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    Dedication


    THOUGH YOU MAY NOT YET SEE IT, ALREADY, I KNOW YOU ARE BRAVE.

  


  
    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.

  


  
    Chapter 4


    Junle did not walk the pipes this shift—she ran them.


    Shun would run them too, in order to meet her, and this thought opened a pool of fear in her belly because of what she had seen in his pattern.


    Their routes wound over and under other pipes and around the tower itself. Shun’s route would cross hers at a junction of hissing steam and five torch-nests’ seals that always needed new tar-pitch.


    The junction was where several of the pipes met and curled around each other. Some pipes were larger in diameter than the old trees that had grown deep in the forest around her village. Yet even with all that pipe, a marker could see this section from a window ledge above, when looking carefully.


    Junle’s bare feet slapped down on the groaning metal. When Junle reached the junction, she did not see Shun. She started in on her first torch-nest, while trying not to imagine—


    Shun turned a corner, feet slapping against metal. He glanced at her, but his first torch-nest was too far for them to read each other’s expression. He crouched at the first torch-nest.


    Shun was not yet a splatter.


    Junle could breathe again.


    They worked quickly, moving toward each other. Shun used a flint to light a torch, refueled the nest, and reset the seal with new pitch. As he moved onto the second torch-nest, close enough now that they could speak, he glanced over, smiling.


    Junle spilled out what she had seen in his pattern as she drank in the sight of him. His hair was swept to one side. His face was streaked with smears of tar-pitch, his hands dark and sticky with it. She finished with describing how in the pattern the hands looked as though they had pushed him off the pipe to make him splatter.


    For what seemed an eternity, Shun did not speak. His face had drained of blood and his hands, always strong and careful, now trembled. “A splatter?”


    “I saw it,” Junle said. “Shun, you must not be on these pipes. What if the pattern meant today? You must go back.”


    As if her words had broken a taut string inside Shun, he came back from whatever dark place he had gone to and returned to his work at the torch-nest.


    “Junle,” he said carefully, though his voice shook on her name. “You said before that patterns cannot be trusted. Not completely. Even if it showed you that I … that—”


    “It does not matter what I said before. It matters that Supervisor Hull saw it—”


    Shun said something about the balance of energy in the universe and knowing his life path, and something else, but his words were lost in the garble of tower work as shouting caught their attention.


    The marker man had found them pausing in their work.


    They mark everything you make and everything you take.


    Those were the words of advice, or rather warning, that Dev had shared that first night, when Junle and Feren had moved onto a cot in the torchlighter section of the dormitory. Deep’s words of advice had been to try not to die during her first torchlighter shift.


    The marker waved his papers furiously in the air. He leaned halfway out of his perch into open sky to show them his fury and attention.


    “Junle,” Shun said, a hitch in his voice as he looked over his shoulder down the pipe’s seam. “You have said yourself many times—the patterns mean nothing.”


    “And you have said many times that the patterns mean everything.” Tears threatened to form in her eyes and obscure her vision. Everything had turned upside down.


    “Junle,” Shun said. “We must work.”


    It was always Junle who had said those words to others.


    She could not bear to utter them now.


    Before she could stop Shun, he finished with his last torch-nest and ran on the pipes like he had been born on them. The marker shouted, loud and angry enough to get the attention of two other torchlighters who stopped and tried to find the source of the marker’s displeasure.


    Junle’s heart dropped as Shun vanished along his route. She finally ducked her head and returned to the three torch-nests needing reset on her route. If she went after Shun, if she left her route without permission, soon the guards would come, and maybe Supervisor Hull, and maybe that was how the pattern would come true and her actions would have brought about—


    Suddenly a fire lit inside Junle. The fire warmed her heart and stoked pins and needles in her hands, waking her up.


    The pattern wasn’t set. Like Shun said—it was what could happen if something wasn’t done to change it.


    Shun’s pattern could still be changed. She would find a way to keep him alive.


    Junle worked her route through the heat of the day with a furious energy. Somehow, though desert surrounded them for as far as the eye could see, moisture thickened the air more than what normally came steaming out from the lips and seals of pipes. Junle was careful to dry her hands with chalk, careful of ropes and hand hooks and bare feet on the correct pipe so that she wouldn’t burn.


    Every time her thoughts strayed, imagining Shun as a splatter, she forced them back to her work. His pattern showed a potential future. It hadn’t happened yet. She would make sure it did not happen.


    But pipes covered the tower inside and out. Master Hull would not let Shun leave the pipes to do a different, safer job. Others had tried. All had been denied and some had even been punished. The tower needed torchlighters.


    She silently begged for shift to end so she could make sure Shun was alive. She could not imagine living like this every day anymore—there only seemed to be one way to make sure Shun would never die a splatter.


    Shun must leave the Tower of Shadows.


    Junle checked her stations and refilled pitch and refreshed seam seals and lit torches. When shift was over, morning had turned into evening. Torchlighters returned their leathers and gear to the pattern-machine room to trade out with night shift.


    Shun came back from the pipes. Exhausted, but whole.


    She had made the right decision not to go after him and draw the attention of the guards to them—to him.


    There was still time.


    His pattern was not about today.


    They climbed down to Midway, side by side, like that morning and every day before that for many days, with all the glass eyes watching. But did not speak. Both were lost in thought.


    She had told Shun about his future death. Even if it might not come true, she could not act like nothing had changed. Shun could not go back out onto the pipes, but how could he live otherwise? It was like he had caught an infection and carried it with him wherever he went now.


    There was only one cure.


    Escape.


    They reached Midway and entered the dormitory, passing by the marker who made notes on her paper. Dev and Deep settled on a cot in the torchlighter corner like royalty. The other torchlighters from shift already surrounded them. Torian sat on the cot’s edge, folding and unfolding a bit of paper to add to his collection of shapes he had stuck to the wall.


    The marker for the dormitory sat on her stool and scanned the room.


    Junle walked up to Dev and Deep.


    “Someone is going to splatter Shun,” Junle said quietly, so quietly that a few of the torchlighters leaned in order to hear. She put all her emotion and surety of what must be done into her words. “Shun must leave the Tower of Shadows behind as soon as possible.”


    “I will not leave,” Shun said quietly, his voice sounding as sure as Junle’s had been.


    Junle could not bear to look at Shun. Dev and Deep both stilled. Even seated, Deep was so short next to Dev’s height, and yet no torchlighter, nor anyone in the tower for that matter, would dare call Deep the weaker of the two.


    The other torchlighters broke into fierce, whispered arguments over splatters and rotten pipes and murders.


    Feren entered from Midway. Her little brother looked tiny next to the fleshy size of the marker woman who took notes at Feren’s entrance.


    Feren approached, his back bent over as if the top half of him was too heavy for his bottom half to carry after a long shift at the folding tables. He tried to smile at Junle and her heart leapt with love and worry for him.


    Feren settled next to Junle on the cot. His presence soothed her until she saw his gaze linger on her torchlighter leathers like he imagined putting them on. He mouthed the names of the gear.


    Feren was serious about becoming a torchlighter. Fear struck Junle’s heart. What if he signed up after all—promise or no? Once he had, there would be no taking it back.


    Dev held up his hand for silence.


    Everyone quieted.


    “Tell us what this is about,” Dev said.


    Junle poured everything out exactly as she had seen it in Shun’s pattern. When she got to Supervisor Hull’s reaction to the pattern the torchlighters burst back into whispered conversations.


    Now it was Deep who called for silence. She inclined her head toward the marker woman. The meaning was clear to the torchlighters. Shut up. She’s watching.


    Conversations were allowed inside the dormitory, but even torchlighters knew not to draw too much attention to themselves in a group like this.


    Another shift from somewhere in the tower poured workers into the dormitory, drawing the marker’s attention away.


    “We can talk now, quickly,” Deep said.


    “Did you recognize the hands?” Dev asked.


    Junle shook her head. “It could be anyone.”


    “I bet my money on Supervisor Hull,” Deep said. “Why would he react otherwise to such a pattern unless he was the one behind it?”


    Other torchlighters nodded their heads and some whispered agreement. Supervisor Hull had a reputation. He had not always worked at the tower, but his father, Master Hull, had sent for him because of some mistakes Supervisor Hull had made outside the tower. No one who knew the details had shared them with the torchlighters.


    Supervisor Hull always made it clear to anyone who could see that he viewed his residence in the tower as little more than a type of imprisonment. While in this prison—he had said more than once—he planned to punish others like he was being punished.


    “But why would he want me dead?” Shun said. “I have done nothing to him.”


    “Supervisor Hull is the type of person who gets pleasure from showing off his power over others,” Deep said. “What greater pleasure than that which controls the power over life and death?”


    “Maybe Supervisor Hull was only angry because of the loss of another torchlighter. It affects the tower’s output of licatherin,” Dev said. “Torchlighters are expensive to train. If we are being murdered—well, that costs them a great deal too, does it not? It must frustrate Master Hull and the others that they have not stopped the deaths—”


    “The blood,” Deep interrupted. “I remember now that Steven’s blood had been sampled again. And the others—Ipos. Bejlindy. Tres. Each one died soon after their samples had been fed to the machine. Even for us, so many deaths in less than a year are strange.”


    “Yet the pattern-machine could have only been showing the accidents that waited for them,” Dev said. “The pattern-machine cannot cause the deaths themselves. None of it means murder.”


    “Shun’s pattern showed no accident.” Junle glanced at the marker who was still caught up with the new arrivals. The line entering the dormitory was almost finished. “What if the others were not accidents either?”


    “Dev, even you must admit that this is a strange thing. Even you must see a pattern emerging.” Deep turned to Shun, accusing.


    Junle saw only one answer to change Shun’s potential future, once and for all. Why couldn’t they see it too? “None of this changes Shun’s pattern. None of this stops Shun from becoming a splatter. Shun must run away.”


    Deep laughed.


    Junle felt dumbstruck. How could they not see that escape was Shun’s only option? It was the best way to keep him alive. “The Forsi desert is harsh, but with supplies and water—”


    “The sand raiders will pick him up first, if he is lucky, and bring him back to the tower. If he is not lucky? He will die of thirst and hallucinations and krokosod.”


    “We have all seen patterns that have come true,” Junle said. It was strange to hear the words coming from her lips. Shun had always been the one to believe in the patterns and now she was the one trying to convince him of their truth. “Maybe not every one, but enough to know that sometimes they do come true. This pattern is about no small thing.” Junle turned to Shun. “It is about your life. Are you saying after all of this—after everything you claim to believe about the patterns—that you do not believe in them anymore?”


    Shun looked back at Junle. She did not flinch from the overwhelming emotion that shined from his face. Instead, she felt herself drowning in the brown of his eyes.


    “I believe in the patterns as I always have,” Shun said.


    “Then you must—”


    Shun’s eyes flickered to Feren and then back to Junle. “I could never leave you and Feren behind in this tower. No matter how many death-patterns the machine produced.”


    Shun’s words made her heart soar, but also pierced her with ice. She saw the conviction and love in his eyes and knew it would be almost impossible to change his mind.


    “There is nowhere to hide.” Shun stood up and began to pace the length of the cot. Torchlighters drew up their feet out of his way. “They would search for me and punish all of you for it. I would rather take my chances here. Maybe the murderer becomes the murdered.”


    “If it is Supervisor Hull,” Dev said, acknowledging Deep with a tilt of his head, “or someone else important in the tower, you would kill us all.”


    “So you do think it is Supervisor Hull,” Deep said.


    Dev inclined his head. “I do not think it is not him. And there is more at risk here than one torchlighter.”


    Dev and Deep exchanged a look.


    “There always is!” Junle said. “But this is different.”


    “You are right,” Deep said. “This is different.”

  


  
    Chapter 5


    Shun stood up, narrowing his eyes. “What do you know?”


    Deep gave Shun an appraising look. “You are very perceptive, earth-boy. Be careful of what you notice.” Deep looked at the paper crane Torian held in his hand. “Show them what you took.”


    Torian froze with all the attention focused on him, but then began unfolding the paper. He never spoke with words but he always had other ways of communicating. He was the lightest and fastest of them all on the tower’s pipes now that Steven was gone. The paper he unfolded wasn’t blank like many of the other papers he used. This one had a picture drawn in purple ink.


    “You stole a pattern,” Shun said, almost mouthing the words, as he glanced at the marker.


    “So you believe this pattern, but not Shun’s,” Junle started. “Whatever this pattern—”


    “Junle,” Feren interrupted, craning his neck to see as the other torchlighters crowded around the paper. “You are in the pattern.”


    “This is Junle’s pattern,” Deep said.


    “You took my pattern? That will get you caught and sent to the Circle! Or they will believe I did it and send me to the Circle!”


    “No,” Deep said. “Torian switched your newest one with an old pattern stored in the debt room. They know nothing.”


    Shun looked at Torian with a profound respect. Torian broke into a grin that seemed to split his face in half.


    “Why would you do that?” Junle said, horrified at the risk that Torian had taken. “This is my life—”


    Exasperated, Deep shoved the pattern into Junle’s hands. “This is bigger than your life. Look at the pattern Torian stole for you and see if instead he didn’t save your life, pipe-walker.”


    The paper crackled, thick and sturdy. The ink sunk into the fibers like paint. Junle saw the Tower of Shadows. A line of workers marched away as the tower itself crumbled into the sand.


    Junle was near the front. Feren was in front of her. Shun was in front of them.


    But in front of all of them, leading them away from the tower, was a girl about Junle’s age. Her hair was wild and curly and even though the ink only drew in a single color, somehow Junle knew that the girl’s skin was stained purple with licatherin addiction like their own.


    The girl marched toward a wagon carved in symbols for the Library of Souls—a wagon that came every caravan to collect patterns for the doormaker archives.


    Junle couldn’t understand what she was seeing. “What does this mean?” She had focused all her energy on Shun’s pattern and convincing him to escape the tower and now—


    Shun’s voice was full of wonder. “The tower is falling and you and Feren and I are the keys for helping it fall.”


    “The caravan.” Feren spoke up. “All three of us could escape on the caravan and then Shun will not have left us behind.”


    Junle’s heart leapt at Feren’s words as doubt also filled her. Had she read Shun’s pattern wrong after all?


    “But who is the girl?” Shun searched the features of the strange girl’s face.


    No on recognized the girl in Junle’s pattern.


    “She could be anyone,” Junle said.


    “As long as she is not a doormaker, then I do not care,” Deep said.


    “What if she is a doormaker?” Dev asked.


    “Like the ones we work for?” Deep said. “The ones who made this tower? She cannot be one of them and also be the one responsible for making the tower fall.”


    “And what if she is?” Dev responded. “Are we going to ignore that? This girl is going for the doors to the Library of Souls in Junle’s pattern.”


    Junle thought that if the girl in her pattern was real and actually a doormaker—one who could open doors—portals—between the three worlds, like the door that had brought Shun to Rathe—well, she didn’t know what she would think about that.


    There was a clear division among tower workers, and the torchlighters themselves, when it came to doormakers. Some worked earnestly for the chance to rise up and be noticed by Doormaker Tain. Some of them earned the right to become guards of the tower and were weaned off of licatherin.


    Still others could not care less. That was Junle. What did doormakers have to do with her and her little torchlighter life inside the Tower of Shadows? She was sure the answer would be absolutely nothing.


    “Does it matter?” Deep said. “We will find out soon enough. But things are finally happening. The time is coming when we will rise up and show them—”


    “But someone has been splattering torchlighters,” Junle said. “And Shun is—”


    But her voice choked on the word next. Shun was in her pattern, where the caravan wagons had clearly arrived even though the next caravan was hundreds of days away.


    Shun’s pattern showed him as a splatter.


    Which one was right?


    “I cannot just go, Junle.” Shun let out a breath that seemed to take all his energy with it. “Not with patterns like these. If I go, both patterns break.”


    Tears collected unwillingly in Junle’s eyes. “Shun, I want you to live. The two patterns cannot both be right.”


    “Do you not see it?” Shun said gently. “If the tower falls than I can never fall from it.”


    Junle sat back, stunned. She didn’t know how to process his words. She wanted to believe him but something about his interpretation did not sit right.


    “Your pattern shows I am alive at least until the next caravan arrives,” Shun said.


    “You do not know for certain that is what the patterns mean,” Junle said, but she felt the pull of his words increase her doubts. Shun was in her pattern, walking away from the tower just ahead of her and Feren. The wagons surrounding the crumbling tower were clearly wagons from the caravan.


    “Nothing in our lives has ever been certain,” Shun said.


    “Shun knows nothing,” Dev said, slowly. “Nothing that would make someone in this tower want to kill him. He must keep it that way. Given enough time and care, the caravan will arrive and—” He motioned to Junle’s pattern.


    The patterns that people like Master Hull and the doormakers relied upon confused you with metaphor and suggestion and potential. But people acted upon them like they were prophecy for some grand quest that only rich and powerful people had the time to pursue.


    Junle did not have the luxury of such ideas. She worked at surviving and keeping alive the ones she loved. There was no time for grand schemes to save the world, let alone a tower full of people. It panicked her to think about how to keep Shun and Feren alive in the belly of this tower until the next caravan arrived.


    Why had her pattern, out of all the people in the tower, been the one to show such a thing? She had never wanted anything to do with such trouble, but knew now there was no avoiding it.


    “So we say nothing for now,” Dev said. “But we all watch.”


    “I cannot only watch anymore!” Junle said.


    “Be quiet,” Deep said.


    The torchlighters froze as if part of one body. The marker had finished her marking of those who had come through from shift end and was scanning the beds now. She left her stool and began a slow walk of the space.


    The torchlighters should have been long asleep.


    One or two up in the night to use the washroom or soothe someone’s nightmares was normal. A big group in conversation like this, holding stolen patterns, could get them sent to the Circle, no matter how desperately the tower needed torchlighters.


    Deep turned away and unrolled the thin cloth that counted as a blanket. “Everyone go to sleep.”


    The torchlighters dispersed, some to the washroom, others to surrounding cots.


    Feren lay down and closed his eyes.


    Deep lay on the next cot over, which was really Shun’s cot, coiled like a snake about to strike. Dev sat up on the bottom edge of the cot, fiddling with leathers, as if getting ready for bed.


    Shun took a seat next to Junle and pressed her into the strong warmth of his chest. “I will be careful. Junle, I promise.”


    Feren, still lying down, reached out and squeezed Junle’s arm, as if passing along a message for her to agree. “You must work. If you cause more trouble they will send you to the Circle.”


    Junle looked down and leaned into Shun more deeply. Anyone looking would see two torchlighters finding comfort in each others’ arms.


    Markers talked just as the workers talked amongst themselves. Everyone knew Junle and Shun were together.


    Shun tightened his arms around her. Junle shivered in spite of Shun’s warmth. She did feel his comfort, but alongside it ran a strong thread of fear.


    “But even if you are right,” Junle said, keeping her voice low, “and we make the tower fall so that you cannot fall from it, surely you can see we cannot continue to work and act like nothing has changed.”


    “Everything has changed.” Shun lifted Junle’s chin so that she looked into his eyes and saw the depth of feeling that filled him. “I am with you, Junle. We must do something that will help all of us leave this tower behind.”


    The marker was halfway across the room now, her back to them as she chastised Senta, the girl who worked alongside Feren in the folding room, for the long line of children she tended—cleaning cuts and wrapping burned fingers.


    “Then if my pattern is to come true, we must work to help it along.” Junle poured her heart and conviction into her voice. “We cannot keep our heads down. We cannot pretend anymore that we are only here to earn our return home credits.”


    Deep laughed and rolled to her back on the cot. Deep’s laugh was both unkind and compassionate.


    The moment between Shun and Junle broke.


    “Oh, how quickly things change.” Deep stared up at beams that crisscrossed the ceiling. “I would not have bet a month of return home credits to have ever heard words like that leave your mouth.”

  


  
    Chapter 6


    Junle listened for sounds from the cots around her in the relative night inside the dormitory. She had only pretended to go to sleep.


    We make the tower fall so you cannot fall from it.


    The words had echoed in her thoughts for two weeks. The torchlighters had been heady with foolish dreams and powerful thoughts that night she had described Shun’s pattern. But they sounded false to her own ears now.


    Two weeks of waiting had passed.


    Two weeks of working.


    Two weeks of discussion and plans full of holes and no action.


    Shun walked the pipes every shift. So far he had come back alive, but the death-pattern hung over him, marking him in the eyes of the torchlighters. When Supervisor Hull came around, Junle swore he looked at Shun differently, in a way that made her skin crawl.


    For a brief moment, two weeks ago, when they had all stared in wonder at Junle’s pattern and the tower’s crumbling walls, she had believed they were powerful enough to make the tower fall.


    Now a new conviction had grown and taken root.


    Junle blinked her eyes open. Feren slept next to her on the cot, arm thrown over his forehead. All the work of the day had washed away from his face, leaving behind the innocence of a little boy.


    Two days ago she had caught Feren practicing on the pipes. He stepped off the ladder just a few pipe levels down, even though his shift was on Ground, and walked out onto a pipe. Not knowing she was still watching, he held out his arms to keep balance, then returned to the ladder.


    Feren had been practicing walking the pipes—and he was young enough and stupid enough to do it without a harness, or hand hook, or leathers.


    But the moment that made Junle decide she could no longer wait for the wild-haired girl from her pattern was when Master Hull made it clear there would be no further delay—starting tomorrow, Feren would begin walking the pipes as a torchlighter for the Tower of Shadows.


    Even without a death-pattern marking him, Feren’s life was at risk like never before. She would not be able to watch out for him on the pipes forever.


    Junle had decided her pattern did show a path to escape.


    The next time the caravan came, they would need to leave with it, and Junle would not leave that chance of escape up to the patterns, or to a girl she had never met, or to anyone else—but herself.


    Junle, Feren, and Shun needed a way to pay off their debt in time for the caravan and they would be released. They needed a way to turn five years of debt into something more like a few hundred days. Even still, she would need to work day and night to keep Feren and Shun alive until the caravan. And then—


    And then they would make their own escape, with or without the wild-haired girl to lead them.


    That was where tonight came in.


    Junle scanned the beds and confirmed that the other torchlighters who shared her shift now slept like Feren—the work of the day washed away, leaving behind the innocence that still hid inside all of them, no matter how hard the worlds attempted to destroy such things. Even the marker slept on her stool, her head touching the wall as she leaned back, mouth open, snoring.


    Junle’s gaze stopped on Shun’s sleeping form. His hair was tossed back on his pillow and the strong lines of his face had smoothed over in sleep.


    We must do something. I am with you, Junle.


    He had a splatter death-pattern hanging over him. Tonight’s work required her to climb the pipes outside the tower in full darkness without equipment. She could not let him help.


    Junle crept out of bed and padded across the cold floor of the dormitory. She passed by the marker’s stool. Even if the marker had been awake, it was not against the rules to leave, but Junle did not want anyone to notice her exit.


    She made sure the marker truly was snoring, and then slipped out to Midway. The smells of the tower blanketed her nose. Instead of human bodies and cloth and washing smells, out here it was grease and steam, and decaying metal.


    Junle approached the ladder to climb up. She couldn’t remember the last time her feet had touched real ground.


    Her plan was simple, but not easy. The top of the tower was secured—even for torchlighters. You climbed up the ladder and someone always waited to inspect and approve your passage. Once at the top, security relaxed. Guards expected to see torchlighters in the hallways. Though guards patrolled and markers watched, there were times, like in the darkest part of the night, where such vigilance lessened.


    Junle had waited and worked and held back her entire life. She had never indulged herself at the marker table. Junle and Feren had always been careful about credits, food, and clothing to make sure enough was sent home to their mother.


    Junle couldn’t wait anymore. She would break into the debt room, change the debt lists just enough to make it possible—just barely possible—that they could pay off their debt by the time the caravan came.


    While they waited for the caravan, she would begin collecting licatherin. In fact, she had already started. She had begun tucking into her leathers little bits of licatherin that seeped from the pipe seams as she worked. The not yet fully processed licatherin was less potent than the oil, but planning to leave the tower meant they had to account for krokosod—the flesh-death that followed licatherin withdrawal.


    The grimy licatherin should do the trick long enough for them to find a krokosod-healer in Jillow City.


    How they would pay for such a healer was a future problem Junle could not afford to worry about right then.


    Junle’s leathers held that musty smell of sweat not yet fully dried. Torchlighters from the night shift climbed up the ladder above her. She blended in like she was one of them straggling to her shift, which was the point. The glass eyes scattered throughout the tower glinted in the torchlight. No guard looked at her strangely. The tower was full of pipes and the workers who tended them day and night. Plus, the torchlighters had free rein of the pipes as part of their duties.


    At the correct intersection, Junle swung out from the ladder and ducked behind a pipe that blocked one of the glass eyes. A momentary blind spot. There were a few, spread throughout the tower, and the torchlighters knew them all. Plus, there were too many glass eyes for Master Hull and his guards to watch all the time, though it never hurt to be careful. Mostly, they trusted Forsi desert and the Circle to keep workers in line. Junle would use that to her advantage tonight.


    When Junle stepped farther down the pipe, memories flooded her. She knew this section of pipe well.


    She fell into the memory as she approached the thin opening in the tower wall. She had spoken those words to him—your eyes are beautiful. On next shift, Shun had been waiting at their junction of pipes, finishing up his torch-nests as the marker watched with beady eyes.


    At the last nest, the one that had brought him closest to Junle’s work, he had turned and looked full upon her with dark eyes.


    “I want to show you something after dinner? Will you come with me?”


    Junle, not trusting herself to speak, had nodded instead.


    The marker had shouted at them to get back to work. Shun scrambled away. Junle turned back to her last torch-nest as if burned.


    Shun found Junle and Feren at dinner and motioned them over to the torchlighters’ table for the first time. Everyone introduced themselves and shared their stories. Junle and Feren did the same.


    All the while, Shun sat next to her, inches away. The space between them felt impossibly big and small all at once.


    Junle made sure Feren got into bed safely for the night. Senta promised to watch over him. Shun had walked ahead of Junle, out the dormitory and past the marker. He paused to make sure Junle caught up and their hands brushed. Electricity flowed across her arm and spread to her entire body.


    Shun had led her from the Midway platform to a pipe a few levels up that took them to the tower wall. Workers hammered metal, wrenched bolts, climbed the levels. The smells of sweat and licatherin and metal and stone surrounded them. He showed her the way the pipe pierced the wall to connect to the pipes outside and how the stone had crumbled around it, leaving a gap for them to wiggle through.


    The pipe rumbled against her stomach and chest as Junle lay flat on it and scrambled her way through the gap in the wall. The pipe warmed her front side even as her back brushed against the cold stone.


    Shun was ahead of her and waited on the pipe, outside the tower now. Crumbles of stone fell into her clothes and hair.


    He held out a hand. She took it, feeling a jolt of electricity again.


    The night air was cooler with a hint of dampness to it. Out on the pipe shelf, overlooking the desert, instead of grease and humidity, everything smelled cleaner. She could almost smell the sand.


    “Someday I will strike out across the Forsi desert and find a place to set up a business. I want to sell vegetables like my father did. I want to make something that people need. I want to never see another drop of licatherin again.”


    His words were foolish. He was addicted to licatherin and she soon would be. They were both in debt to the tower.


    But the stars were bright and she could smell the sand and anything was possible.


    So instead of speaking truth, she met him with her own foolish words, putting mighty conviction into her voice. “I will save up enough to pay off mine and Feren’s debt and buy enough licatherin for us to make it to the city and pay for my mother’s medicine. Then we will never have to come back. And when that is done, I am going to set up a market stall that sells colorful ribbons for festivals and girls’ hair and make my living by selling something that people do not need, but only want for the sake of enjoying a small, beautiful thing.”


    Shun looked at her. Junle thought he must ache to agree with her but knew how foolish her words sounded in the reality of the tower. But Shun also did not point out her foolishness.


    It was in that silence that she knew she would soon love him.


    Shun had looked out across the vast expanse of the desert. His hand brushed against hers. She opened to him and intertwined her fingers with his and then leaned against him. He smelled like the tar-pitch they used outside on the pipes and underneath that a woody scent that she could only describe as boy.


    “You are brave.” Shun turned to look at Junle. “You take care of your brother and you already know what you want. You are training to become a torchlighter even though it took me months to get such courage. There is something about you that reminds me of home. I am sorry I avoided you. It hurt me to remember home, but now I am glad for it.”


    Junle had not expected this thing between her and anyone—ever—and especially not someone as brave and handsome as Shun.


    “I am scared …” Shun’s eyes shone bright in the starlight. It felt like his eyes were drinking her up. “You came, and somehow I know I will feel something—I already feel something … but I am scared about it. The tower is no place for such things.”


    His quiet strength chased away the cool night air. The desert expanded all around them and the starlight turned everything silver.


    Junle raised her face. His arms were strong around him. His lips suddenly against hers. Strong and sweet from the licatherin water they all drank. She smelled that heady scent of tar-pitch and boy. When the kiss ended, they stayed there, holding each other on the pipes that overlooked the sand.


    Junle went to that crumbled opening in the tower now, alone, many months after the kiss that had been a sort of seal between them. She crawled through the opening, the pipe pressed against her belly again and the cold stone scraping her back. There was a warmth to the pipes that ran hot water and licatherin that tricked people into thinking of safety. But the pipes were finicky, holding you up and keeping you warm one moment, then breaking apart the next to send you to Ground as a splatter.


    The night air washed off the smells of the tower’s interior. As she stood and repositioned her leathers, she drank in the starlight, pausing at the pipe-ledge where they had kissed. The air smelled like sand and stone and her foolish words that night rose in her mind.


    Her dreams were simpler now. Keep Feren and Shun alive. Keep her mother alive. Escape the tower—alive.


    Dreams were foolish in the tower, but that only made them all the more necessary.


    She readied herself for the climb up. No torches, no flints, no handholds, no harnesses—no one who could see her and tell on her. In the darkness like this, covering her like a blanket in spite of the starlight, there was no fear of heights.


    Just as she went for the first handhold, a voice called out.


    “Junle?”

  


  
    Chapter 7


    Gritty metal scraped Junle’s bare palm as she turned. A person stood on the pipe, against the crumbling stone opening, his outline sharp and angular.


    He stepped forward. Starlight shined, lighting up Shun’s eyes and face. “What are you doing?”


    “Stop! You cannot come out on the pipes like this.” She imagined him climbing up the pipes on the outside of the tower like she had been about to do—without harness or hand hook, in the dark, a splatter death-pattern hanging over his head.


    Shun kept moving, until he stood so close she could feel the warmth of his body. He grabbed Junle’s hand and pressed it to his cheek. His cheek was cool from the night air even though his hand was warm. “I am alive. Junle, I am with you. You should have woken me.”


    Junle shook her head.


    “Enough,” Shun said. “I am here. You are climbing to the top of this tower for some reason. Tell me the reason and I will help. I must help. I cannot let the patterns control my every move …” His voice broke.


    It was then that Junle realized, in spite of all his strong words and brave actions, he was as afraid of his splatter death-pattern as she was afraid for him. He battled his fear by stepping out onto the pipes to prove to himself that he would not let the fear that filled him also control him.


    Junle’s heart ached. “I plan to do something very foolish.”


    “We have spoken many foolish words to each other in this place.”


    She knew that he was remembering their first kiss along with the dreams they had dared spoken aloud in this spot.


    “But this is even more foolish.”


    This brought a smile back to Shun’s face and his eyes lit up. “More foolish than stealing licatherin grime from the tower?”


    Junle drew in a breath. “You know about that? Have the markers—”


    “I get closer to you than the markers,” Shun said, an almost devilish smile on his lips. “It is time to turn foolish words into even more foolish action.”


    “I am going to break into the debt room,” Junle said.


    Shun’s smile dropped away. “You plan to destroy our debts?” Shun said, incredulous. They had spoken about foolishness but the look on Shun’s face said he had not expected something like this.


    “I do not plan to destroy anything,” Junle said.


    “But—”


    “I only plan to change,” Junle said. “Think, Shun. If lists go missing, they will notice. But if all our lists are accounted for—but changed in our favor—we could earn release by caravan.”


    Shun stilled against her, thinking it through. “How will this help the tower fall?”


    “It will not,” Junle said. “But what if the tower falling has nothing to do with us? What if it shows only by when we need to earn our escape, and only if we seize it for ourselves?”


    “But if the tower falls, then the debt is destroyed with it,” Shun said.


    Junle shook her head. “Remember what the pattern showed. The tower crumbled only after we had left it behind. That would take time. Time enough to gather the debt lists. Let us purchase our freedom so that we never have to look over our shoulders, wondering if today will be the day the Tower of Shadow’s debt comes due.”


    A long moment of silence lay between them. She honestly did not know what Shun would choose to do. He believed in the patterns. He believed the torchlighters would help the tower fall, even as Junle doubted it.


    Finally, Shun nodded. “You will need a way to distract the guards from the debt room. I will do it.”


    “No! That is too dangerous,” Junle said. “I have already thought of a distraction. We set up a blotcher-block on a pipe that will hurt no one if it blows. Then we can go in together and finish in half the time I expected.”


    Shun looked ready to argue, but relented. “Very well, then I will lead the way up.” He waited, as if ready for Junle to argue with him.


    Junle sealed her lips. She wanted him to go first. Without harness or hand hook, he was safer leading the way up. Any slips or falls and she would have a chance to save him.


    But Shun was sure on the pipes and did not slip.


    They made good time up, climbing silent under the starlight. Sometimes flashes of flint and torch winked out and back on—the work of the torchlighter night shift—but they avoided the known pipe routes and marker stations and did not encounter anyone on the way up to the top of the tower.


    Purpose gave them speed. Action gave them courage.


    Never before could Junle have imagined working against the tower rules like this, but she did not hesitate now. Something inside her had changed the moment her eyes had lit on Shun’s pattern. She had accepted everything for too long, too easily, believing the system of rules and markers and return home credits would work out in her favor if she worked a little harder, and resisted the marker table for a little longer. The patterns had jolted her awake from those lies and there was no going back.


    When they were just below the torchlighter ledge, out of breath, but invigorated by the climb, Junle set to work on the torch-nest of a pipe that always dribbled a finicky mess at its main seam. It was a pipe that would make a clear drop if it ultimately blew. She made quick work of gunking up the machinery.


    The pipe began to rumble and gurgle as soon as she finished, as if sick to its stomach. They had only a little bit of time before the noise drew torchlighters and guards alike—but that was just what they needed. When the pipe blew, it should take no other pipes with it, but the guards and torchlighters would scramble to contain the mess and seal up the other pipe workings.


    Satisfied with her work, and with the growing gurgling sound, Junle and Shun slipped across the torchlighter window ledge and into the pattern-machine room. If they were caught, it would be easy to claim they were on shift and switching out a broken piece of gear—but the room was empty and the pattern-machine was silent. The glass eyes she had felt watching her had no one on the other side of them tonight.


    She strode across the room, intent on purpose. Markers watched every move you made and marked everything you took, but she knew how to move around the top of the tower. Act like you belonged, act like you were on a job—because that’s what she had to do every day, and they would think nothing wrong.


    When they opened the pattern-machine door to the hallway, a guard stood on the other side. This stopped her cold on the inside but she did not let this stop her feet.


    The guard looked Junle over, bored.


    She walked past him and into the curved hallway without challenge. Shun followed.


    She walked quickly, with purpose, head held high. The hallway wrapped the top of the tower like a ring. At the center of it was the arena—the Circle. Lining the hallway was a series of doorways that led to rooms and ladders and the inner circle.


    The guard vanished as the walls curved. There were no glass eyes in this part of the tower—Master and Supervisor Hull preferred guards over glass eyes—but up ahead, at the debt room, would be another two guards.


    A low moan reverberated in the air. Junle knew this sound must be the blotcher-block doing its job.


    As if in answer, another low moan sounded, this time from inside the tower, in the direction where Master Hull kept a doormaker monster—a Klylup—which he used to punish the tower workers for real or pattern-imagined crimes.


    Junle ran up to the guards who stood before the debt room. “Blotcher!” She put panic into her voice. “Get to your blotcher stations!” She did not wait for their answer, but ran off down the hallway, like she was too panicked to do her job, until she lost sight of them.


    If the guards did not do their job, they would soon follow after her. She would swing back around to the debt room in the chaos of the blotcher.


    If they did do their job, they would run the opposite way, to the pattern-machine room to offer help, leaving the path to the debt room open and unguarded.


    If she had bad luck, they would not leave their post at all.


    And if she had really bad luck, she would get caught and sent to the Circle so the monster that moaned in response to the blotcher’s growing noise could eat her as a snack while all the tower workers were forced to watch.


    Junle waited long seconds. The guards did not appear.


    She crept back to the debt room, using the curved wall of the hallway as a shield, but when the debt room door came into sight, only Shun waited there. The guards were gone.


    Shun saw Junle and waved her forward.


    They entered the debt room and a hush fell over them. Old paper smells made the air musty. Cabinets lined the room, stuffed so full of papers that many of the drawers no longer closed. The room itself was no more than a dozen strides wide. On a desk sat more stacks of papers. Junle approached the desk first and saw most stacks were pattern drawings instead of debt lists. The patterns would remain here until the caravan came, bringing the Library of Souls wagon that would archive the patterns somewhere in Jillow City.


    Shun went straight for a cabinet and began searching through the papers. Junle searched more of the desk, careful to return the piles the way she had found them. Most patterns were drawings of landscapes, or people she had never met, or even food. But then she found a stack of papers that weren’t quite lists or patterns. Some sort of relic was sketched on them, and the few words she could read—


    “These are about the One Door,” Junle said, because even though she didn’t care about such things, Shun did.


    He left the cabinets and peered over her shoulder at the papers. He had not been born on Rathe, but when he had gotten to the Tower of Shadows he learned how to read and write better than Junle had ever tried.


    “It talks about a relic that helps doormakers find the One Door,” Shun said.


    Junle slipped two papers out from the middle of the stack. One looked like a pattern of the One Door—not that she had ever seen what it really looked like—but it seemed like how she would have imagined it. A door that was both monstrous and powerful with dark purple tendrils emanating from its threshold.


    Doormakers could make portals that connected the three worlds. Most doors seemed to be used to move licatherin around. But doormakers all seemed obsessed with the One Door. Whoever found it would be able to control all the portals and make sure that portals opened exactly where doormakers desired. So if they wanted to move armies, or steal resources, or surprise enemies—the One Door would give them all of that and more. At least, those were the rumors.


    Junle cared about none of that but she took some of the papers from the middle of the stack, including one that sketched the relic, not because she wanted anything to do with the One Door, but because the papers looked important. If they were important, that meant it would hurt Master Hull’s search for the One Door.


    “What are you doing?” Shun said.


    Junle folded the papers into tiny squares and stuffed them deep inside her leathers. “I am stealing from those who have long stolen from us.” She took the papers because she could. She took them because, once, months ago, on the ledge outside the tower in the dark of night, Shun admitted he wished he might have the chance someday to train as a scholar in the Library of Souls. He found books and patterns and philosophy almost as interesting as Dev did. “You can look at them later for as long as you want. Dev will want to see them too.”


    Shun looked at her for a long moment.


    “I am tired of us being the ones who lose in this place.” Junle moved on from the patterns and dived into a stack of lists. The musty smell of paper tickled her nose. “All right. I am also angry. But they will not miss the papers and you want them.” Junle looked up at Shun to read his expression. “I know you do.”


    “Yes, but—”


    “Then it is done.” Junle turned back to the desk. Light from several lanterns dimly lit the room and she had to bring the stack closer to the lantern to see. She noticed names she recognized—the pile in her hands was from the folding room. “Found it. This is Feren’s debt list.”


    She pulled the paper from the pile with trembling hands, marking the spot in the pile by overlapping the papers cross-wise.


    Shun went back and finished searching the desk, but could not find the torchlighter debt lists.


    They moved onto the cabinets on either side of the desk and exclaimed almost at once: “I found them!”


    Shun had found the day shift, Junle the night shift.


    They brought the stacks to either side of a lantern and methodically worked through them. The blotcher-block continued to rumble. When the noise stopped, their time was up, but until then, Junle planned to take advantage of every second.


    First they fixed up just their two lists, grabbing markers from the desk drawer and lowering numbers here and there throughout the spread of debt that marked every item and bathroom break and food and pause in work that the markers could find.


    But when they were done, the moaning outside still continued. Junle and Shun worked through some of the other debt lists, striking out marks, changing numbers, and lowering debt for other torchlighters.


    “Even if we die tonight, this work we have done, it will help so many,” Shun said.


    “We will not die tonight,” Junle said fiercely. “Do not act like you are planning for it.”


    Shun looked up. The lantern light threw dark shadows across his face. “I do not plan for death, though it come for me all the same. I may lose this body, but I will never lose myself as long as I do not resist the balance of the worlds.”


    “Where do you get this stuff? I do not understand you sometimes.”


    Shun smiled. “It is something I read inside one of Dev’s books.”


    “I want to live,” Junle said. “I want you to live. I want Feren to live. I want us to have our market booths so that you can sell the food people need and I can sell them the colorful ribbons they do not need.”


    A loud explosion sounded, muffled by the debt room walls.


    “That is our signal.” Shun began gathering up the papers.


    “I will make sure the way is clear,” Junle said. Before he could argue, Junle headed for the debt room door. When she found the hallway free from guards, she walked the curved path back to the pattern-machine room.


    Shun would put away the revised debt lists and they would join the torchlighters outside to finish the blotcher repairs before heading back to the dormitory like nothing had happened. She would wake Feren and hug him close and tell him that they would all be able to buy their way onto the caravan if they worked hard. And they would, because they had survived the tower for this long and what was a few more months and—


    “What are you doing here, pipe-walker?”


    Junle froze, mid-step. She turned to face Supervisor Hull. His tone had dripped with insult. Behind him, a door that normally remained closed was now open. Light glowed, losing detail and dimension down the passageway, and flickering as if from a fire.


    In Supervisor Hull’s arms was a box. Junle tried to read his expression, expecting anger or even disgust, but the look she found on his face was neither and somehow scared her more.


    “I was helping with the blotcher-block,” Junle said, thinking quickly. She felt the papers she had stolen burn themselves into her leathers. “They are cleaning up the last bits of it. I was headed down the ladder to Midway, but forgot to return some leathers.”


    “You came back to return torchlighter leathers?” Supervisor Hull smiled. “I doubt that. The Midway ladder is a climb for anyone.”


    “Torchlighters are used to it,” Junle said, getting defensive. “And markers keep track of what you make and what you take. If I had not returned the leathers, then—”


    “Then you would not have enough to send to your mother this month.”


    Junle startled. “How did you know—”


    “My father and others in this tower may think I care very little about this place, and even less about my duties. That does not make it so. I can be a very good observer when it is needed. You pipe-walkers think you own this tower. You travel the pipes like Earth’s monkeys in the trees. You see, yet you do not see.”


    Junle snapped her mouth shut as shivers crawled down her spine. This was the longest she had ever heard Supervisor Hull speak. It was also the most calm she had ever seen him. He was always breaking into tantrums. This quiet reflection put a deep, icy fear into her stomach.


    “Yes, sir,” Junle said. “Thank you, sir.” Another explosion sounded outside the tower walls. “That sounds like the work is not finished. They will need my help.” She held her breath as she stepped backward toward the pattern-machine room. Supervisor Hull looked down the hallway, away from Junle—toward the debt room where Shun was still inside.


    Just as Junle tried to think of something to say to draw his attention, Supervisor Hull looked back at Junle as if he had decided something.


    “Stop.”


    Junle’s hands slipped with sweat. The low moan of the doormaker monster echoed throughout the top of the tower again. But this time there was no matching moan from the pipe outside. The blotcher-block had been contained.


    There was nothing Junle could do except obey his command unless she wanted to get in even more trouble.


    “I have an errand for you to run,” Supervisor Hull said. As an afterthought, he added, “Tower business—that sort of thing.”


    Junle immediately tensed. Supervisor Hull didn’t care about tower business. Everyone knew that except for his father.


    “Tell no one of this task. Not even my father.”


    “What?” Junle’s gaze flickered to the glass eyes. Her stomach fluttered with panic, trying to imagine the task that Supervisor Hull would demand—a task so secret not even Master Hull should know?


    “Not if you want credits to keep flowing to your mother.”


    “You cannot stop my return home credits. You—”


    The color in Supervisor Hull’s face deepened and he lost the edge of his calm. “I can do whatever I want in the tower.”

  


  
    Chapter 8


    Junle had said too much. Supervisor Hull was dangerous and whatever he wanted, especially since he didn’t want Master Hull to know—


    “You only need to deliver a message to some guests waiting at Ground.”


    Junle opened her mouth to refuse, but then Supervisor Hull’s simple task pierced her brain.


    He held out a paper and a small, cloth-wrapped package. At the last moment, before Junle took them, he snatched both back.


    She froze in confusion.


    “Go fast and go in secret. Tell no one in the tower what you are doing or your debts will grow so large they will drown you for several lifetimes over and your mother will perish for lack of medicine.”


    Junle looked slightly beyond Supervisor Hull, waiting for Shun to appear and escape to safety down the other side of the hallway. “But the blotcher-block—”


    “Does not need your help. They have plenty of pipe-walkers to spare on that. This is more important.” Supervisor Hull stared at her, as if evaluating her trustworthiness. “Do not look at either the message or the package. Go to the tower’s fence. You will find three people on the other side of it, waiting for you. Give them the message and the package. In the message are two questions. You must wait for them to tell you Yes or No for these two questions. They will tell you this and on your return, before you begin the climb up from Ground, you will stand before the glass eye that watches the base of the ladder. You will look into this eye. Do you know the one?”


    Junle had not traveled the ladder to Ground for a long time but she still remembered from her first day in the tower. The memory had burned itself into her brain. The chaos, the noise, the darkness, the fear. She had held Feren’s hand as the robed guard told them and the other new laborers about the rules. The guard pointed out the markers and the glass eyes. The gaze of that first eye, as they stepped onto the first ladder rung and began to climb, felt like a spider crawling on her back.


    “Yes,” Junle said.


    “Are you sure?” Supervisor Hull said.


    “I will never forget that glass eye,” Junle said fiercely.


    “Stand in front of the glass eye. If my guests reply ‘Yes,’ then show me this sign.” He held up two fingers. “This is the sign for ‘No.’” He closed his fist. “Then you must return here to me, as fast as possible, with whatever they have given you in return for my package. You will be paid a great deal of return home credits for this.”


    Junle was a torchlighter. She ran the pipes and faced her fear of heights every day as the pipes shook under her feet and the wind shook off her balance and the heat made her skin slick with sweat. But this—Supervisor Hull’s words and expression, these hand signs at glass eyes, these secrets from his own father—the master of this tower—made her quake with fear.


    Supervisor Hull wanted her to do something that Master Hull would not want to happen, otherwise Supervisor Hull would not wish to hide it. If she was caught, Master Hull would surely punish her, and if she tried to explain herself, whose story would Master Hull believe? A torchlighter’s or his own son’s?


    She was trapped, and so, like when she walked the pipes and a hand slipped or a foot stumbled, she forced resolve to replace her fear. There was no real choice here.


    She would do what was needed to survive.


    Tonight, that meant running this errand for Supervisor Hull.


    Supervisor Hull finally handed Junle the folded paper. It had been sealed with unmarked wax. The package was next. She tucked both against her chest, pinning them in place like her life depended on it.


    Supervisor Hull began to turn, as if dismissing her to her task, but at that moment Shun’s head appeared at the debt room’s door.


    Junle’s heart thudded loudly in her chest. “How much?” Junle said, too loud, as she attempted to draw Supervisor Hull back to her. Her voice bounced off the walls, echoing, hitting Shun like a slap.


    “What?” Supervisor Hull said, turning his attention back to her.


    From the corner of her eye, Junle saw how Shun’s eyes widened as he stepped out and took in the scene before him.


    Junle forced herself to speak past the lump stuck in her throat at the thought of her next words, but she needed to give Shun more time.


    “I will go now,” she said, extra loud, putting force into her words as a message to Shun. Go now. “I will do as you ask. But how many return home credits will I get for this?”


    Supervisor Hull smiled, and relaxed. “Let us say two months at folding room wages.” He waved her off and turned away. “That is plenty for someone like—”


    “Five months at torchlighter rates,” Junle said.


    Supervisor Hull turned back again, raising an eyebrow. “Are you attempting to negotiate with me?”


    Junle did not respond other than to cross her arms over the package. If Supervisor Hull was somehow responsible for the torchlighter deaths then she was trying to negotiate with a murderer, but what did that matter if she could give Shun time to get to safety?


    She held her breath until Shun finally got a clue and vanished beyond the curve of the hallway. Junle opened her mouth to agree to Supervisor Hull’s original credit offer. Shun would head out to help with the blotcher and become just another torchlighter walking the pipes, then she would deliver this message and package for Supervisor Hull and be done with the night’s foolishness.


    “Four months at torchlighter wages, and if you are caught, you say nothing to my father about this,” Supervisor Hull said.


    “I agree,” Junle said quickly, though the sinking feeling in her stomach told her she was likely in for a great deal more trouble than she could possibly imagine.


    “Good. I always thought you were smart for a pipe-walker.”

  


  
    Chapter 9


    The glass eyes seemed to all point at Junle as she climbed down, even though she knew the eyes could not move. When she reached Midway her heart flew on invisible wings into the dormitory to Shun and Feren, but her feet and hands did not stop.


    Not with the glass eyes watching.


    Her arm pressed her bundles to her side. Something small and hard was inside the package. The whole thing smelled like Supervisor Hull—a mix of sweat and man and cedar wood—making her gag.


    Deliver the items. Receive the message. Return to Supervisor Hull.


    Licatherin churned through the surrounding pipes where it would eventually be distilled into bottles and spread throughout the three worlds for industry and greed and addiction. Most licatherin would make it to Thrae, a world that sounded like a dream when other torchlighters talked about memories from that place. Some licatherin would stay here in Rathe, spreading from the tower into the caravan wagons like a plague. The least, not more than a trickle, would make it into Earth somehow, a place with strange monsters and ruthless people, at least from what Shun described.


    Ground came within sight and suddenly Junle was on the last rung of the tower’s ladder. She hesitated. Her feet had not touched Ground in years.


    Junle kept her hands on the ladder rungs to steady herself as she stepped to Ground. She half anticipated the ground rolling underneath her feet like she’d stepped onto a boat. Her toes instinctually curled like they always did on the pipes, but Ground was flat. She stood there, dumbfounded at the feeling for a long second.


    Too long.


    Robed guards headed her way.


    Junle silently cursed and hurried as if set on some important tower task— which she was. But it was a task she could not tell the guards about. Supervisor Hull had made that very clear. What could it all be for and why such secrets?


    The glass eyes seared into her back as she traded the tower’s interior for the night sky. Her shoulders stayed tense, waiting for a guard’s yell. She moved quickly, almost stumbling, still not steady on real ground. Slipping through a squeaky door, the air outside smelled cleaner, missing the humidity of grease, exhaust, and body odor, though still heavy with the scent of licorice.


    Once Junle was sure the guards had not followed, she searched for the visitors. Hopefully they would be easy to find since tower grounds were mostly empty at this time of night.


    She hurried across the compound and caught sight of three people, darker than the sand, against a fence that did little more than make a place for the sand to pile against. Though the Forsi desert was more than sufficient to imprison the workers, the slatted fence gave the Tower of Shadows a work boundary and prevented much of the sand from piling against the tower. The night sky was clear and the starlight twinkled, lighting up her steps. Her breath quickened as she searched beyond the figures for their wagon or animals or something. But there was nothing.


    There couldn’t be nothing. No one walked through the Forsi desert to Sa-Lamba factory and survived. Then she calmed herself. Of course they would have hidden their escape.


    Escape.


    Thinking of it made her toes and fingers tingle. She envied the three visitors and their ability to leave this tower after tonight’s trade was complete while she returned to Supervisor Hull.


    She hurried forward, drinking in the cool air, listening for noise from behind her. When she reached the fence, without hesitation, she pushed both the paper and package through the fence space and into the waiting hands of one of the men.


    No. Not men. More like boys.


    At least two of the visitors were not much older than Shun. The starlight cast angular shadows across their faces. The older man was the most imposing figure, with grizzled features and ferocious eyes that somehow managed to pierce the darkness with their intensity.


    One of the boys was taller than the other. With a start, Junle realized his hands were bound and there was something oddly familiar about his face. Junle couldn’t place where she had seen him before.


    The older man ripped open the package. Junle flinched her gaze away. She did not want to see what was inside, but it was too late. The bottle was unmistakable in its shape and color. She had worked with these bottles almost every day of her life in the Tower of Shadows.


    Inky, small, purple.


    Licatherin oil.


    One bottle was worth many months of a torchlighter’s wages. What deal had Supervisor Hull made?


    The man uncorked the bottle and handed it to the taller boy. The boy tipped back the bottle and sipped. He instantly relaxed. Junle’s mouth filled with saliva. Tension in the boy’s shoulders and forehead eased.


    The boy must have been suffering the beginning pangs of krokosod—when licatherin was withdrawn too quickly from an addicted body. Master Hull and their overseers often used krokosod as punishment. It was why she collected the licatherin grime, to ward off krokosod for their future escape from this place.


    The shorter boy unfolded the paper and held it at an angle for the starlight to illuminate the message. His beady eyes and stance made him look mean, even in the dark. He rather reminded her of Supervisor Hull—mean for the sake of showing off personal power.


    “Eddy, is that the right one?” the shorter boy said.


    The boy with bound hands, Eddy, fluttered open his eyes and leaned in for a closer look. Even that small movement showed Junle how exhaustion etched lines into his every move.


    “I think so,” Eddy said.


    “Be sure, boy,” the man said, his voice rough.


    Junle shivered.


    The shorter boy saw it and gave Junle a lazy smile. “Scared, are you?”


    “Leave her alone.” Eddy stood up straighter and sighed. “I’m sure. That’s part of the device you need to find the One Door.”


    This was about the One Door? Junle’s mind started turning like the gears that ran the pattern-machine.


    “Be quiet.” The man punched Eddy in the stomach. “You talk too much.”


    Eddy, the breath knocked out of him, forced himself to stand up. He stared at Junle for a long second. The man had not noticed, but Junle understood. Eddy wanted her to know this was about the One Door.


    But what did he expect her to do about it?


    She was nothing—a torchlighter from a poor village working in a factory in a desert in a forgotten part of the world. If this was about the One Door, she wanted nothing to do with it.


    Except.


    Except a corner of the folded papers dug into her skin through the leathers.


    Except Eddy had given Junle an idea.


    What would this man trade her for such papers like those she had stolen from the debt room?


    Suddenly, Eddy went rigid, like the licatherin oil had hit his system all at once. Junle knew that flood of pleasure when the licatherin moved across the body like the wave of a sandstorm.


    “There is a door here and it opens to Thrae,” Eddy said in a monotone voice.


    The man cocked his head, looking up and down the tower’s length, as if his eyes could pierce the walls. “Interesting.”


    The man reviewed the message again, this time turning it over. This allowed Junle to see the front of the paper—and the drawing of a small relic that looked a lot like the relic she currently had a drawing of folded up in her pocket.


    When the man finished reading the message, he tore the paper into strips and the strips into little more than flecks. He threw it all into the air and it drifted before settling as so much sand.


    “Tell him Foster says yes to both questions,” the man—Foster—said.


    Foster pushed a sack through the fence. Its contents felt lumpy and rectangular. Something peeked out the open edge of it—stacks of credit and wealth and money. All the kinds used on Thrae, not Rathe. It was more wealth than she had ever seen over her entire life.


    Foster motioned for Junle to take the sack, but instead, she risked speaking. “You search for the One Door. You crossed the Forsi desert for it.”


    Foster looked at her, evaluating.


    “There are papers in the tower. More than what he wants to give you.” Junle had always kept her head down and her mouth closed. Everything in her rebelled at this new side of her—this side that negotiated for higher pay and demanded violent men make deals with her for relics of power.


    But Master Hull would work Feren as a torchlighter. Shun had a death-pattern hanging over his head. Her only leverage was herself—her torchlighter skills, her determination to do whatever it took to save those she loved.


    “I am sure there is,” Foster said, dismissive.


    Junle dug into her leathers and found the rigid edge of the paper folds. Retrieving the papers, she quickly unfolded and held them up to the fence. “Papers on the One Door and the relic in that message. Papers that not even Supervisor Hull has seen. Papers like these.”


    She was making up lies now. For all she knew the papers she held up to Foster would be a part of this trade—but Foster didn’t need to know that.


    Foster snaked a hand through the fence and reached for the papers.


    Junle snatched them back.


    “I see nothing in the dark. They could be blank,” Foster said.


    Junle bit her lip and shuffled through her small stack until she found the paper with the relic. She held it up, trying to catch the starlight, and stepped closer to the fence. “Hold your hands behind your back while you look.”


    Foster’s expression turned severe, but he did as Junle demanded, which told Junle a great deal about Foster’s likely desire for these papers.


    After Foster had a few seconds to look over the paper, Junle stepped back.


    “And what does a dust-licker want for such papers as these?” Foster said, but even he could not hide the eagerness that lay underneath his disdain.


    “Passage across the Forsi desert for three people,” Junle said forcefully.


    The shorter boy laughed.


    Foster chopped a hand through the air for silence.


    “You will be missed,” Foster said.


    “You will have the One Door papers for the relic,” Junle said. “No one knows you are here. You know Supervisor Hull will say nothing. They will think we tried to escape and the desert consumed us.”


    “Who’s to say that won’t happen anyway?” the shorter boy said.


    “Because we can help you. I can climb and so can the other two passengers. Take us all the way to Jillow City and we will steal for you from the stacks inside the Library of Souls—all the patterns you want. Everything they have about the One Door.”


    She waited long seconds and felt the night close down on her as Foster did not reply.


    “I have room for two,” Foster said finally.


    Junle’s heart sank. “The deal is three. There are three of us.”


    “And you will need food and water as we cross the Forsi desert.” It was not a question. “There is enough for two, with rationing. Three would kill us all.”


    “I am sorry.” Eddy spoke up. “But Foster tells the truth. He is many things, but a liar is not one of them. The Forsi desert is vast and cruel.”


    The way Eddy spoke, Junle knew he had experienced the desert firsthand somehow. She remembered the long, lonely space of it from the wagons that had taken her and Feren across to the tower those many years before, but at least there had been plenty of water and poor-quality food.


    Junle’s mind searched for a way around the number. “We will take water and food from the marker tables and bring it all out with us, we will—”


    “Get caught carrying an impossible load of supplies before even reaching the fence,” Foster said.


    And he was right. The Forsi crossing was at least ten days across desert. There was no way the three of them could carry enough water, let alone food, from the marker tables without ruining all their chances of escape.


    Something settled inside Junle.


    She was a torchlighter—a girl from a poor village who had indentured herself to a licatherin tower. Junle was not the girl in the pattern who saved a tower full of people. But that thought bothered her, like there was something underneath there. A tickle of a realization that would illuminate everything.


    No. Junle was neither powerful nor important. But Junle was strong enough to save the two people she loved most in all the worlds.


    So it would be two. So be it.


    She would save the two people she loved. She would work until the caravan. She knew how to keep her head down, how to work until exhaustion for a few extra credits, how to hold back at the marker table. With her and Shun’s work tonight in the debt room, she would earn her release the way she had always figured it would happen and meet up with Feren and Shun somewhere in Jillow City.


    “Two people,” Junle said.


    “Passage for two people in exchange for those papers and some help inside Jillow City. We have camped east of the tower just over the horizon. Finish this trade tonight and find us again before dawn. We will not wait for you no matter what is in those papers.”


    Foster swiveled his head as if he were a predator catching scent of prey. “People are coming. Give me the papers.”


    “No. You will not get them now. Otherwise you could—”


    Foster waved her away. “Very well. Go now!” He spoke in harsh whisper. “We will wait at the second location for the final trade.”


    Foster pulled Eddy along by the bonds around his hands, making the boy stumble to his knees. Foster cuffed him across the head. The shorter boy helped Eddy back up. The three visitors vanished in the sand.


    Junle picked up the sack and scanned the landscape. She wanted to go through the credits and take some for herself and the other torchlighters. Supervisor Hull would look at its bulk but did not seem like the sort of person to waste time being an accountant, but there was no time.


    Tiny figures dotted the grounds, hurrying to complete their various tower tasks. The sack was tucked under her clothes, but the bulk of it screamed guilt.


    Somehow Junle had become entangled in the search for the One Door. Supervisor Hull already worked for Doormaker Tain. Why would he give over a relic to help someone else find the One Door instead?


    Whatever the truth was—it wouldn’t matter to anyone if she got caught with all of this wealth. Supervisor Hull could accuse her of anything and those with more power than him would believe it. So Junle ran for the tower, skirting buildings and watching for guards. When she had created some distance between her and the fence, she returned to a more purposeful gait to become just another worker in a sea of workers.


    Her toes tingled, as if coming back from numbness. She tasted acid in her mouth and the sack burned a hole in the side of her chest. A sense of calm fell over her thoughts. The purpose in her step became purpose in her heart.


    She had made a deal. Tonight, Feren and Shun would escape the Tower of Shadows.


    She stopped at the base of the ladder and stared at the glass eye. Supervisor Hull must be watching from the pattern-machine room, pressed against the eye piece.


    Junle raised her fist at the glass eye. There was a hand sign Shun had once told her people used on Earth to insult other people when they were inside movies. She didn’t know what a movie was or how someone could be inside of it, but it was the insult that mattered.


    From a fist, she extended her middle finger at the glass eye.


    Waiting a long second, she then raised her index finger—two fingers for “yes.”


    Junle repeated the gesture and then fled up the ladder.

  


  
    Chapter 10


    Junle climbed the ladder to Midway, the sack of wealth held tight against her chest. When she moved into certain blind spots, positions on the ladder that hid her, for a split second, from glass eyes and markers, she took from the sack and stuffed money into her leathers.


    Her success at the fence made her feel reckless. She had changed the debt lists, stolen papers that would secure Feren and Shun’s freedom, and now the wealth stuffed into her leathers would buy Feren and Shun krokosod relief in Jillow City. Maybe even the market stall Shun had once wished for, and if Shun no longer wanted the marker stall, then he could buy himself scholar training.


    Grease and soot smells swamped her. Above her head, the pipe system twisted upon itself, filling the inside of the tower, glinting in the torchlight. Her mouth was dry, her body ached for a dose of licatherin water to shore up her energy. But there was no time for such things. Soon Feren and Shun would be safe—or at least safer than what waited for them inside the Tower of Shadows—and she would join them by the caravan.


    Maybe that was what her pattern had meant to tell her all along. After all, the patterns liked to talk in metaphors. Feren and Shun had been ahead of her line. Maybe it meant Feren and Shun would escape the tower first, ahead of her, but Junle would soon follow.


    Junle climbed up the ladder. When she reached Midway, she wanted to pause, but knew she could not wake Feren yet. He would only try to help and put himself in danger. Shun would be back in the dormitory by now too. But Supervisor Hull expected her in the pattern-machine room. She would have to wait to tell Shun about his freedom. Right now, her most important job was to make sure Supervisor Hull suspected nothing so that she could give Feren and Shun enough time to escape. That meant handing over the payment to Supervisor Hull.


    Suddenly, a familiar shape appeared above her on the ladder, climbing down while she climbed up. Junle thought she had no speed left, but she picked up the pace and ate the distance between them.


    Shun.


    Her heart leapt. It was strange because he should have been at Midway, but then she pushed that thought aside. Here was their chance. He could prepare Feren and make ready to escape while she finished the deal with Supervisor Hull.


    Shun looked down just as she looked up. He was climbing with something bulky in his arms and smiled at the expression on her face.


    A wild hope entered Junle’s heart that somehow he was already making his way to the visitors. “Shun, there is a way to escape. Do you know?”


    “I know that I am about to make three months of credits in less time than it would take for me to run a single pipe route,” Shun said.


    “What is that in your arms?” But Junle could not wait for his answer. She had reached him and he continued climbing down, so she changed direction to keep pace with him, even knowing the glass eyes must watch. “Visitors have come and with them a chance of escape. But only if you go now.”


    Shun smiled. “Junle, this is where I am going.” He motioned to the package. “I went to dormitory like we planned and had only blinked my eyes close when a marker summoned me to Supervisor Hull. At first I believed I must have been caught somehow. Instead, I found out I am going to trade this object for Supervisor Hull and will be paid well for it.” He motioned to the sack cradled in his arm. His eyes traveled over Junle’s own bulging sack.


    “I am taking this to Supervisor Hull. He also used me to make a trade tonight. They have paid a great deal for what you carry.”


    Shun looked around, analyzing the glass eyes around him. “So he is expecting you. If you delay then you will be punished.” He began climbing down again.


    Junle’s heart wrenched. “Shun. Do not come back for the credits. Go with the visitors and escape with your life. I have made a deal with them.” She could not risk bringing the papers out. They were not in a blind spot. “Those papers I took? The visitors want them. Very badly. In exchange, they will take us away from this place. You, me, and Feren.”


    Junle flinched at the lie as she told him, but she could not admit Foster would only take two. If Shun knew about that, then he surely would not go.


    Shun paused on the ladder and turned inward. After a long moment, he said, “Junle, I have said—I cannot go.”


    “But staying leads to death,” Junle said. “If you stay in the tower then you will die. Your pattern shows it.”


    “I care deeply about my life, about all life. This is how I show it. To follow the path set before me.”


    Supervisor Hull must be watching and even now he must have been filling up with explosive anger because she was following Shun down. But it did not matter. She had found a way for Shun to escape. Shun could not throw it away.


    “You changed the debt lists with me. You fear becoming a splatter. You know we need to go.”


    “The caravan is not yet here. We must wait. Our actions tonight bring your pattern closer to reality. But leaving now…” Shun shook his head. “Leaving now will undo all that work.” He said this quietly, as if the glass eyes had ears. “Junle, you must go up now. Supervisor Hull will not punish only you if you do not do what he says. You know he will do something to Feren too.”


    Her brother’s name froze Junle on the ladder. Shun was right and it carved out a hole in her chest. “Shun, I do not want you to die.” A deep void opened inside her at the thought of losing him. The grief crashed in waves and made her eyes swim. “Please listen to me, Shun. Please. Your life is worth more than three months of credit. Do not make us wait for the caravan.”


    Shun stepped up the rungs of the ladder until he faced Junle. They were inches apart, their breaths intermingling, creating a warm humidity that somehow blocked out sound and pipe and empty space. Shun reached out a hand and caressed her cheek.


    Where Shun touched, Junle’s skin seared. He was confident and strong in his path. He cared for her, but he would not give in. Something broke inside Junle.


    “Junle, I love you. But my life in trade for this tower’s freedom? If that is the cost, then it is one I am willing to pay.”


    “No, Shun,” Junle said, grabbing onto him. “I will not let you do this.”


    But Shun was stronger than Junle. He kissed her—warm and strong and slow—and then removed her embrace. “This is not your choice to make. Every day here alive is a day I didn’t think I would have after being taken from my home and dropped in a desert wasteland. There must be a reason for it, even if it is me who must make that reason exist.”


    “But I love you,” Junle called after him, because he had begun climbing down the ladder. He had left her. The sack in her arms threatened to suffocate her. “I love you. Why is that not enough to make you want to live?”


    Shun paused and upturned his face. Lightness and calm shined from him. “But Junle, I am more alive now than I have ever been.”

  


  
    Chapter 11


    Shun became a speck and then vanished, his package of cloth tucked under one arm, his black hair a smudge against the darkness of the tower. Grease, licorice, and disappointment left a bitter taste in Junle’s mouth.


    For the second time that night, Junle climbed to the top of the tower.


    Machinery hissed and steamed, cushioning her in sound like it always did. The sounds of her childhood. Different than the sounds at Ground with its insects and silence. Inside and out, tower torches blazed on pipes that should have long been thrown into the trash heap. Robed guards made their rounds.


    How strange the last few weeks had turned. Long ago Shun had been the one who wanted to leave this tower. She had been the one to argue for staying. And now everything inside of her felt the opposite, but so did Shun now believe the opposite.


    Junle knew that Shun would not change his mind. It was not who he was.


    But Junle could not allow Feren to stay in the tower any longer and she would not send him into the Forsi desert alone—no matter how much such a choice shattered her heart.


    She must leave the Tower of Shadows—and Shun—behind, in order to save Feren from the pipes.


    Junle reached the relative quiet of the hatch that led to the curved hallway and the pattern-machine room where Supervisor Hull waited. She shuffled the sack to her other arm, relieving the weight but not the ache.


    As she entered the pattern-machine room she noticed Supervisor Hull was alone. No Master Hull to see evidence of his work tonight. Torchlighters were out on their rounds, barely halfway done with the night. There would be no interruptions.


    Supervisor Hull rose from one of the glass tubes. A circular indent formed the impression of a monocle on one eye. His face was set in a grim expression. Junle took a deep breath and steadied her heartbeat.


    “I have their reply.” Junle held out the sack. Her earlier courage tasted like ash in her mouth. Shun was choosing wrong, but he would not change his mind—not in time.


    Now she wanted to be done with this trade and this tower and flee into the desert and cry until the sand soaked with her tears.


    What did patterns and politics of doormakers matter to them? They were torchlighters. They worked and bled and died on the pipes, and maybe, maybe, saved up enough to leave and find a small home in a village until their hair turned gray and their muscles failed. They had no role in the games that doormakers played with each other except to be used up by them.


    “You will be docked half a month’s credits for this delay,” Supervisor Hull said.


    “I will not,” Junle said, her firm voice sounding strange even to her own ears. “Not unless you want me to inform Master Hull about tonight’s visits.”


    This stopped Supervisor Hull cold. “My father already knows about all of this. Do you think I keep secrets from him?”


    But his words were too careful to be anything but a lie.


    “I want five months of credit, like I first said,” Junle said.


    “Is that why you delayed?” Supervisor Hull said, his voice growing low and disdainful. “To discuss with each other how to bleed this tower dry for so little work? You torchlighters are all the same.”


    Junle did not respond but waited him out. She channeled Deep’s brash confidence to keep her spirits up. Better for him to think she had delayed over credits than anything else.


    Finally Supervisor Hull flicked a hand. A dismissal. “Very well. Wait here.”


    Supervisor Hull left. Junle tapped her foot in anxiousness. For many minutes, Junle waited, until realization dawned on her.


    Why must she wait?


    The credits were hers now, needing only to be marked. Not that she needed them. That thought brought her back to reality. Five months, three months. It didn’t matter. She was leaving the tower tonight because Shun would not. Supervisor Hull could keep his credits.


    As Junle went to leave, the door opened. A guard entered.


    She stopped, putting on her brave face again, and said, “Let me pass. I am a torchlighter. Supervisor Hull has set me a task.”


    The guard stepped closer, menacing. The lines of his body underneath the robe spoke of muscle and power. The expression on his face spoke of violence. “Supervisor Hull has also set me a task.”


    The guard drew his sword and lunged.


    Junle snatched at some torchlighter gear and jumped for the torchlighter platform. She used one hand to swing away and hide in a nest of pipes that converged one over the other and around another. Breathless, heart pounding loud in her chest, she waited for the guard to shout an alarm. It was what he should have done.


    Instead, the machinery chugged and the pipes groaned and the guard spoke not a word.


    Junle’s hands shook as she strapped on a belt and one hand hook. Climbing the pipes fresh was one thing. In her present state of exhaustion and barely enough gear—she didn’t know if she could make it.


    Supervisor Hull had sent the guard to kill her. She had done the work. She had given Supervisor Hull his signal, but it had not been enough. It was never enough for the tower. He wanted to cover up all of his wrongdoing. Now she was out on the pipes, in the dark with only a belt and one hand hook.


    The pipes steamed and hissed. One gurgled beneath her bare feet, warm against the cold air of night that brushed her skin.


    Like a bolt of lightning struck—Junle had a new thought.


    If Supervisor Hull had tried to kill her, then he would try to kill Shun too!


    Junle’s muscles trembled from exhaustion and adrenaline. She could ask for help from the torchlighters on night shift. But if she did, they would be drawn into this mess. She had negotiated for passage for two people—not two dozen.


    It had not been so long ago that her only mission in life had been to keep her head down. Stay out of trouble. Do not get involved in anyone else’s trouble. Junle did not know when it exactly started, but she had begun to care.


    Foolish. She had been foolish to think in such a place that following the rules could work. There was no way out of the tower unless she made that way out for herself.


    Junle picked her way over the first pipe. Her arms trembled and her eyes lost focus. A light night mist formed, making the pipes sweat. The grips became slippery. Junle forced herself to stop at the next junction. Her heart hammered in her chest and her legs felt rubbery. She took her free hand and explored the folds of her leathers, past the money she had stuffed, until she reached a pliable, clay-like ball. Drawing out the licatherin grime, Junle made a face and forced her teeth to nip off the edge of the grime. Swallowing past the sweetly bitter taste, she forced herself to breath full and steady until the licatherin hit her system and juiced her energy.


    By daylight all remnants of the mist would burn away, leaving behind chalky lines of dust. It took all of Junle’s concentration to pick her route and climb down, but the licatherin at least had cleared her head a little.


    Junle used her hand hook like she had been taught and dropped to the next pipe, and the next pipe, and the next pipe. She must get to Shun before Supervisor Hull. Once Shun heard Supervisor Hull had tried to kill her and would come for him next—he might care little about his own life among the patterns, but he would not sacrifice her and Feren for a pattern.


    Their only hope now was Foster. Junle thought it through quickly. Shun and Junle would take Feren to the marker table. They would only take water, all that the three of them could carry. Junle swore to herself that she would go without food for ten days so they could make the crossing. If they only carried water out to Foster, then maybe they could make passage for two into three.


    Junle reached the snake nest of pipes that marked the place outside the tower just above Midway. She slithered back through the gap, pipe warm against her belly, stone cold and scraping against her back just as it had felt earlier that night. Just as it had felt the first time Shun had brought her to this spot.


    Junle’s breath came in short bursts. Dizziness crept forward and clouded her thoughts. She made herself stop in the in-between space of tower and pipe—neither outside nor inside. Surrounded by pipe and stone, stuck in a narrow space as the pipe bucked beneath her, she stopped and began to slow her breath.


    Ten fingers and ten toes.


    She used the deadly count to calm her heart. Sweet, spicy smells from the licatherin that gurgled underneath her stomach and chest flooded her nose.


    She would not let Supervisor Hull turn her into a splatter. She would not let Shun or Feren die in this tower.


    Junle finished slithering through. The cold clammy night changed to warm humidity. She sprang up and sprinted across the pipe to the ladder. When she reached Midway, she forced herself to walk calmly past the marker who only made a note on her list.


    Junle headed for the torchlighter section of the dormitory and found the cot she shared with her brother. Feren still slept on his side, his knees curled into his chest. It was her job to protect him. For many years, that meant watching out for him in this tower, but now they would have to take their chances in the Forsi desert with Foster.


    Junle shook Feren awake.


    He blinked open his eyes. In the dim light she could tell he woke slowly, unafraid of who or what had awoken him. Junle felt that familiar lurch of protectiveness in her stomach. Feren had worked in the Tower of Shadows since he was a little boy—he was still a little boy—and somehow, somehow he still woke as if from happy dreams, into a world that for a few seconds was still perfectly safe.


    A few seconds passed and the look of sleepy contentment vanished from Feren’s expression.


    “Junle? What is wrong? You should be sleeping.”


    Junle remembered when Feren had been born. Father had not yet left and Mother had not yet gotten sick. The whole village celebrated a birth by flying ribbons from their homes. Mother had let Junle choose the color. She had asked for green ribbons because green represented plants lush from good water and soil and enough sun. Their own field had not been green, but rather a sickly yellow, no matter how hard their father had worked the field.


    Junle felt so important to have been allowed to choose the color. Their village had liked the idea of green ribbons. Junle marched behind her mother and father through the village, Feren showing off how healthy his newborn lungs were, and all around them the breeze picked up the ribbons and everything fluttered green. Junle had held her head up and walked strong and felt so proud that her family had made a healthy baby and everyone had hung green ribbons for them.


    Junle whispered the words. “We must leave the tower, brother.”


    The other torchlighters from her shift were asleep. If she awoke them, they would demand to help. Even Deep. If they helped, their lives would then become endangered.


    Feren sat up, blinking away the last bits of sleep. “But your pattern. You will help—”


    “Supervisor Hull tried to kill me tonight. He is after Shun next and then he will come for you.” She explained what had happened in as few words as possible and also what she wanted them to do next.


    Leave the Tower of Shadows forever—that same night.

  


  
    Chapter 12


    She waited for her words to sink in. Feren would fight, like his lungs had fought the cold air that morning, if he did not see a good reason for something.


    Finally Feren nodded. “We must find Shun.”


    He had plucked Junle’s next words from her mind.


    The two of them left the dormitory and headed for the ladder built like a spine that went from Ground to Midway to the top of the tower.


    “Where is Shun?” Feren asked.


    Junle searched the flickering shadows, worrying on the same—and on how to collect all the water they would need. Tower workers hurried about, fixing pipes, clamping seals, moving tools, latching walkways. Junle’s stomach grumbled. She had not eaten since after shift and she had climbed the full length of the tower twice more. But she swore to herself she would ignore the rumblings.


    Their only luck was that Supervisor Hull must truly be conspiring against his father. The guards they came across did not look alarmed or even glanced at them twice.


    “I see him!”


    Junle looked to where Feren pointed and her fear became reality. Shun was on the ladder, already far above them, headed for the top. He did not know!


    She went for the ladder. If she pushed her legs and arms to the point of collapse, she could reach him in time.


    Feren followed.


    “No!” Junle said fiercely. She blocked his path up. “You must head to Ground and collect all the water you can carry.”


    “No. I will help you,” Feren said. “We will all go together.”


    Junle shook her head. “Feren, you cannot climb like us. It will take you longer to get to Ground. Go to Ground now and we will meet you.”


    “I can help,” Feren said.


    “You are too slow, brother,” Junle said. “Your speed and skills on the pipes will endanger us. You must get to Ground. We will meet you.”


    Feren frowned. “I will meet you at Ground,” he said, though the tone of his voice showed his displeasure at the idea.


    Junle released the breath she had held in her chest like a weight. She waited until Feren began to take the path down.


    Junle began to climb up. Her muscles trembled at the work and told her that soon they would reach the point of failure. She had not rested. She had not eaten. She had worked her regular torchlighter shift and climbed up and down the full length of this tower twice more than normal. There was still more to go. Shun was above her and she thought she had time to catch him. She could only hope her body would listen to her need.


    He stopped at a pipe branching and jumped from the ladder to make the rounded pipe his walkway.


    Junle pushed herself faster. She reached the point where Shun had jumped off.


    “Shun!” Junle shouted, unable to contain herself any longer.


    Shun was far down the pipe, but she knew he heard her because he turned. At first he was scowling, but when he saw Junle, his face opened as if to match the opening of Junle’s heart. He raised a hand and his smile lit up her body. He loved her and she would convince him. He was alive. She had gotten to him in time. She still had the One Door patterns in her pocket. They would climb down and escape through the Forsi desert and never look back.


    A shadowed figure emerged behind Shun. She could not identify who it was, but her heart rate told her it was not good. She jumped onto the platform and sprinted for Shun—


    “Junle!”


    Junle’s heart stopped. The voice was not Shun’s. It was too small and high and coming from the wrong direction. Below her.


    She looked down and saw Feren climbing up. He was only one pipe branching away. Feren had not listened.


    “Shun, you must run!” Junle shouted, skidding to a stop. “He will kill you. He tried to kill me!”


    As if her words had triggered the action, the shadow moved into clear view behind Shun. It was not Supervisor Hull, but the guard who had come after her earlier. His face was neutral and his body so much larger than Shun as he grabbed for Shun and they began to grapple on the pipe.


    The rumbling of their fight reached her bare feet through the pipe as the metal cylinder jumped inside its collars, straining to break free.


    “Feren, go back!” Junle shouted and scrambled across the pipe for Shun.


    Shun was strong and smart—and no match for the guard.


    A small figure dashed around her. She caught at his shirt, her hands knowing before her head that Feren ran the pipes—going for Shun. Her fingers, weak to the point of failure from her climbing, could not hold onto her brother. He ran past as her feet slipped to either side of the pipe. She slammed into its metal, her straddle grip the only thing keeping her from turning into a splatter.


    The pipe jumped, almost knocking her into the air. Feren threw himself onto the guard’s back. When had he gotten so fast on the pipes? Bolts exploded from the collar attachment points, ripping metal as they flew into the air. Shun swiped the legs out from under the guard as Feren punched the guard’s stomach, making the guard slam onto his back on the pipe.


    “Junle, the pipe is collapsing!” Shun shouted. “Get Feren and get away!”


    “I am coming!” Fear flooded her body with adrenaline. She pushed herself up, but was thrown down as the pipe bucked underneath her again.


    The guard had gotten back to his feet and run for the pipe’s end, where an attachment joint had begun to split. Each step made the pipe jump and buck like the donkey their neighbor had owned and Junle had once tried to ride to the healer the day after her mother had gotten really sick.


    Junle jumped to her feet and saw Shun had Feren. The two of them walked the pipe toward Junle.


    They could still make it.


    The guard’s robes fell past the pipe on either curve as he crouched. Junle could see what he was about to do. “Run! Run now!”


    The guard broke the collar into pieces with his hands. The pipe fell out from underneath Junle. She became weightless as she heard Feren scream.


    Junle wrapped her legs around the pipe, straddling it while upright. A hard stop bounced the pipe up and then it settled back down. Metal screeched. The pipe had caught at an angle on another pipe just below. Steam hissed from a broken joint.


    Junle forced her eyes to look down the length of the pipe, searching, while her heart jumped into her throat.


    Shun straddled the pipe, upside down. There was something in his arms.


    Feren.


    Junle wanted to weep from relief.


    Feren had wrapped his arms and legs around Shun’s chest. Shun straddled the pipe and had already begun to inch his way up the broken pipe to the ladder, using the strength of his legs to move him.


    Junle crawled to them and sat down for better leverage. She grabbed for Feren’s clothes—this time he did not slip through her fingers. She took Feren to her heart with both hands.


    “I do not know what I would do if I lost you,” Junle said.


    “I am sorry,” Feren said, sniffling.


    “No, you helped save Shun. You should not be sorry,” Junle said. “But you must go to the ladder now.”


    Feren wiped his arm across his eyes, spreading a streak of grease on his forehead. As Feren went for the ladder, Junle bent over and helped Shun scramble up the pipe next to her.


    Shun moved his hands through her hair, on her back, across her arms. “Are you well? Junle? Are you hurt? Junle, I love you. Junle, I am sorry I did not listen.”


    Hope rose in Junle’s heart. She did not need to convince him. The guard had done the work for her. Shun understood now that the only escape was the one they took for themselves.


    “Junle, let us go away from here forever. Let us start a life somewhere else from here and never be apart and never climb a pipe or a ladder for the rest of eternity.”


    She nodded, and kissed him for an answer. Together, the two torchlighters ran the pipes, heading for Feren and the ladder that offered safety. Their hearts flew on wings after their feet. Their feet slapped the metal, even as the pipe groaned from the break.


    But before they reached the ladder, the guard loomed into sight below them, where the broken pipe’s end had landed. He slammed into its side, pushing the pipe the rest of the way off its ledge, back into the air.


    And the pipe fell out from under them.


    Junle saw the guard and grabbed for Shun’s shirt. She wrapped her legs around the pipe as it fell to the next level. Her thighs burned as she held on. Her arms felt like they were almost yanked out of their sockets. She was upside down and the blood rushed to her head.


    Feren screamed from the ladder. Workers had begun to notice the commotion. They stopped their work to stare. The pipe had cracked and twisted, leaving her at the edge of it. Shun dangled from her hands by his shirt.


    A roar of air rushed past Junle’s ears. The One Door papers fluttered out of her leathers along with coins she had stolen. They fluttered into the air like strange insects. Her fingers began to slip and go numb.


    “Shun! Hold onto me!”


    Shun grabbed onto Junle’s wrists to keep them connected. Her thighs burned. Her legs began to lose their ability to hold onto the pipe. She felt herself beginning to slip.


    And Shun saw it.


    “Junle, I love you!”


    Shun let go of her wrists.


    Junle screamed. Now it was only her hands in his shirt that kept him out of the air. Her thighs were on fire. Her mind filled with terror.


    “Do you see it, Junle?”


    The strength in her hands failed. His shirt slipped through her fingers.


    Realization hit but it was too fast, like lightning in a dust storm. Her body shook from the shock before her mind could understand.


    The hands in Shun’s pattern.


    Her hands were the hands in Shun’s death-pattern. Her hands, reaching out to catch him.


    “Shun!” Junle shouted. “Shun! Shun! Shun!”


    Shun fell.

  


  
    Chapter 13


    “She has been collecting licatherin for an attempted escape,” Supervisor Hull said. “She has also caused another torchlighter to splatter.”


    Junle was numb. She stood in Master Hull’s office, near the drawers of patterns and debt lists. The only other times she had been in this room was when she and Feren had signed over their lives to the tower, and when her and Shun had changed the debt lists.


    The money and papers she had stolen had fallen away—like the insects she thought she had seen in Shun’s pattern. If Supervisor Hull knew of them, he said nothing to his father.


    Shun was dead.


    It didn’t matter how much she explained. Master Hull believed Supervisor Hull. It was a torchlighter’s word against his son’s. So she had stopped talking. She was like the pitch they used to seam the pipes. Pitch that had been left to harden for too long. Pitch that a torchlighter had neglected.


    She had become solid and immovable and empty and Shun was dead.


    “She should be sent to the Circle to show the others we will not tolerate such actions against the tower and Doormaker Tain,” Supervisor Hull said.


    “What actions?” Master Hull tugged on his white hair, perusing papers on his desk. “Another torchlighter is dead. She might be at fault, but she did not kill him on purpose. Anyone could see that from the grief in her. So she dreamed of escape. The licatherin grime was not nearly enough to bother with. We are behind schedule from last night’s blotcher. I cannot afford to lose any more torchlighters, not unless she has done something against the tower.”


    When I let go of this painful ending I become what I might be in this new beginning. Shun had been a scared boy from Earth wearing weird clothes, but somehow had learned the tower language and decided those were to be his first words. Dev had told Junle that story many times. He had taken to Shun immediately. Dev always said Shun had resolved himself to this new life in the tower better and faster than anyone Dev had ever seen.


    If she had learned anything from Shun, she had learned you could not stay still and expect to stay balanced.


    Balance required continuous movement. She had believed the tower could not pull on her. She had believed she was too small to count in the fabric of the patterns. She had believed if she kept to her work and kept her feet quick on the pipes that she would stay outside of it all.


    Shun had been trying to tell her all along. She was not too small to count. Now it was too late to tell him he was right. This realization did nothing to the grief in her heart, but it allowed her body and mind to stand up against judgement, unflinching.


    “You cannot let her go unpunished,” Supervisor Hull said. “You cannot possibly consider such a thing.”


    “I am not,” Master Hull said. “But we are short too many torchlighters. Without them we cannot run this tower at peak efficiency. The search will slow. Doormaker Tain will hear about it and come to review our situation.”


    “Let him,” Supervisor Hull said. “Let him see the filth and decay of this tower and the great rewards you deserve, we deserve, for making so much out of so little.”


    “Maybe this is so,” Master Hull said, then turned to Junle. “But we do the work for the greater needs of Doormaker Tain and for the three worlds. You have always done what you needed to do. You have always been paid on time and as any other torchlighter. Your job is necessary and needed—”


    “Father—”


    “But there must be punishment for such an infraction like this—this foolish plan to escape, even if it was only a dream. Did you forget about the Forsi desert?” Master Hull held up a hand to his son. He sighed. “You are right, my son, we would also have lost a future torchlighter if she had managed to bring her brother into the Forsi desert. Another torchlighter did die because of this torchlighter’s negligence.”


    Junle did not flinch under Master Hull’s words. She let him pin Shun’s death as a splatter onto her. The other torchlighters would not believe a word of what the guards spread as rumors. Guilt did not touch her heart. All that mattered now was keeping the other torchlighters and her brother safe until the next caravan.


    Shun’s pattern had come true.


    Shun was dead.


    Her pattern was still unfulfilled. Neither Master Hull nor Supervisor Hull knew a thing about it—a crumbling tower, a line of people snaking out from its base, a girl with wild curly hair and a familiar—


    Junle stilled.


    Master Hull lectured about duty and loyalty and necessity. Supervisor Hull glowered and likely planned for Junle’s future death, because how could he not? She knew too much now. But Junle turned inward and examined what she remembered of the tall boy, Eddy, and the familiar look to his face—familiar enough to be related in some way to the girl in Junle’s pattern.


    “I understand,” Junle said at a pause in Master Hull’s lecturing. A new eagerness had grown in her heart. Though it did nothing to crowd out the overflowing grief, it allowed her mouth to work and put an itch in her muscles. “I understand I have let down the tower and its great work.”


    “Do you?” Master Hull said. “Do you really understand? We search for the One Door and whatever it takes to make the worlds right again—”


    “And in balance with one another,” Junle said, nodding. “They are out of balance and the One Door could fix that balance.”


    “Yes,” Master Hull said, sighing quietly. “Yes, it is a great duty that requires great sacrifice.” He motioned to papers strewn across his desk. “We search for symbols and signs and relics long lost—”


    At the word relic, Supervisor Hull flushed a deeper red. Junle saw it. Supervisor Hull flinched under the knowledge in her eyes.


    But Master Hull did not notice any of it. Master Hull did not know that his son was sabotaging his work, or if he did, he could not admit it. Junle had already tried to convince him, but it had infuriated both father and son against her. Only when she confessed that she was making up such a story about visitors and relics to cover her own escape plans did Master Hull’s anger settle down.


    This was not the time to fight against Supervisor Hull. She had already tried that and failed. No, she would wait for the right time to act. When that time came she would make him pay for everything.


    “Father, you must decide what to do. This tower will fall into chaos and the work will fail if you do not make an example out of her.”


    “War is brewing and we need the torchlighters to do their work more than ever right now,” Master Hull said. “But for two weeks she will be sent to the folding room, alongside her brother. Both will be paid folding room wages. Then both will go back onto the pipes and to torchlighter duties, but at folding room credits—for three months of this. If your work is exemplary, then you will be returned to full credit.”


    Junle swallowed. All of her credits would be sent away to pay for her mother’s medicine. She would fall into great debt taking what she needed to make it through each day under the eyes of the markers, debt so great that neither she nor Feren could work out from under it for years.


    She accepted her fate even as Supervisor Hull railed against it.

  


  
    Chapter 14


    Junle climbed down the ladder after Master and Supervisor Hull had finally dismissed her from the debt room.


    Her arms and legs felt like they had weights in them. There was nowhere to rush to, no emergency or death to prevent. No pattern to stop, no escape to make.


    She stopped at Midway to rest before going to Ground with Feren into the folding room. The torchlighters waited for her.


    Dev looked pale, like all the blood had rushed out of his face. A dark storm brewed between Deep’s eyes. Feren’s face was flushed, eyes red-rimmed, and tears had left soot streaks down his purple cheeks. The other torchlighters were some version of these.


    Feren wrapped himself around her waist. His warmth and care broke through a layer of her defenses. She wailed once. A sound that didn’t seem human even to her own ears.


    “He will not die for nothing,” Feren said. “We won’t let it be for nothing.”


    Junle looked to Dev and Deep, to the closest thing the torchlighters had to leaders, to parents. “How much do you know?”


    Deep did not respond, but Dev seemed to come back from a far-away place. “Not enough.”


    So Junle told them everything.


    She had tried to convince Shun to leave. Supervisor Hull was trading relics to search for the One Door under Master Hull’s nose. Tower politics were not just about making licatherin anymore.


    And she believed now. Not in everything, not in most things, but in Shun’s belief.


    “Shun believed in his pattern, and so, to honor him, I will believe in my own,” Junle said, her voice barely above a whisper since the marker was nearby. “I will take this tower down. We will not live like this anymore.”


    To honor Shun’s memory, she would work and wait for the girl with the curly hair. She would do whatever was required of her to make sure the wild-haired girl made the Tower of Shadows fall. Even if it required her own death. Shun gave no less, and neither would she.


    “Light show the way,” Dev said.


    “Dark show the stars,” the torchlighters echoed.


    They sat together in silence, grieving, gathering their resolve, until it was time for shift.

  


  
    Chapter 15


    And one day, it happened.


    Feren and Junle were at their table, waiting for Senta to show up for shift.


    In the folding room, they used thin, rectangular plates, perfectly flat, to scrap the licatherin sludge and fold it into the oil. It was laborious, back-breaking work, that hunched them over the tables in the same position for hours.


    When Senta arrived, late for shift, she brought a new girl with her. Purple-skinned, covered in Forsi desert dust, with matted hair, and a wild look in her eyes.


    Junle did not recognize her and did not care to know her. She had woken from dreams about Shun that morning and held grief so close that it obscured her vision with tears.


    “Senta?” Feren said. “What happened?”


    “Not now,” Senta said. “He will come soon.”


    Of course she meant Supervisor Hull.


    So Junle ducked her head back to her work. She took cupfuls of oil from a bucket and spread them in a smooth arc across the table. A different cup and bucket were used to add the licatherin grit to the mix. Junle, Feren, and Senta shaped the mixture with bare hands. The new girl did not yet touch the table and this made Junle angry. If you were in the tower, you worked. Newcomers did not get a break.


    All three of them stared the new girl down. Junle shook her head in disgust at the girl’s laziness and fell into the rhythm of folding. Letting herself get lost in memories of Shun and pipe-walking and dreams of living somewhere other than the tower.


    “Why did he whip him?” the girl asked as she clumsily folded licatherin into oil.


    Junle glanced up and then at her brother. The week since Shun had died had lit a spark in her little brother like something she had never seen before. He had always been someone she needed to protect but not really worry about. Now, things were different. He talked about her pattern constantly and what it meant and getting ready for when the tower fell.


    “Because of his pattern,” Senta said.


    “Who?” Feren asked.


    “Feren,” Junle said. “Do not talk anymore. Just work.”


    Feren rolled his eyes at Junle. Something he had never done before this week. She didn’t like what it might mean. She didn’t know what it meant.


    Her pattern included him in the line snaking away from the tower. He insisted that meant he had a role to play.


    She insisted it meant he needed to stay safe and out of the way because look at what had happened to Shun.


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


    His words punched Junle in the stomach. At night when she cried he would curl up against her, but in the daytime his words sometimes cut her like this. Though later he would always apologize.


    “And Feren makes friends too easily,” Senta said, warning in her voice. “It was Kalen. He will recover.”


    “What is your name?” Feren asked.


    “Maella—” There was an odd pause, like she had planned to say something different and changed her mind at the last moment. “But why was Kalen beaten? What did his pattern have to do—”


    “Supervisor Hull saw a pattern he did not like,” Senta said.


    Senta knew of the torchlighter troubles though she had stayed out of it herself. She was smart and careful.


    Junle remembered when she had been smart and careful, but Shun had still died.


    “Where did the pattern come from?” Maella said.


    “There is a machine at the top of this tower,” Junle said without looking up. She was tired of this new girl’s questions. “They look for troublemakers, or those who might become trouble.”


    “So the pattern-machine showed something Kalen had done?” Maella asked.


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


    “But—”


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


    The new girl froze in her work. “How long does it take for them to test the blood?”


    A tingling feeling rose inside Junle like a silent alarm.


    Junle lost track of the conversation for a moment while trying to understand this feeling. She used her arm to wipe the tears from her vision. Her attention drew back when Maella said something about the desert.


    No one survived the Forsi desert.


    “Where did you get skin like that in the desert?” Junle said, demanding an answer to the impossible. She would catch Maella in a lie and force her to admit the truth. She didn’t know why it was important to do that, only that she felt the urge and followed it because what was left?


    “They forced me to work with the licatherin in a different … factory. Before we … ran into the desert.”


    Maella picked her words too carefully for Junle to believe them. “If that is the truth—” Junle laced every word with a tone that said she did not believe it for one second—“…then you and your friends are the luckiest people in all the worlds I have ever met.”


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


    “Then tell us your story,” Feren said.


    But Junle had stopped caring. She drifted back into a dream world where Shun was still alive and they were about to meet at their junction. She only half-listened as Maella talked about a father and brother and secrets and a search. Feren responded by talking about their mother and the medicine she needed.


    “One day we will make enough to pay for what she needs and to free ourselves,” Feren said.


    “No, Feren,” Junle said. “That will never be possible.” She bent her head to hide a tear that threatened to slip down her cheek, but jerked up when she caught Senta’s next words.


    “…I have applied to become a torchlighter.”


    “You did not apply. Say you did not.” Junle didn’t understand why Senta would put herself in that danger, especially knowing what Junle had gone through.


    Senta would not look at Junle. “You know this will also get me closer to the patterns.” And closer to the clues to understand how they could take down the tower and free everyone inside its walls.


    But that was not Senta’s job. It was too dangerous. “Senta—”


    “There were openings—”


    “Because others died!” Junle felt tears threaten to spill over again. She broke into an angry tirade in Rathe and saw quickly that the new girl could not understand. “You have seen what happened to other torchlighters—to Shun. You saw how close Supervisor Hull came to sending me to the Circle. Only Master Hull’s belief in his son’s innocence and need for torchlighters keeps me alive. Do not join the torchlighters. I will be returned to the pipes in a few days. I will take the risks.”


    Senta left the table. Her silence was angry and her back rigid. Feren stared at Junle with wide eyes and then back at Maella. Junle returned to her work, feeling her neck flush with anger and tears drip down her nose.


    When Senta returned to the table, Maella asked, “What is a torchlighter and what is this Circle?”


    The new girl really was ignorant. Had Junle been so naive once too?


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


    “Which is every day!” Junle said fiercely.


    “And every night,” Feren said.


    The marker came to their table. He commanded the new girl to work harder and to pick up the scraper tool. But the new girl refused like she had frozen in fear.


    Junle decided it wasn’t her problem and bent back to her work, but felt relieved when Senta picked up the scraper and gave it to Maella.


    Maella went to work. What was so hard about that? Junle told herself not to care. It didn’t matter. The girl could refuse to work if she wanted. Everyone had a right to be as stupid as they wanted to be.


    “Junle.” Senta’s voice. Quiet, thoughtful. But Junle ignored her. She wanted to ignore the whole world and curl back up into her cot and never leave it again.


    “Junle,” Senta said, louder this time.


    Junle steadied her insides because if she did not then she thought she might start crying again. Then Senta said something and it woke up the alarm bell inside Junle.


    “Torian.”


    Junle looked up, startled. Senta did not know Torian other than when she had tended to his cuts and bruises. Torian was a torchlighter who never spoke—a thin slip of a boy whose name was like a talisman among the torchlighters. He had stolen and swapped patterns and hadn’t gotten caught. He had taken Junle’s pattern. Why would Senta just drop his name—


    She turned an evaluating eye onto Maella and pictured the pattern she had studied for so long, night after night, memorizing the features of the girl. No. It was not possible. Junle would have sworn to anyone that she would know the girl on sight.


    She had promised herself she would not let the girl take her by surprise, but grief had colored her vision—


    Junle grabbed Maella’s hand. “Who are you?”


    “Don’t,” Maella said.


    Junle bore down, pressing Maella’s hand against the scraper. Maella had been scared to touch it and Junle was going to find out why because—because the girl was the one from Junle’s pattern.


    “Why not?” Junle said, her voice implacable with her intention.


    “Please,” Maella said, her voice small and plaintive, but Junle did not care. Shun had died. She pressed Maella’s hand harder over the scraper.


    “I only have two left,” Maella said.


    This was not the answer Junle expected. Mostly because she didn’t understand it.


    “Of what?” Senta said, coming to Maella’s rescue. “Two of what?”


    Junle held her breath, waiting for this girl to somehow reveal that everything was a lie or—


    “Doors—”


    And suddenly Junle knew why Eddy’s hands had been bound. Why Foster had given him licatherin at the fence. Eddy had felt the door that sat at the top of this tower connecting two worlds. Eddy was a doormaker, just like this girl was a doormaker.


    Junle’s pattern had shown a doormaker leading them all away from this tower. One of those cursed with the gift to open doors between the worlds and bring destruction.


    This was the girl from Junle’s pattern who Shun believed would save them all. This girl had more power than the torchlighters could have ever hoped.


    Junle snatched away her hand. Grief burned and revealed hope.


    Right then, under the eyes of the marker and the doormaker girl with the wild hair, Junle made a vow to herself.


    Junle would do whatever it took to make this girl destroy the Tower of Shadows, once and for all.

  


  
    


    


    


    Thanks for reading Doormaker: Torchlighters. Find out what happens to Junle and the other torchlighters in the final books of the Doormaker series.
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