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    Dedication


    SOME DOORS ARE MEANT TO STAY CLOSED, AND SOME YOU MUST OPEN, NO MATTER THE COST.

  


  
    Chapter 1


    Stone fell from the sky, hitting the Forsi desert like missiles. Maella smelled oil—pungent, astringent, so cloying it felt like it coated her nose. People shouted and raced for the protection of caravan wagons. The earth quaked underneath their feet, shaking the sand.


    The Tower of Shadows was destroying itself—the elevator cage of metal was crumpled in a pile at the tower’s base, the stone blocks were falling away one at a time and then in entire sections. Pipes screeched as they ripped off and fell away from the stone walls. Wagons raced across the desert landscape, attempting to escape the tower’s fall.


    But Maella paid no attention to any of it.


    Maella had opened the doors to the Library of Souls. The wooden steps up to the doors, which were carved with intricate geometric designs, had felt stable and profound underneath her feet. Her hands were meant to open the carved doors and reveal whatever portal lay on the other side of them. Junle’s pattern had foretold this moment and Maella had stopped running away from it.


    Maella embraced the pattern that had led her to the Library of Souls wagon doors and she had opened the doors filled with a fierce sense of destiny.


    Now, unexpected stillness enveloped her. She tried to understand what her doormaker hands had revealed.


    Because what she saw—it wasn’t right.


    Do you trust me?


    She had asked this question of Sethlo and Senta and Klylup-boy right before opening the wagon doors. But the question triggered a different memory—a different voice.


    Do you trust me?


    Esson, her older brother, had asked her that same question the day before he had vanished forever.


    Esson, Father said—


    Father is doing nothing. If we leave things up to him we’ll starve.


     No, Esson. I don’t trust you. You run headfirst into a situation without thinking it through. There’s so much we still don’t know—


    Maella, stop. You sound like Father.


    So what if I do?


    Esson had shaken his head, his hair curling into his eyes, his hands clenching into fists at his sides. You’ll see it too. One day. Maella, one day you’ll wake up and realize that all their secrets and lies are because they’re afraid of the truth.


    Maella had clenched her hands at that point too, digging her fingernails into her skin. It was always like that between them. An unbreakable bond that they tested at every opportunity. A tug-of-war with no winner.


    What truth, Esson? How come you know it but no one else does?


    I know more than you.


    The words echoed and turned into a chant inside Maella’s head.


    I know more than you. I know more than you. I know more than you.


    The Library of Souls’ doors should have opened to another world. Instead, all Maella saw was the inside of a wagon lined with shelves piled high with parchment, bound leather books, scrolls. A stool and sleeping platform were in one corner. She identified the strong smell as rosemary, and on top of the rosemary, a faint hint of animal from the camels harnessed to the wagon.


    She had opened the doors to the Library of Souls like the pattern had foretold—and nothing had happened.


    “Where is it to, Maella?” Sethlo said, stepping up next to her. “What did it—”


    His voice dropped away because he could see for himself what lay on the other side of the door.


    “You should step back,” Senta said. “What if—”


    “It’s the wagon.” Sethlo’s voice sounded strange, almost choked. “It’s only the inside of the wagon.”


    Senta, with Klylup-boy slumped against her back, pushed past Maella. Maella didn’t—couldn’t—move. Senta scanned the room with wide eyes shining with a manic light that matched what Maella felt inside.


    “What’s wrong with you?” Senta said, turning to look at Maella.


    And then something clicked. A calm stillness had enveloped her before she had touched the doors to the wagon. She thought the stillness had come from inside her, but maybe it was much more than that.


    “There are no vibrations.” The words released the breath she had been holding and her mind raced. “And when I put my hands on the doors—I didn’t think about it because in all the chaos of the tower and running here and seeing Junle’s pattern and then the Library of Souls wagon just like in the drawing—”


    “What are you saying?” Sethlo interrupted.


    Maella shook her head, attempting to put her thoughts in a better order. “They’re supposed to hum. But the wagon doors didn’t hum. None of the books in this room hum.”


    She stepped into the wagon to make absolutely sure her words were true. The rosemary smell increased, causing a headache to form behind her forehead as its thick, astringent scent made it impossible to smell anything else. She turned in a circle and closed her eyes to help her concentrate. She reached out with her subconscious, searching for the vibrations that had ruled her life ever since getting that first taste of licatherin, that magical mineral that fueled three worlds, fed her addiction, and allowed her to feel the doors around her like never before.


    When she blinked her eyes open, Senta and Sethlo stood in the wagon’s doorway. Sethlo clasped her family’s book of patterns against his chest. Sunlight and dust kicked up a cloud around the purple hue of their skin and gusted into the wagon. Klylup-boy had woken up, purple-rimmed eyes watering, and he looked at her over Senta’s shoulder. They stared at her like three sets of headlights from cars bearing down on her path. But there were no cars in this world. At least, none that she had yet seen.


    “My family’s book,” Maella said. “It isn’t vibrating either.”


    Sethlo held out the book as if it were a snake about to bite him. “What does that mean? How does this wagon stop the doors?”


    “Maybe it’s not the wagon,” Senta said, wonder and a little bit of hope in her voice. “Maybe all the doors are gone.”


    “Are you saying you are no longer a doormaker?” Sethlo frowned, his brows drawing together.


    Maella wondered for a brief, awful moment if he was thinking that if Maella was broken, then he no longer needed her.


    Vibrations crashed down from every direction, clogging her throat and electrifying her skin until she shook and her muscles locked up. Maella collapsed on the wood floor of the wagon, arms and legs twitching. The energy ramped up like someone had turned up the volume on a screeching song.


    “What’s wrong?” Senta exclaimed.


    “The doors,” Maella gasped. She stared at the grain of wood, its pattern smoothed over by many steps, gathering herself to push back the pain. “They came back all at once.”


    Sethlo crouched next to her. “Then we will get you outside so you can try again. If the doors are back, then we will close the doors so you can open them.”


    He pulled her to her feet.


    The screeching song dropped away to nothing.


    “No,” Maella said. “The vibrations have already stopped.”


    “I don’t understand,” Senta said. “Are the doors gone or not?”


    “Yes,” Maella said.


    “Come outside.” Sethlo guided Maella back outside.


    Maella stepped onto the sand. Sparks shot up her arms as the portal vibrations appeared, but now at a more tolerable level. Senta waited in the sand with Klylup-boy while Sethlo closed the wagon doors. People still streamed away from the tower and to the caravan wagons. Animals brayed in fear. Stone missiles fell away from the tower walls, kicking up fountains of sand when they hit the floor of the Forsi desert.


    Maella winced at the sudden hum that came when the doors latched shut.


    Sethlo narrowed his eyes, noticing Maella’s reaction. “So the doors are back.”


    Maella nodded. “My father created the Klylups when he opened a door within a door.” She glanced at Klylup-boy as she said it. “What if—when I did the same—this is the consequence? I broke the Klylup curse, but maybe, maybe I broke the doors a little bit too? It’s like turning off the electricity.”


    Sethlo and Senta looked at Maella like she was crazy.


    “Like a blackout,” Maella said, trying again, realizing electricity and blackouts didn’t exist on Rathe.


    “Is this an Earth thing?” Sethlo asked.


    “Who has put black on the doors?” Senta said. “Where did they get the pitch to black things out?”


    Maella bit her lip, thinking. There had been no electricity in Rock Heaven or in the Tower of Shadows. “Like turning a water pipe on and off. The doors come back. The doors leave. They never used to do that before. I can feel when it happens.”


    “But the doors are working now,” Sethlo said.


    Maella nodded. Keeper Shaul had predicted her death after opening seven doors, but she had beaten his prediction.


    She should be dead, but she wasn’t.


    Maella felt a renewed sense of purpose, though it came tinged with grief. Claritsa was gone. Taken by Doormaker Tain’s people into Thrae. Lost to another world.


    A realization hit Maella like a punch to the stomach. Her father had been a Klylup, but her doors might have transformed him back into a human too, like Klylup-boy was now human. Father was lost and alone somewhere, vulnerable like Klylup-boy. And where was her older brother, Esson?


    Maella flexed her hands and looked up at the wagon doors, marveling at the etchings in its wood and how perfectly the scene matched Junle’s pattern. If only Junle could see that she had been right all along.


    As if sensing her purpose, Sethlo stepped out of the way.


    Maella grabbed at both doors as the hum of the potential portal traveled up her arms. Doormaker Tain said doormakers could influence the direction of their doors. Somehow, there was a way to—not completely—control where the doors would go. Maella thought about her father and the cave and late nights around the campfire. Maella thought about Claritsa and the way they could make each other laugh and how Claritsa had never flinched from what Maella could do.


    Maella thought about getting them back, no matter the cost. She flexed her hands and steadied her heart.


    A long thin object flew across Maella’s vision. Sharp jabs of pain burst across her fingers and drove her hands off the doors. She stumbled backwards off the stairs and fell onto the sand. The rough sand seeped into the folds of her clothes.


    “Get away,” a stern woman’s voice said in Thrae. She held a wooden cane out in front of her like a weapon. The cane was easily as long as Maella was tall. A hooded robe covered her head. Long strands of white hair framed a pale face wizened with age. She had a strong back even for how bent over she was. The woman walked smartly up to Sethlo, Senta, and Maella, her feet kicking up sand. “This is not your wagon. Do you know the consequences of entering this wagon?”


    Rebellion rose up inside of Maella—she was done taking orders. She was done letting others decide what she must or must not do. “You can’t keep us out. We need to get inside.” Maella pressed her hands together to ease the pain in her fingers. I need to open this door, but she didn’t say that part.


    “I am Veda Loor!”


    “Is that supposed to mean something?” Sethlo stepped forward, but Veda Loor did not flinch. If anything she raised her cane like a weapon, waving it across his face.


    “Yes, little boy, that means something,” Veda Loor said.


    “She is one of the Master Librarians for the Library of Souls.” There was a note of awe in Senta’s voice. “Only the Grandmaster is above her.”


    Maella stood, brushing sand from her pitch-stained clothes. She ignored the rawness of the sand that rubbed into every fold and crevice of her skin. She was ready to charge the old woman if she needed to. It didn’t matter who Veda Loor was, or how old, or how fragile, or how important—Maella needed to open those doors.


    “This wagon is not for the likes of such as you. Find—” A rumble drowned Veda Loor’s words.


    The sand beneath their feet began to dance in the air. They all turned toward the sound. The final section of the Tower of Shadows had begun to fall. As that monstrous spire of stone disintegrated, an awe-inspiring wave formed out of stone and smoke and sand and pipe and licatherin. The sky tinted purple and then blacked out.


    The wave of destruction swallowed everything in its path—and headed straight for them.


    Veda Loor scrambled up the stairs with the help of her cane and wrenched open the wagon doors. “All of you get inside! Do not dare touch anything with your dirty hands!”

  


  
    Chapter 2


    Veda Loor gestured around the wagon with her cane. “Everyone take yourself to the corners and protect the books and scrolls.” She grimaced as she bent down. White hair fanned out like spider legs around her thin face as she drew billowing cloth from a shelf. “Spread this across—WITHOUT—touching any of the books or patterns with your hands.”


    Rocks and debris struck the wagon’s wooden exterior. Dust sifted through the slat boards.


    “The camels?” Senta said.


    “Are not stupid,” Veda Loor said. “They will move themselves and this wagon out of the way of harm way or they will die.”


    Sethlo looked at Veda Loor with alarm. “And then what will we do?”


    “Die with them in the Forsi desert—or find another ride!” Veda Loor rapped the floor with her cane. “Now move!”


    It was Klylup-boy who moved first. He struggled from Senta’s hold—small, quick, and silent. It was the most life they had yet seen from him, but that movement was enough to push them all into action. In less than a minute, coughing through the dust, they protected the shelves to Veda Loor’s satisfaction. Outside, the destruction raged like a hurricane. The smell of burnt licatherin drifted through the cracks of the wagon boards. A weird calmness descended on Maella as the push and pull of the doors zapped on, then faded, only to start the cycle again after a few seconds.


    The wagon swayed from side to side as the camels brayed and lumbered across the sand. They waited long minutes for the destruction outside to determine their fates.


    Maella stayed inside that feeling of calmness, letting it wash over her. She had opened her seven doors and she had not died.


    She hoped she would not now die in this wagon, not with everything so unfinished.


    Silence dropped over them like a blanket. Dust settled thick on the cloth protecting the patterns, parchment, and leather-bound books. Only when the screech of stone missiles was replaced with the noise of upset camels did they finally know it was over.


    Veda Loor stood with her cane. Her presence reminded Maella of Grandmother, though their shapes could not be more different. Veda Loor was thin like a rail, severe in angle and shape, where Grandmother had been plump and round, but they held the same air of authority and self-assurance.


    Veda Loor arched her back as if she was in pain, then lifted her cane, pointing it at each of them. “This is not your wagon. I have saved your lives, but now you must leave.”


    Maella stood, ready to argue. Senta shook her head as if to say there was no way they would fight such an old, revered woman. Shame rose in Maella, but the fight in her did not lessen.


    She was meant to find this wagon. According to Junle’s pattern, the doors she needed were outside. Let this woman kick them out—then Maella would be in the perfect position to try again.


    And again. And again.


    Her seven door death prediction had not come true—and Claritsa and her father waited out there in the worlds for Maella to find them and bring them home.


    Sethlo picked up Klylup-boy. Maella took up her family book of patterns. In the escape from the tower, the book’s engraved cover had partly torn off from the binding. The engraving itself was scuffed and a chunk of wood carving was missing from one corner. Water had caused damage to many of the pages. But it was when the pattern-machine’s needle had broken while drawing Maella’s most recent pattern that most bothered her.


    What could the pattern have told her about what was to happen next?


    Veda Loor’s cane snaked out and blocked Maella’s path. “What is that in your hands?”


    Maella pressed the book closer to her chest, feeling the engraved symbol dig into her skin. A curved quarter moon, its points sharp like knives—that’s us, the doormakers. Three links, separate yet attached, pierced by the moon. In her hands at that moment, the book was only a book. No potential doors vibrated from its pages because the doors had turned off again. In their place, it seemed the real-life earthquakes had returned, vibrating the wagon’s contents.


    “We…saved it from the tower,” Maella said finally.


    “It is not yours.” It was not a question. The cane wavered in the air as if threatening violence. “Give it to me.”


    Maella did not doubt Veda Loor would follow through on that violence if it came down to protecting the books and patterns in her care. Maella looked to Senta and Sethlo, not daring to admit to Veda Loor who she was or what the book meant to her—family history, secrets finally told, possible answers to her future and finding everyone she had lost.


    Veda Loor worked for the Library of Souls. The Library of Souls was connected to the Tower of Shadows. And all of it connected back to licatherin and Doormaker Tain—whose men had kidnapped Claritsa.


    A devilish idea came to Maella and there was no time to waste.


    Maella set the book of patterns on the floor of the wagon. Her family’s symbol on the cover both taunted and welcomed her.


    Veda Loor’s cane lowered. “That book belongs to Doormaker Tain.” Her voice was carefully neutral even though the cane trembled. “How did you get it?”


    Instead of answering, Maella reached down.


    Senta gasped. “Maella, don’t!”


    Sethlo stepped forward like a tenbl might do to protect his doormaker from whatever violence came next—but Maella knew what she planned would be safe. She flipped the book open to an early page.


    The page displayed a pattern—a drawing—of a castle with spires, like a great temple. It was an image that meant nothing to her.


    Klylup-boy’s eyes widened. Veda Loor watched with an unreadable expression. Senta hid her dismay behind her hands.


    Maella had only dared touch the page because the vibrations were absent. Junle’s pattern showed Maella opening the doors to the Library of Souls, but the doors were not working again. Disappointment formed a bitter taste in her mouth even though she had opened the book while counting on this new reality.


    How would she ever get to Claritsa, who was stuck on a different world, if the doors no longer worked?


    “She told you.” Sethlo stepped back from the opened book, relaxing as soon as it was apparent there was no danger. “She saved it.”


    Veda Loor pointed a trembling hand at the book. “None such as you can be trusted with a treasure like this.”


    “None such as us?” Sethlo said. “What does that mean? We are not good enough to touch something that belongs to a doormaker?”


    Veda Loor grumbled under her breath. It sounded like when Deep cursed in Rathe. Shaking her head, her hood fell further back, revealing white hair in further disarray. Then, there was a shift, as if Veda Loor had changed her mind about something. She turned a blazing eye onto Sethlo. “And when was the last time you washed your hands, boy?”


    Sethlo’s mouth dropped open.


    “Yes, exactly. You are fit and flexible. Young and insolent.” Veda Loor’s voice worked into a wrathful tone. “And you are touching priceless books and YOU HAVE NOT WASHED YOUR HANDS.”


    Sethlo swallowed and closed his mouth. Senta pressed her lips together, frowning. But Maella, well, she didn’t know where the feeling came from, but she began laughing. At first her laugh was small and quiet, but the more she took in the ridiculousness of the scene, the more she could not hold back.


    “Why are you laughing?” Sethlo asked.


    But this only made Maella laugh harder.


    Doormaker Tain had taken Claritsa hostage to force Maella to go after her best friend. The prophecies that surrounded Maella and the One Door were all right and wrong at the same time. She had been living under a death sentence and the Hestroth had attempted to lead her to that death—a Klylup transformation—by searching for the One Door. She had destroyed an entire tower of stone and all the licatherin it made and who knew how many people had died inside its walls—


    —But all that mattered to Veda Loor was that their hands were covered in stone dust and dried pitch and they had dared to touch some books and papers—


    Gasping for air, Maella wiped her own hands on her clothes, but that didn’t help since the stone dust and torchlighter pitch had formed a hard crust. Junle’s pattern had shown Maella opening the doors to this wagon. Somehow, the fate of her family and her best friend was tied up in this place.


    She would not let herself be driven from it.


    Veda Loor’s lip curled, as if also finding the situation humorous, but quickly became stern again. “Leave the book and go on your way. No harm has yet been done. I wish your group well but you are not my responsibility. Now that the tower has fallen, a great many things are about to change. You must find safety and I must get the contents of this wagon to the Library of Souls as quickly as possible. My assistants have either fled or died in that tower and there is much research to still be done. This will be a death race back to Jillow City and I do not have enough food or water for all of you. Nor the desire to care for you along the way as krokosod takes hold.”


    At the word krokosod Maella touched the belt pouch at her waist. They had taken bottles from the tower, but the bottles had broken during their escape. One remained, and with it, the four of them—Senta, Sethlo, Maella, and Klylup-boy—would need it to stave off the flesh-death that came with licatherin withdrawals. For all they knew, the bottle was the last bit of licatherin they might ever see.


    “Do you know the key to fixing all the worlds could be somewhere, at this very moment, in this wagon?” Veda Loor said, interrupting Maella’s thoughts.


    Maella looked at Klylup-boy, and her own doormaker hands, and almost laughed again.


    The key to fixing all the worlds—or breaking them for good.


    Even if all that Veda Loor said was true, none of it mattered if it got in the way of her going after Claritsa and her father. Her father, who had been transformed into a Klylup once he reached the end of his number of open doors, and was now human again somewhere—because she had unknowingly broken the curse he had long ago accidentally set in motion.


    Maella’s idea would only work if Veda Loor believed Maella would do whatever it took, no matter the cost.


    Maella reached for a page out of her family’s book of patterns. Water damage made the bottom edge wavy. She ripped off a corner of the parchment, something barely bigger than the nail of her thumb. The sound felt overly loud and violent in the small cabin. The pattern’s image had not been damaged, but the missing corner looked like a great wound.


    Maella allowed the torn paper to flutter to the wagon’s floor. “Unless you give us safe passage to Jillow City, I will destroy this book page by page.”

  


  
    Chapter 3


    Veda Loor rapped her cane furiously on the wooden floor. “You are evil children. Do you know what the book in your hand contains? Answers that could save us all.”


    “Or fancy guesses that will only mislead us,” Maella said, though she didn’t really believe that—not anymore. Not after Junle’s pattern. There was truth in the patterns, but there were many ways to interpret that truth. You didn’t know which one was right until it was too late.


    What would Maella’s last pattern have shown? If only the pattern-machine had broken a few seconds later…


    “What do you know of the patterns?” Veda Loor said. “You were torchlighters for the tower—yes, I’ve heard of your kind working there. It’s obvious what you did, with the layer of pitch that covers each of you. Torchlighters work and fear no heights and fly along the pipes, but did you even go to school? Do you know how to read? What do you know of the patterns?”


    “She sounds like Master Hull,” Sethlo said, disgust in his voice. “And because we have dirt on our hands does that also make us like dirt? Worthless and able to be thrown away with—”


    “WASH YOUR HANDS…and then we will talk,” Veda Loor said, eyes going wide again. She punctuated her words with stabs in the air from her cane. The escaped strands of white hair flared with her movement. “These books are my responsibility. I have no love for Master… It is not my business to…” She threw her cane and other hand up into the air. “Wash your hands and then we will speak on what must be done. Do you know who that book belongs to? Someone who will punish you beyond your wildest imaginations if he finds out you have damaged it.”


    “You speak like we are stupid,” Maella said, thinking through what she knew. “We may have worked and lived in the tower, but we know enough. Copies of patterns are made and stored in the archives—in the Library of Souls. That is why you are here. This is just the original.”


    “But she is a Master Librarian for the Library of Souls,” Senta said. “We cannot—”


    Maella reached for the page again.


    “Wait!” Veda Loor held out a hand, gnarled from arthritis. “Originals are important in their own way. We might have dozens of copies, but the original, even damaged like this—please.”


    “All we want is passage to the city.” And to the Library of Souls itself, and a way out of the city to her father, and to her best friend kidnapped on Thrae. Maella couldn’t say any of that out loud, but Sethlo and Senta would understand. They also knew Maella could never destroy her own family’s book of patterns. Whether the pages were meaningless or mysterious or prophetic—they told a story about herself and her family’s history that she had only just begun to understand.


    But Veda Loor didn’t know any of that.


    “And how will you help me protect all of this when krokosod begins? I see the hold licatherin has in your bodies. With the tower fallen and half the survivors out here on the sands also addicted to licatherin, what do you think awaits all of us in the desert? No.” Veda Loor shook her head and she turned inward as if remembering something terrible. “No. I do not want to witness such a thing again.”


    “There is nowhere to go but to the city,” Maella said.


    “Jillow City is ten days away and you will all become useless by the fifth day,” Veda Loor said.


    “And dead by the eighth day,” Senta said. “But that is our business.”


    “Safe passage or we destroy the book,” Maella said.


    “And maybe some of these others,” Sethlo said.


    Veda Loor swiveled the cane and pointed it between Maella’s eyes. Maella did not let the move bother her. Instead, she held Veda Loor’s gaze with her own.


    Sethlo held up two hands and stepped between Maella and the cane. “Safe passage for all of us. Instead of more destruction, we will become your assistants.”


    Senta jumped on the idea. “We will help you protect everything in this wagon. We know how to work. We know how to follow directions. We will not let you down.”


    The cane wobbled in the air.


    “And we will wash our hands every day,” Sethlo said.


    “Three times a day!” Veda Loor said. “And you will dry them well before daring to touch anything in this wagon.”


    “Yes,” Senta said.


    “Yes,” Sethlo said.


    Veda Loor turned fierce eyes onto Maella and Klylup-boy.


    “We will,” Maella said.


    When Klylup-boy did not move, Veda Loor stepped toward him, demanding. “And you?”


    Klylup-boy swallowed, but did not speak. Senta prodded him. Mouth slightly open, he finally nodded.


    Veda Loor lowered her cane. “Very well, since you have left me no choice—”


    “We also do not have a choice,” Maella said, because it was suddenly important for Veda Loor to understand. “We have never been given a choice, not when it has mattered most—”


    “I have accepted your coercion!” Veda Loor interrupted. “I do not wish to hear excuses for why blackmail and destruction of significant documents are somehow justified. Give me that book—”


    Maella reached down.


    “No!” Veda Loor’s cane snaked out again, blocking Maella’s hands. “I will pick it up. There is a basin in the far corner. Do not splash. Now GO WASH YOUR HANDS!”


    The four of them took her words as command. It was a fair deal. They washed their hands, careful not to splash the water.


    When it was Maella’s turn, she noticed a small mirror hung over the basin. It was little more than shiny metal, but she took a look anyway and saw about what she had expected. Curly hair, long enough that it had begun to mat in places. Tar-pitch stained her face and neck like she had been splattered by a paintbrush. Stone dust from the tower’s fall layered the purple stain of her skin with a grayish color that made her look well on her way to dead. None of that surprised her. But what did shock her was the flash of breast as she leaned over. She quickly grabbed the cloth of her shirt, holding it to her neck.


    She didn’t know when she had begun noticing her new height, her new hips—there had been no mirrors in the Tower of Shadows. She hadn’t really looked at this new, grown-up body of hers. Though she couldn’t be sure of the exact date, she thought back to all the time that had passed. She knew she would soon be turning sixteen. Her body clearly knew that too.


    Maella finished washing up, scrubbing the tar-pitch off her hands until they went raw and turned pinkish purple from her effort. She tucked her shirt into her torchlighter leather belt. The cloth swelled over her breasts, making them, she realized, more pronounced than before, but it was better than letting the shirt gape open whenever she bent over. She didn’t bother washing her face or neck. If there was time for that later then she would also attack the tangles in her hair.


    Right now, they had to make sure Veda Loor kept her side of the bargain. It was the only chance they had to get out of the Forsi desert alive.


    When all four of them finished washing, Veda Loor was still bent over the book, attempting to pick it up from the floorboards. She used her cane propped out like a third leg. The wagon was small enough that her tripod stance took up the full width of the floor space between the shelves. Her arm curled around the book of patterns like it weighed a hundred pounds. Her knees trembled under the effort.


    “I have carefully washed and dried my hands,” Maella said, her voice compliant now.


    Veda Loor grunted.


    Maella approached to help Veda Loor up, propping her hands under the book to relieve most of the weight. Veda Loor sighed when she stood erect and grimaced as if in pain. She allowed Maella to take the book and pointed to a spot on a shelf. “There. And make sure to cover it.”


    Once Maella was done, Veda Loor stood on two feet and leaned heavily on her cane. A drop of sweat trailed down her cheek as the only sign that she had exerted herself. Mumbling various threats and insults, striking out her cane in jabs that were careful to miss the books and shelves—no small feat in the cramped space—Veda Loor fired off a series of tasks and instructions. She gave them one hour to get them done. After that, she said, the race to Jillow City and to outrun krokosod would begin.


    Sethlo went outside to check on the camels. Senta climbed on the outside of the wagon to check strappings, settings, and seams, and look out for the rest of the caravan. Klylup-boy sat, curled up in a corner, listless. By unspoken agreement, Maella took the inside tasks. Any tower survivors would recognize her as a doormaker after what had happened. After all, she had opened a portal inside the Circle at the top of the Tower of Shadows. Out of that portal, a Klylup had emerged and wreaked great violence on the crowd and on Maella’s friends. All of her heart and thoughts had been focused on her father, on realizing she would never get him back if she died in the Circle, right at the moment she had opened the door.


    Maella hoped those from the Tower of Shadows would assume she was dead or had gotten trapped on Thrae. She had fought the Circle’s Klylup by opening a door to—another Klylup. This new Klylup had emerged from the same cave that Maella and Claritsa had first entered long ago, when Barth had pushed them through the portal. It was the same door that had taken her father. Maella now knew the new Klylup must have been her father—transformed.


    It was all too many coincidences to mean anything else.


    Veda Loor shoved a rag into Klylup-boy’s hands. “Dust the shelves, torchlighter. You want the protection of the Library of Souls? Then you must work. And when you are done, you are the one I assign to water sentry. We did not resupply at the tower like expected. The other wagons will soon go looking for extra. It is your job to make sure they do not take it from us.”


    Maella paused in her cleanup work. Klylup-boy did not move, though Maella thought something flickered across his face.


    Veda Loor raised her cane as if to rap on his bare toes.


    He flinched and tucked his feet underneath him.


    “So you can hear me.”


    Maella moved to intervene. “He is too little. Stuff happened to him in the tower.”


    Veda Loor frowned at Maella. As if moving a great ship, she hunkered down on her heels. Her hips cracked and she splayed out the cane to use as a third leg. Reaching out with a gnarled hand, Veda Loor pinched Klylup-boy’s chin, forcing up his face. She examined him for a few silent seconds. “What’s your name?”


    “We don’t know,” Maella said. “He won’t speak.”


    Veda Loor harrumphed again. Sethlo and Senta worked noisily on the outside of the wagon. Door vibrations remained gone. The camels brayed in annoyance.


    “Well, hmmm. We could call you Devon. No, I didn’t like that book catcher. How about Lyselle? No, no, he was a spindly thing. You’re small but you’re not a stick like he was. Ah! Tomasi! We’ll call you Tomi for short—until you tell us your real name. Tomi was a boy about your age who worked hard in my stacks. He grew up and left the library eventually, but when he did an especially good job I would sneak him some—” and then she said a word that Maella had never heard of before. The word sounded a little like delicious, but wasn’t.


    Klylup-boy’s face lit up, just a flicker, before extinguishing again.


    Veda Loor exclaimed in triumph. “I have some here with me. But only for little boys who do their work.”


    “But he—”


    “Hush,” Veda Loor said. “Whatever broke in his mind can only benefit from hard, honest work.” She returned her attention to Klylup-boy. “If you want the sweet thing, that is. Or I will eat it all for myself. Even if it gives me a stomachache. I do not care. I will not share my candy with selfish book catchers too lazy to dust my books.”


    Veda Loor used her cane to stand up slowly, painfully, and released her pinching grip on Tomi. She hobbled out of the wagon, not waiting for Tomi to respond.


    Once Veda Loor had left the wagon, Maella approached.


    Tomi stared at the shelves. His eyes glazed over like he couldn’t really see the scrolls and patterns organized on the shelf. Maella knew that he was somehow looking inward, somehow remembering his time as a Klylup and yet trying to also force those memories away.


    Sweat broke out on his forehead. A drop of it dripped down his cheek. He was turned so far inward that Maella felt like even if she tried to get his attention he wouldn’t notice. She tested her theory by lifting her hands to shake his shoulders, but before she could touch him he blinked rapidly and stepped away.


    When he turned his large, tear-filled eyes onto Maella, she shivered.


    “It wasn’t your fault. It doesn’t matter what you remember. It matters that it wasn’t your fault.” But even Maella didn’t quite believe the words that she said to comfort him.


    Her greatest fear, once she had known it was possible, had been turning into a Klylup and committing horrible violence against the people she cared about. Maella stepped back, unable to face the knowledge in his eyes that silently said he remembered everything he had done as a Klylup.


    “It wasn’t your fault,” Maella said again.


    He turned away from her as if he could not bear to look at her any longer. This spoke louder than any words said out loud. Who was the one actually in denial—him or Maella?


    Maella didn’t know if someone could come back from being transformed into a monster—but then she changed that thought.


    He would come back from it. Her father would too.


    Veda Loor returned to the inside of the wagon. The only sounds were the tap of Veda Loor’s cane, and the cracking of her joints. Canvas fluttered in a slight breeze that drifted through the wooden slats.


    Klylup-boy took a deep, shuddering breath. With rag in hand, he began dusting the covers.


    Veda Loor harrumphed. “The whole side, Tomi. Dust the whole side for me and you will get a piece of my Histalish tonight when we stop.”


    At the name, Klylup-boy—no, it was Tomi now—began to dust faster.


    A sharp rap landed on Maella’s shoulders, making her yelp more out of surprise than pain. “But you are already too lazy to earn some Histalish today! This whole side is yours and you have not yet begun! Torchlighter or not, book desecration threats or not, my book catchers do the work until it is done! Get to it!”


    Maella set to dusting, but she could not keep a smile from creeping onto her face. So she hid it instead and coughed from the dust and worked some more.


    Tomi was a doormaker who had been transformed into a Klylup. He had done terrible things in his monstrous form. But, Maella thought, maybe that wasn’t the end of him after all.


    Which meant it wasn’t the end of her—or her father, either.


    Her father could come back, just like—Histalish by Histalish—they might bring Tomi back from the dark.

  


  
    Chapter 4


    Before the hour had finished, rolling earthquakes turned the desert into undulating waves of sand. The camels moaned and spat, pulling at their harnesses. When the first wave had begun, Veda Loor shouted instructions to strap down the shelves. Now Veda Loor took the driver’s bench and whipped the camels to follow after the other caravan survivors and away from the fallen Tower of Shadows.


    It was afternoon, and when Maella dared to look outside, the heat created waves on the horizon that morphed into mirages. The air still tasted like burnt licatherin. Hours passed, the earthquakes did not dissipate, the doors did not vibrate. They shared what little food they had hidden among their pockets. Senta went off across the sand to search for torchlighter survivors in the other wagons. Sethlo remained in the wagon with Maella and Tomi.


    It was Maella’s intention to search the patterns for anything that could help their mission to find a way into Thrae after her best friend—or to her father, somewhere here on Rathe. The desire to go after both of them at the same time threatened to pull Maella apart. She didn’t know what to concentrate on first or even what to search for, but she had to do it all right under Veda Loor’s nose.


    She described her intention to Sethlo—to search the wagon’s patterns and parchments while Veda Loor was distracted on the driver’s bench. He agreed. Starting at the far ends of one set of shelves, they worked their way towards each other. Tomi lay curled up, asleep, in a little cubby stuffed with rags for blankets.


    “The Tower of Shadows fell just like Junle’s pattern showed it would.” Maella spoke quietly so as not to wake Tomi as they worked. “It makes a strange sort of sense now, doesn’t it?”


    “How does any of this make sense?” Sethlo sneezed at the dust kicked up by the parchment in his hands before he returned the parchment to the shelf. “The patterns showed you at the One Door. The patterns showed you had seven doors left to open before you died—or turned into a Klylup—or whatever was supposed to happen. None of that has come true.”


    Maella sifted through patterns of tower workers that were little more than dreams of future houses or children or maybe childhood memories. It felt strange to touch the stack without the worry of opening a portal. She moved through them quickly and onto the next pile. “I wasn’t at the One Door when I opened my seventh door. The patterns aren’t fate—only possibilities. I think my pattern changed because of that.”


    Tomi shifted and seemed to awaken for a moment. Maella and Sethlo both paused in their work and waited for him to resettle.


    “Maybe there are two ways to interpret my pattern. Maybe it all depended on the choices I made,” Maella continued, almost whispering now.


    “You mean,” Sethlo said, also in a whisper, “if you had waited to open your seventh door at the One Door, only then would you have been transformed into a Klylup?”


    “I think so,” Maella said. “That’s what Oren and Xomara believed, at least. But I chose differently. I broke the Klylup curse instead. And I think I broke the doors too. Why else would they turn on and off now?”


    Sethlo rifled through another stack of patterns, frowning down at them before moving onto the next stack. “But that does not change that Claritsa is gone and Doormaker Tain is at fault.”


    “It doesn’t change anything that already happened. But I think it means we have a chance to shape the future,” Maella said, a rising conviction taking hold in her heart. “The patterns do not control us.”


    As if in reaction to Maella’s words, Tomi whimpered. She looked over her shoulder at him. He looked so frail while sleeping. He had yet to say a word to anyone.


    “Doormaker Tain never expected you to break the doors,” Sethlo said, a half grin on his lips. “I would like to see the look on his face when he figures it out.”


    “Then…you aren’t angry? I…when I opened that door at the top of the tower, I might have lost our chance at the One Door for good.” The words popped out of Maella’s mouth. She winced, afraid she would see disappointment cross his face before he could hide it—and then her heart would cut in half.


    Sethlo rested his hands on a stack of parchment. Tar-pitch flecked the skin on his neck, but his hands had been scrubbed clean according to Veda Loor’s specifications.


    After a long, heart-stopping moment, he faced Maella. “Look at me.”


    Maella moved her gaze from his neck to his eyes. They were hazel and flecked with brown. All sound vanished. It was like she was floating—no, drowning.


    “I would trade everything to prevent you from becoming a Klylup,” Sethlo said.


    Instead of splitting in half, Maella’s heart began to gallop inside her chest. The way Sethlo looked at her made her stomach twist into knots. It was the best feeling in the world. She wanted him to cup her face with his hands. Instead, she felt herself blush, deeply embarrassed at this strange thought.


    A camel brayed and the wagon lurched, as if hitting a dip in the sand. Parchment and scrolls shifted, though the straps held most in place. The moment broke and Maella’s awareness came rushing back.


    Sethlo returned to the shelves. Maella regretfully did the same.


    As the hours passed, the licorice smells that had tainted every breath inside the Tower of Shadows began to lessen. Soon the only smells that remained were of dust and parchment. The light faded. Both Maella and Sethlo picked up speed before the light was lost altogether. There were plenty of patterns to go through, but none of them seemed related to their search for the One Door, Claritsa, her father, or Doormaker Tain.


    When they met in the middle and had still found nothing, Maella decided it was time to go back to her family’s book of patterns.


    Doormaker Wars. Unfulfilled prophecies. Secrets that crossed generations. Her family had participated in so much destruction across three worlds. As she headed for the shelf where she had stored the book, a loud ripping noise filled the wagon.


    Maella and Sethlo both jumped. She searched for the source and saw Tomi was sitting up. At Tomi’s cross-legged feet were scraps of parchment with torn, ragged edges. He picked up a pattern from a stack not yet searched. Maella gasped as he ripped the pattern down the middle and then again, and again until the pattern was little more than confetti.


    Sethlo rushed over and grabbed the papers from Tomi’s lap. “Stop!”


    Tomi resisted Sethlo. His face scrunched up and flushed from rage.


    Maella helped wrestle the papers away. When they finally succeeded, Tomi let out a cry and crumpled into a ball.


    Sethlo bent to gather the torn pieces. Maella brought the rest of the stack into the last bit of light filtering through the wooden slats of the wagon.


    “Why would you destroy—”


    “Sethlo,” Maella interrupted. Her heart fluttered in her chest. The papers weren’t patterns. They were about something else, an object, that seemed familiar. Maella tapped on a drawing of a—she didn’t know—machine? Device? Relic? “I’ve seen this before.”


    Sethlo came up next to her, hands cupping the confetti paper. “In the Tower of Shadows?”


    She glanced at Tomi, but he lay facedown on the rags, ignoring them. Anger flared in her before extinguishing when she remembered he had been a Klylup. He had done terrible things outside his control. “I never saw this in the tower. But I’ve seen something like it before…but I can’t remember.”


    Maella approached the rag pile. Though Tomi did not move, somehow he became even more still, as if he sensed her presence.


    “Who are you?” Maella demanded. “Why were you tearing up these papers?” She hesitated. Her questions were just as likely to send Tomi into a catatonic state or a rage than give her any of the answers she needed. Maella shook her head in frustration. Claritsa’s life was at stake. Nothing mattered more than getting her back alive. If Tomi had found something important—


    “What were you doing right before you transformed into a Klylup? Who are your parents? Are you a Botron? Were you going after the One Door? What is this device supposed to do?”


    Tomi lay there, unmoving, his back to her.


    A lightning bolt of guilt struck Maella’s heart. What kind of monster was she to demand such answers from a traumatized little boy? It hadn’t even been a single day that he had been human after being a Klylup for who knew how many years.


    Because it had to have been years.


    Maella stepped back at that realization. The torchlighters had made it clear when Maella first arrived at the Tower of Shadows that the Klylup and the Circle had been a part of the tower for as long as they could remember. Tomi’s parents were probably long dead. Anyone Tomi knew or had loved was probably long dead.


    Sethlo handed Maella the papers Tomi had been trying to rip up.


    “Do you know anything about the One Door?” Sethlo shook Tomi’s shoulder roughly. “Do you remember anything about—before?”


    Imprisoned at the top of the tower in his Klylup form, Tomi had been used as a way to execute people inside the Circle. The monsters Maella had fought since the moment she had stepped through that first door in the field had all once been human. The Klylup in the cave—chasing after Maella and Claritsa in the cold mud, and then dive-bombing the valley of General Foster’s fighters—had likely been her father.


    As Maella turned back to the papers, the hair on the back of her neck raised. The drawings displayed an object, as if examined from different angles. This object looked small enough to fit in one hand, but it was intricately made. Metal swirls and quarter moons, three of them, surrounded an empty center oval. The drawing of the device’s side profile showed maybe an inch in depth. It would sit flat on a table surface or against a hand. Two quarter moons framed either side of the empty center that was framed by four metal loops. Other shapes, like gears and sprockets, held the moon and center together. Maella scanned the text but it was written in a language other than English and she couldn’t decipher it.


    “Sethlo, I need your help—”


    Without missing a beat, Sethlo turned to face Maella. “Anything.”


    Maella’s stomach flipped. She feared his desire for the One Door was greater than any feelings he held for her. She feared he thought of her like a sister and she thought much more of him.


    Handing him the drawings, she said, “Tell me what this says.”


    Sethlo sat cross-legged on the wagon floor and thumbed through the papers, squinting to read in the growing darkness. “It’s written in Thrae. Looks like it’s signed by Master Hull. He describes—wait…” Sethlo used his finger to brush the paper and scan the lines, then turned to the next page. “Doormaker Tain gave them an object—it lists the dimensions. Something small for safekeeping and research. This object is supposed to enhance pattern-machine veracity and the abilities of any doormaker to channel portals to the One Door.” Sethlo looked up, excited. “It’s a device to help find the One Door.” He ducked his head and finished reading the pages. “But the device was missing something and the research was not finished. They never got it to work.”


    Anything that could make sense of the doors was worth its weight in licatherin. She could use the device to help find Claritsa and her father. “That doesn’t mean it couldn’t work. Where is the device now?”


    Sethlo flipped through the papers. “It doesn’t say it was moved. Only that they were studying it inside the tower.”


    Maella’s heart sank. “Then it’s lost in the rubble of the Tower of Shadows.”


    “That is most likely.” He rearranged the papers and handed them back to Maella.


    Tomi sat up as if something had electrocuted him. Maella flinched and stepped back from the papers as if struck. Everything was vibrating. The papers, the wagon doors.


    The doors.


    “Don’t hand them to me. They’re portals now.”


    Sethlo’s eyes lit up. “Maella, try them.” He pushed the papers at her. “See where they lead. See what will happen.”


    Maella drew back at first, skeptical of his motives. Outside, the sky and sand had darkened to a soft grey blue. Inside, the wagon lit up in a different way. Sethlo couldn’t see it, but she thought Tomi could. The vibrations felt strong, and like they tied all the pages together into paintings of light, as if she were home for 4th of July and Father had brought them sparklers. These sparkling vibrations created a painting that shifted and formed and circled and dissipated and grew again.


    The doors were back. The earthquakes had quieted.


    A recklessness filled Maella.


    Seven doors.


    She should be dead or transformed into a Klylup.


    But the pattern had been wrong. Or they had misread the pattern. Or she had broken the patterns.


    Now the doors felt like wonderful potential.


    Claritsa had told Maella not to trust the patterns, but she couldn’t know how true they had become. What if her next door led to answers, or Claritsa, or her father? She was a doormaker. There were consequences to her every action. Sometimes deadly ones.


    So be it.


    Sitting down, she placed the stack of papers in her lap and quieted her apprehension over Sethlo’s intentions. He had saved her life more than once. He had stayed by her side even as others had betrayed her. Tomi whined, like a dog in pain, but Maella had already blocked out all sound and thought except for what she was about to do.


    Was she still a doormaker?


    Were the doors broken once and for all?


    Or rather, were the doors breaking, and she only needed to find the new pattern to make them work for her again?


    Maella hovered a hand over the top page. Half of it was covered with a sketch of that device that sent shivers of familiarity crawling down her spine. Looking backward into memory, Maella could see that Grandmother had often hinted at the worlds and doormaker doings.


    “The Hestroth said that a doormaker needs protection when opening a door…” Maella didn’t know why she was at a loss for words. Sethlo would want to know whether Maella was still a doormaker as much as Maella needed to know. But maybe that was it—the knowledge that somehow, if this didn’t work, if everything really was broken, that it would change things between them.


    “I will be here.” Sethlo’s breath tickled her ear.


    She shivered, surprised at his closeness and warmth. Her stomach got that melting feeling until she pushed it aside to focus on the vibrations spinning their light trails inside her mind. Dark, braided hair. Severe bangs like a movie star. Flashing eyes and a sense of humor and heart that always brought Maella back from the darkness.


    “I will protect you from whatever comes out,” Sethlo said, as if prompting her.


    Maella decided to believe him and refocused her thoughts on Claritsa.


    Bring me to my friend.


    Maella opened the book cover.


    The pages crushed her legs into the planks. “Ohhhh!” It felt like an elephant had sat on her lap. She tried pulling the book up but felt the grit of rough stone instead of paper.


    “What is it?” Sethlo pressed against her shoulder, peering over her. “I see some type of stone, but what is it from?”


    The vibrations of the open door entered their wrongness into her bones and teeth, making them chatter. The stone was the size of the page and it was squeezing her legs against the wooden planks of the floor and grinding her bones together. She reached for the paper that would close the door, but the pain of that stone made her unable to see.


    She realized Sethlo could see the stone but didn’t realize it was crushing her. “Close it, Sethlo,” Maella gasped. “It hurts.”


    Sethlo jumped into action, lifting the cover that was still its original wood and paper, and slamming it closed over the stone door.


    Maella felt instant relief from the crushing weight. She collapsed onto her side. The doors had never acted like that before. What came through from the other side was real—fire, water, ants, people. But never before had a door had weight. Her legs felt mashed together, numb and tingling, all at the same time.


    Hands tenderly checked her over and extended her legs to give them relief. “Nothing feels broken,” Sethlo said.


    “It was a wall of stone,” Maella said. “And the stone somehow changed the door and gave it weight on this world.” She looked over at Tomi. His eyes were impossibly wide and shining in the starlight that filtered through the planks of the wagon. Did he remember killing Junle and Feren and Torian? Maella had made Sethlo promise to kill her if she had transformed into a Klylup while opening her last door. Did Tomi remember what it was like—opening that last door and transforming into a monster?


    “Maella, are all the doors back? Even the wagon doors?” Sethlo said sharply.


    Maella reached out, feeling for the vibrations, sorting through them. “Yes.”


    Senta jumped up the wagon steps, opening and then slipping through the wagon doors. Day had turned into evening. Soon it would become impossible to see anything inside the wagon. “We found the other torchlighters—Dev and Deep and everyone else who survived. Not all of them did, but they took over a caravan wagon no one came back for.”


    Relief rose at Senta’s words. Maella had been metaphorically holding her breath, wondering how much more loss they would face.


    “Injuries?” Sethlo asked.


    “Some,” Senta said. “Dev and Deep are talking about what to do next when we get to Jillow City. They’re calling for—well, they will tell you themselves. They are leading the wagon over to us now.”


    The months she and Claritsa had spent as torchlighters had bonded them all together. It was safer by far to work together for however long that could last until Maella found a way back to Claritsa. “We will all need each other to get through krokosod—if we can get through it.”


    “We will, Maella,” Sethlo said with conviction. “We have to. We are so close to the One Door. Even with the doors being broken—”


    “The doors are broken?” Senta said, surprise in her voice. “How?”


    “It does not matter,” Sethlo replied. “There is an object to help doormakers find the One Door.”


    “It looks like a little machine of some sort.” Maella explained to Senta what Tomi had tried to do and what they had found in the saved papers.


    “A device?” Senta said. “Junle said Shun was forced to trade a device for Supervisor Hull. She collected payment from the visitors and Shun made the actual trade.” She explained who Shun was, and who he had been to Junle, and how he had died. “The device was what cost Shun his life and changed Junle forever.” Senta glanced at Tomi and looked away. “At least until she was killed inside the Circle.”


    Tomi turned his head until his face was inches away from the wagon’s wall.


    There were a tense few seconds of silence and grief. Maella felt some of that guilt as her own. It was her licatherin oil bottle that had sent Junle and Feren to the Circle. She had not known about Shun, or that Junle and Shun had loved each other. Junle had been so brave and Maella could only hope to one day match that bravery. She would do everything she could to honor the sacrifice Junle and the others had made for her.


    Sethlo stood and showed Senta the papers. “Is this the device?”


    Senta shook her head. “I never saw what it looked like. Only that it was worth a great deal. Supervisor Hull wanted it traded in secret and he killed to protect those secrets.”


    Sethlo turned to Maella. “It has to be the same one. And if it is, that means the device wasn’t destroyed in the rubble. We could find it—and find the One Door.” Excitement filled his voice. “This could be our best chance.”


    Maella caught his excitement even though this had never been about the One Door. This was about finding her family, and now, about getting her best friend back. “And the doors are back again. I just tested them with the papers.”


    “We should try the wagon doors,” Sethlo said. “They were the doors in Junle’s pattern. They are the right doors—”


    Sethlo and Maella spoke at the same time.


    “To find Claritsa—”


    “To find the One Door—”

  


  
    Chapter 5


    “Ah, I see,” Senta said, a wry note in her voice. “Well, then, yes, let us get on with opening these doors and fulfilling every wish our hearts desire since that is how the doors have worked for us so far.”


    “You don’t think I should try,” Maella said. “But there are ways to focus the doors and Junle—”


    “Is dead,” Senta said. “And you do not know those ways. And we face a ten-day trip through the Forsi desert with krokosod soon upon us.”


    “And the tower has fallen,” Sethlo said. “And you all are saved because of Maella’s doors.”


    “And I am still alive and so are you,” Maella said, rising to her feet. “And the doors still work.”


    Senta laughed. “We will see.” She went to Tomi and held out a hand to help him up. He ignored her. Senta frowned. “But still, you are right. We must honor Junle’s pattern and see what the doors will show us. If the doors can take us away from death by krokosod in the Forsi desert—well, I am willing to face what is on the other side if we can avoid that fate.”


    Senta’s hand was at Tomi’s peripheral vision. He ignored it and continued staring at the wall. The wagon swayed. Veda Loor shouted a command at the camels, her voice muffled through the wood that separated her seat on the driver’s bench from the interior. The wagon’s path steadied.


    Maella approached Tomi. He was small, smaller than even her younger brother, Josa, had been before she left. Scratches and scars covered him, likely from the fights he had faced inside the Circle. They couldn’t leave him trapped inside when Maella opened the door to—who knew what. She crouched down, but did not touch him. She didn’t think he wanted to be touched.


    “You killed them,” Maella said, her voice firm. She didn’t know if this was the right way to help him. She was more than a little angry over the papers he had destroyed. But she had lived so long with secrets and lies, it was no longer in her to make things nicer than reality. The truth was, Tomi had killed people in his Klylup form. Her father must have done the same. Maella hoped by telling Tomi that they all knew and still cared for him, still saw him as worth something, that someday, maybe he would believe it too. Eventually, he would have to accept the truth, as Maella had accepted the truth about herself—that she was dangerous, that she had unwillingly caused others pain, and that she still deserved to live. “You were not you when it happened.”


    Tomi did not move.


    “Maybe it is best that he stays,” Sethlo said quietly. “Veda Loor will take him into her care.”


    Maella pressed her lips together. The doors vibrated all around her like discordant notes in a song that should have never been written. How long would the doors stay on this time? Eventually Veda Loor would have to take a break. There was no time to lose. Whatever this Library of Souls portal opened to—maybe Sethlo was right and it was for the best that Tomi did not come with them.


    Sethlo opened the doors to the night. A great carpet of stars in the sky above greeted them, entangling with the swirling vibrations of the doors. To Maella, who could see the vibrations as light, it was a breathtaking sight. Starlit night sky, empty sand, wide open spaces. The wagon rocked forward, pulled by the camels, but the earthquakes had stopped.


    “Light shine the path,” Senta whispered.


    “Darkness show the stars,” Sethlo and Maella replied.


    The three shared a moment of complete belonging in spite of their different goals. More than at any other time, Maella felt she finally understood what the words meant. They settled into her heart like an anthem.


    She was full of darkness—three worlds full of darkness.


    Yet there was beauty in the darkness and the stars.


    Veda Loor drove the camels forward, not knowing what they planned to do next. Sethlo and Senta took up sentry positions on either side of the last step of the wagon doors, keeping pace on the sand. Maella positioned herself between them, matching her steps to the camels’ pull so that the three of them walked a few steps behind the wagon.


    Just as Sethlo was about to close the wagon doors, Tomi appeared. His face was washed pale with the silver light of the stars. Tomi did not look at any of them as he jumped onto the sand with them. Sethlo closed the wagon doors. Vibrations jumped in response, growing stronger and more vivid until the whole world seemed lit up with energy and potential.


    “Is it going to work?” Sethlo whispered.


    Maella nodded, not trusting herself to speak aloud. She moved onto the first step, allowing the wagon to carry her even as Sethlo, Senta, and Tomi stepped fast to keep pace. The two wagon doors were beautiful. The doormaker magic felt too strong and too solid this time. The doors would not open to the wagon again.


    Light would shine on their path now.


    Instead of splitting her thoughts between her father and Claritsa, Maella focused on only one. It wasn’t easy to choose, but she knew what she must do. She thought about Claritsa and playing in the creek and sharing clothes and crying against the washing machine.


    Claritsa come back.


    Two hands, two doors. She threw open the doors.


    The wagon lurched, front end tilting up, up into the sky like a bucking horse. The camels screamed. There was a crunch of wood. The wagon’s movement tumbled Maella onto the sand.


    Wrongness surged, settling into Maella’s bones and shaking them until her teeth chattered. What stood before them, in the shape of the doors, was a wall of carved stone pockmarked with age. Maella lay on the sand, the grit filling her clothes.


    The door had opened to stone—again.


    Senta and Sethlo rushed up the steps. The front of the wagon fell to the ground with a bounce when they closed the wagon doors. The stone vanished like it had never existed. A broken wheel made the wagon tilt dangerously to one side. Veda Loor’s cursing became impossible to miss—the scrolls and patterns and books inside would be a mess.


    Faster than Maella thought possible, Veda Loor left the driving bench and hobbled over. She rapped the broken wheel with her cane as if it was a personal affront to her dignity.


    “What in the worlds—how did this happen?” Veda Loor demanded.


    “We were inside,” Maella said. “We felt it break and came out to see what happened.”


    “Yes, yes.” Veda Loor grumbled about equipment and age and financing and broken worlds and loose bolts. “And now you stand there like four idiots waiting for an old woman to fix a wagon wheel by herself.” She moaned. “And the patterns. Were they still strapped down? Of course they were, but still, it will be a mess. See if you get any of my Histalish for this! What good are you—”


    “We are going to fix the wheel,” Senta said. “We wanted to make sure you were uninjured first, Master Librarian.”


    “As you can see.” Veda Loor waved her cane to an audience of sand. Her hair was neatly bound except for one tendril of white. “I am as perfectly old as I was before the wheel broke.” Sand jumped as an earthquake rumbled to life. Veda Loor’s cane barely kept her on her feet. “Get this fixed. Quickly now. Mayhap we can still outrun these quakes and krokosod.”


    At the last word, Senta, Sethlo, and Maella looked at each other, tension among them. They all knew there was only one bottle to share. Krokosod was an invisible ghost that would begin nipping at their heels soon before it came in for the kill. They jumped to the work of replacing the wheel, falling into the steps of it like a team because after so many months walking the pipes together, they were a team.


    Veda Loor had commanded Tomi to water the camels. She swept herself inside the wagon to assess the damage to the shelves as the three of them worked.


    “You should try the doors again,” Sethlo said.


    “Have you not learned this lesson yet?” Senta said in a harsh whisper.


    “What lesson?” Sethlo said, frustration rising in his voice. “Are we going to find the One Door by staying hesitant and safe and allowing the desert quakes to swallow us?”


    Maella thought Sethlo was right. Never had she felt so aligned in ambition with Sethlo as now. Claritsa and her father could be behind the next door, or the next. “Junle’s pattern showed us this wagon.”


    “We will all die if your doors destroy this wagon,” Senta said. “And then there will be no One Door, or saving Claritsa, or going after your father. At least wait and try again with smaller doors that will not create so much destruction.”


    “Was it the same stone as before?” Sethlo asked finally, after a long moment of silence. Maella and Sethlo had agreed to Senta’s good sense.


    Maella nodded. “And, like before, the door had weight to it. The doors never had weight to them before. Remember how the Rock Heaven door just hung in the sky, no matter what was hung from it? This door is different. The door I opened inside the wagon was different too. It also had weight to it—and the vibrations hurt more. Like the portals are even more out of tune.”


    “Maybe all the doors are different now since the Tower of Shadows fell,” Sethlo said, his voice hopeful. “You said you broke the doors. Maybe this is how they are broken now. Maybe they all open to the same place now. It could be a wall that protects the One Door.”


    “Maybe it’s a wall around the place where they’re keeping Claritsa,” Maella said.


    “But,” Senta said, ratcheting down a bolt as Sethlo removed the lift, “what good does any of that do if all your doors now open to walls?”

  


  
    Chapter 6


    The afternoon heat became so intense the caravan stopped to rest the animals in the shade of the wagons. A strange drone interrupted the silence. As the volume increased, Maella realized she was hearing the odd purr of many engines that seemed to surround the caravan like a swarm of angry bees. The noises conjured up memories of desert fevers and Utheril’s brutal beating.


    Cycle bandits.


    “What do they want?” Sethlo said, looking out worriedly through a crack in the wagon’s side wall.


    About a dozen cycle bandits had now ridden up to the wagons at the rear of the caravan. Puffs of purple smoke billowed from their elbow-shaped exhaust pipes. Robes covered the cycle bandits from head to foot.


    “Nothing good,” Maella said. She remembered how she, Sethlo, and Claritsa had been forced to ride on the back of those cycles until the bandits had reached the Tower of Shadows and sold their labor to Master Hull.


    “Do not trade with them,” Veda Loor said, coming up behind them, her feet and cane making a strange three-step beat. “They are sick in the head and will only grow sicker.”


    “They are mean and criminal,” Sethlo agreed.


    “No one should do business with them,” Maella said.


    “No,” Veda Loor said. “I mean they are literally sick and will only get sicker. There is always a price when you use licatherin the way they use it. Have you ever seen machines like that elsewhere on Rathe? There is a reason you have not.”


    “Because licatherin doesn’t work like that here on Rathe,” Maella said. “But neither does oil or electricity. It’s not like Earth.”


    “Yes and no,” Veda Loor said. “The archives show that before the Doormaker Wars, a great many people risked using licatherin for fuel like these bandits do. The cost was less—or at least less well known. It does not matter. The cost now is too great. The more those bandits ride their licatherin-burning machines, the more permanent the damage it causes to their bodies and minds. It is a lesser form of krokosod. Did you not wonder why they keep themselves so well covered?”


    Maella gulped.


    “I thought it was for protection against the sun,” Sethlo said.


    “Mayhap the robes help with that too,” Veda Loor said.


    Maella tried to imagine what the cycle bandits would look like without the robes hiding their disfigurement—then decided she would rather not. She was glad she had only been forced to ride those cycles once.


    As they watched, a few of the caravaners left the safety of their wagons to trade with the cycle bandits. The cycle bandits were easily outnumbered, so there was little danger like this. Even still, shivers crawled down Maella’s spine.


    Senta entered the wagon, allowing light to stream in both hot and blinding. She threw one glance back at the cycle bandits, frowned, and then surveyed the wagon. “Dev and Deep want all of us.” Senta glanced at Tomi. “Only torchlighters, I mean. All the torchlighters.”


    Veda Loor looked busy enough rearranging a stack of patterns, but her eyes and ears were sharper than an old woman deserved. “Tomi is helping me dust today while we allow the camels to rest for a bit. He cannot go with you anyway.”


    Maella only left the wagon’s walls at night for fear of being recognized by other tower workers. Otherwise, she and Tomi had thrown themselves into the dusting, covering, and care of the books and patterns, until even Veda Loor herself could not find fault.


    Maella would pause sometimes and search Tomi’s face for something familiar. He still hadn’t spoken. But Maella could not help but wonder—who was Tomi? The wagon work had proven to Maella that Tomi felt the doors like she did. He was careful never to lift a paper or open a book when the vibrations were present.


    Maella stepped out alongside Senta and Sethlo and felt self-conscious about being seen.


    Sethlo must have felt some of Maella’s anxiousness. “Maybe you should not leave the safety of the wagon. It’s too risky.”


    Maella wanted to agree with him. Instead, she said, “Dev and Deep would not have called this meeting lightly.”


    Senta looked Maella over with a critical eye, and stopped at Maella’s hair. Maella still had not had a chance to untangle any of it. “Cover that first. Anyone who saw you and what you did in the Circle will know exactly who you are with that hair.”


    Sethlo ducked back inside the wagon. When he returned he held a folded piece of canvas. Maella took the canvas and used it like a head covering for a robe that did not actually exist. As she adjusted it, Sethlo reached out and tucked a strand of her hair under the cloth. She burned where his finger had trailed her skin. Before she could say anything, Senta called for them to come and he let his hand drop.


    Maella ran after Sethlo and Senta, her feet sliding in the sand at every step. She made sure to keep the wagons between her and the cycle bandits still engaged in trade with other caravaners less cautious than Veda Loor.


    Grandmother had always sighed at Maella’s hair and clucked at the curls like their untamableness was somehow intentional on Maella’s part. It was Claritsa who always had the good hair. Long and straight and black as night, sometimes braided in the shape of a crown around her head, other times braided so that they hung down her back like two arrows. Severe bangs cut like a movie star’s. Maella had always envied Claritsa’s hair.


    Claritsa, hold on.


    About fifty wagons remained from the original several hundred that had set out for the Tower of Shadows from Jillow City. Some wagons were large, some small, all bursting with caravan members and tower survivors. At least half—many hundreds—were tower workers, which meant at least half were stained with the purple skin of addiction.


    Food was in plenty, since the caravan often brought enough for its members as well as much to sell or trade to the tower. Goods had been left in the sand to make room for people—baskets, ribbons, tools, garments, little trinkets from all three worlds. Maella had even seen cheap plastic dolls that surely must have come from Earth.


    No, food was not the problem.


    She touched the bottle of oil tucked into her belt pouch to reassure herself it was still there. Krokosod was on everyone’s mind. She was sure that would be part of what Dev and Deep wanted to discuss. Breakfast that morning had been a sort of dried jerky and a half cup of water. Her stomach was already cramping from hunger and she had begun to sweat. But the sweat was from neither hunger nor heat. Sweat gleamed on Senta and Sethlo’s skin as well, a cold sweat that would soon bring on a krokosod headache—and worse.


    Entering the wagon commandeered by the torchlighters, Maella smiled to see Dev and Deep—Dev’s impossibly tall form made even more impossible against Deep’s short stature. Torchlighters sat on makeshift benches and on the floor, surrounded by bundles of different colored cloth that likely had been planned for sale by its owners until the tower had fallen.


    Maella scanned the familiar faces, lined with tension and bruised with addiction. Some showed a sheen of sweat, others looked chilled like her. All were tired, worn down by the desert travel and the beginnings of krokosod. Many still wore their torchlighter gear—leathers, chaps, wrist guards, belts, and caps—as Maella did too.


    “It stinks like rotting licorice in here,” Senta said.


    Most of the torchlighters laughed at the attempted joke. Others, too exhausted, grimaced in acknowledgement. No washroom, no pause, just violence and death and outrunning a desert that shook with earthquakes and threatened to swallow them up whole before they ever reached Jillow City.


    Maella said hello and many returned that hello. Sethlo traded handshakes and room was made for the three of them to sit.


    “So you did not get yourself killed after all,” Deep said, directing her words at Maella.


    A few of the torchlighters chuckled.


    Maella felt a half-smile grow on her face. “You mean—not yet.”


    Deep laughed a short bark of a laugh. “You might make a decent torchlighter someday after all.”


    “We are none of us torchlighters any longer,” Dev said.


    The wagon grew still.


    Into the silence, Deep said, “You know better than that, philosopher-king. Our torchlighter days will always mark us. Walking the desert sand doesn’t change that we once walked the pipes of the Tower of Shadows. Though I have no lost love for the fallen tower or what we were forced to do there, I will always be proud I was a torchlighter.”


    Dev inclined his head, acquiescing to Deep’s wisdom.


    “It is time to talk about what is next,” Dev said.


    “We called you together—”


    “Because of krokosod,” Herren interrupted.


    “I have already begun to feel the chills,” Finn said.


    “In me it has started as fevers,” Lo replied.


    All the torchlighters chimed in to list their symptoms and the growing worry of the journey. Ten days to Jillow City. Without licatherin intervention, flesh-death would begin the eighth day from withdrawal.


    Dev held up a hand for silence.


    “Enough,” Deep said, her voice ringing out. “My heart says down with licatherin! I will never let it touch my lips or skin again!” She paused, and relaxed in that pause. “But my body cannot make that commitment yet. I swear to all of you, we did not survive the tower to die in the Forsi desert of krokosod. But I also swear to all of you, I will break my body’s addiction to this and seek out ways to destroy licatherin’s hold on the worlds once and for all.”


    There was a studied silence as Deep’s words settled into the torchlighters. Deep had spoken words Maella had been thinking for a long time. Down with licatherin! What did that mean? She didn’t know but thought it sounded exactly like what the worlds needed.


    “Such a feat would surely be noble,” Dev said drily, “except that it would kill everyone like us on all the worlds who are deeply addicted to licatherin and cannot afford a krokosod-healer.”


    Other torchlighters murmured in agreement, then waited for Deep to respond. The push and pull between Dev and Deep had always balanced the torchlighters’ way.


    “We are traveling to the Library of Souls!” Deep said, not disappointing. “You know they hide innumerable secrets inside its walls. Why hire a krokosod-healer when you can learn how to do such a thing yourself? There will be answers in its archives for how to break the addiction. I have spoken to Veda Loor. This is why we called this meeting. She has given us her promise—access to the Library of Souls archives and everything that is known about licatherin and krokosod in exchange for our labor in the book stacks. It is up to you to agree to this or not. But I intend to learn everything I can to break the hold that licatherin has on the three worlds—on this world, at least. If there is a way to destroy licatherin once and for all—I will find it.”


    Deep’s voice grew in conviction. “I and any torchlighter who commits themselves to me will look to join the Library of Souls as their book catchers. The work will be easy compared to walking the pipes. Veda Loor said there is need in the stacks for workers like us to help the scholars search for the One Door on behalf of Doormaker Tain. Who will join me?”


    Everyone’s eyes seemed to turn to Maella for a response. The all knew who Maella was and what she had done in the tower—though not all knew Doormaker Tain was actually her uncle.


    At first she was at a loss. What could she say? Inwardly Maella felt convicted to join Deep’s calling. Destroy licatherin’s hold on the worlds? The idea lit her heart on fire. “I am one of those who should be searching for the One Door. That is what everyone seems to have ever wanted from me, used me for, hurt me over.” She flickered her gaze onto and away from Sethlo. “But Claritsa is kidnapped and my father and brother are missing—” Maella struggled to find the words her heart compelled her to say. “My doors helped take down the tower like Junle said they would. But many of us died because of those doors. I will use the rest of my life to honor their deaths and to fix the three worlds for people like…us.” She stumbled over that word—us—letting it catch in her throat because she wasn’t sure she deserved it.


    Sethlo’s face had shuttered itself, but the other torchlighters listened, rapt, attentive, and open to what she had to say. She picked up her courage and said with confidence, “For people like us.”


    “Then you will not join us in the Library of Souls,” Deep said, sounding injured. “You will not try to stop the choking hold of licatherin on the worlds.”


    “No, I…” Maella stumbled again and then took a deep breath to calm herself. “I will not join you in this. I must find my family and bring Claritsa back.”


    “We must go after the One Door,” Sethlo said, barely above a whisper.


    “We will,” Maella said, looking only at him now. Except she dared not look directly into the hazel color of his eyes for fear of drowning in the intensity of emotion she knew she would find there. Instead, she picked a spot on his forehead, between the eyes. “But Claritsa is trapped in Thrae and my father is somewhere alone on this world and—”


    Sethlo closed his eyes and then opened them again and smiled. “Of course.”


    Deep sighed. “Such a search will likely kill you both.” Then Deep smiled. “But there are worse ways to die, and I always liked Claritsa. It would be a shame to leave her in the hands of a doormaker.” As if realizing the double joke in her words, Deep laughed. “That other doormaker, I mean.”


    “We may still die of krokosod yet,” Senta interrupted. “I have not heard an answer to our most pressing problem. We cannot stop the licatherin or search for anything if our flesh rots away into the sand.”


    “Always so practical, Senta. We have eight more days until we reach Jillow City,” Deep said.


    “We know the number,” Senta said. “We all count this number very carefully.”


    Sethlo had gathered himself together, and even though he had smiled at Maella, he did not look at her now. “It is enough to kill everyone.”


    “Not everyone,” Dev said.


    “Just the tower workers who survived long enough to join this caravan,” Deep said. “It would be convenient for the Jillow citizens in the caravan to get rid of us now that we are no longer needed.”


    “You can’t mean that,” Maella said.


    “I do not mean that,” Deep said, drawing out emphasis on the I. “But other tower survivors in the caravan who know what we are headed for in Jillow City think differently.”


    “Rumors say that since we are no longer useful, since the tower no longer exists, sacrifices must be made,” Dev said.


    “What sacrifices?” Sethlo stood. “Dare they claim we do not deserve the same water and the same food as them?”


    Deep waved a hand. “Oh, they are not barbarians. There is plenty of that for now.”


    “Then what?” Sethlo asked.


    “Jillow City runs on licatherin,” Dev said.


    “The Tower of Shadows gave them all the licatherin they have come to depend on,” Deep said.


    “Yes, but now we are all in competition for it,” Dev said.


    “And Jillow City will not share,” Sethlo said. It wasn’t a question. “And the caravan already will not share.”


    “Smart,” Deep said. “I always did like you. You have a good head on your shoulders. You are not funny like Claritsa but better than this one.” Deep glanced at Maella and raised her eyebrows, daring Maella to take the bait.


    But Maella realized instead of trying to hurt her, Deep was telling Maella in Deep’s own screwed-up way how much she cared but could never admit. The harder a time Deep gave Maella, the more it spoke of Deep’s worry over those she cared about.


    So Maella took the bait, if only to show Deep that she also cared.


    “This ‘one’ fulfilled Junle’s pattern and saved all your asses up in that tower elevator.”


    Deep barked a short laugh. “So you do have a spine.”


    “You called us here,” Maella said, flushing with a silly pride because Deep might respect her after all. “What do you want?”


    Dev brought out a lumpy bundle, the contents of which clinked together as he set the bundle down in the middle of them all. He unfolded the cloth, revealing dozens of bottles of dark, inky, licatherin oil bottles stopped up with cork.


    A few torchlighters exclaimed. Others stared, wide-eyed at the treasure. Still others grimaced.


    “We are rich in licatherin, dear torchlighters,” Deep said, laughter in her voice. “Rich beyond measure!”


    “This is all the licatherin that torchlighters were able to take from the tower,” Dev said.


    Maella looked at Sethlo and Senta, and then reached for her belt pouch. “Not all.” It was easy to let go of the bottle, their lifeline, and share it without hesitation with the other torchlighters. If Claritsa had been here, she would not have hesitated either.


    I will get you back, Claritsa. I promise.


    Deep held up each bottle, shaking it to test what it contained but it was Dev who spoke.


    “Steven. Ipoh. Bejlindy. Tres. Shun. Feren. Junle. Torian.”


    Each name thickened the air, making it difficult to breathe. Most of the names meant nothing to Maella, though she could see each name seemed to sucker punch the air out of different torchlighters. For her, it was the last three. Feren, Junle, and Torian, the boy who shaped papers with a silly half-grin and who could scale the pipes with an ease and grace that no one else had matched.


    They might be dead but they were not gone. Their presence layered every move that Maella made or planned to make.


    Deep returned the bottles to the pile and scanned the faces of the torchlighters who looked to her for answers, leadership, and hope.


    “We owe more return home credits to these torchlighters than we could ever send,” Dev said.


    “But we will send all the return home credits we can,” Deep said. “So we will allow krokosod to make us sick, but not to kill or maim us. Every drop you take is a credit we cannot send back to take care of the brothers, sisters, parents, and grandparents, schooling fees, food, and medicine, everything that our loved ones back home require.” Deep expanded her arms to encompass the pile of bottles and all the torchlighters. “This is all the wealth we have in the world—these bottles of poison and each other. And we owe those who came before us and are the reason we are alive now.”


    A long silence settled over the wagon.


    Return home.


    If only Maella could return home to her little brother, her mother, and her grandmother. If only she could be sure she would get Claritsa back. Dev’s list of names weighed heavy on her heart. The more oil they used, the less there would be to sell. The less oil they used, the more krokosod would cause flesh-death to take root.


    “That was very philosophical of you,” Dev said. “I will even dare to say—so very deep of you.”


    Deep laughed and punched Dev in the shoulder, breaking the tension. He half-smiled and passed around bottles, one per torchlighter, and then bundled up the rest.


    “Each of you will carry a bottle. Use it as you see need. We will never be your markers,” Deep said, her tone serious again. “But the less you take now, the more we return home when we reach Jillow City. Now get out of my wagon—you all stink like torchlighters that just finished a double-shift!”


    The torchlighters broke into a dozen conversations, ignoring Deep’s last command to leave. She had not meant the words anyway. Most shared dreams for what Jillow City would be like, or how to get home or contact home, or what new work to find, or whether the Library of Souls would really have a way to break krokosod.


    Maella joined in the conversations where she could and asked around about the device that Junle and Shun had traded, but no one knew any more than Senta. Eventually conversation died away and people settled in for naps or to relieve the torchlighters driving the wagon.


    Exhaustion began to pull at Maella’s bones. Instead of fighting it, she decided to return to the Library of Souls wagon. The more she could sleep, the more she could put off needing to use any of the licatherin.


    Maella hopped off the wagon and onto the sand. The cycle bandits had finished their trade and vanished across the sand at some point during their meeting. She shivered, glad to avoid a confrontation with them. She drew in a long, fresh breath of air and looked forward to the day when she could wash her whole body with water, not just her hands. The last washroom visit had been a long time ago.


    With no ground lights or torches to diffuse them, stars lit up the landscape. Except for the heat, the brilliant sky reminded her of nights in Rock Heaven—beautiful and deadly at the same time. The best time to travel was at night, guided by the stars.


    There was a soft thump. She looked over and saw Deep had dropped to the sand next to her.


    “Sethlo told us you are broken now,” Deep said with hooded eyes.


    “What?” Maella said, her heart squeezing.


    Deep dropped her voice. “That you cannot—you know.”


    “Sethlo said that?”


    “Well, not in so many words,” Deep said.


    “He’s right. Sort of.” Maella paused in order to pick her words. “It doesn’t work like it used to, but I can tell when it will. Except when it does work, it’s always to the same place.”


    “Always?” Deep asked.


    “Twice now,” Maella replied.


    “That is not enough for always,” Dev said, joining them with a thump on the sand.


    Deep and Dev walked with Maella back to the Library of Souls wagon. Maella felt it in her bones that the doors were different now, but she had only tried twice. What if she was wrong and the doors had only been—finicky? They could leave this desert long before the desert could put them in their graves and save even more of the oil for return home credits.


    “What are we waiting for?” Deep asked. “Are you broken or not? Let’s test it.”


    “Wait here.” Maella crept back into the wagon. There were no vibrations so she opened the doors to the Library of Soul’s wagon.


    Dev and Deep gasped behind her, expecting a portal that did not appear. Maella looked back over her shoulder and saw their surprised faces. It was one thing to be told the doors she opened now were sometimes just doors—and another thing to see it for themselves.


    Turning back to the wagon, Maella saw Veda Loor was on her cot, facing one of the walls. Her cane had slipped to the floor. Usually the old woman snored but she was quiet tonight. Tomi must be driving the camels. Maella chose the closest set of pages, a stack she had reorganized only that day, which showed a bunch of idyllic villages, maybe the homes of different tower workers. Some of the tower workers might actually get a chance to return to those homes now.


    It made Maella pause to realize that now that the tower had fallen, these patterns might very well come true soon for some of the tower workers.


    After she picked up the papers, the stack began to vibrate, shocking her. She gasped, but just as quickly, the vibrations extinguished.


    There was no predictable cycle yet to when the doors turned on or off. The only connection Maella had figured out so far was the earthquakes. When the doors were gone, the earthquakes returned as low rumblings that made the sand dance and the wagon wheels slip. When the doors came back on, the earthquakes went silent.


    She stepped quietly out of the wagon and allowed it to crawl onward, its wheels snaking through the sand.


    The three of them waited until the rest of the wagons had passed by though still remained in sight. Sitting on their haunches, Dev and Deep waited, looking at Maella expectantly. The starlight transformed their otherwise purple-tinted faces into shining silver—earnest, hard-working faces of people who expected things to work out even though they never had before.


    Maella crouched, placed the stack of papers on the sand, and paused.


    “What are you waiting for?” Deep demanded. “Get on with it.”


    “The doors don’t work like they used to,” Maella said, concentrating on the first whisper of sparkling vibration. “I have to feel for—”


    Right then the vibrations returned. Maella snatched up the first paper. The door opened. Maella’s teeth chattered from its wrongness but that all felt normal now and she ignored it.


    Dev and Deep should have known better than to crowd over an open portal, but in this instance they were safe.


    The door had opened to stone.


    Maella examined the rough stone. Shapes were engraved upon its surface, but even the starlight was not strong enough to make the shapes clear.


    “And this is what you see every time?” Dev reached out and brushed the stone with his hand. “Rough and cool. Maybe it is night there too.”


    “Close it and try again,” Deep said.


    So Maella did.


    Stone.


    Dev shuffled the papers. The caravan wagons become moving specks on the sand. They would have to run to catch up. The hairs on the back of Maella’s neck prickled.


    “What if the cycle bandits—”


    “Try again,” Deep said.


    So Maella tried again.


    Stone.


    Dev told Maella to think on something else. Not Claritsa. “Water or home or—”


    Stone.


    Again and again Deep made Maella try. Each door opened to the same kind of stone until Dev thought he heard the low drone of engines. They made a run for the safety of the wagons, not resting until the camels of the torchlighters’ wagon were in sight.


    Maella’s heart beat loud in her chest from the exertion of opening door after door and their sprint. She had hoped—


    “So you are broken,” Deep said.


    Maella turned away as if burned. She used to think she was broken, but not anymore. Yet, things weren’t working right either.


    “Do not be stupid,” Deep said. “That is not how I meant it. This is all probably for the best. The doors have always been dangerous and now you can join us in the Library of Souls. You will be safer this way.”


    “But Claritsa won’t be,” Maella said, gathering the patterns in her hands.


    Dev and Deep did not have a reply to that.

  


  
    Chapter 7


    Maella clutched the stack of patterns to her chest as she crept up the wagon steps and listened for sounds of anyone awake. Satisfied to hear nothing, she realized too late that the silence was what should have warned her.


    “Where did you go with my patterns?” Veda Loor’s voice croaked out from the depths of the wagon. Her cane leaned against the cot in the starlight. Maella realized with a start that she had never, not once, not in all the months of her time in the tower, seen a moon on Rathe. The foreignness of this world crashed down on her and she became overwhelmed with homesickness. Earth was where her mother, grandmother, and little brother were.


    Even though she knew now that she was not from Earth, but rather from Thrae—Earth felt like home.


    “Well? Speak, girl. You are not Tomi to get away with silence. You are far too cunning to expect me to accept that from you.”


    Maella blurted out the first excuse that came to mind. “I was looking at them.” It wasn’t a bad excuse as far as they went. Telling Veda Loor the truth wasn’t an option. Veda Loor worked for the Library of Souls, which collected patterns, especially those about the One Door, which meant she worked for Doormaker Tain.


    “And what did you see when you looked?” Veda Loor said.


    “Nothing but stone,” Maella said flippantly.


    Veda Loor drew in a sharp breath, like she had been surprised. “Nothing but stone? And does it show four moons?”


    Maella didn’t know how to answer. The stone had been carved with patterns, including moons, and even including some of the geometric patterns carved into this wagon, but she had not paid close enough attention while the stone had been crushing her lap. It had been too dark out on the sand with Dev and Deep to distinguish any shapes in the stone. Plus, anything she revealed now would be too close to the truth. Maella could not let Veda Loor suspect she was anything but a torchlighter.


    Maella opened her mouth to lie. “I—”


    Veda Loor held up a hand. “Do not waste your time or mine with the lie you are attempting to speak. Torchlighters know a great deal about pipes and nothing at all about patterns. For the sake of all the worlds, put the patterns back.” Veda Loor picked up her cane and hit the floor with it on the word back. “Do not touch them again without my permission.” The cane tapped again on my.


    Maella returned the papers, the pressure inside relaxing. A part of her wanted to speak up and prove Veda Loor wrong—Maella knew a great deal about patterns, after all, but that would be giving everything away. Since Veda Loor did not press the issue, Maella decided to be grateful that Veda Loor thought of her as only another torchlighter.


    Veda Loor rustled herself around on the pile of rags until she faced away from Maella, eventually returning to a snoring sleep. Maella curled up into a ball on the floor and tried to sleep until it was her turn at the driver’s bench, but the moonless night sky and her stone doors kept her awake. Eventually, she fell asleep while wondering what Claritsa was doing and whether she was okay.


    Four days and nights of travel passed.


    On each of those four days, the torchlighters took a few drops of licatherin from their bottles, sharing with Tomi as the need arose to ward off krokosod.


    It was on the fourth night, while Maella and Sethlo sat on the driver’s bench together, so close their thighs touched in an easy warmth that covered up the tension between them, when Maella had an idea about how to find Claritsa.


    They had not yet spoken anymore about the One Door or Claritsa or what they would do once they reached Jillow City. Tonight they shared responsibility for the camel reins. Krokosod sat lightly in their bodies and yet created sweat on their skin in spite of the cool night breeze. Krokosod made Sethlo’s hands tremble as he held the reins during his turn. Krokosod alternated the feeling in Maella’s legs between jelly and lead. The air no longer smelled like licorice. Only whiffs of it were left when moving canvas that stirred up dust. Each of them had taken baths in the sand, but their clothes still smelled of body odor and tar-pitch. And, of course, they scrupulously washed their hands before daring to touch the patterns, but there wasn’t enough water for any other real washing.


    Maella held out an arm. Little earthquakes of muscle twitches ran across her skin no matter how hard she focused on keeping still. “Sometimes I see six fingers, and other times I count three.”


    Sethlo grabbed her hand. He was warm and dry and strong. “You have five fingers like me.”


    Maella kept her hand in his because it stopped the trembling in her heart. “I know we will survive. And now we must plan how to get Claritsa back. What do you know about Jillow City?”


    But Sethlo knew as much as her—which was to say, nothing. “We should be worrying about the One Door. Doormaker Tain will not let her be harmed.” But he said the words automatically, without heart. He knew where Maella stood on that issue.


    “How do you know that?” Maella said.


    “Because Doormaker Tain knows you care about her,” Sethlo said. “He will not allow your heart to turn against him.”


    “My heart has already turned against him,” Maella said, not knowing if she really meant the words. He had not seemed as evil as she had expected.


    “I am glad to hear it,” Sethlo said quietly. “I thought you had begun to listen to him.”


    Earthquakes began to shake the sand as, with a zap, the potential in the doors around her turned off.


    “Are the doors gone?” Sethlo asked.


    “For a few minutes,” Maella replied. She picked out her next words carefully. “I have begun keeping track of when the doors come and go. During the first days, there was no pattern and, even still, sometimes the doors come and go randomly.”


    “But—” Sethlo prompted.


    “But Sethlo, I believe a pattern is beginning to form. Each day, the doors go away for longer.”


    “What are you saying?” Sethlo said.


    “I mean, that if it keeps going like this, then it’s possible the doors will go away forever.”


    Sethlo kept silent for a long moment. They both watched the camels’ humps move in a slow, rocking motion across the sand. Soon the earthquakes stopped and the potential of the doors returned.


    “The doors will be back on for a while now and then turn off again for hours,” Maella said.


    “How can you know the doors will be gone for good someday? It has only been four days,” Sethlo said.


    Maella shook her head. “I can’t know for sure. But the doors stay away for longer and longer. You know that it’s happening because the earthquakes stay for longer and longer each day. If the doors go away for good then we’ll never get Claritsa back.” She couldn’t keep a small wail out of her last words.


    “If you are right,” Sethlo said, his voice quiet and serious, “how much time do we have?”


    Maella did the math in her head. She may have never been allowed to touch a book, but Mother and Father made sure she always worked on her numbers, even without paper. “I can’t be sure until I see if the pattern holds.”


    “But you have a number in your head,” Sethlo prompted.


    “Not much more than ninety days.” It felt like an impossible amount of time—both too long and too little.


    “And the new pattern remains,” Sethlo said. “The doors are closed to you.”


    The doors are closed to you.


    The words set off a cascade of thoughts in Maella’s mind. Her doors were closed to her.


    Stone and more stone.


    But what about other doors? Those that had already been opened? She turned the idea this way and that, looking for flaws. Some of the flaws could prove fatal, but she thought it might be their best chance after all.


    It was a simple idea, but not easy. “Sethlo, what if we search for a door that has already been opened to Thrae? Like the one at the top of the Tower of Shadows or the one in Rock Heaven?”


    “What?” Sethlo said, but before Maella could explain, his brain caught up. He slapped the reins in excitement. The camels lowed in annoyance. “Yes. That could work. But how will we find one? Even the Tower of Shadows kept its door to Thrae a secret. It would be impossible to find a door to Thrae in ninety days if we do not know where to look.”


    “I can’t feel anything right now except for the way krokosod is taking over,” Maella said.


    “We get to Jillow City and ask the merchants. There might be rumors of a door,” Sethlo said.


    Maella felt for the licatherin bottle Deep had given her. Each torchlighter was tasked with protecting and using the bottle sparingly in order to ward off the worst effects of krokosod. Her bottle was tucked away in her clothes and almost full. She wanted to save all she could to purchase return home credits for Feren and Junle’s mother. She owed them so much more than all the return home credits across the three worlds.


    Maella took out the bottle and held it up against the stars. The glass shined black and inky, darker than the sky. Her hand was pale next to it, her fingers calloused and rough.


    Sethlo was not Claritsa. Ambition burned like an eternal fire inside him when it came to the doors. If she spoke her idea out loud, there would be no taking it back.


    But Claritsa was not here and this might be a way to get her back.


    “If I drank half of this bottle, I bet I could feel any doors opened by doormakers across half of Rathe.” Maella kept her focus on the bottle, but from the corner of her vision, she saw Sethlo’s eyes widen.


    The torchlighters needed this licatherin to sell in Jillow City.


    Maella needed it to find Claritsa and her father.


    Not so long ago, Maella had denied Xomara and Oren’s attempt to force licatherin oil into her for the sake of her friends. Now, when the licatherin needed to be saved, she was ready to use it up for her own purposes—to help save Claritsa and find her father.


    “If you could feel a door to Thrae,” Sethlo began, thinking it through, “We could take a wagon and travel there immediately.”


    Maella uncorked the bottle, pausing when the lip of it touched her mouth. Licorice scents floated out of the bottle, flooding her mouth with saliva. If Claritsa was here, she would argue with Maella.


    Use up half a bottle for what? A chance to find an open door into Thrae that you might not make it to—that might not even work?


    But Claritsa wasn’t here to stop her.


    Sethlo licked his lips. “Do it, Maella.”


    Maella tipped the bottle’s contents into her mouth. Cool, silky, sweet oil flooded her mouth. She could feel Sethlo’s eyes on her face and then trail down her neck. As the oil slid into her stomach she felt a burst of pleasure and energy. Her senses heightened and she swore she could feel each and every page and paper inside the Library of Souls wagon as their separate potential doors. Closing her eyes to concentrate, she gathered up the energy magic from the licatherin like strands of lights and pushed out her will and her attention. She flew across the landscape of the desert and found all the closed doors that waited for them in Jillow City.


    But they were only potential.


    No door there had been opened by a doormaker.


    She reached farther out, across the Forsi desert and into rolling hills, other cities, villages, river valleys, and places she had no names for, and felt the vibrations in the rocks themselves, waiting for her to open them to other worlds.


    The Forsi desert was so much darkness—doorless—except for the wagons. Other places, like lakes and rivers and oceans, had a muted quality to the potential doors that waited under rocks and driftwood submerged in the water. Like brightly lit cities on Earth during a night drive, she could see the potential doors as points of light on the land.


    She pushed beyond all that and found hints of doors that opened to Rathe and Thrae, and even Earth, but they were so far away, they might as well not exist, or they were deep underwater in places impossible to reach.


    The heady rush of licatherin backed off to a strong pulse. Maella opened her eyes. The truth set in.


    Sethlo held the camel reins, his eyes surveying the desert as if he could somehow see what she could see. Silver light cast long shadows on wagons and animals that drifted along the sand like strange sailing boats. The wood of the bench became uncomfortable as it dug its edges into her body.


    When she still did not speak, Sethlo spoke the truth aloud for her. “There is no opening to Thrae.”

  


  
    Chapter 8


    The bottle of licatherin in her hand felt horrifyingly light. Half of it had vanished down her throat—for nothing. Return home credits lost forever. The Tower of Shadows door had been so special they built around it—to encase it, hide it, and protect it. But they were not able to protect it from her. Even now she could feel where the Tower of Shadows had once existed, like the place still pulsed with the wrongness that had lived there for so long. Still, she had not known until now how rare portals between worlds were.


    She closed the now half-empty bottle and tucked it back into her clothes. The information had been necessary, even if the pit of her stomach cried out in grief at the loneliness that filled it. She did not regret taking the licatherin oil like she would have before, but swore to herself she would not take another drop of it.


    Tears filled her eyes but she wiped them angrily away. “Claritsa is so far away.”


    “All will be well,” Sethlo said, kindness in his voice as he covered her hand with his own. “I know this, Maella. You will do what needs to be done. You always have.”


    There was no door to Thrae within their reach. Maella’s doors still opened to stone. They needed a new plan.


    The next day, with mind and hands steady from the licatherin, Maella set herself the task of going through the contents of the entire wagon again while Veda Loor took to the driver’s bench.


    Tomi watched as she sifted through patterns and parchment. She rested only when the doors came back on. What she looked at now were fortunes and memories but nothing that stood out to her as important. The problem was, Maella didn’t know what was important anymore. Junle’s pattern had led Maella to this wagon. Now what? What was she supposed to do next and where would that lead? She passed over the writings, not able to read them, but Sethlo had gone through them all and confirmed they were little more than debt lists.


    Other than the papers Tomi had found and tried to destroy, there was nothing of significance in the wagon. Maella and Sethlo had carefully tucked those device drawings in a safe place in the wagon when Tomi had been away.


    Finally, when she had exhausted the shelves and dust coated her from head to toe, she took down her family’s book of patterns. Each day for the past four days, she had brought down the book and looked through the pages anew—searching for a pattern among the patterns that would give her the answers she sought. Unwrapping the book, careful of the binding that had begun to split, she sat down. According to her calculations, the doors would stay off for another hour at least, sufficient time to explore the book’s contents again.


    Or what was left of its contents that hadn’t been destroyed by water or smeared ink.


    Inside the covers of this book was a history of her family marked by violence and horror and misfortune. Her father had caused the creation of the Klylups. He had opened a door within a door, like she had done inside the Tower of Shadows.


    She had become desperate enough to try the same with her doors again—desperate to see anything besides that blue stone—but it had done nothing except create doors of stone so heavy out of paper that the weight had cracked one of the floorboards.


    Tomi was curled up in a ball, head resting against a shelf, dozing as she laid the book on the floor of the wagon instead of her lap. Her fingers grazed the carving of her family’s symbol. She opened the book, staring at the pages that water had not sealed together. Faces—men, women, and children looked vaguely familiar. She supposed they were ancestors now long dead.


    Some recent pages were missing, a ragged edge left behind to mark the destruction. She thought they were likely some of her patterns. Doormaker Tain had said her family had destroyed the patterns to keep her safe.


    The next page showed her grandmother’s face, maybe forty years younger, with few lines and a laughing glint in her eyes that spoke of happier, more easy-going times. She looked out at the viewer, like she sat for a portrait. Grandmother had been stunningly beautiful. Maella caressed her grandmother’s hair and saw the same freckles on her grandmother’s cheeks that Maella had on her own. She traced the lines of her grandmother’s silhouette down to a chain necklace from which dangled several large brooches of intricately wrapped metal and stone.


    The middle brooch was her family’s symbol, but more stylized, with the curved quarter moon embedded with jewels, and there were four instead of the usual three links, all pierced by the moon, glittering with their own jewels. On either side hung other shapes just as intricately worked, though less flashy. They looked like different phases of the moon wrapped with metal lizards, snakes, and flowers.


    Maella moved on, finding Grandmother’s other patterns. Most took place in something that looked like a temple. Grandmother seemed to be doing some sort of ritual, but in a place like something out of Greek myth rather than any church she had been inside of on Earth. One of the most recent patterns showed Grandmother looking over her shoulder as she was about to walk through an opened door. The ink had displayed the door’s vibrations like flames emanating from the door. The rest of Maella’s family was in the pattern—Esson, Josa, her parents, and even her. A younger Maella.


    She thought it must mark the moment when the family fled Thrae for Earth.


    Maella bent for a closer look, examining what hung around Grandmother’s neck. The necklace. She flipped back through the patterns, finding that same necklace in each of Grandmother’s patterns. Grandmother wasn’t facing the viewer in the last pattern, but the small bit of neck that showed from underneath her hair revealed a chain that matched the others.


    Maella had seen that necklace once, mixed in with other jewels and gold sorted to be pawned for food and rent. Grandmother had taken back that necklace from the pile, chastising Mother for putting it there in the first place. But Maella was sure that a necklace like that—decked out in precious metal and jewels—would have eventually been sold to put food on the table.


    Finally, Maella turned to the most recent pattern—the pattern that had soaked the page with ink when the needle from the pattern-machine had broken—Maella’s last pattern, almost complete, and then ruined. After this last page, there were only blank pages, waiting for future patterns to fill them. But that would never happen now. The pattern-machine in the Tower of Shadows had been destroyed. She brushed the paper, feeling the grit of the ink and the indentations from the needle’s strokes. This would have been her first pattern after her seven door death prediction had failed.


    She believed enough about the patterns now to know that this drawing would have told her something important about possible futures and choices. But no matter how many times she looked at the drawing, the cloud of purple ink had ruined the details beyond recognition. She turned to the next page, not wanting to look at that mess anymore.


    She brushed her hand against the blank parchment, wondering at what new pattern might have emerged and whose pattern it would have belonged to. Her fingers stopped, as if understanding something about that paper before her mind could catch up.


    The paper was not smooth.


    Rather, it was ridged and indented from the pattern-machine’s needle marks. Maella turned the page back to her dark mess of a pattern. She felt the needle strokes there, flipped back, and felt what could have been matching ridge lines on the blank paper. Maella’s mind raced and her heart rate picked up. On Earth there were detective shows that Maella and Claritsa liked to watch where people gathered clues and dusted for fingerprints and pulled information from things that at first glance you would have never thought you could pull information from.


    Maella set the book down and searched the area of the wagon where Veda Loor slept. Sweet-smelling leaves were folded into clean sets of robes. Beneath them was a wooden box that contained Veda Loor’s writing tools. Tomi awoke and stared at her, as if accusing her of stealing. As Tomi became more aware of his surroundings and more willing to interact—at least when it came to following Veda Loor’s instructions—Maella had also sensed a growing storm inside of him. No longer catatonic, no longer unable to think around the trauma, the feelings Maella got from him now were anger, accusation, and most especially, judgement.


    “I’m only going to borrow…there!” Maella pulled out Veda Loor’s writing box. Inside was a collection of inks, a stylus, and a stick of charcoal. She grabbed the charcoal and returned to sit cross-legged in front of the blank page.


    The wagon door opened, allowing such bright light inside that it blinded Maella. She waited for Veda Loor’s harangue.


    Instead, Sethlo spoke. “Maella?”


    The two of them had continued to dance around the issue of the One Door. There was no door to Thrae, but Sethlo knew there would be no search for the One Door without Claritsa and Maella’s father.


    “Come look at this,” Maella said.


    Sethlo closed the wagon doors, plunging the interior into shadow except for the shafts of light that pierced the wagon like swords through the gaps. The charcoal had already transferred black dust onto Maella’s hands, making them feel dry and gritty.


    “We have looked at that page a hundred times. It is blank,” Sethlo said, a note of frustration in his voice.


    “This is an Earth thing I learned,” Maella said. “TV taught me everything I know.” It was something Claritsa would have said in a flippant tone while tossing her braid over her shoulder. Maella actually hadn’t watched TV except with Claritsa.


    Sethlo ignored Maella’s comment and crouched down. Maella brushed the flat side of the charcoal in sweeping strokes across the blank page. Her hands tingled with concentration. She couldn’t press too hard or it would ruin the indents. Too soft and the indents would not show.


    Pale lines formed under the sweeping strokes. Geometric shapes appeared, then softer lines formed faces and bodies. The charcoal was working. A roar of sound rose in Maella’s ears but she kept her breathing even and her strokes consistent as a picture formed.


    Claritsa’s bangs and braids were unmistakable. Next to her stood someone taller and whip-thin. It was an older version of Esson, her brother, a version of what he might look like now in the present day as he neared eighteen years old. Maella held her breath because next came her father and Doormaker Tain and Sethlo. Even Tomi was there, alongside others she recognized and others she did not. In the middle of all these people stood a door that swallowed up the space with menacing white lines that curled away from its threshold like strikes of lightning.


    She finished with the page and set the charcoal aside. They studied the pattern in silence.


    “Everyone you are looking for waits at the One Door,” Sethlo said, breathing out the words in wonder.


    Maella let Sethlo’s words sink into her, turning them inside and out, searching for their truth. Doormaker Tain had said there was always such a strong connection between Maella and the One Door. Here it was again.


    She had been flailing, torn between Claritsa and her father, torn over what to do next. She touched the paper lightly, like a feather, the charcoal transferring onto the tips of her fingers.


    Sethlo’s voice was earnest. “Maella, you have to see this now, finally. We have never truly been in conflict. You and I want the same thing. You must see that.”


    The truth of his words lodged deep into her heart.


    Sethlo had been right all along.


    This was a pattern she wanted to come true. She would be doing everything in her power to make it come true. Father, brother, Claritsa—an end to the way her fate was bound up in the One Door.


    “I see it,” Maella said and felt herself transformed.


    “You are meant to find the One Door,” Sethlo said. “I am meant to help you find it.”


    She felt a calm descend upon her. She matched his confidence with her own. “We will find a way to the One Door.”


    Maella’s book of patterns slammed close. The action made her jump. She had not seen Tomi come up. But there he was, glowering down at them as they sat on the wagon floorboards. His face was twisted into a scowl and he shook his head vigorously.


    Maella felt judgement rolling off Tomi, but also worry. And fear.


    Maella had lived with those feelings for a very long time, but she was not going to let the deadly unknown stop her from action any longer.


    She looked directly at Tomi and let him see the earnest conviction that she felt in her very bones. “Everyone I search for waits for me at the One Door. I will find the One Door. No matter what it takes.”


    Tomi’s face paled.


    She thought maybe he was worried she would force him to join her journey. She would never do that. This was her fate, one that she would shape with her own doormaker hands.


    “I do not expect you to help or come with me,” Maella said as a sort of truce.


    But these words did not comfort Tomi. He turned away, shaking his head like a bee had buzzed his ears.


    Claritsa’s voice, seemingly ever-present in Maella’s consciousness, piped up that patterns were never what they seemed, and really rather worthless when it came down to it. But Maella no longer believed that—and Sethlo had never believed it.


    This pattern showed Claritsa and her father and older brother alive and well—and waiting for her at the One Door.


    And Junle and Feren were alive and well in Junle’s pattern that showed the Tower of Shadows falling.


    Maella pushed that thought aside. She turned back to the original mess of a pattern in the hopes of picking out more detail, but vibrations jumped out at her, like static electricity.


    The doors were back.


    Frustrated, she turned the page anyway.


    Stone.


    She closed the book and the portal vanished and she tried again.


    Stone.


    A touch on the wrist startled her. She looked up. Tomi had crawled over, his eyes large and his hand trembling on her wrist.


    “I’m sorry,” Maella said, thinking it must bother him to see her opening and closing doors with such lack of regard after everything he had been through.


    Two doormakers, both broken in their own way. But even after everything she had been through, Tomi had it far worse than her. He was so young and he had lived as a Klylup for so long. How many people had he killed in his Klylup form? What did he remember? And then another question popped into her mind.


    “Are we related? Are you a Botron?” She couldn’t remember anyone in her family talking about a cousin or anyone his age, but then again, her parents and grandmother had hardly talked about their family history at all.


    It stunned her how expressive he could be while choosing not to talk. Her questions had driven him back inside himself. He turned away and curled up in the cubby that had become his bed and refuge.


    “So there are more doormakers than just my family,” Maella said, thinking it through. Back when this had all first begun—back when they had been at the lighthouse with Keeper Shaul, before her death prediction had set so much of this in motion—Keeper Shaul had told them the lighthouse had once acted as a doormaker school, which meant doormakers had once numbered so many as to require a school. It didn’t make sense that her family would be the only doormakers either, since it was her father marrying her mother—someone other than another doormaker—that had been so blasphemous to Keeper Shaul.


    But where had all the doormakers gone?


    Sethlo rewrapped the book of patterns.


    Maella took the book from Sethlo, its potential doors pulsing in her hands like a frenetic heartbeat. “Do you think Tomi can still open doors?”


    A strange look came over Sethlo’s face.


    Tomi tensed and put his hands behind his back as if he had been burned.


    Maella was immediately contrite. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean—”


    “It is a good question,” Sethlo said. “It deserves an answer.”


    She sighed. “I would never force another doormaker to—”


    But the words died on her lips because she had echoed Doormaker Tain’s words to her almost exactly. He had said them to her in the tower while attempting to explain away everything that had happened. Sethlo had said she seemed like she had begun to believe him and, the thing was, she had begun to believe him—but then Claritsa had been taken.


    A commotion outside the wagon broke her attention. Maella jumped to her feet, pushing the book safely back onto its shelf. The wagon doors were thrown open. Light streamed in, blinding them again.


    “Quick!” Senta said. “You must hide yourself, Maella. They will come here next.”

  


  
    Chapter 9


    Veda Loor pushed past Senta into the wagon. Sounds of pots and pans being tossed about drifted in with her. Maella used the canvas to cover her head and peek around Veda Loor. Sunlight poured its heat on the desert sand, creating harsh shadows and harsher tempers.


    A crowd of people surrounded a canvas-covered box of a wagon. Most were purple-skinned tower workers, but the one who stood on the wagon’s bench was a fair-skinned man with burly arms and a dark mustache. He shouted in a garbled sort of Rathe that muffled the endings of the words so that a newcomer to the language like Maella found it impossible to understand, but it looked like he was yelling at the tower workers to stay away from his wagon.


    “We cannot run,” Veda Loor said.


    More people with skin stained purple were headed for the wagon as if the sounds drew them like a moth to flame.


    “They’ll ransack it next,” Sethlo said. “I saw them do it to another wagon yesterday. Even the rumor of licatherin is enough for a swarm to form.”


    “But most of them are still well enough to walk,” Maella said.


    “But not for long,” Sethlo said.


    Veda Loor pointed a gnarled hand at Maella. “Go tell the other torchlighters a krokosod mob is coming.”


    Sethlo brushed past Maella. “I will go.”


    “Stay,” Veda Loor said. She pointed at Maella. “You go.”


    “She should stay,” Sethlo said. “I will—”


    “They are coming here next,” Veda Loor said. “Clearly you fear they will recognize her for some reason. She cannot be here and there is no time to move this wagon far enough away that it would not draw their attention. So it is Maella who should go.”


    Maella exchanged a glance with Sethlo. Veda Loor was right. The group had torn the other wagon apart and supplies were strewn across the sand. The wagon’s owner was sitting cross-legged in the sand, but otherwise unharmed. Most of his supplies were being carried away in the arms of other people. From the cries of the crowd, it did not sound like much licatherin, if any, had been found.


    “If you want her to stay undiscovered, then send her off quickly,” Veda Loor said. “And make sure you hide all the licatherin you bunch of thieves have stolen or it will not be yours for much longer.” Veda Loor cackled at the surprised looks on their faces. “I am old, but I am not blind. I am no stranger to krokosod. It has been plenty of days and while all of you are sick, you are not sick enough.” She hobbled to the wagon door. “Sethlo and Tomi will remain to help me protect the books. Get your other friends here quick to help and I will not reveal what you are hiding.”


    The crowd had bloomed into a larger mob and was searching for a new target. Maella ducked back inside and collected their licatherin bottles. Stepping out, she used the wagon to block sight of the mob and adjusted her hair covering.


    “Go fast,” Sethlo said from behind, pushing against her back to get her moving.


    Maella picked up her heels and kicked sand out of her way, racing to the last place she had seen the wagon that Dev and Deep had commandeered with the other torchlighters—but it wasn’t there. Her heart jumped in her throat and sweat tickled under her hood. The torchlighter wagon had been traveling close to the Library of Souls. There had been much going back and forth and changing up of drivers over the last few days, though Veda Loor let no one inside the Library of Souls wagon itself unless it was Maella, Tomi, Senta, or Sethlo, or unless she had personally seen a torchlighter wash their hands.


    The first wagon she came upon was smaller than the Library of Souls. Its top was canvas and its wheels and boards were not carved. A decrepit-looking camel chewed from a pile of hay thrown at its feet. Two women weaved strips of cloth together. Their hands were a light brown with no sign of purple in them.


    Maella kept running, searching the landscape for the right wagon. Other wagons, the wrong ones, dotted her vision, spread out as a form of protection from one another, while still close enough together to ward off any cycle bandits that might look for easy targets. The sand was both soft and gritty underfoot. The next wagon she passed was large. Its back end was open and displayed boxes of various trinkets, bobbles, and household items for sale. The trinkets hung from the wagon spines, sat on shelves, were stacked on boxes from floor to ceiling of the enclosure. A ring of five tower workers sat together in the shade of the wagon, purple in their hands.


    One of the men stood and hobbled over for a drink of water. He was still able to walk. They were not too sick yet to join the mob.


    “When doormakers mess with the doors we all pay the price.” One man said this while looking glumly at his empty plate after tipping the food scraps into the fire.


    “I am glad the tower fell,” another said. “It deserved to be destroyed.”


    “My friends died in that tower!” a woman cried out. “And for what? Now my cousins will starve without my wages. Where will we find work?”


    “If only the Klylup had eaten the doormaker before she did this,” another said in response.


    “Hush. Be thankful the debt lists are gone and the Circle too. Your life is now your own again.”


    And then Maella saw the torchlighter wagon. Herren was on the driver’s bench, dozing. A half-dozen other torchlighters sat against the wheels on the shaded side. Maella waved to get their attention.


    “Dev!” Maella’s shout brought Dev awake and searching until his gaze landed on Maella.


    Dev met Maella halfway across the sand. “What is wrong?”


    “Tell Deep and the rest we need to hide the bottles,” Maella said, running for the torchlighter wagon. “There’s a mob.”


    “They know about the bottles?”


    “No, I don’t think so, but they’re searching for licatherin and they’re headed to the Library of Shadows next. Veda Loor says to come.”


    Dev and Maella reached the torchlighter wagon, sharing the news. Deep poked her head out, squinting, and without missing a beat, issued instructions like she had already planned for such an event. “Collect whatever bottles everyone has on them. Four of you get into the shade of the wagon. Maella, help them bury the bottles. Count those bottles twice so we don’t leave any behind, and then sit on the sand like pitch has glued your ass to a pipe!” Deep swung out of the wagon like she was walking the tower pipes. “The rest of you come with me.” She stuck the landing with both feet.


    Half a dozen torchlighters sprinted after her to the Library of Souls.


    Maella helped bury the bottles while Dev and a few others stood watch. Dev raised an eyebrow at Maella’s half-empty bottle alongside the other, mostly full, bottles that went into the sand. Maella flushed with embarrassment, but Dev did not comment on it and she decided it wasn’t her job to explain herself.


    When they were finished, they all sat on the bottles buried in the sand and waited.


    “Why didn’t you go?” Maella asked Dev.


    “Deep is better in these situations than I am,” Dev said.


    “What situation is that?” Maella said.


    “Fighting ones.”


    The mob had settled at a dozen or so people now. Some had already gone back to their wagons with their finds. The ones who remained were at the steps of the Library of Souls wagon. Veda Loor swung her cane through the air like a sword. Deep and the torchlighters sprinted up. There were shouts and a surge of people toward the wagon but then things seemed to settle and the group moved out of sight on the other side.


    Maella licked her lips, wishing there was time for a drink of water but not daring to move from her position on the sand. Something ant-like crawled off the sand and onto her hand. She hoped it wouldn’t bite her. Several years’ worth of wages was buried underneath them. Their future, their health, their hopes.


    Dev tried to make conversation as long minutes passed but nobody took the bait. Like Maella, the other torchlighters were grim-faced and tense.


    When Deep returned, a torchlighter limping against her for support, she showed a big smile on her face. “Did you miss me?”


    “What happened to him?” Dev asked, a wry note in his voice.


    “Oh, Chucko here sprained an ankle sprinting in the sand. It is like he has never run on ground before,” Deep said, a laugh in her words.


    “I cannot remember ever needing to. I was always running the pipes,” Chucko said, sheepish.


    “Then sand should be easy.” Deep helped Chucko to a seat and looked at Maella. “You can go back now. There won’t be any more trouble for a while.”


    “What did you do?” Maella said, wonder in her voice. She shook the ant off her hand and it vanished in the air. She pictured Deep and the torchlighters somehow fighting off the entire mob, but there would have been some sort of evidence of a fight and there was only Chucko’s sprained ankle.


    “I let them search the wagon,” Deep said, smiling a toothy grin.


    “What?” Maella said, shocked. “But Veda—”


    Senta came up and collapsed to the ground, sweat dripping down her face. She leaned back into the shade of the wheel. “She only let them in one by one.” The other torchlighters joined her. Closing her eyes, she buried her hands in the sand. “We all stood guard at the door and said anyone could look for as long as they pleased, but that Veda Loor was allowed to use her cane on anyone who didn’t handle the stacks respectfully. The first guy went all right and called out to the rest that there was nothing of value.”


    “Veda Loor went off on that one right good. Nothing of value?” Deep mimicked Veda Loor’s voice exactly. “Young man, I will have you know that everything in this wagon is priceless. Absolutely priceless. I demand you WASH YOUR HANDS again before touching that next stack.”


    Senta giggled.


    “Senta?” Maella said, shocked. “Why are you laughing? Things could have—”


    “Veda Loor was amazing,” Senta said, still smiling. She opened her eyes and looked at Maella. “And I am free of the tower and all of it feels good.”


    “You’re welcome?” Maella said.


    Senta looked at her strangely.


    “Sorry, it’s something Claritsa would have said,” Maella said.


    “No, you are right. I should thank you,” Senta said.


    “But it was the second searcher who really got the piss taken out of him,” Deep continued, as if there had been no interruption. “After he dared to touch a stack of papers before washing his hands, Veda Loor worked him over real good with her cane. And nobody came to his aid because the idiot had been told twice what to do, plus the first guy had already said there was nothing.” Deep leaned back, hands intertwined behind her head and closed her eyes as if to nap. “And after that, things broke up real fast and people went their separate ways.”


    “For now,” Senta said, her earlier excitement draining away and returning to her normal soberness.


    “For now,” Deep said.

  


  
    Chapter 10


    On the fifth day of their death race to Jillow City, the sand gave way and swallowed a wagon whole. Of the twelve people the wagon carried, only the driver jumped off in time.


    Brave scrub grass spotted the land at rare moments. Lizards scurried out from the path of the wagon wheels. Insects crawled into the shade of their supplies whenever they rested the camels.


    On the sixth day, three caravaners died fighting over a disagreement on water rations.


    The landscape was bare and mostly flat for as far as the eye could see other than how the wind sometimes piled sand into small dunes. Earthquakes made the sand move for longer and longer each day as the doors stayed off for longer periods of time.


    On the seventh day, a sickness that affected the bowels stalled three wagons. The wagons never caught up with the caravan.


    Every torchlighter sickened, just as every tower worker had sickened. But Maella felt well and took on more duties to work off some of the debt she had accrued by using up so much of her licatherin bottle.


    On the eighth day, one tower worker died of a poisonous insect bite.


    All along the way, wagons shed possessions. Linens, pots, mirrors, dressers, toys, extra sets of clothes, all were given to the sand—anything that could make the wagons lighter and prevent the animals from collapsing. When Maella took to the driver’s bench it was like she guided the camels through the aftermath of a tornado’s wrath.


    By the end of that eighth day, a little more than two dozen wagons limped toward Jillow City. The wagons spread themselves far enough apart to keep from being mob targets, but not far enough to allow the cycle bandits easy pickings. At times, a hint of the cycle bandit engines could be heard off in the distance, as if they circled the survivors like vultures. Everyone seemed to hold a collective breath, waiting for news of krokosod deaths.


    But no other deaths, at least from krokosod, made it to their ears. This was a shock to the other wagons, but not to the torchlighters. Dev and Deep had ordered some of the licatherin to be secretly shared with the worst cases, and only at night, and only when the people were too deep into the fevers to remember.


    Each time the doors came back while Veda Loor took a shift on the driver’s bench, Maella reached for the pages of her family’s book of patterns. It had become an obsession for her. An obsession she had begun to hide from Sethlo and the others. She tested the doors, page after page, hoping to see something other than stone. Somehow the next page would be different and find her a way back to Claritsa. She knew there was an answer in that pockmarked stone that she could not yet make sense of.


    She made sure to place the book on the wagon’s wood slats instead of her lap. Once, while the stone lay there, glowing the faintest of blue in the lamplight, she lifted the book. The door of stone came with it. She felt for the cover and the carvings underneath. All of it was intact.


    The doors had never done that before—they never had weight to them—otherwise the door in the sky when they were trapped on Rock Heaven would have fallen to the ground. The doors had changed—Maella had changed them.


    But now all her doors opened to stone.


    That would not stop her from trying.


    Maella brushed her hands against the cover and along the carved-out pieces of wood that formed symbols and markings. Sethlo and Senta were with the other torchlighters. Veda Loor promised that if they could survive two more days, they would reach the safety of Jillow City. Maella took a deep breath and let the buzz of the vibrations that came from the book take over her senses. She opened the cover while holding her breath and closing her eyes. When she opened her eyes and looked down, her breath came out in a big sigh.


    Stone.


    Blue stone.


    Maella closed the door and the vibrations paused for a moment as if someone had turned off the faucet, then potential rose again.


    Sethlo had asked about the vibrations once. She didn’t know how to describe the difference between the potential of a closed door and one that had been opened by a doormaker. Only that she could feel the difference right down to her very bones—a wrongness that threatened to overwhelm her.


    Maella closed her eyes, took in a deep breath, and reached for a new page.


    Something touched her shoulder. With a shock, she drew her hand back and fluttered her eyes open. Tomi stood inches away from her, his face strained.


    “What are you doing?” Maella asked.


    He drew his hand away as if burned. Instead of answering out loud, Tomi looked at her hands, the book, and back to her eyes. There was something rising up in him that scared her. It took Maella a long moment to realize the emotion she was reading in Tomi was that of anger.


    Maella forced herself not to move away. She brought her hands onto the book. “I’m trying to open the door to find my friend.” She didn’t know why she felt the need to explain herself other than the look in Tomi’s eyes somehow made Maella feel like she was doing something wrong. This wasn’t new, she had grown up with this feeling. Never open the door.


    “What do you want from me?” Maella prompted.


    Tomi scowled and reached for the book. She pulled it away, her earlier guilt disappearing in both confusion and her own anger.


    “Just because you won’t open a door anymore doesn’t mean that I can’t,” Maella said. “The patterns showed me that if I go after the One Door, then I’ll find Claritsa and my brother and father.”


    Tomi shook his head furiously and went for the book, but Maella was bigger and stronger and she pushed him back instead. He fell backwards, but that only enraged him. He sprang up and went for Maella, his hands out like claws. A snarl erupted from his mouth, and though he looked like a small boy, not much older than Maella’s younger brother, Josa, the snarl made Maella weak in the stomach.


    He sounded like a Klylup.


    At the last moment, when Tomi would have clawed at her face, Maella used the book as a shield. The contact the back cover had made with the floor was enough to form a door. Vibrations buzzed Maella’s body. The book grew exponentially heavier in her grip. As Tomi went for her face, his hands hit the back of the book, transformed into stone.


    Tomi grunted in pain. Gathering all her strength from walking the pipes and breaking rocks, she used the book to push him backward again. He skidded across the floor and tumbled.


    Maella waited, book at the ready, and crouched to better balance her weight. “Snap out of it, Tomi! None of what happened to you was my fault. I’m here to find my best friend and my family. If that means going after the One Door, then that’s what I’m going to do! I’m not going to let you stop me.”


    Tomi picked himself up. Maella crouched, readying herself to ward off another tackle, but then saw the rage had banked in Tomi. He looked pale and shaky and alone.


    Maella waited a few moments, making sure it wasn’t some trick. When her arms became like lead weights and Tomi still hadn’t charged, she set the book down onto the floorboards. The stone door closed and the vibrations stopped.


    “What was that about?” Maella almost shouted. “I’m not your enemy here.”


    Tomi pointed a shaking finger at her and made a series of motions that wasn’t difficult to interpret. He was trying to tell her it wasn’t okay for her to open doors.


    He had seen her open doors before tonight. What had changed?


    “Are you saying just for tonight? That there’s something wrong with opening doors tonight?” Maella said, trying to reach for a reason for why now, all of a sudden, Tomi had been so furiously against her opening doors.


    But Tomi just shook his head.


    “So it’s not about tonight.”


    Tomi nodded in agreement.


    “You just don’t want me to open any more doors, ever.”


    Tomi nodded in earnest, his head bobbing up and down so fast, she thought he might sprain his neck.


    “I won’t do that,” Maella said. “I’m not going to stop.”


    Tomi stood.


    Maella tensed, readying herself for another charge. Instead, he rushed out of the wagon, slipping through the wagon doors that had been kept slightly ajar to allow starlight inside. He jumped onto the sand, leaving Maella alone with the book and the vibrations of all the potential doors that surrounded her on the shelves.


    The wagon had never felt so cold before.


    It took all of Maella to not go after him. She reminded herself it wasn’t wrong to open doors anymore. That time in her life was over. She sat cross-legged on the floorboards again and looked around once, and then a second time for good measure, to confirm she was, in fact, alone.


    Maella set her hand on the vibrating cover of her family’s book of patterns, focused her thoughts, and opened the cover—to stone.

  


  
    Chapter 11


    The tenth day broke with a blazing sunrise and the dreaded engine noise of cycle bandits. Krokosod symptoms were strong among the remaining few hundred tower workers.


    Veda Loor took to the driver’s bench next to Maella and whipped the camels onward as a horned call of warning sounded. Cycle bandits had zoomed down from the dunes and picked off one of the slowest wagons. Circling the wagon with their strange, purple-puffing machines, Maella watched them close in and begin to take the wagon apart.


    “They waited until we were close to the city,” Veda Loor said, a grudging respect in her voice, “So they wouldn’t need to carry what they took very far before selling it.”


    The torchlighter wagon took off after the Library of Souls wagon. Soon the entire caravan whipped their camels into sprints. This close to Jillow City, speed was their only chance to outpace trouble and reach the relative safety of the city as soon as possible.


    A hazy purple film appeared on the horizon behind them. The cycle bandits roared back into view, cutting off another wagon from the caravan. The camels brayed in frustration as Veda Loor and Dev forced their respective animals forward.


    Sand turned into hardpan and finally soil. Only when scrub grass islands turned into grass meadows and crop fields did Veda Loor slow.


    As they passed a guard station Veda Loor yelled for Dev to send someone to tell the guards about the cycle bandits. Once Lo returned from the guard station, Veda Loor visibly relaxed. The cycle bandits would not dare enter Jillow City territory now, Veda Loor explained.


    The camels were allowed a brief break to drink at a gurgling stream and browse for some greens alongside the road’s ditch. Maella and the others quickly filled empty stomachs and storage containers with the fresh water.


    Jillow City appeared as a smudge on the horizon. When it did, Veda Loor released control of the reins, knowing the camels could see and smell the city and would not waver from the path that meant rest. Veda Loor came into the wagon and put the four of them into a flurry of organizing. Planks were scrubbed, parchment stacks were tidied, and through all of it Veda Loor watched, criticized, instructed, and slapped sloppy hands with her cane.


    Senta, it seemed, had taken a personal interest in everything inside the wagon and had even made an organizational suggestion to Veda Loor once or twice. Instead of infuriating Veda Loor, this made her very pleased with Senta. She put Senta in charge of more and more duties and promised to teach Senta how to read.


    “There will be a place for all of you in the Library of Souls if you continue to work like this for me in there,” Veda Loor said.


    “Thank you,” Maella said. She and Sethlo had spoken at length about what to do next. Their only option seemed to be to search the Library of Souls for answers about the One Door. The image that Maella had blazed in her mind from her last pattern propelled her every step and decision.


    Everyone she searched for waited for her at the One Door.


    Tomi had been no help. If anything, he had only drawn further into himself the more Maella and Sethlo pressed him for answers. Maella had given up, though Sethlo had not. Senta took more and more charge of Tomi, which was just as well, since Maella had plans to go after the One Door and Tomi clearly wanted no part of that.


    When they were only a few hours out from the city, Veda Loor called them off the cleanup, declaring the work finished. She opened the doors, allowing blue sky and fresh air inside. The horizon had turned from a straight line into curving hills, trees, and the faintest hint of walls.


    “There will be a festival when we arrive,” Veda Loor said. “There is always a festival when the licatherin arrives—”


    “But there won’t be any licatherin this year,” Senta said.


    “Yes, things will be very different, but they will not know it at first. Watch out for yourselves and find me in the Library of Souls. Everyone knows my name—” Her voice held a hint of anxiety.


    “What are you afraid of?” Sethlo asked.


    “I don’t know what will happen,” Veda Loor said, shaking her head. “The licatherin has always come back from the tower.”


    Veda Loor returned to the driver’s bench, leaving the four of them to finish the march to Jillow City together. They had survived the Forsi desert but new challenges awaited them inside the city. Time ticked away and the waiting felt like an eternity.


    “Let’s walk to the city walls,” Maella said finally. She could not stand to stay inside the wagon for another minute.


    Senta reorganized a shelf that wasn’t to her liking, but Tomi and Sethlo joined Maella to walk on ground that was no longer sand. The feel of real soil beneath her feet reminded her of home and grass and soil and creek. Tomi walked on her left, quiet and thoughtful, as if he studied the landscape like a scientist might. His hands were at his sides and he held that blank expression again, but his eyes were not empty like before. Maella hoped the Library of Souls might have answers that explained him too—who he was, where he had come from, what had happened to make him end up in the Tower of Shadows.


    “Tomi,” Maella began, not sure how to word her thoughts. Too many times over these last few days her very presence had sent him scurrying inside some internal cave or angered him.


    Tomi responded to his made-up name by looking at Maella. They walked a few steps like that until finally she just came out with it. She had not told anyone else about Tomi’s angry outburst. “When we get into Jillow City, we’re going to search for your family.” She made that promise to herself as she said the words aloud.


    Tomi’s gait stumbled.


    He had been alone for who knew how long. He had been a Klylup in the tower for longer than Senta, and even Dev and Deep, had worked at the tower. Transforming into a Klylup had locked his age somehow at the doormaker boy he had been. She had no idea if any of his family was still alive or even for how long they might have been dead but she would do everything she could to find out the answers.


    Tomi looked at Maella for a long time, face neutral, before nodding once.


    Maella let out a sigh. Tomi would let her help him.


    “And then you could help us,” Sethlo said, tentative, like he was feeling out the words. “Because we want to fix all this, Tomi. We do not want what happened to you to ever happen to anyone else. We need your help with that.”


    “Sethlo—” Maella said, a warning note in her voice. She would never let Tomi be forced into opening a door or helping with their search. He had already gone through so much—more than she could ever imagine—and that was saying a lot after what they had experienced in Rock Heaven and the Tower of Shadows.


    Tomi responded by not acknowledging Sethlo had said anything at all.


    “Come on,” Maella said. “Let’s not talk about it anymore. I can’t ever remember seeing so much green before.”


    This made all three of them take in the landscape and breathe in the smells of soil, grass, licatherin-free air, and rolling hills with fields and cottages tucked among them.


    Accepting the change of subject, Sethlo untucked a piece of cloth at his waist and the edge of three bottles came out. He looked down at Maella and the sun hit his hazel eyes, lighting them up, making Maella’s stomach flip. They had traveled the sand for ten days with little sleep, less water, and a numbing sameness to the world, but even sand-dusted and rough-looking, Sethlo was beautiful. She felt like she could do anything with him by her side.


    She looked at the bottles of licatherin and what they represented. Doors, life, addiction.


    “Deep has asked each torchlighter to find the best deal for licatherin and to return with our contributions,” Sethlo said.


    “Let’s sell the licatherin oil as soon as we get into the city,” Maella said. “Veda Loor told me where we could find a merchants’ square.”


    Sethlo turned his eyes onto the ground and Maella felt the loss of light from his eyes.


    “I agree we should sell it, but we should wait a little while. People will find out that no licatherin came from the tower and its worth will go up. We could ask whatever price we want and get it.”


    Maella thought about that and knew he was right, but also wrong. “You saw what happened these past ten days. When Jillow City finds out there is no licatherin do you think people will pay us for the licatherin or take it from us by force?”


    “I will not let them—”


    “Against an entire city of people headed for krokosod? Even you will not win,” Maella said.


    Rotting fences began to dot the rutted road. Trails snaked away from the main road and the land began to curve as they crossed gentle hills. Cropland appeared on both sides. People worked the rows, wearing hats and loose clothing to protect themselves from the sun. Water gurgled along a ditch that edged one side of the crops and it was the most beautiful sound Maella had heard in a long time.


    City walls soon rose into view.


    Stone.


    Maella’s breath caught in her throat. Her hands became itchy. For the briefest moment she thought the stone was the same as the stone from her doors. But she soon saw the stone was not the same. Her doors always showed pitted bluish-grey stone. The city walls were clearly made from red stone.


    Caravan survivors plodded forward while camels announced their presence. People in the fields stopped and soon waved at their return. Many left aside their tools and headed for the gates. The walls of Jillow City loomed overhead, at least six stories tall, on either side of the gate.


    They were leaving behind the Forsi desert and would soon pass through the Jillow City gates. A part of Maella wanted to test scaling the city walls like she had walked the pipes just to take in the view and know once and for all that she had conquered the tower and the desert. Secrets and mysteries and—most importantly—answers waited inside. She would know all of it and she would use it all to find the One Door.


    “I think I could climb that,” Sethlo said, interrupting Maella’s thoughts.


    Maella laughed. “I was thinking the same.”


    Sethlo held her hand and they walked through the city gates, secure in each other’s presence, as people cheered for the caravan’s return.

  


  
    Chapter 12


    The main street started wide and slowly narrowed, splitting into different roads that curved and disappeared behind three-and four-story stone and plaster buildings. Those streets split and wound away to even more. The road was stone placed in hard-packed dirt. Old buildings that looked like they had been modified, added onto, and propped up leaned toward each other, creating a sense of claustrophobia. Where crossroads formed, people manned stalls of food, clothes, incense, and supplies.


    Temple-like buildings rose above the houses. Maella recognized some temples resembling the main religions from Earth, but there were two temples that looked like nothing she had ever seen before.


    She recognized those who walked out of the temples though—the Hestroth robes were unmistakable.


    Maella pointed to one of the rectangular-shaped buildings that was ridged like there were teeth all along its building seams. “Whose temple is that?”


    “Sechnel,” Sethlo replied.


    Maella was surprised that the two temples would dare build so close to each other.


    People streamed out of both places to watch the caravan go by, but seemed to get along well enough for all the violence Maella had witnessed between them in the past. Cheering continued and people flooded out of the buildings to fill the street with laughter, share tea drinks, and shout congratulations to Veda Loor—who had put herself onto the driving bench again and sent Senta and Tomi into the wagon.


    Maella self-consciously adjusted her head covering. She should only have had to worry about survivors from the Tower of Shadows recognizing her, but she had learned the hard way too many times in the past that it paid to be careful.


    Something flew through the air just inches from Maella’s nose. She jerked back, and the object landed on the ground, splattering. A rotten vegetable smell made Maella gag. A young man stood on a pillar holding a bag of what looked like more rotten vegetables in his hands.


    “No dust-lickers! Go home, dust-lickers!” An orange stalk tumbled into the air, aiming for their heads. A carrot.


    Sethlo batted the carrot to the ground.


    Often enough when she had been imprisoned in Rock Heaven, the work to mine licatherin created so much stone dust she felt like her teeth crunched down on it and she could lick the unprocessed licatherin off her lips. She figured that was what inspired his insults. He was blaming them for having been imprisoned, forced to work on his behalf, and then becoming addicted to licatherin.


    Sethlo wiped the rotten carrot off his hands and onto his clothes. “I think we should get into the wagon.”


    Maella agreed.


    Inside the safety of the wagon’s shadows, Maella took another hard look at the revelers lining the street. There were faint signs of purple, but no one looked as deeply marked as Maella, Sethlo, or the other tower survivors. Licatherin was present in the city and people were using it but their addiction to it was not etched plain on their bodies. Any exposed section of skin would make Tower of Shadows survivors easily stand apart from Jillow City citizens.


    Veda Loor turned the wagon down a path that narrowed between two rows of stone houses. People jumped against house walls and up steps to make room for the wagon to pass. The camels picked up the pace and called out long and loud—anxious to rest. The celebration of the crowd faded as the wagon left them behind and was replaced with the normal business sounds of little market streets.


    “How long do you think it will take them to realize we have brought back no licatherin for the city?” Senta asked.


    This time Maella focused not on the people but on all the little contraptions that puffed out licatherin. Veda Loor had said such machines like the ones the cycle bandits used were like poison to their users. These little machines seemed less dangerous yet strange in a world with no electricity. Purple steam machines cooked food or helped move large loads on wagons without camel help—not quite cars, not quite electricity, but something else. If you didn’t look closely you might not see the purple, but when you really looked, licatherin use was everywhere.


    “I don’t think it will be very long,” Maella said.


    “You are right, we should sell our licatherin quickly,” Sethlo said.


    Veda Loor brought the wagon to a halt and shouted for Tomi to take care of the camel. This section of street was almost empty of people. Maella brought the canvas back around her hair and face, though her hands were purple enough to give her away as a dust-licker for anyone looking.


    Sethlo stepped out and they went to the front of the wagon. Nothing in their journey across the Forsi desert inside the Library of Souls’ wagon had prepared them for the real Library of Souls. It had its own set of gates and the library buildings towered high above the rest of the city and far beyond the city walls. It wasn’t like the Tower of Shadows, but rather like a haphazard series of stacked rectangles, parapets, and enclosures that went up so high Maella craned her neck to find the top and out so wide she could not tell where the Library of Souls ended. Maella tried to imagine what answers its buildings held for her. She would find them all out.


    Veda Loor hobbled to the gates—a checkerboard pattern of metal and wood that looked like it could survive a strong battering. Why did a library even need such a gate? Veda Loor rapped on the gate with her cane and spoke sharply to the man who came out to meet her. The gate was soon unlocked and opened to let the wagon through.


    Senta joined them and stuffed coins into Maella’s hands. Surprised, Maella turned to her. “What is this for?”


    “This is from Veda Loor in payment for your work across the Forsi desert. She specifically wants you to know that this coin has been hygienically cleaned and there is more for you when you come to work for the Library of Souls.”


    “I will only be here long enough to find what I need to go after Claritsa,” Maella said. “I will get her back.”


    “I know you will,” Senta said. “And while you search, Deep and I will discover the secrets to breaking krokosod so you will never fear licatherin again.”


    It all sounded like fantastic dreams she hoped would somehow come true.


    “But wouldn’t someone have found such an answer if it existed?” Sethlo responded. “Look around, licatherin runs this whole city. Licatherin ran the tower, created the need for the tower, and for Rock Heaven in the first place!”


    “Rock Heaven?” Senta said. “I do not know that place.”


    With a start, Maella remembered Senta had not been with them in Rock Heaven. It seemed so long ago, and it was. Close to two years had passed since they left Rock Heaven and worked in the Tower of Shadows.


    “It was worse than the tower,” Maella said simply because there was no time for more. They needed to find a way to sell the licatherin before Jillow City citizens took it from them by force.


    Senta looked at Maella and Sethlo with a disbelieving look. “Licatherin has always flowed where it needed to flow. If you did not need to break yourself of the addiction, why would you? No one in this city is addicted like us. If these city people wanted to break licatherin’s hold, then many could do so with maybe two weeks of sickness and little permanent damage.”


    “But we are different,” Maella said.


    “I suspect you have always been different,” Senta said, a hint of a smile on her lips. “But yes, we are different. We need more help. Krokosod would kill us, of course.”


    “So then you need to pay for a krokosod healer,” Maella said. “And that will cost you a great deal.”


    “No,” Senta said. “I am going to learn another way and then I will help break krokosod in others for free! The Tower made me like this and it will not take any more of me. I will undo it.”


    “You sound like Deep,” Maella said.


    “She is convincing,” Senta replied. “Stay safe. Your skin exposes your addiction to everyone in this city with every step you take. Word will spread fast that there is no licatherin and then the dangerous time will begin.”


    “You are not selling yours?” Sethlo asked.


    Senta shook her head. “I gave my share to Deep to sell for me. Veda Loor wants me to start organizing what came on the wagon. And Tomi needs watching over. I will see you soon. Go now before Veda Loor yells for you to WASH YOUR HANDS and help move her patterns.”

  


  
    Chapter 13


    Remembering the man with his insults and rotten vegetables, Maella and Sethlo kept to themselves. They walked the lesser used streets, following Veda Loor’s directions. Eventually, they entered a merchant circle.


    Veda Loor had said if anyone would purchase licatherin, it would be here. The streets teemed with people, animals, carts, movement, cooking smells, and a buzz of excitement as goods and wealth changed hands.


    Maella approached the first stall. Using her best Rathe, Maella asked the old shopkeeper, “How much for a bottle of licatherin oil?”


    His inviting grin turned to disgust after he took in Maella’s purple skin. He picked up a broom and swatted her with it. “Out of my shop, rock-cruncher. I have no licatherin to sell someone like you.”


    “No.” Maella held up her arms up to block the broom. “I have some to sell you.”


    He stopped the swing of his broom but did not lower it. “Get out. I want none of your poison. Is it even real or did you dye the oil yourself?”


    Sethlo tugged on Maella’s shirt.


    She backed away, mouth open.


    “I hope that does not indicate the kind of luck we’re going to get today,” Sethlo said. “I will try next.”


    But it was the same at the next stall and the next. Wherever they turned it seemed someone was ready with both an insult and a broom. No one believed they had licatherin. Even when the bottle was produced, others laughed it off as fake. Finally, one shopkeeper mentioned a merchant by the name of Bartolly who might trade with their kind.


    “We could ask Veda Loor to sell it for us,” Sethlo said.


    “Maybe,” Maella said, but then her eye caught on purple. “Wait, I see Deep and Dev.”


    She led Sethlo through the crowd, following the flash of purple. He held onto the edge of her torchlighter belt to keep track of her. They kept their heads down and ignored the rumors people were spreading around them about the caravan having returned without any licatherin. Every few seconds people would glance up at loudspeaker-like contraptions lashed to poles along the streets but no sound came from them.


    They were within feet of Dev and Deep when Maella heard a strangely familiar voice—but it was neither Dev nor Deep speaking.


    She stopped. Sethlo crowded her heels.


    “Hold on,” Maella said.


    Dev and Deep seemed to be in negotiations with someone. One bottle of licatherin was on a barrel head in front of them.


    “Test it yourself,” Dev said. “You will see it is no fake like others have claimed. We have other bottles where this came from—if you can pay.”


    “Oh, I can pay,” the familiar voice said. “But I will not believe these bottles exist until I see and test them with my own eyes.”


    “We are no fools, Bartolly,” Deep said.


    Maella looked at Sethlo to see if he had caught it too. Dev and Deep had found Bartolly and were already making a deal. Their luck was about to change.


    “Give us half the money on deposit,” Dev said. “Then one of us will fetch the bottles while we all wait here and you can pay us the rest. The price will only go up when people realize there is a licatherin shortage. You will make back twice what you pay in less than a day.”


    “If the licatherin actually exists, and if I care to even purchase such goods from dust-lickers like yourselves. I mean, who caused this licatherin shortage in the first place? Wait, don’t tell me. That would be you guys.”


    Maella moved around the crowd until she could make out the face of the man who spoke with such familiarity that it sent chills down her spine.


    Bartolly.


    Even the name sounded familiar.


    The man wore a hood and robe that dusted the ground. He had a staff in his hand and a sword at his belt. His boots were wrapped leather, but when the robe moved Maella swore she saw a flash of jeans and plaid shirt peek out.


    “Dust-licker!” someone cried out behind Maella. “Go back and do your job!”


    Maella and Sethlo were shoved forward to their hands and knees. People scrambled out of their way. Maella’s palms burned from being scraped. Her hood fell back, exposing her hair and purple arms for anyone to see.


    Sethlo jumped up and offered her a hand. “Maella, are you—”


    “What did you say?” Bartolly said, turning.


    Maella took Sethlo’s hand and stood face to face with—


    Barth.


    Bartolly.


    Bartholomew.


    The last time she had seen Barth flashed before her eyes. They were racing up the steps of the lighthouse to the hatch that would open to Rock Heaven. She had tripped him. Oh god, she had done it on purpose because she had been afraid of him, and when he fell it had been into General Foster and his men—into the arms of the very soldiers who had condemned Maella and Claritsa to execution by hanging when they discovered Maella was a doormaker.


    “Well now, things just got really interesting.” Barth had moved into full adulthood even though he was only a few years older. “Don’t you look like a zombie street rat.”


    He said the word zombie in English.


    Maella could see Sethlo turn the word over in his mind, wondering what it could mean. Finally Sethlo put aside the word. “Who is he? How do you know him?”


    Sethlo almost sounded—jealous?


    Maella almost did what she would have done before—felt small and scared like the rat Barth had accused her of being—but things were different now.


    She stood up and looked Barth in the eye. The last time she had seen him, her head had been no taller than the middle of his chest. Now her head met his chin and she realized again how much she had grown. Two years had changed everything.


    The little girl he had messed with at the creek was long gone.


    “He’s the one who started all of this,” Maella said. “He’s the one who hurt me and Claritsa. He’s the one—”


    “Who saved you and Claritsa from a hanging,” Barth said, his look mean.


    Dev and Deep exchanged an unreadable expression with each other. “Bartolly, the deal.”


    Barth looked at them and then back at Maella. “And where are they now? Daniel and Claritsa? Did you finally kill them like you tried to kill me?”


    Sethlo stepped forward, chest tall and arms up, placing himself between Maella and Barth. He was almost as tall as Barth, and almost as old, but there was still something about him that was so young and confident and earnest.


    Barth’s men unsheathed swords and moved into threatening postures around Sethlo.


    “Don’t, Sethlo,” Maella said, a lump of fear in her throat.


    Deep cleared her own throat. “The deal, Bartolly.”


    Barth grinned, looking Sethlo over, and then sneered. “Change of plans. I will triple the amount of return home credits but I want the licatherin AND Maella—”


    Speakers crackled on, deafening the square with its static sounds. A mechanical female voice spoke from the megaphone-shaped cones strapped to poles around the square. Little puffs of purple steam emanated from the speakers.


    “Effective immediately, all licatherin rations are quartered. Effective immediately, all unnecessary licatherin use is forbidden. Effective immediately, public use of licatherin is forbidden. Effective immediately, all tower workers must check in with section supervisors for further instructions. No exceptions. Meetings will be held in section councils at evening bell. Effective immediately, all licatherin rations are…”


    Dev and Deep swiped up the licatherin bottles from the barrel.


    Sethlo stepped back beside Maella, protective of the milling intensity of the crowd. But Barth was the one to watch. His eyes never left her as he spoke from out the side of his mouth to his men.


    After four repetitions, the megaphones shut off.


    There was a pause, like the whole world held its breath.


    Barth broke the moment with a jerk of his chin. “Grab her.”


    His men raced for Maella.


    “Run!” Maella shouted. She pivoted, knowing Sethlo would follow, and sprinted away, trying to lose herself in the crowds. Her legs and arms pumped. Sewer smells replaced the grass and damp earth smells that overlaid this moment with a memory out of the shadows. Claritsa had been by her side then and they had fallen at Barth’s feet in the creek. Hold on, Claritsa. Just hold on.


    She thought wildly about where to go and where was safe. At the creek, the goal had been to run to the safety of Grandmother at the house, but they had not made it in time. Now, the only safe place she could think might let them in was Veda Loor and her Library of Souls. If she could make it back there—


    She pumped her legs and darted around cart and animal and merchant. People were forming mobs. Sethlo was right beside her, shouting at her, urging her on because they were close by and—


    A caravan wagon wheeled across her path. The camel promptly collapsed in the street and she stumbled into it, tripping over its tail and back end. A crowd of people formed, shouting about food and business and their citizen allotment of licatherin. She landed hard on her knees. Instead of grass it was grit that burned into her skin. Sethlo landed next to her and she heard a crunch but it wasn’t the crunch of bone. The air filled with smells of licorice and intertwined with camel and sewer smells. Sethlo looked down at his hands, covered in the last of their licatherin, like blood covered his hands.


    It was the licorice that turned the crowd on them. They were two dust-lickers who had tripped, but the licatherin was such a blatant sign among the sudden news of a shortage. People shouted and pointed. Angry faces surrounded them.


    Maella searched for a door underneath her hands, looking for that edge, like the door in the field had felt, because she would open it without hesitation. She would open it and tumble unafraid to the other side as long as the other side wasn’t more goddamn stone.


    But there was no door.

  


  
    Chapter 14


    “The Hestroth temple!” Sethlo shouted in her ear as he yanked Maella up from the ground.


    They sprinted around the cart of a woman selling green bananas. The mob followed, but some became hung up in the traffic jam created by the cart. The Hestroth temple was yards away. It was all curves and formed a cone with an intricately carved surface of geometric shapes that morphed into strange, almost human-like faces.


    Maella sucked down air. On the way into the city, the temple had been barred with a metal gate, but now a procession of robed Hestroth—red belts and white cloth sweeping the stones around their feet—walked side by side in a procession into the temple. The two in front and back swung chains from which hung small vessels that released incense smoke.


    Maella slipped in between the robed Hestroth. They grabbed for her but she was too skilled at dodging rocks and walking the pipes. Her hard-earned agility and strength allowed her to wrench free of even the well-trained Hestroth when surprise was on her side. Sethlo was at her heels, using that same strength and agility. Soon they pushed into the Hestroth temple and made the Hestroth their unwilling protectors as the procession blocked the mob from entrance into their sacred space.


    Skirting around another set of Hestroth practicing exercise forms, they passed through an archway that led to a tiled indoor pond. Their feet slapped the floor across a courtyard that led to several hallways. Hestroth appeared, blocking the way. Maella ran into them head first and became enveloped in their billowing cloth. Her arm was wrenched backward until she yelped in pain.


    “What do two dust-lickers want with the Hestroth? We have no licatherin to share with your kind,” a male voice said.


    Instead of fear, Maella let anger flash over her and make her strong. “We mine the licatherin for doormakers! How dare you call us names for doing the dirty work that keeps your incense burning and your search for the One Door going.”


    His hand came down and slapped Maella, jerking her head to the right. Stars burst across her vision. At first she felt nothing but a numbness and then the pain burst like fire across her face.


    “Do not touch her!” Sethlo shouted.


    “Do not speak of the One Door in a Hestroth temple without permission from at least a fifth order. It is sacrilege to do so. Your rags and filth clearly show—”


    “Hestroth Quen,” another, deeper, male voice interrupted.


    When she looked for who had spoken, at first she could not see his features for the shadows. Two burly Hestroth held Sethlo back even as he struggled to go after the one who had hit Maella. When the Hestroth with the deep voice stepped forward, a shaft of light hit his face. Maella gasped.


    Utheril.


    Maella knew the moment Utheril recognized her. His eyes twitched and his nose flared.


    Cycle bandits were supposed to have beaten him to death in the Forsi desert. Xomara and Oren had said so. One eye drooped more than the other and a long scar ran down one arm. Maella stepped forward to greet him, hug him, fuss over him, but Hestroth Quen still held her. She tried to shake him off and—


    “Dust-licker or not,” Utheril said, using the insulting label like it left a bad taste in his mouth, “these two tower workers deserve respect for the work they do for all the doormakers, including Doormaker Tain, and therefore, the Hestroth.”


    “They were headed for the scholar room,” Quen said, sounding deflated.


    “We were not,” Sethlo said, shaking off one of the Hestroth. “We were running from the mob outside. We have never been inside this place and do not know where the scholar room is.”


    Quen’s face flushed. “This is not the time to believe anything that comes from—”


    Utheril made a cutting motion with his hand. “Enough. I have given my answer. You spoke about orders. I feel I must remind you, Hestroth Quen, that while you are of the sixth order, I am of the ninth. I will wait for you to decide what that means.” Utheril allowed his arms to rest casually at his sides. He did not acknowledge Maella in any way other than what he had described her as—a Tower of Shadow’s worker just arrived to Jillow City.


    Maella had lived for too long in secret and under suspicion. The Hestroth were dedicated to the service and worship of doormakers, but Utheril did not want these Hestroth to know who Maella really was. Utheril, Xomara, and Oren had secret ambitions and plans of their own for her and the One Door that Maella didn’t agree with—but this felt different. Somehow, she felt she had to trust Utheril. Somehow, he was trying to tell her these particular Hestroth finding out who she was would not be good for her health.


    “Very well,” Quen said, bowing and releasing Maella. “The doors of wisdom are never closed. I humbly thank you for the door of wisdom you have made today.”


    “Send these two safely home,” Utheril said.


    “There’s a mob outside, sir,” Sethlo said, giving away no hint of recognition either. “They are gathering violence against those of us from the Tower of Shadows.”


    “That is why Quen will be escorting you,” Utheril said. “The two of you look smart and capable. Do not let the addiction feed on your souls more than it already has.” Utheril began walking away.


    He spoke to the Hestroth on either side of him—though they looked nothing like the warriors Xomara and Oren had been. Utheril’s voice carried loud enough that he clearly meant for them to hear it without being so loud as to attract undue attention. “There may be something I can do to help with this matter. I think I will go tomorrow and see what can be done with the new arrivals. Check if there is room in my schedule for it. If not tomorrow, then maybe the next day will work. As a temple, we should do something.”


    And then Utheril was gone.


    Quen wrenched Maella’s arm again.


    “Hey,” Sethlo said.


    “Ow,” Maella said. “He told you—”


    “Quiet!” Hestroth Quen said. The three Hestroth forced Maella and Sethlo ahead of them. They walked the temple along its edges, through two more courtyards, down one hallway and to a door set so perfectly into the stone as to create an illusion of seamlessness.


    With a light touch on one corner, the door swung open to a quiet alley. Water dripped from the balcony of a stone house that loomed overhead. The other stone houses also were built tall. Laundry hung to dry on many of the balconies. Potted plants, a mix of living and dead, lined them. The alley level itself was empty except for a cart with a broken wheel and some crushed pottery. Beyond the alley, where the street opened up, it was easy to see that Jillow City was still in turmoil from news of the licatherin rationing.


    “Go,” Quen said. “I have done my Hestroth duty and seen you safely from the temple.”


    “That’s not what he said!” Maella said. “You are to see us safely—”


    But Quen had already closed the stone door with a soft click. The wall turned smooth behind them, leaving no hint of a seam. The only way out was through the alley.


    The mob soon surrounded them. No matter how well Sethlo and Maella had walked the pipes, there was no way out.

  


  
    Chapter 15


    “What have you all done to us?”


    “Dust-licker!”


    “Go back and do your job!”


    “She stinks of licatherin.”


    “Addict.”


    “Rock-cruncher!”


    Men, women, children. The crowd swelled around them and stunk from bodies being in the sun for far too long. They moved like a great beast through the winding streets, and picked up energy and members along the way. Maella and Sethlo were dragged and finally dumped to the ground again. Maella’s knees and hands ached from the scrapes. Her cheek still burned from the slap.


    Doors pulsed strong around her, like they were feeding off the energy of the crowd. The sudden vibrations drove her to her knees. She cradled her head to block it all out.


    Someone grabbed her arm, lifting her up.


    Sethlo and Maella were pushed through a fence into a bare dirt enclosure. An angry man in an official-looking tunic and leggings held a board and paper like he was a marker and pointed to where others with skin like hers already waited. “Put them with the others. Section meeting starts soon.”


    “Sir, that girl right there—General Foster will want to see her and anyone with her. Hand her over to me and—”


    The official held up his stack of papers and slammed them onto a table surface.


    Maella’s skin grew cold. Barth was at the edge of the fence, his people holding back the crowd.


    The official said, “There will be no transfers until all records are complete!”


    Barth must not have revealed that she was a doormaker. Why had he kept that secret to himself?


    Barth stepped forward, his men bristling with their swords. But this only bored the official, who took several steps back as more than twenty men dressed like him in city colors of burgundy and gold drew swords and stepped to meet Barth and his people.


    After a few tense moments, Barth motioned for his men to stand down.


    “You will have a chance to sponsor workers starting tomorrow morning. Sign up with a number to wait your turn. Until then, I have work to do,” the official said.


    Barth cupped his mouth to shout. “Don’t worry, Maella. I’ll be back tomorrow for you.” He turned to the official. “Make sure she’s still here.”


    Maella felt the blood drain from her face. Barth must have seen it too because he laughed before vanishing into the crowd.


    The official waved Barth away to process the new batch of tower workers. People inside the corral were crying and asking what would happen next. People outside the corral were angry and seemed ready to rip apart the fence that separated them to make the tower workers pay for arriving without any licatherin.


    She would have slipped to the ground if Sethlo had not been there to hold her up. Barth was here and working for General Foster somehow.


    Darkness show the stars.


    “Let us go, Maella,” Sethlo said. “Torchlighters are gathering around Dev and Deep. For now, we are as safe as we could expect to ever be as long as we stay with them.”


    Maella knew he was right. They skirted the Tower of Shadows workers and headed for the safety of the other torchlighters.


    Deep sported a split lip. Dev’s eyes were bloodshot and one looked bruised. Herren held her arm funny against her chest. Finn’s hair was disheveled and missing a section above his ear. Lo’s leathers were ripped and crusted in fresh dirt.


    As Maella and Sethlo walked up, Deep asked the group, “Who still has licatherin?”


    The torchlighters shook their heads. Taken, stolen, confiscated, broken. Gone.


    Deep cursed. “All that work. All that wealth. All those vacations. All those damn krokosod pains we endured and now we’re left with nothing.”


    Dev looked like he was about to say something, but then thought better of it.


    “What?” Deep said. “Speak up.”


    “Power corrupts,” Dev said, looking around to take in all the chaos around them.


    By the time night had fallen, it looked like all several hundred survivors of the Tower of Shadows and the Forsi crossing were inside the enclosure with them. After the loudspeakers called people away to section meetings, only a small group outside the enclosure remained to take up guard positions around the fence.


    One of them stood on a platform outside the fence and called for their attention. She was a beady-eyed woman who wore a yellow tunic that reminded Maella of Supervisor Hull. Her skin was pale and she spoke without amplification. Maella and the torchlighters had to push their way close enough to hear.


    “Licatherin addicts are not tolerated within the walls of Jillow City. Yet we understand the Tower of Shadows has fallen and you are now jobless and quickly succumbing to krokosod. Therefore the city council and city president have issued the following edict. There is now a moratorium on addict expulsion. Anyone addicted to licatherin who wishes to stay in Jillow City must be sponsored for both work and licatherin rations by a Jillow City citizen. Those who are not sponsored will be expelled from the city.”


    Voices rose in protest and confusion.


    The woman raised her hand for silence. “We do not support addicts who will drain our resources without contribution. We do not have the healers or the financial means to break krokosod. You will be provided with one free meal this evening. That is all the city can approve and you should be grateful for that much.” She stepped off the platform and vanished into the city streets while the city guards assumed their positions around the fence amidst shouts and questions.


    “They act like they have not depended on us and what we have made for them,” Deep said, disgust in her voice.


    “What did you expect?” Senta said. “Their city runs on licatherin yet they pretend they are not addicted to it in their own way. They have no knowledge of what it takes to make the licatherin flow.”


    Deep shook her head. “Come on. The food will surely be barely enough. We need to get our shares before it runs out, then we need to carve out a spot for the night.”


    True to Deep’s prediction, the supper was meager. Little more than bread and water and no protein like they had been used to fueling their muscles in the tower. As soon as the torchlighters gathered their shares, they marked out a spot to bed down for the night amidst a pile of rubble that looked like it could have once been the foundation for a grand house. Many of the stones vibrated with their potential doors, buzzing Maella’s body.


    Dev sat against a stone, head leaning back, and stared at the sky. Deep buried her head in her hands to sleep.


    Sethlo frowned. “What do we do now?”


    Maella didn’t know if she had ever seen him lacking for a plan so she spoke the words she felt. “We find our way to the One Door.”


    He looked at her, surprised.


    “It is the only way left to us,” Maella said, conviction rising in her voice. “We will find a way to fulfill my pattern. There will be a way.”


    Two figures, one short and one shorter, were thrust into the enclosure. They wandered the compound for a while until they made it to the torchlighters’ spot.


    Tomi and Senta.


    The two of them looked exhausted. Dirt streaked Senta’s cheeks and Tomi’s eyes looked glassy.


    “Why are you here?” Maella said. “You went to the Library of Souls and—”


    “We left to run an errand,” Senta said. “Not knowing what was happening outside. They would not have dared search the Library of Souls for us, but when we were outside, it was easy to pick us up.”


    “Did you eat?” Maella said.


    Senta shook her head. Maella broke the remains of her bread between Senta and Tomi.


    Night had fallen. The torchlighters formed a tight, protective bubble, using each other for comfort.


    Maella tucked herself next to Sethlo. In the morning, there would be some sort of sponsoring auction, but what did that even mean? With his warmth and arms encircling her, she was finally able to fall into a troubled sleep.


    At some point in the night, she awoke from nightmares of the moment Dedion, Sethlo’s uncle, and the other prisoners in Rock Heaven had discovered she was a doormaker. Daniel’s betrayal of her was a scar that would not fade. He was somewhere on Thrae now, having partnered with Supervisor Hull.


    Her eyes blinked open to stars partially blocked by Jillow City buildings. Over the last two years, the stars had ever more deeply become her place of refuge. Maella glanced at Sethlo’s sleeping form and remembered the beauty and connection she had felt with Sethlo on one cold night in Rock Heaven. Under the starlight, they had found renewed strength in each other, even as they had feared a Klylup would discover their hiding place.


    Eventually Maella’s thoughts drifted. Torchlighters talked and mumbled in their sleep, finding no rest in their dreams that night either. It was warmer in Jillow City than it had ever been in Rock Heaven, but sleeping outside again on hard stone, surrounded by vibrating doors—it all brought Rock Heaven back in full force. The cold, back-breaking work. The bleak terror of trying to survive within a Klylup’s hunting grounds. The door in the sky that had hummed with all its wrongness.


    With memories of Rock Heaven and Barth and General Foster filling her, she thought through what likely waited tomorrow. Barth would be coming back for her tomorrow. She had survived Rock Heaven and the Tower of Shadows, but thinking about Barth sent cold fear shivering down her spine.


    Restless with her thoughts, she shifted on the cold dirt, blinking her eyes open, and saw Tomi was awake. He was cross-legged and playing with something. Maella’s bones ached and her joints felt overstretched but she forced herself up and out from Sethlo’s arms. As she walked over to Tomi, she could smell a camp full of unwashed bodies and desperation. They had been on minimum doses of licatherin and then had lost all the bottles that remained. Maella knew she was better off than most because of the bottle she had halfway drained in search of an open door to Thrae.


    She looked for and found the signs of krokosod in Tomi—the weary lines, the stretched skin, the sense of pain barely held in check. She wondered what the fevers would bring back for him. She told herself not to think about it. They could only be bad memories.


    She crouched next to Tomi, her joints cracking. The doors were on around them. Vibrations spread from the surrounding potential like multicolored tendrils of light. She had thought offering to find his family would help build a bridge between them. Instead he was more withdrawn than ever. She saw Tomi had found two broken pieces of glass shaped enough like bowls to hold a little bit of water. Tomi took some water from one broken glass bowl and poured it into the other.


    Glass had always been safe. It was one of the few materials Maella had been allowed to play with growing up. With a shock, she realized Tomi played the same game with the cups that she had played, that Esson, and her little brother, had played too. Grandmother had been the one to set the glasses in their hands and show them the lovely way the water moved from cup to cup and how to concentrate so fully on the movement that you could forget, for a little while, who you were and all the things you could not do.


    That simple game, not even a game, had saved her sanity during the long boredom before Claritsa, before there had been even harder times for her family.


    “Tell me something about yourself,” Maella said, her heart catching in her throat. “You know I want to help you. I need to help you. I could have been you. My father was like you.”


    Tomi stopped with his glass and water routine. He stayed still for so long Maella thought, here she was at exactly the same spot as so many times before—rebuffed, overstepping, hitting a wall—just like the wall of stone that met her every time she opened a door now.


    Tomi drank the water from the pieces of glass and took one piece, the one with the sharpest edge, and scratched it into the dirt. At first his marks looked random but then Maella saw they formed strange shapes. She waited, holding her breath, afraid if she moved that this moment would break.


    She thought maybe Tomi would draw her family’s symbol. If he did, she would know he was somehow related to her—that he was a Botron.


    But when Tomi finished his marks, it was not her family’s symbol. Maella tried to memorize the shape. The only thing it had in common with her family’s symbol were the shapes—quarter moons and circles. But four of them connected to a center circle instead of the three she had been expecting.


    He looked up at Maella and drew his eyebrows together in a frown, waved his hands over the marks as if angry with them, then began to scratch out one of the quarter moons. Maella stayed his hand but he struggled against her until he finished erasing the first quarter moon and then swept away the rest of it.


    Whatever the shape meant—was it another doormaker family’s symbol?—it was the only information he had yet shared about himself.


    Tomi wiped angry tears from his eyes and got up.


    As he walked away, Maella said, “I’m glad you showed this to me.” And she was, but it did not change their current predicament.


    As surely as Maella had known anything in her life, Barth would be back. He worked for General Foster now. He would “sponsor” her in order for General Foster to have her—and then she would die. She stood up and scanned the compound. The city guards were still at their posts. Even if she could escape, her purple skin would quickly out her in the Jillow City streets.


    She decided to try the only thing left to her—opening a door.


    There were plenty of stones that hummed. The torchlighters had made their beds among them. She took herself to as private a place as possible among the crumbling stone foundation and sat in front of a stone large enough for people to fit through one by one, but small enough for her to lift by herself. She felt that rising ambition tinged with desperation. Utheril, Xomara, Oren, even Doormaker Tain, had spoken about doors and doormakers and somehow influencing to where the doors would open.


    Checking to make sure no one watched, she lifted the humming stone. The wrongness of the song and the vibrations it sang out made her grit her teeth. She looked down, daring to hope that this time—


    Blue stone. Rough, pockmarked, with intricate carvings worn away to almost nothing. She thought maybe there were some quarter moons and circles, but could not be sure.


    She let the stone fall, shutting off the door and the song that threatened a headache.


    Trying again, she flipped the stone over.


    But no matter how she focused her thoughts, the portal did not change. Door after door, her fear skyrocketed, constricting the breath in her chest.


    At some point, a gentle hand touched her shoulder. The shock of the touch made her jump. She looked up, saw Sethlo beside her, and shook off his hand.


    “What is wrong?” Sethlo said. “Maella, stop. What is this about?”


    Words and tears formed great blocks inside of her until she let it all out in a rush. She told Sethlo everything about Barth, about the way her neighborhood had been falling apart, about Barth’s father and Esson and everything Barth had ever done to her and Claritsa, but mostly, she told him about the fear that choked her, knowing her doors were useless, knowing Barth would turn her over to General Foster.


    The great General Foster from the Doormaker Wars.


    The man who had hunted doormakers into extinction on all three worlds until only Maella’s family seemed to have been left alive.


    When she was finished, Sethlo’s face had paled and his hands shook from an emotion Maella could not read.


    “I will protect you, Maella. You are not alone. I am here. And there is Tomi too,” Sethlo said, a rising sense of conviction in his voice. “We cannot let him go to General Foster either.”


    Suddenly Sethlo left Maella and marched over to Tomi, dragging him back to Maella and her stone door. Maella drew in a sharp breath. What was Sethlo doing?


    Tomi struggled but Sethlo was too strong. “You know General Foster will execute you if he finds out what you can do. You cannot hold back anymore. The One Door is at stake.” Sethlo pointed a thumb at Maella. “Her doors do not work. But yours might.”


    Maella realized what Sethlo was planning, and saw Tomi understood it too. Everything in Tomi’s expression resisted, but Sethlo no longer cared. He grabbed for Tomi’s hand. A wild part of Maella wanted Sethlo to force Tomi to open a door, but she couldn’t let him.


    “Sethlo, no!” Maella said, panic rising in her chest and making her heartbeat wild. “You can’t.”


    “Why?” Sethlo said. “The One Door is at stake. You quake with fear over this Barth and I cannot bear it. I would fight him and all his men to keep you safe but I am no match for their many swords. I swore to protect you and I will do whatever it takes to keep you safe. Maella, you said—you said the doors will go away forever. Claritsa will be lost to you forever.”


    All of it was true, but—


    “No, Sethlo,” Maella said, forcing out the words. “Claritsa would never forgive us if we did this. I would never forgive myself if we forced a doormaker against her will—against his will. Would you force me?”


    Sethlo paused for too long. Panic teased Maella’s stomach.


    “No,” Sethlo said finally. “I would not force you.”


    Maella believed him, even though a small voice deep inside of her said she shouldn’t.


    Time was running out and she was so far from everything she needed to accomplish.


    Hold on, Claritsa. Just hold on.


    Tomi stood there, trembling, until Sethlo finally let go of his hand.


    “Go, Tomi.” Maella thought of the shape he had shared with her—that moment of vulnerability was gone, maybe forever, because of what Sethlo had done. “Go somewhere else right now.”


    Tomi ran out of sight. Sethlo remained by her side, chest heaving from emotion.

  


  
    Chapter 16


    The gate opened at morning light. City guards streamed in and gathered the Tower of Shadows workers into groups, then herded them out, one group at a time. Gruff voices commanded the torchlighters to walk to a large platform that had been set up in the center of the merchants square like a stage. At the front of the stage a crowd of Jillow City citizens milled, calling out or raising a hand as an announcer essentially auctioned off Tower of Shadows workers to the highest bidder.


    Dev and Deep told the torchlighters to buddy up and get sponsored together. They were marched on stage in their pairs and trios so fast it made Maella dizzy. There was no time to run, no place to run to, but only time to hold onto Sethlo and hope the crowd would not tear them apart.


    On stage, the sea of pale and brown faces seemed strange and foreign to Maella now. She looked out, hoping to see Utheril, or at least Veda Loor.


    Veda Loor said the Library of Souls had needed book catchers. Maella hadn’t bothered to ask what that meant. If Veda Loor wanted them to catch books all day as they flew through the air, their pages flapping like bird wings, Maella wouldn’t blink at the chance. Veda Loor would have surely heard about this auction and known the torchlighters would be in trouble. All Maella needed was to somehow prevent Barth from sponsoring her, find out why Utheril was still alive and didn’t trust the Hestroth in Jillow City, and what secrets the Library of Souls held for her search for the One Door and everyone she loved. It was a simple to-do list when it came down to it. Simple—but not easy.


    “If Veda Loor sponsors us,” Maella said. “Or if Utheril hears of this—”


    Sethlo nodded. They had not spoken about Tomi, but instead, discussed everything besides Tomi, including plans for staying out of Barth’s possession.


    Senta had paired with Tomi. Both were on stage now, hovering near the edge of their group—Tomi stayed as far from Sethlo as possible.


    What would have happened if Sethlo had forced Tomi to open a door?


    But Maella wouldn’t let herself think about it. It was against everything she believed when it came to how people should be treated.


    Her internal counter seemed to taunt her. The doors even now swelled with potential, but more and more trickled away each day. They had a few months left—and then what? And what if Tomi’s door would have opened to something other than stone?


    “There!” Maella pointed into the crowd.


    Veda Loor stood near the back, using her cane to casually whack ankles to make way for her. Veda Loor had come!


    Utheril also made his way through the crowd, Hestroth hood covering his features but not his limp.


    “I see Bartolly,” Sethlo cursed. “I had hoped he might fall and break his neck.”


    “We do not have that kind of luck,” Maella said.


    Barth saw the two of them and grinned. Maella didn’t need a pattern-machine to know what was going to happen next. Their only hope was for Veda Loor or Utheril to outbid him. But when it was their turn on stage it didn’t matter how many times Veda Loor raised her hand and her voice, or berated the crowd over the priority the Library of Souls should have—Barth made sure he was the highest bidder for licatherin sponsorship.


    Utheril didn’t even try to bid, but only hovered nearby, watching. Finally Veda Loor gave up, throwing her cane and hand into the air in frustration. She grumbled her way back through the crowd, whacking ankles with greater ferociousness.


    Maella and Sethlo were ushered off stage. Various notes were recorded on some paperwork. Barth claimed he would be using their labor to support operation of a mill in exchange for licatherin. The official gave him a seal and a copy of the paperwork and suddenly Jillow City decided they were his.


    “I’m a doormaker!” Maella shouted, looking for Utheril. She was forced down the steps of the stage. “Doormaker Tain will want me to—”


    A man cuffed her hard across the back of the head. Stars burst across Maella’s vision. She went down on one knee. When her vision cleared the official was frowning. “Dust-lickers. Always hallucinating. This is what you get for becoming addicted in the first place. Everyone knows about krokosod and yet here you are more purple than any bruise I’ve ever seen.”


    “She can prove that she’s a doormaker,” Sethlo said.


    “Let me prove it,” Maella said.


    The office raised an eyebrow at Barth. “Are you sure you still want them?”


    Barth shrugged his shoulders. “They’re all going to be some kind of crazy.”


    The official sighed. “Doormaker or not, he’s sponsoring you. The only way you get more licatherin out of us is if you work. So open doors, close doors, fix doors—I suggest you do what he wants.”


    The official motioned them away and moved to the next group coming off the stage.


    Barth didn’t say a word as his men ushered them through the city streets. He had left her and Sethlo unbound for the moment, so Maella took in everything, looking for a chance to escape. Women walked hand in hand with children and carried baskets of goods. Others stopped at different carts and went into shops. One man pounded laundry. Another served hot tea from porcelain sets out of his storefront. Some sold vegetables and fruit from small carts. Children skipped by, stopping to stare at their purple skin, and then continued as if they were on their way to school. Women with baskets topped with clean clothing balanced the baskets on their heads, talking and laughing, as their long colorful wraps flapped in the sunlight. Horses and camels walked the streets, carrying merchant goods. Jillow City went on with its life as Maella and Sethlo left its streets under armed guard.


    A stray cat trotted across the street in front of them, speeding up to reach the other side as they approached. Barth slowed down just before reaching the Jillow City gates, allowing some of his men to precede him. He flashed paperwork to the city guards and then tugged Maella forward by her hair, making pain bloom across her scalp.


    “Hey!” Sethlo said, lunging forward.


    Maella, almost on instinct, lashed out a fist. Her fist clipped Barth on the chin and he dropped his hand. He grinned a wolfish grin that made him look even meaner than Maella could remember.


    “Well, that stung a little more than I expected. You’ve grown taller.” Barth spoke in English and rubbed the hair on his chin. “And you have a nice shape now.”


    He looked at Sethlo as if to dare him to do anything, but Barth’s men held him back even as Sethlo fought against them. A swift punch to the gut bent Sethlo over and left him gasping.


    Maella hugged her hands over her chest and felt the swell of her breasts. Along with her new height, her new ‘shape’ had happened over time, almost unnoticed amongst the deprivations of Rock Heaven and the deadly work of the Tower of Shadows. The licatherin and stress had mostly kept her periods away but had not stopped her body from changing. She remembered the embarrassment she’d felt when Barth laughed at the way her nipples had poked through her wet shirt, just before she had opened the door in the field those few years ago.


    Thankfully the gate guard yelled for them to move on before Barth could make a move of his own. As they passed through the city gates, Barth’s people had to basically drag Sethlo out since he was still gasping for air.


    “Sethlo,” Maella hissed. “Are you okay?”


    Instead of speaking, he nodded furiously, but still did not stand upright.


    The ground went from cobblestone to dirt. Sewer smells transformed into soil and plant smells. Crop fields laid out in organized rows spread from the city walls. Heat waves from the Forsi desert formed wavy lines at the horizon though one section of horizon was strangely darker than the rest.


    Barth led them to a little shack built against the city walls—a sort of staging ground for horses. The walls towered above them, red stone crumbling away from weather and age. Moss and other little plants grew in the spaces where soil had managed to gather.


    A bell in the tower wall above them rang out, chaotic at first, and then in a steady rhythm. Sethlo forced himself upright and began to scan the horizon. Maella followed suit, shielding her eyes from the sunlight.


    In the time it had taken for them to go from the gate to the shack, the dark horizon smudge had turned into something more menacing. Between bells Maella swore she could hear the far-off clang of metal on the march.


    She squinted and the smudge began to transform into individual shapes.


    It looked like an army approached Jillow City.


    “Damn.” Barth pointed to one of his men. “Stay outside with me and get them tied up. Watch her hands. The rest of you, get out the last of the supplies. He’s early.”


    A second alarm bell sounded, jarring with the first. Men shouted. Gears clicked and clacked as the city gate began to close. People scrambled out onto the top of the wall with telescope-looking devices. Others rushed from the fields to the gates.


    Barth’s men entered the shed and the door closed behind them and Maella saw her chance. A calm energy filled her.


    Barth approached Maella with rope in his hands. He could not be allowed to tie her up or hand her over to General Foster. She wasn’t a little girl anymore. She was a young woman—a doormaker. She had survived Rock Heaven, the Tower of Shadows, and crossing of Forsi desert.


    The One Door and everyone she was looking for needed her to pursue them. She would use her door magic to win themselves an escape—with purpose and intent, not in chaos or panic.


    It was the first time she had ever had such a thought. Just thinking it changed her relationship with the doors somehow. She didn’t know what it meant, but knew Sethlo would approve.


    Maella stared at Sethlo, begging him to look up and read her mind.


    “Here, kitty, kitty,” Barth said. “I promise I won’t make the rope too tight.”


    When Sethlo glanced up, she flicked fingers at the shed door.


    A burly man with several leather belts around his waist holding knives and ropes approached Sethlo, a rope in hand. Guards shouted for those outside the gates to hurry up. The line had jammed full of animals and people. There wasn’t much time left.


    Her doors had always been reactionary, or the result of coercion or desperation. Yes, there was desperation to this, but it was different.


    She knew exactly what was about to happen.


    Before the rope fell over Sethlo’s wrists, Sethlo pivoted and swept his leg around, tripping the man. He fell, hitting his head, and lay there on the ground, moaning.


    Now there was only Barth left. Maella rushed him with hands open to ward him off. She couldn’t do much damage but her surprise attack was enough to buy the time she needed. Except, instead of barreling into Barth, she raced past him. Throwing open the shed door without hesitation, she ignored the sharp pain of splinters that dug into her flesh.


    A wall of stone appeared like she had hoped it would. Vibrations shook her teeth and she gritted her mouth against them. The stone was a bluish gray instead of the red of the city walls, but it was just as pockmarked, though engraved with geometric designs. In the daylight, Maella could make out some of the shapes better—quarter moons, half moons, full moons—


    Horses whinnied in distress somewhere behind them. Barth’s man stood up from where Sethlo had knocked him to the ground. He stared, gape-mouthed, at the stone door. Barth’s people were trapped inside the shed with her stone acting as a barrier. Her heart filled with the elation of success.


    She had used this door with a purpose and it had worked exactly as she had planned.


    Barth screamed and rushed for Maella, anger flushing his face a deep reddish purple. “No! You will not do this again!” His hands were out like claws.


    There was no time for Maella to get out of Barth’s way. She tensed, ready for Barth’s claw-like hands to rake her over. At the last moment, Sethlo flew into view, tackling Barth around the waist and taking him to the ground.


    Sethlo leapt onto Barth’s chest, pinning him down, and began to pummel his face. “Get to the gate!” Sethlo shouted.


    Inside the shed, the men shouted and banged at the entrance that was no longer an entrance. They began demolishing the wooden walls that surrounded the stone door.


    Maella picked herself up, but Sethlo was still on top of Barth and had not slowed his punches.


    “Sethlo, stop!” Maella said. She ran up to him, trying to drag him off of Barth.


    “Go, Maella!” Sethlo’s face was flushed with a fierce violence and his knuckles were covered in blood. Barth used his arms and hands for protection, but Sethlo was too fast.


    “Not without you!” Maella shouted. “Sethlo, stop!”


    Sethlo’s chest heaved and his fists stopped midair. Maella held her breath for what seemed like an eternity but was likely only a split second until Sethlo sprang off Barth and grabbed Maella’s hand. His touch was slick with blood, but that only made her hold on harder.


    Barth, still on the ground, rolled over and snatched at their clothes. Sethlo pivoted and kicked Barth once in the gut. Barth curled up and moaned.


    They sprinted away.


    A man with two horses raced out from the city gates toward them. Maella prepared for another fight until she saw it was Utheril.


    When Utheril closed the distance between them, he tossed the reins of the second horse to Sethlo. “Get inside the city.”


    Sethlo jumped onto the horse and pulled Maella up behind him. Of course Sethlo rode horses like he had been born on them. Maella had to use all her strength to stay seated, holding onto Sethlo like her life depended on it.


    The horses ate the remaining distance between them and the city gate. The wrongness of the open shed door vanished and went back to vibrational potential. Maella looked over her shoulder. Barth had slammed the shed door closed.


    Only a doormaker could open a portal, but anyone could close it. Still, her ruse had won them enough time to escape.


    Utheril rode his horse hot on their horse’s hooves, whipping both their own and his. Barth opened the shed door again and his men tumbled out. A chaos of alarm bells sounded. Animals called out. People yelled for the gate to wait for them.


    Their horses slipped in among a donkey, a wagon, and a group of spitting camels. Dodging and twisting, they made it through the gates. The guards of Jillow City yelled at them to stop. Only when Utheril flashed back his hood and held up a metal symbol that hung from his neck did the city guards step out of the way.


    The streets had erupted into chaotic activity. Maella sank into Sethlo’s strength, wrapping her arms tightly around his midsection. He maneuvered the horse, dodging spilled carts, racing cats, people closing up shops, women ushering children hurriedly home. Utheril did not head toward the Hestroth temple. Instead, he took them deep into the city’s narrow, winding streets.


    Maella glanced up and saw a bruise forming on Sethlo’s cheek. They needed to find a place to hide, even for just a little while. Even if Barth and his men got back through the gates, it wouldn’t be long before the gates were closed for good against the army that marched toward the city.


    An army that surely belonged to General Foster.

  


  
    Chapter 17


    “You were amazing,” Sethlo said, turning his profile to her while keeping careful control of the reins.


    Utheril guided the horses, now moving at a slow walk, around a woman under colorful umbrellas surrounded by baskets of fresh-picked onions with green stalks still attached. The onion smells made Maella’s stomach growl. She couldn’t remember the last time she had eaten a hot meal. Some of her favorite foods were made from fried onions.


    Sethlo’s eyes were shining with admiration. “Your door worked exactly like you expected.”


    Maella tried to shrug it off, but inside she was pleased. It had seemed so simple an idea to work with the same doors that had been frustrating her for so long.


    Simple, but not easy.


    Her doors had saved them even while there was still something very wrong with them. If that could happen once, it could happen again. She would remember this and not shrink away from what was necessary to get them to the One Door.


    Because nothing mattered now except finding the One Door.


    “I’m glad it worked,” Maella said. “I wasn’t sure—”


    “I was sure,” Sethlo said.


    When the horses reached a large arched gate, Utheril dismounted and led the horses through while on foot. They entered a path through a small garden that burst with flowers. Vines climbed high overhead along the walls of surrounding buildings and met to form a living roof.


    Utheril held the reins of their horse and motioned for them to dismount. “Quickly.” He pushed back the hood from his bald head—shiny and smooth except for a dented scar above one ear that she couldn’t remember being there before. “We can speak freely here for but a few moments until I am missed.”


    “Xomara and Oren said you died in the Forsi desert,” Maella said immediately.


    “There is no time—”


    But Maella held up her hand, interrupting him. “I know what you all want from me and what you believe my patterns meant.”


    “All of that is done now,” Utheril said, his voice grave.


    “Xomara and Oren told me you were dead,” Maella said. “But you are not. Did they lie about that too?”


    “They thought I was dead,” Utheril said. “The cycle bandits ransomed me to a different Hestroth temple in Kessd City. By the time I had recovered and made it here to Jillow City—the closest city to the Tower of Shadows—Oren and Xomara had both left with the Caravan. But they did not come back with you.” Utheril’s voice was carefully modulated and emotionless. “They are dead, of course, but you are alive and their sacrifice will be honored.”


    “They’re not dead but they are trapped in Thrae now,” Maella said.


    The neutrality in Utheril’s expression gave way to astonishment and joy. “They are alive?”


    Sethlo and Maella quickly went over what had happened. At Tomi’s part in the story, Maella stopped. After everything, could they trust Utheril?


    As if sensing Maella’s hesitation, Utheril said, “I have done wrong. I used you as a tool of the patterns, never revealing the full scope of what I knew could happen.”


    Maella bit her lip. He and the other Hestroth on his side had intended for her to use her seventh door to open the One Door, which would have transformed her into a Klylup. But she’d had discover all of that for herself.


    Carefully examining the impact of her words on Utheril, Maella said, “I have already opened my seventh door and it was not at the One Door. I took down the Tower of Shadows instead.”


    Utheril digested this information. “And you did not transform into a Klylup.”


    “No, I have broken that particular curse,” Maella said.


    “Then you have broken the pattern cycle we hoped to fulfill.” Utheril did not sound bitter, more like thoughtful. “New pattern cycles must now be considered.”


    Maella remained silent even at Sethlo’s knowing look. She would not tell Utheril about her newest pattern—the pattern that showed she was still on the path to finding the One Door—until she knew she could trust him.


    “I know it will not make a difference,” Utheril continued, “but I am sorry. I have given up my part in the search for the One Door. I have accepted the loss. I will not betray what I believe is right again.”


    It was not enough, but Maella needed information, and even more, needed help figuring out her stone doors. So she and Sethlo told him what had happened since their violent parting in the Forsi desert, including the discovery of another doormaker—Tomi. Still, she refrained from sharing what her last pattern had showed.


    At each new piece of the story, Utheril’s eyebrows seemed to move up until they threatened to rise off his head. But before he could reply, voices sounded from somewhere in the shadows at the far side of the garden.


    Utheril became tense and shifted the reins of the horses from one hand to the other. “They will be here soon.”


    “Utheril,” Maella said, desperate. “There must be a way to help me control the doors. Or to make them work again. If there were another device somewhere like what Master Hull had been studying…?”


    Conversational voices grew louder. It was a group headed straight for them. The horses, hearing the voices, strained briefly at the reins to follow the sound.


    “There are relics,” Utheril said quickly. “Some more powerful than others—that can help guide a doormaker’s will. It can help focus the mind and energies to push the doors to where they need to go, but like anything these days, it is unreliable. Each doormaker is trained to use one from a young age—”


    “I never was,” Maella said, impatient. Maybe she would have said such a thing bitterly before, but she was done pitying herself. “Where can I get one now? How do I use it?”


    “I will look into it. We have several powerful ones here that doormakers have used previously. The Hestroth may not notice if one goes missing for a while with the new arrivals.”


    “Why would that matter?” Sethlo said. “Why are you hiding her from these Hestroth?”


    Utheril shook his head. “The Hestroth in Jillow City are not like Xomara and Oren. We told you we are Hestroth and yet all Hestroth are different. The Hestroth in Jillow City are known to be less…devoted.”


    “What does that mean?” Maella said. “Are you trying to say they work for General Foster?”


    “No, never that,” Utheril said. “It is not so complex as that. We vowed to protect you—”


    Maella interrupted. “Even as you tried to lead me to the door that you knew would transform me into a Klylup—”


    “Yes, I had become lost on the path of balance. What was right and wrong had become like shadows in my heart.” Utheril shook his head and lowered it in shame. Maella saw that his ambition for the One Door had been banked even as hers had erupted. The sorrow he showed did more to lead her toward forgiveness than any words he could have said.


    “Utheril,” Maella said. “We are going to find the One Door.”


    “Maella,” Sethlo said sharply.


    Utheril looked up, his gaze narrowing. “The One Door is lost. Even if it was not, the search is too dangerous for you to—”


    Maella interrupted Utheril by describing what she had held back from him—what her last pattern had showed as the Tower of Shadows crumbled—that she would find everyone she searched for waiting for her at the One Door.


    Sethlo frowned, showing he disagreed with Maella’s decision to share this information with Utheril, but it was too late. They needed all the help they could get. When she finished, Utheril drew in a deep breath and looked at Maella. The kindness in his brown eyes was combined with a deep well of pain.


    “I am no longer a part of this journey,” Utheril said. “This is still true. But I will always be Hestroth and my vows are sacred. I will do what is in my power to help protect you on your search for the One Door, if that is what you want.”


    “It is,” Maella said.


    Sethlo echoed Maella’s words.


    “Very well,” Utheril said, nodding and turning inward, searching for his next words. “You cannot tell anyone you are the doormaker who General Foster wants. The Hestroth here would turn you over to him to save themselves.”


    Maella had thought to rely on the Hestroth as a sort of safety net—a just-in-case—and now that possibility was gone. Though she knew Utheril, Xomara, and Oren had wanted to use her to fulfill the patterns that would have transformed her into a Klylup if she had saved her seventh door for the One Door, she also, somehow, still trusted them with her safety more than any other Hestroth. Especially now that she could sense something inside Utheril had changed.


    A group of Hestroth entered the far side of the courtyard. Utheril moved the horses to block their view.


    “The relic that you need for now, as unformed as you still are, is everywhere and everything, or nowhere and nothing,” Utheril said. “Pick up a stone that feels right to you, or a piece of wood in a shape that speaks to you. Each doormaker finds his or her own and begins there—imbuing the object with focus and energy.”


    “But what does that mean?” Maella said. “How will that help with my doors—”


    “You are still important in this place and time. More than you could know. Go out the same way we came in. Go deep into the stacks of the Library of Souls. You will be safe enough from General Foster behind its walls until we can think on what to do next. I will come find you again as soon as I can.” Utheril began leading the horses across the courtyard. “The more important thing you must discover is—who is Tomi? If he is the boy…there is another pattern cycle that speaks of a boy finding the One Door—”


    “—A Botron boy,” Maella said, bitterness creeping back into her voice.


    “—Who will find the One Door with the help of another doormaker. Mayhap that other doormaker is you,” Utheril said.


    “If he is the one the pattern cycles speak of,” Sethlo said, “you are saying it is with the two of their doormaker powers combined that will find the One Door?”


    Utherill nodded.


    Maella’s mind raced. “So you think Tomi is a Botron?”


    “I think we do not know who he is and that unknowing is dangerous for us all,” Utheril said. “If he is not a Botron, then his doors could fulfill the patterns that call for incredible—”


    The group of Hestroth called out a welcome to Utheril, cutting him off.


    Utheril quickly returned the call and asked for their help bringing the horses to the stables. Maella and Sethlo slipped back out the gate.

  


  
    Chapter 18


    A cat, its fur speckled brown and white, sprinted across the street and up the gutter pipe of a house. Maella and Sethlo walked quickly, heads down, passing by a Jillow City citizen who directed Tower of Shadows workers to hammer boards over gaping windows of broken glass. Residents had hidden themselves away, as if holding their collective breath while waiting to see what would happen next.


    The streets of Jillow City felt held by a great tension that might snap like a rubber band at any moment. They were two dust-lickers who needed to be sponsored by a Jillow City citizen. If they were found wandering the streets alone after the city gates and its people had been locked down, it would not work out well for them. When they arrived at the alley that led to the Library of Souls, relief washed over them both and their steps relaxed.


    Maella and Sethlo pounded on the doors to the Library of Souls as the city’s speakers crackled on. “Emergency section meeting at evening bell. All Jillow citizens, emergency section meeting at evening bell—” The sound stopped like it had been cut off.


    A man with glasses opened a small look-through in the door.


    “Veda Loor! We need to speak with Veda Loor!” Maella said.


    He scanned the two of them up and down, lingering on Sethlo’s and Maella’s unkempt forms. “We have purchased the services of all of the book catchers we need today. You will have to find other sponsors.” He began to close the window.


    Sethlo stepped forward and slammed the wood so that it bounced open before it could be latched. His hands still showed the dried blood from the earlier pummeling he had given Barth.


    The man looked surprised, and then horrified as his eyes fell onto Sethlo’s knuckles. He took a step away, adjusting his glasses with his index finger.


    “You will feel the snap and burn of Veda Loor’s cane if you do not tell her we are here,” Sethlo said. “She knows us. You will greatly upset her when she finds out you turned us away.”


    The scholar sniffed and adjusted his glasses again, this time by wiggling his nose. “Very well. But I can smell you from here. I highly doubt Veda Loor will find you recognizable or acknowledge such filthiness should come anywhere near the archives.”


    Sethlo motioned as if he would punch the scholar through the door.


    Though the scholar was far enough back for such a thing to be impossible, he still flinched. “And yet, I am often said to be such a scholar who attends to detail and thoroughness. I will not change that reputation now, no matter how unlikely the outcome.” He inclined his head in acquiescence. “I will check on this with Veda Loor. Wait here.” He moved again to close the window, but thinking better of it since such a move would put him within reach of Sethlo, he skittered away, leaving the window open.


    They waited, afraid to speak. Maella crouched to the ground, searching among the rubble as she thought about Utheril’s advice. The questions about Tomi that Utheril raised—well, she didn’t know how to even begin to sort through those.


    Grey pebbles littered the street, mixed in with red stone. Nothing stood out to her. Finally, when there were sounds of shuffling feet, signaling the scholar’s return, Maella made her decision. She picked up a dark grey stone, no bigger than the pad of one thumb. It was thin and smooth and felt like silk to the touch. It would have to do. Maella tucked it into her torchlighter leathers.


    Three people approached them through the little window in the door. Their robes, sashes, and glasses that hung from chains around their necks showed they were of the same kind of group. Some sort of scholar.


    “She said to let them in,” the first scholar said, the one who had answered the door.


    “Are you sure?”


    “I have a welt on my arm to prove the words.” He showed his friends.


    The other two shook their heads. “This is unlike Veda Loor.”


    “Maybe she has finally lost her mind. She is old enough.”


    “Dare you say that to her face?” Sethlo shouted through the open window. “Because I would not if I value my life or my unbruised skin!”


    “And what does a rock-cruncher know of value?” the first scholar said, not at all in meanness, but rather genuine surprise.


    Sethlo cursed at them. “Veda Loor says open the door.”


    “So rough,” the third scholar said. “These are the ones who are supposed to help with our research?”


    Veda Loor’s voice cracked like a whip across the courtyard the scholars had just walked. “Why is that door not yet open?”


    The three scholars jumped like schoolboys who had been caught doing something naughty by the teacher.


    The first scholar reached for the door. “We only just arrived, Master Librarian Loor. I am now opening the door as you requested.”


    “I do not request, Scholar Fredtrel. I instruct and command. Unless Grandmaster Girdl contradicts, you obey.”


    “Yes, Librarian Loor.”


    The door opened. Maella and Sethlo rushed inside. Scholar Fredtrel quickly closed and returned the huge bar to latch the door.


    “Come, torchlighters,” Veda Loor said, her frail, thin frame leading them. Her white hair was wrapped tightly against her head in a severe bun, yet snake-like strands had already begun to escape it. “Inside now and into the showers.”


    “I told you they were too dirty,” the second scholar whispered to the first.


    Veda Loor ushered them through a large, tiled courtyard, and then through an archway that took them through a series of rooms. Finally they reached what looked like washing stalls, something eerily similar to what Maella remembered from Keeper Shaul’s lighthouse. Water trickled to form sinks and basins. Stone walls that did not go quite to floor or ceiling, but jutted out from the walls, provided a semblance of privacy for washing and showering.


    Veda Loor tapped her cane on the stone to get their attention.


    Maella imagined how she would describe Veda Loor to Claritsa someday and knew words would fail her.


    “Wash up. Wash up well. Wash those hands three times or more.” Veda Loor looked over Maella and Sethlo. “There is soap in the stalls. Do not bother saving those clothes. You will find some next to the towels, though I cannot promise they will be the right sizes. The other torchlighters have joined my book catchers in the dormitory. You should do so as soon as you can. There will be much news to share, I am sure. But I must attend the section meeting. I have not rested for more than one night since the Forsi desert crossing and yet Grandmaster Girdl decides it is I who must attend in his place.” Grumbling along the way about meetings and officials and bureaucracy, Veda Loor left them to the silence of the washroom.


    Maella and Sethlo took turns showering and dressing.


    The sudden stillness of the washroom drained away the adrenaline of the last few hours. Though they had shared the same washroom many times in the Tower of Shadows and dog-piled together often enough in Rock Heaven and the Tower of Shadows, something about this moment felt strange.


    Even Sethlo must have felt it because he was careful to keep his back to her as they both washed up, though she caught a half-smile here and there from him.


    Maella peeled off layers of clothes, setting aside her torchlighter belts and pouches and her new relic rock.


    Sethlo approached. Maella covered herself, but all he did was reach out for her torchlighter leathers, eyes averted, and take them to a sink for scrubbing alongside his own.


    Maella blasted the water as hot and hard as she could make it and took a stiff bristle brush to every inch of skin and scalp. Little by little, she removed all the grime and pitch, revealing the purple cast of her skin underneath. There was even shampoo, and thank all the worlds, it didn’t smell like licorice, rather something more like honey. She let the water wash over her for a long time, then dressed. A fresh towel and fresh clothes felt like heaven.


    When Sethlo finished scrubbing their gear, he took an empty shower stall and began to wash up. She didn’t mean to look when Sethlo bent down to grab fresh clothes from a bench near his stall. The stall’s short wall covered the lower half of him, but she saw the muscles on his back, how they flexed and curved in to meet his spine. Hair wetted down, he was clean, and well-muscled from months of walking the pipes. Tower of Shadows food had filled him out. Sethlo caught her looking and smiled at her in a way that made her stomach flip and warmth pool low in her belly.


    Strong feelings she feared to name filled Maella. Ever since he saved her from the Klylup that first fateful day in Rock Heaven two years ago, fighting off the monster with little more than his hands and a knife, she had been “crushing hard” on him, as Claritsa would say. They did not always agreed on what to do next, but he was unwavering in his loyalty and protection.


    Did she love him?


    She left the shower stall, dressed and clean and not sure how to hide her feelings. They had survived Rock Heaven and the Tower of Shadows and the Forsi desert, all at each other’s side. She attempted to run her hands through her wet hair but it was all a matted mess that fell to her shoulders. There had been no chance to untangle any of it. Water drops fell to the stone floor, puddling in places, making it slippery. She carefully picked her way over to their gear to finish whatever scrubbing Sethlo hadn’t gotten to.


    Before reaching the sinks, she slipped on the water, but caught herself like she would have done on the pipes—arms splayed out and every muscle tense but flexible and working together to hold her balance.


    Her arm struck Sethlo’s bare chest. She had caught herself from falling, but he had also rushed forward to prevent her fall.


    Still damp and warm from the shower, he wore pants but nothing else. Without meaning to, she leaned into his warmth and yearned for him to wrap his arms around her and hold her like he never planned to let her go. Finally realizing what she was doing, Maella stepped back, letting cool air flow between them.


    “Thanks,” Maella said, laughing it off. She went for her hair again, using her fingers to untangle the curls, but her fingers got stuck instead.


    Sethlo rummaged through his gear until he found what was essentially a small fork. “Sit.”


    Maella sat on a stone bench. Her heart beat so strong in her chest she felt it might leap out as Sethlo sat behind her. The cloth of his pants brushed against where her hands rested on the bench. His chest gleamed with the humidity of the shower. On him, the purple hue somehow made him look more masculine. He smelled like honey shampoo with a musky undertone that melted her into the bench. Then he began combing her hair and she melted further.


    “I did this for my sisters all the time.”


    Maella tensed for a split second because she did not want him thinking about his sisters right then. Not when she was melting at his touch.


    She decided to let the feelings of being clean, safe, and cared for wash over everything else. There would be time enough to worry about their next steps in the search for the One Door. She allowed herself to relax and dream about the day, someday, when all of this was over, when she might be brave enough to kiss Sethlo and show him how she really felt.


    They had escaped Barth, found Utheril alive, and were now safe inside the Library of Souls—a place where they would surely find the answers they needed. But here, in this moment, with Sethlo working his hands and the fork carefully through her tangles, his touch undid her. Maella closed her eyes and, without knowing she was doing until it happened, wrapped her arms across her clean shirt, feeling the way that compressed her breasts against her arms and leaned back until she had pressed her back against him. Chest still bare and damp from the shower, Sethlo was like a heater.


    He paused, his hands resting on her head for a brief moment. Maella kept her eyes closed, relishing in the warmth that pooled in her belly and throughout her whole body, even as she knew he would soon pull away.


    After all, he had spoken about sisters.


    Instead, Sethlo set aside the fork and wrapped his arms around her. His scent and his muscles enveloped her. He rested his chin on the top of her head and they stayed this way for a few moments.


    She wished they could stay this way forever.


    Finally, Sethlo leaned back. Maella sat up, but before she could stand, he swept aside her damp hair, sending cool air over the sensitive spot where her neck met her shoulder.


    Sethlo bent and kissed her on that special spot, sending a jolt of electricity through her that lit her body on fire.


    She felt more aware of her body and her feelings than ever. A part of her felt embarrassed because she didn’t have much—really, any—experience with boys other than what she had seen in the movies or on TV shows she had watched with Claritsa. But she could finally admit that Sethlo felt something for her that was more than a sister, even if—even if she didn’t know exactly what that was yet.


    She stood, not wanting to leave this moment, but knowing that they must. It was hard to look Sethlo in the eye. She feared finding the feelings that had overcome her missing in him, but she forced herself to meet his eyes and confront whatever was there.


    He stood tall over her. His chest was still bare and the top of her head came to his chin. From the look in his eyes, and in the way he awkwardly picked up the fork, like it had somehow betrayed him, she read a mix of confusion with desire.


    Finally, he turned to her, grinning wolfishly. The tension between them broke into something more familiar. More friendly.


    Maella walked back to one of the shower stalls and grabbed a shirt. She handed it to Sethlo, trying to keep a smile off her mouth. “You should put this on.”


    Sethlo’s smile grew as he drew the shirt over his head, his muscles rippling up and down his sides.


    “Now you’re just showing off.” Maella laughed. “I’ve got muscle like that too, you know.” She held out her arm and flexed her bicep.


    “Never said you did not.” Sethlo led them out of the washroom and held her hand. “But you could not help staring at mine.”


    “Oh, shut up,” Maella said, and socked him in the arm.


    Sethlo laughed.


    They had escaped Barth and General Foster. They were safe inside the Library of Souls. They were together. The moment was as perfect as any she had ever felt.

  


  
    Chapter 19


    The Library of Souls dormitory reminded Maella of a brighter, better cared for version of the dormitory in the Tower of Shadows. The room was smaller and cleaner, and natural light filtered down from glass windows set high on the walls. Torchlighters were already set up on the beds. One bed per person. They had needed to share in the Tower of Shadows.


    The dormitory had clearly been split into two sections—those who were already book catchers and the newly arrived torchlighters. It was easy to tell who belonged to which group since the book catchers didn’t have the same purple marks on their skin like Maella and the other torchlighters.


    Dev and Deep were holding court like they had done back at the Tower of Shadows. But people were missing. Torian, Junle, Feren—and many others. Only about a dozen torchlighters remained from both night and day shift combined. They had lost more than half of their original numbers.


    Maella and Sethlo walked up. Deep stood, her head matching the height of Dev’s head though he still sat down.


    “Good to see you all made it here after all. We’re about to check out the stacks.” Deep nodded at one of the book catchers who took up well-posed laziness on their own beds. “They’re supposed to show us the work.”


    Maella scanned the torchlighters. Chucko and Herren looked squeaky clean. Lo’s hair was still wet and pulled back into a tight ponytail. They all wore new clothes. Old torchlighter gear was scrubbed and damp, drying on the beds or back on their waists, legs, chest, and arms. Then she scanned everyone a second time and her eyes lit upon Senta and Tomi.


    She glanced at Sethlo. He had tried to force Tomi to open a door for them. It was almost an unforgivable act, but a part of Maella wished she hadn’t stopped him. Utheril wanted to know who Tomi was—this knowledge might be the key to the One Door and everyone she searched for.


    Who are you? The question must have shown in her eyes because Tomi looked away, chin jutting out in stubbornness.


    Sethlo took a step toward Tomi and Senta. “I am sorry, Tomi.”


    Tomi hunched into himself.


    Senta frowned. “Stay away and leave him be.”


    “I am sorry,” Sethlo said.


    “Enough,” Deep said. “There are bigger things to worry about. We have nothing left to our names because they confiscated all of our licatherin.”


    One of the book catchers spoke up. “As it should have been. Hoarding has no place in Jillow City.” Both his facial expression and tone were neutral—but his words were clearly a challenge and the torchlighters took it as such—some standing up, others mumbling sharp words.


    Dev shook his head at the torchlighters, a clear message to ignore the book catcher’s words. “We must each work off our debts to the torchlighters who came before us who allowed us this path. We will send our return home credits to—”


    “But there’s an army outside the city walls,” Maella said, thinking they had not heard.


    Dev nodded. “That does not mean trade has broken. We can send along what we owe if we work hard. Veda Loor spent a great deal to sponsor us—”


    “So we are back where we started,” Maella said. This place was safer than the Jillow City streets or being turned over to General Foster, but safe wasn’t what she was looking for. “Indentured to a tower or a library. You’re saying our lives are not our own. I will not accept that.”


    “Welcome back, Maella, it has been rather boring without you,” Deep said drily. “Our lives will never be our own until we break licatherin addiction and know that krokosod will never take our lives from us. Veda Loor has promised to help in exchange for our labor in the stacks. We must work to earn enough return home credits to cover our debts to the torchlighters now dead, but I believe we can trust her to keep her word if we keep ours.”


    “Let us all hold a moment of sacred silence,” Dev said, a smile playing on his lips. “For I have never heard the word trust leave Deep’s mouth before except as an insult. Where is a marker when you need one? Someone must mark the time and day as such an event may never happen again.”


    Deep rolled her eyes. “Oh, go splatter yourself.”


    Maella and other torchlighters laughed. Somehow Dev and Deep’s banter could make light of splatters and servitude and all the darkness across three worlds. Such darkness, after all—they might say—was only a chance for the stars to shine brighter.


    A bell chimed. Not an alarm like the previous bells—rather, it sounded like something that marked time.


    One of the book catchers stood from his cot and stretched like he didn’t have a care in the world. “Request window will open soon.”


    He was almost as tall as Dev, but there was a sickly pallor to his skin. Or maybe it was just because it was strange to someone who lacked their own purple hue. “I’m Tillgo, lead book catcher for the stacks. It means I make the best catches the most often. We will be showing you how all this works today. It’s dangerous work so take it easy your first day.”


    Another book catcher leaned over. “Those funny-talking dust-lickers won’t be able to cut it. You watch.”


    Deep stood.


    Dev shook his head, but Deep didn’t notice.


    “Say it again,” Deep said.


    “Deep,” Dev said, warning in his voice.


    The book catcher who made the comment looked at Deep, grinned, and walked until he stood before her. His great height loomed over her. Deep’s head came to his mid-chest.


    Torchlighters and book catchers alike stopped their side conversations to watch the drama playing out between their two sides.


    He stepped forward far enough that Deep’s nose practically touched his chest. “Rock-cruncher.”


    The other book catchers chuckled, many of them enjoying the spectacle. The torchlighters exchanged silent looks. If return home credits had been at stake, Maella had no doubt that even with the book catcher’s size they all would have bet on Deep. That’s where Maella’s credits would have gone.


    Dev unfolded from his seat and approached the book catchers. He stood well back from the fight about to erupt while making himself available for help. Maella and the other torchlighters fanned out, casually, but the book catchers did not fail to miss the change. The book catchers responded, some of them by standing, others by moving further away. Many began to look nervous.


    Deep smirked up at him. “Well, now you know two of my names and I still do not know yours.”


    “That’s Yarrow,” Tillgo said. He was one who had come forward, not quite standing next to Yarrow, but ready to step in.


    “Yarrow,” Deep said. “Well, Yarrow, I do not want people to say I do not live up to my name.” She grabbed his crotch, crunching down with her fist and twisting.


    Yarrow’s whole body was shocked rigid. All the blood drained out of his face and he fell back onto the bed, moaning.


    “That is strange,” Deep said, turning to the other book catchers. Her eyebrows were raised and she looked surprised. “It did not feel like rocks at all. For next time, you might want to think of a different name to call me. Personally, I like ball-crusher.”


    A few of the book catchers looked at each other, unsure of their next moves. What did they expect? That the torchlighters were going to sit down and take the insult? Maella might have, long before, or if they had been surrounded by a mob again in the Jillow City streets. But not Deep—never Deep.


    Three book catchers jumped up, going for Deep.


    Dev and Sethlo stepped in their way.


    “No,” Sethlo said.


    Dev frowned as if in deep thought. “Let us not get this started on the wrong path. We should all be working together.”


    Tillgo shook his head. “Let’s go to the stacks.”


    One of the book catchers protested.


    “What did you think was going to happen?” Tillgo said, disgust in his voice. “The bells have called us and all you’ve done is waste time. I’m going to the stacks where the real work begins.”


    As he left, first one book catcher and then others followed, many grumbling.


    Tillgo called over his shoulder for Yarrow to join them once he had recovered. They left Yarrow cradling his groin. Deep followed the book catchers out. The torchlighters followed her and Dev took up the rear.


    Tillgo led them to the stacks, or rather, to the request window. The book catchers lined up and took stacks of papers from an older man at the window of this little office box. When Maella got close, she caught a glimpse of a room with another window on the far side. A line of people, dressed like those scholars they had confronted when trying to get into the Library of Souls, waited at this window. The scholar at the front of the line spoke to a woman who wrote down their requests on the same type of paper the older man handed over to them.


    “There will be a city council meeting tonight,” Tillgo said. “That means a heavy request day, especially for unusual catches.”


    “Catches?” Maella was eager to learn how the stacks worked to begin her own research on the One Door. The little pebble was in a pocket and she touched the spot with her hand, willing it to—well, she didn’t know what—but she poured her ambition into it because there was room for nothing else. Claritsa. Father. I’m coming for you.


    “Books, scrolls, patterns, contracts, anything they request,” Tillgo said. “The system is simple, but that doesn’t mean it’s easy. Find the information, bring it back to the request desk, pick up new slips.”


    “So what is the not easy part?” Dev said.


    Tillgo took a thick stack of slips from the window man. “Follow me.”


    Book catchers grabbed leather backpack containers hanging from a rack. Throwing the packs over their shoulders, they filed through a door that led to a cavernous space. The torchlighters followed their example.


    “These are the stacks,” Tillgo said, standing aside and opening his arms wide.


    The stacks were a series of floors exposed on four sides. Staircases and ladders connected the levels, but the levels rose out of sight.


    While there was light on all sides from the surrounding windows, it wasn’t enough to illuminate the depths of the stacks. Some levels looked more rickety than others. Parts of the ceiling and floors of some levels had clearly rotted through. Papers, scrolls, and books were stuffed into the shelves on each level to bursting. The whole thing reminded Maella of a skyscraper with its walls torn off and the guts falling out.


    “Veda Loor would not allow such a thing,” Maella said. “She would see this and—”


    “And shout at all of us to wash our hands before touching any of it,” Tillgo said. “By the way, you did wash your hands, right? She can always tell. But there is nothing to be done. There are no funds to fix such a structure, more material is coming in all the time, and the scholars demand more and more research. We organize what we can as we go. Since the earthquakes began and have not let up, the hunt for the One Door has intensified and the stacks have become even more dangerous.”


    Maella startled at the mention of the One Door.


    Tillgo saw her and frowned. “What did you think this was all for? Curiosity? No, the scholar team who can provide Doormaker Tain with the route to the One Door will win vast accolades and riches beyond measure. Not to mention bragging rights. All the patterns from all the worlds are gathered here. Doormaker, farmer, tower worker, scholar, citizen, book catcher. We help find what the scholars need in order to discover the missing puzzle piece of knowledge that will fix the worlds.”


    Tillgo’s chest puffed up in pride at these words and his gaze took on a far-away look.


    A worm of worry burrowed deep into Maella’s heart. He spoke of a grand mission—it was Maella’s mission. She looked at Sethlo, but Sethlo examined the stacks with a piercing gaze as if by looking hard enough the darkness could be banished. Did he feel it? If all these people had been searching for the One Door for so many years with no luck, how would they solve this mystery between the two of them in the time they had left?


    Tillgo blinked and turned away from the stacks to look over the book catchers and torchlighters. His gaze swept over them all, but not really seeing them. “The Grandmaster Librarian likes to say peoples’ souls are buried here in their patterns. It’s why people call this place the Library of Souls. It holds our past and our future. At least, that’s what the scholars say.”


    Tillgo seemed to come back to himself. He split up the torchlighters with the book catchers, telling each book catcher to teach the torchlighters the system. Everyone would apprentice with a book catcher for the next few days while learning the stacks.


    Book catchers worked in pairs and trios with other torchlighter pairs and trios. Maella ended up in a group with Dev and Deep, paired with Tillgo. Veda Loor had almost doubled her book catchers by sponsoring the torchlighters.


    Book catchers milled around, anxious to start.


    “What are they waiting for?” Deep said.


    “The Grandmaster Librarian rewards the quick and the accurate,” Tillgo said. “Book catchers who collect the most and contribute the best material earn rewards, extra credits, and a trophy for the day.” He waved at a chart that hung next to the door they had passed through to get to the stacks. “Don’t expect to be able to compete. We’ve been working the stacks for years. Today is your day to explore. Tomorrow your points will begin, but even still, try to succeed only at one slip a day without killing yourselves at first. Remember, the stacks are treacherous.”


    “Rather like walking the pipes,” Deep said, a competitive glint in her eye. She scanned the stacks up and down and rolled onto the balls of her feet. “I always thought I deserved a trophy for the way I walked the pipes with such style.”


    Tillgo looked exasperated. “The stacks are nothing to take lightly! Fall from the top level and there is nothing to catch you. You’re dead.”


    “Splatter,” Deep said, but this time there was no humor in her voice.


    The word sent a great stillness through the torchlighters.


    “What?” Tillgo said.


    “We know what happens when you fall from a great height,” Dev said quietly. “You know nothing about us.”


    Maella understood Deep’s motivation to prove these book catchers wrong, but what did that matter in the long run? Outside, General Foster gathered an army. Barth worked for General Foster and knew Maella was in Jillow City. Claritsa and her father were waiting for her at the One Door.


    “Let’s get on with this,” Maella said. “We’re wasting time.” It was only a matter of time before Barth or General Foster came after her. Even if this was the best hiding spot in all of Jillow City—she was done hiding! It was time to go after the One Door like Sethlo had wanted her to do from the very beginning. If she had listened to him maybe they wouldn’t be in this position now.


    “I know Veda Loor says we have to work with all of you even though we’ve never had people like…people addicted to licatherin in the stacks before. Won’t krokosod make you more likely to be injured?” Tillgo asked. “The ones I knew who suffered from krokosod were weak and not all there in the head and—”


    “And that’s enough,” Dev said, before Deep could. “Or was Yarrow’s lesson not sufficient?”


    Tillgo brought himself up abruptly. “I am only trying to help.”


    Dev held out his hand. “Give us the rest of the slips.”

  


  
    Chapter 20


    “These are too complex for you,” Tillgo said, holding back. “I picked the easiest ones for you to start with. Let the other more experienced book catchers take on the more complex tasks.”


    “And earn more credits and rewards,” Deep said.


    Tillgo frowned, then sighed in frustration. He put the slips into Dev’s hands. “Like I said, I was only trying to help.”


    “And we thank you for that,” Dev said.


    “But what you meant to say is—you were only trying help some dust-lickers from messing up your stacks by killing themselves on their first day,” Deep said.


    Tillgo’s mouth went grim-lipped and his eyes narrowed. He jerked his head to a small side room where the other book catchers began to file into. “We start in the map room.”


    “Then let us get on with this,” Dev said.


    “Why do you speak like that?” Tillgo asked. “So formal? Let’s get on with it—that’s how you should say it.”


    Dev shook his head.


    Deep frowned and narrowed her eyes. “We are from the Tower of Shadows. This is how we speak. Maybe you are the one whose speech is wrong.”


    Now it was Tillgo’s turn to shake his head. “I don’t understand you.”


    “I do not understand such as you,” Deep said, speaking even more formally than usual, a biting note in her voice as her correction dared him to correct her.


    Tillgo sighed. They entered the map room. The map room was a mess of drawers and shelves. Large papers were unfolded, unrolled, and spread across larger tables. The room smelled stuffy, like old paper and older dust. Dev passed the more complex slips out among the other torchlighters.


    In Maella’s hands, the paper slips began to vibrate with potential. The doors were back. As the earthquakes quieted, some of the book catchers acknowledged it in relieved tones. She listened closely and decided they didn’t know the earthquakes had anything to do with the doors turning back on. They commented on how the earthquakes seemed to be happening more often, but the only concern they voiced was what kind of instability that would create in the stacks.


    Her fingers moved the papers slightly apart and they became heavy. She heard a rough scratching sound, like stone against stone, and the bad tones shook her teeth. Something small dropped from between the papers and onto the ground. She quickly closed the doors, lightening the load by closing the portal.


    She bent to the ground, kneeling as if to fix something on her shoe and searched for what had dropped from the door. Her hand found the piece of blue stone. It was pockmarked from age, rough, little more than the size of a coin and almost as flat. One side looked chipped. She slipped the stone into her pocket alongside the other stone relic she had chosen. The blue stone seemed to burn with importance and she wondered what would happen if she used it as her focus.


    Standing up, she looked around. Book catchers and torchlighters alike were already at work. No one seemed to notice what had just happened until her gaze lit upon Tomi’s pale face. He looked directly at the pocket where she had placed the coin-sized stone.


    Maella smiled at Tomi, encouraging him to see that she would never make him do what Sethlo had tried. They were both doormakers. They should be able to understand what the other had gone through like no one else across the three worlds. Finally Tomi moved his eyes up and saw her smile. He nodded, closing his mouth into a grim line and turning away. He stuck by Senta’s side like glue, though he did not touch any of the papers since the papers would be doors for him too.


    But what kind of doors would open for Tomi?


    Utheril had used the word—incredible. Incredible what? Destruction? Power?


    Maella shook her head, turning her attention back to the slips. Whatever requests were on the papers were written in a language she couldn’t read. Not that the requests mattered to her anyway. She had no intention of doing work that would help someone else.


    She had her own plans.


    The map room door opened. Yarrow entered. Conversation paused as Yarrow caught sight of Deep and stared at her with hatred. Deep smiled back.


    Maella shook her head. Yarrow should have known better than to show Deep she had gotten to him.


    Tillgo ordered everyone back to work. Conversations in Rathe and Thrae overlapped as directions were explained, routes established, and questions asked and answered. Book catchers examined their slips and pored over maps. Their torchlighter counterparts helped where they could. Maella, Dev, and Deep took up positions near Tillgo and followed his instructions to pull different maps and sketch out routes through levels of broken stairs and unreliable flooring.


    Scholars requested information on topics, sometimes specific patterns, regions, or even just keywords. It was a book catcher’s job to review the maps and pull all related material from the stacks to give over to the scholar teams. What became tricky was the library was so massive, with so many levels, and the state of organization had decayed so deeply, the location of materials could be in a dozen different places—some of it destroyed, or moved, or misshelved, or just plain missing.


    Tillgo explained there was an art to fulfilling a scholar’s request. More than one book catcher took on the same slip or scholar team’s request. The one who brought back the best material to the scholar earned points. The one who racked up the most points earned rewards and the book catcher trophy for the day.


    As the work progressed, Maella caught whispers among the book catchers.


    “Half of them can’t read.”


    “And the others only read in one language.”


    “That is not our problem. That is their problem.”


    “Easy trophies and points for us, then.”


    “Oh, you thought they would be competition?”


    “I’d heard torchlighters could climb pretty good.”


    “This job requires more than being a body of walking muscle.”


    “Or pumped full of licatherin.”


    “Let Veda Loor figure out she’s made a mistake. She should have known better.”


    “The scholars will be furious at the delays.”


    “What delays? We’ll get the work done like we always have and keep the rewards.”


    “The trophy is going to me next,” Deep interrupted, voice loud enough to cut across the whispered conversations. “And once the trophy sits in my hands—well, boys, it’s never going to leave.”


    It hadn’t occurred to Maella until then that all of the book catchers were, in fact, boys of various ages. She thought it a coincidence, but clearly Deep did not agree. Among the torchlighters, it was about half girls and half boys and at least one who chose to live somewhere in between.


    Veda Loor swooped into the map room, cane smacking the floor to announce her presence. “You all need to play nicely now. The slips have doubled since you have been in here. The bells are late. They should have already rung! Finish your routes and make your catches!”


    Tillgo and the other book catchers flew into action. Deep jumped into the fray. She spread out her slips and something strange about one of them caught Maella’s attention.


    A familiar drawing.


    As the energy in the map room reached chaotic levels of noise and movement, Maella became still. She approached the drawing and felt the blue stone in her pocket like a great weight. Her focus narrowed, the noises seemed to diminish, the movement of others became far away. The paper slip revealed a relic, but not just any relic. It was a sketch of the device Master Hull had been researching. It was a sketch of the device that looked the same as the one on the papers Tomi had attempted to destroy.


    No. That wasn’t quite right.


    Maella stepped closer and everything beyond the paper slip faded. It felt like her pocket glowed from the stone that hid inside it, but when she glanced down, there was nothing but her clothes and torchlighter leathers. Bringing her focus back to the paper slip, she saw the device in this drawing looked a bit larger and included pieces that Master Hull’s drawings had been missing. Intricate workings of metal, quarter moons, and at the center sat an inky black stone instead of the emptiness that had marked Master Hull’s drawings. In this drawing, the top of the piece matched the bottom. Four symmetrical sides surrounded the center stone.


    Veda Loor struck her cane on the ground as the bell tolled. “Get to the stacks, book catchers. Make the scholars happy!”


    The book catchers left the torchlighters in the dust, climbing into the stacks with an energy that spoke of their determination to win the day. Torchlighters jumped into the stacks after them, the rectangular leather backpacks swinging in and out of sight as everyone climbed the winding stairs and ladders from the bottom level up.


    Maella knew how to read English. She suspected most of what she would find in the stacks would not be in English, but she had no plans to compete. She held back as Dev and Deep dove into competition mode, climbing into the stacks like they had climbed pipes on the outside of the Tower of Shadows.


    Maella approached Veda Loor. “Where did all of the stuff from the Tower of Shadows go?”


    “Everything new goes to the top until it can be sorted,” Veda Loor said. “Most of the time the scholars do not want anything to do with the new patterns collected from the various Tower of Shadow workers. Junk patterns, they call it. Like it is so much noise.”


    “That doesn’t make sense,” Maella said. “You risked your life bringing all of it back and it’s the newest information coming from the worlds and the pattern-machines. What’s in there could change everything we know about what’s to come.”


    “Yes, well, I have told them the same thing, but you try talking to scholars who think you are an idiot with a cane!” Veda Loor’s eyes flashed. “The stacks are both organized and beyond any reasonable ability to organize again. The oldest information is at the bottom. Most recent at the top. Patterns from the same person or family are kept together with the oldest pattern from that person or family, even if the patterns are new. We repair the most egregious issues on the levels, but they told you not everything is solid, right? Shelf cave-ins, weak stairs, and so on—”


    Sethlo came up next to her. “Sounds like the pipes.” She had not noticed he had also stayed back, but where else would he have gone? This book catching stuff was not their fight. Not with the One Door still to find.


    “Where did you put my…the book I saved—the one with Doormaker Tain’s patterns?” Maella asked, keeping her voice intentionally nonchalant. “Is it with the newest patterns since it just arrived?”


    Veda Loor squinted at Maella. “Doormaker patterns are kept separate from the patterns of others. They are housed in the oldest, best preserved section of the library, deep in the stacks of the third level. The book will end up there eventually but Grandmaster Girdl wants a look at it first to check for damage.”


    “I am glad you will keep it safe.” Maella didn’t need to look through the book’s pages again, though she would have liked to. But Veda Loor had given her even better information—the location of the other doormaker patterns. “Thank you for your help and for allowing us to cross the Forsi desert with you—and for sponsoring us.”


    Veda Loor’s expression softened. Well, she never really softened, but she no longer looked at Maella with her eagle eyes of examination. “When we find the One Door, then there will be time to fix this library up the way it should be done. I would be glad to keep all of you on for such a task as that to bring the library back to its glory days. Doormaker Tain has promised such a thing to us. But until then…”


    Maella forced a frown off her face at the mention of the One Door and Doormaker Tain. They did not know Doormaker Tain was her uncle and she planned to keep it that way. Everyone seemed to think finding the One Door would fix everything. She understood the power the One Door would give whoever used it—the power to move goods and armies wherever, whenever. The power to explore and control—but now it was somehow supposed to fix a rundown library too?


    No. The One Door was going to bring back her family and her friend. That was all she cared about.


    Maella felt for the two stones in her pocket and thought about where to go first. To the top where the device papers were or straight to the doormaker patterns to find out more about Tomi? The hard little lumps shared no answers, but something about the drawing on the book request slip bothered her.


    “Let’s go to the top,” Maella said.


    As Maella and Sethlo headed for the stairs, she explained her reasoning to him. The device was linked to the One Door. The scholars’ sudden interest in it presented a clue Maella did not yet fully understand. Something about the drawings bothered her. After satisfying that curiosity, they would go to the doormaker pattern section and see what could be learned about Tomi.


    Sethlo agreed and they ascended the stairs. It was a long climb, though maybe only half of what the climb had been from Midway to the Circle inside the tower. They climbed the edge of the levels, as if the ladders and stairs represented exposed book spines. Spreading out from the spine, each level eventually darkened into indecipherable stacks of documents on shelves that rose above their heads to the ceiling—where the next level began. Maella and Sethlo bypassed all of it in their climb as other torchlighters and book catchers ran the levels like rats darting across a field.


    In many ways it was like they were back in the tower, but here, an impossible desperation didn’t permeate every breath or movement. Veda Loor was neither Master nor Supervisor Hull. Maella’s pattern showed her finding the One Door. Sethlo climbed above her, strong and beautiful. She followed, a fierce strength growing in her heart as her body woke up and began to sing from the work.


    Her mother had had a book that looked like some of the ones they passed. Rather it was paper scrolls wrapped around a cylinder. Maella had only seen the scrolls once. Mother had poured through the papers like they were old photographs. Tears had filled Mother’s eyes until she saw Maella watching. Then Mother had scratched at her eyes and put away the scroll. It had smelled sort of like the papers in these stacks, not quite the same smell as Claritsa’s schoolbooks, but mustier, grassier.


    Maella and Sethlo took turns helping each other over broken stairs, around twisted railings, and across slippery moss. When they were almost to the top, Maella thought she caught Tomi moving among the shelves.


    She felt the urge to climb, to get to the device papers, to be first. The scholars searched for answers and Maella wanted those answers too. But she also wondered why Tomi was running off into the stacks alone, like he knew exactly where he was going.


    Sethlo tugged Maella upward, and Tomi, if he had actually been there at all, was lost to the shadows. So Maella continued after Sethlo, as if in a race to the top of the stacks, careful of the decay, yet working fast because this was still nothing compared to the way they had learned to move on the Tower of Shadows’ pipes.


    When they reached the top, they stepped onto a platform that opened to a level illuminated by the sky through cloudy glass windows that formed the ceiling. She gaped at the glass and how impossible the unbroken windows above them seemed when compared to the decay of the levels below. Dozens of tables filled this level with only enough space for a book catcher to slip through. The contents of the Library of Souls wagon had been spread across several of these tables. Maella guessed the other tables contained patterns brought back from previous trips to the Tower of Shadows. Veda Loor and Senta had spent hours organizing the patterns while they’d traveled across the Forsi desert. Maella could see the organization had stuck as she wandered the tables, but thought it might be the last that would ever happen. The papers would sit here forever until the glass above them broke or a book catcher thought they might be of use to a scholar.


    Sounds of rustling paper and footfalls caught Maella’s attention. At the far end of the room, two figures sorted through the tables. Tomi and Senta had also traveled to the top of the stacks. Maella saw that Tomi did not actually touch any of the papers—the doors were still on, after all. Only Senta moved papers around, stacking and restacking, though Tomi would point to where errors were made or additions needed.


    “Senta! Tomi!” Maella said, thinking it must not have been Tomi she had caught a glimpse of in the lower levels after all.


    The two paused in their work. Senta said something to Tomi and they wandered between the tables until they stood just a few feet from Maella and Sethlo.


    “I told him I would not let either of you touch him,” Senta said.


    Sethlo looked like he had been punched in the stomach. “I am sorry.”


    Senta sighed. “Give it more time. You know what he has been through and even that is only one speck of his reality.”


    “What are you doing up here?” Maella asked.


    “I could ask you the same thing,” Senta said.


    “We’re searching for the device papers and for a way to the One Door,” Maella said, purposefully not looking at Tomi, though she couldn’t help but think—who are you?


    “Yes, well, I am done with all of that,” Senta said. “Veda Loor is paying me and Tomi to organize the stacks for as long as we want the job. In return, we can search for a cure for krokosod. The scholars do not care about that sort of thing, but Veda Loor believes the Library of Souls held those answers once—ways to cure us that even the krokosod-healers do not know about.”


    “Do you really think that could be true?” Maella said.


    Senta looked at Maella like she was crazy. “What part of what we have gone through together makes you believe that people would share that kind of knowledge freely with others?” Senta paused. “I do not mean to say that the knowledge is purposefully being kept from us, unless a greedy krokosod-healer allowed such information to vanish to fill his pockets with coin, but only that so much important information has already been lost across three worlds. Why not this too?”


    “Because it would keep a great many people from dying,” Sethlo said.


    “Jillow City has never needed to keep people from dying in that way,” Senta said. “And the Library of Souls resides within its city walls. No, there is a way. Deep and I will find it and Tomi is going to help us.”


    “Good luck, then,” Maella said. “May your search save us all.”


    “And luck to you,” Senta said, a wry smiling forming on her lips. “May your search not kill us all.”


    Maella let out a short, clipped laugh. “Yes, well, no promises.”


    Senta laughed and they returned to their separate searches.


    It only took a few minutes for Sethlo to call out. “Over here.”


    Master Hull’s research had been neatly stacked, no doubt by Senta’s hands. The device was plainly drawn on the top sheet, but parts of the device in Master Hull’s drawing were missing when compared to the slip.


    “If the scholars know about the device, does that mean they have it? Could it be that easy?” Sethlo asked.


    “It’s never that easy,” Maella said.


    “But even if it’s not here, someone is looking for it besides us,” Sethlo said.


    “Which means maybe we can help them find it,” Maella said.


    “And then…take it,” Sethlo said, smiling. “And use it ourselves and finally begin to make things right again. Maella, I can feel it. It is all so close.”


    Maella felt conviction rise up in him and this time matched it with her own. “I can feel it too. Let’s get this back down to Ground with this. I mean, I know it’s not called Ground here, but it might as well be. There might still be time to check out the doormaker patterns.”


    Sethlo stuffed the parchment in his catcher bag. They climbed down. Vibrations streamed out from the stacks, humming and twisting and beckoning her to explore their portals. Though she knew they would all be stone, a part of her wanted to try opening them anyway.


    When they reached the bottom level, book catchers already waited in line. Each stepped up to a table surrounded by scholars and carefully spread the content of their catching bags for the scholars to review and rate. The vibrations from the stacks dampened and then died. Small earthquakes made the ground vibrate in a different way than the doors. Sharp slapping noises from the stacks marked shelves collapsing. The doors had turned off, and, if the cycle of time she had marked held to its pattern, would stay off for a number of hours.


    Sethlo gave Maella the papers. “They are your find.”


    “You got to them first,” Maella said, realizing why he had handed her the papers. She tried to give them back.


    “You actually did—in the wagon,” Sethlo said.


    “But you were the one who could read what it said and—”


    “Maella, take your find.” Sethlo gently touched her hand with his own.


    Electricity shot up her arm and warmth pooled in her belly.


    “You deserve the reward,” Sethlo said. “However meaningless it is in the scheme of things. Take these moments when you can.”


    Maella thought about the washroom and the way he had brushed her hair and kissed the skin where her neck met her shoulder. Flushing from that memory, she took the papers from him because he was right. There had been so much darkness. Though the darkness showed the stars, she felt, somehow, that maybe, just maybe, it was time for light to shine on their path.


    She approached a table and spread the catch for scholar review. Over her shoulder, she whispered to Sethlo, “Go see what the others found. You’re the only one who can read any of it between the two of us. See if something can tell us where the device is now.”


    It took over an hour of scrutiny by ten scholars, two of which had been the ones Sethlo had almost throttled through the Library of Souls door, but Maella won the trophy for best catch.


    Torchlighters erupted in cheers. Book catchers scowled. Deep slapped Maella hard on the back in congratulations and suggested they team up for the next day. Maella declined, saying she had other plans, but turned all her newly earned credits over to Dev and Deep.


    Deep made sure to rub the win in with the other book catchers, making a point to describe how she had helped train Maella on the pipes—and what did they think about a dust-licker winning the trophy on her first catch day?

  


  
    Chapter 21


    That evening they were all called to help with a city council meeting. An official explained how it would go.


    They would clean up and attend the meeting in their best clothes. They might be used as runners to check some point of data, historical facts, or even just to serve food and drinks, while the city leaders grilled the scholars and each other. Meetings like this didn’t happen often. Rumor had it that General Foster had reached out to the city leaders with demands. In the meantime, he’d settled his army near the walls of the city, threatening siege.


    Adults swept into the dormitory, wearing sashes and belts that Maella thought were supposed to make them look important. They barked commands at the book catchers about dressing up. They would pick clothing for the night only, and then the clothing would need to be returned. Dresses, suits, tunics, wraps, shoes—they were ushered into a room of brightly colored fabrics. It didn’t matter if you were a boy or a girl or whether you wanted fancy or sleek, there was something for everyone to choose from.


    Maella looked around, taking in all the garments and accessories. A yearning for Claritsa clamored in her heart because Claritsa would have given a lot for a chance to dress up like this. They had shared a wardrobe between them ever since they had become friends. It was a make-do sort of thing. But this, this was like something out of the movies. It would have given Claritsa great pleasure to pick out a beautiful gown as if she were going to prom, no matter how ridiculous such a dress might be to wear while serving food and running the stacks. With a sudden burst of resolve, Maella decided to mentally record every detail, style, and color to report back to Claritsa someday.


    Maella would have helped Claritsa put her hair up into a braid that crowned her head and showed off the severe line of her bangs to best advantage. Claritsa would have helped tame Maella’s curls. Instead, Maella had to figure out how to wrangle her own hair into something presentable—though Sethlo’s combing had helped settle it a great deal.


    Most everyone began to pick out two or three things to put together. Sethlo immediately settled on a colorful tunic suit that formed sharp lines out of his shoulders and made him seem even older than his seventeen years.


    Maella looked at herself in the mirror and thought about what to choose. She was taller and older and—she pulled her clothes tight around her—she had curves now. Maella pushed aside dress and tunic and suit set, one after the other. None of them were right.


    Finally, Dev came forward, dressed sharply in a top hat with a feather. Striped black and white pants accentuated his height. He held a short, velvet green dress that dipped low in the chest. “I believe Claritsa would approve of this.”


    Maella took the dress with a sincere thank you. It was the nicest thing she had ever seen or even touched. It was exactly what Claritsa would have said she should wear. She quickly changed into it and looked at herself in the mirror.


    Taller, fuller, she barely recognized her body and face. Freckles dusted her cheeks and her mouse-brown hair had a hint of red highlight in it from somewhere. The purple hue of her skin somehow enhanced the velvet so that while she couldn’t say it looked healthy—it at least looked done on purpose.


    Then she scanned her legs.


    Sethlo came up from behind. “I had no idea you could look so ama—”


    Maella bit her lip. “I can’t wear this dress.”


    Sethlo frowned. “Why not?”


    Maella pointed to the bruises and scars that dotted her legs. The dress seemed to soften the bruising, but—


    “This is the dress,” Deep said firmly, coming up next to Maella. She wore a smart suit set that made her look both suave and sexy.


    “I’ll be thinking about my legs all night,” Maella said. “Let’s find something else.”


    Sethlo dug into a box and held up his hand in triumph. “What about this?” He had found something between hose and leggings.


    Maella pulled them on and gasped. “You have got to be joking.”


    Deep looked them over. “Oh, well, that’s rather appropriate, I would say.”


    It was her family’s symbol stitched in golden thread across the black leggings. Rather, Doormaker Tain’s symbol.


    Deep dove back into the box one more time and appeared with a gaudy metal belt. “Put this around your waist to really show it off.”


    Maella put it all together. It was a strange mix of cloths, colors, and styles, but this wasn’t Vogue. This was Rathe and, looking around and seeing what the others had chosen, she fit in and looked good in it.


    The officials returned and escorted the book catchers to the meeting. Maella and the rest grabbed their shoes—flat, shiny, or sparkling things that allowed them to walk freely but still matched the dressy clothes.


    “What I do not get is why we have to dress up when we are there to serve them,” Sethlo said.


    “Do not ask questions to which you do not want to know the answer,” Deep said.


    “I am going to stay happy we got this chance at all,” Herren said.


    Lo said, “With everything we have been through, we deserve to enjoy ourselves tonight.”


    “Enjoy serving other people,” Sethlo said wryly.


    Maella bowed and pretended to hold out a tray of food. “Why yes, ma’am, this is couture I’m wearing. Yes, one of a kind. You’d like to take my picture. Oh, I don’t know. Well, okay.” Maella arched an eyebrow and looked over her shoulder at Sethlo. “How do I look?”


    “Like you are about to fall over,” Sethlo said.


    Maella laughed. “You’re supposed to say—like a movie star. That’s what Claritsa would say.”


    “Very well,” Sethlo said. “Like a moving star.”


    Maella laughed again.


    Sethlo raised his eyebrows in confusion as Maella tried to explain and then finally gave up.


    They talked their way up the steps and through the doors of a grand building. Another set of doors opened to a great room with vaulted ceilings, statues, pillars, a fountain and an elevated bench long enough for eleven officials.


    Dev had switched his outfit at the last minute for an outrageously loud, colored tunic combo while keeping the feathered hat. Deep stuck with her more formal suit though she had tied a bunch of brightly colored ribbons into her hair. Tillgo and the other book catchers had joined in the fun and, if anything, were dressed more gaudily than the torchlighters.


    Their laughter died off quickly as they entered the room. People talked in urgent, hushed tones. Maella and the other were quickly directed to serve food and drinks. There was standing room only.


    “Good to see they’ve gotten sponsors.” Maella overheard this as she passed by with her tray.


    “Don’t you think they’re the reason we’re having this meeting?”


    “It’s not their fault.”


    “There’s an army outside our gates that arrived when they did.”


    “We’ll find out tonight what they want.”


    “Whatever it is, we have to give it to them. The licatherin shortage is already hurting us.”


    Conversations swirled around Maella, grounding her from the heady fun of playing dress up. She tried to hold onto the good feelings, but each step deeper into the crowd—each conversation some version of the first one—served to remind her that she wasn’t a carefree teenager. She never had been.


    Still, her dress was pretty and Sethlo looked at her like he knew it. She held onto that dwindling feeling for as long as she could—which was, it turned out—only until the meeting began.

  


  
    Chapter 22


    “General Foster has made some demands of us. If we do not comply, he has threatened to lay siege to Jillow City.” The president of the council spoke to the audience and the ten members of the council. She was an older woman with beautiful skin and severe eyes. Her hair was wrapped tight with a blue cloth. Her body was angular, and she held herself like someone out of a fashion magazine while smoking a long, hand-rolled cigarette.


    “What are the demands?” one of the council people said. He was dressed in Hestroth robes and sash. His hawk eyes and hooked nose made it seem like he perpetually looked down at everyone.


    Instead of answering, the president took a drag off her cigarette and blew the smoke out of both nostrils. Two white streams erupted from her face like steam from the seam of a pipe. “Jillow City has always held an uneasy truce between those who fight for and against the doormakers. We had attempted to remain a neutral party, as much as a city can when it hosts archives like the Library of Souls, supports an entire society of scholars who search for the One Door, and much of it runs on licatherin that Thrae makes sure gets mined—”


    “Doesn’t sound very neutral to me,” said another council person. He sat on the opposite side of the president from the Hestroth. His robes and sash marked him as Sechnel. There was a fierce, ambitious look in his eyes that reminded Maella of Xomara.


    “We have never housed a doormaker inside the city walls, other than the rare visits from Doormaker Tain when he first came into power,” the Sechnel official continued.


    “What does General Foster want?” asked another council person. She looked older than the president, grey-haired and sharp-eyed. Her fingers glittered with metal rings. She might have represented merchant interests but Maella couldn’t be sure. No one had introduced themselves for the sake of the torchlighters.


    “Get on with it,” another council member said. “Tell us what General Foster wants so that we can negotiate and vote on the peace that is a foregone conclusion.”


    The president stood but still did not speak.


    “We cannot fight General Foster,” the Sechnel official said. “We do not have any licatherin to spare. What does he want? Money? Labor? Send him the Tower of Shadows workers to do with what he will and let’s thank him for taking them off our hands.”


    Maella and the other torchlighters paused for the briefest of seconds—so brief no one would have noticed unless looking for it. But both Yarrow and Tillgo had been looking. Yarrow reacted with a smirk while Tillgo frowned. Maella thought that Tillgo’s expression might just freeze on his face, he seemed to frown so often.


    “General Foster wants use of the archives. He wants to know what’s inside the Library of Souls,” the president said. She steepled long fingers under her chin. Every move seemed elegant and in control. “He searches for some sort of knowledge about a device in his possession.”


    At the word device, both Sethlo and Maella froze.


    “We cannot let him into the city!” the Hestroth council member explained. “You cannot fall for such a ridiculous—”


    “We cannot share information with him,” another council member interrupted. This one wore the marks of someone who must represent the scholars. She was in long robes, wore glasses, and there was an unkemptness to her clothes and a tension in the eyes that spoke of eternal squinting. “He will use it against us.”


    “Knowledge should always be shared,” another scholar council member said. “Let him have the information he wants. It could help us all find the answers we need.”


    “General Foster will not be stepping foot inside Jillow City. Nor will any of his men,” the president said. “But he has already laid siege armaments and formed a camp. If we antagonize him as we negotiate—well, he already knows we are low on licatherin. He has promised to trade us licatherin for the information he wants, but what we need to know is if there is any information about this device in our archives. What does it do? How does it work? Why does General Foster want it?” She directed these questions to Tillgo and Veda Loor, who both stood at attention near the council desk.


    “Our scholar teams have already been looking into this device,” Veda Loor said. The room hung on her every word. She seemed to know this and did not bother raising her voice above normal. “Ever since rumors first surfaced of such a device and its location nearby, they have hunted for information in the archives. The Tower of Shadows had the device in its possession, to be sure, but General Foster must have acquired it before the tower fell.”


    Eyes turned onto all the torchlighters in the room.


    “Can we provide General Foster with some of the information he requires?” the president inquired.


    “We should not help him,” the Hestroth official said, but he did not seem very confident in his answer.


    “General Foster is a great veteran of the Doormaker Wars. If he needs our help, we should give it,” the Sechnel council member said.


    “General Foster will raze this city or put it under siege so that we devour ourselves,” the president said. She nodded to both the Sechnel and Hestroth council members. “Notwithstanding his heroic or barbaric histories. But we are the Jillow City council and must rise above personal histories to save the city we love. Therefore, while we may not intend to befriend General Foster, neither do we want him as our enemy.”


    “Too late!” the Hestroth council member said. “He has already laid siege to our city. He has cut off all travel in and out of the gates. That is an act of war.”


    The president ignored the council member. “Veda Loor?”


    Veda Loor searched the room until her eyes landed on Maella.


    Maella tensed. She did not want to be called out in front of this crowd.


    “We can provide him with the information we have already found in our archives,” Veda Loor said, inclining her head.


    Maella released the breath she had been holding.


    “And he will use it to butcher us somehow,” the Hestroth council member said.


    “He is a hero of the wars,” the Sechnel council member said. “He will do no such thing.”


    “He is a barbarian who destroyed the lives of thousands!” the Hestroth council member said.


    “Before this city erupts into civil war,” the president said dryly, “there is more. Would you like to hear it?”


    Conversation stopped and attention turned back to the president.


    “We have examined all of our options. Until we secure new supplies, which we cannot do under seige, Jillow City will completely run out of licatherin in four weeks.” The president took another drag from her cigarette. Smoke had filtered through enough of the room that Maella could catch its scent above the food—some sort of cloves with a hint of citrus. “Let me remind everyone here that there is no way to support Jillow City without licatherin. The Tower provided us with what we needed for many generations before this one. If we run out of licatherin, Jillow City ends. Even if we provide General Foster with the information he seeks, he has made it clear that he will not leave our city walls unless we turn over the doormaker we are hiding behind them.”


    The room erupted into vehement protest. Sethlo angled his head as if to say let’s get out of here.


    Maella kept her food tray out as a buffer and made way through the crowd. She could trust the other torchlighters. They would have given her up as a doormaker long ago if they had wanted to, but too many people in this room suddenly wanted to find her.


    Sethlo came up alongside, ostensibly looking to equalize the food on their trays. He guided her to the edge of the crowd.


    The merchant woman shouted everyone to silence. “And do you, president of the council? Does Jillow City hide a doormaker behind these walls against the express agreement made in treaty between Hestroth, Sechnel, and merchants, despite that blasphemous Library of Souls? Where is he?”


    Maella froze and forced herself not to search out Tomi. Did they know about him?


    “There is no doormaker living behind these city walls. There never has been. A doormaker has not visited Jillow City since the treaty,” the council president said. “But General Foster believes a doormaker girl is here now and he will not be turned away until we hand her over.”


    Tense conversations erupted again, drowning out the president’s call for order.


    “The tower had a doormaker in its walls before it fell,” the Sechnel council member said to the others denying the claims. “A girl, like what General Foster speaks of. That is what the survivors say. How do you think the tower fell?”


    “Old age,” the Hestroth council member said in a snide tone.


    The Sechnel council member looked down his nose at the Hestroth member as if he was ready to spit. “Please, do not insult me. One doormaker girl and two Klylups took down the whole tower and all the licatherin with it. That is the truth that the caravan speaks. That is the power of the doormakers over the worlds. Do you not understand why they must be destroyed before they finish destroying us?”


    “We would never give a doormaker over to General Foster,” a Hestroth council member replied, but his words lacked conviction. He seemed to speak them more as a way to antagonize his Sechnel council member than out of belief. “General Foster is a monster. But if such a girl exists, where is she now? Surely a great power like that could not stay hidden.”


    Maella’s hand crept unconsciously to her throat. General Foster had tried to hang her once already. Back then, he had thought the Doormaker Wars were long over, but her existence had changed things. She had no doubt he would execute her if he got the chance.


    “Very well,” the president said. “Let us assume the rumors from the caravan are true. But those rumors also say she was lost in the tower—”


    “Then General Foster demands nothing we can give him,” the Hestroth council member said. “He makes unreasonable demands over a person who does not exist. We will all suffer because of his hate.”


    The Sechnel raised a hand. “I was not finished. The caravan survivors say she must have died when the tower fell, but how can someone die when they are already the dead that still walk, as any doormaker must already be?”


    Maella had forgotten that part of the Sechnel beliefs. It all came rushing back as she remembered Sethlo’s uncle Dedion and the way he had described the vileness of the doors. How he had believed passing through a portal had turned all of them into phantoms that couldn’t accept their fate. That doormakers were a corruption to the worlds, even to the point of corrupting death.


    Members of the council drowned out each other’s voices in heated debate.


    The president raised her fist and slammed it down like a gavel. Before she could speak, the Hestroth council member stood. “Stop this desperation! Let us not fall into the trap of a philosophical debate about death and reincarnation while a monster waits to feed on this city with his army.”


    “The Sechnel believe this doormaker girl could be in the city,” the Sechnel council member replied. “Why would General Foster claim otherwise if he did not have some information we do not? She could be hiding among the tower survivors even now.”


    Silence fell as all eyes turned on the torchlighter girls—the only tower survivors currently in the room.


    Deep, Maella, Herren, Lo, Maella.


    Herren took a step back from their stares.


    “Guards!” the Sechnel council member shouted.


    Herren dropped her tray of food as the guards rushed her.


    “Leave her—” Maella started, but Sethlo cut her off.


    “Test them!” the Sechnel council member shouted.


    Maella broke out into a sweat. Her velvet dress dug into the sides of her chest and cut off her ability to breathe. The doors were back on, like so much white noise, for at least a little while longer.


    Guards stopped wrangling Herren to the ground. She looked up at Maella, eyes wide and scared.


    “We all know how to test a doormaker,” the Sechnel council member continued when he had everyone’s attention. “Why wait? You have Hestroth here now for protection. Do not say that Jillow City convicts anyone of a crime they have not yet committed. That is not the way of Jillow City, the pearl of Rathe, the seat of knowledge and wisdom. The reasonableness of the scholars—”


    “Test them,” the president said. She had steepled her fingers together but remained seated, back straight, even as the rest of the council had gotten to their feet.


    Slowly the council took their seats again.


    “I am tired of this fighting,” the president continued. “Issue an edict that all people from the tower must be tested—”


    “In the presence of both the Sechnel and the Hestroth,” the Sechnel council member said, still standing. He looked sideways at the Hestroth council member. “For security and transparency.”


    The president sighed. “Yes, yes. That is what I said. Now find me a door and gather the girls here!”


    Maella approached the council bench with the other torchlighter girls as city guards herded them forward. The mood in the room turned ugly as a guard brought out several boxes. The Hestroth examined each one, as if, Maella could only guess, they wanted to pretend they knew what would open on the other side if a doormaker were to really create a portal in front of them.


    Deep’s mouth formed a grim, sardonically humorous line. Lo and Herren glanced once at Deep and Maella and then kept their heads down. Maella tried to remember the feeling in the washroom. Dark had shown them the stars for so long, but things were supposed to be changing. Light would shine her path now. The doors would turn off in time for her test. She only needed to stall.


    The Hestroth passed around the boxes until every council member and the president had a chance to examine it.


    “What is taking so long?” the Sechnel council member exclaimed.


    “Use this,” the Hestroth council member said, picking out one a little larger than the size of a fist. “It is the sturdiest of the set. It will be easiest to close.”


    “Make sure the Hestroth stay near,” the Sechnel council member said, a sneer in his voice. “It is your life’s work to protect the rest of us from whatever comes out. I know at least that much about your beliefs.”


    The box was set on the council bench. The president moved back, allowing Hestroth closer.


    “She goes first,” the Sechnel council member said. “The one who dropped the tray.”


    Herren trembled, but then seemed to steady herself. She raised her head, eyes blazing, and stepped forward. Spine straight, she hesitated almost for dramatic effect, giving everyone enough time to hold their breath and know they were holding their breath, and then flipped open the box.


    The crowd gasped.


    Sechnel grabbed Herren and forced her back.


    A Hestroth leaned over and peered inside the box. “Nothing.”


    The Sechnel council member growled and examined the box himself. Sniffing, he slammed the box closed.


    Maella jumped as if electrocuted. The vibrations had returned, strong and steady, and poured from the box in twisting lines of light that swirled around the room and tickled her with sensation. Sethlo’s eyes were on her and he turned pale. He knew by her reaction that the doors were on.


    The Sechnel council member motioned for Herren’s release. “Test the others.”


    Maella stared at Deep, putting everything into her eyes. Not yet.


    Deep pushed Lo forward. “You go next.”


    Lo took her time dutifully opening the box. After both Sechnel and Hestroth examined the contents of the box and confirmed nothing had changed, Lo returned to stand next to Deep.


    The Sechnel council member turned onto Deep. “What are you waiting for?”


    Deep hadn’t approached the bench yet, but at the Sechnel’s prompting, Deep sashayed forward in her smart-looking pantsuit and ribbons and launched into a long story about her home before, her time as a torchlighter in the Tower of Shadows, and how she knew people in Jillow City had no love for people like her—those addicted to the licatherin—but surely they must see that the addictions had happened against their will. Jillow City had benefited for a very long time on the backs of their addictions so that the city could run on licatherin. It was only fair to help every worker, now that the tower was no more, to break krokosod addiction as final payment for their services.


    “Are you done?” the Sechnel council member said when Deep paused for a breath.


    “No,” Deep said, a vicious note in her voice.


    At that moment, the doors switched off. The vibrations left the room like they had been sucked out with a vacuum. Maella rushed forward. “I too, am tired of waiting.” She flipped open the box as her legs turned to jelly from the tension.


    Deep punched Maella in the arm and then grabbed her shoulder to keep her from falling to the ground in a heap. “That was my turn, dust-licker.”


    Hestroth and Sechnel peered into the box.


    “Nothing,” the Hestroth announced, triumphant.


    Deep walked Maella over to Sethlo. The crowd parted for them as if they carried some sort of contagious disease. “Get some licatherin into her. She is too weak to work. Jillow City owes her enough to at least keep her on her feet.”


    “Are you done stalling, doormaker?” the Sechnel council member said.


    Maella’s stomach flipped at the label, but when she looked up, the council member was looking at Deep.


    Deep broke into a big, face-splitting grin. She launched into another story that harangued the Sechnel for some imagined slight. Dev shook his head in exasperation. Maella got her legs back under her and wondered at the circus Deep had turned the scene into.


    Finally the Sechnel council member commanded the city guards to force Deep’s hand onto the box lid. They had to force her hands onto the box and the entire room held its breath.


    When both Hestroth and Sechnel alike announced the box was empty, Deep laughed so loud and so deep, she fell to her knees.


    “Get her out of here. She is disgusting,” the Sechnel council member said. He turned to the president. “The other tower workers must be tested as soon as possible.”


    “Yes.” the president flowed from her seat to a standing position. “It must be done tonight. I will not have this chaos last longer than necessary.” She gave directions to the city guards. “See to it immediately.”


    The room broke into another round of arguments. An official rounded up the book catchers, had them set aside the platters, and gave strict instructions to return the borrowed clothing undamaged.


    On the way out, Dev and Deep flanked Maella. Sethlo walked close behind.


    “Did you enjoy that?” Maella asked.


    Mirth played across Deep’s eyes. “Are you ever not in dire trouble?”


    “Wait!” the scholar council member shouted after them. “You cannot leave.”

  


  
    Chapter 23


    The council room was quiet again. Everyone had left except for the council of eleven. Why had the book catchers and torchlighters been commanded to return?


    The president no longer stood behind the bench, but had come down to the main floor. She examined documents spread across two tables. “Who found these papers in the stacks?”


    Tillgo approached the bench and examined the find. “They did.”


    He pointed to Maella and Sethlo.


    “The Sechnel claim these two for our scholar team.” The Sechnel council member stood next to the president and did not bother to look at either Maella or Sethlo.


    Maella had enough experiences with the Sechnel to never want anything to do with them again. Her work was for no one but herself and the One Door and the search for everyone she loved.


    “Why should you be able to claim first pick?” the Hestroth council member demanded.


    “General Foster will be most amenable to our research and advisement,” the Sechnel council member said. “If Jillow City wants a chance at surviving this siege with the current state of our licatherin reserves, then we should get the best resources to complete the task—”


    “The teams should work together,” Veda Loor interrupted. “Allow the scholars to share their research and questions, allow the free flow of ideas—”


    “The Hestroth will never work with the Sechnel,” the Hestroth council member said.


    “As we will never work with the Hestroth,” the Sechnel council member said.


    The president raised a hand for quiet. “They go to the Sechnel. Hestroth, pick your two.”


    Tillgo and Dev were chosen. So were two other book catchers.


    Deep and Yarrow went to the Sechnel.


    “What about our pay?” Deep asked. “The return home credits and the trophies?”


    The president scowled down at Deep. “That is not my problem.”


    Deep looked to Veda Loor.


    Veda Loor stepped forward. “Surely ‘every resource’ means extra pay and rewards as well. Otherwise how would we ensure the Sechnel and Hestroth receive the best work from my book catchers? The fate of Jillow City rests in their hands. Surely we will want to reward those hands.”


    “It is some of those hands that has put us in this position in the first place!” the president exclaimed.


    Veda Loor inclined her head, but otherwise did not respond.


    The president sighed. “Minimal licatherin will be provided. Only enough to stave off krokosod among team members. Monetary rewards will increase according to the quality of work produced, as has been tradition for generations. The rest of the book catchers will remain on their current request duties to help the other scholar teams. I also believe the Sechnel have the best hope for meeting the demands of General Foster, but we will not rely on one team alone. The Hestroth will conduct their own search, as will the other scholar teams in the city. Everyone will share their finds—no exceptions. There is more to this than we yet understand. We have four weeks of licatherin reserves on our current quarter rations.” The president looked pointedly at each of the torchlighters. “After four weeks, there will be no licatherin left for anyone in Jillow City.”


    There was silence in the room. Maella felt the deadline hang over her head like a criminal sentence. All the torchlighters did.


    “When do we start?” Tillgo said.


    “Now,” the president said.


    All the council members left, their robes brushing the floor, except for the Sechnel and Hestroth.


    One of the Sechnel ushered them out of the room and back to where their book catcher clothes and torchlighter gear had been stowed. After allowing them to change out of the night’s finery, he led them outside.


    “You may call me Kinton,” the Sechnel council member said as he stepped into the street.


    “Jillow citizens will not like to see us,” Maella said. “Not with our skin.”


    Kinton looked back at them and frowned. “You will be safe with me as your escort.”


    He wove through the narrow streets of Jillow City. Most were empty at this time of night. The machines that had run on licatherin, pumping out purple smoke, were silent—unusable under the current rations. Windows and doors were mostly dark, though a light here and there peeked through the shutters.


    Kinton slowed as they approached the Sechnel temple. It towered three stories above the stone houses on either side of it. Straight, solid, and rectangular. There was a minimalist, severe quality to the workmanship.


    At the entrance, Kinton stopped. “Before entering for the first time, you must take off your shoes, ring the bell of honest intention, and open the door of truth.” He lowered his voice and spoke reverently. “Once you have proven true, you may thereafter enter the temple like normal.”


    Maella and the others did as he asked. There was no danger in ringing a bell for Maella, even if the doors had been on. The door of truth would have revealed her, which she guessed was the point. With the doors off for hours yet, the Sechnel door of truth presented no problem.


    Colorful tassels hung from archways. Otherwise the stone was a pale, silvery color with little decoration. Incense burned in small pots that hung from wall hooks. Kinton escorted them to a room with a half dozen scholars dressed in Sechnel robes who hunched over tables covered in various parchment. Glasses, books, and writing utensils lay scattered across their work. Lanterns glowed at strategic spots.


    “Each day you will pick up new requests from the request window—but only from the Sechnel scholars. Each afternoon you will return your catches to this room. Do not wander the temple.” He handed them a stack of papers. “These are your first slips.”


    “I will not let you down,” Yarrow said. He had studiously avoided looking at any of them, especially Deep.


    Kinton grunted. “I expect the same from all of you. The doormakers have too long ruled this world. Yet, General Foster does not own Jillow City, nor should he lay siege to the place where we have forged a treaty for generations.” He tied a yellow ribbon around each of their arms. “This will give you safe passage in the streets. Anyone who sees this and troubles you will know the wrath of the Sechnel.”


    “A ribbon is supposed to protect us?” Deep said, voice wry.


    Instead of answering, Kinton dropped his voice and spoke as if from ritual. “Honest heart and knowing head. May the doors not break upon you. May anchors hold you firm to this world. May no world take this life from you. Now go!”


    Several scholars looked up at Kinton’s sharp command.


    Yarrow was already gone.


    Maella looked at Sethlo and Deep. The three of them followed Yarrow out of the Sechnel temple and back into the Jillow City streets. Maella unconsciously touched the ribbon on her arm as they passed Jillow citizens. When they were safely back at the dormitory, it was too dark to read the slips. So they slept for the remainder of the night, and got to work at first light.


    Over breakfast, Sethlo and Deep took turns reading aloud the request slips written in either Thrae or Rathe. The scholars’ first requests included a mix of genealogy records and patterns from a certain time period and town on Rathe.


    “What does this have to do with the device?” Maella said.


    “Maybe there is something about this town,” Sethlo said.


    “This has nothing to do with a cure for krokosod,” Deep said, disgusted. “Good thing Senta was not picked for a team. Otherwise there would be no one doing the real work. Did she tell you she has already found something? A mineral whose properties the parchment claims acts in opposite ways as the licatherin. It makes sense, does it not? Stone fighting stone?”


    “How close is she?” Sethlo said, excited. “I will sign up to be her first test.”


    Deep frowned. “Not that close. The mineral is only mentioned in passing and was not given a name.”


    “I’m going to do my own research,” Maella said. “There is so much here I need to see. This isn’t just about Jillow City but—”


    “The One Door,” Deep said matter-of-factly.


    “Yes,” Maella said.


    “We cannot let them think we have avoided their work slips,” Sethlo said. “But I agree. These requests—I do not understand their relevance.”


    Deep held out her hand. “Give me the slips. I will work with Dev to get them together.”


    “But Dev is on the other team…though what does that matter to us?” Maella finished before Deep could finish it for her.


    “Exactly,” Deep said. “Do what you must. We will do what we must. As it has always been.”

  


  
    Chapter 24


    Maella and Sethlo entered the section of the stacks reserved for doormaker patterns.


    They would have come sooner, but little work could be done at night in the stacks since lanterns were too dangerous to bring near so much fuel.


    Sethlo led the way, stepping around broken flooring and damp spots on the ground. One shelf buckled under the weight of its parchments and bound books, spilling papers onto the ground. Some of the books smelled like mold and others were already disintegated.


    Morning light meant the doors had returned and with them the patterns of light vibrations that twisted like broken strands from a spider’s web. The vibrations were less vibrant today, almost dampened, though Maella did not know if that was a result of the doors themselves or of the lower levels of licatherin in her blood.


    Maella and Sethlo stepped around the destruction and climbed wobbling stairs to the third level. The center of this level was buttressed by the strongest beams and stone in the library. It was also walled off, yet clever airways had been installed in the walls to allow for dry air to flow.


    Some patterns, it seemed, were worth more than others.


    Maella and Sethlo looked around but saw no other book catchers. Yarrow had dived deep into the stacks even before the rest of them had finished breakfast. The other team, working for the Hestroth, was scurrying among the stacks, but at the moment no one ventured here.


    Maella expected the door to be locked, but there was nothing more than a sticky latch. They walked in and though some light filtered through the vents, it was the streamers of vibrations that lit up the room in Maella’s mind. The shelves were neatly arranged and labeled—though she couldn’t read the labels. Sethlo said they were names.


    A roaring sound rose in her ears. “Where are mine?”


    Sethlo peered at the labels and searched half the room before stopping. “Here.”


    The pile was pitifully small, but then Maella remembered Doormaker Tain had said many of her patterns had purposefully been destroyed long ago by her family. What was left—as Sethlo sifted through them since Maella couldn’t touch them while the doors were back—was a mix of memories she couldn’t actually remember.


    One pattern showed Maella sitting down with Grandmother at the house with glass doors, walls, and windows, just before they were leaving for good because they couldn’t pay the rent any longer. Grandmother, Maella suddenly remembered, had the last of the gold and a brooch necklace spread across the glass kitchen table.


    “We could sell all of this and stay here for another three months!” Maella had said.


    Grandmother had shaken her head. “The gold will better serve us to set up our new home and the necklace can never be sold. It is part of our legacy.”


    Maella looked at the necklace in the pattern. It was familiar and not just because she remembered it from her childhood. She pointed at one of the brooches. A section of it was looped metal that framed a dark oval stone. “That’s part of the scholar’s drawing of the device!”


    Sethlo examined it. “Okay, but what does that mean?”


    “It means—I don’t know what it means.” Maella shook her head, but excitement grew inside of her. “My grandmother has kept a part of a device for finding the One Door all this time around her neck?”


    “Could it be?” Sethlo said.


    Maella’s excitement began to leak away. “Even so. My grandmother is on Earth and we are not.”


    Though they put aside Maella’s patterns, the brooch did not leave Maella’s thoughts. Could it really be a missing part of the device?


    They began to work systematically through the room. Sethlo would grab a stack, translating the name of the doormaker, and spread out the papers on a table that seemed meant for just such a use. They would then each take a turn about the table, examining the patterns along the way.


    It was rather odd, like looking through a stranger’s family albums—if the family members were all magicians. Patterns fell into, well, a pattern. A mixture of predictions for where a doormaker would travel, what would be done, love predictions, death predictions. Like she had seen with her family’s book of patterns, doormakers had tendencies—certain things or places that they were drawn to through their doors.


    Patterns showed her brother Josa looking older than Maella was now but she knew it had to be him from the mole on his chin. His patterns showed a tendency for his portals to open doors that would lead to Earth. Esson’s patterns were more elemental. His patterns showed doors that tended to open to heat, fire, desert.


    They found some of Doormaker Tain’s patterns, but most were copies of pages she had already seen in the family’s book of patterns. They worked through barely one shelf of doormaker patterns before the evening bell rang and the light became too dim. Finally they had to stop. The Sechnel would be expecting them to return with something. They agreed to find some random document along the way and hope that Deep had found something more relevant to cover their lackluster catch.


    Sethlo and Maella left the doormaker pattern room and headed for the stairs. They began to pick their way down, taking care to test each step for stability, and to confirm the railing was secure before trusting it with weight. Other book catchers went back down the ladders ahead of them, backpacks full of catches.


    On the level before the bottom, Maella looked out from the steps and down one of the aisles. She caught a glimpse—


    “Is that Yarrow?”


    But by the time Sethlo looked, the book catcher was gone.


    Maella stepped off the ladder.


    “Maella, what are you doing? We need to get back.”


    “Hold on,” Maella said.


    “I am not holding onto anything. I am on the level right next to you,” Sethlo said.


    Maella looked over. “That’s not what I meant. Just wait for me.” She headed a little way down the stacks, stepping over a puddle of black water. She didn’t know why, but something was off about the shelves on her left. She examined them bit by bit. One shelf had collapsed on top of another. Papers tumbled out—lists of text that meant nothing to Maella. These papers were old, cracked, and yellowing on the edges, and many of them were speckled with mold.


    There was a small stack of papers that stood out at an odd angle. They looked neither yellowed nor speckled.


    “Here it is,” Maella whispered.


    Sethlo called out. “Maella, we should get back.”


    She reached out her hand, but the vibrations stopped her. What was she thinking?


    “Sethlo,” Maella said. “Come get these papers.”


    She waited for him to meet her and pointed out the ones she wanted. He dutifully brought them down. When they found better light, Sethlo searched through the papers, and then asked for the Sechnel request slips. “Maella, this is strange, but you found what the Sechnel wanted…”


    “It’s not weird, Sethlo. I saw Yarrow go down this aisle. These papers don’t belong in this section. There’s no mold on them. I think Yarrow must have found the information somewhere else and was trying to hide it, hoping no one would look here.”


    “But that would lose him all the credits,” Sethlo said.


    Maella shook her head. “I don’t understand it either, unless he hates the Sechnel or wants General Foster to destroy Jillow City—”


    “Or just wants our team to lose,” Sethlo said.


    “Probably,” Maella said. “Though how does he know Deep hasn’t found other stuff ahead of him?”


    They went in search of Deep and gave Yarrow’s papers over. Making sure the yellow ribbons were tied around their arms, they hurried back to the Sechnel temple. This time the streets were busy with people finishing market day dealings. The ugly looks and ugly words were far worse than the empty streets from the night before.


    “It’s only going to get worse the closer Jillow City gets to running out of licatherin completely,” Maella said.


    “We will worry about that problem when we get to it,” Deep said. “One thing at a time. Senta says every torchlighter must look for anything in the stacks about a mineral that glows yellow. She believes that may be the mineral we want.”


    “What does that even mean?” Sethlo asked.


    “Like, it looks yellow, like gold?” Maella offered.


    Deep shook her head. “No. It is not gold. It might not even look yellow at first, but then you do something to it and that is when you will see the yellow.”


    They promised they would look for it and then entered the Sechnel temple and went to the scholar’s room. Knocking on the closed door, the three of them waited. As soon as a scholar opened the door, they were beckoned inside. The patterns were snatched from them and spread across a table that was soon crowded by Sechnel scholars. Yarrow leaned against one wall, smirking. But when the scholar announced Deep as the winner of the day, Yarrow’s smirk turned to something darker. He pushed past all of them, leaving the room and the temple.


    “What a young, stupid person,” Deep said. “Instead of rising to the challenge, he—”


    “Book catchers!” one of the scholars said, his voice shrill and wavy. He pushed thin glasses up his nose and swiped hair back from his face. “Take copies of these documents to the Hestroth temple. Quick now. The Sechnel will not allow themselves to be accused of not playing fair.”


    “This isn’t a game,” Maella said. “You act like this is some sort of competition, but actual lives are at stake. Our lives. All of Jillow City—”


    The scholar looked down his nose at Maella. “I believe I know the stakes of this ‘game’ much more deeply than a…than you could ever possibly understand.”


    She swore the word dust-licker or rock-cruncher had been about to leave his mouth. Deep must have thought so too because she had balled her hands into fists.


    “Let us go from here,” Sethlo said. “He is not worth our time or attention.”


    The scholar sniffed, but Sethlo’s words were enough to bring Deep back to herself. They hurried out of the temple with the documents tucked under Sethlo’s arm. As they pulled on their shoes and looked around, the street had quieted as people went inside for their supper and other evening activities.


    Fixing the ribbons on their arms so it was easy for Jillow citizens to see their protected status, they headed for the Hestroth temple.

  


  
    Chapter 25


    When they entered the Hestroth temple, there was no one waiting inside to tell them to take off their shoes, but somehow, the place implied it. The pale stone looked ghostly in the rays of light that entered through strategically placed windows. Where the Sechnel temple was all rectangles and clean lines, the Hestroth temple was all curves and cones. The surfaces of walls on both the inside and outside of the temple had all been carved into what felt like an infinite number of shapes and not quite human faces.


    The air smelled like a pungent incense—spicy, and like pine trees. It immediately soothed Maella, calming her heart from the anxiety of the street. She wondered if it was a smell from her childhood.


    This was an entire temple devoted to the magic of the doormakers and the One Door. Maella thought maybe she was supposed to feel something extra special here. It was a beautiful place, but other than a certain solemnity, she couldn’t find it generated any other feeling in her.


    Sethlo, Maella, and Deep wandered farther into the temple until they came across an alcove with a group of robed Hestroth practicing forms with swords. Their grace and fierce beauty reminded Maella of Xomara and Oren. She wondered how the two of them fared on Thrae.


    They found the scholars room and handed over the Sechnel documents.


    “Thank you for your service,” the scholars said, and that was it.


    They found their way back out but just before the entrance all the door vibrations shut off. “Oh!” Maella exclaimed before she could stop the sound. The stones around them began to shiver. Dust and pebbles danced at their feet. The rolling earthquakes were back.


    “What?” Sethlo said. “Are you well? Is it different today?”


    Maella shook her head. “I’m fine, but,” she dropped her voice to a whisper, “the doors turned off sooner today than they did yesterday.”


    “I thought they were on less and less every day,” Deep said.


    “Yes, but there was a timing to it. This is hours earlier than it should be,” Maella said. “Before, maybe it was only a minute or two sooner each day.”


    “What does that mean?” Deep said.


    Maella did the math in her head as best she could. “It means the day when the doors turn off forever might come sooner than I thought. If this new pattern holds—weeks sooner.”


    “Or the time the doors stay off could jump again,” Sethlo said, frowning.


    “I suspect when the doors turn off for good that there will be more than never-ending earthquakes to deal with,” Deep said.


    “How do you know?” Sethlo asked.


    “I do not know,” Deep said. “Other than Maella seems to draw that sort of bad luck to herself, does she not?”


    Utheril detached himself from the shadows, nodded at them, and then walked deeper into the temple.


    Deep raised her eyebrows. “Okay then, I will check in with Senta before the worlds are destroyed. Unless you need me to stay?”


    The urgency that never left Maella tightened its hold on her throat until she thought she might choke. “No, it’s fine,” she forced out. But it wasn’t fine. They were running out of time.


    “Riiiight,” Deep said. “Because things are always fine when you are involved.” She flashed a smile on Sethlo that looked like she was baring her teeth. “This is your problem.” And then she was gone.


    Maella and Sethlo followed after Utheril. There wasn’t enough time for anything. Her stone doors were useless. She had learned a lot about doormakers today, but nothing had brought her closer to the One Door.


    Utheril had no words to reassure them—except to keep searching.


    The next day, they went through the same motions. As quickly as possible, they gathered the request slips from the Sechnel and then returned to the stacks. In return for the torchlighters’ help with their duties, Maella and Sethlo had promised Deep and Senta they would also collect any knowledge that seemed related to krokosod healing among the doormaker patterns.


    Three weeks passed.


    Each morning, the bell woke them. Maella and Sethlo collected the Sechnel request slips, and then returned to the stacks. Instead of book catching, they handed the slips over to Deep and climbed to the doormaker pattern room. The creaking steps and broken railing made the climb treacherous, but they could almost do it without thinking. This was nothing compared to walking the pipes in the Tower of Shadows.


    They continued their search for One Door clues, moving systematically through the doormaker pattern room like they had systematically gone through the patterns in the Library of Souls wagon. Any hint of special stone in the patterns they set aside for Senta and Deep to later examine. Any clues related to the One Door were few and far between and made little sense.


    Every night Maella’s sleep was restless. Sometimes she woke from nightmares of a door opened by a doormaker, though it was some distance away. The wrongness of the vibrations would quickly vanish and she was sure it must be her imagination. Sometimes her dreams filled with Klylups. Sometimes she imagined doormaker battlefields that somehow mixed World War II movies with dragon slayer fantasy movies. Sometimes she dreamed of opening door after door to stone as Supervisor Hull, or General Foster, or Barth, or all of them, surrounded her.


    Maella could still feel when the doors came back—though it was less bright each day. Senta, Deep, and Tomi searched for answers to krokosod. They began attending to the torchlighters each night, applying different stones to joints, grinding the minerals into drinking water, and even piercing flesh with stone needle. But the most reaction they got was when Lo threw up a mixture. The mess had smelled like boiled, rotten citrus.


    Veda Loor sometimes swept into the map room alongside Grandmaster Gredl, or the Jillow City council president, or one of the council members, to issue instructions and inspect hands.


    This was how three weeks wore on—Deep and Dev taking on Maella’s and Sethlo’s requests. Yarrow vanishing among the stacks. Maella and Sethlo searching for clues that didn’t seem to exist. The doors were slipping away from her, so soon after she had finally been freed to use them. With the doors fading and the earthquakes increasing, so with them faded her chances of finding Claritsa and her family.


    The beginning of the fourth week found Maella no closer to her goal. The book catchers and torchlighters gathered together for a meager breakfast and an even meager allotment of licatherin. The council had called a meeting every few days to berate both scholars and book catchers on the lack of progress. Rumors said the council had exhausted all options for additoinal licatherin supplies. Citizens were abandoning businesses and homes, some of them attempting an escape from the dying city, only to be captured by General Foster’s soldiers. Other rumors said General Foster had six months worth of licatherin in exchange for the doormaker girl that he believed existed behind city walls. The yellow ribbons offered little protection now against the siege frenzy that had caught and spread like a sickness throughout the Jillow City streets. Veda Loor demanded city guards escort all book catchers, old and new, back and forth between the library and the temples for protection. Sweats, chills, and fevers became common among the torchlighters again.


    Eventually Veda Loor refused all the book catchers, including the torchlighters, exit from the library grounds. The streets had become too dangerous for any tower survivor to walk, even under guard. Rumors of hangings, mobs, and deaths had reached them. The temple scholars would have to pick up their catches from the library.


    The day that marked the fourth week in the stacks began like the previous days since Veda Loor had forbidden them to leave the library grounds. They lined up for the request window. Sechnel and Hestroth requests were set aside in a special basket. The book catchers knew now that the torchlighters were formidable competition. Ten times in three weeks the original book catchers had earned back their rewards and trophies. Torchlighters, for not knowing how to read and research in three languages, knew how to work together—and were plain better at moving around in the stacks.


    Mildew smells floated in the air. The only sounds were the footsteps on the stone floor and the way those steps and their breath echoed in the stacks. Maella and Sethlo pretended to examine the maps, but otherwise ignored the request slips sent by the Sechnel scholar team. When the bell rang to release them to the stacks, they climbed back to the doormaker pattern room. Though they both felt like experts on doormaker patterns now, they had not yet found Tomi’s stack. And even though they had devoted each day to searching the doormaker patterns, they had more than half the room left to search—and only a week to search it before the city fell apart completely.


    Not all pattern-machines spit out drawings like the pattern-machine in the Tower of Shadows had done. Some, like the one Keeper Shaul had used, spit out numbers and letters that neither Maella nor Sethlo could read. Another pattern-machine put out shape poems, but only in Thrae, that rhymed and foretold most often the best sort of work a doormaker should pursue. A different pattern-machine only wrote single word answers, large and scrawling across the parchment.


    Yes, no, maybe.


    Maella imagined the user must have asked a simple question before turning on the pattern-machine. Immediately a question in her heart rose.


    Will I find Claritsa alive?


    But the stacks of patterns were silent.


    Still other pattern-machines spit out their own versions of fortune-telling, though only the Tower of Shadows pattern-machine produced detailed drawings. This was a problem because they didn’t know anything else about Tomi except for what he looked like.


    Sethlo would spread stacks of patterns across the floor, starting at either end, and he and Maella worked their way to the middle. With nothing of use found, Sethlo would gather the patterns, return them to their appropriate shelves, and they would begin again.


    “If Tomi never got his pattern read by the Tower of Shadows pattern-machine, we might never find his stack,” Maella said finally.


    Sethlo had just brought new stacks of patterns down from the shelves. “I know.”


    “I wonder what would have happened—” She couldn’t allow herself to finish this sentence out loud, but the idea had been working its way into her heart over the three weeks.


    If Sethlo had actually forced Tomi to open a door, what would be on the other side of it? Stone, like her doors? Or something else?


    Sethlo set out the patterns and they began again, meeting in the middle. Though they had not yet found Tomi’s patterns, this sort of research gave them information on a lot of doormakers over a lot of time. Patterns among the patterns became even easier to recognize.


    Utheril had been right about the relics. Every doormaker seemed to wear some small object around the wrist or neck. It was hard to distinguish exactly what they were unless a pattern came along that showed someone close up. The patterns also showed that doormakers used to have a lot more control over the doors they opened.


    She felt for her relics and pressed the stones, one smooth, one rough, between her fingers and hand. She had been working with the stones every day, and checking in with Utheril during a few stolen moments here and there when they had still been allowed to deliver documents to the Hestroth. No matter how much she concentrated, her doors never changed, but that had not kept her from trying. The patterns made it clear that doormakers used relics—somehow. So she thought about Claritsa and home and belonging as she moved one pattern paper away from the other, opening a door.


    Maella looked over the pitted stone door that opened before her, not feeling much of anything anymore—even the wrongness that had always set her teeth on edge had lessened as the licatherin in her system had faded.


    Sethlo came over, glancing down at her stone door. He sighed. “Leave that, Maella. There is more here to see.”


    She closed the door and saw he had found a section of patterns that referred to the Doormaker Wars. Those patterns were dark with ink, like blood had soaked the paper, and the patterns showed violent deaths, doors that released monsters, or flood, or fire, and armies fighting on fields of battle.


    Maella’s family had not been the only doormakers in the worlds. Doormakers had fought on different sides, against each other. What became clear was that doormaker family lines had eventually extinguished, or at least, their patterns had stopped being collected by the Library of Souls. But so many patterns ended in violent death predictions that Maella suspected she was essentially witnessing the extinction of people like her. It was also easy to see when her father’s Klylup curse showed up in the records. Instead of death by sword or door, death predictions became Klylup transformations.


    Sethlo brought down four stacks from four different doormakers and spread their patterns out.


    Maella bent to examine them. “Look at this one.” She tapped a pattern that showed a male doormaker alongside two other people. A woman and a man. The three of them stood together, forming a chain, while he opened the door.


    “Yes, but it does not show where the door leads,” Sethlo said.


    “No, that’s not what I’m looking at,” Maella said. “Go get the last stack and spread them again.”


    Sethlo did as she asked, though keeping Veda Loor’s organizing rules in mind, they were careful to keep the patterns separate and in order.


    “There.” Maella pointed to a pattern from another doormaker. It showed his portrait and unmistakable chin and nose. Of course his face showed up again and again in his own stack of patterns. That wasn’t the strange part. “He’s the same person from the other stack of patterns. He showed up in someone else’s patterns and they were both opening the same door. There were two doormakers opening the same door.”


    Sethlo’s voice became excited. “No, Maella. You are wrong.”


    She looked up, ready to argue, the features were unmistakable, surely he could see—


    “There are three doormakers opening that door.” Sethlo brought over another stack of doormaker patterns they had looked at earlier in the day. He showed her a side profile that matched the woman’s.


    Maella went back to examine the original pattern drawing to be sure—but the likenesses were unmistakable. Three doormakers had come together at the same time to open the same door.


    They searched new stacks and found several more of the same. During the Doormaker Wars, it seemed one of the tactics doormakers had begun to try was to combine their powers—doormakers, two or more, coming together to open a single door. Sometimes the patterns obscured what was on the other side, sometimes it was clear that the door led to a different world or place. But what was not clear was whether the door opened to what the doormakers expected.


    “Could it enhance a doormaker’s ability?” Sethlo said. “Maybe it allows better control.”


    “Maybe.” Maella thought about Tomi and looked up to see an odd expression in Sethlo’s eyes.


    What would happen if Maella and Tomi opened a door together?


    The thought was too tempting and too dangerous. Force another doormaker to do something like open a portal to another world against his will? She had been forced to do that too many times and never wanted to make someone feel that loss of control, the feeling of being used up, the knowledge that you were little more than a tool to others.


    And yet—

  


  
    Chapter 26


    Sethlo and Maella kept their heads down as they hurried through the Jillow City streets. Sewer smells lay heavy in the air, making them gag. Trash had begun piling up on steps over the last few days and then tumbling into the street because no one dared leave the city walls for a chance encounter with General Foster’s soldiers. Little rat-like creatures, and even a few untethered camels, hunted through the trash, throwing it around. There was no one to chase them off.


    Veda Loor had forbidden all book catchers from leaving the library for their own safety but Maella needed to speak with Utheril about what they had found and to seek Utheril’s advice. Should she try opening a door with Tomi?


    What if Utheril said yes, but Tomi refused?


    Maella didn’t know what she would do.


    They tied the yellow ribbons high on their arms and used side streets and shadows to make their way to the Hestroth temple. But when they explained what they had found, Utheril rejected the idea outright.


    “Too dangerous,” Utheril said. “Too many unknowns. The patterns told the users where their door would lead. Otherwise such power is too chaotic, too volatile. Until you know who Tomi is—and even then.” Utheril shook his head. “What if it makes everything worse?”


    They had debated it back and forth until the evening bells rang. Dejected, Maella and Sethlo left Utheril to head back to the library.


    “Maella,” Sethlo said quietly as they hurried down an empty alleyway. “I am in no position to suggest this after what I did before, but if you do want to try to open a door with Tomi—”


    Sethlo’s voice trailed off. Maella shook her head and stepped around a pile of food trash that a camel was pushing around with its mouth.


    “I—”


    The city’s speaker system crackled:


    “Attention Jillow City citizens, licatherin rations are reduced a further one quarter effective immediately. Food and water rations are similarly reduced. All citizens, new and old, will report to section immediately for testing.”


    A handful of Jillow citizens turned the corner onto the street. Sethlo and Maella ducked into a doorway. The Jillow City citizens shouted insults as they marched. Several of them shook the announcing pole and tore off the speaker. Others kicked trash around and still others banged on doors. One unlucky household opened up. The occupants were dragged into the street and all were forced to open boxes the marchers had produced. When none turned out to be doormakers, their house was ransacked instead.


    Sethlo was on his toes, knees bent, searching the area like a predator might. She knew him well enough by now to see this as his way of dealing with fear. They left the doorway and sprinted to the closest place of relative safety—the Hestroth temple. The mob saw them—they raised howls and the pounding of feet sounded.


    “Go back!” Sethlo said, but the way was blocked by another mob, bigger than the first, who shouted and rallied their group after Maella and Sethlo.


    They veered away from the Hestroth temple, but the Sechnel temple was open. They burst inside. A Sechnel yelled at them to take off their shoes. Sethlo shouted for them to lock the temple door or the temple would surely get ransacked.


    Two Sechnel closed up the temple’s doors and buttressed it with thick blocks of wood. Vibrations jumped out from the door.


    Maella gasped. “They’re back on. It’s not supposed to be until tomorrow.” But it was more than that. There was also the faintest hint of wrongness that flew at her, as if from a great distance. She hadn’t felt it other than at night sometimes in her nightmares, or when she opened her own doors of stone.


    It was the feeling of wrongness that always overtook her when a door had been opened by another doormaker.


    She thought through the vibrations and feelings to separate potential doors from this new door. She wanted to determine direction and distance. Everything felt weak and fluttery. The licatherin in her system barely held back the symptoms anymore.


    The focus stones in her pocket seemed to warm. She pressed her hand against the leather pocket where she had hid them. Pushing aside the krokosod headache, pushing aside the potential doors pouring vibrations out all around her, she went inside herself and then launched her consciousness up and out and felt—


    “Sethlo, I think Tomi opened a door,” Maella said, quiet enough to make sure the Sechnel did not hear. It was the strangest feeling—she couldn’t be sure, but the door felt like it had been opened outside of the Jillow City walls.


    Except that she had seen Tomi that morning.


    Each day, he worked with Senta to research a cure for krokosod, but that morning, she noticed he had slipped away alone and vanished into the stacks, as if on a search of his own. Still, the stacks were inside the city. Why did the door feel farther away?


    Her focus fell apart with a crash and a headache throbbed in its place. Maella rubbed her temples. She tried to feel for something again, but she had lost the thread. Maybe she had read the vibrations wrong and the door that had been opened was somewhere inside the city. Somehow, after all of his protests, after all of his rage, he had opened a door.


    To where? And why?


    And what would happen if they opened a door together?


    The thought had become a dangerous obsession for Maella.


    Sechnel approached, robes flapping.


    She could see the whites of Sethlo’s eyes as he scanned the inside of the temple for an escape route.


    “Do not touch anything,” Sethlo said.


    “No duh,” Maella said.


    Sethlo frowned but there was no time to explain.


    “What are you doing here?” Kinton demanded.


    They explained about the mobs.


    Kinton exchanged a look with his fellow Sechnel. “Come with me. We have a place for you that will be safe.”


    He led them to a room next to the scholars’ room. A few Sechnel gathered inside. There were looks on their faces Maella didn’t like.


    Kinton motioned for them to sit at a table.


    Before Maella or Sethlo knew what happened, Sechnel had grabbed each of them. Maella and Sethlo struggled, but there were too many.


    They forced Maella’s hand onto a box the size of a cookie sheet. The box vibrated and streamed white light into the air, though no one could see that except for her. Fear of discovery struck Maella to her core. She struggled back, but the Sechnel were like a wall.


    “What are you doing?” Sethlo shouted. He fought against the Sechnel but three of them held him back, though one got an elbow to the chin and another to the gut for their efforts.


    “General Foster swears we have a doormaker within our walls,” Kinton said simply. “The city council wants everyone tested again. This is only a formality.”


    General Foster had forced her hand to open a drawer. Fire had jumped out and consumed the desk. It was the moment she had known everything her family had taught about the terrible wrongness of the doors had been true.


    Before she could even think through what was happening, the Sechnel forced her hand to flip open the lid of a small box.


    Only one Sechnel gave the inside a cursory look, but when he froze and an exclamation tore from his throat, others crowded in. The room quieted into a deep silence as they studied the box contents. The looks on their faces clearly showed they had not expected to find anything, especially whatever her door had opened to.


    Maella craned her neck. The way they looked at the box—had it opened, finally, to something other than the blue stone now that she could do nothing about it?


    “That is One Door stone,” a Sechnel breathed out. “She opened a portal to the One Door.”


    All the blood drained from Sethlo’s face.


    Maella couldn’t process what they had said. How did they know it was One Door stone when even Utheril had not? But there was no time.


    Maella saw their chance in the Sechnels’ dawning horror. She kicked out of her captors’ grip. This awoke Sethlo from his own shock. He twisted out of his captors’ hold. She kicked another Sechnel in the crotch, remembering Deep as she did. The Sechnel’s grip became like the weight of a butterfly.


    Sethlo and Maella made it to the door before the Sechnel could act. On the other side of the door now, Maella slammed it closed. The vibrations jumped out at her. The Sechnel battered the door and dust sprinkled from the hinges. Wood began to crack.


    Like at the shed with Barth’s men, Maella opened the door.


    One piece of the blue stone crumbled and a small pebble skittered off its surface onto the floor at her feet.


    One Door stone, they called it.


    The Sechnel shouts vanished behind the insulation of the stone. The walls of the room were stone too. There was no way out unless this door was closed and reopened by someone other than a doormaker.


    Maella looked at the work that her hands had created. Blue-grey stone, pockmarked with age, swirling symbols and geometric designs carved in it. Quarter moons surrounding full moons. She bent down and picked up the bit of rock that had fallen off even as her teeth chattered from the wrongness of the open door. The stone pebble matched the second stone in her pocket.


    One of her focus relics had been One Door stone?


    She felt stunned by this realization, yet somehow, somehow, deep down, she had known—hadn’t she?


    From a nearby room, Maella noticed more scholars had stuck out their heads and were staring at her. They looked scared, like they had seen everything Maella had done with the other door.


    “Let’s go,” Sethlo said, tugging at her hand. “Do not follow us or she will do the same to all of you!”


    As if as one person, the blood drained from the scholars’ faces and they ducked back inside the room.


    “How long do you think it will take for them to realize they can free the Sechnel by closing my door?” Maella said.


    Sethlo shook his head. “The scholars will realize soon that going into a room with no windows and a single door is a dangerous thing to do around a doormaker. Let us get out of here.”


    They paused at the Sechnel temple door, listening for sounds of the mob. Satisfied at the quiet and hearing Sechnel feet approach, they fled back into the street. They attempted a different route to the Library of Souls. The streets were empty, houses closed up, no person or mob in sight, though trash had spread everywhere. Here and there a house had been emptied out, its doors and windows broken.


    “They know who I am now,” Maella said.


    “We have to get help,” Sethlo said. “Utheril.”


    “No,” Maella said, feeling something change in her heart—an inevitable darkness for what she was about to do. “We have to find Tomi.”

  


  
    Chapter 27


    Maella and Sethlo slipped back inside the Library of Souls and headed for the stacks. She had to find Tomi and stay out of reach of the Sechnel.


    Maella wanted to imagine Tomi as a scared, damaged little boy—and he was that. But there was so much more to understand, and now that the Sechnel knew who she was, their time was up. Maella headed up the ladder and Sethlo followed. Food smells from dinner reached their noses. Maella’s stomach grumbled in protest but she ignored her hunger. She had gone without food for far longer than this in Rock Heaven. What came next was more important.


    She climbed just beyond the fifth level when Sethlo called out. “Maella, look at this.”


    She stopped and backtracked. When Maella reached Sethlo’s side, she looked to where he pointed. She saw the usual—this level’s outer shelves were damp and speckled with mold. Moss grew from some of the book bindings. Maella strained her ears to listen for steps but all she heard was the drip of water—and then she saw it.


    Shapes in the dust clearly marked someone’s path. They were small, Tomi-sized steps. Maella called for Sethlo and they quickly followed, growing quiet with their breath and silent with their feet. When they reached the end of the aisle, the steps vanished, as if Tomi had gotten onto the stairs. No one used the stairs on this side of the stacks. They were even more untrustworthy than the other set. But without even a pause, Maella and Sethlo took to the stairs and searched in both directions.


    Maella picked up the trail on the third level and called for Sethlo.


    Third level—the level that contained the doormaker patterns room. Maella and Sethlo ran after the trail, kicking up dust as their feet overlapped Tomi’s tracks. High shelves that had collapsed long ago threatened to spill their contents at any moment over their heads. Soon, Tomi’s footpath overlapped the tracks they had made over the last several weeks.


    When they reached the doormaker pattern room—the door was ajar, though Maella distinctly remembered having left it closed the night before. Deciding silence was no longer useful, Maella ran for the room, her feet slapping the ground.


    A terrible thought entered her mind. Tomi had attempted to rip apart the relic drawings. What was Tomi planning to destroy this time?


    But when they rushed into the doormaker pattern room—there was no Tomi in sight.


    “Where did he go?” Sethlo ducked back out of the room and then returned. “I see some of his steps in a line away from here, but then they vanish like he knew he was leaving a trail. Like he had jumped into the stacks themselves.”


    Maella examined the floor, wondering if maybe Tomi had not entered the room at all, but then saw the path his small steps had made into the room.


    It didn’t take long for Maella to trace Tomi’s destination. His steps led to a set of shelves they hadn’t yet searched. Maella’s breath hitched in her chest. On one of these shelves was a blank space that was noticeably missing a stack of patterns. The spots on either side were full to the brim with patterns. The space between them was like a black hole.


    She remembered Tomi’s snarl and the way that he had launched himself at Maella for opening a door. She remembered how he’d tried to tear up the relic papers. Of course he was hiding something. He was hiding a lot of things. With everything he had gone through, she wished she could leave him alone. But there was too much at stake and they were out of time.


    Maella took a step back, thoughts whirling around in her head. This section of shelves was next to her family’s patterns. Whose patterns had Tomi taken? Was he the Botron boy the old patterns spoke about who would find the One Door?


    There were several dozen stacks labeled with the Botron family name. She recognized the letters by now even if she couldn’t read anything else in the language. She thought there probably should be more than a few dozen Botrons. Her family had been around as doormakers for a very long time, but she also wouldn’t be surprised to find out that much of what once had been gathered was now lost to the same decay and disorganization that permeated this entire world, from the Tower of Shadows all the way down to the very last stack of the Library of Souls.


    Sethlo brushed his hands over the carved label that marked the missing stack. “Well, the label is definitely a name. But someone has scratched it out.”


    Maella looked closely at the scratches. The label was at her eye level. “These marks aren’t recent. Tomi didn’t do them.” This close, the smell of musty paper made her want to sneeze. She looked beyond the label into the blank shelf space. It was like looking into someone’s smiling mouth and seeing one of their front teeth was missing.


    Except.


    She saw what looked like a paper that had been pushed so far to the back it had curled against the wall instead of lying flat on the shelf with the other patterns. Maella shivered. It was a pattern Tomi had missed during his theft probably because he was too short to have seen it.


    She reached out, knowing it was safe to do so, since the doors were now off. When she drew out the piece of paper she feared what it would show—what it would reveal about Tomi. But there was no going back. The Sechnel would soon search them out. Veda Loor’s cane would only stall the Sechnel for so long.


    Maella turned over the paper and examined the pattern. Her heart beat so loud in her chest it drowned out all other sound.


    A familiar face.


    And the brooch that was far more than a piece of jewelry.


    “Tomi took my grandmother’s patterns,” Maella said.

  


  
    Chapter 28


    Sethlo looked over Maella’s shoulder. “But we already found your grandmother’s patterns.”


    Maella shook her head, her gaze not leaving the pattern that so clearly showed her grandmother’s face in profile. “Remember how small the stack was? There could have been patterns missing. Someone could have taken them out—”


    “And scratched out the name of whoever this had been,” Sethlo finished.


    “The patterns would have been lost to a filing system error for who knew how many years,” Maella said.


    “Too many,” Sethlo said.


    Maella thought it through. “Tomi must have known about this—whoever scratched out the name like this to hide some of my grandmother’s patterns.”


    “Or he has been in this room, searching like we have been searching,” Sethlo said.


    “At night? Because we’ve been in here almost every other moment otherwise.” Maella shook her head. “No, he knew exactly where to look and he came here the first chance he could—while we were out searching for Utheril.”


    They left the doormaker pattern room and renewed their hunt. Fanning out, they searched the stacks until they saw Tomi’s steps appear in the dust. They sprinted down the stack aisle, hit another staircase, lost the tracks, and found them again two levels up.


    Maella’s heart pounded and her mouth went dry. It had been too long. Tomi would have had plenty of time to destroy the patterns he had taken. And now the doors had returned. Vibrations pulsing with potential.


    As she turned a corner, she saw, with a sinking heart, that her fear had become reality. Tomi crouched where four stacks of shelves stopped short of meeting, creating an open space. In front of Tomi was the smallest of flames, eating away at the last paper in his hand.


    “What have you done?” Maella shouted, rushing at him.


    The ashes scattered as he jumped away, but Sethlo was too quick. He grabbed Tomi and pinned his arms to his sides, almost lifting him off his feet.


    Maella stamped out the remaining flames and tasted ash in her mouth. Knowing it was useless but unable to stop herself, she fell to her knees and sifted through the ashes, covering her hands with soot.


    “Maella,” Sethlo said quietly.


    Maella stood, and rage filled her. If there had been a golf club she would have broken every single window she could find. Instead she marched over to Tomi until she was inches away. “I helped you. I saved you. The only reason you’re even human right now is because of me. I’m the one who changed you back. And this is how you repay everything I’ve done. I wish I had never helped you.”


    Tomi held Maella’s glare. He opened his mouth to speak, but Maella had never heard him utter anything beyond a simple noise.


    “I destroyed Estrella Botron’s patterns because I promised her I would.”


    Maella stepped back, shocked at how small and young Tomi’s voice sounded.


    Her mind furiously clicked the pieces together. Tomi, or whatever his actual name was, had known her grandmother somehow. What she knew suddenly and completely was that her grandmother had played a pivotal role in all of this. Her patterns were the ones that Tomi destroyed. Not his own, but hers. Why?


    His body was the body of the child and in some ways so was his mind, and yet also somehow he very much was not a child. If Maella was really honest with herself, there was also still quite a bit of monster inside of him.


    This whole time, for her whole life, her grandmother had held the very answers Maella had needed all along. But now Maella was a world away.


    Something else clicked inside Maella’s brain.


    “The relic,” Maella said. She stared at Tomi, cataloguing his every move and expression. She needed him to confirm something. “My grandmother has the missing piece of the relic that can find the One Door.”


    Tomi flinched before wiping his expression. But it was too late.


    “Tomi knows it, too,” Maella said for Sethlo’s benefit. “That’s why he destroyed my grandmother’s patterns. There’s stuff in there neither of them want us to see. Stuff my grandmother has been hiding for decades.”


    “What does it matter where the missing piece is when we are on a different world from it?” Sethlo said, frustrated. “Your grandmother is on Earth.”


    “And we are not,” Maella said. “But if we’re ever going to find Claritsa, then we need that missing piece.”


    Sethlo turned hard eyes onto Tomi. “Do you know a way to Earth? Speak up. We know now you’ve been hiding your words this entire time.”


    But Tomi had gone dead in the eyes again, like he had never spoken out loud. He covered his arms back over his eyes and turned away from Maella and Sethlo.


    “No. You’re not allowed to do that anymore,” Maella said. “You’ve put all our lives in danger. How can you possibly think that a promise you made as a kid so long ago makes any sense now after so long, after so many things have changed? The One Door is the answer to fixing the worlds. They’re falling apart, can’t you see that? Don’t you want to help?”


    “Estrella Botron took care of me when I lost my parents and I promised I would help her to pay her back. I am helping. I am.” Tomi said the words without lifting his arms from his face.


    He sounded so young and lost. He had been a Klylup for far longer than he had ever been a human boy. But Tomi might have just destroyed the patterns that would have given them the answers they needed.


    Forcing him to help only seemed fair now, even though it felt wrong, but Maella didn’t think that feeling was going to stop her anymore.

  


  
    Chapter 29


    “Maella?” Sethlo said, his question full of concern.


    She wasn’t sure why he sounded like that. He had wanted this very thing not so many weeks before. She should have let Sethlo do it then instead of running out of time like this.


    The level smelled like dampness and old paper and faint licorice. She could only feel sorry for what she was about to do, but like half of the licatherin bottle she had used up in the Forsi desert, she knew she was going to do it anyway.


    Tomi looked at Sethlo with wide eyes. It should have been Maella he was looking at like that.


    “Tomi,” Maella said.


    At his name, he did turn his attention onto her. He shook his head furiously, beginning to panic. She ignored that panic though a voice inside her that sounded an awful lot like Claritsa told her not to do this.


    Maella ignored that voice and thought on the One Door and its blue stone and the way its pockmarked, engraved surface had taunted her ever since the Tower of Shadows fell.


    She grabbed Tomi’s hand with her own.


    “No,” Tomi said. His voice was young and small and afraid, but also sure of himself. “Do not make me do this again.” He spoke in Thrae, and there was a musical quality to his voice she had not expected.


    Leading them back down the aisle, she stopped when she found what she needed. “Bring that one down.”


    Maella held onto Tomi while Sethlo carefully pulled out an oversized book. Setting it on the floor, Sethlo stepped back. The book was large enough that once it opened and became a door, a person could fit through it.


    Maella forced Tomi’s hand onto the cover. He struggled and almost broke free until Sethlo held him still.


    “Maella, are you sure?” Sethlo’s voice faltered.


    Maella reached her thoughts out for her three focus stones. She held Tomi’s hand and placed the other hand on the book’s cover. Already she could feel a difference. The thrum of potential was heightened. Everything slowed down. She thought about Claritsa and time and sacrifice and how she had promised herself in the Tower of Shadows to not be afraid anymore.


    The taste of ash still coated her tongue. She answered Sethlo’s question by dragging Tomi’s hand onto the book cover until it was next to her own hand. The vibrations jumped.


    Maella made Tomi open the book cover with her. Vibrations rose in a great wave, making her teeth hurt as the wrongness set in.


    Tomi cried and fell back, wrenching his hand away. Maella let him go. He had done what she’d needed.


    Afraid to look, needing to see, Maella opened her eyes, not realizing she had closed them, and forced herself to search for the telltale blue stone.


    But this door had not opened to stone.

  


  
    Chapter 30


    At first Maella thought she must be hallucinating. Just like that? Suddenly a door opened and it no longer opened to stone?


    A voice drifted out from the open door, singing a pop song Maella recognized from the radio. It only made her feelings of hallucinating increase.


    Sethlo was by Maella’s side, peering down into the torch-lit hallway that glowed warm and golden with white stone—and led to someplace other than Jillow City.


    “I had to, Sethlo. We can’t let General Foster…the One Door—”


    But Sethlo quieted her—of course he understood. He had helped her force Tomi’s arm onto the door.


    She teased out the wrongness from the door and saw that it was like the door in the Tower of Shadows and Rock Heaven.


    “This door goes to Thrae,” Maella said. But there was more. The door she had felt earlier, the door that she thought Tomi had opened, that had seemed somehow to be outside Jillow City, was still there too, now that she looked for it. She didn’t know how to process that information except to realize that another doormaker—not Tomi, not Maella—had opened a portal near Jillow City.


    The voice was still singing, soft and low. Something about that voice and song made Maella’s heart leap with hope. She recognized the song now. It was one that Maella and Claritsa had often listened to together. It was one of Claritsa’s favorites. A silly song they had danced to many times.


    She crouched and saw the door on this side of the portal was on the floor, but on the other side it looked like the portal had opened somewhere near the ceiling of a hallway. Going through would require her to drop down.


    “Wait, Maella,” Sethlo said, tugging her back. “I will go first to make sure it is safe.”


    “That’s Claritsa’s voice,” Maella said, and her words made it real.


    Sethlo held her back even as she grabbed for the door’s edge.


    “Even more reason for me to go first,” Sethlo said. “We cannot let Doormaker Tain get you now.”


    “We will go with you.” It was Dev’s voice.


    Maella turned, shocked by his presence.


    Senta stood next to him. She held Tomi up because without her support he would have fallen over. He had gone unconscious and was as pale as a sheet.


    “I forced Tomi…” Maella trailed off as Senta shook her head.


    Maella had never told anyone else that Tomi was a doormaker, but surely the torchlighters had figured it out? Senta’s look said that was not the case. She had kept him out of sight and out of harm’s way, knowing what he was, until this very moment—until Maella had changed all of that. As far as the other torchlighters knew, he was a traumatized kid who had been overlooked, like so many tower workers had been overlooked.


    “What?” Dev prompted.


    Deep came up behind Dev. “Senta, where is the new krokosod attempt? I want it shared immediately…” Her voice trailed off when she saw the open door. “Wow. So you are no longer broken.”


    But Senta pursed her lips. “I would rather die than go through that door.”


    Deep looked annoyed. “Then do not. Your fate is your own.”


    Maella wished the same could be true for her own fate but knew that it wasn’t.


    Senta held onto Tomi’s still unconscious, shaking form, and dragged him back from the open door. The two of them vanished into the shadows of the stacks. Maella wanted to tell Senta to keep Tomi nearby in case they needed to open another door, but Senta was already gone, taking Tomi with her. Somehow Maella knew that Tomi would not let himself get caught by Maella again.


    Other torchlighters appeared, having followed Deep and Dev. Sethlo explained about the Sechnel having discovered who Maella really was. Deep ordered everyone to fan out, guard the perimeter from book catcher eyes, and to give an alert at the first sign of Sechnel.


    The glow from the open door’s light cast ghoulish shadows across Dev and Deep’s faces.


    “What are we waiting for?” Deep said. “Let us see how Maella has been planning to kill us all this time.”

  


  
    Chapter 31


    Dev and Deep popped through the door before Maella could move. She broke Sethlo’s hold and followed. Sethlo’s steps nipped at her heels as they padded down a stone hallway that glowed with warm light from torches that lined its walls. Maella smelled smoke and licorice. The hallway was colder than Jillow City, but not too cold.


    Dev and Deep ducked to the right. Maella followed because it was where the singing came from. She felt tuned to every sound and movement.


    Tomi and Maella had opened a door to Thrae.


    Dev and Deep ducked down a passageway. The halls were empty and quiet and it felt like night here too, though with no windows, there was no way to be sure. Murals covered the walls but the torches threw too many shadows to make out the details. She feared Claritsa would be locked up in a cell and they would not be able to find the key.


    The hallway opened to a set of stairs and a small courtyard lit up by moonlight. Maella crossed the cobbled stone of the courtyard. Laying on the lip of a small fountain, a figure dangled her hand in the water and belted out lyrics. She had gotten to the chorus now and splashed the water in time.


    Maella’s heart swelled with joy at the ridiculousness of it all. Could it really be her? After all this time, after all this searching, all this fear, was this all it had taken—to force Tomi to open a door?


    Maella approached the figure as if in a daze. The stone underneath was rough on her feet. This world smelled so different then Jillow City or the Tower of Shadows. Cleaner.


    The girl laid out on the fountain edge, singing.


    Maella knew without a doubt in her heart that it was Claritsa.


    This was her best friend. Though she had never admitted it to herself, her heart had feared that when Claritsa had been taken away into Thrae, that Maella had lost her forever, that Maella had let her best friend down in the worst possible way.


    Only when Maella had been in one of her darkest moments, doing exactly the thing to Tomi that she had vowed to never let someone do to her again, had she been rewarded for that terrible choice.


    Claritsa was in front of her. Unchained, alone, singing a pop song from the radio.


    That was Claritsa.


    Sethlo’s breath ticked the back of her neck. “How is it that she is so well? How in all the three worlds did Tomi’s door find her?”


    Claritsa withdrew her hand from the fountain water. She sat up, scanning the courtyard, as her twin braids dangled on either side of her shoulder.


    “Who’s there?”


    Maella stepped forward, letting the moonlight wash over her. “Claritsa.”


    Maella and Claritsa locked eyes and it was as if the rest of the world disappeared.


    “Maella? Sethlo? Is it really you? How did you? I thought you were…”


    Claritsa rushed over. They were a trio of hugging and crying and trying to talk over one another. How was it possible?


    The doors had made it possible. Tomi’s door. Maella felt her heart burst. She had no idea how adrift she’d become until she saw Claritsa alive and well.


    Sethlo gathered the two girls into his arms and crushed them to his chest. “I cannot believe this.” His voice was muffled by their hair.


    When Sethlo released them Claritsa let out a shaky breath and smiled. “Wow. So I guess it’s safe to say you guys missed me.”


    “But Claritsa, how?” Sethlo said again.


    “Come on,” Maella said. “We have to get you out of here.”


    “No. You guys.” Claritsa pulled back. She turned serious, wide eyes onto Maella. Her bangs had grown long enough to sweep to one side. “Maella—your father is here.”


    Maella felt her world turn upside down again. “What?”


    “He’s here. Doormaker Tain has him in a room nearby. I’ve seen him,” Claritsa said.


    “Where?” Maella said. All of the sacrifice and time and search and obstacles. All of the death and questions and horrifying answers. Suddenly it was all worth it. She felt an upswelling of confidence and conviction. “Take me to him.”


    Tomi might never forgive her but she would force him to open a door a million times over again. To get her best friend and her father back—


    “How many guards?” Sethlo asked.


    “What?” Claritsa said, stumbling a step.


    “How is he being kept prisoner?” Sethlo said. “Where are the keys?”


    Claritsa shook her head. “Doormaker Tain’s been taking care of him.” Claritsa paused.


    Maella’s stomach plummeted. “What?”


    “He’s very sick,” Claritsa said. There was another long pause and then Claritsa straightened, as if coming to a decision. “Maella, Doormaker Tain has been gone for a while. He’s been searching for a way back to Rathe in order to find you. But before he left, he said—Maella, he said your father is dying.”


    Maella’s heart jumped into her throat. It was all too much. First finding Claritsa and then discovering her father was alive and nearby—and now, her father was dying? They reached the end of the courtyard. Ahead of them were a set of double doors that seemed to mark the entrance to a stone mansion.


    Suddenly Dev and Deep dashed into sight from those doors, arms filled with what looked like various kinds of valuables—jewelry, ceramics, even a framed piece of art.


    “Run, you dust-lickers!” Deep shouted. She passed by, noticed Claritsa, and said, “Take this back through the door with you.” She shoved a ceramic vase into Claritsa’s hands, and then dumped more valuables into Sethlo and Maella’s hands. “This is our new life savings. Do not screw this up.”


    Dev ran without stopping, a long necklace trailing behind him and a fancy tapestry flapping like a cape at his shoulders. “In this case, it is the rabbit who will win the race,” Dev said as robed guards wearing Doormaker Tain’s symbol and colors burst into the courtyard.


    When the guards appeared, Claritsa’s eyes grew wide. “We have to go!”


    Claritsa held the vase. Sethlo locked arms with Maella and dragged her away because she was still moving across the courtyard toward the guards, to find her father.


    “No, let me go!” Maella fought against Sethlo.


    He threw her over his shoulder and sprinted away from the fountain, away from where her father lay somewhere dying. The guards were fast on their heels. Every part of her rebelled at each step that increased the distance between her and her father.


    When the guards were only yards away, Maella snapped out of it. The window of time to go after her father was gone. If she forced Sethlo to carry her for much longer they would both be captured. “Put me down. I will run.”


    Sethlo, chest heaving, threw her off so that she landed on her feet. She sprinted after Claritsa. Deep tossed her a gilded wooden box to carry.


    Sethlo caught a jeweled egg that Deep tossed his way. He got a curse out of Deep when he launched it like a grenade at the face of the closest guard. It was enough of a distraction to allow them to gain another yard. They twisted through hallways and courtyards until they reached the door that led back to Rathe. It shimmered above their heads and led to the dark shadows of the stacks. Dev and Deep threw their treasures into Rathe and then jumped, doing a pull-up and pipe-leg scramble to get back through.


    “Toss us the goods!” Deep shouted down at them. “And get in here!”


    Maella and Claritsa threw themselves at the door’s opening above them. A dozen hands reached down and pulled them through. Sethlo boosted them up from behind, practically throwing them into Rathe. Maella landed hard on her side. The wood box tumbled, the lid opening while still in contact with her hand, and opened to blue, One Door stone, its vibrations a strong disharmony alongside the open door to Thrae.


    Torchlighters grabbed onto Sethlo and drew him up into Rathe, next to Maella, like he weighed nothing. Lo, Finn, and Chucko helped Dev and Deep collect the scattered treasures, divvying them up and tucking them away in their leathers. Herren slammed the book door closed just as the guards on Thrae reached the portal. Maella’s heart ached at the loss. Her father was on the other side of the closed door. She would not be able to open it to anything but blue stone without Tomi’s help. She suspected Tomi was now long gone.


    Claritsa reached over and shut the wooden box, closing Maella’s door.

  


  
    Chapter 32


    The light that illuminated the stacks had dimmed, turning the aisles into caves lined with paper. Earthquakes returned, shaking the shelves, as the doors left. Scrolls and patterns tumbled about. A shelf cracked somewhere deep in the stacks.


    Necklaces, bracelets, rings, and brooches hung from Deep’s arms. She stood with Dev and several of the torchlighters, surveying the treasures stolen from Thrae, and discussing the best way to sell them.


    Father had been so close—first in the Klylup cave and now with Doormaker Tain. Maella marched up and jabbed a finger at Deep. “My father was in there! If you hadn’t gone stealing, we could have had time to save him.”


    Deep came to Maella’s chin. Deep was short, but Maella realized with a shock again how much she had grown since opening her first door.


    Using both hands, Deep splayed them in the air between Maella and her, the jewelry glinting in the remaining light.


    Deep rocked forward and slammed Maella in the chest. “What we stole will pay our debts to the torchlighters who died so that we—so that you—could be here, alive, today.” Deep stepped back. The torchlighters hushed and stared. “But I am sorry there was not time to go after your father. We would have helped with that if we could.”


    Maella’s eyes lit on each torchlighter, looking for more targets for her anger. Instead she saw exhausted faces, bodies strained by krokosod, and the mental heaviness that came with all their obligations to family and torchlighter—alive and dead.


    Maella’s anger did not lessen even though she saw the truth in Deep’s words. Her father had been right there. “He’s dying. He’s dying and I could have saved him.”


    “No, Maella,” Claritsa said, stepping next to her. “It’s not like that. I mean, he is dying, but Doormaker Tain is trying to save him.”


    “Do not believe it,” Sethlo said to Claritsa. “Whatever he told you. You cannot believe it is actually the truth.”


    “I know what I saw,” Claritsa said, tossing a braid over her shoulder.


    There was a rustling in the stacks nearby, a flash of cloth, and a face.


    “Oh splatter,” Deep said.


    “Yarrow,” Herren said.


    Deep looked over the open edge of the level. She began to laugh. “May light shine on your path, someday, because torchlighter, you are one dark, dark sky.”


    Maella stood next to Deep in order to take a look. She could not help feeling bitter at Deep and Dev for losing any chance Maella could have had to see her father, even though Deep was right, they could not have known Maella needed time to save her father.


    When Maella looked down, she saw Yarrow had made it to the bottom. City guards rushed into the archives room alongside Sechnel and Hestroth. Yarrow ran for them, waving his arms and surely shouting his news about their location in the stacks. Veda Loor hobbled as fast as her cane allowed, swiping and whacking and crackling with energy.


    “Bet she’s yelling at them to wash their hands,” Deep said.


    Dev said, “Light shine the path—”


    “Dark show the stars,” Maella and the rest replied. Claritsa too. Maella’s heart swelled. Claritsa was back, but the reunion was bittersweet with the loss of her father.


    No. Maella would not let herself think like that. She had pursued the One Door with all of her ability and will. That pursuit had brought Claritsa back. The last pattern she had charcoaled back to life for herself promised that her pursuit of the One Door would bring her father back too.


    She would not give up hope now.


    “Get into the stacks,” Deep said. “Climb the Library of Souls like there’s a blotcher-block out there and we are all dead if you do not find it. Because if they catch us—that is what will happen. Maella, you may stay angry with me across all three worlds for all I care, but we will give you this distraction. They will not know who to follow at first, but—”


    Deep shrugged.


    Maella’s mind raced. She examined Claritsa from head to toe. Her new clothes were a simple tunic and leggings in pale colors, nicer than anything the torchlighters wore. Soft, ballet-like slippers covered her feet. But for all her fine clothes and clean braids, she rippled with torchlighter muscle. “Can you still walk the pipes?”


    Claritsa’s eyes grew wide and blazed with courage. “Like a bitch, I can.”


    “Does that mean yes?” Sethlo asked.


    Maella closed her eyes, smiling. “Yes. Sethlo. That’s what it means.” She opened her eyes and took in both of her friends. The two people closest to her heart. They might be at odds with her over the One Door but she trusted them completely and would rather have them by her side over anyone else.


    She knew they would die for each other, but she hoped today would not require that price.


    Deep and Dev sent the torchlighters scurrying onto the stairs and stacks and shelves, then vanished themselves.


    “Remember when we walked up to Jillow City that first day and saw the walls?” Maella said, looking only at Sethlo now, willing him to see what she saw.


    Strength. Courage. Possibility.


    “Remember how we joked about climbing it?” Maella prompted.


    Realization dawned in Sethlo’s eyes.


    “We need to escape the city, but the gates are closed,” Maella continued.


    “But why do we need gates at all when we can climb…like a bitch?” Sethlo said.


    Maella and Claritsa erupted into giggles.


    Concern on his face, Sethlo said, “Did I say it wrong?”

  


  
    Chapter 33


    They flew through the stacks like monkeys climbing trees—or like torchlighters walking the pipes.


    City guards and Sechnel and Hestroth—it did not matter how many there were. They were not used to testing their steps or keeping a teetering balance while feeling for the next hold. The guards did not watch for slippery spots or puddles or mold or rotten ladders. Their weapons and clothing made them weigh more and they broke steps and twisted metal until it groaned and broke too. Their feet went through flooring, their hands broke railing.


    Maella, Sethlo, and Claritsa used the aisles themselves to climb to the top level of the Library of Souls. Though the stacks were overwhelmed with the weight of millions of patterns, they found room enough for the sure step of their torchlighter feet and hands, pivoting off shelf and wall and floor, and even ceiling, soon outpacing the guards and Sechnel.


    The other torchlighters dashed into the stacks, which helped to split the guards’ attentions. From far enough away, torchlighters looked the same—book catcher clothes, torchlighter accessories, a purple tint to their skin.


    In that anonymity, Maella and her two friends gained a precious lead. She thanked Deep and Dev silently in her heart for this even as she still blamed them for losing the chance to save her father.


    When the three reached the top level, it almost felt too easy to climb the tables and walls up to the ceiling windows. They opened the glass and popped outside.


    The roof of the Library of Souls made them taller than anything else around. Maella sucked in clean, mold-free air and surveyed Jillow City. Close-packed houses snaked out from the Library of Souls along dozens of winding roads that created chaotic intersections. They ended at the red stone walls that cut Jillow City off from the green hills that rolled into the horizon on one side and the yellow sand of the Forsi desert on the other side.


    General Foster and his army were a dark shadow on a section of that green field.


    They would need to climb down, find a way to the walls, and then climb over. They began to pick their way across the glass, but then that wrongness Maella had felt earlier returned and swelled. She closed her eyes, but that only brought the city into sharper relief inside her imagination. Unconsciously, she held her pebble relic and the One Door stone in one hand and sent her energy out across the city, sure that she would find where Tomi had hidden himself—where Tomi had opened a door.


    But her energy went beyond the city walls, hunting for the wrongness that made her teeth hurt and chilled her bones. The door wasn’t in Jillow City.


    A second door opened somewhere near the first, but still beyond the Jillow City walls. Its wrongness grated against the first one in such a way as to make pain split her head.


    “Maella?” Sethlo said.


    “What’s wrong?” Claritsa said. “What do you feel?”


    Maella gritted her teeth and pushed beyond the pain to follow the lines of light in her imagination. “Two doors have been opened. One of them is the door to Thrae I felt earlier and the other—I don’t know. It’s different—”


    “Maella,” Sethlo said, a warning note in his voice.


    Maella kept her eyes closed. She pushed her energy further and felt the rocks grow almost hot in her hands. All of a sudden the knowledge hit her. “It can’t…General Foster has at least one doormaker with him. But who?”


    “Maella, open your eyes,” Sethlo said, the warning in his voice breaking her concentration.


    She did as he commanded and saw Yarrow had stepped onto the glass with them. Damn. She had forgotten about the book catchers.


    She lost the direction of the doors, but it didn’t matter. Tomi was gone. Without his help, her doors would only open to blue stone. The door to Thrae, and her father, was outside Jillow City’s walls somewhere—somewhere near General Foster’s camp. So that’s where they would have to go, no matter what stood in her way.


    Two other book catchers spaced themselves out next to him. Maella realized with a start that one of the book catchers was Tillgo.


    “Just let us go,” Maella said. “This has nothing to do with you.”


    Tillgo shook his head. “I have spent my whole life serving these stacks and this city. You came from out of nowhere and don’t care about what we’re trying to do here. They had promised to train me to be one of the scholars, but without licatherin the city will soon die and so will the stacks.”


    “You think you’re so much better than us,” Yarrow said. “But I know what you are.”


    “Yeah, yeah,” Maella said. “Filthy dust-lickers, we know. Or wait, I forgot, you’re supposed to call us ball-crushers now, aren’t you?”


    Yarrow’s face turned purplish in rage. The three book catchers approached.


    Claritsa looked back and forth between the two groups. “Seriously? We’re going to fight each other while on top of a bunch of glass that’s a million stories up?”


    “When the reason your city exists is because of a place like the Tower of Shadows,” Sethlo said, “how did you ever believe such a thing would last—or should last? The worlds are broken and the Tower of Shadows is proof enough of that.”


    “I don’t see it that way,” Tillgo said.


    “Then you do not see,” Sethlo said.


    Yarrow lunged across the glass. Sethlo easily side-stepped him and Yarrow flew past and fell. There was a sharp crack as white lines formed like bolts of lightning in the glass tile.


    Tillgo used the distraction to sprint across the glass. He wrenched Maella’s arm painfully across her back. “It is time for the council to know who you are and decide what to do with you.”


    Maella struggled against him, but could not break free. Yarrow stepped in Sethlo’s way, preventing him from helping. Claritsa had been grabbed by the third book catcher who held her braids down her back. She spit at him and slammed her heel onto the top of his foot. He yelped and wrenched her neck back with the braid.


    Tillgo dragged Maella across the glass tiles. Desperate, Maella slammed her foot down and a sharp crack reported back. The glass shifted underneath their feet. She slammed her foot down again and the glass shattered, giving way.


    Tillgo let go, shouting.


    Maella became weightless, but she was a torchlighter. She reached for the window’s rail. Though pain flooded her fingers where the broken glass cut, she held the rail. Tillgo fell on his back to the tables below.


    The sounds of shattered glass filled the air as Sethlo and Claritsa followed her lead. The other two book catchers fell to the tables below.


    Maella maneuvered herself by swinging. Warding against the pain that bit into her hand and dripped blood down her arm, her feet gripped the other side of the window railing and she leveraged herself up.


    City guards, Hestroth, and Sechnel burst into the room, took in the book catchers and the glass—and looked up.


    Kinton was there. Utheril too.


    All three book catchers were stunned but coming back around.


    Maella, Sethlo, and Claritsa scrambled across the roof and flipped themselves over the edge. They picked a path down. Shifting rock had created ledges for hand and feet hooks. Maella imagined the three of them must look like ants against the wall—but mostly hoped no one looked at them at all. They would have to climb to down, pick their way through Jillow City streets without getting caught and then find a path to climb over and down the city walls. If they had not already survived Rock Heaven’s treacherous ground for months, and the Tower of Shadows pipes for even more months, she would have said such a thing was impossible.


    Instead, the exercise opened up her lungs and made her muscles sing. This climb down the Library of Souls was nothing compared to what had come before. They would make it down and then over the Jillow City walls—and then she would feel her way to the door that would lead them to Thrae and her father.


    Above them, the guards made a commotion, but none dared climb after the three torchlighters. Though the climb took many minutes, Maella, Sethlo, and Claritsa beat the guards down and landed as softly as they could onto the courtyard stones.


    “It is clear,” Sethlo said, scanning the courtyard.


    Claritsa followed after Sethlo. Maella noticed her slippers had torn and her feet were bloodied.


    “Those were pretty,” Maella said.


    Claritsa looked back at Maella and followed her gaze down. “They were stupid. Master Hull took all my torchlighter leathers and wouldn’t give them back no matter how many times I asked.”


    They sprinted for the doors that Sethlo and Maella had banged upon not so many weeks ago when they demanded the scholars let them inside. Maella had told Claritsa everything they could while on the climb down, but all the details had been missing, like how Sethlo had kissed her neck in the washroom. She wanted desperately for Claritsa to know everything and to find out what had happened to Claritsa in Thrae. They had been separated for almost two months. Master Hull had clearly been around and so had Doormaker Tain—and her father.


    When they reached the doors, the clacking of a cane sounded behind them.


    Veda Loor hobbled up and pointed her cane at Claritsa. “Stop. I do not know you.”


    Maella stepped in between Claritsa and Veda Loor. “She’s my friend.” Her mind raced. Veda Loor had always been on their side. She loved her books and scrolls but did not agree with things just because someone said they were a certain way. Maella would have to trust Veda Loor now.


    Claritsa stepped next to Maella. “My name is Claritsa.”


    Veda Loor harrumphed. “I can tell you are from Earth just like this one—” she pointed her cane at Maella—”by the way you hit those m’s. You should work on that. It gives you away.”


    “She is a torchlighter like us,” Sethlo said.


    “Not like her,” Veda Loor said, keeping her cane pointed at Maella. Her white hair was tied up in her customary bun, but more white strands than ever had gotten loose and hovered around her face. “She is a doormaker.”


    “I am,” Maella said, shrugging, though her heart pounded. “The Sechnel told you.”


    “A doormaker who ‘sees nothing but stone,’” Veda Loor said, cackling.


    It was the flippant remark Maella had made to Veda Loor in the wagon while they traveled the Forsi desert. “I have known since way back then. I need no Sechnel to tell me what is right in front of my eyes. Just so you do not think I am that stupid.”


    “I’m not surprised you figured it out,” Maella said. “You’re the smartest person I have ever met. But we can’t stay.”


    Veda Loor sighed, but there was something deeper in her expression. It was—an apology?


    “You are right. The Library of Souls cannot protect you any longer,” Veda Loor said.


    And then city guards poured into the courtyard, surrounding them.

  


  
    Chapter 34


    Maella’s hands were tied behind her back and they pushed her through the streets, surrounding her in robes and incense. Though Hestroth and Sechnel wore different robes, she did not see a difference in their expression or desire to see some sort of justice done—their sort of justice. She looked for Utheril but did not find him.


    The city guards separated them as they were ushered through the Jillow City streets. Trash was everywhere, and so were the smells of rotting food. Animals picked through the trash and stepped over shattered glass from broken windows. The city had been ransacked by its own citizens, desperate for—Maella didn’t know what. They had enough food and water for several more months, but not licatherin.


    When they reached the council chambers, Maella was presented to the council of eleven. The president, with her head wrap and sharp cheekbones, looked gaunt and severe in her seat. Kinton took a seat on one side and the Hestroth council member took a seat on the other.


    All the council members were present. Maella was alone with the council and the city guards. She felt the separation more keenly than anything else. Sethlo and Claritsa were not in the room with her. She did not know where they had been taken.


    “So you are the doormaker girl, and have been all along.” The president spoke and it was as if her voice had destroyed a dam. Arguments filled the chambers. City guards pushed her and she became lost in the cloth and anger of Jillow City until the president slammed her fist onto the bench.


    “Bring her forward.”


    Maella was pressed against the wood of the bench. It felt cool against her skin and she rested her forehead on it for a moment of peace. Instead, she only felt a strange sort of numbness. The joy of reuniting with her best friend could not be extinguished so quickly, even though another part of her knew she was about to be handed over to General Foster.


    In a matter of seconds, the elation from their escape down the Library of Souls walls had fallen to pieces like so much rubble. Before Maella could even think, let alone act, she had been dragged out into the street—into this council meeting—and separated from her friends. She felt for the small relic stones in her leather pouch—a Jillow City street stone next to two pebbles of One Door stone—and hid herself in that numbness, letting it take over.


    The president’s slim, tobacco-stained fingers grabbed Maella’s chin and forced it up. “You seem less purple than before,” the president murmured. “Interesting. And yet you are not very sick.”


    Maella frowned, not understanding the intention behind the president’s words. The president let Maella go and leaned back in her chair.


    The Jillow City council argued about what to do with her. The Hestroth argued for her safety—but even to Maella’s ears the arguments seemed halfhearted. The Sechnel and merchants argued to turn her over to General Foster. The scholars were split between saving the city and wanting to study the first doormaker many of them had ever seen.


    Maella blocked out the vicious energy the room sent her way and focused on the wood grain of the bench. She hoped Tomi was hidden away somewhere safe with Senta, and yet hoped somehow they would find each other and open an escape.


    Run far away from this place, Tomi.

  


  
    Chapter 35


    “We will vote,” the president said. “But know this. General Foster has said he will trade many bottles of licatherin for this girl and leave our city and fields for good if we hand her over.”


    The council of eleven called for an announcement to go out across Jillow City. Maella was dragged out of council chambers and into the Jillow City streets. They did not even give her a chance to walk on her own two feet.


    Rotting food smells drifted through the air. Food waste could not be taken out of the city walls because of the siege. As if also holding its breath, rain had not come, leaving everything covered in a layer of dust and grime.


    Sunlight shone bright and harsh above the stone houses that lined the curving streets. Though not as harsh as the Forsi desert sun, somehow, Maella felt more pressed down by this light, like its rays saw into her very soul and judged her for existing. She pushed back against that judgement. She no longer cared what people thought of her. She existed. She knew she deserved to live. She would do whatever it took to find the One Door and end this circus.


    Ahead and behind of their marching group of guards, council members, Hestroth and Sechnel were Jillow City citizens who had left their houses to join what had become a procession.


    Finally, they dragged Maella through a set of stone arches that led to a stone arena set into the ground. Stone benches ringed the arena center. They stood for a moment at the highest ring of seats. Looking down, Maella felt a hint of dizziness. Levels of benches stepped down, down, down, until they stopped at a large, circular stone stage.


    Klylup screams, and the screams of her friends, rang in Maella’s ears as she unwillingly flashed back. Her earlier bravado drained away. This place was like the Circle. Sweat broke out on her skin but she also felt chilled. She looked around wildly, searching for an escape.


    She could not let Junle and Feren enter the Circle this time. She could not let Torian fight on her behalf. She had to take their place. Only her.


    A choking feeling locked up her throat and she tried to claw at her skin at her throat but the guards kept her arms locked at her sides. Her eyes rolled around, taking in the scene, trying to find a way out of the feeling of fear that flooded her body.


    They marched her down the steps but this time they practically needed to carry her. Her vision narrowed. All she could see were the guards in front of her and the way Jillow City citizens filed in from the surrounding arches to fill in the stone benches.


    Stone. Everywhere stone.


    When they reached the arena, the council of eleven had arranged themselves in their robes. They stood, cloth billowing in the slight breeze that had picked up from nowhere as clouds boiled in to cover the blue sky with mottled grey.


    Maella felt eyes pierce into her. She found the source. The president looked at her with sorrowful determination.


    Maella felt a wild hope that maybe, maybe this would not end the way she feared.


    She was a girl who had worked in the Library of Souls. She was a girl who had worked in the Tower of Shadows. She was a girl who had worked in Rock Heaven. Veda Loor had known who she was, or at least suspected, and tried to save her from herself for as long as she could.


    Maybe someone here would see that too.


    The noise of a thousand conversations billowed into the air like the clouds. A single drop of wetness landed on Maella’s cheek. The shock of it made her jerk back as if someone had spit on her, but the guards did not allow her to move more than an inch.


    “It is only rain,” one of the guards spoke.


    Maella tilted her head and wiped her cheek on her clothes.


    “Do you not know rain?” the guard said again. “Do doormakers truly care so little about the worlds and the people in them?”


    “I know rain,” Maella said, forcing the words out from her throat. Fear drained away and anger replaced it. “I am like you. I played in the rain as a child. My friend and I would go to the creek and skip stones. Being a doormaker is not the only thing I am.”


    The other guard told the first one to be quiet. The first city guard shut up, though the look on his face held disbelief.


    Speaking of the creek turned Maella’s thoughts in a new direction and eased the terrible beating of her heart. Claritsa.


    Claritsa was alive and well. She and Sethlo would find a way with the help of the other torchlighters—somehow, they would find a way to save her from this mess.


    She reached out with her awareness and with her eyes. Taking deep breaths to bring back her full vision, she scanned the stone benches, looking for a familiar face. Her friends had been taken by the guards, but they had not been set before the council of eleven.


    Had they escaped after all?


    The council president was raising her hands for silence. The arena went eerily silent. Maella could smell the anticipation in the air along with the stinking trash and her own sweat.


    “We are here today to bear witness to a great event.” Though the president did not have an amplifier, or anything electronic to project her voice, somehow it carried, strong and loud across the arena and up the stone benches.


    Maella felt her heart beat in her chest. Though she had been proved wrong again and again, a small part of her still hoped that somehow they would see past her doormaker abilities.


    “We have a choice before us. An opportunity to end the siege and restore licatherin rations,” the president continued.


    Maella felt a twist in her stomach as the crowds roared. There was a ferocious flush to the faces that she could see at arena level with her. No matter how hard she scanned, she did not find a friendly face.


    “This is the doormaker that General Foster searches for,” the president said.


    Maella was pushed to the ground onto her knees as the crowd went silent at the news. Then, as if of one body, they roared again. Their faces turned even deeper red, twisting into hateful expressions. This time, somehow without being able to understand the words among the shouting, she knew it was full of insults. Maella felt any last bit of hope vanish. She chastised herself. She should have known better.


    No one in this arena would stand up for her. She would have to do it herself.


    “We have brought you together, here, in this place where our citizens display their greatest courage in our annual games, to tell you—this siege will end. Today!”


    People roared in approval. The president lifted a hand again for silence. When she received it, she gave a speech on loyalty to Jillow City and the dedication and coming together that all Jillow City citizens had undertaken in these hard times. The doormaker girl would be traded. The siege would be lifted. Licatherin would be distributed.


    In another time and another place, Maella would have admired the president’s strength and fortitude. She would have believed in the president’s words and goodwill. But Maella knew the truth now, like Deep and all the other survivors from the Tower of Shadows knew.


    Maella’s anger at Deep and Dev drained away. Deep had been right. They all had made the only choices they could have made. Maella was sorry what that meant she’d made Tomi do, but she would not take it back when it had allowed her to find Claritsa.


    Licatherin was a great choking weight around the necks of anyone who used it, even those unaddicted to it.


    Maella imagined what she would say to Deep if she ever got the chance. I hate it when you’re right.


    Deep would look at her, half-squinting, half-smiling and say, I know.


    “And what will Jillow City do when the licatherin runs out again?” Maella said, pitching her voice as loud as she could above the din. She did not expect it to work, but the crowd quieted, as if stunned.


    “She speaks?” the Sechnel council member said. “Who allowed her to speak?”


    Maella rushed out the words before she was cut off. She put all the power of her spirit and resolve into them. This was one city and look how the poisoned mineral had wrecked its citizens and made them incapable of anything other than feeding their addiction. Maella needed licatherin to survive until she could break krokosod—but these people? They did not, and yet they were as hooked as she was. Maybe worse, since they at least still had a choice.


    “You may trade me, though I am not even sixteen years old. Not so long ago I played at the creek with my best friend throwing stones and watching the fish swim, listening to a breeze shake the leaves on the trees. But now an entire city is willing to trade my life for a little more of a substance you do not need. It will not last. You will have to learn to live without licatherin. The Tower of Shadows has fallen and when you use up the licatherin you get from General Foster, there will never be another speck of it and you will know that you have traded me and your souls, for what? Another few weeks of illusion? It is not worth the price. Let me go and I will find a way to—”


    “This doormaker dares speak in front of the very citizens she has made low? This is the doormaker, with her aberrant, despicable power who put us in this position in the first place,” the Sechnel council member said. “She is the one who took down the Tower of Shadows and caused Jillow City such pain!”


    The crowd roared so loud, the president’s attempts to bring the crowd back to silence were useless. People came out of the stands and flooded into the arena area. Their faces—men, women, young, old—were twisted into various grimaces and the hate in their eyes overcame the fear they must have been living under all these weeks, first under rations, and then under siege.


    All their lives were coming apart and now they were coming for her.


    Maella wanted to hate them. But somehow, she understood. It was so easy to hate. It was so easy to blame. Life felt better that way—to blame someone else for the problems you had caused yourself.


    Guards dragged Maella back from the rushing crowd. The president shouted orders while city guards formed a perimeter that the Jillow City citizens could not penetrate. Even still, the city guards were vastly outnumbered.


    Maella, the city guards, and the council of eleven retreated from the arena, through a different stone archway that led into an empty alleyway.


    Maella wanted to hate the people who hated her. Instead, she found herself feeling sorry for them. They were trapped more deeply than she had been even on her worst days in Rock Heaven.


    “Quickly,” the president said. “Hide her face and get her packed into a wagon. We make the trade tonight.”


    Maella waited for the Sechnel to voice disapproval. Dedion, Sethlo’s uncle, had only ever demanded a doormaker’s death. Nothing less satisfied his religion.


    But the Sechnel said nothing.


    Maella then waited for the Hestroth to defend her and swear allegiance to her as a doormaker, as it seemed the Hestroth beliefs demanded of them.


    But the Hestroth said nothing.


    Maella thought greed more than belief drove these Sechnel and Hestroth forward. They were nothing like the believers she had encountered before. Like Dedion and those Sechnel who had given up their lives to fight the Hestroth, and like the Hestroth who had fought with Xomara, Oren, and Utheril.


    The city guards bustled Maella into a wagon and threw a cloth over her head and hair. Jillow City citizens poured out from the arena and began to fill in the streets.


    The president called for a vote, there in the winding stone alley.


    So the council voted.


    Eleven members—and not even the Hestroth voted for her to stay.


    “It is a good day when Jillow City citizens reach such a clear consensus,” the president said. “This doormaker will be turned over to General Foster in exchange for three months of licatherin rations for the city and the siege will end today!”


    The council roared their approval and all was chaos.

  


  
    Chapter 36


    Maella heard the president blare the announcement throughout the city as her wagon rattled across the stone streets. The smell of sweat and trash and animal increased as even more people—those who had not attended the arena—poured out from their battered homes.


    As the streets had narrowed and the guards marched ahead and in front of the wagon, they had stripped Maella of the cloth that had kept her hidden so the city could see their relief being marched to the gates.


    Some Jillow City citizens threw trash at her, dirtying her torchlighter leathers with spoiled rice and rotten banana. Others jeered. They had traded her life for bottles of licatherin, yet they were not even suffering from krokosod.


    If it had been the Tower of Shadows workers turning her over to save themselves from flesh-death, she would have fought it, but understood. She knew doormakers were hated, but this was different. The city stank of rotten vegetables and greed.


    Still, she held her last pattern in her heart. She was meant to find the One Door.


    This couldn’t be the end. At any moment, her torchlighters would appear. Or Utheril would have found loyal Hestroth to fight on her behalf. Or Sethlo and Claritsa would make their presence known.


    But she saw none of them and knew that they could not get to her. Not in time to prevent her being traded. She ached, worrying for their safety.


    The city gate opened to green fields. Bits of trash floated out the gates into the fields. Thousands of potential doors vibrated around her, conflicting with the wrongness of the two doors still open to other worlds, somewhere nearby. She tasted bitterness in her mouth. The rope cut into her wrists and numbed her hands. Men on a half dozen horses approached the city gates. One of the horses pulled a small cart that carried a cage big enough for a person to fit inside.


    Maella no longer held back, like in the arena, she shouted at the Jillow City citizens. She did not trade them insult for insult, but instead planted a question that she saw rattled many a Jillow City citizen.


    And what will you do when the licatherin runs out for good?


    A young boy, holding his even younger sister’s hand, got the full force of Maella’s accusation. He drew back from the crowds that lined the street and the look on his face spoke of fear.


    Maella did not let herself feel sorry for him. He was not addicted. Licatherin withdrawal did not mean death for him like it did for her and others. He would have to find a way to live without the drug. They all would.


    Two old women, heads wrapped in faded striped cloth, robes brushing the ground, hung their heads at Maella’s question. Somehow she had struck a chord, though she had not expected it.


    Her shouts did not last long. Soon a city guard elbowed her in the stomach, knocking out her breath so that she panted and could not speak.


    And still, Maella waited for rescue to come.


    And still, rescue did not come.


    She felt the doors spread out around her, their potential portals winding and layering over the streets. Closed cupboards, closed doors, closed books—closed. Everything closed. That energy wound together with the energy of the Jillow City citizens and only began to fade as her little wagon passed through the gates.


    The doors and the anger muted. What roared up into place was something very different and so familiar.


    Fear of what would happen next.

  


  
    Chapter 37


    The wagon wheels rolled over broken stone across the threshold of the Jillow City gates. She felt the jarring from those wooden wheels all the way into her bones. The motion made her teeth chatter like at the wrongness of an open portal. But Maella had not opened the Jillow City gates herself. This was no portal to another world.


    If only it were a portal to another world.


    Instead, Maella knew the gates would only lead her to General Foster—to an enemy who had sworn to annihilate Maella and everyone like her across the three worlds.


    She had not thought she would dread leaving Jillow City and its red stone walls that curved out of sight. The walls had kept her and her friends in relative safety.


    She laughed silently at this thought.


    Jillow City had been under siege. Licatherin rationed. Survivors from the Tower of Shadows indentured for no reason other than Jillow City guards and the city council had made it so. Citizens disgusted by the licatherin addiction that showed purple in her skin.


    In spite of it all, she would welcome the deceptive protection of those red stone walls over anything General Foster had waiting for her.


    But that was her life. So she might as well laugh at it.


    Especially since she didn’t know how much longer that life would last.


    The wagon wheels hit hard-packed soil. She still felt every rut and dip in the road, but the shaking eased. A breeze picked up, making the hair on Maella’s arms prickle. This wagon, surrounded by Jillow City guards, took the same path the Library of Souls wagon had taken when it had first rumbled to the safety of the city. A dark smudge that seemed to stain the horizon spread wide before her—General Foster’s army.


    The Jillow City gates remained open behind her but the wagon had traveled far enough away that the yells of the crowd and the smell of the rotten vegetables they had thrown were gone. She could now hear the great noise of the camp ahead, like the rumbling of an oncoming thunderstorm. Ten people stood out in the fields, next to their horses, between her and that camp, waiting for her. They fanned around a small cart upon which a metal cage rested.


    Maella’s heart beat loud in her chest as her eyes scanned each of the men. They wore General Foster’s colors. It was easy to pick out General Foster himself. He stood next to the cart and held himself with an air of authority like he was used to giving orders and having them followed. His very stance evoked a fear in Maella that made her mouth go dry. The first time Maella had seen General Foster, he had looked worn down by battle—which had quickly turned to surprise when his desk had gone up in flames at the hand of the girl he had forced to open a door.


    General Foster did not look worn down anymore. She suspected she would not be able to take him by surprise so easily ever again. He was careful to maintain a neutral expression as the guards guided her wagon to him. The bit of humor at her predicament faded and was replaced with a hollow fear. She did not know what type of violence he planned against her.


    The Jillow City guards stopped a few yards away from General Foster. Maella could smell the soil. Even the hint of rotten vegetables had returned—a result, she suspected, of the crops that had lain abandoned during the siege. Still no one spoke. The only sounds were of the breeze rustling the grass and the low roar of the dark smudge that marked General Foster’s camp. Maella had braced herself during the wagon ride with her hands against the wooden sides of the wagon. She held onto the wood even though the wagon’s movement had stopped because she would not let General Foster see her fear. If she let go, she knew her hands would shake, so she gripped the wood until her knuckles turned white.


    When the silence had become unbearable, General Foster opened the cage door. Metal bars moved with a whisper-smooth sound like the bolts had been freshly oiled. Jillow City guards pulled her out of the wagon and she stood on the ground with shaky legs. She was glad then for the Jillow City guards that held her prisoner on either side of her, because they held her up.


    Her heart rebelled and she silently shouted at herself to not act the coward, but feared if the guards let go that her knees would betray her and she would fall to the ground. This man had hunted her and her family across three worlds. He was a legend. She had not known it at that first meeting, but she knew it now. He had been one of the great generals in the Doormaker Wars. He had killed members of her family and thought nothing of crossing through portals to hunt her.


    “Why do you hate me?” Maella said around the dryness of her tongue. Maybe the smart thing to do would have been to remain silent, but she found a scrap of courage from somewhere. She had hidden herself away for too long, for an entire childhood, and again in Rock Heaven, and again in the Tower of Shadows, and even in the Library of Souls. Everyone here knew exactly what she was. There were no more secrets.


    General Foster did not act like Maella had spoken. He motioned to his men and they sprang into action. The squeak of leather and the clang of metal from their soldier outfits filled the small beaten-down area of grass. Their soldier tunics were marred with travel dust and sweat stains, especially when compared to the sleeker, cleaner, and more colorful soldier robes of the Jillow City guards. They looked experienced whereas the Jillow City guards looked uncomfortably aware of their vulnerability.


    General Foster’s men removed crates from the back of the cart that Maella had not seen until this moment. They transferred the crates from the cart into the wagon. The shape, size, and even the grain patterns on the crates left a sick feeling in Maella’s stomach. The crates were like those she had seen many times inside the Tower of Shadows, filled to the brim with licatherin bottles packed in straw.


    A flame of rage rose and licked at Maella’s heart. “You deal in licatherin? You—supposedly the greatest enemy of all doormakers? You must know licatherin only helps the doormaker cause.” Maella didn’t really know if there was a doormaker cause. After all, the only doormakers she’d ever met from within even her own family seemed completely at odds with each other, but she thought General Foster likely believed there was a common doormaker cause.


    Well, General Foster likely thought doormakers were just pure evil, but she was willing to do anything to goad General Foster into saying something. But it was as if General Foster knew her game. He ignored her and, as soon as the crates were transferred, he dismissed the Jillow City guards. Without another word the guards headed back for the gates.


    She scanned the group, looking for someone else to speak up if General Foster would not. It was at that moment that she saw Barth. He had been there the whole time, helping to move the crates of licatherin, but spoke not a word. This unsettled Maella even more. Barth was a fierce bully, someone to avoid, someone who would not think twice of hurting you—but you could always see him coming. He liked an audience and he liked people to know what he was about to do. If he had learned patience and silence since their fateful summer day by the creek with Claritsa—then he was more dangerous than ever.


    Barth finally approached, his face splitting into a mean grin as he gripped one of Maella’s arms. Another of General Foster’s men took her other arm and together they lifted Maella into the cage. Feeling Barth’s hands on her, even just her arm, made Maella’s skin crawl. Barth’s face showed a shadow of a beard on his chin and neck. His hair was flat underneath a leather helmet and his soldier clothes made him look even older and more dangerous than he had looked in the Jillow City market streets when Deep and Dev had attempted to barter with him.


    “You will only get what you have deserved all along,” Barth said as he threw her onto the floor of the cage.


    “Do not speak to the prisoner,” General Foster barked out. “Do not listen to her lies or allow her to goad you into a state unbecoming of a soldier dedicated to the cause. She is a tool. A means to an end. Nothing more. Do not allow such a creature to ever influence your mind.”


    “Yes, sir,” Barth said without hesitation.


    Maella huddled on the cage floor, smelling the grease used on the cage and the animal smells from the horses harnessed to the cart. A part of her felt relieved even as she cursed Barth under her breath. Barth may have changed, but not completely, and General Foster had finally spoken. Though his words were meant to strike terror into her heart and make Barth fall in line, they were not new sentiments to Maella. This had been her life for the last two years—hiding against those who believed she only represented evil in the worlds.


    She would hide no longer, but fight with everything inside of her to show them once and for all how wrong they were about her and her family. How she would make them all pay for the wrongs they had done against her and her friends.


    Barth locked the cage door and spit on the ground at the wagon’s wheel. As Maella turned to take in the new view, she noticed the elevation of the cage put her on almost the same level as the backs of the horses that pulled her cart. Groaning sounds echoed across the landscape and then there was a loud slam and bang.


    Maella looked over her shoulder and saw that the guards and wagon full of licatherin crates were gone. The Jillow City gates were closed.


    General Foster checked the cage lock himself, yanking on it to make sure it was secure. He returned to his horse, mounted, and then led them from Jillow City on the same path that had brought the caravan out of the Forsi desert. The fields, untended for weeks, were overgrown and stunningly green. Birds chirped and small animals rustled like they were playing among the rotting crops.


    Maella’s back began to ache from the awkward angle. The cart rumbled over the rough ground, throwing her around in the cage until she finally positioned herself against its bars and locked her legs, knees bent, to take the movement like it was a set of bucking pipes. She gripped the bars like she had gripped the wagon wood on the ride out.


    They approached the dark smear and it soon turned into individual tents made from canvas cloth and lined up in neat rows. People peered out from those tents, stopping their work. Some curt words from General Foster returned them to their tasks. Cooking smells rose from cast iron pots hanging over campfires. Soap smells came from barrels of water that sloshed as people took great paddles to the clothes inside them. Still other people broke down tents, saddled horses, and packed supplies. It looked like General Foster’s army was breaking camp.


    General Foster did not stop until they reached an open space in the middle of camp, stopping before a large tent that Maella thought must belong to him.


    A woman emerged from the tent, as if she had been waiting. Her hair was coiled around her head like a nest of snakes. Her thin, wiry body spoke of muscle and grace underneath light-colored robes that flowed around her like water. The angle of her chin was sharp, her cheekbones sharper, and the look in her eyes sharpest of all as she and Maella locked onto each other.


    Erentia.


    Maella had not seen Erentia, General Foster’s lover, wife, whatever, since spotting her in the stands of the Circle at the top of the Tower of Shadows. In Rock Heaven, Erentia had been fiercely loyal to General Foster and anyone who had sided against the doormakers. She was one of those who had called for Maella and her friends to walk the rocks when Daniel had confessed Maella was a doormaker.


    Daniel.


    It was the first time in a long while that Maella had thought of him. The boy who had helped save Claritsa and Maella from Barth’s harassment that fateful day at the creek, but who had tumbled into Maella’s portal. He had never forgiven her for that, and she could not blame him.


    “Set her next to the other one,” General Foster said.


    Maella’s mind tripped over his words.


    The other one?

  


  
    Chapter 38


    Gears turned inside Maella’s head. “What other one?”


    But General Foster kept his stoic silence. He motioned for his men to untie Maella’s cage from the cart. Her cage was dropped to the ground with a thud, making her joints ache. They quickly picked up her cage again, two soldiers, one young and one old. At least neither one of them was Barth.


    Each grabbing a side of the cage, the soldiers carried her into the tent. Immediately she felt closed in by the canvas walls and lush patterned rugs and cushions that seem to cover everything. She had thought to find dirt-packed floor and bare walls. Instead, incense burned and thickened the air with a sweet smoke smell that reminded her of the Sechnel temple. Brightly colored cloth draped the walls. Her cage was dropped onto one of the rugs. Maella had not anticipated it, distracted by the unexpectedly beautiful setting. She lost her balance and fell over. Pain radiated from her knee to her shoulder. The sharp clang of the cage metal was muffled by all the cloth.


    As the guards left, Maella took in more of the tent. There was a spot near the middle that looked cleared from cushions and chairs. Near her cage was another cage. Startled, she realized the cage was not empty. There was a person huddled in a lump inside.


    “Are you alive?” The question popped out of her mouth without thinking. There were a million other things she could have asked, but the huddled form looked so still. What if there was no answer? What if whoever General Foster had caged was already dead and she was next?


    But she knew the answer to that question.


    She would fight for her life with every last breath in her body. Nothing less. It was what she had done every day of her life for the last two years. There would be no stopping now.


    The huddled form did not move. Louder this time, Maella said, “Hello? Are you alive?” She asked the question in all three languages she had learned though she was sure Veda Loor would claim Maella was still butchering the pronunciation.


    But the huddled form did not respond and Maella could not tell in the torchlight whether there was breath in the body or not. She could not tell age or gender or anything else for that matter.


    Maella scanned the tent, looking for her options. For the moment, they were the only two people in the tent—if whoever was in the second cage was still alive. The guards had left as soon as they had dropped her. General Foster and Erentia had not yet come inside. Maybe Erentia was giving him a welcome kiss home. Maella’s stomach soured at the thought of anyone being able to love General Foster and General Foster being able to return any sort of love to anyone else.


    But it also made her think of Sethlo and the warm kiss he had placed like a burning ember on her neck in the Library of Souls’ washroom. Her heart ached at the thought of him and the tenderness that he had shown her alongside the unfailing protection he had given her. She wondered if she would ever see him again.


    “Maella?”


    “How did you know my—” Maella whipped back around to face the other prisoner. Blood rushed across her ears. She felt strange and it took an eternity for her mind to catch up with what her eyes could see and what her body had known in an instant. She stared, unbelieving, at the huddled form that had turned to face her.


    “Esson?” Maella breathed out her brother’s name barely above a whisper. She feared her eyes must be lying to her. “Is that really you, brother?” How could it be her older brother? After five years of thinking he was dead, after thinking General Foster had hanged him, after thinking he had become a Klylup—it was hard to believe the evidence before her.


    His dark hair still had the same reddish tint it always had, though it seemed matted and dull with dust. He had the sharp nose that ran in their family. But his cheeks were so gaunt and the look in his eyes seemed haunted. He seemed far older than even five years could explain.


    A smile ghosted across his mouth and then vanished like it had never existed. “You don’t think it could be me?”


    Maella blinked. She didn’t know what she thought.


    “Remember when Mom bought me that new green T-shirt?”


    Maella blinked again. She thought back to what seemed like an eternity ago. It had been near Josa’s birthday and she remembered the T-shirt because it had been new. Josa had gotten something for his birthday and Mother had said something about a two-for-one sale. But Maella had gotten nothing except a promise of something next time because there had been no money left that month. Maella had liked the color of the shirt even though it was far too large for her. So she sneaked it out of Esson’s room one day to see what it felt like to wear something new. She’d met up with Claritsa at the creek. One thing led to another during their play, creating a small tear in the fabric. The shirt wasn’t new anymore after that.


    Esson has been so mad he had—


    “I wrapped you in plastic wrap as payback,” Esson said.


    “We always had plenty of it around,” Maella said, filling up with wonder at the memory and what it meant.


    Esson was alive.


    “Because it was one of the only things safe enough for us to play with.” The smile ghosted his lips again and almost reached his eyes. “You got a concussion or something when you ripped the shirt playing in the creek mud with Claritsa. You were out cold that night. And I took all the plastic wrap we had—”


    Maella remembered waking up. “I thought I’d been paralyzed or something. I woke up and I couldn’t move.”


    “You screamed bloody murder.” Esson unwrapped his arms from around his bent legs. He was lanky and far too thin. “But you never borrowed any of my clothes after that.”


    Maella’s vision blurred with tears. She drank in the sight of her brother and all the memories that rushed over her. This was the brother she had missed, grieved over, searched for, and thought she would never see again. “You’re alive,” Maella said, pushing against the bars of her cage to get a better look.


    Esson flinched as if not wanting her to look but then he took a deep breath and relaxed. There was a strength to him like he had traveled through great darkness and survived, but not without consequence. She tried to reach out through the cage bars but could not reach him.


    A realization struck Maella that made her heart hammer in her chest. “Were you a Klylup?” She thought of Tomi and all the horrors he must have witnessed and committed while in Klylup form. What if Esson had gone through the same thing? She had to know.


    “Esson, were you?”


    Esson shook his head.” No.”


    Maella released the breath she’d been holding. “How did you get here?”


    “How did you get here?” Esson asked. “You were never a rule breaker.” The old spark seemed to light up his eyes before extinguishing. “Don’t tell me you broke your promise to Father and opened a door after all?”


    “What do you think?” Maella said, unable to keep the flippancy from her tone. She relished this brother-sister moment. They were two doormaker children who had been taught nothing about who they really were, or anything about the doors. They had been taught to hide their abilities and live in fear of being discovered.


    Here they were—together. Both alive.


    Rustling sounds snapped Esson’s eyes to the tent door. He crouched on his cage floor. Pressing himself against the bars, an urgent look entered his expression as he turned back to Maella. “Maella, General Foster has been using me to find the One Door. The One Door is—”


    “I know what the One Door is,” Maella said. “I went through a door two years ago and learned a lot since then. I know why they’re searching for it, but I’m the one who’s supposed to find it. That’s what the patterns say.”


    Esson frowned, drawing his brows together. “No, you don’t understand. He wants to use the One Door to destroy the doormakers—to destroy our entire family.”


    “I know exactly what he wants,” Maella said. “He’s already tried to kill me once. But I have friends, Esson.”


    Esson’s eyes widened. “Here? Where are they? Tell them to come now. There isn’t much time.”


    Maella pressed her lips together. “Not here.” She hoped Sethlo and Claritsa were safe inside the walls of the Library of Souls. She thought of the other torchlighters—Dev, Deep, Senta, and Tomi. She wanted to spill out everything she knew to Esson but something held her back.


    “I don’t know where they are right now,” she admitted. It was the truth.


    Shadows filled Esson’s expression and the eagerness in him vanished. “Then it doesn’t matter. It’s already too late.”


    “I would not have expected to hear that from someone who plastic-wrapped his little sister for ripping his new shirt.” Rebellion filled Maella. Her brother was full of fire and spit and had gone up against their father dozens of times. She hated seeing Esson look so defeated. “I don’t know what you’ve been through these last few years, but it’s not over yet. I’ve survived worse than General—”


    Noises drew away Maella’s attention.


    Esson’s eyes snapped back to the tent entrance. “No, you haven’t.”


    General Foster strode into the tent and put himself between Maella’s and Esson’s cages, hiding her brother from her sight. His presence and Esson’s defeating words felt like someone switched off a light in her heart.


    “As soon as we break camp, you two will use your powers to get us to the One Door. Prepare yourselves—however you doormakers like to do that. This will all end very soon.”


    Maella lowered her eyes to stare at one of the patterned rugs and saw Erentia had entered the tent behind General Foster. She held a red embroidered cloth in her hands. Maella wanted to throw herself against the cage bars and rage at General Foster over whatever he had done to break her brother. Of course, she knew such a thing would do no good. That knowledge made the rage rise up in her heart to an even greater height. She let the feelings roar across her ears until it drowned out the pain she felt at seeing the pain that poured out from her brother’s every word and movement.


    It would be easy to rage and flail against the bars of this cage, but it would not be smart. If Rock Heaven, the Tower of Shadows, and the Library of Souls had taught Maella anything, it was how to be smart. If her family had taught her anything, it was how to hide. If the last two years had taught her anything, it was how to fight.


    And Maella planned to fight.


    General Foster approached Maella’s cage and shook the bars to get her attention.


    Maella unwillingly lifted her eyes to meet General Foster’s piercing gaze. He seemed to look inside Maella’s soul. He reached into the folds of his robes and withdrew an object that made it feel like a snake had coiled itself around Maella’s stomach.


    General Foster held out an object just small enough to fit inside one of his hands.


    Torchlight glinted off the object’s metal scrollwork and stones—


    Sweat broke out on Maella’s forehead and her mouth went dry. A rushing wave of sound roared across her ears. The bars and cage seemed to drop away as her body went numb. The smell of incense faded as she recognized the object in General Foster’s hand from the drawings Tomi had tried to destroy out in the Forsi desert. It was what the torchlighters had said Junle and Shun had traded on behalf of Supervisor Hull to General Foster.


    “Do you know what this is?” General Foster held out the object like he would have pushed it into her face if not for the cage bars.


    The empty stone center, the stones worked into curved quarter moons—


    The relic.


    The object that would guide a doormaker’s portals to the One Door.


    “This is freedom,” General Foster said, answering his own question.


    Maella startled and came back to herself.


    Freedom?


    And then she realized what he meant. General Foster had what the patterns always called for. Two doormakers—one a boy, both Botrons—and a relic that would guide their doormaker hands to the One Door.


    But the center piece—the bit of stone Maella had always thought was just one of Grandmother’s brooches—was missing, because Grandmother still had it with her on Earth.


    Did General Foster know the relic was incomplete?


    General Foster frowned, as if not liking the reaction he saw on Maella’s face. She let the terror and rage she felt take back over. If General Foster did not know the relic was incomplete, she could not let herself betray that knowledge to him now.


    “Go and tell them to bring the door,” General Foster said to Erentia as he handed the relic over to her.


    Erentia bowed and wrapped the red cloth around the relic. “The door is not yet finished, my love.”


    “Then tell them to finish it,” General Foster snapped.


    Erentia jerked her head up, though her arms stayed gracefully still. “I will tell them they have an hour or their lives are forfeit.”


    General Foster nodded his head and Erentia disappeared out of the tent, taking the relic with her.


    “What door?” Maella said before she could shut her mouth. Not that it mattered. She would rather die than ever open a door for General Foster. But most of all, she would rather live.


    General Foster glowered down at Maella. “The door you and your brother are going to open for me with the relic’s help.”


    “Oh, that door,” Maella said, flippantly. “Well, why didn’t you say so?” She was channeling Claritsa through her fear somehow. Claritsa was the one with the smart words. Maella had always admired that about her. She had just gotten back her best friend and then lost her again, but she couldn’t let herself wallow in that loss right now.


    General Foster’s eyebrows rose before he smoothed his expression into a lethal neutrality. “The door that is going to end your family’s curse on the worlds. The door that will win the Doormaker Wars once and for all and give power over our lives back to us.”


    A strange feeling rose inside Maella as General Foster spoke. She had felt this way when Keeper Shaul had proclaimed Maella’s seven door death prediction and again upon seeing the Library of Souls wagon, just as Junle’s pattern had shown it. This feeling had returned when she’d finally used her doors as a weapon, against Barth and his men, to trap them while she and Sethlo had escaped to the relative safety of Jillow City.


    “We will end this tonight,” General Foster said.


    Maella rose as best she could in rebellion. This feeling shifted and transformed itself into a new, swelling purpose that wrapped around her core. This purpose intertwined itself with the purpose to find her family and the One Door. It rose alongside the clarion call that Deep had made in the Forsi desert to break licatherin’s hold on the three worlds.


    “I will never open a door for you.”
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Chapter 1


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


    The words were a command that could not be contradicted.


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


    “But why did you leave home with us?”


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


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


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


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


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


    Never open a door.


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


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


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


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


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


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


    “Maella.”


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


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


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


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


    Open hearts. Open minds. Close doors.


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


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


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


    I will never open a door for you.


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


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


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


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


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


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


    Open hearts. Open minds. Close doors.


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


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


    “Why are you—”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


    But the puzzle was missing a piece.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


    Open hearts. Open minds. Close doors.


    Esson opened the door.


    





Chapter 2


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


    She knew that light.


    They had opened a connection to the One Door.


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


    One Door stone, blocking the way.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


    Without hesitation, Esson opened the door.


    Blue stone. One Door stone.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


    





Chapter 3


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


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


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


    Open hearts. Open minds. Close doors.


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


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


    Maella’s stomach grumbled at Esson’s words.


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


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


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


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


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


    Maella flinched.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


    Barth.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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