
 Every ending is a beginning. 
 

Ib rushed down the corridor, breath rasping in her throat and sandals slapping the 
smooth, worn flagstones. Her lantern swung back and forth as she ran, casting wild shadows on 
the old stone walls, catching the windows off guard and agape. They stared down at her, 
surprised as she was to hear that the Raiders were coming. 

She could see them outside, through the windows of the tower. A notch cut in the 
horizon, and dozens of bright lights pouring out to spill on the valley floor. The roar of their 
engines and the smell of thick, choking smoke drifted through the open windows. 

She paused on the landing at the base of the aerie. Above, she could hear strange 
music—rhythmic piping and glass-like hums. The Master working. Never could she place the 
sounds that drifted down from the aerie; not when she heard them and not when she looked 
inside the workshop when she brought her weak tea and stale bread. Ib knew tools, and none of 
the tools in the Master's workshop were capable of noises like that. 

The stairs curled upwards, disappearing into the dim half-light of the setting red sun. 
Motes of dust caught the light and flared, bright specks of copper in the stale air. Ib paused. 
Even now, even as dire as the situation seemed, she hesitated at the foot of the stairs. The 
Master had only once been anything other than placid and pleasant towards her, and that was 
when she'd brought food too early. Interrupted the Master at work. And the white-hot 
incandescent fury the Master had leveled at her was not something she'd had any interest in 
provoking. 

Ib took a deep breath and spared a glance out of the window. They were closer, now. 
The village at the base of the tower's hill had caught fire, at the edges. Gasoline mixed with 
wood smoke on the thin breeze. Ib began to climb. 

Nothing caught her in the stomach quite like the gentle swaying of the ancient wooden 
stairs. Back and forth, almost imperceptibly. Too old to creak. The railing had always been 
loose, for as long as Ib had lived in the tower. They'd always meant to fix it, but now, as she 
rushed upwards, she couldn't help but imagine falling against the thin wooden rail and 
plummeting downwards. 

She gulped, and settled for sticking close to the stone walls. She rested her free hand on 
the stone and felt the wall ebb and flow as the staircase rocked back and forth. If she could 
have, she would have closed her eyes. 

After what seemed like an eternity, she reached the top. The Master's workshop. Cool 
cerulean light poured out from beneath the door, cut by the shadow of the Master's movements. 
The glass-like hum and the piping continued. Ib held up her fist to knock, and hesitated. Then 
she pounded on the door with all her might. 

There was a screech, and a thud. The Master's voice, frail and hollow, gasped a curse. 
Then, pounding footsteps towards the door and a slam as the door was thrown open. The 
Master stood, framed by the cerulean light, pale and sweating with fury in her eyes. 

Before she could speak, Ib stuttered and pointed back down the stairs. “The Raiders,” 
she said. “They've found us.” 



The Master was old. Older than anyone that Ib had ever seen. What little hair she had 
left was cropped close to her head in translucent tufts, and her paper-thin skin hung from her 
like wet rags over bones. But she had never seemed old, not to Ib. Not until now. 

The Master sagged. She opened her mouth. She said nothing, merely worked thoughts 
through her gums. They all seemed to crowd in the Master's mouth at once, and none came out. 
Ib cast her gaze to the floor, to let the Master think. 

Finally, the Master spoke. “Come inside,” she said. 
Ib looked up, stunned. She was never allowed in the workshop—not while the Master 

was working. 
“Don't just stand there, child. You look like a fish. Come inside,” said the Master. She 

waved Ib in, and closed the door behind her. 
Ib stared at the workshop. Tools and books and diagrams, all older than the air she 

breathed, littered the tables and shelves. Order from chaos. Nothing had collected dust, all were 
slick from decades—centuries?—of work. They seemed to spiral inwards, drawing Ib's eye ever 
closer to the center of the room, where The End sat, wreathed in the last dying rays of light that 
sparkled down through the aerie from a constellation of mirrors above. 

The Master shuffled through the room, pulling this from a tray and tucking it in her apron, 
pulling that aside to reach the next component. Ib stood, transfixed, staring at the End. She had 
never seen it uncovered. She had never seen it close to completion. As the Master worked, Ib 
walked closer and studied it, an apprentice tinker trying to figure out the sun. 

It was an orb. Intricate wires laced across the panels, diving down only to emerge again 
between the cracks. The brass of the panels glowed a dim red in the reflected light. Here and 
there, a panel was loose. Flowing from inside the End was that cool cerulean light, thick enough 
to pour. It pooled on the floor, on the walls, over the tools. Over Ib. She reached out, letting a 
line of light run over her fingers. 

“Beautiful, isn't it?” asked the Master. 
Ib jumped. The Master was standing next to her, smiling a quiet, sad smile. “If there were 

time left, I would teach you. Show you how it works. As it is—” 
“The Raiders,” said Ib, nodding. 
“The world,” said the Master. Ib looked at her, at the withered old face. The Master was 

staring at the End, studying. Without a word, she stepped forwards and pulled a delicate golden 
tool from her apron. She moved a panel, letting the blue light pour out of the hole. Ib stared, 
entranced. 

“The light,” she said. “It's beautiful. It's...” She trailed off, unsure of the language. Not 
sure which word to use. 

“Alive,” said the Master, as she reached into the End, to adjust. “Vivacious. Just waking 
up,” she said. “Come. Help me.” 

Ib walked towards the End, hesitant. She knew tools. She knew how to patch brittle 
rubber, and work around rust. But this was... new. Not something to be fixed. Something to be 
finished, and then left alone, complete. 

Still, Ib felt that familiar buzz at the back of her mind. Gauging. Solving. The End was 
almost finished, yes. As she walked towards it and gazed into the pool of blue light, she could 
see how near it was to completion. A gear was missing here, a weld was loose there. But it was 



close—goodness, the End was close. She looked up at the Master, who had a faraway look in 
her eyes. 

“If we'd had another day, I wouldn't have asked you to help,” she said. There was 
something there, behind her gaze. Sadness, maybe. Regret. Ib shook her head and held out her 
hand. The Master was reaching for a bolt she couldn't reach. Ib was taller. The Master handed 
the fine-toothed wrench to Ib, and stepped back. Ib reached into the End, and tightened. 

As they worked, the world fell away. It all seemed so thin, thought Ib. So worn, almost 
transparent. Holding on by its fingertips. Nothing she had known had ever entranced her like the 
End. All of her fear, all of her gut-wrenching panic—about the Raiders, her friends and family in 
the village beneath the tower, about the Master's workshop—fell away, leaving her hollow and 
numb in the face of the thick, clear, cerulean light. 

Time passed. The smell of smoke filled the aerie, gasoline and fire and... something 
else. Ib looked up at the smoke catching the cerulean light, making it look solid and real—the 
smoke and the light, both. She could hear shouting on the thin breeze. Screaming. The sounds 
of chaos from beneath, getting nearer. She looked at the Master, who was staring at the End. 
She seemed to take no notice of the death and pain below. 

“We're almost done,” she said, looking at Ib. “Now, we must tune it.” 
She shuffled towards a desk pushed haphazardly against the wall and picked up a 

delicate set of crystal piping, which she handed to Ib. They felt heavy in Ib's hands, dense and 
immoveable. “When I say to,” said the Master, “strike the chimes. Gently. It doesn't take much.” 

Ib nodded. As she watched, the Master reached inside the End. The mechanism clicked 
and whirred, melting before her hand like wax in a candle flame. When the Master reached the 
middle, she stopped. Something inside hummed and groaned, murmuring to itself. As the 
Master reached, standing on the tips of her ancient toes, it began to sing. 

The song was without words. Without voice. Almost noiseless. But it flowed from the End 
like water, spilling forth and filling the aerie with a quiet sense of calm. From somewhere below 
came the sound of engines and pounding, wood booming and splintering, but the Master 
seemed not to notice. She looked at Ib and nodded, and Ib tapped the pipes gently with the tip 
of her finger. 

They rang out, and wound around the song of the End, twining in and out of the music. 
Never settling, never mixing. The Master made a sour face, and adjusted something within the 
End, and now the sound of the pipes bounced across the top of the song, never once touching 
its heart. The Master shook her head. 

From below, the sound of crashing. Voices, much louder. 
“Tap it again,” said the Master. Ib flicked the pipes with her fingernail, and the sound 

redoubled. The Master closed her eyes and sighed, then twisted. 
For a brief, transcendental moment, the song and the sound met. Became one. Ib felt 

her face go hot, her eyes prick with tears. Then the sound of the pipes scudded outwards, away 
from the song, and the Master's brows furrowed. 

“Shit,” she said. 
There were footsteps from beneath, now. A hard voice, calling out. Ib tried not to notice. 

Not to think. She struck the pipes again, and the Master twisted again. Then she looked up, and 
pulled her hand out. “No time,” she said, looking at Ib. “Help me with the panel.” She began to 



struggle with the heavy brass plate, swinging it in position. Ib rushed forwards to help. She 
couldn't help but stare at the mechanism. 

“But what about the tuning? Is it done? Did you do it?” she asked. 
The Master shrugged. “It doesn't matter, now,” she said, securing the plate in place. 

“We're out of time. If it doesn't work, I've failed.” 
The statement made Ib look up. She'd never heard the Master speak like that. 
The Master caught her gaze and smiled, a clear, sad smile. “It surprises me, too,” she 

said. “You never think it's going to come down to it like that. To the toss of a coin.” 
“A coin?” asked Ib, brows furrowed. The Master opened her mouth to explain, but then 

closed it and shook her head, smiling. “No matter,” she said. “Too late for lessons on the world 
that was. Help me up,” she said. Ib reached out her hand. 

Footsteps rang out on the old wood of the staircase beneath. Ib looked to the Master, 
eyes wide. The Master pressed her lips together and stared at the door, then pulled a chain 
from around her neck. She pressed it into Ib's outstretched hand and locked eyes with her. 

“It's up to you,” she said. 
Ib sputtered, trying to come up with something to say. The Master shook her head. “No 

time. Hide,” she said. She pointed towards a dark eddy in the aerie's swirl of tools and books. Ib 
took one last look at the Master and nodded, then ducked into the shadows. 

There was no sound for a brief, breathless moment. Then the sound of a boot against 
the wooden door, once, twice, and a splintering crack as it came loose from its bolt. Ib jumped, 
biting her tongue to keep from making noise. 

“It was open,” said the Master. Ib heard the familiar wry twist in her voice and wanted to 
cry. 

“Where is the weapon,” said a voice. A harsh voice, made of chalk and glass. 
“Weapon?” said the Master. There was a smack and a cry, and the rattling sound of the 

Master falling backwards into a table. 
“You will not doom us,” said the voice. “Not while there is breath in my lungs.” 
“You have no idea what you're doing,” said the Master. Her voice sounded wet to Ib's 

ears. 
There was a pause, and stomping footsteps, and another smack. The Master did not cry 

out, this time. 
“You would lecture me?” said the voice. “You. Though, I suppose you aren't the one to 

speak about ignorance of one's actions. You know exactly what you're doing.” 
The Master had no response to this. Ib held her knees to her chest and focused on 

breathing, focused on keeping herself from crying out. A pair of boots strode past her hiding 
spot, knocking debris from tables and smashing whatever came to hand. Ib watched through a 
gap in her hiding spot as the perfect crystal pitch-pipe tumbled to the floor and burst into brilliant 
shards. The same was happening with the rest of the equipment, arcane or prosaic, thrown to 
the floor, all across the room. 

After a while, one of the vandals spoke. 
“There's nothing here, sir,” he said. 
“Then this must be it,” said the voice. “Get wheels up here, find a way to cart it down. 

We'll find a way to destroy it later.” 



The Master's voice, weak now, spoke: “Don't—” 
A gunshot. The smell of cordite. The smell of blood. 
Ib bit her tongue so hard it bled, filling her mouth with the taste of tin and salt. 
“Go,” said the voice. Footsteps pounded back down the stairs, and all was quiet. In the 

dim haze, Ib could see the sun had set. The only light in the room, now, came from the lamp 
she'd brought and the pale yellow glow of the light the Raider carried with them. It swept across 
the floor, back and forth, slowly making one final round of the aerie, before turning back to the 
Master. Ib craned her neck to see the old woman. She was crumpled like paper to the floor. 

The Raider knelt. 
“What do you say, when your quest is at an end?” she said. 
If the Master heard her, there was no reply. 
After what seemed like a hundred years, the other raiders returned with something to 

carry away the End. The pushed it onto their cart, and severed the last few tubes and wires that 
connected it to its peripheral machines. With its plates tight, it seemed lifeless. Inert. No light 
poured through the cracks of the End as they wheeled it to the door and out, slowly, down the 
stairs. 

One of the raiders hung back with their leader. He spoke in a soft voice, higher and 
quieter than most: “Thank God,” he said. There was no reply. “What should we do now?” he 
asked. 

“Clear everyone out,” came the voice of the leader. She walked over to the debris strewn 
about the floor, and nudged a shard of glass with her foot. “Take them back to the village, and 
set up camp. Somewhere the fire didn't reach. We'll overnight here and send a crew in tomorrow 
to loot the place.” 

“Tomorrow, sir?” asked the man. 
“I don't like it here, in the dark,” said the leader. “Gives me the chills.” 
Both voices quieted for a moment, in the sudden stillness. Then the man clacked his 

boots together, said “Sir,” and tromped off down the aerie's stairs. The leader stayed behind for 
a moment, sighed, and turned to leave. 

Ib sat, frozen in place.Her legs were shot through with stiffness and sparks of pain, her 
neck ached, and she was so cold she was shivering. All of that, however, seemed distant to her. 
She was gone. Her village, the face of her brother, the smell of engine grease in her father's 
shop; all of it danced behind her eyes, playing over and over again. There was nothing left. Not 
even the End. Not even the Master— 

“Ib,” came a weak voice. 
Ib squeezed her eyes shut, and a sob pushed its way through her teeth. She was 

imagining it. She was longing for it. It wasn't real. 
“Ib,” came the voice again. The Master. Ib opened her eyes, and looked out into the 

aerie in the flickering light of the lantern. The Master had moved, shifted—she lay clockwise of 
where she'd fallen, a yard or so from the center of the pool of blood. 

In her scramble to rise, Ib knocked over a table and sprawled to the floor. Her legs shot 
through with pins and needles, but she hardly noticed—she crawled to where the Master lay, 
ghost-grey, insubstantial. 



“Master,” she said, cupping the old woman's face. She reached down, felt for a pulse, 
then patted the body gently, feeling beneath the apron to the blood-soaked tunic, and the old 
woman's ice-cold skin. Ib recoiled when she felt a cold wet slickness, just beneath the Master's 
ribs. Ib looked at the Master through a haze, stinging rising to her eyes. “Master, I'm sorry—I 
don't know how to fix this, I don't—” 

“Shh,” said the old woman. She lifted a shaking hand, weakly. “It's all right, it's all right.” 
She patted the air, then held onto Ib's sleeve with a loose and fading grip. 

“We can get you to the village, or—or somewhere,” said Ib, catching half-breaths 
between words, but the Master reached up and laid her hand on Ib's face, shaking her head 
gently. 

“No,” she said. “Ib—the key. You have the key.” She trailed off, closing her eyes and 
coughing, weakly. Blood flecked the side of her mouth, sand-colored skin gone ashen and grey. 

For one horrible moment, Ib had no idea what she was talking about. Then she 
remembered the necklace, pressed into her hand in the last few moments before her life fell 
apart. She patted her pockets, and felt around her neck, coming up empty; she scrambled over 
to the alcove where she'd hid. There, in a tangle on the floor, was the thin chain. On the end of it 
was an old tin key, from a wind-up toy. 

Ib snatched it from the floor and stumbled back to the Master, holding the key out. For a 
moment, she thought she was too late, but then the old woman's eyes flickered and a slow 
smile touched the corner of her lips. 

“Good,” said the Master. “Good.” 
She closed her eyes, and her breathing began to slow. 
“No—no, Master, what do I do?” asked Ib. She patted the side of the old woman's face 

gently, and the Master's eyes flickered again. This time, she did not focus on Ib's face. She 
stared towards the open roof, and the constellation of mirrors. She took one deep, rattling 
breath, and sighed. 

“Every end is a beginning,” she said, and smiled. 
Ib watched, for a while. She sat back, hugging her knees, with the tin key dangling from 

her hand. After a while, the lantern went out. 
 

By the time Ib stood, the long line of the moon's remains had sunk beneath the horizon, 
leaving the night as black as old oil. The only light came from the few mirrors on the aerie's roof 
that caught stray flickers of fire from the village at the base of the hill. 

Ib took a deep, slow breath, and let the feeling return to her legs. She would not bury the 
Master. There was no need. No-one left to mourn, after her. No-one who'd know who the old 
woman was. Besides, the only legacy the Master had left was in the village now, guarded by the 
men who'd killed her. 

She gripped the tin key, feeling the sharp edges cut into her palm as she looked down at 
the cold body of the woman who had once been the Master. There were no more words to say, 
no more thoughts to have. The world had run its course, and beyond it lay desolation. The only 
thread that tied Ib to the world lay in her hand, cool and sharp, stamp-pressed when the world 
had still worked. Ib turned from the center of the room where a great big space lay vacant, and 
towards the door. Towards the End. 



Before her lay the span of the empty tower. When the Master had lived, it seemed 
stateley, dignified. But now, as Ib walked down the aerie's stairs, it seemed like nothing more 
than a cold, empty shell. Even the swaying of the stairs failed to provoke a reaction from Ib, 
though she still ran her hand on the cool stones of the wall. 

When she reached the bottom, she stood at a window and looked out over the valley. 
Fires dotted the smoky hollow where the village had once stood. Another fire, set away from the 
others, glowed bright and hot, yellow where the others were dim red. From around it came the 
sounds of celebration, drunken shouting and music. 

Ib wandered the halls of the tower, gripping the key tightly in her hand. In the last living 
corner of her mind, she was vaguely aware that she should be planning; she should think of 
some way to find the End in among the raiders, and find the time to wind it and wake it up. But 
all there was in response was the fading echoes of the people she had loved. Their faces 
played behind her eyes, each memory they conjured flaring and strobing, jumping from one to 
the next. Her brother holding a doll above her head, Ano climbing from beam to beam in the 
steel skeleton of some ancient machine. Her father wiping oil from his hands. The smell of 
sun-ripe barley, after the rains had passed. 

Gone. 
There was nothing left. Even as she remembered them, Ib felt their faces loosing focus, 

growing indistinct. Worn with the repetition, over and over, growing thin. Running out. When she 
died, the last of the village would be through. All she had ever known would be finished. 

Ib did not track how long she wandered through the halls. But when she could not 
remember the words her father had spoken to send her to bed as a child, she made her way 
towards the front gate. 

The smell of smoke lay heavy on the ground as she walked from the tower. It only grew 
heavier as she descended. A pall hung over the valley, and in the thin rays of morning light it 
seemed as though the world had been torn to pieces, and all that sat beneath the tower was 
gone. 

Ib walked the path that she had taken hundreds—thousands—of times. Past the gnarled 
white tree that hung above the worn rock staircase, past the rusted, flaking skeleton of an 
ancient machine, the thick color of old blood. As she had each time she passed it, she held her 
breath, then stopped—what was the point of superstition now? 

When she reached the valley floor, she listened for the signs of the Raiders. In the 
distance, somewhere through the smoke and the fog, was the lonely sound of a single engine 
running. Ib marveled at their wealth or their stupidity; to let an engine run for so long? Who had 
the gall to waste that much fuel? 

As she walked through the bones of her village, her mind was blank. Each husk she 
passed, smoldering in the thin morning light, sank her further into herself. She followed the map 
in her mind through an unfamiliar place—a dark, charred echo of the life she once knew. 

There were no bodies. Not here, not that she could see. Could be the raiders chased 
them off, into the wastes. Could be there were survivors. 

Ib followed her feet down the familiar dusty lane, now covered in soot and flecks of coal. 
To her father's house. To her house. When she got there, she stood for a moment before the 
hollowed-out wreck of the building that stared back at her with all the frankness of a skull. 



She picked her way through the overgrown garden—her father never had a mind for 
living things—towards the front door. It was closed. A piece of metal was wedged between the 
handle and the frame. It was still warm when Ib touched it, and familiar. A tool from her father's 
work bench. 

Ib pulled it loose, wrenching it from the warped wood, and pulled the door open. 
She knelt. Reached out. Her hand wavered in the air, over the body. Gently, she 

touched what was left of it. 
A slow red moan slipped from her mouth, louder and louder. There was no part of her 

that knew she was the source—no part of her cared. 
 
Footsteps from behind her. She was silent, now. The sun had risen, and drawn off the 

thick haze that covered the village. 
Ib didn't look up. She didn't look at anything, merely sat on her knees with the spar from 

her father's workshop dangling loosely from her hand. She barely moved when someone called 
out in a sweet tenor voice. 

“You,” it said. “Get up.” 
Ib didn't. 
“Get up, you shit,” said the voice, drawing nearer. Ib turned her head, and caught sight 

of the same boots from the tower. She tucked the spar into the sleeve of her robe, and did 
nothing. 

Hands grabbed her under the arm, and pulled. She did not resist. When the man spun 
her around to face him, she looked at his cheek, just below the eye. It was smooth, except for a 
single jagged white line of scar that cut across it lengthwise. 

“Where were you hiding?” said the man. “Are there others?” 
Ib saw that the man was wearing a big knife, long and jagged, on his belt. He made no 

move to reach for it. Instead, he grabbed her by the shoulders and shook. “Answer me,” he said, 
in that sweet tenor voice. When she did nothing, he swung his arm across, catching her across 
the cheek and sending her sprawling to the dust. 

Ib tasted blood again, and let it dribble from her mouth as she watched the man step 
closer, and closer, and lean over to look at her. A snide grin played across his face. He opened 
his mouth to speak. Ib pulled the spar from the sleeve of her robe and stabbed him in the back 
of the knee. 

The sound of tearing canvas and the feeling of metal hitting bone twined with the man's 
shriek as he tumbled to the ground. He reached for his knife and Ib grabbed his arm and bit, 
tearing through his sleeve, tearing into his meat. He flailed at her with his other arm, but it was 
pinned between their bodies—what would have knocked her senseless merely battered her, 
sending bright flashes of pain through her skull. 

When he wrenched his arm from her mouth, she pulled the spar from the back of his leg 
and stabbed his thigh, then his groin. He reached for his knife again with his off-hand, and she 
pulled it from his sheath and tossed it away, hearing it clatter in the dust. Straddling his 
wounded leg, Ib pushed the man's shaking hands away and swung the spar against his head, 
once, and again. The shrieking stopped. 

He looked up at her, dazed. Confused. She stared at him. Met his eyes. 



The man swung his arm upwards, like a drunk. Ib stabbed the spar deep into his throat. 
Pulled it out and stabbed again. When he reached up a weak hand towards her face to push her 
away, she knocked it aside, and it slumped to the ground. 

Ib knelt on the chest of the man, breath rasping in her throat. Panting, she wiped the 
sweat-slicked hair from her face with a blood-stained hand and stared at the man. His eyes 
were glassy and flat. Still confused, somehow. 

From behind her came shouts, and the sound of boots pounding hard dirt. She looked 
up, eyes wide and bright, trying to pinpoint the direction of the sound. Too late, she realized it 
was coming from a number of different directions, down alleys, through houses. There was 
nowhere to run in the open village. Ib stood, gripping the metal spar in fingers sticky and cold 
with the man's blood. 

When the raiders came, they stared at her. Stared at the bloody mess of the man at her 
feet. No guns—guns were too rare, too expensive. Only knives, all drawn, all pointed her 
direction. 

Ib shook with cold adrenaline and broken nerves. She stared at the men and women 
around her. Slowly, she let the spar slip from her fingers. It clattered to the hard-packed dirt. 
Disappeared in the dead weeds. The raiders stepped forward, slowly. Ib closed her eyes, taking 
shallow rattling breaths. Every end is a beginning, she thought. Every end is a beginning. Every 
end— 

“Wait,” said one of the raiders. “She's dressed like the old woman.” 
“So?” came another voice. “Look, what she did to Blister! She's rabid. We put her 

down—” 
“We take her to the Chief,” said the first voice. 
“Like Hell,” said another. 
“No—he's right,” said a fourth. “You want extra rations tonight? We take her to the 

Chief.” 
Ib held her eyes shut until she heard boots shuffling through the weeds, and felt an iron 

hand clamp on her arm. When she opened them, she only looked at the ground. 
They dragged her through the village, hands dug into the skin of her arms and the 

tangles of her hair. She slumped in their grip, letting her feet drag behind her until, every so 
often, they would shove her forward into a stumbling walk. Twice, she tripped on a charred lump 
of debris and went sprawling, but they picked her up and shoved her onwards, all the while 
talking past her as if she were an animal. 

After a while, Ib was pushed through an imprompteau gate made from spare wood 
pounded into the dry ground. It bristled like broken teeth, worrying at the thin strips of fog that 
danced through the valley. Behind it stood a guard, and beyond him sprawled a patchwork field 
of tents and engines, all quiet in the early morning sun. Sprawled out on grass or pallets or 
stolen matresses, were men and women in various states of disarray, some still clutching 
tankards or bottles. Around them hung the smell of alcohol and vomit. 

“What's this?” asked the guard, as the party dragged Ib forward. 
“Straggler,” said one of the men carrying her. The guard's brow furrowed, and he 

squinted at Ib's bloody face. “So why didn't you kill her?” asked the guard. “Pop 'er where you 



found her. Dirty savages. The whole lot of 'em gave me the creeps, happy as could be in the 
shadow of that monster's lair.” 

“This one's wearing the same type of clothes,” said a woman in the party, a few steps 
behind Ib. “She might have a thing or two to say to the Chief.” 

“Same type of clothes?” 
“As the monster.” 
“Don't know how you can tell, covered in blood as she is. Whose is it?” asked the guard. 
“Blister,” said one of Ib's captors. “She got him good with a piece of metal. We're going 

back out after, to get the body.” 
“Poor bastard,” said the guard. “Man was a puckered asshole, but nobody deserves to 

go like that.” Ib raised her head to stare at the man, who gazed at her and spat. 
The guard shook his head and stepped aside. “You know where to find her. I'd be meek, 

though—the Chief is having a tough time of it. Getting frustrated.” 
Ib's captors nodded and thanked the man, then dragged her through the opening in the 

hedge of broken wood. They pointed her towards the center of the camp. The lone engine still 
ran, somewhere ahead, with a thin echo that cut through the thin haze of the morning like a 
horsefly. 

As she was pulled through the camp, Ib looked back and forth at the men and women 
who had destroyed everything she had ever known. Some lanky, some squat, all manner of 
features—dressed in leather and canvas, much like the traders that came from across the 
wastes. Some slept, with drool pooling in gossamer puddles on their makeshift pillows. Some 
had awoken and were squatting by small campfires and banged-up stoves, frying sausages, 
chatting, smiling. Every so often, a group would look up and call to Ib's captors, jeering at Ib. 

The jeers bounced off of her, but Ib felt every laugh, every smile, every sign of humanity, 
like a fist to her stomach. These were the people who had... who... 

Ib looked down at her feet, and was silent. 
The engine sound grew louder as they walked on. After she was marched through the 

camp, over the worn tracks in the grazing field that the raiders had cut with their boots, they 
reached a big undyed canvas tent, with a generator set up beside it. A silly voice, a child's voice, 
piped up inside Ib's head, pointing out that the generator was running too wet, belching 
smoke—she huffed a sick laugh, and got a fist in the gut for her trouble. 

She doubled over, wretching. One of her captors grabbed her hair in his fist and pulled 
her head back, drawing a knife and laying it against her cheek while she gagged. “Look,” he 
said. “It's laughing. It's laughing! After what it did to Blister, it's laughing! Hey, Savage. You want 
something to laugh about?” 

“Peck, drop it. She's not yours,” said another of Ib's captors. 
“Fuck that,” said Peck. “You saw what she did to Blister. She's rabid. If I put her down, I'd 

be doing the world a service.” 
“Bigger fish, Peck,” said another. 
“Fuck you, bigger fish! She killed my friend! You think I'm just gonna let her laugh?” 
Peck pressed the knife into the skin of Ib's cheek. She whimpered as the knife bit her, 

sending deep jags of pain throughout her body. 



“The Hell is this?” came a voice from the tent. That voice. The voice like chalk and 
broken glass. 

Ib squeezed her eyes shut, forcing the tears that welled to spill through the tacky blood 
that stained her cheeks. The salt stung the new cut. For a second there was silence, and then 
she was thrown forward into the flattened grass. 

She looked up into the eyes of an older woman, broken nose, cold eyes, and wild gray 
hair. A cigarette cupped in her hand, which she lifted to her mouth as she looked at Ib with a 
gaze like a hawk. She studied Ib without blinking. 

She blew the smoke out in a great billowing cloud and pinched off the ember at the tip, 
then tucked away the dogend. 

“Well?” she said, looking at Ib's captors. They all looked between one another, and took 
small, shuffling steps back. Clearing his throat, Peck mumbled an apology. “We found her in the 
village, standing over Blister's body. Got him good with a bit of metal she'd found.” 

“'S a pity,” said the Chief. “Why bother me?” 
“Take a look at what she's wearing,” said Peck. 
The Chief crossed her arms and looked Ib up and down. Then she snorted. “The Good 

Lord will provide,” she said, with a smirk. She turned and lifted the tent flap, walking back inside. 
“Bring her. Tie her up. Tell Cook I said you eat double today.” 

With that, Ib was lifted to her feet and dragged inside. Her arms were pulled behind her 
and her legs were wrapped with a rope. They bound them together and pulled them back, fixing 
them to her wrists with a cruel, sharp knot. Then they tipped her over, tossing her to the dirt. 
She lay there on her side, twisted, facing the center of the canvas tent. Hunkered there, like 
some kind of shrine, was the End. 

It sat in a space made in the middle of the tent, and a line of dim electric bulbs hung 
above it, shining like fireflies over the brass. The Chief leaned over it, grey hair hanging in lank 
strings down from her face. 

The Chief barely noticed Ib. She said nothing. As Ib watched, she grabbed a pry-bar 
from a battered old tool box that lay open at her feet, and slid it along the surface until it caught 
in a seam. Grunting, the Chief pressed, seeking purchase in the soft metal. Nothing. She 
twisted, guiding the pry-bar with one hand and forcing it with the other, until the bar popped from 
the seam and barked her knuckles. The Chief bellowed a curse. She threw the bar, cursed 
again, and stalked back and forth in the shadow at the other end of the tent. 

After awhile, she stopped. Shook her hand. Stuck her bleeding knuckle in her mouth, 
and looked over to Ib. She stared, for a moment, at the girl on the hard-packed dirt floor, and 
sighed. 

“They think we've won,” she said. She gestured towards the tent flap. 
Ib said nothing. 
The Chief's eyes glinted in the dark corner of the tent, catching the soft tin glow of the 

string of electric lights. Ib stared back. With one final check of her knuckle and one last quiet 
curse, the Chief reached in her belt and re-lit the cigarette. She took a drag and blew it out in a 
thin stream that swirled lazily in the stale air of the tent. 

“Well?” she said. 
Ib shifted, but remained silent. 



A smile hooked the corner of the Chief's mouth. She took another drag and shook her 
head. “Say nothing, and you're no use to me,” she said through the smoke. She pointed the 
dog-end at the tent flap again. “If you're no use to me, I toss you outside. Tell them you're why 
we can't go home yet. Let them take care of you.” 

No reaction. 
“I understand you've already made an impression.” 
Nothing. 
The Chief sat on an old travelling chest and watched Ib for any sign of a reaction. Ib felt 

nothing. Said nothing. Watched the Chief watch her, felt the Chief's dull red rage as it filled the 
tent. 

“Anything to say?” asked the Chief. 
Ib thought for a moment. She cleared her throat. Despite herself, the Chief leaned in, 

ever-so-slightly. 
“Your generator is running wet,” said Ib. 
For a long, quiet moment, the Chief's eyes bulged. She took a deep breath and held it. 

Then, to Ib's surprise, she snorted. 
“I've been wondering about that,” she said. “I think it took a hit on the journey here. Got a 

few questions for the engineer who said it was fixed.” 
When Ib said nothing in response, the Chief shook her head and stubbed the cigarette 

out on the lid of the travelling chest, then stood and walked to the End in the middle of the tent. 
“You think on it,” said the Chief, facing the brass sphere. “Let me know when you've got 
something.” 

With that, she seemed to forget that Ib was there. 
Ib stared around the tent, trying to gauge the layout from her place on the ground. The 

tent was square, big enough to be a hut in the village in its own right. Plain cotton, yellowed, 
dust-staned and travel-worn. The ribs of the tent were battered aluminum, chewed by years of 
travel and use. Ib had been thrown in the corner nearest the tent flap, which meant she had an 
unobstructed view of the Chief's clutter—her bedroll, her travelling chest, repair tray with pieces 
of a gun spread across it, a rack for weapons and equipment. What surprised Ib most was the 
chest set on its end that lay open, showing a handful of rough-made shelves, packed with 
books. 

Old, much mended with cloth and glue and tape crumbling to dust, the books ran from 
thick technical tomes to brittle paper volumes with outlandish titles like Grapes of Wrath and 
Watership Down. Ib scanned the shelves, amazed at the number of books all in one place. The 
Chief's collection was worth more than Ib had ever made in her life. 

“You can read?” came the Chief's voice, from where she studied the End. 
“Had to learn,” said Ib. 
“Did the Monster make you?” 
Ib strained her neck to look at the Chief. She was still studying the End. As Ib watched, 

she clambored to her knees and began to peer at the underside of the sphere, feeling along the 
seams of the brass plates with her gnarled fingers. 

“Had to learn so I could keep up. With her.” 
“With who?” 



“The Master.” 
The Chief spared Ib a glance. “Now, that's just sad,” she said. “Breaks my shrivelled little 

heart.” 
“What?” asked Ib. 
“You call her 'The Master.'” 
“So?” said Ib, feeling the blood rise under the collar of her robe. 
“No such thing as masters,” said the Chief. “Not the way I see it. No-one has the right to 

put their ways above yours.” 
Ib said nothing. Had nothing to say. She could hardly believe the words that were 

coming out of this woman's mouth. “When the world comes around again, you can say that to 
my father as you're burning him alive,” she said, finally. 

For once, the Chief's face fell, ever-so-slightly. She looked at Ib, at the blood on her face 
and her clothes. She sighed. 

“You know what this is?” asked the Chief, pointing to the End. 
Ib said nothing. 
“It's a bomb,” said the Chief. “I've been around. Been following the woman you knew as 

the Master for years. Decades. Most of my life, one way or another. Learned about her plans, 
and couldn't believe it.” 

“You're wrong,” said Ib. 
The Chief shook her head. “Wish I was,” she said. “That woman—the Master? Smartest 

God-damned person I've ever met. The problem with smarts, though, is when people think they 
know best they tend to forget the rest of us exist.” 

“Says you.” 
The Chief nodded. “That's right,” she said. 
Ib began to shake. She was tired. Cold from the drying blood. Cold from the night without 

sleep. Deeply, unendingly cold, and nothing would ever warm her again. There was nothing left. 
A quiet part of her, that small, child-like mote of rationality, spoke up. And since Ib was 

already as good as dead, there was no reason not to let it speak its mind. 
“So what's next?” asked Ib, into the silence of the tent. 
The Chief turned to look at her. 
“How's that?” she asked. 
“You win. You stamp us out, you vanish the last part of the Master there ever was. You 

get what you want,” said Ib. “You get to the end. Then what?” 
The Chief leaned back on her heels and let the wrench she was holding dangle between 

her knees. “The Hell kind of question is that?” she asked. 
“The honest kind,” said Ib. 
The Chief leaned her head to the side, and let her neck crack. She seemed to think for a 

moment, then she chuckled. “Been so long since I thought about it,” she said. “Now that I'm 
almost there, I couldn't tell you what my next move is. Go home.” 

“Go home?” said Ib, feeling her guts twist. “Go home?” 
“You think that shouting at the woman who burned your village to the ground is a good 

idea?” said the Chief, her voice growing dark. 



Ib shook, with fatigue, with rage, with impotence. Unbidden, tears began to well in her 
eyes, blurring her vision. “Fuck you,” she said. “Go home? Fuck you.” 

“You watch your God damn mouth,” said the Chief. She stood and took two long strides 
to where Ib lay on the ground, and swung her boot into Ib's gut. Ib tried to curl into a ball but 
caught her legs and arms against the ropes that held them. She writhed in the dirt, gasping. 

“All right, Chief?” came a voice from outside of the tent flaps. 
The Chief stood above Ib, red in the face, nostrils flared. She stared down at Ib, who was 

gasping and blowing blood-flecked spit from her mouth to a pool in the dust. 
“Fine,” said the Chief. “I'm fine.” 
She looked down at Ib for a moment more, breath slowing. Then she shook her head, 

and walked back over to the End. “You're too young to see it,” she said to Ib. “Never been out of 
the village. But there's a world out there. A whole world.” 

“Full of people like you?” croaked Ib, through clenched teeth. 
A bitter smile hooked the corner of the Chief's mouth. She shook her head. 
“I finish my work here, and it's all done. It's all over. The world is saved—the world goes 

on,” she said. 
“Mine doesn't,” said Ib. 
The tent was silent. All around them, the sound of the camp waking up blurred into a 

buzz of chatter and engines and movement. Somewhere in the middle distance, a few voices 
shouted as though a fight was about to break out. 

The Chief stared at the End, smile still hanging from the corners of her mouth. She 
blinked, and sniffed. Then she knelt, and went back to feeling her way along the seams in the 
brass plates. 

Ib closed her eyes. Tears pooled in the crook of her nose, dripping across her cheeks 
into the dust. She wanted to sleep. Her wrists and ankles were ice cold, shot through with pain 
like shards of glass. 

“What's this?” asked the Chief. 
Ib opened her eyes and tried to blink away the tears. The Chief was halfway under the 

End, up on a rickety frame. A jolt passed through Ib, and for a brief shining moment she knew 
that she could knock the End off of its frame and crush the Chief. 

But she was bound. She was broken. There was nothing she could do. Ib closed her 
eyes again, and bit back a sob. 

Don't cry, came a voice. 
Ib sank into herself, ignoring it. It was a child. It was that last quiet part of herself. It 

wasn't worth listening to. 
Don't cry, it said again. There's still one thing you can do. 
Ib took a quiet shaking breath, squeezing her eyes shut. Despite herself, despite the 

deep black pit she'd fallen in, she was interested. 
What? She asked it. 
Gently, Ib shifted, and felt the key in her pocket press against her hip. 
She opened her eyes. 



The Chief was still wedged beneath the End, a look of puzzlement on her face. As Ib 
watched, the Chief pushed herself further beneath the sphere, grabbing a line of the electric 
lights and pulling them downwards to better see what she'd found. 

Ib felt, against every point of pain, every pit of despair, a tiny, burning mote of hope. She 
heard the hunger in the Chief's voice. Her mind cleared. 

“You found the key-hole?” she asked. 
The Chief pulled herself out from beneath the sphere and glared at Ib. Ib tried to meet 

her gaze. Firmly, but with a healthy mix of fear and failure. 
“What's that, now?” asked the Chief. 
Ib's eyes flicked downwards towards her pocket. 
The Chief made no move towards Ib, and Ib made no move to tear her eyes away from 

the woman. When the Chief scrambled up and towards Ib, however, she flinched. The Chief 
smiled. She pulled herself up, and like a barn cat to a broken swallow, she stalked over to 
where Ib lay. Ib tried, tried, to pull herself away, but all she managed was to writhe in the dirt as 
the Chief approached. 

“No—” she said, but the Chief dug in her pockets, first one, then the other, and with a 
triumphant crow, the Chief pulled out the old tin key. 

She held it up by the chain to the dim light, and laughed. 
“Old woman always did have a sense of humor,” she said. She looked down at Ib, who 

tried her very best to look panicked. “Kid,” she said, “You just saved the world.” 
It was like watching a nightmare. Ib sat stock still as the Chief wrapped the chain around 

her hand and strode over to the End. She looked at the brass sphere, and looked at the tin key. 
She turned to the flap of the tent and made to call out—Ib squeezed her jaw shut, blasting a 
flash of prayer—but she said nothing. With one last look at Ib, the Chief turned and sank to her 
knees, then crawled beneath the End. 

She sat. 
Silent. 
There was the sound of a clatter, and metal on metal. 
Ib could do nothing but watch. 
A turn. 
Another turn. 
Silence. 
The air hung stiff and heavy in the tent, and nothing moved but the stale wisps of 

cigarette smoke in the cracks of sunlight that seeped in from the outside. No sound from the 
sphere. No sound from the Chief. Thunderous heartbeats in Ib's ears. 

The Chief wriggled out from beneath the End and sat up. 
“Nothing happened,” she said, staring at Ib. 
Ib felt her heart plummet in her chest. That was it. That was the last thing that Ib— 
Look, said the child's voice. 
Something caught Ib's eyes. Cigarette smoke curled through the cracks of sunlight, yes. 

But there were more, now. More than there were mere seconds ago. Thin, blue fillaments of 
light. 



“What—” said the Chief, watching Ib's eyes flicker to the left and the right of her. She 
turned, following Ib's gaze. 

“No,” said the Chief. The edges of her lit in silhouette, caught in a bright cerulean glow. 
“No!” she shouted. She stood, casting about for something—anything—she could use to 

stop the brass sphere. It bloomed. Behind the Chief, the End began to unfurl, brass petals 
opening, laying bare the swirling, twisting mechanism inside. She ran to the edge of the tent and 
grabbed the pry-bar where it lay in the dirt, and rushed back, jamming it into the center of the 
mechanism. It dissolved in a wash of light and dust, leaving her hands holding powder and rust. 
She screamed, her voice breaking. 

“Chief!” came the yell from outside. The tent-flap was thrown back, and a guard stood 
transfixed, his face lit in stark relief. He froze. 

From all around the tent, the sound of calamity rose. Realization hit the camp in waves, 
and shouts went up. Ib heard the sound of pounding boots in the dead weeds, in the dry dust, in 
the last remnants of the world that she'd known. 

She watched, tied, as the light grew to fill the tent, to render the tent insubstantial. A knot 
of darkness that was once the Chief turned to her and dove, reaching gnarled fingers out to 
crush her, to break her, to perform one last act of violence as the End engulfed the world. 

Ib could do nothing but close her eyes and wait. 
 

She waited. 
 

And the world came around again. 
 


