feel like her spine was jamming into her throat. The camel stopped inches from the other Hestroth, making the other camels bray, bare teeth, and spit. Xomara liked close calls.


    “Doormaker Tain!” Maella yelled out.


    Doormaker Tain glanced at Maella and then returned his attention to the door. “Move her away from the danger.”


    The Hestroth crowded Xomara’s camel. The camel jerked its neck and bit one of the Hestroth on the shoulder.


    “The doors are gone until night!” Maella shouted. “Can you not feel there are no vibrations? Where is my brother? He should have told you.”


    “Hold!” Doormaker Tain said to his people.


    The Hestroth stood back from the camel. Some of them looked back at Doormaker Tain.


    “What she says is true,” Xomara said. “She can feel the doors. You only need to look at how deeply licatherin holds her to know it is true.”


    “Can you not feel the earthquakes have begun again?” Maella shouted. “The doors are off!”


    It took what seemed an eternity for Maella’s words to register, but in reality only a few seconds passed until Doormaker Tain shouted orders for retreat and defense. Hestroth and soldiers jumped to obey.


    The Hestroth let Xomara pass and they rode up to Doormaker Tain. Looking down on him like this, Maella could see the way the top of his hair had thinned.


    “I cannot feel the doors,” Doormaker Tain said. “What you feel requires an addiction to licatherin that I have avoided my entire life.” He held up a hand, letting the sun shine on his brown skin. There was a hint of purple, but only if you looked closely.


    She compared her own hand against his. In spite of the blisters and ointment, there was no denying the purple stain lodged deep in her body and every cell of her skin.


    “Tell me again what you feel,” Doormaker Tain said urgently as his tenbl rushed to bring around their horses.


    “There are no doors that can be opened right now,” Maella said. “I thought you said you knew that! The doors you display like weapons on the field are little better than piles of firewood right now. The only doors that work are those already opened, like the door that connects us to Rathe or like the door Esson and I opened for General Foster to the One Door stone.”


    “I knew there was a pattern. But this does not fit. The doors should be working. They worked this time yesterday.”


    “The doors are on for less and less time each day.”


    Xomara shouted and whipped the camel around. Maella lurched and almost fell off.


    General Foster and his soldiers moved like a wave across the landscape, breaking around wagons and groups of people before consuming them. The fastest refugee riders from Jillow City had almost reached their current position. It was a race to Botron Palace and they were standing still.


    “I suggest we continue this wonderfully intellectual conversation about doors someplace else,” Xomara said. “That is, unless you would like that someplace else to be inside General Foster’s cages.”


    The tenbl arrived with the horses and Doormaker Tain leapt into the saddle.


    “Where is my brother?” Maella shouted. “Xomara, you can’t let him leave. We can’t leave without my brother!”


    Xomara pulled on the camel’s halter, tensing to sprint, but then sighed. At the last moment, she swatted her camel and yelled a command. It lurched forward, directly in Tain’s path so that he was forced to rein his horse to the side. The horse snorted, Tain’s tenbl hovered a hand over the sword at his waist, and Xomara’s camel looked ready to take another bite out of someone.


    “Get to the safety of the palace,” Tain said, his eyes tracked the landscape, evaluating. “Why are you waiting?”


    “Where’s my brother?” Maella demanded.


    Doormaker Tain swiveled his concentration onto Maella. “When we could not find you, I sent him ahead and sent the Hestroth to go after you.”


    The open wagon that held Tomi, Senta, and the book catchers lost a wheel that went spinning into the grass. The wagon corner fell, spilling its occupants into the dirt. Within seconds, the Library of Souls wagon pulled ahead, leaving the broken wagon in the dust.


    General Foster’s people surrounded Senta, Tomi, and the others.


    Maella cried out.


    Tain followed her gaze to the wagon, to Foster, to the torchlighters, and Tomi. “What else have you not told me?”


    “Seriously?” Xomara said. “Can this not wait?”


    Maella struggled with the horrible conflict inside her heart. She had promised Sethlo. There was no way Doormaker Tain could reach Tomi now, but if she had said something back at camp—


    No one but the torchlighters knew that Tomi was a doormaker—did they? If they did, then General Foster would soon have possession of an almost complete relic and another doormaker.


    Tain seemed to stare into her very soul. Finally, he yanked on the reins and spun his horse into a gallop. He shouted for Xomara to take Maella to the palace.


    There was no plan anymore, not with the doors dead around them. The first plan, closing the door before General Foster could get through, had failed. The backup plan, to use the doors as weapons to hold back his forces, was useless.


    There was only one plan left—to race for the safety of the palace walls.


    They followed Doormaker Tain’s horse. Maella watched blue and yellow clothed soldiers swarm the book catcher cart.


    If she had told Doormaker Tain about Tomi back at camp, they could have searched for him. If she had told Xomara and Oren at the first glimpse of Tomi on the cart, there might still have been time to save him. Now Senta and Tomi had been captured.


    What had her loyalty to Sethlo—her silence—just cost?

  


  
    Chapter 13


    As they approached a gate wide enough to fit three wagons side by side, the tension of their relentless retreat released and faded. General Foster had not been able to catch them. In fact, they had gained speed and left his army behind some time before.


    The camels had stopped braying in protest. Now only their heavy breathing and almost whisper-silent steps made any noise. Esson had gone ahead like Tain had said, but waited outside the gates for them. Maella’s thighs chafed and had long ago lit on fire and then gone numb from the swaying motion and their relentless pace. Sweat stuck her clothes to her skin. Her nose couldn’t smell much of anything except for the animal underneath. Her mouth was dry and her tongue tasted bitter licorice, but there was no chance for a sip of water.


    It was only a matter of time before General Foster’s army caught up and laid siege to the Botron Palace grounds like he had done to Jillow City, but for now, the walls would protect them.


    Maella only hoped Doormaker Tain had a plan for after that, but it didn’t really matter to her at the moment. Her thoughts were consumed with finding her father.


    After all this time—he was alive! Her heart swelled with joy, but it was tainted with a haunting grief because Doormaker Tain had also said her father was dying.


    A cheer went up from the Hestroth when the Botron Palace guards alongside the gate waved them through. Entering the gates, the camels brayed anew, but the noise was lost in the commotion of the market. Stone walls shined golden white in the evening light. Now without urging, the camels pushed on, knowing water, food, and rest were ahead of them.


    To Maella, it all felt strangely familiar. This had long been the Botron family home, which meant Maella had spent her first few years here.


    Doormaker Tain pulled his camel alongside Maella and Xomara. His tenbl was back at his side.


    Maella tensed.


    Doormaker Tain gave her his full concentration. His irises were blue-green steel like her father’s, though darker. “Did you say you can still feel the door to Rathe? You can tell where a door opens to?”


    Maella nodded.


    Doormaker Tain shook his head. “How does it feel? How do you know? It will become important for you to be sure—later. Once General Foster lays siege, our only way out may be through a door.”


    A small market was filled with wood tables and propped up canvas for shade. Merchants sold vegetables, meat, and other crafts and household materials. Camels and horses moved supplies with the guidance of their owners on the smooth, stone lanes.


    “It’s like you said when you talked about music. Nothing sounds right, if it ever did. So each song is all wrong and out of tune. But when a door is opened, the type of wrong notes I feel tell me where it connected to. It’s like each world is missing a part of its song.” Maella shrugged. “I can tell the difference.”


    Jillow City’s streets had been cramped, cobbled, and crooked. Here, things were expansive. Wide-open spaces and smooth lanes. People wore light-colored linens that flowed like waterfalls. Jeweled belts and other jewelry adorned them. As soon as people noticed Doormaker Tain they paused in their work. Some kneeled. Others lowered their heads in signs of respect.


    Tain acknowledged them all as he passed.


    “What are they doing?” Maella asked.


    Tain searched for a reaction on her face. She tried to keep her expression neutral, not knowing what he was looking for. Now that they had made it safely to the palace, Maella only cared about reaching her father before it was too late.


    “They honor us and the sacrifices we make for them to be alive and free in this place,” Tain said. “Without doormakers holding this place, it would have been overrun by Foster or one of his ancestors long ago. Did you not know that the Doormaker Wars started here, on Thrae? Many have sacrificed all, many more have sacrificed a great deal. They honor us as we should honor them.”


    Tain inclined his head as he passed by those who bowed before him, acknowledging their respect with his own.


    As Maella rode by, several groups glanced up. Their eyes skated past Maella, but widened as they lit upon Esson. Suddenly, even with their heads bowed, a chorus of whispers rose and followed them down the lane, past the market tents, and through several courtyards.


    “They know of the legends about a doormaker boy,” Doormaker Tain said, loud enough for both Maella and Esson to hear. “The one who will find the One Door and bring together all the worlds again.”


    Maella’s heart tightened in on itself. That old rumor had resurfaced. She shouldn’t care that they looked upon Esson with awe. She didn’t want the attention. But telling herself this did not prevent a streak of jealousy from rising in her. Why wasn’t she special enough?


    They passed through another courtyard, and finally a garden, and then another courtyard that led to a four-story building.


    In the center was a fountain. Though it was made from white stone like everything else, large parts of it were marred with soot stains.


    Memories out of her nightmares rose to the surface of Maella’s mind and threatened to overwhelm her senses. The darkness clouded her sight as memories of fire and flame and smoke and cries that rent the air took over.


    “Come back, Maella.” It was Claritsa’s voice. The voice of her friend who had always understood even when Maella could not bear to talk about it. She leaned from Oren’s camel to place a hand on Maella’s arm.


    The first time Maella had panicked in front of Claritsa, she’d been led to the little dryer stuck in the back room of Claritsa’s house. Claritsa had taken an old, torn-up pair of sneakers and threw them into the dryer. Turning on the dryer, she had pushed Maella’s back up against it. The pounding had taken over all thought and had somehow soothed Maella so she could breathe again.


    There was no dryer here. She laughed silently at the strange thought of it. Electricity didn’t even exist on this world.


    But she had Claritsa and Sethlo. She wasn’t a little girl anymore. With a deep breath, Maella said, “I’ve been here before. Something bad happened here to my family a long time ago.”


    She looked to Esson, to try to read his face. “Do you remember?”


    He scanned the area, searching for something in his memory to match up with the courtyard. “I remember this place but I don’t have any nightmares about it. I remember playing with you in the fountain water.”


    Maella thought it made a sort of sense. In her nightmares, only her grandmother appeared in the smoke and flame that surrounded the courtyard. The rest of her family in this nightmare showed up later, already waiting for her and Grandmother when they fled through the portal to Earth.


    Tain motioned them through the courtyard. He seemed more like a normal person inside these walls. It didn’t feel right to keep formally addressing her uncle as Doormaker Tain for some reason. His tenbl pushed open large wooden doors with metal rings for handles though it would have been safe for Tain to open it himself.


    Her father waited somewhere inside.


    The doors opened to an indoor courtyard with a ceiling that seemed to stretch to the top of the castle. Curved stairways on either side disappeared into the upper levels. Tain took the left stairway. His tenbl, Maella, Esson, Claritsa, and Sethlo followed. Xomara and Oren went with the other Hestroth to care for the animals and prepare for the siege that General Foster would surely begin soon.


    Tain took the first hallway and passed by a number of rooms screened in by translucent cloth. Enough to give privacy, not enough to endanger a doormaker.


    It reminded Maella a little bit of home on Earth.


    The way was lit by torches that glowed with eerie purple light. She had never gotten use to the way that licatherin could be used for fuel, even for fires. On Earth and Rathe, licatherin was rare—but here on Thrae, it seemed they still had all the licatherin they wanted since they were burning it.


    Rugs and tapestries softened the cold stone. The torches provided some warmth and made the white stone glow brighter than she thought even real electricity could have done. Darkness had fallen inside the castle even though there was still evening light outside.


    Tain stopped in front of a curtain that leaked light around its edges. “Cedrick does not look well.”


    Maella startled to hear her father’s first name, but then remembered—of course, Tain and Cedrick were brothers.


    “Let us see him,” Esson said. “It doesn’t matter what he looks like.”


    “Yes,” Tain said, “of course.” There was a sorrowful expression on his face. He pushed open the cloth.


    Maella stepped inside after Esson. Sick smells washed over her. The room was stuffy, humid, and smelled like someone had not washed in a very long time. A fire burned in a fireplace at the far end of the room. The bed was against the wall on the other side of the room. It was so piled with sheets that at first Maella didn’t think anyone was in it.


    Then she saw him. A figure under the covers, far too frail to be her father—except, it was her father.


    Maella’s heart bubbled up with happiness. She had done it. She had brought her family back together. Her impossible goal had actually become reality.


    Esson was alive. Her father was alive. They were together again. All that was left was to bring them back to Mother, Grandmother, and Josa.


    If she had been asked so long ago, before she had opened that first door into the Klylup cave, if she had thought this moment was possible, she would have said no and she would have been wrong.


    “Father!” Esson and Maella said the word almost at the same moment. Her heart swelled as they rushed to his side. Next to the bed, an older woman with kind eyes and a figure like a square block held a damp rag in one hand and a bowl of soup in the other.


    Maella stood at her father’s hip and stared. His skin was a deep, sickly purple. The strong bones of his chin and cheeks were gaunt, the skin stretched tight across them. His hair was matted down with sweat and he tossed and turned as if gripped by feverish dreams.


    “Krokosod.” Maella whispered the word with horror in her voice.


    There was licatherin everywhere. Why was her father suffering from krokosod? She turned away from the horror that was her sick father and rounded on Tain. “Why have you taken licatherin from him? You have plenty. You even burn it on the walls. What has he done to deserve this from you?”


    An expression of pain etched itself across Tain’s face. “I did not do this to my brother.”


    “There’s no one else who could have done this,” Maella said. “You withhold licatherin from him even now. He is dying because—”


    “He thinks both of you are dead and that he is at fault,” Doormaker Tain said. “He is doing this to himself. He has refused all licatherin, no matter how we coax him.”


    His words punched Maella in the gut. She turned back to the bed, her fury subsiding and replaced with a bottomless aching. Her father was deep in the fevers. She went to the other side of the bed so that both she and Esson could be on either side of his head.


    Esson leaned over and rested a hand on Father’s shoulder. “Father, it’s us. Esson and Maella. We are alive.”


    “Father,” Maella said, choking on the word.


    He did not seem to register their voices.


    “Cedrick,” Tain said from behind them. “Your children are here. Open your eyes.”


    Father’s thrashing stilled and his breath grew shallow. He fluttered his eyes open for a brief moment. The whites of his eyes were bloodshot and the pupils were impossibly wide, almost completely swallowing up the blue.


    Maella wondered what sort of nightmares her father relived. “It’s true, Father. We are both alive. You did not kill us. You could never harm us.” Her father had never wanted to hurt a soul, but she had seen him with her own eyes, in Klylup form, scooping up fighting men and crunching down on their bones before swallowing their flesh.


    How does one overcome such violence from their memory? Was it even possible? She thought of Tomi, and the trauma that he had lived through, but he was becoming something more than what had happened to him. Her father lay here in the fevers, gripped with guilt, choosing to die from krokosod.


    She turned to the woman who held a cup of licatherin broth. Faint lavender wisps of steam rose from the broth.


    “I try every evening to have him take some, but he always refuses me.” The old woman sighed and shook her head.


    Maella held her hands out for the cup. “Give me the licatherin.”


    Tain stepped forward. “I will not force him. There are things I have done that I cannot undo. But I can make sure they never happen again. I will not force any doormaker against their will. I have sworn it.”


    What things had Tain done to make such an oath? But she put that aside and turned an accusing stare onto Tain. “Even if it means his death?”


    “This is our father,” Esson said. “We can’t just let him die.”


    “He is my brother,” Tain said. “And I swore an oath to him long ago. I intend to keep that oath. A doormaker will always be able to choose their fate with me.”


    He looked at Maella and she knew he thought of their conversation at the top of the Tower of Shadows. She had not believed him when he had promised he would never force her to do something she did not want to do.


    She could not claim the same. She had made no such oath, but even if she had, she knew she still would have forced Tomi to open a door for her. On the other side of that door had been Claritsa. No oath would have stood in her way if she’d needed to trade it for her friend.


    She looked down at the bed. Would she do less for her own father?


    Tain acted with more honor than Maella could ever remember feeling inside of herself. Maybe that meant she would succeed where Tain’s honor could not. “Give me the broth.”


    “If he does not take it by choice, then you cannot force it down his throat. I forbid it.” Tain’s voice held an authority and confidence that made Maella believe he would enforce his promise, one way or another.


    “I will not force him,” Maella said.


    Doormaker Tain nodded to the woman who passed the cup of licatherin broth into Maella’s hands. Esson propped their father against some pillows as best he could. Maella pushed back the sweaty hair from her father’s forehead.


    “Father, it’s Maella. I’m going to give you something to make you feel better. And once you take it you will be able to see with your own eyes that your son and daughter are alive. We are unharmed and we love you.”


    She gently held the cup of broth to her father’s lips. In spite of his fevers and fluttering eyes, as soon as the cup touched his lips, he closed them.


    “Hold.” Tain’s voice, implacable.


    Maella drew away the cup to show Tain that she was keeping her promise. Her heart beat wildly in her chest. Sethlo and Claritsa stood at the door, watching this scene with different expressions of horror on their faces. She did not know if they thought she should force her father to drink the licatherin anyway or if they agreed with Tain.


    She did not care.


    She looked up at Esson and a message passed between them, silent and clear. Like old times when they’d had to think quick on their feet to hide something from Mother or Grandmother to avoid getting in trouble.


    It did not matter what oath Tain had made. This was their father. He did not know he was killing himself for no reason. He did not know that his son and daughter were alive.


    “Father,” Maella started, but did not know what to say. She looked to Esson.


    “Father, we still need you.” Esson’s voice cracked at the word father. He leaned over the bed so far that he must have filled Father’s vision as his eyes fluttered open. Father seemed to stare unseeing into the air for a moment and then locked his gaze onto Esson.


    “Esson?” The disbelief and suspicion in Father’s voice broke Maella’s heart. Krokosod had fevered his mind so that he could not tell the difference between truth and nightmare.


    Maella climbed onto the bed next to Esson, making sure her head was about level with his—making sure her father could see them both.


    “We need you. We don’t know what to do next.” Maella waited for him to lock his gaze onto her.


    When he did, his eyes widened, but this time there was fear in them. “Maella. You should not be here. You cannot be here. I have done everything I could to keep you from this place. How could you be here?” The pitch of his voice rose and he began to sob.


    Pain hollowed out her chest as the volume of his sobs rose and he panicked. He thrashed at the sheets, pushing them off. A thin gown did little to cover his spindly legs and the open sores that wept on them. Krokosod had eaten away at both his body and mind.


    Maella scrambled off the bed, afraid the sight of her would only make him go into a greater frenzy. Esson took her place. Now that Maella had stepped back from her father’s vision, he calmed. Maella’s heart broke a little more.


    Esson held out a hand, a clear signal to give him the bowl of licatherin broth. “Father, look at me. This will all make sense if you just please take some licatherin. And then we can explain everything and you can tell us what to do next.”


    Esson crouched over the bed and carefully placed the cup of broth against Father’s lips. He spoke in soothing tones like you might use to calm an animal. He spoke about times at the creek and chopping wood for the fireplace. He spoke of Josa and Mother and Grandmother.


    Tears streamed down Maella’s face as he talked with such longing and warmth about campfire memories and nighttime stories. Tears that matched her father’s.


    As Esson wove stories of childhood memories into the stuffy, humid air of the room, he gave the cup of broth back into Maella’s hands and moved himself in between Tain and Tain’s view of the broth.


    Their father’s lips were pressed firmly together. It only took a moment, but while Tain’s vision was blocked, Maella pressed the cup hard against her father’s mouth. She forced a few drops of the licatherin broth unwillingly inside. When she took the cup away, Esson stepped back. On instinct, her father could not help but swallow.


    Esson continued speaking, his voice soothing their father’s tremors. He stepped forward again, briefly, blocking Tain’s view. Maella forced a few more drops into Father’s mouth.


    They went on like that for several minutes. Over that time Father’s tremors calmed. The crease in his brow relaxed. He opened his mouth slightly, his lips no longer locked together.


    Feigning innocence, Maella said, “I will try the licatherin again.” She looked over at Tain as if waiting for his approval.


    Tain narrowed his eyes and looked between Maella, Esson, and Father. “You may try again. But do not force him.”


    Maella did not know why, but something drew her gaze to the door. Sethlo stood there, arms folded across his chest, an unreadable expression on his face.


    But Claritsa was gone.


    When Maella gently tipped the cup of licatherin broth into her father’s mouth, this time, he drank.

  


  
    Chapter 14


    Maella awoke from the deepest sleep she could remember having in a very long time. She had fallen asleep on top of the sheets, curled up next to her father like a dog. He was underneath the sheets, tension smoothed away from his face. On the other side was Esson.


    Both slept. They looked like two versions of the same person, even down to the purple tint of their skin.


    She did not regret forcing her father to take licatherin. It had been wrong but she would do it again.


    Sitting up, she looked around and found the room empty. Hot coals glowed in the fireplace. The cloth that gave them privacy stirred slightly from some unknown breeze. Her father and brother were alive and together. It was the culmination of so much that she had been searching for—yet it was all so far from being done.


    As long as General Foster fought for their extinction, Maella and her family would never be safe.


    She rose from the bed, ran fingers through her tangled hair, and let the cloth whisper its rough weave against her face as she stepped into the hallway. She wondered where Claritsa and Sethlo were. Torches still lit the hallways even though it must surely be daylight.


    The portals only turned on at night and into early morning now. As the cobwebs of sleep left her mind, Maella closed her eyes and reached out unconscious feelers. Though she could still feel a hint of the door that connected Thrae to Rathe and had allowed General Foster to follow them to this palace, the doors were off again. She had slept through the night and at least part of the morning.


    Maella opened her eyes and wandered down the stairs. As she walked, she stretched her arms and legs to get the blood moving. When she reached the door to the outside courtyard that held the familiar fountain, there was no hesitation. She opened the door, feeling the rough wood and metal rings against the skin of her hands.


    Sunlight blinded her and it took several seconds to adjust. Beyond the courtyard, back into the market area, people bustled with activity. Some of them were dressed in the clothing style of those she had seen when first entering the palace grounds. Others looked like they had come from Jillow City with clothes crusted with dirt from their flight.


    So Tain had kept his word. People from Jillow City had been welcomed into the palace grounds—as many as Tain had been able to bring inside.


    Maella’s eyes traveled to the fountain. She had been avoiding the structure, enjoying the sunlight and the sleep that had rested her body and her soul. The fountain loomed large in her memory, mixed with nightmares of smoke and fire. She had only been four years old when she had fled with her family from Thrae to Earth.


    Maella went to sit at the fountain and dipped her hand in the water. The fountain’s circular base held a pool of clear blue water. The next level up was a bit smaller, and so on to the next until the very top, which displayed a large version of the Botron family symbol cut out of stone.


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


    Water flowed from the symbol, filling each pool underneath until spilling over into the next one.


    But when Maella stared at her family symbol now, it reminded her of the relic. Something felt incomplete—


    “I used to supervise you while you played in this fountain,” Doormaker Tain said.


    Maella withdrew her hand from the water. Sethlo’s ointment had all but turned her blisters into little more than an uncomfortable itch, but Tain’s words had burned her. She could not imagine ever feeling comfortable enough to play around Tain.


    He approached the fountain and looked so like how she remembered her father when he had been healthy and happy. She let her hand touch the water again. She was no longer afraid of Tain. Whatever wrongs lay between Tain and her family, for now she was ready to put them aside for the evidence of his loyalty and care for her father.


    “I don’t remember that.” Maella stared down at the water. “But I remember this fountain. I remember being terrified and thinking that I needed to jump into its water or I would burn to death.” Maella looked at her uncle. “Why would I remember something like that?”


    “Because that almost happened the night you…” Tain trailed into silence. He looked off into the distance. “You, and my mother, and your brothers, and my brother, and of course your mother and aunts and cousins, left. Not all left, not even half the family left, but those who remained behind with me were eventually all killed in this fight.”


    “It happened on Earth like that too, I guess,” Maella said. “I don’t remember much, but there’s only my parents, Grandmother, and my brothers now.”


    “Your grandmother has always been powerful. She has an incredible ability to persuade people to see her side of things. When she left and took so many with her, she assured the destruction of everything she had left behind.” A note of bitterness entered Tain’s voice. “Except for me.”


    Maella plunged her hand into the water to feel the shock of that coldness against her skin. “But why did we leave? Why do I remember fire and smoke and screaming?”


    “It was near the end of the last Doormaker War,” Tain said. “This is not the first time General Foster has waged war against us. In the last war, he had doormakers from another family working with him, pursuing the One Door for their own ends—though he executed the doormakers who worked for him once he no longer needed them. We had come to a tentative truce, but some of the Sechnel and Hestroth could not accept it. There were disagreements on what to do about—”


    “About the One Door,” Maella finished. “About me and the patterns that connected me and my brothers to it.” Maella made her hand into a fist under the water. Her skin was starting to wrinkle. She had been taught never to open a door. Only later, once she broke the family rule and had a seven door death sentence hanging over her head, did she learn so many patterns connected her and her brothers to the One Door. Her family had sought to prevent that connection, yet here she and Esson were anyway. At least Josa was still safe on Earth.


    “I disagreed with your grandmother.” Tain sighed. “The patterns were clear. You and your brothers have always been involved with the One Door. The patterns connecting you to the One Door were dark and destructive. But the patterns of your brothers gave me hope the One Door could be…managed…if we could find it. The Botron family has always had the strongest connection to the One Door out of all the doormaker families. That is why we are the last of the doormakers still alive across all three worlds.”


    “There really are no other doormakers?”


    “Not that we know of,” Tain said.


    Maella bit her lip. She thought of Tomi. Tain still did not know.


    “The fire and the smoke?” Maella prompted.


    Tain closed his eyes briefly. “We were attacked the night your grandmother had convinced part of the family to leave Thrae. She no longer trusted me. A group of Sechnel found a way into the palace grounds. Some of our own people sabotaged us. I told your grandmother I would accelerate my search for the One Door. I knew that the sabotage meant it was only a matter of time before war again. The way to end that was to gain control of the One Door.”


    Tain turned, looking toward the market. “Your grandmother vehemently disagreed.” He looked down at Maella and she felt that stare burn into her. “They lit rooms on fire. You’ve seen all the cloth and tapestry we have around. There also used to be trees throughout the courtyards. Everything was smoke and fire and I found you screaming at this fountain. Before I could get to you, before I could send your tenbl or Hestroth, your grandmother swooped in and took you away. Before I knew it, all of you were gone.”


    Maella felt the ring of truth in her uncle’s words. Her grandmother and parents had never explained her nightmares away, no matter how many times she had described them.


    She loved her grandmother, mother, and father. In the deepest part of her heart she believed they only wanted to keep her safe. But that didn’t mean they had chosen right. She could love them, and believe in their love for her, and still accept they had made some terrible mistakes. Her own choices over the last few years were proof of that.


    “You have slept for a very long time. You have given my brother back his life. We must move on to the next step. The One Door still remains to be found and so does the missing piece of the relic.”


    “But we don’t know where the actual relic is,” Maella said.


    “General Foster has it,” Tain said. “That is the information given to us from refugees captured by Foster who escaped to the palace’s protection. But the relic will do him no good while it is incomplete and without a doormaker to use it.”


    Food smells from roasting meat drifted into the courtyard, making Maella’s stomach rumble. Ignoring the hunger, she wondered where in the palace Sethlo and Claritsa had been given rooms. She was glad they were not with her in this moment.


    The lie of omission had grown like a cancer in her belly. Secrets about who she was and what she could do had been a destructive force in her life. In this case, one more secret from Tain would only continue to help General Foster’s side. Tomi might have been saved from General Foster if she had only spoken up sooner. Even now, Tain was forming a defense and battle plans based on bad information.


    Taking a deep breath, Maella broke her promise to Sethlo.


    “General Foster does have a doormaker. I don’t know if he knows it. But there was a little boy. We called him Tomi because we didn’t know his real name…”


    Maella told Tain everything she knew about Tomi. His Klylup transformation and the patterns they had discovered inside the Library of Souls. How he had been captured during the race to the palace. How she had kept all of this from Tain because she had not yet trusted him.


    Even still, she could not bear to describe the part where she had forced Tomi to open a door with her.


    But Tain guessed that all on his own. “When you took back Claritsa, he was with you then, was he not? He helped to open a door to this very place.”


    “Yes,” Maella said, wincing on the word help but choosing not to correct it.


    “I know this boy.” Tain closed his eyes as if reliving a painful memory. “There is a history here. He is why I made the oath to never again force a doormaker to do something against his will. I did not know he was the Klylup at the top of the Tower of Shadows.”


    “But you knew there was a Klylup in the tower,” Maella said. “You knew Klylups were once doormakers.”


    “I knew there was a Klylup kept in the tower. I assumed whoever this doormaker had once been was killed when the tower fell.”


    Maella frowned and a fire of fury stoked in her chest. “But you knew how Master Hull was using the Klylup in the Circle. You knew he used the Klylup to execute us.”


    “I will not deny I had heard enough to wonder, but I chose not to listen. I was trying to prevent a war.”


    Maella felt sick to her stomach. “You were there when he sent me and my friends to the Circle! You were there when Torian died!”


    “I was with the pattern-machine. I knew Master Hull was holding a festival, but I did not…” Tain trailed off, his expression sorrowful. “I was intent on the patterns and searching for the One Door—for all of you. I knew I was close to finding you again, but I never demanded the truth from Master Hull until it was too late. He was always able to explain things away to my satisfaction. I chose not to verify. I came through the door, only rarely, only to visit the pattern-machine. I am one doormaker fighting the last of this battle to keep three worlds from breaking apart. It was difficult…” Doormaker Tain shook his head. There was a hard edge now to his voice. “There is no excuse. It is what it is. I would not change any decision I have made. I have only done my best with the ashes my mother left me with.”


    Maella could not forgive Tain for any of the cruelty that he could have prevented in the Tower of Shadows…but then again, she could not forgive herself for the pain and death she had caused others either.


    It stunned Maella to realize she was more like her uncle than she had ever thought possible. She had done terrible things for the sake of pursuing what she thought was right. Through that pursuit, many wrongs could be laid at her feet, but all of it had brought her to where she was now—with her brother and father alive and together, with a chance to end all of this for good if they could find the One Door and fix it.


    “Come.” Tain stood, holding out a hand. “I want to show you something.”


    Maella looked up and gave Tain her hand. She somehow felt the gesture of taking his hand was more meaningful than helping her up from the fountain.


    “We have a library here,” Tain said. “It is nothing like the Library of Souls, but it does have maps of Earth. And there is also a librarian who will be glad to see you are very much still alive.”

  


  
    Chapter 15


    Tain led Maella through the winding paths of the palace grounds. His tenbl stayed back, though close by.


    They were just an uncle and niece taking a pleasant walk across the family’s palace grounds. Not in a million years would she have thought to find herself in a place like this, especially with Doormaker Tain.


    It felt strange without Claritsa and Sethlo by her side, but she was also glad for it. For the first time, she felt more free than she could have thought possible. If Sethlo and Claritsa had been by her side she would have inspected every word she spoke, analyzed every expression from Tain, and stacked it all up against how Claritsa and Sethlo might interpret them.


    Instead, she felt a strange peace walking alongside her uncle. The palace grounds were beautiful. Blooming vines climbed whitewashed stone columns, archways, and marked thresholds. The palace grounds were built to be open—walls allowed for privacy, but most things did not close. There were doors, but these doors were few, and often made so they would not quite seal. It was as safe of a place for a doormaker as any she had yet seen.


    Tain led Maella out of the courtyard, through the market streets, and to a series of stairs carved into what looked like a mountain of stone. The stone matched the palace grounds and Maella realized this had once been the palace quarry. “Did you build everything out of this mountain?”


    “I did not.” He smiled. “But someone in our family did long ago. The library has been built into the mountain.”


    The steps curved up and led to a large stone arch. At the arch, the library building jutted out from the mountain with a steep, inclined roof that met stone columns. Plants grew out of crevices from the rocks beneath. The library sat at the very edge of the flat part of the stone mountain.


    As they climbed the steps, Maella looked out across the landscape. From this height, she could see over the palace walls, clear across the fields and green hills that eventually led to the door into Rathe. Between the palace grounds and those hills was the dark, writhing mass of an army. They looked like an oil stain on the field.


    From here the sounds of activity were muffled. She smelled the clean air but also a hint of musty parchment that the library must house. The warmth of the sun soaked into her skin and soothed her into a feeling of safety in spite of the army that turned that feeling a lie.


    Tain walked through the library’s archway. “We cannot fight them on the battlefield. Of course you see that.”


    Maella nodded.


    A little stone pavilion met them. At the end of the pavilion was a closed door, made of wood with iron rings for handles.


    “I will call my tenbl,” Tain said.


    “There is no need. Can’t you feel the earthquakes? The doors are still off.” Maella grabbed the circular ring and pulled open the door.


    “Wait—”


    His tenbl rushed forward, but it was too late. The door had opened—to the library.


    The tenbl looked anxiously between them and the door. His eyes widened as he processed what had just happened.


    “It is strange,” Tain said, his voice holding a note of wonder, “to see a doormaker open a door with so little consequence.” He shook his head. “I see the pattern now. The falling stones, the cracked paths of the palace grounds, the never-ending ground tremors. And when we run out of time and the doors never return?” Tain asked. “What then? Will the worlds rip apart under the pressure?”


    “I don’t know,” Maella said. “I don’t think we can afford to find out. Each day, the doors stay off for longer and longer.”


    Tain looked at Maella and spoke with renewed confidence. “We will find the One Door before that happens. Let us proceed. There is much to be done to find our way back to Earth.”


    The room opened into vaulted ceilings. Beautiful colored glass windows extended from the floors to the ceiling. Stonework separated the window panes. Turquoise carpet was laid across the stone to soften the sound of their footsteps. Statues and beautiful paintings were displayed in alcoves and in front of pillars.


    They moved deeper into the library—deeper into the mountain—yet natural light followed them, becoming more diffuse.


    The stacks in the Library of Souls had gone on and on for an eternity. The levels had been like a skyscraper in ruin. Here, the library was maybe three stories tall, the shelves surrounding a large open space with several tables. All of it looked well cared for. Books, parchment, and scrolls lined every shelf on every level, all well tidied. There was no smell of fungus or mold.


    Veda Loor clomped into view, her cane smacking the stone and carpet with a dull thud. Tendrils of gray hair swirled out from a tight bun like webbing that floated around her. “Do not dare expect to touch anything on the shelves without first notifying me…” When she saw Maella, she stopped and raised her cane in a wave. “I knew you would get out alive. I am sorry for my role in making that difficult. But I had to save what I could.”


    Maella searched her heart and found she could not hold anything against Veda Loor. The old woman was what she’d always been—a dedicated master librarian. Maella would have been discovered one way or the other.


    “I am glad to see you,” Maella said.


    Veda Loor narrowed her eyes and scanned them up and down. “There is much to do. I have found this library completely unacceptable. The standard of organization and cleanliness is quite decrepit. It will take a long time to bring everything to an appropriate level of satisfaction.”


    “I’m glad you’re here to get such a job done.” Doormaker Tain tried to bite back the smile from his words.


    “And do not think that I will allow any patterns or parchments to come through and be dumped on my doorstep without a full inventory. I will need many hands for this. Any questions you need researched will require more time and people than you have given me.”


    “You have no book catchers?” Maella said. “But I saw—”


    The look on Veda Loor’s face became crestfallen. Her hair seemed weighed down with emotion. Setting her cane down, she leaned heavily upon it. She was suddenly a spindly tripod who looked like even a simple breath might blow her over.


    “I told them not to go back. I told them the other wagon was already lost but those torchlighter friends of yours never were very good listeners. Especially the short one.”


    “Deep?” Saying the name aloud conjured up both her and Dev’s images. The way she would jut out her hip. The way Dev’s height towered over them like a tree. The pattern cloth they both liked to tie around their foreheads to catch the sweat from falling into their eyes. The fire ready to flash at any perceived insult or injustice. The peculiar wisdom that revealed Dev’s philosophy on life.


    “And the tall one,” Veda Loor said. “They are all gone to General Foster.”


    “It could be they chose that for a reason,” Doormaker Tain said.


    “They are not traitors. They would never follow someone like General Foster,” Maella said.


    “You do not know what lies deep in their hearts,” Doormaker Tain said.


    Maella shook her head. “You’re wrong about them.”


    “Maybe I am.”


    But his words did not bring Maella any relief. There had been nothing she could have done that would not have also gotten herself captured, but that did not relieve the ache.


    “What matters now is we must find a way to Earth. Veda Loor, please get the maps.” He looked over her cane and frail legs. “Rather, please show us where the maps are and we will gladly find the answers we need.”


    “The maps you need are not in the stacks,” Veda Loor said. “There were some in the Tower of Shadows brought with the last caravan that would be of use to you. Master Hull would know them on sight.”


    Maella stomach flipped. “What did you say?”


    “Master Hull. He is kept in the dungeon though I have railed against Doormaker Tain about it.”


    “This man took part in a kidnapping as well as allowed numerous cruelties under his supervision inside the Tower of Shadows,” Doormaker Tain said mildly.


    “I did not say the man does not deserve his punishment!” Veda Loor harrumphed. “Only that the library needs his help if you want it to be of any use to you against General Foster and his ilk.”


    “And his son?” Maella turned to Doormaker Tain. “Is he here as well?”


    “His son is still missing. Though I do not know if he is still on Rathe or made it into Thrae.”


    Maella realized she knew more about Supervisor Hull’s last whereabouts than Doormaker Tain and filled him in. She’d seen Supervisor Hull make it into Thrae before the destruction of the Tower of Shadows. Daniel, the boy who had gone through that very first door after Claritsa and Maella, was likely somewhere on Thrae too. It felt like an eternity ago when Daniel had helped save them from General Foster’s lynching, but then later betrayed Maella in Rock Heaven, and again in the Tower of Shadows. She described how Daniel and Supervisor Hull, holding boxes of licatherin oil, vanished into a forest near the door that had connected the Tower of Shadows to Thrae.


    “If we were not under siege I would send people to search them out and throw them both in the dungeon,” Doormaker Tain said. “But they are, I am sure, long gone. Supervisor Hull would easily know where to go to trade the licatherin they stole for wealth beyond their wildest dreams.”


    Tain asked his tenbl to send someone to go fetch Master Hull from his dungeon. It took several minutes for Master Hull to join them. He was still round in the belly. His spectacles were too small for his face and his white, thinning hair had grown long and unkempt. He had managed to keep his clothes clean and his hands were even cleaner. It seemed this was not the first time he had been called in to help Veda Loor.


    He bowed respectfully when he saw both Doormaker Tain and Maella. “How may I serve you? Say the word and I will do what I must to redeem myself. I have only ever worked for the good of all doormakers and for the mission to find the One Door to fix the worlds.”


    Maella snarled and cursed at him.


    Master Hull paled.


    “It seems my niece does not believe you,” Doormaker Tain said mildly. “I need maps of Earth and anything about doors or relics that could lead us there.”


    Master Hull shuffled to several stacks on the ground floor tucked away inside an alcove. The stacks filled the alcove and rose almost to head height. Doormaker Tain and his tenbl followed, leaving Maella essentially alone with Veda Loor.


    “That is all that we saved from the Library of Souls,” Veda Loor said.


    “So little?” Maella said.


    “So little in all the worlds,” Veda Loor said.


    There was a strange emphasis to Veda Loor’s words that made Maella pause. “Why do you say it like that?”


    Veda Loor turned sharp eyes onto Maella. “Like what?”


    “All the worlds.” Maella frowned. “There are only three.”


    Veda Loor looked to the alcove and shouted a reprimand for how Doormaker Tain was handling a stack of patterns. He looked back, sheepish, and corrected his mistake. “Who told you there were only three worlds? What ridiculous nonsense is that? If there could be one world and two more connected to that why can’t there be a dozen more, or even a hundred?”


    “So you mean there are more than three?” That possibility launched a million more questions. “Why are only these three connected? What makes them so special? How do we even get to the other worlds? What are they like?”


    Veda Loor held up a hand. Maella fell silent.


    “Some of the oldest texts in the Library of Souls mention doormakers who had once visited at least one other world.”


    Maella opened her mouth. Veda Loor slashed her hand through the air like a sword. “But any knowledge of other such worlds was lost hundreds of years ago. It’s all rumor and fantasy.”


    “Three worlds, portals, humans that can open doors? I grew up on Earth. I even saw a movie once in a while. This is all one big weird fantasy.”


    Veda Loor hunched up her shoulders until they almost touched her ears and neck. She lowered her head as if she were a turtle about to tuck inside her shell. Maella realized Veda Loor was shrugging.


    “The doors have been broken for a very long time. Three worlds, four worlds, ten worlds. I don’t know anything about that except for hints in old, crumbling texts that are now likely long buried in the rubble of General Foster’s razing of the Library of Souls. You would know more about such doormaker magic than I.”


    But Maella didn’t think so. Veda Loor had had access to the Library of Souls for decades. She was particular, thorough, more than competent at anything she set her mind to.


    “Did the old texts hint at how to reach any of these other worlds?”


    Veda Loor grinned, showing crooked teeth that had yellowed with age. “Of course.”


    “You have to tell me!”


    Veda Loor cackled and shook her head.


    “But we could use it to help find the One Door and fix the worlds!”


    Veda Loor’s smile transformed into mild disappointment. “Girl, use your common sense. What could the texts have said?”


    Maella’s mind raced for the answers that Veda Loor expected. It was an answer so obvious that Maella should know it and yet–


    She felt deflated. “I have no idea.”


    Veda Loor clicked her tongue and tapped her cane on the floor a few times. “The texts say to find a doormaker and have them use the One Door—of course.”


    Of course the answer was so obvious, now that Veda Loor had said it. Maella’s excitement faded. The answer was only what it had always been—find the One Door.


    Doormaker Tain called Maella over to one of the tables. Veda Loor hobbled over to supervise Master Hull’s search for relevant documents. When Maella reached the table, Tain motioned to a machine set upon it. “How many pattern-machines have you seen?”


    Maella remembered the machine from Keeper Shaul’s lighthouse. It had spit out coordinates that gave her the first hint her father and brother were still alive. It had also given her a seven door death sentence. The only other pattern-machine she had experienced had been the one at the top of the Tower of Shadows.


    “Two.”


    Doormaker Tain fiddled with a small tabletop machine. “So much of what has happened in our history is a result of the patterns these machines can produce. No one knows how to make more of them. No one knows who made them in the first place. This pattern-machine is broken but still worth a look.”


    The little machine took barely more room than a lamp. It had a wooden box at its base. Inset on the wooden base, protected by glass, were several dials with needles. Bronze marked the corners, protecting the wood from damage. A small bronze plate labeled a small drawer with a wooden knob. Gears and metal piping tangled above the box like a miniature Tower of Shadows.


    Maella lost feeling in her fingers and toes remembering the distance that lay between pipe and Ground. She had run those pipes with only the tools that other torchlighters got—hand hooks, leathers, tar-pitch. She had survived it all, and even been made stronger by it, but would not wish that time back.


    More glass dials and several valves marked key turning points on the pipes. Everything led to a horn-like object made out of bronzed metal that flowered open at the top.


    “This machine has been broken for a very long time. No matter whose blood it reads, the pattern-machine always produces the same message,” Doormaker Tain mused. “I believe it’s a warning. Like the machine is stuck on this one and only outcome and cannot be tripped into moving beyond it.”


    “What’s the message?” Maella asked.


    “See for yourself.”


    Maella blinked. She looked between Tain and the contraption. He opened the little wooden drawer by its knob.


    “It has been long since I have seen one of these work,” Veda Loor said, coming up to the table.


    “I cannot say that your wish will be fulfilled today.” Tain withdrew a sharp tool from the drawer. Alongside that tool were a small candle, matches, and an even smaller valve that opened with a flick of the finger.


    Tain removed the candle and matches, set the candle on the table alongside the pattern-machine, and lit a flame. He sterilized the sharp tool in its flame, drew out a bottle of licatherin oil that had been stuffed far back inside the tiny drawer, squeezed six drops of oil into the valve and then motioned for Maella’s hand.


    She did so without hesitation, even knowing the pain he was about to cause. She was curious. What was this pattern-machine’s broken message?


    Her uncle gently took her hand, angled it over the valve, and used the sharp end of the tool to pierce a finger.


    She flinched, feeling pain shoot up from her blistered finger into her arm and shoulder.


    Tain squeezed six drops of blood into the valve. She withdrew her hand, pressing the wound against the palm of her other hand, but her blood had already clotted.


    Tain closed the drawer and wound a handle that jutted out from the back of the wooden box.


    The machine slowly chugged to life.


    Tain lit the candle and placed it onto a small platform tucked among the piping. As the candle heated things up, the pipes began to gurgle and hiss. Dials spun. Steam blew from several pipe seams, making Maella itch for her chalk bag and tar-pitch to seal it up.


    Eventually the gurgling and hissing moved into the upper set of pipes and turned into a whistle. When everything hit the horn, Maella jumped back.


    The pattern-machine’s whistle turned into words.


    It was a high-pitched sound, too high-pitched to be the voice of any human, yet the noises were clearly words spoken in Thrae.


    And Maella could understand them.

  


  
    Chapter 16


    Tain twisted one more dial, lowering the volume of the whistle. “It does not matter whose blood the machine takes in, the words are always the same.”


    The pattern-machine continued to loop its high-pitched message.


    Open hearts. Open minds. Close doors.


    “That’s what Erentia said.” Maella looked at Tain. “General Foster’s lover, wife, whatever she is. She said those same words.”


    “Yes, that’s one of the many sayings that came out of the first Doormaker Wars. This machine is stuck on that message, looping itself, unable to see past this danger.”


    Maella wanted to slap her hands over her ears, but the message was so loud she knew it would still bleed through.


    They waited several minutes, the looping of that message echoing throughout the library. Eventually, the message became distorted. The gurgling faded, the hissing lessened and then vanished altogether. The pattern-machine’s message cut off halfway through a loop.


    “I have found the maps,” Master Hull called out. He approached their table with a pile of parchment in his arms. Veda Loor chastised him for his careless handling. Tain helped spread the maps across the large wooden table.


    “Show me where you live,” Tain said. “I will find the matching spot on Thrae. Sometimes it can help guide the doors to the right place if we start at the parallel place on another world.”


    “What about Keeper Larid?” Veda Loor asked. “Is she not the Keeper here on Thrae? Does she not have the relic that guides hands to Earth?”


    Doormaker Tain closed his eyes for a moment. “She’s dead. An earthquake destroyed her tower not fifteen days ago. What knowledge she had, along with her pattern-machine, is lost in the rubble.”


    Maella wandered around the table, examining the maps, and forced back the guilt that tried to rise. The earthquake had probably been caused by the doors she had broken. She allowed her fingers to trail across the maps until Veda Loor sharply commanded her to wash her hands.


    Maella did as instructed, grateful for the moment of privacy at the wash basin set on one side of the library. Every move she made had unintended consequences. That was her destiny. She had finally realized she could not fight it, only accept it, and hope to work with it.


    She dried her hands and then returned to her examination of the Earth maps. They had all been drawn by hand, continents and oceans, but looked amazingly accurate. She found North America. This time, with clean hands, she used her fingers to trace a path to her home on Earth.


    A small voice inside told her to hold back. All these years, her grandmother, father, and mother had kept their family hidden from Doormaker Tain. Now Maella was about to undo all their work.


    She wondered how Claritsa and Sethlo would counsel her in this moment. But then she pushed all of that aside. She was the only one who could decide what to do next. If they did not get the missing piece of the relic, then the doors would slowly fade away to nothing, the earthquakes would never end, and soon there would be nothing but rubble on all the worlds.


    Or, General Foster would use Tomi to find the One Door and use it to control all the worlds and exterminate the last of the doormakers—her family.


    The map showed no state lines, so her guess was still approximate, but she tapped the map and said, “Here. This is where we live.”


    Tain stood next to her. Veda Loor craned her neck to look. Even Master Hull came to see, though Maella wanted to shout him away.


    Tain examined the location and then went to a different set of maps, a book with oversized pages as large as the maps displayed on the table, but bound together with string and a wooden cover. He reached out as if to lift the cover. His tenbl exclaimed and intervened. “Tain! What are you doing? I will open that for you.”


    Tain held up a hand to stop him. He looked at Maella. “The doors are still off, are they not?”


    Maella closed her eyes for a moment to double check, but she knew the answer. If the doors had been on, she would have been flooded with vibrations from all the potential stored in the papers and books around them. Instead the library was beautifully silent, especially now that the pattern-machine had ended its screeching message. “The doors only turn on for a few hours during the night and early morning now. They are currently off.”


    “There is nothing to worry about,” Tain said.


    “Only if what she says is true,” Tain’s tenbl said.


    “I trust her.” Tain opened the map book.


    Now it was Maella’s turn to crowd next to Tain. He flipped through the pages with eagerness. She did not know if it was because of an answer that he sought or because of the childlike joy he found in opening the pages of a book he had never been able to safely touch before.


    “Nothing happened. I’ve brought this book up into my own hands and it is still a book. This is amazing.” But he did not let this new wonder get in the way of his purpose. “I found it!” Tain picked up the book and carried it over to the map table.


    Master Hull hurried to move aside some maps. Tain set down the book in the space that was made, next to the map Maella had used. He put a finger on the book and a finger on the map.


    Maella waited for Veda Loor to sharply command him to wash his hands, but there was only silence. She glanced over and saw Veda Loor tap her cane and purse her lips as if the command were about to burst out of her and it took all her control to keep the words inside.


    “You have been this close all this time,” Doormaker Tain exclaimed. “Not even a day of travel from here.”


    “It was close yesterday,” Tain’s tenbl said, peering down at the maps himself. “But now all of General Foster’s army stands between us and this location.”

  


  
    Chapter 17


    Several days passed. Foster’s army laid siege to Botron Palace, but inside the palace, people acted like nothing was wrong. Maella avoided Sethlo and Claritsa, instead spending time with Esson and Father—who was awake and beginning to talk. He took licatherin now, willingly.


    As soon as Father had seen Esson and Maella alive, a light had entered his eyes that had been missing for a long time, even since before he had left through the door in the field so long ago.


    Their time was running out. Everyone could sense it, even if Maella and Esson—and Father—were the only doormakers with enough licatherin in their systems to actually feel it. Earthquakes rocked the palace grounds, dislodging stones, making archways treacherous—unceasing earthquakes except for a few hours of beautiful stillness in the night.


    People had taken to holding something over their heads in feeble attempts at protection. Others made sure to walk in the open, away from buildings and arches, but some parts of the palace grounds were so tall and the space between buildings so narrow, everyone took a risk just by passing through.


    Yet people continued about the business of living. Market stalls stayed open, blacksmiths forged their wares with fire and metal, leather makers hunched over their work, others cooked and bartered, and everyone called out warnings when a new rock fall was sighted.


    Doormaker Tain planned for them to try for Earth tonight, when the doors returned. In the meantime, in the last few hours before darkness fell, Tain had set Maella and her friends to train with the Hestroth.


    Xomara and Sethlo practiced at the far side of the fountain courtyard. Their blades flashed in the light, sometimes blinding Maella with their brilliance. They worked with focused, dangerous attention as their swords weaved, struck, and parried like something Maella had only seen in the movies.


    Claritsa grappled with Oren, learning how to enhance her torchlighter strength and agility. He showed her different moves, pressure points, twists, and holds to better use her slim build against anyone who attacked her. Then they worked with a small knife and he had her practice how to hold and swipe to inflict the most damage possible on an opponent.


    Maella had wanted to work on grappling. She also had agility and strength from her time as a torchlighter, but she had been assigned a different task.


    She was to sit on the fountain’s edge and be still.


    It felt like a punishment, like she was a small child who had been placed in time out. But she had learned the hard way, again and again, the effect that focus had on the doors. So she set herself to the task with a chagrined dedication, holding the bit of One Door stone she had taken for a focus and trying to empty her mind.


    A sudden silence made Maella open her eyes. Xomara had called for a break. Oren and Claritsa continued their work as Xomara and Sethlo headed toward Maella’s perch on the fountain.


    They glistened with sweat and were flushed with the exertion of their sword practice. Sheathing their swords, each stood on either side of Maella, their shadows falling across her, making her shiver.


    “He is going to ask you where your family is on Earth,” Sethlo said.


    Maella’s hackles rose. Xomara did not look surprised at Sethlo’s words. They had talked about her and decided something. She did not like the jealous feeling that bolted across her heart. There was a growing distance between her and Sethlo since their time in the Library of Souls. She did not know what had changed.


    No, she did not want to admit what had changed.


    Every time Sethlo saw Doormaker Tain, something in him turned darker, harder.


    “He already knows.”


    Both Sethlo and Xomara looked surprised.


    “What did you tell him?” Sethlo asked.


    “It makes sense that he would need to know,” Maella continued. “We need the missing piece of the relic. We can’t find the One Door without it, so we will have to go to Earth.”


    “You cannot trust Doormaker Tain’s intentions here,” Xomara said, her voice quiet but stern.


    There were other Hestroth around besides Oren, but they kept to the edge of the courtyard, out of the way. No one was close enough to hear this particular conversation.


    “I cannot trust your intentions either,” Maella said. “If you happen to remember, you were willing to see me transformed into a Klylup in order to get yourself to the One Door.”


    Xomara’s shoulders stiffened. Her eyes narrowed. “That was different.”


    “I see no difference,” Maella said, her voice hard.


    “Lower your voice,” Sethlo said. “This is not a conversation anyone else should hear.”


    “Do you know what General Foster would do if he had control of the One Door?” Maella demanded of Sethlo. “Look at me. He could open the door to any space inside this palace. He could open a door to my father’s room and cut his throat while he slept. He could send Sechnel through to my home back on Earth. That’s what the legends say, don’t they? In a split second, he could exterminate me and my family once and for all. Do you think he would not?”


    Sethlo looked at Maella, his eyes blazing.


    Where was the boy who had so bravely fought a Klylup in a storm? Where was the boy who had kissed her neck in the steam of the washroom and held her close and told her he would keep her safe? Where was the boy who had washed and wrapped her blistered hands? Where was the boy who cared about what happened to other people?


    “I think Doormaker Tain has done such a thing already,” Sethlo said. “I think that General Foster and Doormaker Tain are two sides of the same coin.”


    “General Foster wants me dead,” Maella said, no emotion left in her voice. “He wants my entire family dead. Doormaker Tain is not the same.”


    Sethlo shook his head. “I do not know if that is true, Maella. In my heart, I do not know if that is true.”


    Claritsa approached them. Oren was still on the far side of the courtyard taking a long drink of water from a sack he had set aside on the ground.


    “He has only ever told me the truth when I have asked about it,” Maella said carefully as Claritsa sat down next to her. She knew she was moving into dangerous ground, with Sethlo especially, but also with Xomara. Though she was Hestroth, she was not fully aligned with Doormaker Tain.


    Maella used the breathing techniques that Doormaker Tain had showed her, counting to draw the breaths out, before she dared to speak again. She thought of the sound the water made as it flowed over the rocks of the creek at home. She tried the litany that Doormaker Tain had offered to help focus the mind.


    There is no shame in who I am, there is no shame in who I am.


    She looked again at both Sethlo and Xomara and chose her words carefully. “He knows my grandmother has the missing piece of the relic on Earth. I have showed him where.”


    Xomara arched an eyebrow. “Where on Earth? Exactly where?”


    Maella frowned. “Not exactly. No. The maps are not that detailed. Esson and I will have to show him exactly where. Or Father, if he is well enough.”


    “You do not have to tell him where your family lives,” Sethlo said. His voice took on an earnestness that broke Maella’s heart. “He found my family and murdered them. Keep your family safe like I was not able to keep my family safe. Your future can be different than mine.”


    “We will mislead him,” Xomara said. “He will think your mother, grandmother, and little brother live one place, and instead, we will sneak off to the real place. We will get the missing piece of the relic, keep your family safe, return to Thrae, and Doormaker Tain will not know the difference until it is too late.”


    “And when he discovers our deception? And instead uses Esson or my father to find the real location—what then?” Maella asked.


    “He will not know until it is too late,” Sethlo said. “He will believe you when you tell him. He will have no reason to doubt you.”


    “And then what?” Maella said. “And then we go alone to Foster’s camp and die trying to steal the relic?”


    “If we must,” Xomara said.


    “I would die to protect you,” Sethlo said.


    Maella and Claritsa exchanged a look.


    “They’ve gone crazy,” Claritsa said.


    “You told me you were taught your entire life that the reason your family fled to Earth was because of Doormaker Tain,” Sethlo said.


    “Do not forget Rock Heaven or the Tower of Shadows,” Xomara said. “They all existed to serve him.”


    “I have not forgotten,” Maella said, and yet Tain—her uncle—had saved her and her friends more than once. He had refused to force her, and even her own father, on pain of death, to do anything against their will.


    She saw the choice in front of her like it was a cliff’s edge.


    She was going over the cliff one way or the other.


    Would she do it alongside her friends—alongside Sethlo—or align herself with Doormaker Tain—the only person she thought might have a chance at using the One Door to fix what she had broken?

  


  
    Chapter 18


    “I will keep my family’s location secret. We only need the relic. He does not need discover anything else about me.” But she did not know how or why she should keep such a promise.


    Still, it seemed enough to have promised it. Both Sethlo and Xomara told her it was the right decision. They would inform Oren and make plans for how to get the relic from General Foster—without Doormaker Tain’s help.


    Xomara and Sethlo left.


    When they were out of earshot, Claritsa said, “Do you really mean that? You’re smart, Maella. Do you really think such a convoluted plan will work? Mislead Doormaker Tain, somehow get the missing piece of the relic, somehow steal the rest of the relic from Foster, somehow get to the One Door, and then what? Hand over control to Xomara and Sethlo?”


    Maella knew what Claritsa spoke was all true. She grappled with that conflict—her loyalty and love for Sethlo against her old suspicion and growing trust of Tain.


    “Are you really going to lie about where your family lives on Earth? What does your father think?”


    Maella looked at Claritsa helplessly. “He’s still been too sick to ask, and when he’s been well enough, there’s always someone in the room. I can’t exactly say, ‘Hey Dad, is your brother, who is standing in the room with us right now, actually evilly evil like you always made it sound or what?’ What does it matter anyway as long as we keep the relic out of General Foster’s hands?”


    Claritsa sighed and stood up. Walking away, she said, “I want to show you something.”


    Maella wanted to yell after Claritsa that she wasn’t coming, but her curiosity had been sparked.


    “Where are we going?” Maella asked when she caught up.


    Claritsa shook her head, her braid swinging across her back, but did not turn around. They traveled across the cold stone courtyard into the market streets. All was quiet. The stalls had closed up for the day, the tables with merchant goods now covered in cloth, little bits of trash fluttering in the mild breeze. Movement, something small, skittered across Maella’s path. Some sort of mouse that vanished underneath one of the tables.


    Claritsa took them down the side alley that wrapped back toward the fountain. They passed by several buildings broken up into dozens of living quarters and finally stopped at a wall. Maella thought it must be the section that enclosed the fountain.


    Claritsa glanced over her shoulder and then tilted her head, as if listening for something. But there was no sound other than birds chattering, some buzzing insects, the patter of little mouse legs, a piece of paper fluttering. As if satisfied over what she heard, or did not hear, Claritsa ducked behind a little shed, disappearing.


    Startled, Maella saw Claritsa had fit through a gap. She followed and soon found herself in a type of tunnel.


    Her first thought was not about the rough, dirt walls and ceiling that looked as though it had been bored out by a large drill, or the way spiderweb-like roots grew through the tunnel’s roof, or how much cooler the tunnel was than outside, or even how Claritsa immediately kneeled next to a little fire kit, striking until she had lit a torch.


    No, her first thought was that Claritsa had entered the dark tunnel—without fear.


    “Claritsa. Are you not afraid anymore?”


    The firelight from the torch made Claritsa’s eyes shine. “It’s one of the things Tain helped me with. I’m still afraid. It’s not completely gone, it’s not even mostly gone, but I can control my fear instead of letting it control me.”


    Maella bit her lip and followed Claritsa deeper into the tunnel. Stone and lumber formed the structure that kept the soil from collapsing, though some of the timber had cracked. Bits of the tunnel had caved in, little mounds of soil that she stepped over. Roots of trees created the biggest barrier. Some of these created webs across their path that required them to warm up some of their torchlighter climbing muscles. At the end of the tunnel, Claritsa lifted a flat board that had soil and grass growing on top of it.


    Sunlight streamed down. Claritsa climbed out, clods of dirt and bits of grass falling down. Maella scrambled up, relieved to be free of the dark tunnel. All sense of Thrae’s stone and carefully gridded merchant stalls were now replaced with a field that sloped down to trees and a creek. Water gurgled nearby. Maella smelled wilderness instead of the scent of cooked food and domesticated animals. Her hands gripped soil that felt soft and spongy, like how it felt along the creek back home after a soaking rain. Like it had felt that day, that fateful day, when she had waited for Claritsa in the damp grass grown as high as her waist and they had run together, intent on crossing the creek to meet with Cheyanne and try out her new red tricycle.


    But instead, Barth had stood in their way and changed everything.


    Claritsa scrambled ahead, flattening a path through the grass to the creek. The slope of the ground made most of her disappear as she reached the water. Maella shook herself back to attention and scanned the horizon. She could see Botron Palace, but not even a hint of Foster’s camp.


    She found Claritsa kneeling alongside the water and dipping in her hands. Collecting a few stones, Claritsa handed one to Maella and skipped the other across the surface of the creek water.


    The stone felt like silk in Maella’s hand and was perfect for throwing. She could almost taste the way the rock’s smooth surface would skip across the water fast enough to bounce instead of sink.


    She thought there was a life lesson in that thought somewhere, but couldn’t pin it down, not with the questions burning in her chest.


    “Why did you bring me here?”


    “I needed to show you this place because it reminded me of home. When I was here without you and Sethlo for all those months, I came here a lot and it made all the difference.”


    “Tain just let you go around freely like that?”


    Claritsa glanced at Maella and then picked up a few more stones. Maella still hadn’t skipped hers. She wanted to hold the potential of the stone in her hand for just a little longer.


    “He’s not like Sethlo says.”


    In spite of the serene surroundings and the relaxing sound of gurgling water, Maella’s heartbeat picked up. “What do you mean?”


    “He’s not evil like we thought.” Claritsa threw the stone. It sank after three skips. Her braid flipped over her shoulder. “Your father wasn’t here yet, not when I first got here. And at first I thought he was bad—Tain—I mean. He kept me locked up in the rooms, he said for my own protection, but I didn’t believe him. But then one day your father showed up sick and Tain took care of him. He wouldn’t let anyone else do it. When he finally took a break he showed me this tunnel and the creek. He said he wanted me to know a way out in case something happened, like if there was an attack or something. He figured that General Foster would come here at some point. He said it was in one of his patterns.”


    Maella digested Claritsa’s information. “Just because he’s willing to take care of his own brother doesn’t mean—”


    Claritsa whipped around to face Maella. Her eyes blazed with conviction and Maella almost took a step back.


    “I notice the way you look at Sethlo. I notice the way he looks at you. But I also notice the way he talks. You know we’ve never really seen eye to eye on some stuff.”


    “You’re the cautious one.” Except that wasn’t quite right. Claritsa would take risks. Claritsa was brave. But it was different than Sethlo. He rushed headlong into things and made snap judgments. Claritsa was more careful than that but when she committed to a decision it was pretty much for good. Although Maella guessed she could say the same thing about Sethlo. “I don’t mean you’re too cautious. I just mean that—well—I mean, Sethlo battled a Klylup by himself the first time we met him. You’re always the one to remind me to think first before jumping. And it’s helped a lot. I don’t think I would be alive today without having you by my side.”


    Claritsa’s lips had formed a grim line. “I’m glad you said that because I wondered. Because, Maella, you’ve been sounding a lot like Sethlo lately.” Claritsa must have seen a strange expression on Maella’s face because she rushed on. “I don’t mean that as a bad thing. Sethlo has saved both our lives more than once. We wouldn’t have made it this far without him. But that doesn’t mean he’s right all the time. This One Door stuff? I thought you didn’t believe in the patterns. I thought you didn’t believe in a prophecy that wasn’t really a prophecy. What about finding your family and making things right again? Or finding the truth? What about, I don’t know, just getting out of this alive? When did the One Door become so important to you? You’ve changed since the last time I saw you. Not just on the outside, but the way you talk, the way you think. I saw what you and your brother were about to do to your father. I mean, I don’t blame you for saving him. I don’t, but I couldn’t watch you force him. Maella, after everything that’s happened—”


    “Stop.”


    Claritsa fell silent, a frown on her face. “I just don’t understand what happened to you.”


    Maella realized that Claritsa didn’t know about Maella’s last pattern, the one destroyed by the pattern-machine’s ink that she had brought back with a bit of charcoal. She didn’t know about the Forsi desert or the answers that Maella had found in the Library of Souls or even the way Sethlo had kissed Maella on the neck in the washroom.


    So Maella told Claritsa everything.


    She told her about the last pattern, the Klylup curse, the history she discovered inside the Library of Souls, the way Jillow City citizens had treated Maella and the other torchlighters. She told Claritsa about her feelings for Sethlo, but more than that, she told Claritsa about that moment in the Forsi desert when she drank a half bottle of licatherin and discovered there weren’t any doors left in all of Rathe that could help her. She described what she had done to Tomi in order to find Claritsa. She explained why she was so set on finding the One Door now.


    “It’s the only way to end this.” Maella held onto the perfect skipping stone with all her strength. “That’s what I’ve learned from Sethlo. He hasn’t brainwashed me, if that’s what you think. I don’t sound like him just because I have a crush on him or because he sort of kissed me once. It’s because I believe him. It’s because I believe that I have to be the one to find the One Door. It’s the only thing that makes any sense anymore.”


    “You could live your whole life opening doors to stone, and even though that would be very inconvenient, it’s not going to kill you like before.” Claritsa skipped another rock across the water but it sank on the first hit of the surface. “Sorry, I know that sounds stupid.”


    Maella wanted Claritsa to understand. But more than that, Maella needed to make sure her next words were true. True to herself and to their friendship. She readied the rock in her hand and imagined it skipping a dozen times across the surface of the water, and then let loose with all her strength. The twist and pivot of her body slingshot the stone into a perfect arc. Like an insect, the flat stone touched the water and rose, again and again, until it skipped out of sight.


    “General Foster—”


    “I know there are good reasons, important reasons, to go after the One Door. I know we can’t let General Foster gain control of it, I just—don’t want any more of us to die.” Claritsa’s voice cracked as if she were struggling to hold back a sob.


    Maella could say so many things and they would all be true. General Foster was coming after them. He had the device to find the One Door. She hoped she would never have to witness more terror and violence at his hands, especially if allowed to control the comings and goings of an army across three worlds.


    Maella and her family would never be safe.


    “I don’t want to watch my back anymore. I don’t want my family to keep running for their lives. As long as General Foster searches for the One Door, that won’t change. You’re the one who just said Tain wasn’t evil. You just argued I should tell Tain everything instead of holding things back like Sethlo and Xomara want.”


    “Are you going to tell him everything?” Claritsa interrupted.


    Maella bit her lip and shook her head. “I don’t know.”


    Claritsa sighed.


    “I know we can’t leave what’s going to happen here to chance. At least, I can’t. My family has been running from the doors for my entire life. I’m done running. I’m done hiding. I’m done keeping secrets. If I’m meant to find the One Door, then I will.”


    “And what will you do when you find it?”


    Both Maella and Claritsa spun to face the male voice.


    Sethlo waded through the same tall grass that Maella and Claritsa had, but the stocks seem to bend away from him as if not daring to catch their stickers on his clothes.


    Maella held her breath as she searched Sethlo’s expression. Had Sethlo heard Maella’s talk about telling Tain everything? She wasn’t ready for him to know how unsure she was about keeping her promise to him and Xomara.


    “I didn’t invite you here,” Claritsa said.


    Sethlo glanced at Claritsa and settled his gaze back onto Maella. “I can leave. I did not know I was not wanted. I am glad to see you, Claritsa.”


    The expression on Claritsa’s face softened. “That’s not what I meant.”


    “I thought we were on the same side,” Sethlo said.


    “I thought we were too,” Claritsa said. “But not if you’re going to make her do something that’ll get her killed. Acting like you can just betray Doormaker Tain and then go after the One Door yourselves without consequence sounds beyond stupid.”


    Sethlo opened his mouth but Maella interrupted.


    “I get to decide what to do with my life.” Her voice sounded more severe than she had intended. “I’m going after the One Door not because of a boy I like.” She couldn’t look at Sethlo as she said it. “And not because anyone’s forcing me. But because it’s the right thing to do. There are three worlds at stake here. I broke the doors when I broke the Klylup curse. Things are getting worse and it’s my fault.”


    “It’s not your fault,” Claritsa said. “It’s never been your fault.”


    “No.” Maella shook her head. “I’m not going to pretend that I don’t have a role to play in all of this. I’m done with that.”


    Maella wanted Claritsa to stay on Maella’s side. To say she understood. But somehow Maella knew that even if Claritsa couldn’t—it wouldn’t change what Maella needed to do.


    It would hurt, but it would not change her course.


    “I’m going after the One Door,” Maella said again.


    “And I am going with you,” Sethlo said.


    After a long moment, Claritsa sighed. “Of course I’m coming too.”

  


  
    Chapter 19


    Tain called servants to carry in Father. Maella already waited with Sethlo and Claritsa.


    Dozens of Hestroth in their white robes, burgundy sashes, and swords at their waists, lined the large room. Xomara and Oren were in that same lineup, with matching stoic expressions.


    Stone gleamed purplish gold from the light of the torches. There was nothing exact about how long and when the doors would turn on and off, but like Tain had noticed, there was a pattern to it—even if the pattern kept changing. Maella had done the math in her head and Claritsa checked it on paper. They’d brought the number to Veda Loor and a few of the scholars who had shown up from Jillow City. After everything had been checked and confirmed, they informed Doormaker Tain.


    There were less than seven days until the doors were off for good. Foster lay siege outside the palace walls. The portals were more important to their survival than ever.


    In the middle of the room was an array of doors on wheels, similar to the ones set up as weapons to fight General Foster, but freshly built since the others had been left behind in the escape.


    Only minutes remained until the doors were supposed to turn on. Doormaker Tain had decided they must first try for the One Door directly. With the powers of four doormakers combined, it might be enough.


    Though Tain no longer needed his tenbl for more than the few hours the doors were on, Maella had really never seen them apart. Whether that was out of friendship or obligation, Maella didn’t know. She looked to her left and right at Claritsa and Sethlo and thought it was likely all of the above.


    Father came in, carried on a wooden lounge, cushioned by pillows and sheets. Esson walked by his side. He held more licatherin broth up to Father’s lips. There was no weaning him off the licatherin addiction yet, though Tain had spoken of krokosod-healers.


    Maella wondered if Senta and Deep had been lucky enough to find the mineral that would help cure krokosod. Back in the Library of Souls, Senta had said to look for a stone that wasn’t yellow until you did something to it and then it would glow. Maella shook her head—whatever that meant. Out of all the stone that had filled the last few years of her life, not a single one had even looked yellow. There was licatherin purple, the red stone of Jillow City, the white stone of Botron Palace, and the blue stone of the One Door, of which she still had a piece tucked away in her pocket as her focus.


    Maella approached her father. “Are you really going to help Tain try for the One Door?” It was the final piece to her decision—to figure out what her father truly thought about Tain, about his brother.


    Can I trust Tain? Should I listen to Claritsa and betray Sethlo?


    Father took a sip of the broth before replying. Maella had just eaten a meal with real meat, fresh salad greens, and fresh baked bread slathered with butter and salt. It was the finest meal she’d had in a very long time.


    “I will do what he asks.” He sounded neither disgruntled nor resigned. “I have fought to keep you and your brothers safe all these years, and yet, here the two of you are. It does not matter what doors I help open anymore as long as you and Esson are alive.”


    “Just like that?” Esson said, a bitter note in his voice. “All these years you taught us not to open doors. You taught us only about the dangers. We lived with empty bellies and shivering sleep because we could not make a living. Now none of that matters?”


    “All of that matters. But seasons change. And that was a long, terrible season. Now we are moving into a different one.” Father paled slightly and leaned back against the cushions. It seemed like the words had taken a lot out of him.


    “It does not matter,” Maella said, trying to soothe Father by lightening Esson’s words. She meant them too. What was the point of holding blame for things that had already happened? What mattered now was what would happen next. “We are together again. Soon we’ll fix this and find a way back to Mother, Grandmother, and Josa.”


    Father coughed and blood speckled the cloth in his hands.


    In the silence, Maella felt compelled to ask. “Father, can we trust—”


    The doors snapped on. Vibrations from the potential portals felt like someone was stretching a rubber band to the breaking point.


    “The doors are back on,” Esson called out.


    Tain approached. Maella swallowed her question back down.


    “Are you well enough for this, Cedrick?” Tain said.


    It was strange to hear her father’s first name from Tain’s mouth. He had always only been Father to her. It was hard to imagine this whole other life as a child that he had led, growing up in Botron Palace alongside Tain.


    Father propped himself up in the bed cushions. “One of my patterns showed long ago you would not be able to do this without me.”


    Tain raised an eyebrow. “I would love to see that pattern someday.”


    “Mother burned it.”


    Tain half-smiled. “Of course she did. No matter how many times I tried to outsmart her growing up, it never worked.”


    There was that strange feeling of disconnect as Maella realized they talked so intimately about her own grandmother, revealing a whole other side to all these people she loved.


    “But you are willing to help? I will not force you, Brother. That part of my life has long been burned out of me. You traveled across three worlds to get away from this. I would not force you, even if it meant…” His voice trailed off like he wasn’t quite able to say that he would sacrifice three worlds for the sake of his brother’s sense of propriety.


    “I might be the older one, but I cannot say I have always been the wiser one. Though I think what you are doing here is reckless.” Father’s eyes roved over Maella and Esson. “I have also been reckless in a different way. I believed the patterns could be changed, or at least swayed enough to bend to my will and the future I wanted for my family. Yet here I am. Back where I started. And here are my son and daughter. We might as well try your recklessness this time instead of my own.”


    “Very well.” Tain turned to Maella and spoke loud enough for everyone to hear. “First, let us see if your current predicament remains. Maella, try opening the door by yourself.”


    “Are you sure?” Sethlo and Claritsa said almost in unison as they stepped forward.


    “Can you tell if the door will open to Earth or to the One Door?” Doormaker Tain asked, ignoring her friends.


    Maella shook her head. “It doesn’t work like that. Right now it’s potential for anything. I’ve never been able to sense to where the door will open until it’s already been opened.”


    “Remember what you have been practicing,” Doormaker Tain said. “Empty your mind and focus on where you want to go. Picture how it will look and taste and feel. Hold your focus against your heart as you open the door.”


    Maella reached into the folds of her clothing and pulled out the blue stone. She wasn’t sure if it was the best focus since she wanted to go somewhere else besides the One Door, but Doormaker Tain had told her it was too late to change. The stone was connected to her now. The focus would work or it would not. After all, the One Door was meant to allow anyone, not just doormakers, the ability to go anywhere in all the worlds that they chose.


    Maella approached the first door, took a deep breath, and emptied her mind. She held the rock against her heart and felt its rough, hard edge through her clothing. She rested her other hand on the cast-iron ring and closed her eyes. She felt the Hestroth fanning out on either side, ready to protect her from whatever came through.


    They began to chant a prayer, like the one Xomara and Oren had spoken in the Forsi desert when she had used Oren’s robe to open a door.


    She thought of home, of campfires and Grandmother’s stories. She thought of Mother and Josa and how he would wipe the snot from his face when he got tired. She remembered getting so angry she had used a golf club to break all the windows.


    The wood squeaked as she opened the door. Vibrations shook her, setting her teeth to chatter. Xomara and Sethlo hauled her out of danger. She strained against them to see, but the blue light told her what she needed to know.


    They all crowded around the blue One Door stone, staring at the gap. Some of it, the very top of it, looked chipped away.


    Doormaker Tain reached out. There was a striking sound that shattered the silence of the darkening twilight. Like a hammer hitting stone.


    “What was that?” Claritsa asked. “Where is that coming from?”


    Xomara cocked her head. The Hestroth burst into a flurry of discussion until Doormaker Tain called for silence. The strikes came again—loud—with a strangely consistent syncopation.


    Like a new shift of workers had begun hammering away.


    “It can’t be.” Maella approached the door, pushing past Sethlo and Xomara. “Esson, do you hear that? But Esson stayed by Father. Maella examined the gap—it was big enough now for a fat cat to slink through.


    “What is it?” Doormaker Tain asked.


    Maella felt along the gap of the stone until she was too short to reach any higher. She looked around for something to stand on. Sethlo crouched on the stairs next to her and offered his hands laced together. Ever the brave one, ever the foolish one, willing to dive into danger by her side. Her heart swelled with feelings she had forced herself to push aside earlier that day. With his help, she was lifted to the top of the gap, where part of it was chipped away. Xomara and Oren crowded close to the stairs.


    “What are you doing, Maella?” Sethlo asked. “Tell me. I am with you.”


    She tore her eyes away from the gap that had been chipped away to scan the faces of everyone around her. “Just listen carefully and tell me what you hear.”


    The hammers continued their work for several minutes. Xomara opened her mouth as if to demand an explanation but Maella held up her hand for silence.


    The hammering stopped.


    Maella took a deep breath to better push the shout from her throat. “Open hearts! Open minds!…”


    Everyone froze at her words.


    “What are you doing?” Doormaker Tain said. “That—”


    With all her strength she shouted again. “Open hearts! Open minds!…”


    “Close doors!” an excited voice replied. He sounded far away and muffled, but everyone in the room had heard him.


    “Are you with the General? Are you already through? We only took a water break. We are making excellent progress.” The hammering started up again, more furious than before.


    Maella felt the blood drain from her face. She turned back to face the room and surveyed grim faces. “We are right there, on the edge of where General Foster works to demolish their way into the One Door.”


    Doormaker Tain’s voice held a note of wonder in it. “Your doors open almost to the exact same place every time. I have never heard of anything like this before. Your doors navigate to the One Door without fail.”


    Maella felt the wonder of that too, but then disappointment settled in. “A lot of good that does us. We are no closer to either the One Door or to Earth.”


    She placed a hand on Sethlo’s shoulder and he carefully let her down. She felt his warm strength like an ache and wished—


    She stopped herself. There was no point. They had very little time left to get to Earth—to open a door anywhere else than to this wall of stone.


    Tain approached and closed the door. When he did, the wrongness that had settled into Maella’s bones was replaced with potential again. He looked at Maella with a question in his expression.


    Maella nodded.


    This time Tain withdrew a small object from his clothing and held it to his heart. He closed his eyes and moved his mouth in a silent prayer. His tenbl and the Hestroth readied themselves. He opened his eyes and motioned Maella forward. He held out his free hand and she took it. It was rough and large like her father’s.


    “Let us see what happens when we do this together.” Tain tucked his relic back into the folds of his clothing, and then used his other hand to open the door.

  


  
    Chapter 20


    “Maella—is this different than before?”


    Maella opened her eyes. Blue light cast a ghastly glow on the Hestroth, making them look dead. Their swords glinted blue silver, and even their white robes had turned blue in the light.


    She came around and saw what she had always seen—blue One Door stone. The gap was there, but no bigger than before.


    Maella shook her head.


    Doormaker Tain closed the door. That powerful wrongness sucked at Maella’s bones and then vanished. She felt weightless and strange, but that was nothing new.


    Doormaker Tain tried again, but there was no change. He moved to a different door. Again, the Hestroth set themselves in a protective half circle.


    Again, no change.


    Next, two Hestroth rolled the first door closer to her father’s lounging form. The door had been cleverly built on wheels, similar to what General Foster had built. It hung within a frame like all the others, and steps on either side stabilized its threshold. Its handle was a cast iron ring that could both be pushed or pulled.


    Doormaker Tain stepped up, touched the ring with one hand, and held out his other. “Just as we discussed. All we need is a linking. The family bond between doormakers is stronger than even the power of two unrelated doormakers to bend the door to our will. If we can get to the One Door without the relic’s help, this will be the way.”


    “Unless it is the way to kill us all,” Father said.


    The tension in the air thickened. Maella felt the danger of all those potential doors wrap around and squeeze at her heart. A lot of power meant a lot of powerful things could go wrong.


    “Not on purpose, Cedrick,” Tain said, raising an eyebrow.


    Father laughed, breaking the tension.


    “Is that a joke?” Sethlo said, disbelief in his voice. “We are about to open a door to who knows where and you are joking about our deaths?”


    Claritsa stepped forward, as if to intervene before Sethlo could say more. Flipping a braid over her shoulder, she said, “I mean if we’re all going to die anyway, why stress about it?”


    Sethlo’s mouth formed a grim line.


    Father glanced at Sethlo and then Claritsa. “It’s an old joke between us. From when we were about your age. It’s a way to cope with…everything. But you can be confident we take all of this very seriously.” His eyes took on a distant look. His laughter faded. He nodded at Tain. “Let us begin.”


    The four doormakers held hands. Tain touched the door itself, next Maella, then Esson, then Father. They made a chain that curved away from the door. Any dangers that came through would meet Hestroth swords.


    The Hestroth began to chant. For almost a minute, their voices echoed in the stone room. Maella closed her eyes to better feel the vibrations.


    “Now.” Tain opened the door.


    Blue stone greeted them.


    Finally, after several more tries, Tain told Maella to stay out of the linking. Now it was Tain, Esson, and Father. She felt useless, and embarrassed, as she stood aside.


    The Hestroth chanted. Tain pressed his personal focus relic to his forehead, then his heart, and then tucked it away. Reaching for the door, he opened it.


    Maella held her breath as the wrongness gripped her. She searched for the blue light—instead, the light was golden and a beach appeared. There was the sound of waves. A dark, tar-like substance covered the beach. Birds lay scattered, suffocated, in the tar.


    “Did you imagine this?” Father said.


    Tain stared at the sight. “My beach was pristine in my mind. Clean sand, blue water, white, puffy clouds in the sky.” He glanced at Maella. “Where is it?”


    Maella felt the disharmony. Using her mind, she picked out different strands of notes. “Somewhere on Rathe.”


    Doormaker Tain was already closing the door. There wasn’t much time. Maybe minutes left until the doors turned off again for another full day. He reached for Esson’s hand who linked again with Father.


    “Stay back, Maella.” Father did not mean the words to wound, but they did.


    She gritted her teeth against the feelings. They could not get through to the One Door, so now they must try for Earth. If she could not help with that, so what? It mattered that they succeeded, not how.


    The Hestroth chanted. Maella cast her eyes away, afraid the doors would zap off at the moment Tain tried again and they would have to wait another day.


    He opened the door.


    A horn sounded, like from a train.


    Maella snapped to attention as the vibrations grabbed her. “Earth. That’s Earth!”

  


  
    Chapter 21


    “Do you trust him?” Maella asked.


    Father did not answer at first. Maella didn’t know what she expected him to say. After all, he was here, alive, because of his brother.


    The unopened doors were being wheeled out of the room. Scouts had been sent ahead into Earth. On this side, Hestroth were gathering supplies. They needed food and discreet weapons, and to figure out where exactly on Earth the door had opened to determine the right clothes, money, and plan. Maella knew she was running out of time and still did not know what she would do—


    Would she stay loyal to Sethlo—therefore deceiving Tain—so that Sethlo and Xomara could obtain the missing piece of the relic first? Or would she actually betray Sethlo for Tain?


    When she was with Sethlo, she knew she would keep her promise. When she was with Claritsa, she knew she would need to side with Tain.


    “Try to understand, things were different when we first left home,” Father said.


    “How could I understand?” Maella said. “You never told us anything. We were never allowed to know.”


    “It was for your protection.” Father hesitated. “The way we read the patterns—it said the more you knew about any of this the more likely we would end up here.”


    “So what’s wrong with here?” Maella demanded. “We’re trying to find the One Door and fix the worlds, or at least keep General Foster from using the One Door to kill all of us. Or is all of that lies?”


    “No, it’s all true. As much as I can understand it.”


    Esson joined their conversation. Maella was glad for it. He should hear it too. What did Father think of his own brother now, after all these years?


    “We were wrong. Your mother, grandmother, and I. At least, okay, I don’t know if we were totally wrong. But I know I trust my brother—that was never in doubt.”


    “Never in doubt?” Esson said.


    Maella felt her muscles tense. Her father was so sick but she felt that old anger rise inside of her.


    Her whole life. He had made her promise things for her whole entire life without ever explaining why. And even now his explanations did not satisfy.


    Father looked from Maella to Esson. “Have you and Esson always agreed on things?”


    “Of course not,” Maella said.


    Water glasses and plastic wrap and a ripped T-shirt and a dozen other moments where they had fought like cats and dogs were there, easy to call up from memory.


    “But do you believe that if it really came down to it that Esson would betray you?”


    Maella thought about it for a long moment. She looked at Esson’s hollow cheeks, the dark circles around his eyes, and remembered the moments of suspicion back in General Foster’s tent. Even then—even then—she knew the core of him was still there, covered by fear and exhaustion. “No.”


    “He would do almost anything to save your life.” Father looked at his son and there was admiration in his eyes.


    Esson showed surprise. “You really think of me like that?”


    Father reached out a hand and rested it on Esson’s shoulder. “I always have. Even through all of our own arguments.”


    Turning to Maella, he said, “And I know you well enough, dear daughter, to know that no matter how viciously the two of you fought, no matter how many pranks you may have pulled on each other, you also would do anything to save Esson. You have done so much already to save him.”


    “What does this have to do—”


    Father interrupted Esson. “It’s the same with Tain and I. No matter how viciously we disagreed with the other’s viewpoint, we knew underneath there was a rock solid loyalty and love. Even if we couldn’t show it. Even if our actions, in fact, showed the opposite.”


    Maella tried to digest her father’s words. She had never understood the relationship between him and Tain. But after his explanation, and a few years of her own experiences with the portals, Maella thought maybe she was beginning to understand.


    She loved her brother, even if she didn’t always agree with him.


    She trusted her brother, even with her life, even if she couldn’t trust him with the fate of the worlds. It was exactly like how she felt about Sethlo.


    Well, not exactly alike. Her feelings for Sethlo were on a completely different level.


    Maella thought back on Claritsa’s words by the creek, alongside the promise she had made to Sethlo and Xomara. “So you believe Tain when he says he’ll use the One Door to fix the worlds?”


    “If the One Door can fix the worlds, then yes, I believe Tain will try. We ran all those years ago because we did not believe the worlds could be fixed. That our family’s role in all of this would only make things worse.” Father fluttered his eyes closed as if from exhaustion.


    “And that’s it?” Maella demanded.


    “Maella, leave him be,” Esson said, reaching over to rest a damp cloth on Father’s forehead. “He gave you his answer. We need to support Tain against General Foster.”


    Father opened his eyes. The brown irises were enlarged and unfocused. “I am sorry for what I put you through. Your mother and I tried to change what the patterns had foretold. We tried to prevent you both from ever getting to this point. We tried everything, but—”


    “Ready yourselves.” Tain’s voice boomed across the space of the room.


    The scouts had returned with armfuls of clothes and paper maps.


    “You can trust Tain,” Father said. “Maybe I lived all these years in denial. Maybe there has only ever been this one path. Follow what your heart says and help Tain find the One Door.”


    Sethlo stood waiting against the far wall. An ache rose in Maella.


    It was impossible to imagine—siding with Tain over Sethlo?


    She could understand the conflict her father had battled for more than a decade—to trust someone with your very life and yet still not trust them at all.

  


  
    Chapter 22


    Maella felt the old wrongness pick at her bones as she crossed the threshold of the portal into Earth. The purplish golden light of the room on Thrae gave way to sunset against crackling yellow grass. She smelled the familiar scent of electricity.


    The door to Earth had opened onto an abandoned field littered with cigarette butts and broken glass. The buildings that rose on three sides were built from crumbling brick. Sewer smells floated over from the street, through a chain-link fence.


    Maella was home. She felt that deep in her heart. There was a sense of anticipation in every breath, even in the way the hairs on her arms stood up. Through all the worlds and all the places she had traveled, it was a strange feeling to recognize that Earth felt like home, since she knew she had been born on Thrae and spent her first years at Botron Palace.


    Tain, Claritsa, Sethlo, and the Hestroth all came through the door to stand among the broken glass. She crouched and carefully picked up a piece of green glass. The broken edge was sharp. She tested it against her finger with just a light enough touch to feel the potential of that edge without actually drawing blood.


    “Maella.”


    Maella looked up.


    Tain frowned down at her. She tossed aside the piece of glass and it vanished among the dead weeds.


    They fanned out across the field and approached a gap in the chain-link fence. Tain had decided Esson should stay back with Father while Maella went with Doormaker Tain. Tain had wanted to hold several doormakers back within the relative safety of Botron Palace in case something went wrong. Father had agreed.


    Maella had traded her old clothes for a simple pair of leggings and a tunic shirt. Simple, but some of the nicest clothes Maella could ever remember wearing on Earth. Sethlo was in a T-shirt and jeans. Claritsa was in green cargo pants and a fitted shirt. Thrown over all three of them were large, hooded sweatshirts to hide their purple skin. They’d also layered on foundation makeup to cover the color on their faces, but anyone who looked closely would notice something seriously odd about their skin. While Maella and Claritsa would carefully coach the others about how to act on Earth, they and Sethlo would interact with people as little as possible.


    They were more than a day’s travel from her home—if they had still been on Thrae. On Earth, it would be a two-hour train ride. So they walked to the station in their new clothes, quickly breaking off into three groups to attract less notice.


    Upon reaching the train station, Doormaker Tain and his tenbl approached the ticket window inside while the rest of the group waited on the platform. Maella followed a few steps behind them in case they needed help, but was careful to keep her hood up and her sleeves down over her hands.


    When Maella dared a peek she saw a frustrated looking ticket master talking to Tain who looked rather strange in his American clothes, jeans, a collared plaid shirt, and leather cowboy boots. He still held an air of authority about him, but it was lost in the mechanized chaos of the train station.


    “This is not correct,” Tain said, louder.


    The ticket master replied something unintelligible. His window looked like bulletproof glass. The brick on either side looked old, like the brick that had surrounded the portal, but here the brick looked better maintained. Chandelier lights lit up the interior of the train station. The echoing sound of footsteps and low voices filled the cavernous space. A little food stand that sold popcorn, pretzels, and granola bars was set back slightly from the windows. Bright yellow spoked wooden wheels added to its country effect.


    “I can’t change the system,” the ticket master said. He was gray haired and balding, but otherwise looked relatively fit, if rather annoyed. “The computer system is locked out. I understand you have the money for the tickets, but I can’t buy them for you. The computer crashed and will take another five minutes to reset. We can try again after that.”


    Tain held up a fistful of dollars. Maella didn’t know where he’d gotten them from, but thought he either had such currency stored in his palace, or the scouts had stolen quite a bit more than clothes.


    Tain looked about to continue arguing. Maella kept her face hooded and said, “Uncle, it’s the computers. There’s nothing to be done.” She glanced at the ticket master and angled her face away. “When does the next train arrive?”


    “Fifteen minutes.”


    “Then there’s plenty of time for the computer to reset. If the computer doesn’t reset, can’t we buy tickets on the train itself?”


    “Yes, I was trying to explain that to your uncle here. This really isn’t a problem, but he’s making it into one.” A note of frustration rose in the ticket master’s voice.


    “There’s no problem, then,” Maella said, trying to get Tain to take the hint.


    Tain suddenly became patient and full of ease. This time his words were kind and even funny. After the third attempt at a joke, the ticket master forced a small smile onto his face.


    A few minutes passed like this. Finally, the ticket master, relief in his voice, said, “The computer has reset itself. I’ll try purchasing your tickets again.”


    This time, when Tain pushed the cash underneath the bulletproof window and into the small, scooped-out metal tray with a one-inch gap for the money, the ticket master took the bills and traded them for a dozen tickets.


    “Enjoy your family trip.”


    They returned to the others and walked as a group to the correct platform. She had ridden plenty of trains—they were often safer then cars, since the doors opened automatically and not much inside the trains created portals. When Mother needed to escape from their family troubles for a day, she’d scrape together enough cash and take one of them on a train ride.


    Maella had visited this train platform once before. Mother had taken her on a trip for just the two of them. She had wanted to walk around the little downtown and get some ice cream.


    They boarded the train. The two hours flew by like the landscape. Two of the Hestroth, including Xomara, were sick from the motion. Maella felt the pull of the door that connected Earth to Thrae weaken as the distance increased.


    At one of the stops, Sethlo’s hand brushed hers, lighting her skin on fire. She had thought it an accident until he swept her hand discreetly into his and held it. Her heart lodged in her throat as warmth pooled in her belly.


    She never wanted to let go of his hand, but she knew it would only be a matter of time until he never wanted to touch her again.


    After speaking with her father about Tain, there was nothing else she could do but betray Sethlo.


    When they arrived at her town’s train station, Sethlo let go of Maella’s hand. Her heart pounded as the breeze cooled the fire that had erupted on her skin.


    Soon, Sethlo, Xomara, and Oren would expect Maella to lead Doormaker Tain astray.


    Leaving the streets as quickly as possible, Maella and Claritsa brought the group into the woods. Even though they were dressed in American clothes, there were too many of them to go unnoticed in Maella’s neighborhood. Her street was not the kind of place strangers visited and their clothes were far too nice for anyone to assume they belonged.


    The woods lined the creek and backed up to the various lots. Some of those lots were full of rusted, broken down machinery, others were empty except for the crackling yellow grass that may or may not have been mowed. Houses were in varying states of decay, some of them lovingly neglected and others fully abandoned.


    There was no potential in any of the doors around her until dark. The doors were off. In their place, Maella felt the low rumble of unceasing earthquakes, but the feeling blended in with the hum of electrical lines and the noise of the rare car engine so that she had to really concentrate to feel them.


    It was strange, smelling the trees and the creek water again. This was where she had met Claritsa. This was where she had learned to fish and where her family had swapped stories over campfires. This was one of the safer places to play—mostly free of potential doors and inquisitive looks. No one cared, really, that her father had abandoned them and they lived in a doorless house.


    Of course people talked, but then again, every household scattered among these woods had some quirky version of poor that made the neighbors talk. This was the place where she had been allowed to blend in.


    “We never did see Cheyanne’s red tricycle,” Claritsa said.


    Their race through the field on that spring day so long ago had been irrevocably interrupted by Barth. She wondered where Daniel had ended up and wished that she had gotten him back to Earth. He had always been the most desperate out of all of them to get home.


    Because of where they connected up with the woods, they would pass by the back end of Cheyanne’s lot.


    Cheyanne’s lot was closed in with fence boards that had long rotted. Many had fallen, leaving gaps like missing teeth in the fence. The grass was long and yellowed, with stickers ready to scratch legs at every step.


    Cheyanne’s parents had always seemed to have some sort of tomato-based sauce cooking. Maella could smell that savory scent even now. It was hard to tell if anyone was home.


    She got a glimpse of red and grabbed Claritsa’s arm. “That’s the tricycle.” They skirted by the rotten fence that was little more than a container for the weeds and abandoned toys that broke too soon because they were cheaply made, and about the only thing they could actually afford.


    The tricycle lay on its side as if it had crashed there. One of the back wheels, the one pointing into the air, was missing. The red itself was still shiny in some spots. In others it was scratched, rusting, and dull. Little pieces of plastic fringe—faded blue, pink, and yellow pastels—stuck out from either handle. It looked like a dog had been chewing at them.


    This was the tricycle Maella and Claritsa had been racing to see. It had been new, once, but now looked used up and long forgotten.


    Shadows passed by the windows. Cheyanne and her family were likely home. In the heat of the day like this they would not dare let their beautiful, slightly addled daughter outside. Maella and Claritsa had often looked out for her on hot days when they’d gone to play, making sure her light skin was protected either by shade or clothing because the sunscreen they got hold of was often expired.


    Maella shook off the memories and caught Claritsa’s eye. A silent message passed between them. They could not let Cheyanne know Maella and Claritsa had returned. She would bubble up with joy and tell everyone she knew about their return. That would make disappearing with the missing piece of the relic rather more difficult.


    She caught up with Tain. “I need some of that cash you have.”


    Tain paused in his step. His leather cowboy boots crunched on the grass underneath. His clothes had no dullness about them and looked freshly ironed. Nothing was frayed at the cuffs and there were no missing buttons. He did not belong here.


    “We may need it on our way back,” Tain said.


    “You don’t have to give me all of it,” Maella said. She tried to work out how much she could ask for and actually get. “Give me half. I want half of whatever is left.” She held out her hand.


    Tain looked about to refuse.


    “You do not know the way of things here,” Maella said, trying to draw up all authority that she could like a cloak around her. “I do. This is something we must do.”


    “What is this thing that we must do?” Tain said.


    Maella did not know how to explain that she wanted to give Cheyanne’s family the money in a way that would actually convince Doormaker Tain. She looked over to Claritsa for help.


    “It’s an Earth thing,” Claritsa said, but then she paused, also at a loss.


    It was enough to give Maella an idea that might just do the trick. “It’s a toll. Payment for crossing through these woods without trouble. If we don’t pay up, then the guardians of this place will—” She thought of something that wouldn’t sound ridiculous, like out of a fairy tale or myth. But then she remembered that she had basically lived through multiple fairy tales and myths and no one had blinked. Doormaker magic, portals, pattern-machines, licatherin, Klylups.


    “If we do not pay, then the monsters of these woods will destroy us.” She did not look at Claritsa for fear that it would give away all of their lies.


    Klylups were real, after all—why might there not be other monsters? Her mind wandered to an image of Barth’s father, Dustin. He was a type of monster who thought he owned these woods and everyone and everything in them. So she wasn’t completely lying, though giving money to Cheyanne’s family would do nothing to stop Dustin.


    Silence pressed down on her. She figured Tain was planning to refuse. Instead she felt a stack of bills pressed into her hand.


    “Then you shall have half,” Tain said.


    She closed her hand around the green bills. They were crisp—somehow Tain’s people had tracked down money that felt freshly printed. There were twenties, fifties, even a few hundreds. She had not expected this much money—and this was half?


    She swallowed back any sort of exclamation. “I’ll be right back.”


    “No. You are too important,” Tain said. “If there are monsters in these woods and this is payment for safety, then the one who controls those monsters is too dangerous for you to approach.”


    Maella was ready to argue with him but Claritsa took the stack of cash from Maella’s hand. “I will take it. I won’t be long.”


    “I will go with her,” Sethlo said.


    Claritsa shook her head. “I don’t need your help. I’ll be quick.”


    Before Claritsa could dash away, Maella stopped her by the arm. “Don’t forget we’ll need to pay the toll three houses down too. Keep enough back for that.”


    Claritsa paused and her eyes widened. Claritsa’s house was three houses down. “I don’t—”


    “Just to be sure,” Maella said.


    Claritsa dashed off. For several minutes, they waited anxiously in the shadows of the trees. It felt like an eternity.


    When Claritsa popped back into sight, out of breath, she gave Maella two thumbs up. They walked back into the woods. The money Cheyanne’s family had just gotten was not life-changing money. But it would change their next month or two for the better and that was more than Maella could have ever hoped to give her friend with the red tricycle.

  


  
    Chapter 23


    Claritsa walked with careful steps that were almost solemn. She kept her gaze ahead of her in order to avoid fallen branches and the ditches that might twist her ankle, but even though her body was present, her mind seemed a million miles away. Maella had never hesitated before to ask what was on Claritsa’s mind, but she now feared she would not be able to bear the answer.


    What would Claritsa do once she saw her grandmother again?


    On Thrae, Maella had been confident of the answer to that question. But now, here on Earth, Maella wasn’t so sure.


    It wasn’t long until they reached the creekside access to Claritsa’s yard. She broke off from the group and strode through the trees toward a yellow painted house with a darkened entrance that had long ago begun to fade and chip.


    They had argued with Tain and the others for this moment. Tain wanted the last piece of the relic. All the worlds seem to hang in the balance. But Claritsa was going to visit her grandmother—


    And Maella was going to wait for her.


    At the last moment, before Claritsa broke from the trees and entered the open space that would otherwise be called a backyard except it looked more like an abandoned lot, Claritsa turned back. Her eyes were wide as they lit upon Maella. “You have to come with me.”


    Maella’s stomach twisted. She’d really thought for a second there that Claritsa was going to rush off and never come back. She wasn’t ready to say goodbye yet. Maella broke from the line and followed her friend.


    “Should I come too?” Sethlo asked. “Just in case?”


    Maella shook her head. “It’s only her grandmother. It’s better if it’s the two of us. She doesn’t know you.”


    Sethlo’s expression fell but Maella left him with the others to guard the property until they came back out.


    There wasn’t any reason Sethlo couldn’t come along, not really, except that if this was really going to be goodbye, Maella couldn’t bear to do it in front of anyone else.


    “Five minutes,” Tain said. “No more distractions.”


    Maella agreed. Even five minutes was generous.


    Claritsa tried the front door handle. It opened like it normally did. Claritsa’s grandmother said there wasn’t anything worth stealing in the house so why lock it? Plus neighbors mostly looked after each other, unless it was someone like Barth’s dad. But in his case, a locked front door would never have stopped Dustin.


    Stepping inside, familiar sights and smells hit Maella. It felt cool compared to the sunlight they had just left. The blinds were halfway closed, throwing shadows across the furniture. A hint of coffee hit her nose. There was a mustiness to the air as if the windows had not been opened in a while, even though Maella knew Claritsa only had a couple fans for air conditioning.


    Lamps with cloth shades and beveled glass bases stood on old wooden side tables on either side of the couch. Large, faded pink and blue roses decorated the sagging cough. She followed Claritsa into the combined kitchen and washroom. Everything was smaller and more cramped than Maella could remember, especially after the spaciousness of Botron Palace.


    The kitchen was clean and tidy, everything put away just so, with no dirty dishes, and all the counters freshly wiped. Cheery yellow curtains hung from the small window over the sink. The washer and dryer were hooked up right next to the stove. Maella felt a lump rise in her throat and was brought back to the moment when in the midst of a panic attack Claritsa had dragged her up against the dryer. The rumble and bang had settled Maella’s heart enough that her hiccupping sobs had turned into quiet crying and then finally into a bearable silence.


    “What if she’s not home?” The anguish in Claritsa’s voice hung in the kitchen air between them.


    “Who’s there?” The voice sounded old and strong and stern.


    “Grandmother!” Claritsa pushed past Maella, one of her braids whipping Maella in the face. She raced back into the main room with the sagging couch.


    Maella followed but then stopped when she saw Claritsa holding the petite frame of her grandmother while both women sobbed. Claritsa had grown enough that she stood taller than her grandmother now and held the old woman like she was the child.


    Maella stepped into the hallway, deciding it wasn’t right to invade this particular moment. She wondered what it would be like when she reached home. Would her own grandmother reach for Maella with open arms? Or would she know what Maella must have done, and what Maella must now know, and turn her away instead?


    After all, Maella had lived her whole life with her parents and grandmother protecting her from the truth. She had destroyed all their hard work.


    Maella wandered into the back rooms as the questions, answers, hugging, and crying created a joyous soundtrack. Tain’s five minute time limit ticked away. Claritsa should have never gone through the door with Maella. How could Maella ask Claritsa to leave now?


    The door to Claritsa’s room was open. Maella stepped through, feeling like an intruder, even though she had been inside hundreds of times. She scanned the room, drinking in familiar posters, the bedspread with the faded picture of a favorite movie star, Claritsa’s little cosmetic table with a gilded frame that held a mirror cracked in several places. Claritsa had found the framed mirror in someone’s trash and spent careful attention epoxying it all together.


    The mirror split Maella’s face into four parts like it always had done. She went for a closer look, noticing the dark shadows under her eyes. With the blinds closed it was hard to tell the color of her skin. She almost looked normal.


    Touching her cheekbone, she wondered at the way her curly hair framed her face now. She could not find any of the childhood softness she had been used to seeing. Everything, from cheek, to chin, to brow ridge, was a little more severe and far more grown up. Her fingernails were jagged with dirt lodged under the cuticles and skin peeling and cracking. She looked at them and saw all the calluses she’d formed over the years of work in both Rock Heaven, the Tower of Shadows, and even climbing the stacks in the Library of Souls.


    Her blisters from grabbing the relic out of the fire still chafed but no longer hurt. Her hands were truly an awful sight, nothing like the manicured hands in all the magazines Claritsa used to read. Maella searched the desk for the manicure kit Claritsa used to have. Her eyes fell upon it on the floor next to the desk.


    It was hard to imagine that had ever been a thing they could have done together—home manicures. The idea sounded ridiculous now.


    With no money for regular manicures at a real salon, Claritsa had scrimped and saved for over a year, and then Maella had begged her own grandmother for the last few dollars just before Claritsa’s eleventh birthday. They went together to buy the special UV light used to set gel nails.


    Claritsa had researched the whole thing in magazines near the cash register of the grocery store while her grandmother shopped. There was the base coat, the color gel itself, the topcoat, cotton balls, cuticle trimmer, and finally the light.


    The money they’d put together had been just enough with only two pennies left over. Claritsa had left the pennies in the little change box next to the cash register for someone else’s future need. Gathering their materials, they’d set out for Claritsa’s, coming here, to this table and cracked mirror.


    Lining up all of the different coats, tools, and colors, Claritsa had practiced on Maella’s nails first and then done her own. They’d worn those silly gel nails with bright bold colors, changing and fixing and replacing everything until the supplies ran out and there wasn’t money for more.


    Then they’d gone through Maella’s portal and all thought of manicures had vanished.


    Absentmindedly, Maella reached for the switch to turn on the light bed. It was still plugged into the outlet, and the blue light flicked on immediately. It was strange to experience electricity again like it was no big deal.


    She listened for a moment. The crying had quieted, but Claritsa and her grandmother were talking in rushed, quiet tones. Maella knew she would have to leave soon.


    Something yellow caught her eye. She looked around for the source and saw it was coming from the top of her own pocket. Frowning, Maella reached for the glow and felt the hard edge of her focus stone.


    Confused, Maella withdrew what should have been blue One Door stone from her pocket.


    But the stone wasn’t blue anymore.


    She looked at it in shock. Where the UV light shined, the blue stone glowed yellow. Maella tried to process what she was seeing. Blood rushed across her ears. This was important. This was epic.


    She blocked the stone from the light and it became blue again. Puzzle pieces clicked together. Senta had said to look for a stone that glowed yellow. Deep had said it would be a cure for krokosod.


    The blue One Door stone was the cure for krokosod. The silly UV nail bed light had been the trick for uncovering it.


    Other puzzle pieces fitted into place. While she’d had the focus stone, she had not felt the same severity of symptoms from lack of licatherin like the others. She had blamed the extra licatherin oil she’d consumed while in the Forsi desert. But her symptoms had stayed far milder for far longer, during all their months at the Library of Souls, even with pitiful licatherin rations.


    Could her One Door focus stone explain that? She didn’t know if that made sense with how small the stone was and how strongly licatherin held her body. Whatever—she pushed those thoughts aside. What mattered right now was that she might have just found a cheap, easy cure for krokosod. She had felt trapped by her doors after the Tower of Shadows had fallen. Door after door, always opening to One Door stone. But now she knew better.


    A giddiness filled Maella as she imagining relaying her discovery to Senta and Deep.


    I found your cure for krokosod. I can get you as much as you want.


    Her giddiness faded when she remembered that Senta and Deep had both been captured by General Foster.


    She switched off the nail bed light. The stone went from yellow to blue in an instant. Tucking the stone into her pocket, she returned to the main room.


    It was time to say goodbye.


    Claritsa and her grandmother sat together on the sagging couch, side bodies touching, hands clasped together.


    “I told your grandmother and mother. I knew you both must be together and looking out for each other. I knew you were safe. And here you are.” Her eyes shined with tears and there was a large smile on her face as she opened her arms wide to encompass Claritsa and the whole world. “God has answered my prayers and both of you are alive and well. Safe and sound.”


    “It’s time to go.” Maella bit her lip. “I mean, I have to go. But…you don’t have to come.” She tried to put as much kindness and conviction in her voice as she could. “You should stay. I want you to stay. You’re safe here. I finally got you home.”


    Claritsa wiped the tears from her cheeks with rough and calloused hands that matched Maella’s. She stood up and held her grandmother’s hands in both of her own.


    Maella steeled herself against Claritsa’s next words.


    “We talked about it. I mean, there wasn’t time to talk about everything.” Claritsa looked down at her grandmother. The easy smile on her face was still there but a hint of grief had entered the light in her eyes. “But she knows enough. And she knows—”


    “I know that whatever is going on, Claritsa would never leave a job undone. She would never abandon anyone, not on purpose.”


    Claritsa closed her eyes for a moment, making Maella wonder if she thought about how the same was not true of Claritsa’s parents, who had abandoned her so many years before.


    Claritsa opened her eyes and looked at Maella. “Of course I’m coming with you. This isn’t over yet. Grandmother understands.”

  


  
    Chapter 24


    Claritsa knew.


    There was no way for her not to know. This neighborhood was her home too.


    Maella was leading the group directly to Maella’s house, but Sethlo, Xomara, and Oren didn’t know that yet.


    They walked on the street for this last section. It was little more than broken pavement with weeds shooting up from the cracks. No one cared enough to pull them out and clear the way. Her home’s little section of street was more dirt than pavement. The house was set back and looked, even from the road, more run down and falling apart than she could remember.


    She closed her eyes for a moment and then opened them again. She took a deep breath and steadied herself. She had made the choice knowing the likely consequences.


    Maella’s shoulders ached from the tension. “This is my home.” Maella did not look at Sethlo as she said it. She did not need to see the expression on his face to know he felt betrayed.


    When she finally did look, she thought she had prepared herself, but Sethlo’s confusion and hurt struck her to the very core. The wound worsened when he turned away.


    If Tain noticed any of the tension, he did not comment on it. It was decided Maella would approach the house first—alone. Tain seemed hesitant to face his own mother again and thought Maella stood a better chance of convincing Grandmother to hand over the missing piece of the relic.


    Maella imagined for a panicked moment that her family had moved away and she would find the house empty with no sign of where they had headed. The bushes and trees grew wild along the front of the property, creating a barrier between the house and the rest of the world. That thicket almost completely closed off the opening that led to the front door. But Maella knew what to look for and she found an opening, crouching and pushing through thin shoots that had grown across.


    Once in the yard itself, Maella took a deep breath. The air smelled like grass, soil, insects, and leaves. Like sunlight and picnics and campfires.


    The weeds crunched under her steps. The porch sagged pathetically. She had remembered this place so differently over the last several years. She knew they had been poor, but in her mind, the house—windowless, doorless—had still looked fresh and friendly. This house just looked sorry. It didn’t rebuff her, but rather settled into the ground with an exhausted sigh as if it were finally time to rest.


    The front door was still missing. Maella wondered if that great beast of a wooden door still rotted in the weeds. The portals were still off, so she could not feel it and be sure. That door had taken both her father and her far away from this place.


    A sheer curtain hung over the front door threshold. Similar cloth hung over the windows. The glass she had broken with golf clubs had not been replaced. She wondered how her family had made do in the cold winters and hot summers of the last few years and felt sorry for her contribution to their hardships. That day seemed like an eternity ago.


    She stepped inside, past the threshold of the front door. The floor was freshly swept. On the kitchen stovetop a half-eaten bowl of oats sat alongside an empty cup that had probably held some tea. The sight of those few details flooded Maella with relief. The house might be falling apart, but it had not been abandoned.


    The floor creaked under her steps. She waited for someone to come out of the rooms and greet her. In spite of the food remnants, no one came. Her mind tracked through the time of day and the types of tasks and routines her family would have worked on.


    Maybe, in spite of all the effort it had taken for Maella to get here, her family was out running errands.


    She explored the house to be sure. The walls were still bare of pictures because hanging pictures meant the possibility of a door. The furniture was like she had remembered. Maybe a little saggier, a little more threadbare. She entered the bedroom that Esson had shared with Josa. Dirty clothes were piled in one corner. Food dishes were discarded randomly around the room.


    Josa would be three years older now, almost Maella’s age when she had left. She wondered what he looked like and what things had been like for him. She collected the glass dishes, the fermenting leftover food making her wrinkle her nose.


    It felt strange walking around this house and looking at her family’s possessions like they were from a museum exhibit. Everything felt encased in glass. She looked into her bedroom and saw it was pretty much as she had left it. If anything, cleaner than she could remember. The bed was made up and there were no piles of dirty clothes. It smelled unused.


    A scraping sound drew Maella’s attention away from her bedroom. It sounded like it had come from the backyard.


    Maella returned to the kitchen, dumped the glass dishes in the sink, and left the house through the curtain that separated the kitchen from the backyard.


    Grandmother bent over the vegetable beds, which were pretty much the only sure source of vegetables they had had over the years. A few chickens clucked in their little coop. Maella swore she could hear the gurgle of the creek hidden behind a line of trees. Feelings bubbled up inside her. The last time she had been here, it had been spring. Dew on the grass had soaked her socks. The grass had been allowed to grow so tall she could lay down on it and disappear from the entire world.


    Claritsa had called for her and they had gone running for the creek to see Cheyanne’s tricycle until Barth had changed everything.


    Maella didn’t know why it was so hard to just call out to her grandmother, but she stood there for a long moment soaking it all in. She thought she would never come back here alive. Now that it had happened, everything was the same and yet everything was different.


    As soon as she spoke, everything would be different again.


    She felt the invisible pressure of those waiting on the street for her to say something. She felt the pressure of her uncle reuniting with his mother. She felt the conflict of not knowing if what she was doing was right, but knowing that it was the only way forward.


    In spite of everything in her heart that told her to remain silent and live a little longer in the glow of forgetting, Maella called out. “Grandmother.”


    Grandmother paused as if she had heard something strange, but then continued pulling weeds from the garden beds.


    Maybe the sudden squeak in Maella’s voice had blended with the chatter of birds in the nearby trees. She tried again. “Grandmother.” She spoke the word both strong and loud. There was no mistaking her for a bird this time.


    Grandmother stood up from the bed and pressed a hand to her lower back. Her simple cotton dress flowed around her, tight in some spots, loose in others. She had lost weight, but she had not lost her curves. Her breasts were still ponderous. Her arms were strong and grandmotherly.


    Grandmother turned. Her expression, her muscles, it seemed even the air became still. The chatter of birds disappeared, the gurgling brook fell silent.


    “Maella?”


    She moved the hand from her lower back and pressed it between the flesh of her breasts to her heart. She stepped forward once, closer to Maella, and then stopped. “Granddaughter, is that you?” She squinted as if unsure of what she was seeing.


    Suddenly Maella feared that Grandmother would not take her back. She had pictured this exact moment—that she would make herself known again to Grandmother, Mother, and Josa, and they would rush into each other’s arms. Instead Grandmother looked at her as strangely as if she were some alien.


    Maella could not bear seeing such an expression in her grandmother’s eyes, so she looked down and saw the purple that stained her hands and must show on her face now that the afternoon sweat had washed away the makeup.


    What if Grandmother saw that Maella was addicted to licatherin and could not accept it? What if all of this had been for nothing and Grandmother would send Maella and the rest of them far away from this place, rejecting them? Rejecting her.


    Grandmother had, after all, abandoned her own son. Now Maella was on the same side as him.


    All these thoughts tumbled across Maella’s mind so that she did not see Grandmother approach until a shadow fell across her.


    “Oh, my dear. Oh, my dear. How I had hoped you were still alive. I had dreamed it. But I had not dared to hope it while awake.” Grandmother gathered Maella into her broad arms.


    Maella lost herself in that comfort and love. Before she knew it, her face was wet with tears and she was sobbing. Grandmother held her tight. The birds raised their chatter and the creek gurgled behind the trees and the dead grass crackled beneath their feet.


    They stood, embracing, and crying together for a long time.

  


  
    Chapter 25


    “So you know of the beast that is licatherin.” Grandmother spoke the words into Maella’s hair. She held Maella even tighter for just a moment before pushing back.


    Maella was tall enough that they saw face to face now. “Where are Mother and Josa?”


    Grandmother waved her hand as if dismissing something as unimportant as Maella seeing her little brother and mother for the first time in years. “They’re on one of your mother’s train rides. They’ll be back soon. But you—I must know everything.”


    Ultimately there was no time to start at the beginning with so much at stake and a deadline hanging over their heads. But Maella didn’t know where to begin.


    “Did you—you were the one who broke the doors, weren’t you?” Grandmother asked finally. “The flavor of it. The change in the doors had a texture to it that reminded me of you.”


    “You open doors?” Maella asked. “But we were never allowed to. Even you—”


    “I’ve been a doormaker for longer than any of you. Even with the doors broken like they’ve been for decades, there are ways to control them, if you know how.”


    “You sound like Tain,” Maella said.


    Grandmother sucked in a breath. “He is the entire reason we fled to Earth. Yet you speak his name so casually. We—your parents and I, and your cousins, aunts, and uncles—tried so hard to protect you, to hide you.”


    “Do you really think so little of me, Mother?” It was Tain’s voice.


    Grandmother’s expression stilled and somehow silenced the chatter of birds. Maella was close enough to feel the panicked beating of Grandmother’s heart even if that panic did not show on her face.


    “So you found her after all. As the patterns had foretold.” Grandmother said this in a nonchalant tone. “Though I really thought I had changed this one.” She faced her son, releasing Maella.


    Tain and the rest of the group approached. They had avoided the house and come around to the backyard. Sethlo stood back with Xomara. Claritsa came forward to stand next to Maella.


    Tain stopped several paces away. It looked like a standoff. A brief longing crossed Tain’s face, as if he also sought the same warmth and welcome Maella had received without reservation. But Grandmother’s expression was stone.


    Maella didn’t know what to think. Father’s reaction to his brother had given Maella hope that somehow whatever past was between them would be overcome in an instant once they saw each other again.


    Instead she watched her uncle and grandmother shutter their expressions and close down whatever feelings of love mother and son had for each other. They faced each other as adversaries. Whatever had happened so long ago, the intervening years had changed nothing.


    But their past did not determine Maella’s way forward. She had learned that hard lesson again and again. “We have joined together against General Foster.” She watched for any reaction, even a flinch, from Grandmother, but there was nothing. “General Foster had imprisoned both me and Esson. Tain saved us.”


    “Esson is alive?” It was the first time Grandmother allowed an emotion to crack through since Tain appeared.


    “He is alive,” Tain said. “I saved him and your granddaughter—and your favorite son—”


    Grandmother moaned as if punched in the gut. “They are both alive?”


    “We are all alive because of Tain’s protection,” Maella said.


    Tain stepped forward. “How could you tell her nothing? She and her brother went into this blind. They knew nothing of licatherin or krokosod. They know nothing of their histories or any sense of control over the doors. You have allowed your granddaughter to accelerate the breaking of the worlds because you could not stand to be wrong.”


    Grandmother stood unflinching beneath the onslaught of his words.


    Maella shook with a conflict of emotions. She had felt such love and joy at the sight of her grandmother, but old anger and resentments began to rise in their place. The last three years came crashing back. She had traveled, lost and confused, making one lethal mistake after another, because she had never been taught who she was.


    She felt wetness on her cheeks and realized she was crying again. “I am not ashamed of who I am. But you made me ashamed. You made me believe something was fundamentally wrong with me.”


    Still Grandmother said nothing. She looked sorrowfully at Maella, but this only infuriated Maella more.


    “Why did you do this to me and my brothers? Look at what the licatherin has done. It’s even worse for Esson. People have died because of the secrets you kept.”


    “There is no forgiveness, in any of this, for any of us,” Grandmother said finally. “I was the one who decided to leave Thrae in an attempt to protect the three of you from your patterns. Your parents and I knew the patterns could sometimes be changed, or shifted. Sometimes all it took was time. Sometimes it took action. We tried everything we could. We saw family member after family member die trying—but the patterns would not change. Soon, we knew we had pursued the impossible, but by then it was too late. The only hope we still had was to wait it out. If we could get you past sixteen—but then you were gone and I knew we had made some terrible mistakes.”


    Maella’s trembling anger remained. “And that’s it? That’s all I get? You made some mistakes?”


    Grandmother narrowed her eyes. “We have all made terrible mistakes. Did my son not tell you about some of his own?”


    “Mother,” Tain said, a warning note in his voice.


    “Did he not tell you about Maxfield, then?” Grandmother’s voice contained an edge of steel. She stared at Tain. “Did he not tell you about the little boy he used up? Did he not tell you about the strange way he trapped him in time? That he had been the very first Klylup of them all? Long before your father broke the doors and ensured that every doormaker since would end life as a Klylup—Tain had first experimented on a child.”


    Grandmother paused for just a moment before continuing. A roar of sound rushed across Maella’s ears. Grandmother spoke about Tomi.


    “But he did tell me,” Maella said. “He told me about my father opening a door within a door and how that broke everything. It’s how I broke the doors, but it also ended the Klylup curse. I fixed my father’s mistake.”


    Grandmother did not look at Maella. It was like Maella hadn’t even spoken, though she could feel Sethlo’s accusing eyes.


    “I can see he did not tell you how he planned, from a very early age, based on your childhood patterns, to experiment on you as well. I saw where that would lead. We had to make sure my son could never find you or use you.”


    “I am not that person anymore,” Tain said.


    She remembered the hints and half-sentences spoken between Tain and her father. Tain’s oath to never force another doormaker against his will again, even though her own father was on his deathbed. Tain had showed regret. This was what the two of them had been referring to—what Tain had done to Tomi. Maxfield.


    Grandmother turned a stern gaze onto Maella. Disappointment shined in her eyes. “Instead you ran straight to him.”


    Maella opened her mouth but no sound came out. She thought she must look like a fish gasping for air. It was not that way—it was not anything like what Grandmother imagined. But Maella could not get out the words.


    Claritsa stepped forward. “That’s not how it went.” Her braid was flipped over her shoulder and she looked ready to face a hurricane.


    “That’s not how it went?” Grandmother asked in disbelief. The matronly woman full of warmth and love seemed gone. In her place was someone stern who gathered power around her as if from the very air.


    Maella did not know who this woman was and where she’d come from, but she was wrong.


    Maella took in a deep breath to steady her focus, like Tain had taught her. “We spent three years surviving Rock Heaven and the Tower of Shadows. We worked and hid in the Library of Souls, in spite of General Foster, in spite of licatherin and the doors and the Sechnel and the Hestroth. I did not go straight to Tain—but I wish I had. He’s the reason we’re alive and in front of you now.”


    Claritsa stood by her side as Maella had spoken the words that were in her heart. She loved her grandmother but in this there had been no choice. It was Doormaker Tain or General Foster.


    Whatever the truth was about what had happened between mother and son all those years ago, Grandmother had decided to run, and since that moment the entire family had been on the run.


    The sky began to darken as the last light fell behind the trees. Soon the doors would return. Their options were closing.


    “We know you have the missing piece of the relic,” Maella said. “I told all of them about the piece of jewelry you used to carry. Just a simple little thing I thought had been pawned long ago until I realized exactly what it was.”


    Grandmother’s face shuttered closed against Maella, but Maella did not let that stop her next words.


    “It’s time, Grandmother, to give us the missing piece of the relic.”

  


  
    Chapter 26


    Figures detached themselves from the deepening shadows of the trees that lined the creek.


    It took Maella far too long to recognize who approached. The person she had mistaken at first for Barth was too old to be him. But he had the same cut to his face and shoulders, the same cruel eyes. It was Barth’s father—Dustin—known in the area for all kinds of dealings. Drugs, guns, and she didn’t know what else.


    Though it had been three years, Dustin had barely aged. Barth had grown up in that same amount of time and looked more like his father than ever before.


    “Well, this is an interesting little gathering,” Dustin said.


    His people fanned out and hovered hands at waistlines that suggested hidden weapons. Maella’s side had a few knives, but any Hestroth sword had been left behind in Thrae.


    While Tain had a mix of men and women with him, Dustin only had other men who looked as rough and mean as he did—with one exception.


    There was a woman and young teenager at the back of the group.


    Maella stepped forward, trying to get a clear look at their faces. “Mother? Josa?” Maella felt the shock of seeing them like she had been splashed with cold water.


    Dustin really looked at Maella this time and his face twisted. “You.”


    “Maella.” Mother breathed out her name like a prayer. She stepped forward, holding onto Josa’s arm but Dustin yanked her back.


    “Where’s my son?”


    The change in the conversation’s direction startled Maella but she should have been expecting it. Barth had gone missing the same day as Maella and Claritsa. That little fact had not gone unnoticed.


    “I don’t know,” Maella said, because it was the truth.


    “I don’t believe you,” Dustin said.


    “Well, you don’t have to believe us in order for it to be true,” Claritsa said.


    “My son disappeared the same day you did. Yet here you are, alive and well, in the presence of some very interesting people.” Dustin glanced at Tain and his party before settling his gaze back onto Maella and Claritsa. “And yet somehow my son is still missing, but here you are. I don’t believe in those kinds of coincidences.”


    “Why do you have my mother and brother?” Maella demanded.


    “I found them wandering around. They looked…lost. I decided to make sure they made it safely back home,” Dustin said. “So let’s take this conversation a little more seriously, shall we?”


    Grandmother took a step forward. “I am not ready for you. I have not had time to gather the materials you requested.”


    Materials? Dustin was here because he had some sort of dealings with Grandmother? Maella couldn’t believe it. But then Dustin stepped closer and smiled, showing his teeth in a cruel grimace. Maella lost the ability to breathe. Dustin’s teeth were cracked—and purple. That was clear, even in the growing shadows. She did not know how deep the addiction went in him, but she knew exactly what he had come around to get.


    “I will wait,” Dustin said.


    Now it was Grandmother’s turn to grimace. “It’s not that easy and you know it.”


    “I do not understand who you are and why you’re talking to my mother like this,” Doormaker Tain said. “I think it’s time for you to leave.”


    Dustin laughed, sending shivers down Maella’s spine. Dustin’s people exchanged grins. Faster than Maella or anyone else could blink, Dustin grabbed Claritsa’s arm. Sethlo jumped forward, but someone drew a gun on him and Maella yanked him back.


    Claritsa protested as Dustin pushed up her sleeve to reveal the purple skin underneath.


    Tain’s people drew knives. Dustin’s people drew guns. The guns looked oiled and lethal. Yet the Hestroth held themselves like they thought the guns little more than toys.


    “What is that?” Sethlo asked, too loud. He wanted Dustin to hear him. “I have never seen such a small weapon before. Do they think that will stop us?”


    Maella and Claritsa looked at each other with dawning horror. Licatherin worked on the other two worlds far better than on Earth. Guns and electricity didn’t work on the other two worlds, but they did on Earth.


    “Those weapons are deadlier than any handheld weapon on Rathe or Thrae,” Grandmother said. Making sure everyone in the field could hear her, she looked first at Tain and then the Hestroth to drive home her words. “Tell us what you want. There’s no need to use those bullets and kill one of us with something smaller than a bee flying into the flesh of our heart or head.”


    Xomara’s eyes widened. Oren nodded as if he had a suspicion confirmed.


    All Dustin had to do was give a signal to his men, and Doormaker Tain and his people would be dead. The guns would fire, the bullets would find flesh, and everything would have been for nothing.


    “Well, dear son of this dear, dear woman?” Dustin splayed his hands open, palms facing up as if beseeching those around him to act reasonably. “What will it be? Shall my men shoot all of you down like dogs? Shall I take these two young ladies and hurt them until they tell me where I will find my son? Or shall I finish the deal that your mother and I have agreed upon and come back another day?”


    Tain looked ready to give the command for a fight even though his people would surely lose. “You will pay for mistreating my mother. Do you know who she is?”


    “I am no one,” Grandmother said. A slight breeze drew creek smells across the field. “I have been no one for a very long time. My son, you better remember that, or you will get us all killed today. And that would be an interesting way to fulfill your childhood patterns, would it not?”


    Tain paled and shrunk into himself until he looked more like Josa than a grown man.


    The moment passed and Tain regathered authority around himself like an invisible cloak. “I acquiesce to my mother’s wisdom in this.” He looked to either side. “Put away the knives.”


    The Hestroth did as he asked, but his tenbl hesitated. Finally, Tain rested a hand on his shoulder. His tenbl put away the knife and stepped forward to place his body between Tain and the guns.


    Maella felt the pulse of vibrations turn on like a light switch. Night was falling and the doors were back, for a few hours at least. The licatherin in her blood connected with the doors as the potential rose up around her like ghosts. Maella could feel the familiar pulse of that old, decaying front door that lay hidden in the weeds nearby.


    “Lower your weapons,” Dustin said to his people. “But don’t put them away until this deal is done.”


    “Come.” Grandmother motioned to Maella, Sethlo, and Claritsa. Then she jerked her head at Mother and Josa. “You must all help me get the materials.”


    “Do you think I’m a fool?” Dustin said. “Take those children to help, but all the adults stay as hostages along with these two.” He jerked a finger at Mother and Josa. Two of his men pointed guns at their chests.


    Josa’s eyes flashed with anger. Maella drank in her brother’s form. He had gained height and was almost as tall as her, even though she had grown too.


    Grandmother jerked her head in unwilling acceptance. She glanced at her son as if to tell him—do not say a word, do not make a move.


    The unspoken words were plain enough that Dustin gave a little laugh again. The birds chattered in the trees as if cackling in agreement. “Excellent. I’m glad we all have an understanding here. Hurry along now. I’m losing my patience.”


    Maella allowed herself to be gathered along with Sethlo and Claritsa like a small flock of chickens being herded toward the house. “Quickly now. We cannot keep Dustin waiting.” Grandmother spoke the words loud enough for everyone to hear.


    They stumbled through the gauze curtain into the kitchen. Grandmother crouched and began pointing at different tiles. “Pry those up. Normally your mother would do this, of course. But that’s not going to happen today.”


    Claritsa and Sethlo pulled up the tiles where she indicated. Underneath the tiles, instead of plywood, were little hollows. These hollowed-out spots were filled with cloth pouches closed off with leather string.


    Had the licatherin always been hidden under the tiles? She couldn’t remember having ever smelled the licorice before falling through the first door to the Klylup cave. But she could not trust her memories to be sure and the smell of licorice was overwhelming now as pouch after pouch was lifted out. “You have a deal to supply Dustin with licatherin.”


    It was not a question, but grandmother answered anyway. “He found out about it when Esson first disappeared. I helped him find more. It kept us…protected.”


    “I’m addicted to that,” Maella said. “And so are my friends.”


    “Yes, I can see that plain on your skin,” Grandmother said. “Dustin does not call this Devil’s Harvest for nothing.”


    Sethlo interrupted them. Speaking to Grandmother, he said, “I have no love for Doormaker Tain.” He spoke urgently and was careful to avoid catching Maella’s eyes. “In fact I feel the very opposite about him. I will believe everything wicked you say about him. We cannot let him get access to the One Door. I believe he has his own terrible uses for Maella.”


    Maella and Claritsa paused to look at Sethlo. Maella felt disbelief at his words and saw the mirror of that feeling on Claritsa.


    Grandmother took one of the pouches Claritsa had grabbed. It was a different color than the rest. Where the other pouches had been uncolored canvas, this one was more like purple velvet. Finally, she glanced at Sethlo. “Being wrong does not make him evil.”


    “What do I do with that? Are you going to fight against him or not?” Sethlo demanded. “You said—”


    “That was before the guns. That was before I knew my sons and grandchildren were all still alive.”


    “So you have changed your mind. Your conviction is so easy to overturn,” Sethlo said, disgusted.


    “There is nothing I have not done, or would not do, to protect my family,” Grandmother said.


    “And do you think I am capable of any less?” Sethlo replied.


    “Grandmother, I don’t understand,” Maella interrupted. There was no reasoning with the fury lodged in Sethlo’s every muscle. She could not take back what she had done—she would not take it back. They had to find the One Door before General Foster. “You have to give me the missing piece of the relic.”


    “Open hearts. Open minds. Close doors.” Grandmother’s words rang out across the kitchen, shaking Maella to her core.


    “General Foster uses those words,” Maella said, a feeling of horror growing inside her chest. “Are you on his side?”


    Grandmother frowned. “I am not on that bastard’s side.”


    “But—”


    “Just because I am not on General Foster’s side does not mean…there is no right side here. No matter how much people want you to believe the other side is evil. That’s not how it works.”


    “Your son helped murder my family,” Sethlo said. “There is no going back from that.”


    “And how many people have you killed along the way to your revenge?” Grandmother arched an eyebrow. “If you believe he is irredeemable, then you are surely irredeemable as well.”


    Sethlo pressed his mouth into a furious line.


    Grandmother took the velvet purple pouch between her fingers. It looked flat—empty. Vibrations rolled out from its sealed rim. “There is no denying the way the patterns have narrowed to this moment. We are at a fulcrum. It is Maella who must decide what set of patterns will next be fulfilled.”


    Grandmother touched the string of the pouch as if to open it.


    “Wait!” Maella threw out a hand. “The pouch has created a door.”


    Grandmother held the pouch out of reach of Maella’s hands. She continued to work at the string. “I know, Maella. This is where I have hidden what you are looking for.”


    It took her a long moment to understand. “The missing piece of the relic?”


    Grandmother nodded. She spoke a few words and closed her eyes. Drawing her eyebrows together in concentration, she opened the pouch.


    Maella felt the wrong notes of the open door hit her like a sledgehammer. Grandmother drew the mouth of the pouch open wide and set it on the kitchen tile like it was too heavy to hold. The pouch had opened to a little hollow of dirt against what looked like a small granite boulder. A piece of cloth was wrapped around a tiny object. This cloth was striped yellow and white, dirtied almost to brown by the soil around it. Grandmother reached into the pouch and drew out the cloth bundle, plucking it from its hollow. She closed the pouch, pulling the strings taut, and the vibrations vanished.


    The door was potential again. Nothing more.


    Grandmother examined Maella. “How painful was that?”


    “No more than usual,” Maella said, gritting her teeth.


    “And to where did I open the door?” Grandmother asked the question like it was a test.


    The pouch had only been open for a few seconds, but it had been enough. “Earth.”


    “Good. You have learned quickly. It’s far easier to open a door to someplace in the same world than it is to cross the worlds.” Grandmother did not waste any time. She unwrapped the cloth, revealing a piece of stone worked into a shape that Maella knew immediately would fit into the relic.


    Claritsa and Sethlo stared.


    “Use this to get yourself to the One Door. What you decide to do from there is your own choice. Tain wants to control it. But I think you will see that such power cannot be controlled. The worlds are breaking. The notes fall away. There’s some truth on General Foster’s side. What will you do if what is broken cannot be fixed?”


    Grandmother tucked the empty pouch into her bra with one hand and held out the missing piece of the relic with her other. “What you decide to do next—it has always been your burden. That’s what the patterns have always shown no matter how hard we tried to change it. You are the only one of your siblings whose future is truly unknown. The patterns have changed for you over time more than for any other doormaker I have ever seen, and yet the destination has never wavered.”


    Maella looked over the piece with the dim light of the kitchen bulbs. It was made of stone, carved into lines that curved in on itself. The shape and color of it matched the relic currently in General Foster’s possession.


    “She will give it to Tain to use,” Sethlo said.


    Maella winced at the disgust in his voice. “He’s right. I will.”


    Grandmother tilted her head. “You have only ever been able to do what you think is right. I should have never stood in the way of that. But I don’t know if this will all end like you think. Still, I can do this much—I can give this over to your care now. It is yours to do with what you will.”

  


  
    Chapter 27


    Snipping off a section of the pouch so that it would no longer form a portal when closed, Maella tucked the piece of relic back inside. She tied the pouch inside her clothes near her waist before leaving the kitchen.


    Sethlo and Claritsa handed over the licatherin oil to Dustin, but the standoff remained. Mother and Josa were pushed over to join Maella, Claritsa, Sethlo, and Grandmother.


    Mother gave Maella a hug and kissed the top of her head. “You have grown, daughter. You look strong now.”


    Maella hugged her mother back and whispered the news that both Esson and Father lived and were safe in Botron Palace. Mother’s eyes lit up.


    Maella thought Josa would look confused, but in fact—


    “Do you know?” Maella asked, incredulous. “They told you—”


    “After you left, they thought I would follow.” Josa’s voice was deeper than Maella remembered, though not yet the deep voice of a man. He shrugged. “They thought if I knew why, it might change things.”


    Simple words that spoke volumes. They had broken their silence. Josa knew more about the doors than had ever been shared with Maella while growing up.


    Would it have made a difference for her? She didn’t know.


    Tain spoke, trying to coax Dustin and his people to lower the guns. Instead their conversation only raised Dustin’s voice as he shouted about his son.


    “If we open the door,” Mother said quietly into Maella’s hair, but loud enough for Grandmother to hear, “then it will—”


    “Yes, I know,” Grandmother said. “But—”


    “I think we are beyond that now,” Mother said. “And I would like to see my husband again.”


    Grandmother nodded and told Maella to take a few steps backward.


    As Maella did so, her foot hit the hard edge of the door in the field. That monstrous, decaying door had taken her father and marked the start of her own terrible journey through three worlds. The door crackled with potential. Grass had grown up and died against it. The dirt mounded underneath it so that its short edge slanted to the sky. She wondered if she opened this door again if it would lead to the Klylup cave and all of this would restart like it never happened.


    Grandmother looked at each one of them, saving Mother for last. “It is time to return home.”


    Mother sighed in relief, her shoulders sagging.


    Grandmother held out her hands. “Maella, grab one hand. Josa, grab the other. We need your help with this door.”


    In spite of whatever they had told him, Josa still looked terrified. “What will happen?”


    Maella could imagine what he was going through. She’d felt the same terror many times over when faced with the necessity of opening a new door. The terror had never gone away, only become normal.


    “We’re going to see Father,” Mother said.


    Josa frowned but took Grandmother’s hand. “How do you know this door will take us to Father?”


    Grandmother shook her head. “I don’t know, but our chances are better than staying.”


    “We should go to the house,” Josa said. “There are plenty of doors we can find to open in there.”


    “It must be this door,” Grandmother said. “Doors that have once been used as portals are more powerful than ones that only have the potential.”


    Tain glanced their way. Grandmother tilted her head down to the door at their feet.


    Tain nodded almost imperceptibly. He spoke a one-word command in Thrae and refocused on Dustin.


    Xomara and Oren moved, as if doing nothing more than shifting weight from one leg to another, but it was enough to partially block Dustin from view.


    Dustin’s guns had changed everything—for the moment. Mother and son at odds just a moment before were now on the same side against a common enemy.


    Maella took Grandmother’s hand into her own. The skin was warm and rough from pulling weeds in the garden. Soil had dried on her, making the texture gritty. Arthritis gnarled her fingers.


    “Now both of you touch the door,” Grandmother whispered. “Think of your father. Elise, help us open it.”


    Maella dropped Grandmother’s hand and shook her head. “If I link with you, it will only take us to the One Door. Or rather, to the wall that surrounds it.”


    Grandmother pursed her lips, and then nodded. Mother gripped the edge of the door. Claritsa moved to help. Surprisingly, Sethlo moved to help, adding himself to Xomara’s and Oren’s screen. Maella stepped next to him though he wore his anger like a shield.


    Josa and Grandmother both touched the door. Some of the rotting wood broke away under their grip. Maella hoped it would hold together.


    Grandmother looked at Mother. “On my count. We open this together.”


    Though Maella did not touch either them or the door, she thought of her father and Botron Palace. She whispered the Hestroth words for protection and action. For a brief moment her mind strayed to an image of the Klylup cave and the way she had sunk to her knees in the cold mud, and how, for a brief eternity, she had feared Claritsa eaten by a monster.


    Mother reached for the door and Maella wiped that thought away. She replaced that image with one of Father and Tain, together on Father’s sick bed, opening page after page of a book and exclaiming in wonder at the text that contained no portals.


    They would get back to the palace, back to Father, and finally reunite the entire family. They would complete the relic somehow and with Tain’s help keep the One Door out of General Foster’s control.


    “One, two, three—open!”


    The door stuck in the soil and did not budge an inch. Josa, Mother, Grandmother, and Claritsa all threw their full weight against it. Maella stood tall to try to block their work from Dustin’s standoff with Tain.


    The door flipped open with such force that rotted sections flew into the air and vanished among the weeds. What was left of the door landed on its other side on the soil and exposed a gaping hole in the ground. Maella held her breath, waiting for the wave of wrongness to flood her so that she would know it worked.


    Josa stared at Maella. “What are you seeing?”


    Maella followed the colors the licatherin allowed her to see, even as the wrongness of the open door gripped her bones and made her teeth chatter. Tendrils of vibration flooded out from the open door and into Earth. They flowed around the field, touching everyone and everything. It was dark on the other side of the door. That darkness made her shiver and reminded her far too much of the Klylup cave.


    “I’m watching the power of the doors. It reaches all the way to the creek.”


    “To the creek?” Mother said, an odd note in her voice.


    “Where does the door go?” Grandmother asked.


    Maella explored the door’s tone and flavor. As her eyes adjusted to the darkness through the door, she thought she could make out a field sloping to a small hill. “Thrae.”


    “Quickly now. No time to waste. They will soon notice what we have done,” Grandmother said.


    Mother stood up. “Wait.” She approached Dustin.


    “Mother!” Josa shouted and he would have run after her but Sethlo grabbed him and held him back.


    “Elise,” Tain said. “Stay back.”


    Dustin swiveled his gun from Tain to Mother. She raised a hand and pointed her finger at Dustin’s chest to mimic the way his gun pointed at hers. “You are an infection in these woods.”


    The scowl on Dustin’s face deepened. He cocked the hammer on his gun.


    “My son left because of you. My husband left because of you. Far too many people, far too many neighbors, are destroyed by what you have brought to this place. May you rot from krokosod.”


    The scowl on Dustin’s face turned into a lazy smile. “You first.” He fired.


    The sound of the shot deafened Maella’s ears. She felt the world drop away. Josa broke Sethlo’s hold and ran to Mother. Someone began screaming.


    It took long seconds for Maella’s breath to come back.


    Mother was still standing.


    Dustin looked down at his hand. The flesh was blackened and bleeding. His mouth was open—screaming.


    The gun had misfired.


    As if coming to their senses, Dustin’s men fired their guns, but this time there were only a series of clicks.


    Mother held Josa against her side and turned around. Maella feared seeing a gaping hole in her mother’s chest. But there was nothing. Not a mark on her.


    “Well, that was rather dramatic,” Grandmother said.


    Mother hurried to them, dragging Josa back with her. Tain and his people launched themselves at Dustin’s men and fought hand-to-hand.


    “I have been afraid of those guns for a very long time,” Mother said. “I enjoyed that very much.”


    “What happened?” Maella asked, bewildered. She had thought she was about to watch her mother die. Instead, Mother looked flushed with victory.


    “The door’s power jammed the guns,” Mother said.


    “You did not know that would absolutely happen,” Grandmother said.


    Mother shrugged. “I was pretty sure it would work.”


    Sethlo bounced on the balls of his feet, ready to join the fight, but Grandmother grabbed the collar of his shirt. “We need your protection. You are not quite Hestroth, but you are here to protect Maella, aren’t you?”


    Sethlo’s eyes skated to Maella and then away. He looked back to the fighting. “Yes.”


    Claritsa raised her eyebrows but said nothing. Maella shut off all her feelings because it did not matter. She had made her choice and time was running out.


    “Then you must come with us.” Grandmother lowered herself to the ground and peered into the open door, finally sticking her head through. “It’s safe enough.”


    They stepped through, like crossing the threshold of a normal door in a house, though this door required they step down. This step landed them upright on the grass.


    Maella scanned the horizon, rotating in a full circle. The stars shined bright in the sky, turning the grass silver. A mist had formed and the air felt damp and chilly compared to Earth. The door hovered inches from the ground, appearing as if out of thin air.


    Josa came through and stood alongside her in the grass. Grandmother, Mother, and Claritsa came through next.


    Through the shadows of the door, Maella could still hear the fighting. Xomara swiped the legs out from under one of Dustin’s men. Oren barreled into another, sending them both to the ground.


    Long seconds passed.


    Grandmother spoke. “We must—”


    Maella held up a hand to stop her grandmother’s words even as Maella’s heart began to break into a million pieces.


    “Maella, we have to go,” Claritsa said.


    She felt a tug on her arm, but resisted. She did not move for what felt like an eternity as her heart understood what her eyes could not see.


    Sethlo.


    She could not see Sethlo.

  


  
    Chapter 28


    “I want to see Father.”


    It was Josa’s words with his childlike tone that broke the spell cast by Sethlo’s abandonment. She blinked, coming back to herself, even as the emptiness in her chest grew so that she thought it could swallow the surrounding hills.


    “Should we try to close the door?” Mother asked Grandmother.


    Grandmother shook her head. “The door has rotted. It would take too long to close it and there is no time to lose. Better to lose ourselves in these fields as we head for the palace. Tain will catch up one way or the other. I need to speak with your father before then. I would gladly see my two sons together once more before I die.”


    Maella forced herself to turn away from the door and ignored Claritsa’s concerned look. She focused all her energy on what needed to come next.


    Get to the palace.


    Get there alive and safe.


    Without Sethlo’s help. Maella let that thought rip painfully through her and then put it away.


    She had lied to him.


    What did she expect he would do in return? Abandoning her now was far less of a betrayal than what she had already done to him.


    Concentrating on the landscape in front of her, she saw a hint of white at ground level, far off in the distance.


    Pointing at the spot, Maella forced her hand to stop trembling. “There’s the palace. It means General Foster’s camp will be close by. We’re lucky the door didn’t open in the middle of it.”


    But if it had, her heart piped up, breaking her carefully crafted concentration, wouldn’t Sethlo have come through to save them all?


    Stop, Maella chastised herself. Just stop.


    She waited, holding still, to see if her heart would betray her again.


    For the moment, it remained silent.


    Maella took off across the grass, heading for the palace, not waiting for the others to follow. She feared if she did not get moving soon she would stay at the open door to Earth pining until she died.


    The others rushed to catch up. They left the door shimmering in the night sky and hiked the gently sloping hillside. A few trees dotted the landscape and gave them a good hiding place to scout the path ahead.


    Except they quickly discovered there was no path ahead. Tents and soldiers spread out before them like a plague.


    On the other side of the camp was Botron Palace, but the door had put them on the wrong side of General Foster’s army.


    Maella closed her eyes and reached out, searching.


    There it was.


    She should have oriented herself before, but had gotten distracted. Even now, her mind shied away, thinking about—


    No. Focus.


    She reached out with her unconscious and realized with a shock that there was another portal. Nearby. Its off-tune notes told her that it connected Thrae back to Rathe. The door they came through had covered up this other door’s notes but now Maella could hear them ring out like bells out of tune, sour and disjointed.


    Underneath the tones, a strangely rhythmic clopping rose up—


    Maella was pushed flat to the ground. She smelled broken stalks of grass and soil cooled by night air.


    “Horses,” Claritsa said, still holding her down.


    The others were already flat in the grass next to her. Her family and best friend formed dark shadows against the silver grass. They all looked toward the sounds of galloping horses, off to their right.


    “Maayyyy-eellllaaaa!”


    Maella startled at her name. The shout came from behind.


    “Maaayy-ellllaaaa! Where are you? I am sorry. Where are you?”


    “Oh my god.” Claritsa drew in a sharp breath. “I can’t believe this.”


    But Maella’s heart soared. She dared to look over her shoulder even as the galloping grew closer. A walking shadow appeared downslope from their hiding place in the grass.


    Sethlo!


    She thought maybe she could slither further down the slope and wave him silent and—


    “Daniel.”


    Maella turned sharply.


    Claritsa had raised her head slightly and starlight made her outline sharp. Maella tracked her gaze and landed on two horses. The riders approached diagonally, revealing their profiles.


    “Are you sure?” But then Maella recognized the second figure. “He’s with Supervisor Hull.” Her voice trembled on the words. She hadn’t seen either of them since the Tower of Shadows fell.


    Daniel had once saved her life, more than once. He’d also betrayed her more than once—ultimately making some sort of deal with Supervisor Hull over licatherin. Supervisor Hull was the worst kind of slime. He believed everyone else was beneath him and treated people like stepping stools toward his own wealth and power. Inside the Tower of Shadows, he had caused a lot of pain.


    Sethlo shouted her name again. The horses did not yet have him in sight, but would soon, especially if he didn’t stop shouting. Working quickly, with her heartbeat thumping in her chest and adrenaline roaring across her ears, she snaked her way back down the slope. Using the hill, she slipped down far enough to block the horses from sight.


    If she could get Sethlo’s attention, he might still have time to hide. But even as she stood up and waved her hands, even as Sethlo’s yell cut off as he spotted her, even as she dived back into the grass, the two horses appeared.


    As if mimicking their riders’ shock, both horses reared. Daniel almost came unseated. Supervisor Hull shied his horse to the side—


    And galloped for Maella.


    Sethlo shouted and launched himself at Daniel’s horse, but Daniel kicked out, sending Sethlo to the ground.


    Maella held herself still, willing Supervisor Hull to somehow miss her in the grass. Maybe if she closed her eyes and pretended this was a game of hide-and-seek from childhood—


    “I see you, doormaker. Come out or I shall use my horse to trample you.”


    Maella opened her eyes, not realizing she had closed them. Supervisor Hull’s horse loomed nearby, gargantuan, even as she had tried to make herself small.


    Slowly, heart pounding, she stood. She would not show Supervisor Hull any fear.


    “Your friends up there need to come down, too.”


    She considered shouting at them to run. After all, even with horses, they were only two riders compared to Maella’s group of six. Maella and Sethlo could act as a distraction while Mother, Grandmother, Claritsa, and Josa could—


    Supervisor Hull drew out a bow and arrow. “Tell them to come down. Slowly. Anyone who runs dies first.”

  


  
    Chapter 29


    “This is your chance, Daniel.” Claritsa pointed back the way they had walked. “There’s a door to Earth. You could go home.”


    Daniel had stepped down from his horse and now held a sword point at Sethlo’s neck. Sethlo was on the ground, holding his side, heaving like the breath had been knocked out of him. He looked beyond pissed that he had no sword with which to challenge Daniel. The two of them had long been at odds. Even since before Daniel’s betrayal of Maella in Rock Heaven.


    Supervisor Hull stayed seated on his horse and moved his bow and arrow from one to another, until finally settling on Josa.


    Maella stiffened.


    Mother moved to stand between Josa and Supervisor Hull but Grandmother held her back. “That will only inflame him to loose the arrow.”


    Josa stood stoic as Supervisor Hull’s target.


    “Have some honor!” Sethlo said from the ground. “Point that arrow at me. Not at a little boy. I am the one whose stupid shouting allowed you to discover us.”


    Supervisor Hull let a half-smile play on his lips but did not change his aim. “One sound from my horn will bring a dozen riders down upon you. I will point my arrow where I please.”


    Sethlo struggled up from the ground.


    “Do not move.” There was no shakiness in Daniel’s voice.


    When Sethlo ignored him, Daniel nicked the skin where neck met shoulder. Blood rose from the spot. Sethlo clamped a hand over the wound.


    “Stay down, Sethlo,” Maella said, hardness in her voice. “He’ll kill you.”


    Daniel pressed his lips together in a grim line.


    “I’ve been training him.” Supervisor Hull laughed. “I’ve finally had a chance to put all that schooling my father paid for to good use.”


    With a shock, Maella realized Daniel showed no hint of purple in his skin. “You have also beaten krokosod.”


    Instead of Daniel responding to Maella’s statement, Supervisor Hull said, “One can purchase many things in this life with beautiful, expensive, licatherin oil at their disposal.”


    Supervisor Hull had changed out his tunic with the yellow embroidered cuffs for something even more extravagantly embroidered. The edges of his clothing shined like it had been sewn together with gold thread.


    Both men wore fine clothes and their horses looked even finer. Saddles gleamed silver. Leather shined from fresh oiling. Harnesses sparkled in the starlight.


    “Daniel,” Claritsa said, and there was a plaintive note in her voice. There had always been a special connection between Daniel and Claritsa.


    Maella had never quite understood it. Maybe because Daniel’s betrayal had sentenced her to death on the rocks. And yet…while his broad shoulders, deep voice, and thick hair spoke of the man he had become, Maella also remembered how he had been the one to fight off Barth. He had been the one to save them from Foster’s noose. And later, he had been so sorry for the role he had played in betraying her.


    Daniel’s sword briefly wavered before steadying. “And you are well?”


    She nodded. Her dark hair framed her high cheekbones. “I am well. But Daniel, it’s Earth, through a door just over that rise. That’s how we came to be here—”


    “You mean to say you’re not trying to infiltrate General Foster’s camp?” Supervisor Hull said in disbelief. “Well, that’s a great joke. The doors never stop giving, do they?” He reached for the horn at his belt. “General Foster will be very pleased. I think we’ve just snagged three doormakers, if family resemblance means anything. That will make him very happy.”


    “If you sound the alarm you may never get another chance to go back home,” Claritsa said quietly. “Please.”


    Supervisor Hull raised the horn to his lips.


    Daniel held up his hand.


    “Really?” Supervisor Hull smiled strangely and laughed. “After all the wealth I have laid at your feet and all the wealth that still comes ahead of us, you do not want me to blow this horn because the pretty girl asked nicely? I love it.”


    Daniel frowned. “No, that’s not why I stayed your hand.”


    “Enlighten me,” Supervisor Hull said.


    “I only wanted to make clear that anything between any of you and me is done now,” Daniel said, speaking mostly to Claritsa. “I have moved on. There is nothing on Earth for me.”


    “I don’t believe that.” Claritsa stepped closer to Daniel’s sword and straightened her spine with conviction. “I know you, Daniel. You’re trying to convince yourself as much as us right now.”


    There was a long moment of silence. Long enough for their ragged breathing to fill it and for insect noises to creep back in.


    Claritsa took another step closer.


    Daniel’s expression hardened. He backhanded her away. “Blow the horn.”


    Claritsa stumbled and held a hand to her cheek. She stood, her eyes blazing with fury, and stepped forward again, drawing back a fist faster than Daniel could move and landing a punch to his eye before crouching and sweeping his legs out from under him. He fell hard on his back in the dirt, even as Supervisor Hull sounded the horn—and laughed at his partner.


    Only when Sethlo landed a kick from his position on the ground into Daniel’s ribs and then grabbed for the sword did Supervisor Hull let loose an arrow that buried itself in the dirt inches from Sethlo’s hand.


    “Hold.”


    Daniel emitted a loud groan and curled up, knees into chest.


    Supervisor Hull tilted his head. “Actually, this will be far more fun if you try to run.” He lowered his bow and arrow slightly. “Go on now. Foster’s people will be coming in fast.”


    They did try to run, but Foster’s people had horses. Supervisor Hull continued to laugh as they were scooped up, one by one.


    Claritsa cursed Daniel in English to make sure he understood. Josa tried to fight and earned a bruised cheek. Two Sechnel caught Sethlo between their swords. Mother and Grandmother put Josa between them and let themselves be captured. Maella sprinted for the door back to Earth, hoping to alert Tain and the Hestroth. But she was caught before she even saw the door’s shimmer.


    They were marched into camp on foot. Smells of roasting meat, unwashed clothing, and animal dung greeted their entrance. Rope was used to tie their hands behind their backs and hobble their feet. Riders escorted them to the main tent at the center of camp.


    Sharp pain bloomed on Maella’s shoulder. She flinched, looking up.


    Supervisor Hull still had his boot raised off the side of his horse. “Eyes on your steps, doormaker. You wouldn’t want to trip.”


    Maella stared down at her feet to avoid another kick. Supervisor Hull always had liked to hurt people for the fun of it.


    A tent flap on her left side was pulled back slightly. She glimpsed cots and bare feet blackened by tar-pitch. Maella drew in a sharp breath. She dared a glance up and recognized—


    Deep.


    They made eye contact for a split second. Deep’s eyes widened in shock. Maella tripped over a dirt clod. She got another kick to the same shoulder and she went chin first into the dirt.


    Daniel said some sharp words, but Maella could not make them out. Someone helped her up from the dirt.


    “I am sorry, Maella. I am the reason they caught us.” Sethlo’s hot words tickled her ear.


    The thing was—he was right. “What were you thinking? Shouting in the dark like that? Were you trying to get us caught?” The ache in her heart at the thought of his abandonment filled instead with anger. If he had come through with them, they would all still be making their way to the safety of Botron Palace.


    “I was angry with you,” Sethlo said haltingly. “But I was scared I had lost you. I did not intend to come back through, but then suddenly I was back in Thrae and I did not realize I had even stepped through. But you—”


    “So you decided to shout my name across all of Thrae?” Maella’s anger burned. A small part of her knew this anger only covered up a deep hurt. She felt for the pouch at her waist that contained the missing piece of the relic. The hard edge of it comforted her. She had not lost it.


    And then she realized—


    She had brought the missing piece of the relic straight to General Foster. He would find it on her and be able to complete his plan.


    Sethlo looked miserable. “Maella, I am sorry.”


    Maella thought through her options. She looked around wildly for a way to get rid of the pouch. Surely, she would be searched. “Help me,” Maella hissed. “General Foster cannot be allowed to complete the relic.”


    Sethlo’s eyes widened as her words sunk in. “Maella, you have to trust me.”


    “What? Sethlo, help me—”


    Guards propelled her forward. The pouch felt like a black hole hung from her waist. There was no opportunity she could see to ditch it. She looked back, hoping for another glimpse of Deep, but the tent flap had closed. Deep would feel compelled to help. The Tower of Shadows had fallen, just like Deep had wanted. She would not leave Maella like this—


    Even though Maella had left the torchlighters.


    A voice inside told her Deep was far too pragmatic to save someone who was all but unsavable. Surely being General Foster’s special prisoners counted as that. Deep was the one, after all, along with Dev and the other torchlighters, who had held Maella back from going after Junle and Feren in the Circle as they were being executed.


    Deep did not save the unsavable.


    Canvas brushed cool across Maella’s face as she was pushed into the tent. Her chin burned from the impact of her fall. Her shoulder throbbed from Supervisor Hull’s kick. Her heart hurt because of everything else.


    The tent was lit up with warm torchlight. Textiles and tapestries softened the floor. In the middle of the tent, pillows formed a small circle around a table.


    At this table sat Erentia, Lirella, and Dedion.


    In a cage on the floor next to them was Tomi.


    Lirella and Dedion looked up at almost the same moment. Maella had not seen the two of them since the day the Tower of Shadows had fallen. Lirella had been a sort of leader of the Rock Heaven prisoners. Her work for General Foster, and against all doormakers, had seemed to pick up right where she left off when she and the others escaped Rock Heaven through Maella’s door to Rathe.


    Dedion blinked, a subtle sign of shock, when his gaze landed on Sethlo—his nephew.


    They had not ended on good terms. Dedion was too careful to let any other emotion reveal itself on his face. Was he glad to see his nephew still alive?


    Lirella called for the prisoners to be brought forward. Supervisor Hull pushed Sethlo, making him stumble to his knees before his uncle. Dedion was a Sechnel fanatic who had tried to kill them more than once after discovering Maella was a doormaker.


    Before anyone else could speak, Sethlo bowed before his uncle. “We have the missing piece of the relic in our possession.”


    The whole world shrunk into little pinpricks of light as darkness swallowed her vision, but it did not match the darkness that rose in her heart.


    In Rock Heaven, when Sethlo had been faced with a similar test of loyalty, Maella had believed he might stand by his uncle. He had chosen otherwise—he had chosen Maella.


    Maella thought back and corrected herself. He had not chosen Maella. He had chosen the One Door over his uncle.


    But what choice was he making now?


    Emotion flooded her cheeks. He had always been honest about his convictions with her. When it came down to a choice between her and the One Door, between her and Tain, he had chosen true again—it just happened to be on the side of his uncle this time.


    “Excellent,” Dedion said.


    Sethlo looked up and held his uncle’s gaze with a steady gaze of his own.


    “Chain them to the poles while we finish this,” Lirella said.


    Claritsa made a face, pulling Maella’s attention away from Sethlo. She shook her braids as if to say—No way is Sethlo for real.


    No way? Maella pressed her lips together in a grim line. Way.


    Claritsa paled and Maella knew she had received the message just fine.


    Sethlo had just offered the missing piece of the relic to the uncle who had tried to kill Maella more than once.


    Erentia dismissed Daniel and Supervisor Hull after awarding them an allotment from the treasury for their good work this night. Daniel limped away, holding his ribs, following Supervisor Hull out of the tent without another word. Off, Maella was sure, to search for some additional enterprise to increase their wealth.


    “Maxfield?” Grandmother crouched next to the cage, her body stiff and awkward as she tried to get herself low enough to look at the boy face to face. “Do you remember me? I know I look different, but you used to play with my sons along the water. You used to—”


    “I remember.” Tomi-Maxfield’s voice was like that of a young boy, but he should have been as old as Maella’s father or uncle. “They are using me to find the One Door. I did try to stop them at first. I kept to my promise for as long as I could.” He pointed at Maella. “But she forced me to break my promise. So then I decided I no longer cared about any of this.”


    She knew he spoke of when Maella had forced him to help her open a door to get Claritsa back.


    Grandmother turned haunted eyes onto Maella. “He’s why we left. He’s why we fled from Tain. He’s why—”


    “Gag her if you must,” Lirella said. “I have long been tired of her rambling. It has rung in my ears for too many years.”


    “You would be spiteful after all this,” Grandmother said, turning on Lirella. “My husband is long dead and yet you still wish you had my place.”


    Grandmother and Lirella were approximately the same age. They knew each other. The enmity that flashed between them was too clear and strong for anything else.


    A dangerous note entered Lirella’s voice. “I said gag her.”


    Sechnel came forward and dragged Grandmother away from the cage. “Maxfield—”


    They tied cloth around her mouth.


    Tomi sat calmly, cross-legged inside the cage. “I do not go by that name anymore.”


    “Who has the missing piece of the relic?” Erentia demanded.


    No one answered, not even Sethlo. Maella didn’t understand his sudden hesitation.


    “We can search you all,” Dedion said, shrugging. “We are only trying to make it easier on you.”


    “Even without the relic, the One Door will soon be under our control,” Lirella said. “Foster is on Rathe, even now, finishing the demolishment of every obstacle in our way.”


    “Yes, but it would be a grand surprise if we met him at the One Door.” A smile played across Erentia’s lips. “He would appreciate success on all ventures. I would like to show something for laying siege to the palace.”


    Silence. Finally, Sethlo spoke. “Maella, give it to them.”


    Her heart hardened against him and she did not move, instead forcing Lirella and Erentia to search her clothes and strip her of the pouch. She smelled the oil that made Erentia’s coils shine and the hint of licorice on Lirella’s breath.


    She had thought Sethlo’s shouts on the hillside an accident. Did he know the horses were coming? Did he get Maella and her family caught on purpose to give over the missing piece of the relic to General Foster?


    Had she lost him for good after betraying his trust on Earth or was this part of some larger, desperate plan? But surely Sethlo knew—


    Maella felt a jolt of electricity as the missing piece slotted into place, completing the relic. She looked first to Grandmother, Josa, and then Tomi. Only Tomi had reacted with a slight widening of the eyes when the relic had been completed. After all, they were the only two doormakers present who were addicted to licatherin.


    “Call for a door,” Erentia commanded.


    The Sechnel jumped to obey. In a blur of activity, a door that looked very much like one abandoned during Tain’s retreat to the palace was brought inside. Tain and the Hestroth might be trapped on Earth for all Maella knew.


    Her attention involuntary swiveled back to Sethlo at that thought.


    Had Sethlo trapped Tain and the others on Earth?


    Of course, the original door they had used to get to Earth would still be open, but that would delay Tain for hours.


    There was no one left to save them but themselves, and even that was a joke.


    Their arms were bound.


    Grandmother was gagged.


    The strongest of them could not be trusted.


    Sechnel filled the tent.


    One of them was caged. Not that she could even say where Tomi’s loyalty actually rested. He was broken.


    Grandmother’s words echoed in Maella’s mind. What do you do if what is broken can’t be fixed?


    Mother protested when they stripped Josa from her embrace. They forced Josa to his knees in front of the door and yanked Tomi out of the cage. Next came Maella, and then Grandmother. The Sechnel forced their hands to link together, and then bound them all with rope.


    Lirella mashed Grandmother’s hand onto the relic supposed to harness doormaker energy and direct it unerringly to the One Door.


    Josa was the one they forced to the door itself, a sword angled at his throat. It made Maella think of the legends—a Botron boy…


    Mother moved to intervene on Josa’s behalf. A kick in the gut knocked a grunt out of her and she crumpled to the ground. Claritsa helped her up, patting her on the back even as she snarled for the Sechnel to keep their distance.


    Here Josa was, fulfilling a pattern that had long been foretold. Maella’s stomach fluttered and her palms began to sweat. She had a bad feeling that even though it seemed everything about the doors across the three worlds had been breaking, the relic was going to work exactly like it was supposed to work.


    Sethlo stood back. Dedion’s hand was on his shoulder. Maella hoped that hand was like a vice keeping Sethlo prisoner, preventing him from helping, but she feared the worst. What if that hand represented an uncle standing next to a nephew redeemed?


    Josa was forced to open the door. Vibrations hammered into Maella’s bones. Sethlo’s face was carefully blank except for a vein that pulsed in his forehead and was suddenly cast in a blue light.


    More blue light, and achingly wrong tones spilled out, filling the tent.


    When she looked back at the portal, she saw no wall blocking the way.

  


  
    Chapter 30


    Lirella pushed Josa aside. The ropes that bound them together forced Tomi to fall over next, which took Maella and Grandmother down too. Grandmother groaned when she landed. Maella crawled to check on her.


    Erentia, Dedion, Lirella, and the Sechnel crowded the open door.


    Lirella began spitting out orders. Dedion shouted for supplies. Erentia directed Sechnel to secure the doormakers against the tent poles again. More Sechnel poured into the tent, this time carrying knapsacks bursting with supplies and attaching weapons to every available belt and loop. They suited themselves up in a way that reminded Maella of dressing herself in torchlighter leathers. Blue light washed out all their faces.


    When the Sechnel had finished, ten of them had suited up for what looked like an arduous expedition into deep wilderness.


    Erentia ordered Tomi thrown back into his cage. Dedion picked up a knapsack one of the Sechnel had packed, took a swig of water, and left through the door into the blue light without a backward glance at Sethlo. Instead he ordered Sethlo tied to a pole with the rest of them. Erentia took up another sack and left with more of the Sechnel as her guards.


    Lirella held back with the remaining three Sechnel. They were geared up like the others. Still other Sechnel guarded Maella and her family.


    “Take us with you,” Sethlo said. “You will need at least one doormaker to make the One Door work and I have already been helpful. I can tell you when they are lying or not. I know—”


    “Interesting.” Lirella angled her head at Sethlo. “That reasoning might very well have worked if we did not do our own One Door research. Did you know the Sechnel uncovered documents thought long destroyed that show the One Door is the only door anyone can use? Doormaker or not. We have no need of their kind anymore. We can go wherever we want across as many worlds as we want. Still, a backup makes sense. And I do commend you for recognizing the error of your ways. Or at least trying to save your own life. It’s braver than any of the doormakers now surrounding you have managed. Dedion will be sad when I tell him you tried to escape and so we had to kill you, but he has always understood that sacrifices sometimes need to be made for the greater good.”


    Lirella tightened a belt at her waist, smoothed back silver gray hair, and spoke one last instruction over her shoulder before she vanished through the portal. “Take the boy. Do not allow the rest of them to live.”


    Tomi, still inside the cage, was dragged through the portal.


    Sethlo struggled against the pole, pivoting his weight against it to bring his legs up for a direct kick in the gut of the Sechnel bearing down on him. Josa screamed. Maella’s hands were tied and she was attached to a pole. Still, she would meet death head on, eyes open, and fight for her right to live until her last breath.


    Suddenly her hands were cut free. She looked down and saw the rope hung loose on her wrists. A knife lay at her feet like someone had tossed it there. A half dozen heads and pairs of hands poked out from underneath the tent canvas—Dev, Deep, and Senta among them.


    In another flash they were gone.


    Maella scooped up the knife as elation filled her. Dev and Deep were not stupid enough to get into a fight with the Sechnel. But they were just stupid enough to give Maella and the others a fighting chance.


    Claritsa took up a knife just in time to swing at a Sechnel bearing down on her. The blade slit the cloth on his arm and spurted blood. Maella whooped and joined in. Claritsa parried the Sechnel’s long knife. Maella pivoted and cut him across his Achilles tendon like she’d seen Oren teach Claritsa. The Sechnel toppled to the ground.


    Suddenly, fingers tightened around her throat. She clawed at them as she lost the ability to breath. Pivoting again, she used the Sechnel’s weight against him, just like Xomara had showed them. The Sechnel released her neck and she flipped him to the ground. She gasped as Sethlo drove his knife into the chest of the Sechnel she had just been fighting.


    Only three Sechnel left.


    Maella, Claritsa, and Sethlo readied themselves. The Sechnel went for Grandmother, Josa, and Mother instead. Maella cried out, trying to launch herself in their way, but knew she would fall short.


    Two more figures rushed into the tent, blocking the Sechnel from her family. At first Maella thought Dev and Deep had joined the fight after all. But one figure was far too gaunt and the other not nearly tall enough. Both were male and looked too much alike, like family—


    Esson and Father.


    Maella launched herself into the fight. With Esson’s and Father’s help, the Sechnel inside the tent were outnumbered.


    Two were quickly slain. The third went down, flailing, a knife in his neck. His sword arced as he fell, a grand sweep that lifted overhead and came down, slicing deep into Father’s side.


    Everything turned upside down.


    Father cried out and fell to his knees as blood spurted from the wound.


    Mother crawled over. She pressed her hands into his wound, trying to stop the bleeding. “Cedrick. Oh, Cedrick.” Blood continued to stain the rug beneath him.


    Grandmother pushed herself up, holding her side, and solemnly approached her son. She kneeled next to him, blood staining her knees.


    Maella rushed over and stood next to Josa and Esson even as the light in their father’s eyes began to dim. He coughed and grabbed for Mother’s hand like she was an anchor to this life.


    “Father,” Josa cried out.


    “My children.” Father coughed and blood colored his lips. “I love you all so much.” He only had eyes for Mother while he said it and he never let go of her hand. Until—


    Father’s hand relaxed. He became still. Too still.


    Numb, not able to understand what was happening, Maella crouched next to Grandmother. “Father?”


    Esson came next to her. Tears streamed unchecked down his cheeks. Maella wondered at his tears. She could feel nothing at all.


    “He knew when you opened the door back to Thrae,” Esson said. “He knew where it was. I tried to convince him not to come, but he had us disguise ourselves. He knew exactly where to go, he knew exactly how to disguise us, he knew exactly how not to be seen. I did not believe it was possible until we got inside here. But he did not tell me this part.” Huge sobs ripped from his chest.


    “Stop that,” Grandmother said sharply. She wiped her eyes, spoke a few words in Thrae Maella didn’t quite understand, but they sounded like some sort of blessing.


    After a long moment, Grandmother wiped her eyes again and stood. Blood stains bloomed across the knees of her clothes. There was a note of bitterness in her voice. “They will most surely send more Sechnel. We are lucky they have not done so already. The cries of death are only what they would have expected to hear from Lirella’s last command. Cries of grief have no place here if the rest of us are to survive.”


    “He knew what to do.” Mother’s eyes did not leave her husband’s face. She gently released her grip on his wounded side to brush his lids closed. “Because it had been in a pattern of his once—long ago. That was one of the patterns that convinced us to run away, hoping we could prevent this moment.” She bent down to touch his forehead with her own and wept.


    Movement caught Maella’s attention. A shadow passing through the blue light.


    Sethlo was going for the open door.


    The stillness inside Maella erupted. She could suddenly feel everything, but she didn’t want to feel everything, so she searched for rage. When she found rage, the kind of rage that had fueled broken windows and ridiculous acts of bravery, she helped it rise inside of her like a wave. Running after Sethlo, she slammed into him, forcing him to fall over the threshold. Wrongness gripped her bones and made her teeth chatter. She welcomed the way its out-of-tune song took over everything.


    Sethlo pushed himself upright. He bled from a scrape on one cheek. She wanted more of him to bleed. Her father was dead. Somehow, Sethlo had helped make that happen. He had given up the missing piece of the relic. He had stood there next to Dedion and did nothing—nothing. He had helped kill her father and still all he cared about was going after the One Door.


    “Maella, you cannot believe—”


    “Do not pretend to care now!”


    Sethlo sounded haunted. “You cannot believe I have sided with Dedion. You—”


    “You gave up the missing piece of the relic!” Maella wanted to pummel him and the way he sat there as if in shock.


    “They would have taken it anyway, I wanted my uncle to think—”


    “You stood there and did nothing while they murdered—”


    “I fought them! Maella, you saw me—”


    She shook her head, as if to throw off his words. Had she seen him? His knife in the chest of a Sechnel she had been fighting. Yes, she had seen it. He fought for his own life after being handed down a death sentence by Lirella. What did that prove? Only that he wasn’t yet ready to die.


    Her father lay dead. She couldn’t allow any weakness in her now. Otherwise the rest of them would end up dead too.


    “I would have followed you anywhere. I have already followed you everywhere. I swear I did not betray you.” Sethlo’s voice choked.


    Tears flowed unchecked down her cheeks. The first shock of seeing her father dead was eaten up by more and more rage—and an idea for how to feed the rage.


    The One Door.


    She could use the One Door to destroy everyone who had dared hurt her family.


    The rage inside of her liked that idea. She knew it because of how the grief that threatened to overwhelm her receded.


    “Maella.” Grandmother’s voice was sharp again.


    Maella turned and saw Grandmother standing up, blocking Maella’s father from view. Torchlight made shadows dance across her. “I was only ever supposed to be the relic’s caretaker. I have never had the power to use it. The legends spoke of a doormaker boy who would lead us to the One Door.”


    Grandmother looked at Josa and Esson.


    “This has always been the moment the patterns foretold. Here we are in spite of everything that has been broken and is still breaking. But you, Maella, you are the one the legends speak of—from the patterns we tried to destroy. You are the only one who can end this. Your father is dead because of…You must honor his sacrifice today and end this once and for all.”

  


  
    Chapter 31


    Your father is dead because of you. Honor his sacrifice… Only you…


    Grandmother’s words played like a broken record inside Maella’s mind. She used the litany to hold back tears and took an extra long drink from the licatherin bottle found on one of the dead Sechnel. Whatever came next—she would need focus and energy. Esson almost drained a different bottle found off another dead Sechnel. They each tucked the leftovers into their clothes for later. They would need all the help they could get for what would come next.


    Grandmother, Mother, and Josa would remain behind, dressing themselves in Sechnel clothes in order to escape. Esson and Maella had work to do.


    Father was—


    She shied away from finishing that thought. That road led nowhere. She had somewhere to go. She looked to Esson and Claritsa. They each had a knife—Maella thought of the blades as good luck charms from the torchlighters.


    No one knew how to wield a sword except for Sethlo and she would not let him come with them. They had argued until she had said, “I cannot trust you to watch my back. I will not trust you to walk next to me.”


    Her words had cut him as if she had also wielded a sword but that only made her think of her father and further hardened her heart.


    “What can I do? You must believe I would not harm you—”


    “Then you’ll let us tie you up until we’re all away to safety,” Maella said.


    “Maella,” Claritsa said. “Are you sure?”


    Maella only waited for Sethlo’s answer.


    He had paled, but agreed.


    She didn’t think the rope would hold him for long and she would have liked to have his sword skills at their side, but she had meant her words. She did not know whose side Sethlo was on anymore and she didn’t think she could survive more proof of his betrayal.


    Sethlo watched them now, all expression wiped from his face. Claritsa looked troubled.


    Grandmother, Mother, and Josa were already struggling into Sechnel clothes, hoping to vanish among the camp’s activities and escape to Botron Palace.


    Maella, Esson, and Claritsa crossed the threshold into the blue light. Always that moment came when Maella felt the portal might tear her in two. The vibrations struggled against each other and she was in the middle of it, as if they longed to break a connection barely held together.


    Their footsteps slapped softly against the blue stone. They had entered a sort of hallway. Even so, the space was large with diffuse blue light revealing One Door stone that paved the floor, the side walls, and disappeared into the shadows above their heads.


    Father was—


    But she could not let grief take over. She stored away the image of how his breath had stopped, how the rise and fall of his chest had stilled. She forced her legs to keep moving because if she stopped she would collapse in a heap on the stone.


    Claritsa said nothing. There were no words that could undo what had happened, but her presence comforted Maella.


    Ahead somewhere were Erentia, Lirella, Dedion, and the Sechnel. General Foster would soon break through, if he had not done so already. Their forces would combine and take possession of the One Door.


    That is, unless she stopped them.


    She thought about her grandmother’s words. What do you do if what is broken cannot be fixed?


    Doormaker Tain had tried to control licatherin production across all three worlds. That control seemed to cause only cruelty and despair. General Foster wanted to control the doors to wipe out doormakers altogether. She thought he would not stop there. He would use the door, bend it to his own will, and go after anyone and anything he wanted.


    Everyone in her family had tried to control the patterns at some point—and regretted it.


    Maella connected her hands behind her back in the old doormaker style she had not even known about until far too late. Everything she had learned, it seemed, had always come too late. There was a lesson in that, somewhere, but she could not see it through the grief.


    The air tasted cold and humid with no hint of licorice though Maella tasted plenty of the sweet flavor on her tongue from the dose she had taken. She looked over at Claritsa. “You could still go back.”


    “Shut up,” Claritsa said. “You need at least one person to protect your ass.”


    Maella thought of how Sethlo should have been there.


    Claritsa winced. “I didn’t mean—”


    “Forget it,” Maella said quickly.


    Their footfalls echoed down a long hallway built from stone blocks. No torches or windows lit the way, yet there was light anyway—the stone itself glowed blue. Even the moss that grew in the cracks of the floor, columns, walls, and archways glowed blue.


    Maella remembered what she had learned about this stone. Under the right kind of light, it glowed yellow. She hoped she would survive long enough to relay the information to Senta or Deep—that One Door stone might be a simple, inexpensive cure for licatherin addiction.


    From somewhere ahead came the muffled sound of human voices. Maella followed them. Her sense of balance felt skewed, like at any moment the floor would turn into steps, the walls become floor, or vice versa. It didn’t help that the sense of wrongness she always experienced had not dissipated after crossing the portal’s threshold, but had, in fact, grown stronger as they walked.


    She had thought the One Door would finally feel right. Instead, the vibrations seemed more out of tune than ever, as if even the stones sang wrong.


    The dose of licatherin hit her system and flooded her with energy. Her heart rate increased. Maella used the licatherin to send out feelers in all directions. There was the door they had just left behind, connecting them to Thrae and to the tent where her father—


    She steered her mind away and propelled it forward. What would the One Door feel like? But there was only a great, sweeping darkness. No matter how far she felt down this blue glowing hallway, there was no potential whatsoever.


    “Do you feel that, Esson?” Maella asked.


    “I feel nothing.”


    “That’s what I mean. I don’t feel even the potential of the door ahead. What does that mean?”


    “You know far more about any of this than I ever managed to learn,” Esson said.


    “You learned to survive,” Maella said. “That’s enough.”


    “Quiet,” Claritsa said, whirling around. “I hear something.”


    Maella crouched, ready to defend herself against the Sechnel. Esson stood next to her, knife held ready for slashing. She hoped Grandmother, Mother, and Josa had found a way out with the torchlighters in time. She hated the thought of her father’s body alone, unattended, but better that than the rest of them dead.


    Claritsa hissed the name. “Sethlo.”


    It took Maella a moment for her eyes to adjust to the darkness. She laced her words with spite. “Are you alone? Or have you brought Sechnel with you to finish the job?” Even she knew her words made no sense, but she did not take them back.


    Sethlo stopped several feet away. His eyes looked wary, his shoulders tense. “I am alone. I saw your family safely out of the tent.” The blue glow made his purple skin sickly and pale.


    Maella felt a quick stab of pain imagining him as dead as her father. She shut all that down. She could not allow herself to feel anything that would get in the way.


    “Why are you here?” Claritsa said.


    “You know we intend to stop Foster anyway we can,” Maella said. “And then give control of the One Door to Doormaker Tain.”


    Sethlo did not say a word.


    “Stay far back from us,” Maella said.


    Esson’s eyebrows drew together in confusion. “If he’s so dangerous, why would we even let him follow?”


    “How do you plan to keep him away?” Claritsa’s eyes skirted to Maella. “He could have called the Sechnel down on us, but clearly he hasn’t. Maella—maybe—what if—”


    Maella raised her knife, but knew that movement was little more than a farce. In spite of everything, she could not imagine ever attacking Sethlo with a knife.


    Sethlo made no attempt to defend himself. “I am here to protect you. I made a promise.”


    Maella felt hollow inside. Most of her believed him. Most, but not all. To imagine Sethlo intentionally getting them caught and giving up her family to Foster—it seemed impossible. But she had doubts and they ate away at her.


    “Maella, I had to—”


    “We’re wasting time. Foster may already have the door.” She turned and headed for the voices up ahead that surely meant Erentia, Lirella, and Dedion.


    “Maella—”


    Claritsa whirled on Sethlo, braids flying. “Stop talking, Sethlo. It’s not helping. If you’re on our side after all—prove it by helping us. Help us keep the One Door out of Foster’s hands.”


    They lapsed into a strained silence. Maella walked between Esson and Claritsa. Sethlo followed. Eventually, they approached what looked like the end of the hallway and saw flickers of purple-yellow light off in the distance. There was enough stone wall on either side of the arched opening to the cavern beyond to fit several people in its shadows. Maella pressed herself into those shadows next to Claritsa. It was a decent hiding place. Sethlo and Esson all but disappeared into the shadows of the other side of the arch.


    If Sethlo planned to give them up, it would happen soon. But Maella didn’t want to believe that and Sethlo didn’t make a move forward.


    She looked out from the hallway, carefully peeking around the edge, and tried to make sense of what she saw. The hall opened to something that looked like a huge cave, larger than anything Maella could have imagined.


    Sechnel held torches that burned with purple-golden light. Relative to the size of the room, they looked like little glow-in-the-dark insects near the ground. Surveying the perimeter of the space, she saw two more hall entrances an equal distance from her own, making three in total. She suspected each hall was a type of opening to this place—maybe one hall for each world’s connection to the One Door?


    Maella tried to see what was on the opposite side of the cavern, but the view was blocked by a circular stage. On this stage sat the largest pattern-machine Maella had ever seen. Its gears, belts, pipes, valves, and tubes tangled together, rising up at least three stories tall.


    The pattern-machine’s height drew her gaze up. Above the pattern-machine was a large arch suspended in the air by—nothing. This arch did not touch the ground. Instead the legs of it stopped in mid-air, far above where the pattern-machine ended. A set of stairs rose from the stage of the pattern-machine to what would have been the base of the arch if it had been complete.


    Somehow Maella knew this was the emptiness she had felt—the lack of potential.


    “The machine creates the door,” Esson said. “That’s what I overheard once. General Foster had the Sechnel search across the three worlds for anything on the One Door and they found a manuscript that described it.”


    “It works without doormaker blood?” Maella said, but then she remembered the pattern-machine at the top of the Tower of Shadows. Pattern-machines read anyone’s blood, doormaker or not.


    “They believe so,” Esson said, his disembodied voice floating out from the shadows. “But it looks like they aren’t taking any chances.”


    Maella looked again, finding Tomi. The pattern-machine’s imposing size had made her miss him chained inside a cage at its base. Around the perimeter of the stage, knapsacks had been scattered and dumped open for tools and supplies. Parchment was spread about and Sechnel moved among all of it, debating, searching, pointing, taking up different parchment and tools for better examination. Some even worked on the pattern-machine, tinkering with gears and tubes.


    “Where is Foster?” Claritsa said.


    Maella strained eyes and ears to hear anything beyond the cavern—especially anything happening down the other hallways. She thought she did hear something—the strikes of metal against stone.


    “Sounds like he’s still demolishing his way through.” Maella surveyed the scene before them. There were so many Sechnel. Too many for them to fight. “Maybe if we make a distraction, we could draw the Sechnel away for long enough to…”


    To what? She didn’t know the answer to that question. To hold open the door from Thrae long enough for Tain’s people? But access to the One Door was in the middle of Foster’s camp.


    “Even if we could distract them, as soon as they figured it out they would all turn back to the One Door,” Sethlo said quietly. “The four of us cannot hold the One Door against them all.”


    Anger flashed in her chest because he spoke so reasonably about it all, and because he was right.


    But then an idea formed.


    All Maella’s life she had wondered why. Why her family had fled to Earth. Why her powers to open doors had been something to fear. Why she’d been taught to be afraid.


    Her family had sought to change the patterns. No, that wasn’t right. Her family had sought to control the patterns by controlling her. Her entire life, until the first time she had opened a door to that Klylup cave, had been the result of that control. Grandmother had said it— they had believed it was possible to change the patterns.


    Her brothers and she had suffered under the silence and secrets for so many years because of that desire for control.


    That’s what she needed now.


    She needed to control the One Door long enough for Tain to find a way through.


    But the idea that four people could stop Foster or any of the Sechnel from doing what they wanted in this space was laughable.


    So why stop them at all?


    “Foster controls access, but he doesn’t control the One Door, yet.” Maella thought quickly. She was here at the One Door in spite of, or because of, what the patterns had foretold. She didn’t care which way it worked anymore. She was here and she would use the One Door to get what she wanted. “But the thing is, we want them to get the One Door working.”


    “What?” Esson stepped out of the shadows and retreated farther back down the hall.


    Maella, Claritsa, and Sethlo followed him.


    When they were a safe distance away and could speak more freely, Esson said, “Are you joking? You always said I was the crazy one, but Maella, now you’re talking crazy. We have to do whatever it takes to stop Foster—”


    “We can’t stop him by ourselves. We need Tain. We need Tain and the Hestroth and everyone else willing to fight if we even get a chance. But there’s no way Tain can fight his way through two of Foster’s camps. But compared to the camps, there’s hardly anyone inside here—”


    Picking up the thread of Maella’s idea, Claritsa said, “And there’s no way Tain can get to the One Door, otherwise. Unless—”


    “Unless we use the One Door to bring through Tain and all the Hestroth,” Maella finished.


    “Let Foster get the One Door working and then what? We all sneak in and let Tain through instead?” Esson said, incredulous.


    “Yes,” Maella said simply, even though nothing was simple.


    “How?” Esson demanded.


    “A distraction,” Sethlo said, his voice carefully neutral.


    The hammering echoes silenced. Faint cheers rose up. The four of them rushed back to their hiding spots.


    Sechnel poured out of the hall to their left, bursting into the cavern with shouts and cheers. They met the Sechnel already present with hugs, shouts of recognition, handshakes, and back slaps.


    The crowd parted way for someone. General Foster. Maella saw Barth dogged his steps.


    General Foster smiled, triumphant, and swept Erentia into his arms for a kiss before setting her back onto her feet. The Sechnel cheered, waving their torches.


    General Foster shouted a single command that echoed. The room fell silent. “Let us end this war once and for all.” His voice boomed. “On this day, we will break the chokehold of the doormakers and free ourselves of their tyranny forever!”


    Another cheer, louder, swelled to fill the air.


    “Get this door working!” General Foster commanded.


    Dozens of Sechnel and soldiers jumped to obey. They rushed the stage, getting back to work on the pattern-machine, the parchment, and the strange arch.


    Claritsa sighed and tugged on one of her braids. “It’s going to need to be a pretty epic distraction.”

  


  
    Chapter 32


    They retreated back down the hallway again, fearing any wrong noise would draw attention. General Foster was smart. He would soon set guards against every opening to the One Door.


    Maella thought and thought about what to do. They could not hope to win against the dozens of Sechnel, plus Foster, Erentia, Dedion, Lirella, and Barth.


    They needed help.


    “We go back to Thrae,” Maella said, turning to Claritsa. It had felt wrong to be separated from the torchlighters. They were all ultimately on the same side, just trying to survive the craziness of the worlds. “We go get help from our friends.”


    “Your torchlighters?” Esson asked.


    “They helped us before,” Claritsa said.


    “Barely,” Esson said.


    “They untied us and gave us a fighting chance,” Maella said stubbornly.


    “But they didn’t fight with us,” Esson said.


    Maella looked to Sethlo for help. Instead, he said, “Esson is right. We cannot go back.”


    The two boys look at each other, surprised that they were in sudden agreement.


    A roar grew in Maella’s ears as she saw the stubborn set of Sethlo’s shoulders. “Claritsa said epic. That means Deep. We need Deep and the others if we want a fighting chance.”


    Sethlo shook his head. “There is no time.” He had an idea, she could see it, but he wasn’t sharing.


    Why?


    A great rumbling rose from the cavern. Maella felt a clamping down, like someone had reached a hand into her chest and was squeezing her heart. Turning back, she hid behind the stone and searched the cavern for the source of her discomfort. Sechnel and Foster’s people had upturned faces. She tracked their sightline and gasped.


    The arch was no longer empty. There was no more cavern disappearing into the shadows. Instead, a portal shimmered like a strange, sparkling mirage. Starting at the top of the arch, almost to the ceiling of the cavern, the waterfall of light spilled down past the broken bottom section of the arch and pooled like a gown on the steps that led to the pattern-machine.


    Maella shivered as the squeeze around her heart increased. There was an image in that shimmering waterfall.


    Her uncle, Doormaker Tain.


    He stood on the steps of Botron Palace, before a Hestroth army. His tenbl stood next to him as he seated himself onto a camel and it rose. The palace gates were open and he rode out, his army cheering and following.


    But then something strange happened.


    Doormaker Tain looked back over his shoulder, directly at the One Door. Could he see what was waiting for him on this side of the One Door? His eyes widened in shock and he yanked his camel to a stop.


    If the portal on his side was anything like the portal on their side, it would have appeared inside his palace walls like a dark and shimmering waterfall, giving him a clear view of Foster and the waiting Sechnel.


    Tain directed his people to turn around.


    Maella urged them on. Doormaker Tain had his army at the ready. Let them come through the One Door now and take control from General Foster. The people with Tain far outnumbered those currently gathered inside the cavern.


    But the shimmering faded. Tain’s mouth opened, as if shouting, and then he, the Hestroth, and the palace vanished. The dark shadows of the cavern returned. A whine Maella hadn’t realized was sounding, stopped. The squeeze around her heart eased.


    The shimmering wave of the One Door fell away to nothing. A rumble rose in its place and a loud crack shot through the cavern. Maella peered into the darkness of the cavern’s ceiling. Some stones close by displayed dozens of spiderweb cracks she was almost positive had not been there before. Looking down, she noticed the stones beneath her feet had also split, some right through the middle of a mossy patch, turning the glow blue-green.


    “When we are done, you will tell stories to your children about today!” General Foster boomed.


    The Sechnel cheered, putting aside parchment and knapsack for weapons. A small figure next to the pattern-machine fell onto his side.


    Tomi. He was out of his cage, but still chained. Erentia and Dedion stood next to him, like they had been holding him up against the machine.


    Pattern-machines required blood to run. In this case, they had used Tomi’s blood and it took Foster exactly where he had wanted to go.


    Foster’s people had fixed the One Door. They knew how to use it.


    “Go back to the camps!” General Foster shouted. “Collect enough Sechnel and soldiers that we may decimate Tain and his army. We will go to every Hestroth temple. We will search out every doormaker supporter, every licatherin slave master, and end this war once and for all. We will extinguish the lives of all doormakers across the three worlds so that this war never happens again.”


    The roar that rose from the Sechnel made Maella want to clap her hands over her ears. “One of us needs to get our blood into the One Door and bring Doormaker Tain back. If Foster gets back first with his entire army…”


    “It should be doormaker blood,” Sethlo said.


    “It shouldn’t matter,” Esson said. “Any one of us—”


    “But if it does not work right…” Sethlo said.


    “Sethlo’s right,” Maella said, not looking at him. “It should be either Esson or me. We can’t make any mistakes.”


    She thought of the now-empty bottle of licatherin she had taken from the dead Sechnel. Esson had another one he had also emptied. Drawing out her bottle and removing the stopper, she used the knife to cut deeply enough into her skin to fill the bottle halfway with her doormaker blood.


    Esson followed her example, sealed his bottle, and gave it to Claritsa. Maella gave her bottle to Sethlo. She looked at him once and his eyes pierced her soul with their vulnerability. She forced herself to look away. He took the bottle and their fingers touched, zapping her with warm electricity. She snatched her hand back.


    “What do you expect me to do with this?” Claritsa said, holding up the bottle while casting a worried eye over the Sechnel gathering materials. Soon the Sechnel would be headed for exactly where the four of them stood, intent on gathering reinforcements.


    Sethlo’s eyes were circled in dark shadows, but his gaze still had the ability to burn her. “She is making sure we all have doormaker blood to feed into the machine.”


    “We head back for the torchlighters,” Maella said, talking fast. A few Sechnel had taken up their knapsacks and headed for the hall that led to Thrae—their hallway. “If we work fast and run even faster, then we can make it back to the One Door with their help before—”


    “There is no time,” Sethlo said, agitated. “We cannot let General Foster get his reinforcements.”


    “We have to make time,” Maella said forcefully. “We get help, get back to the pattern-machine. Whoever makes it to the machine first uses the blood to call for Doormaker Tain.”


    Claritsa backed away. “I don’t know how to do any of that.”


    Maella stared at her best friend. Claritsa’s eyes shined with fear. “You are the bravest person I know in all of three worlds. It will be either me or Esson at the machine, unless we can’t get there for some reason. If we can’t, then…” Her voice trailed off. Really, what she was saying was, if she and Esson died, then it would be up to Claritsa to finish the job.


    “You could have stayed back,” Maella said, forcing a joking tone into her voice.


    Claritsa paled. Her hands shook around the small bottle of doormaker blood as she tucked it into her clothes. “Shut up, stupid. I’m not going anywhere and you know it.”


    “I will distract them,” Sethlo said, stepping forward.


    “Or betray us at our most vulnerable moment,” Esson said.


    “I have not yet given you up. Foster has control of the One Door,” Sethlo said. “It would have been easy if I had planned to do it.”


    “Brownie points for you,” Claritsa said.


    Sethlo frowned at her in confusion.


    “We go back for the torchlighters,” Esson said.


    “We go back,” Maella said, with more conviction. “You’ll get us all caught—”


    Sethlo’s eyes shined with conviction. He turned their full power onto Maella. “You can trust me.”


    Esson grabbed for Sethlo to hold him back. Maella’s mind whirled with incoherent thoughts. Sethlo’s honor had always seemed so invincible. It was wrong to doubt it. But—


    Sethlo brushed away Esson’s hold like it was nothing. His eyes looked wild and he gave Maella a wry smile, making her stomach flip.


    She could read what he was about to do next and her heart plummeted. “Don’t do it, Sethlo.”


    Sethlo clutched the bottle of her doormaker blood to his heart like it was some kind of relic and stepped into the cavern.


    Hissing with anger, Esson jumped into hiding. “We could go back without him. We should go back. He’ll tell them exactly where we are.”


    Claritsa shook her head. “Time’s up. We won’t make it back without being spotted now. I’m hoping even Sethlo isn’t dumb enough to think the One Door is better off in General Foster’s control.”


    “I don’t have that hope,” Esson said.


    Grief and anger had clouded her heart. She was the one who had betrayed Sethlo’s trust when she hadn’t told him her plan to help Tain complete the relic. Did she have such little faith in him that she thought he would betray her very life for that?


    You can trust me.


    Maella admitted to herself, in the last moment before the torchlight gave away his presence and the Sechnel swarmed him, that deep down, where it mattered, she did trust him.


    She did not want Sethlo to die. She loved him, in spite of everything between them. And she hoped with everything inside of her that he would survive what came next.

  


  
    Chapter 33


    Sethlo was surrounded. A dozen swords pointed at his throat and belly.


    Maella, Claritsa, and Esson watched, hidden in the shadows. His discovery had stopped the Sechnel from swarming the hallway where the three of them hid.


    Maella held her breath, willing her doubts to have been for nothing. She wanted to feel ashamed of her suspicions, her second-guessing.


    Erentia and Lirella called for Sechnel to slay Sethlo where he stood. Maella’s heart hammered in her chest as Dedion remained silent.


    “Doormaker Tain has come with his army!” Sethlo’s voice rang clear and strong.


    General Foster raised his hand for the Sechnel to hold.


    “I helped you capture the doormakers. I helped you complete the relic that brought you here,” Sethlo said quickly. “Even though you planned to execute me, here I am, preventing another trap. I am here again to make sure the power of this One Door does not fall into their evil hands. We all know of the slaughter, the violence, the cruelty under their oppression. I am from Gowter District and the only one out of my sisters and mother left alive after the Hestroth came through. You can see in my skin how deep the licatherin addiction sinks. I am here to warn you—Doormaker Tain is coming.”


    Sethlo wove a tale of an already approaching army, how Tain was gaining new access to the One Door. Maella tried to find the betrayal in his story. What was he trying to make happen?


    “Send everyone back for reinforcements, be on alert for danger on all sides!” Sethlo said.


    Maella froze. Send everyone back—through the hallways?


    “I told you,” Esson said. “We should run.”


    “It wouldn’t help,” Claritsa said. “And he hasn’t actually betrayed us. His story is keeping them away from us right now.”


    Lirella argued for ignoring Sethlo’s words. Erentia questioned Dedion’s view on his nephew’s loyalty.


    “Nothing he says can be trusted,” Dedion responded.


    General Foster listened to his advisors. He stroked the hair on his chin in contemplation. Maella held her breath and willed for him to believe, no matter how much he might doubt Sethlo’s words, that the risk was too plausible and too great. A few dozen Sechnel were all that held the One Door for the moment. They would not be enough against Tain’s forces.


    “I wouldn’t trust him, sir,” Barth said.


    General Foster swiveled his attention around. Barth seemed to shrink, but then thought better of it and stiffened his spine. “He was with the doormaker girl inside Jillow City.”


    “It is like he knew exactly where to go,” Sethlo said, as if Barth hadn’t spoken. “They slammed into your camp like they knew the One Door portal was there, like you already chased at their heels. They fought like they know you will use the One Door against them soon.”


    It was a nice touch and it seemed to turn the tide of the debate among them. It made sense that General Foster’s test of the One Door would have spurred on Doormaker Tain.


    “Even now, can you not hear the cries from the murders they commit at your doorstep?” Sethlo said.


    Everything went silent.


    Esson looked at Maella with wide eyes. Claritsa flipped her braid over her shoulder and closed her eyes. Maella swore Claritsa was conjuring up some movie scene.


    Claritsa opened her mouth, cupped her hands to muffle the sound, and started screaming. She kicked Maella in the shin and Maella let out a howl. Esson looked at both of them in horror and remained silent.


    “You hear it. You will soon see it. Send your people back to the doors before Tain takes them over. Guard the routes. Surely Doormaker Tain must know that you succeeded in demolishing the stone to get here. He will take no chances. Neither should you.”


    Finally, General Foster nodded. He issued several commands to Lirella.


    Lirella strode across the stage and shouted instructions. “Ready yourselves for a fight.”


    “Send them back.” General Foster pointed to the Sechnel he wanted. “A half dozen remain with us. Everyone else, split yourselves between Rathe and Thrae. Guard the portals. Send everyone in camp who can hold a weapon back here.”


    Erentia strode to the edge of the stage and shouted. “Save your wives, take back what Tain is already now plundering. Run like wolves are chasing you. We will not let Tain devour us. Go!”


    The cavern became chaotic with activity. Sechnel detached themselves from the chaos and sprinted for the hallway where Maella, Claritsa, and Esson hid. They froze in place.


    “This is where we fail,” Esson said grimly.


    But Maella didn’t believe that. Sethlo had baited them. The chaos of an imminent battle was far different than the former calm. They would not expect to find three teenagers hiding in the shadows of the hallway when their imaginations ran far ahead of them, back into Thrae where Tain was supposedly murdering everyone in sight.


    “Hide yourselves and don’t move,” Maella said, finally realizing the small chance Sethlo’s epic distraction had given them. They shrunk deeper into the shadows, huddling against the minimal cover the walls gave. The clomp of leather and booted feet grew. Cold stone dampened Maella’s back and set chills up and down her spine. There was nothing to do but wait in tense silence.


    Sechnel sprinted by, their robes, swords, and knapsacks making a jangle of sounds.


    Maella bit her lip and waited for them to turn around and for everything to end. Instead, the Sechnel vanished down the hall into the darkness.


    She let out the breath she had been holding.


    Safe.


    The Sechnel would get to Thrae’s portal entrance in a matter of minutes. Once they discovered Tain’s forces weren’t yet battling camp, they would be back. Inside the cavern, Foster and the others remained, but they were down to less than a dozen total people. Still far too many to fight off, but there was no better chance.


    Maella explained to Esson and Claritsa what she wanted them to do. They would each leave the relative safety of the hall and take different paths around the perimeter of the cavern, staying in the shadows and running from hiding place to hiding place. Then they would make a run for the pattern-machine, open the One Door, and keep it open long enough for Tain and the Hestroth to get through.


    Esson’s and Claritsa’s solemn faces told Maella all she needed to know what they thought about their chances for success.


    Maella went first, slinking out of the hall and going right. Claritsa took the left path.


    Maella ran from shadow to shadow to hide her progress, steeling herself for an alarm call to go out at any moment. But the Sechnel that remained were busy at the pattern-machine. Foster and Lirella checked weapons. Erentia and Dedion stood over Tomi’s unconscious form as if to check if he was still alive. Sethlo stood off the stage to the side, guarded by two Sechnel.


    Some sections of the cavern were built out of stone and propped up with columns, perfect for hiding behind. Soon she would have to strike out into the open, but Sethlo’s story had done its job. Though even with so few of Foster’s people left, she would not have bet on herself to take on even one of them, let alone all.


    The odds were not stacked in their favor.


    But then again, the odds had never been stacked in her favor.


    She prepared herself for a sprint to the machine. She was fast and strong from her days as a torchlighter. Plus, surprise was still on her side. But before she could start, Esson raced out from the hall. His labored breathing echoed and immediately drew attention. He went straight for the stage and pattern-machine. Erentia and Lirella jumped off the stage and quickly intercepted him. Sethlo did not move. Dedion frowned. General Foster laughed.


    Maella’s heart thumped loud in her chest as she began to panic. She decided to come at the pattern-machine from the backside, putting the machine between her and the others. She ran along the perimeter, ducking behind columns, as she took advantage of the extra bit of chaos of Esson’s capture. Glimpses of a figure running along the opposite side of the cavern told Maella that Claritsa had the same idea.


    Everything inside her screamed for her to make a break for it before all was lost. Instead, she forced her footfalls to be silent. It was one of the first tricks she had learned walking the pipes in the Tower of Shadows. As she rounded the pattern-machine she searched for anything behind it that might make trouble or be of use. Her eyes caught on a strange, jumbled pattern of stone, like a pile of rubble on the cavern wall. It was exactly opposite the hall that she had come through. The pattern-machine had blocked it from sight until now. She tried to make sense of it, but could not.


    And then she saw her chance.


    The space around the pattern-machine had emptied in order to deal with Esson. Only Tomi’s unconscious form remained. She launched herself out of the shadows. Racing across the open space of the cavern, she felt impossibly exposed. Now her own adrenaline made it impossible to hear anything except for the roar of blood that rushed across her ears.


    This isn’t going to work. This isn’t going to work.


    Suddenly she was at the stage. Leaping onto it, she landed next to Tomi—and next to the receiver that demanded blood and licatherin for power. From the corner of her eye, she saw Claritsa had been caught by Foster himself. Claritsa clawed at his face, but he seemed barely disturbed. Esson fought Erentia and Lirella. Sethlo had turned on the two Sechnel.


    Working quickly, Maella used her knife to reopen the cut on her arm. She squeezed drops of her blood into the funnel that looked like it fed the machine.


    Nothing happened.


    Maella felt like she was going to throw up. She searched through the gears and pulled any levers within reach. Grease made her hands slippery, metal nicked her fingers. Finally, she kicked the machine.


    Nothing.


    “You must send it an image.”


    Maella dared to look down and saw Tomi had spoken. His eyes were open but he still lay on the ground.


    A cry of alarm went up.


    Maella looked over her shoulder. Terror filled her. Barth stared her down, a few dozen steps away. He held a knife in his hand and his grin was mean. He sprinted for the stage.


    Maella’s heart leapt into her throat. There wasn’t enough time! “How?”


    Tomi pointed at the vial where she had just dumped her licatherin-infused blood. “They forced me to place both hands on it. Right where you stand.”


    There were two flat spaces on either side of the funnel, not quite in the shape of hands, but close enough.


    “Show it where you want to go, but…watch out, it will send you an image back. You will not like it.”


    Barth was almost to the stage, but this time Maella couldn’t run away. She slammed her hands down where Tomi had indicated. She received a jolt and the gears started clicking.


    Send it an image and get an image back?


    It was a strange idea, but not any stranger than a pattern-machine whistling out a message, or drawing a possible future from licatherin ink, or spitting out coordinates in symbols and cash register tape.


    From the corner of her eye, she saw Sethlo wrench himself away from the two Sechnel and leap for Barth at the moment he would have reached the stage. Their limbs tangled together, trading kicks, punches, chokeholds. Maella’s heart lodged in her throat but then sound and light dimmed and she lost all sense of the cavern.


    Closing her eyes, with all her will, she pressed her hands down and sent an image of a door opening up right in front of Doormaker Tain and his army.


    Something began to squeeze at her heart. The pattern-machine gurgled and steamed, and sent Maella an image back.

  


  
    Chapter 34


    Images flashed across her consciousness. Green forests, blue oceans, golden deserts. Unfamiliar continents. Planets.


    Four.


    Her mind stuttered on the number.


    Four.


    The pattern-machine threw the number at her again and again until she understood.


    Once, long ago, the One Door had connected four worlds.


    Four, not three.


    This fourth world had been the first connected world, or maybe the last. The images came too fast to be sure.


    More images stuttered through like static. Whoever made the One Door, whoever connected the worlds, passed by in a fog. Unrecognizable. It had happened so long ago even the pattern-machine had forgotten who made it.


    But something had happened to this fourth world’s connection. Maybe it had been done on purpose or by accident, but the connection had blown.


    It was why, Maella realized, there had been a fourth hallway. It was why she had mistaken it for a pile of rubble.


    The machine sent her an image of a shockwave that spread across all the planets, sending millions of birds into flight, breaking mountaintops, forming destructive tsunamis, triggering volcanic eruptions, destroying glaciers.


    That blown connection had sent shockwaves through the One Door and into the other worlds. All the connections had changed and gone out of tune.


    An orchestra of instruments rose into a dark blankness of sky, replacing the volcanoes and mountains and oceans. The instruments played themselves—badly. Rust ate away at the horns. Wood varnish cracked and peeled off the violins. Reeds were missing from the flutes. They played in the air of a starless night sky and in the middle of them all gaps marked where instruments had gone missing. The more the instruments played together, the more offbeat they became, the worse they sounded.


    The more the doors were used, the more broken the doors became. The vibrations holding everything together were a type of song. A song that was missing an instrument. The more time passed, the more out of tune the remaining instruments had become.


    The One Door forced the three remaining worlds to stay connected. But that force had begun to break apart the worlds and would not stop.


    The wrongness Maella had felt—the way the vibrations grew stronger and more chaotic when crossing a portal—made sense now. She had felt like those vibrations could tear her apart, because they were doing exactly that.


    Gears clicked on, liquid hissed through tubing. She felt a jolt of electricity. The instruments became transparent. A strange whine overcame their disjointed song.


    “I do not think that sound feels good,” Tomi said, as if from a great distance.


    She forced her eyes open, shaking off the last of the images the pattern-machine had sent her. Her hands were still locked to the machine. The gears, belts, and valves of the pattern-machine shook from the effort of working and brought her more firmly back to herself. On the pipes, you could not dare daydream. On the pipes, one wrong step—


    She felt her feet on the stage and remembered—she was not anywhere near the Tower of Shadows.


    She had opened the One Door.


    Her pattern had been fulfilled.


    Scanning the stage, even as she kept her hands on the machine, she saw, as if through a daydream, that Sethlo and Barth continued their fight. Claritsa was there, and so was Esson, Foster, a few Sechnel, others, but they were at the shadowed edges of this dream space.


    Air moved shallowly in and out of her lungs. Looking up, she saw the archway had shimmered to life like a beautiful waterfall. In that shimmer of light was Doormaker Tain and his army, just like she had asked for. They raced for the One Door and would reach it within seconds, to flood down the steps and into the cavern. She had done it! It was—


    A convulsion ripped through Maella’s body. She cried out, hunching over the machine to keep herself upright. Her eyes closed because she could not bear to keep them open. Something was wrong, something was very wrong.


    More images formed on the back of her lids. Fires spread across crop fields, skyscrapers fell, planes dropped out of the sky, buildings turned into piles of stone and sticks, the earth cracked and sucked down rivers, bodies of those dead or dying covering everything.


    The pattern-machine showed her a never-ending earthquake. This earthquake would rock all three worlds until all life and everything built upon their surfaces had turned to rubble.

  


  
    Chapter 35


    The song screeched, rattling her skull. She was jolted back from the machine and fell to the ground next to Tomi.


    Forcing her eyes open, she witnessed Doormaker Tain set foot over the threshold of the One Door. The Hestroth around him let loose a battle cry. They clamored down the steps, weapons drawn.


    More battle cries erupted from the perimeter. Sechnel poured from the two halls into the main space. Foster and Tain locked eyes across the cavern and headed for each other, swords drawn. Two Hestroth detached themselves from Tain’s forces and headed for Maella.


    Xomara and Oren.


    They held up swords and Maella flinched as the blades came down—


    Just in time to prevent two Sechnel from lopping off her head.


    “Did you see the earthquakes?” Tomi said, as if Maella hadn’t just been about to be killed. “Was it only me? Because I want it to only be me.”


    Maella’s tongue felt thick in her mouth. “I saw it.”


    Tomi shook his head, closed his eyes, and laid back down, curling into a little ball. “I wish we had never found the One Door.”


    “We will get you to safety!” Oren shouted, setting his back to Maella to fight off another Sechnel who had leapt onto the stage.


    Xomara stayed on Oren’s left and took up a guard position. “Get ready to move!”


    Stone missiles began to fall from the cavern’s ceiling. They hit the ground, caring nothing for Hestroth or Sechnel flesh, throwing shrapnel in all directions. Red blood smeared blue stone and everything turned purple.


    Maella forced herself back up, mind whirling with images the pattern-machine had sent her. Instead of listening to Oren and Xomara, Maella headed back for the machine.


    Claritsa crawled onto the stage. Oren swooped in, plucking her out of the battle. He tossed her to Xomara who set Claritsa down on her feet. “Tell your friend to—”


    But three Sechnel rushed the stage and Xomara leapt for them with her sword.


    Claritsa had a bloody rip down the arm of her shirt. Stone dust smeared one cheek and her braids were in disarray. Her eyes shined with pride—Maella could see the reflection of the shimmering door in them. “You did it! Let’s get out of here. They’re all headed for you.”


    Maella looked out and her stomach sank. The floor of the cavern was like a writhing mass of ants—ants in different colors that were all fighting each other to the death. The stage was clear because Oren, Xomara, and several other Hestroth were making it so, but the Sechnel in their blue and yellow colors continued to pour from the hallways, and more rushed the stage, even as more of Tain’s people came out of the One Door.


    “I need to see something. I almost understand.”


    Claritsa’s voice rose in pitch. “Maella, we’re sitting ducks on this stage!”


    Maella shook her head. Her whole life, her family had tried to keep her from this moment.


    Everyone wanted to control the One Door. No one had ever asked if they should use it at all.


    No, that wasn’t true.


    Deep had said something about it once when all the torchlighters had gathered together during their flight through the Forsi desert. If there is a way to destroy licatherin once and for all—I will find it.


    What if the way to destroy licatherin’s hold, and the ruinous power of the doors, on the worlds was not to control the One Door—but to destroy it?


    Maella pushed off Claritsa’s hand and limped back to the machine. “Sethlo and the Hestroth will keep them back. I have to know.”


    She said this more to herself than to Claritsa, but Tomi’s knowing expression told her he had heard every word.


    “You will not like it,” Tomi said.


    Maella spread her palms on the machine but nothing happened. She looked down and realized—


    “Claritsa, your bottle.”


    With grim lips, Claritsa scrambled for the bottle of licatherin and blood. She held it out to Maella with a shaking hand.


    Maella took it and fed the mixture into the machine’s funnel. The machine jolted her again and clamped down on her heart. She closed her eyes and sent an image of the One Door just as it was.


    Keep it open. Show me again.


    She did not want to change anything, she only wanted the machine to send her back another image.


    “Help me hold on,” Maella said, gritting her teeth as the images flashed by.


    Earthquakes, stones, rubble, floods, fire. All of it was connected to the One Door like piano strings. The One Door had always been the key, but in this case, a broken key played wrong.


    There was no fixing the key. If there had ever been a chance, that chance had passed, and, Maella realized–


    Something barreled into her and she was thrown off the pattern-machine. As soon as her hands broke contact she lost the images and cried out. She slid across the floor of the stage and fell into the battle of warm, slippery bodies.


    All was chaos and gore. She slipped in someone’s blood and smelled the tang of iron. Thick, humid air made it hard to breathe as she fought her way back to the stage through Hestroth and Sechnel.


    “You’ll finally get what you deserve.” Barth snatched at her clothes and dragged her back to the stage.


    Maella flipped around and rushed him. Barth’s shocked face gave her the opening she needed. She pummeled him, pouring all her rage into him. She had run through the field that day, trying to escape. There was no escape.


    Suddenly a knife sprouted from Barth’s chest. His mouth opened and closed like a fish and then he fell away, lost in the battle between Sechnel and Hestroth.


    “Come with me, Maella!” Sethlo shouted into her ear. He fought his way to the stage. She followed after him, trusting the path that he cleared for them.


    The One Door’s portal shimmered huge in the air of the cavern above, showing Thrae’s hills undulating like ocean waves. Hestroth who had not yet made it off of those hills and through the door were thrown to the ground as result of the earthquakes hitting Thrae.


    Some things could not be controlled.


    That was the lesson the patterns had tried to teach her again and again and again. That was the lesson her family’s mistakes should have taught her.


    Her family had tried, and failed, to control Maella’s future. Even Sethlo had wanted control. Doormaker Tain had tried, and failed, to control licatherin production across all three worlds to aid his search for the One Door. Foster had tried, and she wanted him to fail, at controlling the worlds and exterminating all the doormakers. The very links that controlled the connections between the One Door and the worlds were what was destroying everything.


    All these thoughts tumbled across Maella’s mind in a split second. She found Claritsa by the flash of her braids through the legs of fighting soldiers. A Sechnel advanced on Claritsa with a sword but Sethlo didn’t see it. Maella dove for the backs of the Sechnel’s legs, toppling him to the ground, but he leapt back up. Maella and Claritsa stood side by side, ready to fight with bare hands. He brought his sword down in a wide arc. Maella crossed her forearms in front of her face and gritted her teeth in anticipation of the blow that would slice her hands off but hopefully keep her head on.


    Xomara swooped in and parried, metal clashing with a force that made Maella’s ears ring. Xomara whipped around and stuck her sword into his gut.


    “Get back onto the stage, you fools!” Xomara cried, her eyes flashing with anger.


    Maella scrambled to do as Xomara commanded and pulled Claritsa up alongside of her.


    And then, in an instant, Maella knew what to do.


    Maella had to stop the One Door’s song forever.

  


  
    Chapter 36


    “Help me!” Maella shouted.


    A Sechnel dived for Maella, but she jumped and pivoted off his shoulder, using his momentum to launch her farther across the stage. Claritsa sprinted after Maella as Sethlo appeared, pulling the Sechnel back into the fight.


    Foster’s voice boomed over the battle noises. A wave of Sechnel threw themselves at the Hestroth line, breaking onto the stage. The stage swarmed with Sechnel and Hestroth and they were all headed for her. Maella threw herself at one of the pattern-machine pipes and swung up. She scrambled for a secure hold and then grabbed for Claritsa.


    Dedion led the Sechnel charge, his face flushed an angry red. Blood soaked his clothes, but he ran uninjured. Maella braced with her legs and right arm against the pipes as she clasped Claritsa, wrist to wrist. With her left arm, she swung Claritsa up just as Dedion snatched at her clothes.


    An arrow embedded itself with a twang in a piece of tubing inches from Maella’s nose. She sprang back. Looking down, she saw Erentia had found a bow and was preparing a second arrow, but then Xomara tackled Erentia to the ground.


    Hestroth swarmed, their sashes flashing a brighter red than the blood that smeared their white robes. Foster and Tain fought each other, sword against sword, in a space on the stage opened up by both Sechnel and Hestroth.


    All the world was blood, washed in blue One Door light.


    “Do you trust me?” Maella asked.


    “Of course,” Claritsa said. “You’ve never been crazy, just stupid sometimes.”


    “We have to destroy the One Door,” Maella said. “We have to close it forever.”


    “Okay, crazy and stupid.” Claritsa shook her head. “But I’m still with you.”


    They only had a few seconds left before fighters would cover every inch of the cavern and stage. Maella outlined her plan.


    Claritsa hooked her legs around a pipe and held out both hands. “Ready.”


    Maella propped herself up with her forearms and swung out her feet for Claritsa to grab hold.


    As soon as Maella felt Claritsa’s grip, she let herself fall.


    And when she fell she swung.


    And by the second swing she had positioned herself over the pattern-machine.


    Claritsa cried out.


    Maella felt herself slip and then catch. She screamed and looked up. An arrow sprouted from Claritsa’s leg.


    There was another thud that sent Maella twisting. Pain erupted in her right arm. An arrow suddenly stuck out from her flesh. She tried moving her arm but it no longer followed her directions. Gritting her teeth, she reached for the pattern-machine with her left arm as blood dripped off her right. Would the One Door still work even with only one hand?


    She was too far up to find out.


    “Let me go!” Maella shouted. “Let me go! Let me go!”


    But Claritsa held on, screaming. Another arrow flew through the air across the stage and Maella braced for impact. There was a thud—the sound of arrow diving into flesh—Claritsa cried out.


    Suddenly the lock on her ankles released and Maella became weightless, falling headfirst into the pattern-machine. She tried to use her hands to break the fall and landed in a heap on the panel, crunching her neck and shoulder. Spots burst across her vision. Lightning bolts of pain shot along her arm down her side. The noises of battle and death surrounded her.


    After an agony of seconds that felt like an eternity, she was able to pull herself up through the pain. Forcing blood out from her injured arm, it dripped into the machine’s funnel. Blood also dripped from above her head onto the machine itself. She dared not look up for fear of what she would see. The machine gurgled and picked up steam.


    Maella positioned her hands—


    Esson rushed up next to her. He was bloody from battle and sweat plastered his hair down. Gasping for breath, he said, “Tain says we need to change where the One Door opens. He’s got more Hestroth ready to fight but we need to get them in here—”


    “Esson!” Maella shouted. “We have to close the One Door.”


    He looked bewildered. He had not seen what she had seen and he pushed her back, forcing his way to the funnel. “What are you talking about?” He shook with adrenaline and a snarl bent his mouth out of shape. “Can’t you see we’re fighting to the death in here? We need reinforcements or General Foster could win it all.”


    Maella looked at her brother in horror. Blood dripped from above their heads. The battle raged around them. “Three worlds will be destroyed. Everyone will die! We have to close it!”


    Esson reached for the hand panels on either side of the funnel. “There isn’t time. Tain will find a way—”


    Maella launched herself at her brother, but Esson was ready for her. He snatched his hands away from the pattern-machine and slung Maella to the ground by her waist. The arrow that sprouted from her arm glanced off the ground, ripping more flesh. Pain jolted through her, freezing her in place.


    When she could move again, she pushed herself upright. Esson blocked the way to the pattern-machine.


    “Get out of my way,” Maella said.


    Esson did not move. “Would you betray your family, here, in what could be our last moments? How could you even think of closing the One Door with all this?” He swept his hands out to encompass the cavern.


    More stone broke away from the cavern’s ceiling, crushing fighters below. Blood made the stage slippery. Death cries competed to be heard over the shouts of battle. The Hestroth and Sechnel fought, forming a strange, bloody circle around the pattern-machine.


    Was this what it had been like between brother and brother so long ago? Between her father and her uncle? Between everyone in her family and Doormaker Tain?


    Maella rushed her brother. She had always been smaller, but she couldn’t let him win this. She launched herself at Esson again. He crouched, ready for her. Their bodies hit. She elbowed him in the gut, flipped over his shoulder, and pushed him aside.


    It took a few precious seconds to process what had happened.


    She was taller than she used to be. Stronger. Both in mind and body. She had trained on the pipes while Esson had been held in a cage.


    Esson gasped for air at her feet. She pressed at the arrow, ripping more flesh and producing fresh blood. She let the drops flow into the funnel and used her good hand to place her injured hand on one panel, then rested her right hand on the other side. The connection jolted her with its strength and she felt that grip on her heart as a strange whine rose up. Gears turned, valves clicked, belts buzzed into life.


    Everyone had held onto the hope that the One Door would fix everything. She had hoped from the very beginning that what she’d been taught about herself and her family had been wrong. She had hoped that if all she did was pursue the truth for a little longer it would all make sense. No one would have to hurt anymore. No one would have to die anymore. Her family would be heroes instead of villains.


    But the One Door was broken.


    Sometimes, what was broken could not be fixed.


    Sometimes the hope to hold on was the most dangerous feeling of all.


    When the last hope for a better future died, you could get back to the business of living in the present. The only way she could see a way through was to destroy the doors for good.


    Destroy hope.


    Open heats. Open minds. Close doors.


    She closed her eyes.


    She was going to stop this song forever.


    A closed door. Sealed for all eternity. She sent the One Door an image of what she wanted and willed it closed with everything inside of her.


    Maella felt struck by lightning. She used all her strength to hold on. What was the image the pattern-machine would send back?


    The lightning struck again and she was thrown back. At the last moment, as she lost consciousness, the pattern-machine sent back an image of darkness.

  


  
    Chapter 37


    Maella swam through a deep well of darkness. She felt weightless, floating from thought to thought, unable to land on any one thing for long.


    “Wake up. Please, wake up!”


    The male voice sounded so lost. She felt sorry for him. She was floating and it felt good. No pain, no burden, nothing to worry about.


    But the boy’s voice was insistent. Demanding.


    Actually it was a little irritating.


    She began to float toward the voice against her will. She decided she would just tell him to be quiet and then let her body return to the darkness. The stars in that darkness were more beautiful than anything she could remember.


    When she reached the voice, she found herself blinking open her eyes. Sethlo’s face loomed into view over her.


    “Thank the worlds. I thought you both were dead.”


    Both?


    The second sense to come back was pain. Pain in her arm. Pain in her heart. Pain in her head. Next were all the smells, mostly iron, a hint of licorice, and like something had been burnt. She wanted to gag but her tongue was thick and dry in her mouth. She was so thirsty. What she wanted more than water was sweet licatherin oil. But next came sound, and the sounds shocked her more awake then a cold splash of water, like the great rumbling of a beast.


    “The cavern is falling apart,” Sethlo said.


    Or the great rumbling of stone crushing stone.


    “Help me up.”


    Sethlo did as she asked. “The One Door has closed. The archway fell. Now the cavern is falling apart. Esson says he can no longer feel the doors anymore. Any of them. Tain says he thinks whatever door we go through will be our last.”


    The panic that crept into Sethlo’s voice finally woke Maella completely. Sethlo did not panic. She sat up and looked around.


    The fighting had stopped. Bodies lay everywhere. Many, whether Hestroth or Sechnel, moved in confusion. The One Door’s shimmering waterfall was blank. Some of the archway had fallen and taken out part of the pattern-machine—stone twisting with metal. What remained of the archway had turned into a solid sheet of black obsidian stone. Like the image of darkness the pattern-machine had sent Maella.


    She listened again—


    The One Door was gone. The notes were silent. That was the sound that brought her awake more fully than a splash of cold water. And in that silence the cavern was going to fall in on itself.


    “Where’s Claritsa?”


    “I do not know,” Sethlo said. “I only saw you fall.”


    She gripped Sethlo by the shoulder and looked up. Sethlo followed her gaze and gasped.


    Her breath caught in her throat but she forced words through anyway. “You have to get her down. Please, Sethlo.”


    He scrambled up the pipes of the pattern-machine. Claritsa was lodged in tangled metal. She hung upside down, blood dripping off her hands, two arrows sprouting from her body, swaying. Maella looked close but could not see whether her chest rose and fell with breath.


    Sethlo ran along the pipes like a torchlighter. He jumped from ledge to ledge like he had once jumped from a boulder to defend them against a Klylup. When he reached Claritsa, he was as gentle as with a baby. Checking her over, he cradled her half across his shoulder, half in his arms, and picked his way down.


    Maella gingerly forced herself onto her feet. Her arm was numb and completely useless but her legs still worked.


    Erentia lay dead on the ground, off the stage, her neck twisted at an unnatural angle. Foster leaned over her, gently pushing the hair back from her forehead as he clutched an injured arm to his chest. Dedion was helping some of the injured Sechnel limp back through the hall to Rathe. Esson helped Xomara tie Oren’s arm with a bandage. Two Hestroth and Tain’s tenbl guarded Tain from five Sechnel, but the stones that dropped like missiles from the sky quickly scattered them.


    Sethlo brought Claritsa to Maella and laid her down. Maella brought an ear next to Claritsa’s mouth and held her own breath.


    She waited.


    There.


    A tickle of air that sent hope blossoming in Maella’s heart.


    Claritsa was bleeding from two arrows, one in the arm and another in her thigh. She was unconscious, but alive.


    Suddenly, there was a great shattering. Shards of black obsidian rained down, pelting them.


    “Which world?” Sethlo shouted.


    Maella hesitated. Earth was home—had been home. But all her family was on Thrae now. But Claritsa’s grandmother was on Earth.


    “Maella!”


    “Thrae!” Maella said, biting her lip and hoping if Claritsa survived she would be able to forgive Maella for this choice.


    Sethlo carried Claritsa off the stage and picked a path through the dead bodies. Chunks of stone and obsidian rained down around them. They passed Esson, Oren, and Xomara.


    “I destroyed the One Door. Leave now or be buried with it,” Maella said.


    “Glad to see you are still alive too!” Xomara shouted back.


    They headed for the hall to Thrae. Doormaker Tain, his tenbl, and the remaining Hestroth had already formed a path to it. Foster left Erentia’s side and vanished down the hall to Rathe.


    More stone fell and the ceiling began to cave. Sethlo ran and Claritsa moaned, awakening briefly before falling back into unconsciousness. They entered the hall and the stone floor began to lift and roll underneath their feet. The blue glow began to fade to pitch black.


    They ran for their lives. One Hestroth fell away, crushed by a falling block. Another tripped and was swallowed by an opening in the ground. The golden light that outlined the door to Thrae beckoned them. Sethlo stumbled and Claritsa fell like a doll, limbs tangled together. Xomara and Oren came up from behind, taking Claritsa between the two of them for the final sprint. They pulled ahead, jumping over a rock spire that appeared at the last second, and then they were gone through the portal. Esson followed close on their heels. Maella grabbed Sethlo and they ran for the portal.


    At the last moment, as the stones beneath their feet fell away and the blue glow vanished, Maella and Sethlo held hands and jumped.

  


  
    Chapter 38


    Paper rustled on nearby tables. Someone coughed and took a sip of water. The air was stuffy but the room had no windows. She liked coming here. She had already spent hours and hours of her time here, trying to figure things out and grieve for her father.


    “Maella, they need you upstairs.” Dev’s voice. He spoke from the room’s entrance.


    She stood up from the table. Deep and Senta were in the room with her. For the last few hours, they had been poring over maps Veda Loor provided to help make a plan for harvesting more One Door stone from the rubble the broken doors had left behind. It was the cure for krokosod they had been searching for—simple and inexpensive to create.


    Senta set down her cup of water and returned to the mortar and pestle to grind One Door stone into something very much like licatherin dust. Deep looked up from the maps, her piercing brown eyes focusing first on Dev and then Maella. Her bandanna wrapped around her forehead, holding her hair back out of her face. She wore freshly cleaned torchlighter leathers.


    “What happened?” Deep said.


    Dev leaned against the door’s threshold. His tall, lanky frame made his head brush the top. “A palace door we missed. Tain and Esson are dealing with a door out in the countryside. Your grandmother and Josa were called away to deal with a door that swallowed up one of the market stalls. That makes you the only doormaker who can help right now.”


    Deep bared her teeth in a sharp smile. “Try not to screw it up.”


    “No promises,” Maella replied tartly.


    “I heard you are pretty good at closing doors,” Deep said. “That is all anyone can talk about—how you closed the One Door for good.”


    Maella barked out a laugh. Yeah, people were talking all right.


    She stepped away from the maps and table. It had been nice to lose herself in the stacks of papers and plans for a little while. Claritsa had promised to join them in a few hours. Maella didn’t know where Sethlo was and hadn’t for almost ten days. She told herself she didn’t care. When she wasn’t working with Senta and Deep, it was hard to hold back the grief from losing her father. So she threw herself into the work. There was more than enough. It helped her not obsess over everything else that had happened.


    Tain and Esson blamed her for destroying the One Door. Grandmother and Mother praised her for it.


    Her family was complicated, but that was nothing new.


    Following Dev out into the hall, she took a deep breath and steeled herself for what would come next. At first, after returning through the portal into Thrae, it had seemed all her doormaker powers had vanished. Doors didn’t open portals anymore. Not for her. Not for Tain. Not for Esson, Grandmother, Josa, or even Tomi.


    The connection from Thrae to the One Door had collapsed in on itself. No matter how long Tain set Hestroth to work on the rubble, only more rubble met them. But it soon came to light there was one ability that had been left to the doormakers.


    They had made it to the safety of the Botron Palace walls and awoken the next morning to chaos. At some point in the night, maybe once the destruction of the One Door was complete, the doors had short circuited.


    All of them. Past and present.


    Veda Loor had roused Tain from his bed, demanding he clean up the messes he had made as a boy and send the other Botrons out to help. She claimed all the doors that had ever been opened by a doormaker’s hand had blown open again.


    Since doormakers had lived inside the palace for generations, there were suddenly a lot of open doors.


    But the portals didn’t all just open. It was like something had shifted the original door connections. A door that Veda Loor’s records showed had once opened to a forest on Thrae instead now opened to a wall of sand that poured through in a never-ending stream. A door that once opened to the bathroom of someone’s home on Earth blew open in the night and lava was trickling out and incinerating everything in its path.


    Before Maella had destroyed the One Door, only other doormakers could open portals, but anyone could close them. Now no one, doormaker or not, could open a portal, and only doormakers could close the portals that had blown open.


    It had been a long night of putting out fires—literally—and filling bags with the sand that poured out one door to hold back the water that flooded from another.


    Her family had been tasked by Tain to help save the palace from the natural disasters pouring out from almost every chest drawer or cabinet door or even tapestry or picture frame. Josa was allowed to help with some of the easier ones, guided by both Grandmother and Mother.


    Dev walked up a set of stairs that led to the palace guest rooms. His tall form towered in front of Maella, blocking the view forward.


    “I should probably warn you about this door.”


    Maella waited for Dev to explain. He pushed his bandanna up his forehead and adjusted his torchlighter leathers.


    “What?” Maella prompted.


    “I am sure you can handle it. The door is not a problem. I mean, it is a problem—pouring water out everywhere and destroying part of the kitchen underneath—”


    “That isn’t any worse than what I’ve already dealt with.”


    “I know.” Dev shook his head as if trying to dislodge a bug from his hair. Dev was hard to make nervous, but he clearly looked uncomfortable about something.


    “Just tell me what it is,” Maella said.


    She stepped up and her foot slapped in water. A few more steps and she had reached the top. The water formed a thin layer across the entire hall and had begun to dribble down the steps.


    “We think the door is inside Sethlo’s room.”


    Maella forced herself to keep walking even though her insides froze. “Is he okay?”


    “No, no. He is not in there. I mean I do not think he is in there. But we have all…”


    Noticed the silence between Maella and Sethlo, he meant. The distance. The doubts and suspicions that had almost destroyed both of them and most certainly had damaged things between them.


    Maella closed her eyes. “It doesn’t matter. We have a door to deal with. Point me in the right direction so I can get this taken care of. Senta and Deep need my help.”


    Dev motioned her forward. She examined the door and saw water seeped from underneath the threshold, but also dripped out the sides. She thought that meant the water level inside the room was far higher than the thin layer that covered the hall.


    Reaching out, she took a deep breath and gripped the doorknob, but then snatched her hand away. “You should stand back. If the whole room is filled with water, this could—”


    As if her words had triggered some sort of command, the door burst open. A column of water overwhelmed her, hitting her like a wall. Everything turned white and bubbly. Her feet swept out from under her and the cold temperature seized her muscles. She lost all sense of up and down. Blindly flailing, she scrabbled for a hold on something solid and tried not to imagine how if she didn’t find a hold the water would send her over the stairs.


    But she couldn’t find a hold and her lungs began to burn.


    She felt herself going over the edge and threw herself around, catching hold of—she didn’t know if it was railing or what, but it held her.


    She pulled her head up from the water, drew in a ragged breath, and coughed. Her head went back under. She held on with all her strength as the water continued to pummel her. She couldn’t see anything but water, but she could feel her hands began to slip. Her feet flapped over what she figured was empty air that her body would soon be falling through to hit ground level with a crunch.


    She tried raising her head again to take a breath and release the renewed burning in her chest.


    That was a fatal mistake.


    She lost her hold and became weightless.


    A hand darted out and grabbed her by the wrist. She lurched to a stop, dangling, her body twisting, as the river tried to take her with it. She gasped for air and got a mouthful of water. Coughing and sputtering, she hoped Dev had braced himself well because otherwise she was going to take them both over.


    A hand caught her other wrist. She stopped twirling. The water dragged at her, but now there was a counterforce.


    Inch by inch, she came out of the water, back into the hall, and out of the main force of the current. Her belly scraped the floor and she scrabbled forward, gratefully using her feet and legs to help propel her against the safety of the wall. She collapsed against the wall, wiping water out of her eyes and coughing.


    When she finally could look around, her vision was blurry but good enough to notice a tall figure far down the hall.


    Her brain became confused as she processed what she saw.


    Dev.


    He stood near where the wall of water had exploded, looking wet but not soaked. It seemed as though he had stepped out of the way just in time.


    Dev raised a hand. When she raised her own hand in acknowledgement, he pointed behind her.


    Turning around, her heart beating loud in her chest, she saw who had actually saved her from a bone-breaking fall.


    A few feet away, Sethlo kneeled in the water. He braced his hands on the floor and heaved, spitting out water. His clothes and torchlighter leathers were soaked. His hair was plastered down. Droplets streamed off him and rejoined the river that had become little more than a lazy stream.


    “I am glad to see you,” Sethlo said between gasps.

  


  
    Chapter 39


    A confusing mix of thoughts and emotions tumbled inside of Maella. She had not seen Sethlo since the destruction of the One Door and their race back to the safety of Botron Palace—almost ten days.


    She didn’t know what to say to him. Standing up, she felt the water flow off of her.


    She laughed. “Thank you.”


    Sethlo looked up sharply. He still kneeled on all fours in the water. “What is funny?”


    “It seems you can’t stop saving me. Even if it’s not your job anymore.” Maella bit her lip. She shouldn’t have said that last part out loud. She wanted to tell him so much more. She wanted them to somehow trust each other again, but she didn’t know if that was possible.


    Sethlo stood up, hands at his sides. He towered over her by several inches. Being this close to him made Maella dizzy, but she told herself that wasn’t right. She’d almost drowned. That’s why she was dizzy.


    Sethlo reached out a hand and gently wiped back a tendril of hair from her cheek. She shivered even as his touch burned a line of fire along her skin. She told herself that was because the water had been cold.


    She blinked, turned away, searching for Dev and the problem door. “I have to—”


    “Close it, I know.”


    She walked back to Dev and the water that still trickled into the hall. Where had Sethlo been? The water must have been building on the other side of the door for several days.


    She stepped into the room, kicking up little waves of water, and immediately saw the source. A little dresser drawer meant to hold clothes and linens. Water bubbled from one of the drawers.


    Dev and Sethlo came into the room and offered help, but she waved them off. It was a simple thing to push the drawer close and seal the door. Though it wouldn’t have stopped the water if anyone else besides a doormaker had tried.


    As soon as the drawer closed Maella felt a pop in her ears. It seemed to be a signature of the doors now and was another thing that only a doormaker could feel. Thankfully, no licatherin was required in order to feel it, but the pop was a good sign. She was confident the door had closed completely and there would be no more water, but opened the drawer again to be sure.


    All she saw was an empty drawer.


    She took a deep breath, checking to make sure there was no hiccup in her lungs. At least that’s what she told herself. She absolutely was not trying to stall turning back around. At least Dev was with them. She would make her excuses and return to helping Deep and Senta.


    Steadying herself for what came next, she took another breath and turned around, looking for Dev.


    But only Sethlo remained in the room.


    Dev, the coward, was ducking out the door and out of sight. For an instant, Maella considered following him—running away. But then she stopped that thought.


    What good would that do any of them, after everything that happened, if she began to run away from the truth now?


    Sethlo looked at her steadily and she felt that drowning feeling even though only puddles of water remained. Planting her feet on the floor as a way to ground herself, she met Sethlo’s gaze. His eyes were an intense hazel and acted like an electric shock to her system. Though the cold water made goosebumps rise on her skin, and was far colder than the water in the washroom of the Library of Souls, she couldn’t help but remember the moment when he’d reached out to lay a gentle kiss along her neck.


    “Where have you been?”


    She had meant the words to sound formal. Like an investigation. Like, where have you been because there wouldn’t have been a flood–


    But instead her words came out far different. Even to her own ears she sounded lonely, abandoned.


    She pressed her lips into a firm line to prevent any further betrayal of emotion from leaving them.


    “I did not think you could bear to see me anymore,” Sethlo said carefully—far more carefully than she had spoken. But the water had plastered down his clothes and revealed the tension that roped his muscles and forehead. He was struggling to hold himself together just like her.


    “I couldn’t bear to see you die.” Unbidden tears sprang to Maella’s eyes and she blinked them back. She would not cry.


    “When you decided to give the rest of the relic to Tain…” Sethlo trailed off.


    Maella waited for him to finish. If they were going to figure this out, he needed to speak his piece and she would need to speak hers.


    “When you chose Tain over me, I think I went a little crazy.” Sethlo looked away.


    “I didn’t—”


    Sethlo looked back. “I know. I mean, I thought about this a lot. I had stopped listening to you. And I had begun to doubt we were still on the same side.”


    “It was awful,” Maella admitted. “It was like I knew I could trust you with my life but I couldn’t trust you with anything else.”


    “I had become so full of hate and focused it all on Tain that I could not see the bigger picture anymore. I know you and Claritsa tried to tell me.”


    Now there was no holding back the tears that leaked out. “I know you believed giving the missing piece of the relic to Tain was wrong—”


    “You proved me very wrong on that.” A half smile ghosted onto his lips. But then he quickly wiped it away and turned serious.


    He reached out a hand as if to grab hers but before she could meet him halfway he dropped his back down to his side.


    “So where do we go from here?” Sethlo asked.


    Now it was her choice to hold out her hand. She waited, fearing the moment had passed and he would not reach for it.


    Sethlo looked at her hand and then back at her face. He wrapped her hand in both of his own and gently pulled her closer. She felt his heat even through the leathers. He crackled with energy. Bringing her hand to his lips, he kissed her fingertips.


    Her legs wobbled and warmth pooled in her belly. It took all of her willpower to keep herself standing, though she had no doubt if she fell Sethlo would have caught her in time.

  


  
    Chapter 40


    Birds chattered in a nearby tree. Maella sat with her eyes closed and a full bowl of meat broth in her stomach. The sun shined warm on her face. She smelled something sweet, but that smell was not licorice.


    She opened her eyes and looked down at her hand. If you looked close, if you knew where to look, you could still find the purple. It would never completely go away.


    The fountain had water flowing in it and Josa splashed around in the little pool at its base, making a game of tag out of it with toddlers that squealed with the fun of playing with a big kid. She looked around. She would have to get up soon and begin the next part of all of this, but another minute in the sunshine wouldn’t hurt.


    Father was still dead. When she thought about it, she felt like her heart would break open. She suspected that would happen for a long time to come, but Mother, Grandmother, and Josa were safe. Tomi was figuring himself out.


    Dev and Deep walked into the courtyard. Maella knew they were headed over to her, but she waited for them, not wanting to rush from her warm spot and full belly.


    Sitting next to her, arm bandaged, but otherwise looking as dark and fierce as ever with her fresh cut bangs, was Claritsa. She also had her eyes closed and had rolled up her shirt in the hopes of tanning her belly.


    “I miss the creek in the woods,” Claritsa said, picking up the thread of their conversation. “But I suspect they have some of those things here too. I miss my grandmother most of all but, no, I don’t wish I could go back.”


    “Really?” Maella said.


    Claritsa squinted one eye open. “I’m going to join the theater and travel around and do performances and I’m going to be a star player. After all, I was there for pretty much every moment. People need to know about the One Door and what happened. Someone has to tell them to start rationing licatherin because there isn’t going to be anymore—ever. So people better start working on krokosod cures. Though I think Senta will help with that.”


    “I always knew you were lazy at heart,” Deep called out. She wore a new, colorful bandanna around her forehead. Her short, stocky frame rippled with muscle as she scowled at Josa playing tag with the little kids. They all scattered around her except for Josa. Dev laughed long—as long as he was tall. Senta followed them, her height in between the torchlighters’ general and their philosopher-king.


    “Deep, you make me feel so bad about myself.” Maella fluttered a hand over her heart. “I don’t know how I’ll ever get over it.”


    Deep flashed a smile that was more of a snarl. “We are leaving in ten minutes and just because you were once a doormaker or something does not mean you get to make us late. We are in charge on this one. No matter who you used to be or what you used to be able to do.”


    Claritsa rolled her eyes while keeping her eyelids closed.


    Maella laughed. It was good to be in their company again. Others did not understand why she’d closed the One Door forever. The torchlighters did. So did Claritsa.


    Tain did not. Neither did Esson. There was too much blame to go around in Botron Palace for her to want to stick around. Her family couldn’t control her anymore and she had stopped feeling sorry about it. She got up, careful of her injured arm. “Lead the way, oh captain, my captain.”


    “Is that a movie reference? Or maybe a poem?” Claritsa said in a drowsy voice.


    Maella shrugged. “Sure, I don’t know.”


    Now it was Deep’s turn to roll her eyes. “Shut it with the Earth references and move. Everyone is waiting.”


    Dev clapped Claritsa on the shoulder. “Catch up to you in the next town?”


    Claritsa opened her eyes and nodded. “Yeah, I’ll be there. Just listen for my stunning, Oscar-worthy performance.”


    Maella had already said her goodbyes to Grandmother, Mother, and Josa. This wasn’t a forever goodbye, only for now. She did not call Josa away from his game of tag. She’d rather keep that image of him until she returned.


    Esson was a different story. Across the courtyard, before they passed into the bustle of the market where their camels were loaded with food and water, Esson came out of the shadows to stand in her way.


    He wasn’t coming, no matter how much she had tried to convince him the trip would have been good for him.


    In the chaos, the remnants of Foster’s army that had become trapped on Thrae had scattered. Some of them reached the door connecting Rathe and Thrae in time to get back to Rathe. But that door was now closed.


    No one knew exactly where Daniel and Supervisor Hull had ended up, but Maella thought they were likely still on Thrae. There was no better place for Supervisor Hull to spend his wealth and sell the last of his licatherin than in one of Thrae’s cities. Plus, his father was still locked in Doormaker Tain’s dungeon.


    “Good journey, little sister,” Esson said. The freckles on his face looked a more natural brown now that the purple was beginning to fade. His hair was still tousled, but he had refused Mother’s offer to cut his hair.


    He wasn’t the only one with unruly hair. Maella reached up and her hands slid through her curls. She had forgotten to care about her hair, but Claritsa had worked on untangling it all that morning.


    “And good journey to you, brother.” Maella matched his formality with formality.


    Esson half smiled at their little joke. Like they cared about such things as formality.


    “Open lots of doors,” Esson said.


    “You mean close the doors,” Maella said.


    “Open. Close. I always got those two things mixed up. It’s good you’re in charge.”


    “She will never be in charge,” Deep said. “And neither will you if your cowardly self actually gets his act together to join us.”


    Esson laughed and his face shined with life for a brief moment. Maella looked at him in wonder. She’d thought never to see a look like that cross her brother’s face again.


    They said their goodbyes. Maella went into the market, walking alongside Dev, Deep, and Senta. When they reached the camels, Sethlo waited. He held out her camel’s reins like a peace offering.


    She accepted them, climbed onto the camel, and commanded it to rise. There was a long way to heal what was between them, but then again, there was a long journey ahead.


    The One Door no longer connected the three worlds, but the three worlds were, in fact, still connected. No new doors could be made, but plenty of old doors were open and causing problems.


    Maella had broken the doors again. This time, only doormakers could fix what she had done.


    They had finished with the palace. Many of those doors, it turned out, had been opened while Tain and her father had been teenagers. But there was an entire world—worlds—out there, waiting for help. Deep and Senta were going to spread news of the One Door stone cure for krokosod. Maella would be closing doors along the way.


    Tain had asked her to report back if any doors could still be used to travel between the worlds. He had asked her to leave those open. They were precious links now. Maella wasn’t sure what she would do if she found such a portal still open. She decided to figure that out once she got there.


    Veda Loor came out, hobbling on her two gnarled feet and tapping her cane on the cobblestone. She shouted reminders to Senta about recording each door, where it led, how it was closed. How to keep the records, how to wash her hands, how to supervise the work of others.


    Maella looked over her camel’s straps and confirmed her supplies were lashed down. Deep guided her camel up and down the torchlighter lineup, checking lashes and supplies herself.


    “Light show the way,” Deep called out.


    “Darkness show the stars,” they all replied and began to head out.


    Sethlo brought his camel up alongside Maella’s and they both swayed with the camel steps for a moment. He bit back a smile. “Hey, Deep!”


    “What do you want, sword-boy?” Deep called back over her shoulder without bothering to look.


    “We should add a little something to our motto,” Sethlo said.


    Now Deep did twist around. She narrowed her eyes. “No. Do not touch the motto.”


    A teasing light entered Sethlo’s eyes. He smiled at Maella and Maella smiled back. She let herself drown just a little bit in those eyes.


    Sethlo looked back at Deep with an innocent expression.


    “Do not,” Deep said.


    Though the camels kept pace, every torchlighter was listening and watching.


    Finally, Sethlo said, “Open hearts?”


    Deep groaned.


    “Open minds,” Dev said, goading Sethlo on.


    Deep kicked Dev, aiming for his shin, but he swerved his camel away in time.


    In unison, meaning something far different than Foster and the Sechnel had ever intended the words to mean, Maella, Sethlo, and the torchlighters said, “Close doors.”


    Deep grumbled as the camels passed through the palace gates. Sethlo would need to watch his belongings for a few nights or he might wake up with waterlogged clothes.


    Maella had never before felt such a feeling of belonging and purpose as they left Botron Palace behind to search for their next door to close.
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Chapter 1


    Junle didn’t like how the air smelled today—like a mix of iron and singed licorice. Her gut shouted danger.


    She searched the pipes that twisted and tangled like strands of hair around her, high up on the outside of the tower’s stone walls. Wind buffeted her slim body but she ignored its pull like it was nothing, because it was like nothing after long months of all but living on these pipes.


    The other torchlighters were dark moving dots on the pipes above, below, and beside her. Torchlighters worked the most dangerous job in the Tower of Shadows. They walked the pipes—sealing, fixing, adjusting—doing whatever was required to keep the licatherin flowing. It was a job not in the tower at all, but on the tower, at the very top, in the open air with little more than hooks and leathers, flint, torches, tar-pitch, and old ropes to keep them alive.


    The markers recorded the time worked by the torchlighters, so that torchlighters could send home their credits. Torchlighters ran the pipes each day as if on the edge of an eternal cliff. One wrong step from her current position—one misplaced hand or foot—and the fall to Ground would be lethal.


    A marker had once said the falling time would take a count of ten fingers and ten toes.


    Others scoffed. The count could not be so much, so tall, so far as to slowly count all of a person’s fingers and toes.


    So the markers bet against each other and waited for a torchlighter to fall.


    The death number had spread through the tower like the torchlighter’s bones had shattered and spread inside his skin.


    The marker had won the bet.


    Ten fingers and ten toes.


    Junle stepped off the tower’s stone ledge, the desert beneath a sharp yellow compared to the dark grey of the tower. She curled her calloused bare feet onto the first pipe. Looking out, her stomach twisted and fell out from under her like it always did. The other torchlighters did not know that the heights still sometimes made her afraid.


    A rumbling began under her feet, like how her stomach felt when she starved herself to send extra credits home to her mother, but then eventually splurged on too much food at the marker table. There would be a sickness in her belly that twisted and threatened to leave by explosion—


    “Blotcher!” The word tore from Junle’s throat before her mind knew what her mouth was saying. Her feet had known and her instinct kicked in.


    Torchlighter heads whipped in her direction at the sound of the word.


    Blotcher. Pipe block. Pressure. Explosion.


    The word carried all of that in the wind and the pipe jumped under her feet, attempting to buck her off. Metal screeched at the straps. Bolts pinged away like missiles. She looked down. She should not have looked down. Bile rose, burning the back of her throat, at the dizzying distance to Ground. The air reeked of burned sugar. Junle sprinted down the length of the pipe, muscles straining.


    They had to find the blockage, the trap, the muck, the kink, before too much pressure built into an explosion that would rip the pipes, and the torchlighters, off the tower.


    Torchlighters swung into view like circus performers. Shun had shown her a picture once from his home on Earth. The picture contained more colors than Junle could remember ever having seen in her whole life—acrobats and animals and fire. The torchlighters were like acrobats on these pipes.


    When Junle’s mother had still been healthy, ropes, like those now dangling from Junle’s waist, controlled curtains and props in a traveling performance that came to their Rathe village. It was the clearest memory she had of her life before the Tower of Shadows. Her mother, with rosy cheeks and a shine in her eyes, held Junle’s younger brother, Feren, on her hip. Father was long dead. Mother had bought them sugar cakes and Junle watched the performance three times, entranced by the costumes and pulleys and curtains. Fake clouds dropped from the stage sky to rain real water onto the two lovers running away together. The water had sprayed the crowd, stunning Junle and making Feren giggle.


    A shout brought Junle back to the pipes. Deep’s stout body swung from a pipe by one arm. Junle chastised herself for her straying thoughts.


    Blotcher-block.


    Deep was in trouble. If the torchlighters could be said to have a mother—a harsh, unforgiving, hotheaded mother—it would be Deep. Falling from this height was death by the time it took to count ten fingers and ten toes.


    Shun appeared on the opposite side of the pipe from Junle. His dark hair curled down to his shoulders, arms wiry and strong and deeply brown.


    Junle and Shun made eye contact. There was no point to words in the chaotic noise of the blotcher-block. It didn’t matter. Junle should be thinking about the blotcher-block, but the thought that leapt forward instead was that Shun had looked so beautiful that morning before shift. He had leaned across the ladder and kissed her gently on the lips like he always did, speaking a blessing of safety over her in his Chinese language. The words had flowed like water, like they always did, and gave her a moment of perfect peace in a place where that should have been impossible.


    But she tucked these thoughts away and sprinted to Deep, using her feet to grip and her arms to balance.


    Licatherin fluid rumbled from inside the pipes, building pressure. Junle anchored herself to the pipe closest to the blotcher-block.


    Shun formed a loop out of rope, then tossed the loop, trying to catch Deep around the waist. Torchlighters swarmed the surrounding pipes, dousing torches, twisting valves, checking fittings, stripping tar-pitch, hammering at seals. Anything to release the pressure from the system wherever they could. Anything to give Junle and Shun more time to save the pipe—to save Deep.


    “Ratchet the collar!” Shun shouted against the metal groans of a system that would have long gone dead without the torchlighters.


    “No, it will blow!” Junle shouted back. “I will cut the collar.”


    Shun pushed hair away from his face and used a hand hook to swing himself at a better angle to Deep’s twisting body.


    “Try not to screw this blotcher up, Junle,” Deep shouted. “I’ll wring your neck if you let me fall!”


    “Bring balance to the system, Junle,” Shun said. “It is the only way. Look with your feet—”


    “This is not time for one of your Chinese lessons!” But even as Junle took out the cutters, she turned inward and used her feet to feel what Shun had already known. The pipes bucked because the collars had loosened. The loose collar encouraged the pipe to buck, pinching what it contained. And so it would continue until the collar broke and the pipe and Deep and Shun and Junle would be lost to the afterlife of all three worlds.


    Junle switched her cutter for a ratchet. She stretched out to reach Deep’s pipe. Metal grit shed onto her hands, pitch made the work sticky, and the pipe was warm from the licatherin cooking inside. Her toes found bolts to use as pivots.


    With straining muscles, she ratcheted the collar into place. The pipe attempted to buck but the collar did not allow it. Shun used his strength to hold the machinery in place until she finished.


    From the corner of her eye, Junle saw Deep slipping. She tucked the tool into her belt and swung out from the pipe.


    Shun shouted in concern. Junle reached for Deep’s hand, just before Deep slipped away. With a strong swing, Junle caught Deep and used their momentum to slam them safely onto a nearby pipe large enough that two people could walk side by side on it. Junle lay next to Deep, gasping for air.


    Deep rested for a few seconds and then sprang to her feet and sprinted away. She hooked herself back to the blotcher pipe, swinging to the pipe’s torch-nest. Using pitch and flint, Deep set a new fire and coaxed it hot and blazing in order to melt the seal. She thrust her hand into the slim opening and pulled out a steaming pile of stringy goo.


    Deep let the blockage fall from her hand into the air. By the time the gunk reached bottom, if it reached bottom, it would have separated, dried out, and become little more than dust.


    Ten fingers and ten toes.


    Junle joined the other torchlighters. Deep blew carefully on the torch-nest until the pipe began to groan as if settling into a hot bath. She reset the pitch, sealing the seam.


    The pipes quieted and the torchlighters’ frenzied work calmed.


    “Light show the way,” Dev said into the relative stillness, his voice coming as if out of nowhere. He stood at a pipe a little above them, impossibly tall, his body an outline against the sun. His lanky frame hid the strength it took to survive running the pipes. Tar-pitch dripped from one hand, as if he had just set a seal.


    If Deep was their unintended mother, Dev was the father.


    “Dark show the stars,” the other torchlighters replied.


    The words came from Junle’s lips too. A call to belong, a call of safety, a call of hopelessness and hope that bound them together and said, somehow, that together everything would be all right, or had never been all right.


    Dev stepped over to Deep.


    “This was Steven’s route,” Deep said, not looking around. Anger made her shoulders tense. “Where is Steven? That blotcher could have blown a quarter of the pipes on the east curve.”


    Deep was hotheaded, but even Deep knew that Steven was one of the best torchlighters on the pipes.


    “He would not have forgotten to light this nest,” Junle said.


    “He was night shift,” Shun responded.


    “I know he was night shift,” Deep said, her voice heating up like the torch she had lit. “That is not what I asked.”


    Every torchlighter on the pipes knew the anger in Deep’s voice came from the knowledge that torchlighters had been dying lately, more often than was normal. Deep suspected some of the deaths had not been accidents.


    “He was called away. Our masters wanted him for some vital task.” Even Dev could not keep the sarcasm out of his voice when he said vital. “But he should have returned to his route.”


    Deep looked up sharply. “No.”


    They spoke about Master and Supervisor Hull. Father and son. One severe, one cruel. Both masters to the hundreds of workers in the tower. The torchlighters, the workers, their masters, the robed guards, everyone worked for Doormaker Tain.


    Doormaker Tain was one of those few people who had the power to open doors between the three worlds—Rathe, Earth, Thrae. Junle knew from childhood stories that such power often came with a violent, uncontrollable price. She wanted nothing to do with such things.


    Torchlighters walked the pipes to make sure the licatherin kept flowing. Licatherin fueled magic and addiction across three worlds—at least, that’s what Junle had been told. She had never left her home village until the day she indentured herself to the Tower of Shadows. She was in the tower to work and make enough return home credits to leave this place one day with her brother Feren—and with Shun—forever. They had saved up enough already that if they kept their current pace, freedom was only five years away.


    “Denying it does not prevent it from being so,” Dev said.


    Deep turned back to the torch-nest. She raised a fist as if she meant to slam it into the fire.


    Junle felt a new urgency. Every second of not working meant less medicine and less food. Markers kept track of everything you made and everything you took. Even now, their marker watched from a window ledge and noted things on a paper Junle wanted to tear to pieces. Her mother needed the return home money Junle and Feren sent to buy medicine.


    Shun crept to Junle and she took a moment—even though there was no time, even though other pipes began to groan and rumble, even as the marker man marked—to lean into Shun’s embrace and feel his strong arms wrap warmth and comfort around her, bringing balance to her heart.


    “I am glad you are well.” Shun kissed the top of her head.


    She vowed to leave this tower with Shun and her brother Feren at her side. But today—today her mother was still sick. Junle and her brother had bonded themselves to the tower long ago to pay for medicine to keep their mother alive.


    The emptiness of the desert sky blended into the sand. She let that emptiness create space between her and Shun because their day of escape was not today.


    Junle was a torchlighter.


    To keep the money flowing home, Junle needed to light her torches.


    





Chapter 2


    Splatter.


    That was the rumor spreading on the pipes as they worked shift. Steven had become a splatter.


    Ten fingers and ten toes.


    But this high up, no one knew for sure. Junle decided not to believe it. Steven was one of the best torchlighters on the tower.


    Still, what if Supervisor Hull waited for them at the end of shift? What would he, and more importantly, what would Deep do?


    Deep always claimed she was a lifer here in the tower. It meant she wasn’t afraid of stirring up trouble for herself or everyone else. But Junle needed to work. She needed to make sure the marker had her work credits recorded correctly. She needed to find Feren and make sure he was safe.


    When shift ended and the torchlighters reentered the pattern-machine room to store their gear, Junle hoped there would be no more trouble. Master Hull worked at the machine—a great beast of a contraption that ate up some of the licatherin the tower made each day in order to run patterns for Master Hull and the doormakers. His son, thankfully, was nowhere to be seen.


    Junle did some basic calculations in her head and confirmed the marker showed the right numbers. By working herself to the breaking point of muscle and energy today, she had made up for the lost credits from the quiet moment she had stolen to feel Shun’s arms around her after fixing the blotcher-block. If she kept up such a level for another three shifts, she would be back to where she wanted. It would take three more shifts because some of her earnings would go to buying extra licatherin to give her the needed energy.


    Like every worker in the tower, she was addicted. The stuff had tinted her skin purple along with the other workers. Licatherin also helped mark her as indentured to the tower. Working her way out of the tower would take so many years because she had to not only pay off her debts, and for her mother’s medicine, but also for enough licatherin to keep herself alive until she could find a krokosod-healer. Licatherin withdrawals were often lethal.


    Master Hull looked up from the machine. His white hair was disheveled as he fumbled with a set of glass tubes filled with blood. Master Hull’s skin was not purple because he was not addicted. He was above all that, as he sometimes liked to remind them.


    “Torchlighter Devadasi.” Master Hull fed the glass tubes of blood into the pattern-machine.


    “Yes, Master Hull,” Dev replied.


    “I have a book you might like.”


    Master Hull had used the machine in front of them enough times for Junle to know basically how it worked. Blood mixed with licatherin boiled up, steamed, and then distilled into ink that drew important predictions of the future with varying degrees of accuracy. Deep didn’t believe any of it. Dev thought all that mattered was that Master Hull and the doormakers believed it true, because they had all the power. Shun believed in all of it, deeply and completely.


    Junle didn’t know what to think. But Shun made a lot of sense even when he wasn’t making sense. The people who ended up here from Earth were like that sometimes.


    “Yes, sir,” Dev said, not able to keep excitement out of his voice. He took the book Master Hull pointed to on a table.


    Dev had tried to teach Junle how to read. She learned enough to recognize some basic words and numbers—enough to check the marker marks. Otherwise all that mattered was she could read the pipes—the cracks and fissures with her eyes, the pressure in the hollows with her feet, the temperature of a torch, the feel of pitch on her hands.


    Junle finished stripping her gear and headed past Master Hull for the hallway that led to the Midway ladder.


    Master Hull raised his eyebrows behind his glasses. “And when will the younger brother join the sister? You know the work and the pay. Your family would benefit from such a thing and I am in need of more torchlighters.”


    Junle’s heart galloped in her chest. She did not dare talk back. Master Hull was the most powerful person in the tower and it was his will that dictated everything inside the tower walls. Junle had always kept her head down. She had always done the work without complaint. But she could not let her brother join her on the pipes. He was not made for such work.


    “I think I will speak to him soon,” Master Hull said. “Tell him to come up top.”


    Junle saw Shun look at her. Shun knew how she felt—and how she must be feeling this very moment. She thought quickly. How could she keep Master Hull from speaking to Feren?


    “He is sick, Master Hull,” Junle said. “He ate something that did not sit well in his stomach. It is difficult even for him to climb what he has always climbed right now.”


    Master Hull waved a hand at Junle and turned back to his work at the pattern-machine. “Yes, very well. Tell him to come see me when he becomes well.”


    “Yes, Master Hull.” But Junle would do no such thing. If luck was on their side, then Master Hull would forget this conversation. It was not the first time such a thing had happened.


    Junle would have to count on that because she could not let her brother walk the pipes. He would surely die from the work. The risk was too great. She would take that risk for them. Feren could not be allowed to become a torchlighter.


    The torchlighters climbed down the long ladders through the bowels of a tower full of mechanical movings and shakings with the sweet smell of licorice thick and humid. Their work took place on the outside of the tower but their sleeping quarters were inside, at Midway.


    As they climbed through a series of pipes that twisted and tangled around each other, workers confirmed the news.


    Steven really was a splatter.


    When the torchlighters reached Midway, Deep headed straight for their section of the dormitory. She sat on a cot where the torchlighters had staked out their corner of beds from the other workers. Dev took a spot next to her, dwarfing her with his height. Adults were kept in different dormitories. Children and teenagers were kept at Midway, under the watchful eye of robed guards who lacked any sort of purple hue to their skin. The guards looked down on the licatherin-addicted with deep disdain.


    Deep wanted all of them to gather, but Junle resisted. What was the point in debating what happened? It would only get in the way of their work. But Shun coaxed her over to the more than a dozen torchlighters who surrounded Dev and Deep on the cots. Everyone from shift had gathered.


    “Steven.” Deep spoke his name out loud as if that was supposed to turn all of them into a justice mob.


    Hearing Steven’s name out loud—it festered like a wound Shun would say needed healing, not anger.


    “That makes four of us now this year,” Deep said.


    “There have not been so many accidents in the whole of last year,” Dev said, head and shoulders taller than Deep, even though both sat.


    “This was no accident,” Deep said.


    “Of course it was not,” Dev said.


    “But the work is dangerous,” Junle said. She had to work for that medicine—her mother needed the medicine—not get mixed up in Deep’s anger. “People die in the tower all the time. Sometimes torchlighters make mistakes on the pipes.”


    “Not Steven,” Deep said.


    “It is possible that Steven could make a mistake.” Junle fought against a rising feeling of wrongness at her own words. She had to say it for the sake of keeping her mother alive. “You could have been a splatter today if not for me and Shun.”


    Deep squinted and looked aside at Junle. “You know better than that.”


    Junle ducked her head. Even if the pipe had blown she did suspect Deep would have found a way to survive. “We all have reasons for why we are here. If we make trouble now—”


    “Then maybe we keep one of us from dying,” Deep said, looking around at the torchlighters.


    Many nodded their heads in agreement—including Shun.


    “Make trouble and they will send you home, or worse, to the Circle,” Junle said, as if this somehow needed stating out loud.


    Dev and Deep looked after the torchlighters but Junle feared where this was all headed. She didn’t want Shun, or any of them, to get mixed up in more trouble. She was exhausted and needed licatherin to rid herself of the headache forming from the day’s work.


    “I need to work.” Junle looked at the tired faces of the other torchlighters. “We all need to work to send credits home.”


    “We cannot send them if we are dead,” Dev said.


    “Then go home now and leave me—” But Junle cut herself off.


    Dev had no home to go back to. He worked because there was nowhere else for him after Sechnel had burned his village to the ground more than a decade ago.


    “Maybe it is time for you to return home,” Deep said. “But you know you cannot. What would your mother do? Welcome back the person whose presence means the medicine no longer flows, knowing your happy return puts her that much sooner into the soil?”


    “Stop it, Deep,” Junle said. “I did not mean—”


    “I am glad to only work for myself,” Deep said. “I am no money machine to pump and pump until everything runs dry like a broken pipe by those who say they love you. I work for myself.”


    Tears of frustration rose in Junle’s eyes. A part of her knew Deep was right about how wrong this all was, but said, “We cannot look for trouble. How many brothers and sisters survive off of your work here?” She turned to the other torchlighters again. Faraway looks came into their eyes. Memories, loved ones, obligations. “How many of you have those who depend on you to be here, stay here, send credits home from here?”


    Silence descended on them. They all had reasons for signing themselves over to the tower’s work. They had all chosen this, even if some would say they were too young to be allowed to choose such things. Even if some would say that the tower jobs did not turn out anything like what the credit-hunters had promised. Even if some would say that the way the markers marked left few ways to depart the tower other than as a splatter or as fodder for the Circle.


    And.


    And even when the schooling was finished or the medicine had stopped working or the house had been built or the food would last—it was hard to imagine returning home to those you loved who could only see the return as a mixed blessing that ended the credits.


    “Steven was not a splatter by accident,” Deep said. “You do not believe that either.”


    When Dev didn’t respond Deep moved to stand in front of him. “Dev?”


    “I do not know what happened,” Dev said. “But it changes nothing about our work here or our addiction to licatherin.”


    “It was Supervisor Hull,” Deep said. “He must have done something.”


    “And still,” Dev said. “To be angry is to revenge the faults of others unto ourselves. There is no escape. There is no battle against the guards where we win. What happened to Steven changes nothing about what we must do.”


    “Wait until it is someone else! Wait until it is you,” Deep said, words choking in her throat. “And then we will see if you can say that it changes nothing.”


    Feren appeared in the dormitory. Junle’s throat tightened as she saw her little brother leave the bustle of children at Midway entrance. He skirted the marker who held her marking paper as severely as she held up her spine. Feren kept to the edges, to avoid those in the tower who might push or pull or trip someone for a laugh. When Feren saw Junle, his face lit up into a tired smile and he rushed over.


    Junle returned his smile but knew the smile did not reach her eyes. Only when she checked her little brother over for injury and found none did her spirits lift. Feren worked in the folding room and, while it was one of the safer jobs, in the tower nothing was truly safe.


    Though they worked to save their mother’s life, both knew she must pine for the two of them every day. Anything was worth keeping their mother alive.


    “Is Steven really dead?” Feren asked. “Is he really the splatter?”


    Junle nodded.


    “We have no evidence,” Dev replied to Deep. “And even if we did, what would we do with such evidence—bring it to the owner of this tower, that is, to Master Hull who is Supervisor Hull’s father? No, that would most surely send us all to the Circle.”


    “You think he splattered Steven?” Feren asked, excitement rising in his voice.


    “He is rich and spoiled and wields power over others,” Dev said. “While such things do much to ruin a person, these things do not make him a murderer.”


    “There you go again,” Deep said. “Spouting philosophy like truth.”


    Dev tilted his head. “But Deep—it is.”


    “And tomorrow you will spout a different kind of philosophy and the truth will change,” Deep said.


    Dev smiled, as if happy that they had finally come to agreement.


    Deep sighed. “And still Steven will be dead. His bones shattered like so much glass inside his body. But what if I am the one who is right? What if Steven did not fall by accident? If this was not an accident—”


    “Then someone is murdering torchlighters,” Shun said, speaking up for the first time. “Four of us have died in far too short a time. Any one of us could be next. But the question I am pondering is—why? Steven was one of the best on the pipes. The tower needed him. He kept to himself. He stayed out of trouble. What is going on in the tower that even he would be sacrificed?”


    Some torchlighters fidgeted. Others stared off with faraway looks in their eyes. No one offered an answer. Not even Deep. Eventually the group broke apart—some to the washroom, others to sleep.


    Junle and Feren completed their nightly rituals and returned to the cot they shared. Shun was already asleep on a cot nearby.


    Feren had stayed quiet in the washroom, forgoing his usual chatter about the folding room where he worked. There was clearly something on his mind and Junle feared she knew what it was.


    “Feren,” Junle prompted. When it came to her brother, she wanted no secrets between them. “Say what is on your mind.”


    “Steven is a splatter,” Feren said slowly, as if feeling out the words. “So your shift has an opening for a new torchlighter.” He rushed the rest of the words out. “If I become a torchlighter like you—we will save enough to leave this tower in only two caravans!”


    Junle’s heart sank. “No, Feren. The work is too dangerous.”


    “But you do the work.”


    “I am your sister. I am supposed to take care of you.”


    “I am your brother! I might be younger but I am also supposed to take care of you.”


    The look on Feren’s face was so earnest and vulnerable. He had worn that look as a toddler when their mother had shown the first signs of sickness. Junle would take Feren to market day to trade what they could for what they needed. Feren’s eyes would always widen at the colorful cloth and loud conversations. The fatty, savory smells of grilling meat would make them both salivate and Junle would do everything she could to make good enough trades on market day so they could share a stick of meat on the way home.


    “You cannot,” Junle said. “Promise me, Feren. We keep our heads down. We do our work—the work that has been assigned to us. Let me—”


    “You should not take all the risks,” Feren said. “You should let me take care of you.”


    “Promise me, Feren.” She put all of her will and intention into the words. Promise me.


    Feren pressed his lips together until they formed a white line. A crease formed in his forehead. “I promise.”


    Junle’s insides relaxed. Feren had promised and he would keep his promise, for now. She reached out and poked the crease of skin in his forehead. “Little brother, try to smile sometimes. Otherwise your face might get stuck like that.”


    Feren rolled his eyes, but relaxed against the cot. A smile returned to his face. “Older sister, you are right, of course. You must be careful too. Someday your face might get stuck kissing Shun forever.”


    Feren puckered up his lips like a fish and scrunched his eyes closed. He made kissing noises and wrapped his arms around his chest.


    “Hey!” Junle said, flushing from embarrassment. She glanced over at Shun but he was asleep.


    Feren opened his eyes. Junle rolled her eyes at him. They laughed together and finally fell asleep.


    It was the cool of the night, just before morning light paled the stone walls and the bustle of shift change began, when Junle started dreaming.


    She held Feren’s hand tightly in her own. They stood before the marker table at Ground their first day at the Tower of Shadows. Credit-hunters had brought four other adults, but no other children besides Junle and Feren. The woman with the flowing robe took their blood and traded them marker tags.


    It was Shun who had come down to retrieve the blood that day.


    In her dream, she traced the outline of Shun’s face with her eyes. Shun looked at Junle like he really saw her. His shock of black hair and dark eyes stood out against the blue sky and piping. In his torchlighter leathers, belts, and hooks, he looked like someone from another world—and then she had found out later that he was from another world. Earth.


    She had liked the look of him from the very first moment. That feeling had gotten lost in the mix of dread and anxiety during the first climb to Midway, being shown the dormitory—their new home—and learning their new jobs. The feeling returned at dinner that first night, when Shun approached their table.


    Junle had chosen a seat for her and Feren in a corner, backs to the wall for protection, huddled over a shapeless protein mass and sweet-tasting water. She had known nothing yet about licatherin—other than it was something the tower made and sold.


    Shun slipped onto the bench next to her, making her heart gallop in her chest.


    “I am Shun,” he said with a thick accent around the Rathe words that Junle couldn’t place. “What is your name?”


    “Junle. This is my brother Feren.”


    “Junle?” Shun said. There had been a hint of pleasure in his voice. “That is a name like I might have found back home.”


    They had compared stories then—as anyone who worked in the tower eventually did. He told them about a place called China and his village and she told him about their mother getting sick.


    When Feren took away their dishes, Shun had stopped his story. In one breathless sentence he said, “Junle, I saw you outside the tower and your eyes spoke to me and I want you to know they are a beautiful brown and I swore I saw flecks of gold in them and—”


    He stood up, flushing, shifting from foot to foot and cutting himself off like he had said too much. He apologized and ran off.


    Junle blushed and her stomach had turned upside down because his words made her feel beautiful and she had felt the same when she had seen him. But she didn’t have the courage to speak anything back. Not on that first day when everything was mixed up.


    As soon as Shun vanished among the other workers in the eating room she scolded herself. She should have said something back!


    “Junle.” Feren’s voice broke into Junle’s dream.


    Junle blinked herself awake. The dormitory was large and cold. All around them children slept and dreamed.


    Her own dream faded.


    “Do you think Deep speaks true? Did someone kill Steven?” Feren sounded so vulnerable.


    “No, Feren,” Junle said, putting all the confidence and surety she could in her voice. If she could make him feel a little safer in this tower full of shadow and noise and danger then she would do it. “It was an accident. Steven was killed by the pipes.”


    It had broken Junle’s heart when Feren decided to come with her when she joined the tower. She knew it would happen, but had hoped for a different story for him—somehow.


    But at least she would keep him from becoming a torchlighter. At least that.


    Feren sniffled. His hair was plastered to his face, and torchlight shined from his eyes. He was all bone and angle and small. He looked so much like their mother.


    “But then that could happen to you one day.”


    A pain pierced Junle’s heart. She grabbed his hand across the cot they shared and held it while his body trembled against hers.


    “No,” Junle said. “I will be more careful.”


    





Chapter 3


    Junle stepped from Midway onto the ladder she climbed every day. Hand over hand. One rung after the other. Up and up. Shift would start soon. They must reach the top, suit up in their leathers and gear, and head onto the pipes attached to the outside of the tower before shift started or the markers would strike return home credits from their sheets.


    She could not help but count as she climbed. Ten fingers and ten toes.


    Her muscles warmed, her breath deepened, life energy filled her. Pipes snaked away from the ladder like so many spiderwebs meant to catch and trap and delay. Shun climbed beside her. The other torchlighters climbed up to shift on the ladder too. People of all ages, already on shift, did their work inside the tower. The sounds of mechanical gears, hissing steam, and hammers banging on metal left little room for conversation, but that had never stopped Junle and Shun before.


    “You did not sleep well,” Shun said, not as a question. He took one side of the ladder and she took the other so they could climb together, like they were climbing up two poles with steps. This was one of her favorite times of day. It almost felt like they were alone together.


    Junle would never confess this out loud, but she liked watching how Shun moved on the ladder. They were close enough like this for her to admire the way his muscles moved as he pulled himself up the rungs. When they ran the pipes there was almost never a chance to be this close. Sometimes they snatched moments in dark corners but it always felt like someone watched.


    Junle glanced at a glass eye, one of many strategically placed throughout the tower’s insides that were connected by thin pipes to the top, top, top of the tower where Master Hull kept his pattern-machine and spying tools.


    Technically they were all being watched—all the time.


    Junle remembered Feren’s request. Now Feren wanted to join the torchlighters too. It wasn’t the first time he had said such a thing. She worried that someday he would sign up without telling her.


    It was what she had done.


    “Junle?”


    Shun looked at her with concern, his dark eyes shining with feelings that made Junle’s stomach melt.


    “Do you remember when we first saw each other?” she asked.


    Shun paused, almost unnoticeably. “Yes.” His face flushed with a smile.


    “When I first came here, they had me and Feren work in the folding room.” She had folded and scraped the licatherin into the oil alongside Feren. That was when she had met Senta, a girl near her age who sometimes tended to the wounds that workers inevitably came back to the dormitory with.


    Junle had learned much from Senta, including that Shun was a torchlighter—and that torchlighters were the highest paid of all the workers.


    “You were only there for ten days,” Shun said.


    “You counted?” Junle said, surprised.


    Shun nodded. “I noticed.” He still had that half-smile on his lips.


    Junle had told Master Hull she wanted to become a torchlighter. She was determined not to spend the rest of her life in the tower. Junle and Feren planned to work and save and send money home and take as little from the marker table as they could. In five years they would have enough to buy themselves back from the tower and have some credits left over for healers and medicine so they could go back home. She would sign up for school and learn how to read and start a little shop for herself at market where she could sell something colorful and pretty. Something no one needed, but only wanted.


    “I saw you when you climbed to the top of the tower to ask Master Hull to become a torchlighter,” Shun said.


    “But you had never come to talk to me,” Junle said. “All those ten days of meals and Midway time and—”


    “I was scared … after what I said the first time.”


    Shun had come off of his torchlighter shift with the others while Junle approached Master Hull about training.


    “You did not look at me once in the pattern-machine room.”


    He had removed his leathers, belts, and harnesses, without once acknowledging she was in the room.


    “It was like I didn’t exist.”


    Shun brushed her cheek with his hand. Where he touched it felt like he had burned a line of fire into her skin. “No, Junle. You existed and for me you were like the sun. You shined so bright I had to look away to save myself.”


    Junle reached out a hand and grabbed his. They stopped moving up the ladder to look at each other.


    That day long ago, when Master Hull had dismissed Junle with instructions to return the next day for her first shift—instead of leaving the pattern-machine room, Junle had walked straight up to Shun.


    His hands were covered in tar-pitch and some of it had speckled his cheeks. His hair was dark and swept to one side, hanging just below his ears.


    “I think your eyes are beautiful too.”


    Shun had looked up from his equipment at her words. Junle had drowned in his eyes because she could see how much her silly words had undone him.


    “Yes,” Shun said, his eyes shining like they had on that day. “That is what you said to me in the pattern-machine room and you did not care at all about who heard you. Already, I knew you were brave.”


    Deep and Dev had howled with laughter. She didn’t know them very well yet, only their names. But Shun hadn’t let their laughter bother him, so neither did she.


    “Hey, pipe-walkers!” Deep’s voice broke the moment. She climbed the rungs below them. Grease already streaked her forehead. “Get climbing. Shift starts soon. You make me late and you owe me return home credits!”


    Junle stepped onto the next rung. But the rung was slick and her hands slipped off. Though her mind knew both feet were still on the rungs, for a brief, paralyzing moment she felt weightless.


    Ten fingers and ten toes.


    Shun grabbed her hand and slammed it back to the ladder rungs, pinning it in place against the metal. Quickly, he whispered his blessing of safety over her in the language of his childhood and kissed her, cupping her cheeks with his hands. His warm touch seared her with emotion.


    When he let her go, she released a shaky laugh.


    Sometimes you slipped. She had not been in any real danger of falling with both her feet still on the rungs—or at least, not in any more danger than they all were every moment of the day.


    And Feren wanted this job now? She could never let that happen.


    “I am good,” Junle said to reassure Shun, but she thought of Steven and could not keep out a crack in her voice.


    Deep believed Steven and the other three torchlighters who had splattered this year could not have all been accidents. What if she was right?


    Something light touched her foot. She looked down into Torian’s worried face. He had climbed up past Deep. He was a slip of a boy, smaller and more vulnerable even than Feren, but with incredible reflexes and dexterity. He never spoke. Though the silent message of concern on his face was plain to see.


    “I have a headache,” Junle said, lying.


    “Then you should return to bed,” Shun said. “The work is too—”


    “It will pass.” Junle forced herself to climb on. “You know they will sample our patterns today because of Steven.”


    After a long moment, Shun caught up. “You are right. They would bring you up from Midway. The patterns are important, but so is your life.”


    “This is my life,” Junle said. “Our lives. We climb and walk the pipes. The patterns are like gambling. You throw down some cards and—”


    “They show us ways to balance the debts of the worlds,” Shun said.


    It was a well-worn argument between them.


    “They are used as evidence before someone has even committed a crime. I detest them,” Junle said.


    “Do not detest the inevitable,” Shun said. “They are possibilities depending on the actions of those involved. Potential futures to be shaped into being.”


    “Even when they are used against us?” Junle said, picking up the pace of her climb again. “They are drawings from a machine. How can such things possibly tell the future? They have been proved wrong more times than right and still we are sent to the Circle based on patterns alone.”


    “Junle—”


    “I must work,” Junle said.


    “You cannot work if you are dead. By accident or on purpose it is all the same.”


    “Not you too, Shun. I miss Steven too, but we cannot go looking for trouble.”


    “Sometimes trouble finds you anyway.”


    “You are starting to sound like Dev.”


    “Maybe Dev sounds like me.” Shun arched an eyebrow.


    Junle smiled, her stomach fluttering again, but continued climbing. “Maybe.”


    “I know I will not change your mind.” Shun shook his head. “I know you well enough by now to know that much.”


    “You are right,” Junle said.


    “But maybe what is right is dangerous. Maybe what is right is hard. Maybe what is right is the only way to live in this world.”


    “Now you really sound like Dev. I am here to work. I am not here to solve mysteries or get sent to the Circle or become a splatter.”


    “And when will your life be yours alone?” Shun said. “When will you get to live with the choices of your own making and not another’s?”


    “Shun.” Junle paused briefly and rested a hand over his. He was warm and the skin on his hands was calloused like hers. “You know better. The answer is never.”


    “Junle. That is not a good enough answer. You know what I want for us.”


    Junle felt that wonderful warmth spread through her body at his words. She should take back what she had said. She didn’t mean never. It was a mood, the pretend headache, the grief and conflict over Steven’s death.


    She should tell Shun she wanted the same thing for them too—but they had reached the top of the ladder. Supervisor Hull’s appearance cut off her words.


    Supervisor Hull stood above them on a platform connecting an outer and inner hallway. This hallway wrapped around the Circle, an arena that also housed a great beast kept alive to punish the workers. He wore a scowl on his face and a pale-colored tunic with yellow embroidery on the cuffs. The color set off his dark skin in a way that would have been attractive if he hadn’t been such a hateful person. His father, Master Hull, was like an absent-minded dictator.


    The son, Supervisor Hull, was only a few years older than many of the torchlighters, but he was an eternity above them all when it came to power and wealth and he liked to remind them of that fact.


    “Master Hull wants to see all of you,” Supervisor Hull said. “He is investigating the death of Torchlighter Steven and will determine the guilty party today. There will be deadly consequences for anyone who interferes with the tower’s work.”


    Junle and Shun exchanged a look. The warm feeling in Junle’s stomach vanished. A cold stone of anxiety replaced it. This was not unexpected, but that didn’t mean it was welcome.


    The torchlighters climbed onto the platform, gathering together.


    “Does Master Hull truly think a torchlighter did this to Steven?” Deep said, challenge in her voice.


    Supervisor Hull gave Deep a scathing look. “That is not my business, pipe-walker.” People in the tower used the term pipe-walker with awe and respect for their work. The word from Supervisor Hull’s mouth could only be taken as an insult. “All I know is that we are now short a torchlighter and the production of licatherin has slowed. My father is not pleased.”


    Supervisor Hull led them down the curved stone hallway to the pattern-machine room. Here at the top of the tower, the burnt smell faded, replaced at times with hints of hay and blood and paper.


    The torchlighters not already on shift formed a line and entered the pattern-machine room. Master Hull puttered about. Junle’s eyes skirted to the boxes of torchlighter equipment—belts, ropes, hooks, chalk, pitch—and the torchlighter ledge, which was their jumping off point for shift. She had rarely wanted to start shift so badly before.


    Finally Master Hull noticed them. Setting down his spectacles, he drew out a syringe and needles from a cabinet. “You are a key part of great work being done. Without you all the worlds would be worse off. Without you the licatherin would stop flowing and the worlds would stop turning.”


    He droned on for several minutes about duty and loyalty and honor. It was a lecture he had given to the torchlighters many times before.


    Junle could tell he believed what he said. Part of her wanted to believe him too. It made the work easier.


    Master Hull finished his lecture and motioned each torchlighter forward. “Quickly now, there is work to be done.”


    When Master Hull finished drawing blood samples, he nodded for the torchlighters to suit up. “No time to waste on the pipes. This is obligatory in nature. Investigation requires thorough attention to detail.”


    Shun and the others began the jingle and jangle of torchlighters suiting up for shift.


    Junle rubbed the spot on her arm where the needle had sunk in and thought about Shun’s words. A small red dot beaded on her skin. She angrily wiped it away before getting on with the belts, hooks, and leathers that made her a torchlighter.


    Patterns as possibilities. Futures that could be shaped into existence. Drawings used to convict the innocent.


    Already Master Hull was feeding the blood to the machine, taller than two people and almost as wide as the room. Steam rose and gears whirled. The machine ate up the blood and licatherin and belched for more. A large needle dipped and swooped over a platform that held sheets of parchment paper. Thick purple ink that smelled like metallic licorice came out from the needle and drew something on the paper—a pattern, a fortune, a prophecy, a story, a possible future.


    Dev and Deep exchanged an unreadable expression. They had known each other for a long time. Junle still knew very little of their history, but some unspoken message passed between them.


    Dev caught Torian’s eye.


    As the torchlighters suited up, Torian used the chaos to skirt closer to the machine. Master Hull fed another sample into the machine even as the first pattern finished.


    Supervisor Hull, his face a neutral mask of boredom, approached the ink paper. Shun’s blood had been sampled first, so this first pattern would be his.


    Junle could clearly see Supervisor Hull’s expression as he bent over the pattern. An acid taste began to rise in her mouth. Without realizing it, Junle stepped closer and closer to Supervisor Hull as his face changed from neutral boredom to shock and then—to rage.


    Supervisor Hull looked up. Junle flinched but he did not notice. He stared at Shun. Their patterns had never showed much of anything—what in Shun’s pattern could cause such a reaction?


    She edged closer, her heartbeat picking up. Supervisor Hull could notice her attention at any time, and then the marker would be the least of her worries.


    As the machine finished the next pattern—her own pattern—Master Hull turned in her direction. Junle crouched, as if adjusting the leathers at her legs. When Master Hull returned his attention to the machine, Junle stood up. Supervisor Hull was examining Shun’s pattern while angling himself away from his father.


    Junle tried to act as small as possible while craning her neck to see. She held her breath as her eyes made out something dark—large hands reaching out. The pattern showed two figures on the tower pipes, but something was odd—


    Suddenly the room was stuffed full of bodies and conversation. Junle lost sight of the pattern as the torchlighters from the night shift returned. Usually shifts only crossed paths on the pipes, but the blood sampling had delayed things today.


    Junle used the distraction to step next to Supervisor Hull. She saw the full drawing for several seconds before he crumpled it and stuffed it into his cuff.


    Supervisor Hull walked away. He acted like he didn’t have a care in the world. Junle stood there, frozen. The pattern-machine chugged on, its needle finishing Junle’s ink and moving to the next one. Torian hovered near the paper platform, as if the size and number of the torchlighters had pushed him there. But Junle couldn’t have cared less about what her own pattern showed.


    Shun had been drawn into his own pattern. His flashing eyes, dark hair, and toned, muscular body were unmistakable to someone who had spent a great many days drinking in the sight of him. It looked like strange insects dotted the air around him, but Shun had been falling, falling, falling from the pipes, falling to his death—


    Two hands were large at the edge of the picture, rough and close to the viewer. The fingers were splayed, hand reaching out, as if having just pushed Shun off the pipes.


    Suddenly the possible truth in the patterns felt all too real.


    Someone was going to splatter Shun.


    Junle opened her mouth to shout out to the world. Shun was going to be splattered! But her mouth was dry and her throat cracked around the sounds she tried to force out.


    Then Shun was there—by her side, tugging on her hand. His leathers creaked and he smelled like boy and she felt dizzy in his presence. He was alive.


    “Junle, what did you see?”


    Junle drowned in his dark eyes and still her voice would not work.


    “You pipe-walkers clear this space!” Supervisor Hull shouted. “Out onto the pipes or down to Midway. Clear the room!”


    Shun tugged Junle’s hand. She let herself be led away from the machine. Shun’s face shined with concern, but they both knew they could not truly speak until they reached the junction between their two routes. But he couldn’t—


    “Shun, you cannot go out there!” Junle gasped.


    “Meet me at our junction,” Shun said. He climbed the ledge and jumped, vanishing among the web of pipes. Knocks and grumblings and groanings of the torchlighters’ pipe work began.


    “Shun.” Her voice caressed his name, yet her heart broke with rising grief. She had always dismissed the patterns as worthless, until only moments ago—but now those moments felt like an eternity. She had made all these plans to work and save and avoid trouble. She had promised herself she would keep her head down. She had sworn to sacrifice for all the years it would take to earn the freedom of her, her brother, and Shun.


    But all of that was gone now.


    Shun’s pattern had changed everything.
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