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Author’s Preface


The thing about being a writer and being in publishing is that often things happen and keep happening, and the march of time proceeds while you look fearfully at the next deadline and the next, and there is little time to sit down and take in all the things that have gone past until it’s far too late. Being asked to write a foreword to this collection of the Tensorate novellas in a single volume was as good a place as any to think about the journey through the making and the aftermath of these books.

Somewhere in the swamp of the years 2014 and 2015 sits a DM from my future editor Carl, telling me that he enjoyed my short fiction and if I had a novella-length thing, he would love to look at it for the back then new-ish Tordotcom Publishing imprint, which was boldly experimenting with publishing models. I did not, in fact, have a novella-length thing for him, inasmuch as I considered myself a short story writer at that time and did not know if I could write anything longer. I promised to send him something novella-length if I ever had something novella-length, then proceeded to spend the next year or two in a low-key panic about not having something novella-length for Carl. If you’re a marginalized writer—and every marginalized writer I’ve spoken to knows this feeling—there’s a sense that there is a hard limit on the number of chances publishing will give you, and I was desperate not to waste this one.

In early 2016 I was in Norwich, England, working toward a graduate degree in creative writing, struggling with my first brush with winter depression (a fun thing they don’t tell you about moving to a country that does winters!) and absolutely riddled with anxiety over visa issues. With all that eldritch energy about I decided to distract myself by writing a novella-length thing for Carl if he still wanted it, channeling all that bad mojo into something productive instead. I started with a simple story about a woman struggling with old wounds, both physical and mental, stubbornly clawing her way toward a place of hope. That story wound up being The Red Threads of Fortune, and waiting to hear back from Carl after I sent it off was the most nerve-wracking week of my life. But Carl liked it, and Tordotcom Publishing wanted it, and before long I had signed with an agent (hi, DongWon!) and they were talking about selling the book as part of a duology. I knew, at that point, that I also wanted to tell the story of Mokoya’s brooding, intractable sibling, who had run away at a young age and become a key figure in the rebellion against their mother’s rule. So we pitched that. And the publishers were like, “Great, let’s do it!” And then furthermore: “Since we have two novellas each about one twin, why don’t we release them on the same day as twin books?”

So we did. The road leading to publication day was littered with all kinds of small terrors. I’d put a lot into these books, and I was afraid that readers wouldn’t connect to my strange little creations. I was afraid that the world I’d built wasn’t convincing enough, or people would be put off by the gender stuff I’d worked into it. And I’m sure that was true for a number of readers, but the book wound up being well-reviewed and well-received, for which I will always be grateful. Off the success of the first two novellas, Tordotcom Publishing bought two more, and I decided to experiment further with structure with each of them, pitching one as a story told in epistolary format (which didn’t work like I wanted, and ended up being only partly epistolary), and one told as a single drunken monologue (which did work out better, and stayed largely true to format). Over the next four years each of the books managed to pick up major award nominations, which is more than I could have imagined when I was sitting in a cubby in that library in Norwich, laying out the beginnings of the world of Ea, going “ah yes, slack … tension … I am a very clever writer.”

It would be too bold to assess the kind of impact this series has made in the publishing world. What is true, however, is that writing the books left an indelible impact on me. As I worked through Akeha’s gender journey while writing The Black Tides of Heaven, I started to realize that my understanding of my own gender wasn’t what I thought it was. I came out as nonbinary at the start of 2016, not long after I’d turned in the draft of that book. In the years since so many queer readers have told me how happy it made them to see the portrayal of gender in the series. There’s a gentle, cosmic irony in this because I very much did not start out writing the series as a treatise on gender and queerness; the system I put in was there as a quirk of world-building. But I suppose I really couldn’t deny myself.

In the end, I feel incredibly lucky to have begun my publishing journey here, with these books, with a talented and dedicated team who believed in me and believed in the Tensorate series. Thank you, Carl, for taking a chance on me; thank you to the passionate team at Tordotcom Publishing—Irene, Christine, Mordicai, Ruoxi, Katharine; to Yuko Shimizu, whose gorgeous cover art has become the calling card for the series. Thank you to all the reviewers and readers who gave these books a chance or found a home within these books. I often think of how it was back in 2016, when I felt the weight of needing representation as I wrote—if I wasn’t going to write the extremely queer Asian high fantasy of my heart, who would? And these days there are so many wonderful works of queer Asian fantasy that I know I can write whatever I want and that space in my heart will always be filled. It’s a great time to be in publishing and I am grateful to be here.
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Chapter One

Year One


HEAD ABBOT SUNG OF the Grand Monastery did not know it yet, but this night would change the course of all his days.

He stood at the foot of the staircase leading to the Great High Palace of the Protectorate: that sprawling, magnificent edifice that few across the land would ever gain the privilege of seeing up close, much less entering. Tonight the Protector herself had summoned him.

Eight hundred alabaster steps stretched above his head. Tradition dictated that the journey to the palace be conducted without slackcraft, and Head Abbot Sung was nothing if not a traditionalist. There was no way around it, and so—he began to climb.

Darkness had fallen like a cool hand onto the peaks of Chengbee’s exhausted, perspiring roofs. As the Head Abbot mounted step after step, his robes clung to him: under his arms, in the small of his back. The moon rolled uncloaked across the naked sky, but in less than an hour, the sun would return to scorch the land, bringing with it the start of the next waking day. On good days the nighttime exhalations of the capital city took on a lively air, the kind of energy that gathers where the young and restless cluster around the bones of something old. But all summer Chengbee had lain listless, panting like a thirsty dog.

Last summer, temperatures like these had wilted fields and dried rivers, turning them into brown gashes in the land, stinking of dust and rot. Fish bellies by the thousands had clogged the surfaces of lakes. The heat had brought on food and water rationing, the rationing had brought on riots of discontent, and the riots had brought the Protector’s iron fist down upon the populace. Blood had run in the streets instead of rain, and the ruined fields were tilled with a fresh crop of gravestones.

The streets had stayed quiet this year. The Head Abbot found that this did not weigh on his conscience as much as he’d thought it would.

By the four hundredth step, the Head Abbot’s breath was acid and his legs were lead. Four hundred more to go. No amount of meditation and training—not even a lifetime’s worth—could compensate for old age.

Still, he climbed onward. Even a man of his stature could not defy a direct summons from the Protector. And there was the matter of the debt she owed him from the last summer.

It was strange. The Protector had not been seen in public for several months now, and webs of rumors had been spun into that absence: She was ill. She was dead. Her eldest children were embroiled in a power struggle. There had been a coup by her ministers, some of whom had publicly voiced opposition to last summer’s brutality. The Head Abbot had heard all these whispers, weighed their respective merits, and been unable to come to a conclusion.

At least now he could rule out the rumor of her death.

He ascended the last step with a great sigh. His legs were curdled jelly, and the entrance pavilion lay shrouded in a curtain of stars that danced and pulsed as blood slowly returned to his head.

Head Abbot Sung had grown up in a tiny village in the northern reaches of the Mengsua Range, a trading post of a mere thousand. The Great High Palace, with its wide courtyards and endless gardens, was easily three times the size of his home village. Its thousands of denizens—cooks and courtiers, administrators and treasurers—traveled from point to point on floating carts.

One such cart awaited the Head Abbot as his vision cleared. Standing beside its squarish, silk-draped bulk was someone he had hoped to see: Sanao Sonami, the youngest of Protector Sanao’s six children. Sonami had just turned fifteen, yet still wore the genderfree tunic of a child, their hair cropped to a small square at the top of their head and gathered into a bun. They bowed, hands folded in deference. “Venerable One. I have been asked to bring you to my mother.”

The Head Abbot bowed in return. “I hope you have been well, Sonami.”

“As much as I can be.”

The cart was just big enough for two seated face-to-face. On the inside it was shockingly plain, simple red cushions over rosewood so dark it was almost black. Sonami pulsed gently through the Slack, and the cart began to move, floating serenely over the ground. For one so young and untrained, their slackcraft had an elegance and a simplicity to it that the Head Abbot appreciated. As the white walls and wooden bridges of the Great High Palace drifted past the cart’s embroidered windows, he asked, “Has your mother spoken to you about coming to the monastery?”

Sonami shook their head. “I only wish.”

“I see.” The Head Abbot had hoped that the summons were about the fate of the child—though perhaps “hope” was too strong a word when it came to matters concerning the Protector.

Sonami said quietly, hands folded together, “She has decided that I should apprentice with the masters of forest-nature in the Tensorate.”

“Is that so?”

The child stared at their feet. “She has not said it directly. But Mother has ways of making her wishes known.”

“Well, perhaps our discussion today might change her mind.”

“Discussion?” Sonami looked at the Head Abbot, alarmed. “Then no one has told you?”

“What have they not told me?”

“If you’re asking, it means they haven’t.…” The child subsided into their seat with a sigh. “Then it is not my place to tell you, either.”

The Head Abbot had no idea what the child meant. A mystery to be solved at the end of this journey, he thought.

Sonami said, “When you agreed to help Mother with the riots last summer, what exactly did you ask for in return?”

“I asked for one of her children to be sent to the monastery.”

“And did you say my name, specifically?”

The Head Abbot chuckled. “No one would be so bold, with such a direct request. I cannot imagine how the Protector would have responded. Of course, it was expected that she would send you eventually. That was what we had hoped for, wasn’t it?” All her older children had already had their roles in the administration parceled out to them. Sonami was the only one left.

The child frowned and then looked out of the window. The cart was approaching a marvel of slackcraft: a massive square of water that stood unsupported, enveloping the center of the Grand Palace. A hundred yields high and a thousand yields in length and breadth, the moat-cube was large enough to swallow fifty houses. Golden fish bigger than a child’s head sluiced through crystalline turquoise.

Sonami tugged gently on the Slack, and the waters parted just enough to admit the cart. Curious fish swam around this intrusion into their habitat. The cart was headed for the innermost sanctuary of the Grand Palace, the place where only the Protector, her closest advisors, and her family were admitted. Head Abbot Sung had never seen it himself, until now.

The cart exited the water into the hollow center of the cube. A lifetime of purging emotion and base desire had not prepared the Head Abbot for the spectacle of the Protector’s sanctuary. Stone floated on water, slabs of gray forming a base for a tessellation of square buildings woven out of wood of every color. Trees—cherry, willow, ash—entwined with one another, roots and branches knitting into nets through which light dappled: lantern light, dancing from the enormous paper globes that hung glowing in the air.

Then the Head Abbot realized that the trees and the buildings were one and the same. Some unknown Tensor architect had knitted living wood around stone foundations, folded them into right-angled, geometric shapes indistinguishable from traditional construction. Even the carvings on the ends of roof beams were live wood, guided into precise shape by slackcraft. Dragons and phoenixes and flaming lions lived and breathed and grew.

“It took a lot of work,” said Sonami, to the Head Abbot’s fresh, unbelieving intake of air.

“Did your mother do this?”

“No, I did.” As the Head Abbot frowned, they added, “I, and a few others. But it was I who directed the design.” The child looked out at their handiwork. “The old sanctuary was designed by someone who was purged after the riots. Mother wanted it changed.”

“And she asked you to do it?”

Sonami nodded. “It was a test. I did not know it at that time, but it was.”

“It’s very well done.”

“Mother says I have talents that are best not wasted. It’s a rare gift, she says.”

Sonami stopped the cart under the canopy of two intertwined cherry trees, one red and one white. As they disembarked, Sonami said, quietly, “You should not have given my mother space to interpret your request however she wished.”

The child led the Head Abbot up a series of gentle stone steps. As he walked down a corridor of wood framed by windows of delicate silkscreen, the Head Abbot steeled himself. If the Protector imagined he would give up on their agreement without a fight, she was wrong. The ancient codes that governed such things ran deeper than the rivers and older than her blood. She could not throw them away so easily. To disrespect them would be to call into question the very nature of authority itself. And she, a descendant of foreign invaders into this land, would not want that.

She had promised the monastery one of her children, and she would give the monastery one of her children. The Head Abbot would see to that.

With a gesture, Sonami rolled aside the white silk door protecting their destination. Cool air gusted around the Head Abbot’s ankles and neck, and enveloped him as he stepped inside.

And then he heard it: the high, thin wailing of a newborn.

A baby. A child.

The Head Abbot shut his eyes and silently recited a centering sutra before following Sonami past the privacy screens that had been set up in the room.

Protector Sanao reclined on a divan, supported by cushions of yellow silk, her face unpainted and her hair gathered cleanly in a bun on her head like a farmer girl’s. She wore plain robes, the thick linen dyed dark blue, with none of the finery associated with her office. But she didn’t need ornamentation to occupy the room as the sun occupies the sky.

“Venerable One,” she said, her voice hard and smooth as marble, “I’ve brought you here to settle our debt from last summer.”

The Head Abbot had already seen all he needed: the looseness of her robes, the flushed skin that spoke of her recent exertions. The mysteries that had plagued him like summer heat—her public disappearance, Sonami’s cryptic remarks—unraveled like old yarn.

The Protector pointed, and one of her aides, a Tensor barely older than Sonami, ran forward to pull the red cloth off the woven basket on the table between them.

The Head Abbot knew what was in that basket, and he mentally prepared for the moment he had to look inside. Yet when that moment came, he blinked in surprise. Inside, swaddled in cloth, was not one red-faced, writhing infant, but two. One of them was crying; the other looked like it wanted to, but hadn’t figured out how.

“Twins,” the Protector simply said.

The Head Abbot looked at her and then back at the basket. Words would not come to him.

“You asked a blood price, and I am paying fully, and a little bit more. The fates conspired to double our blessings. Consider this gesture of generosity a measure of my gratitude for the monastery’s support last year.”

The crying infant stopped wailing to stare up at the Head Abbot. It had mismatched eyes, one brown, one yellowish. Its face crumpled in confusion, or some other unreadable emotion—it was only an infant, after all. Then it started crying again. Finally, the other twin joined in.

The Head Abbot’s feelings swung like a pendulum. Anger at himself, for not having predicted this. Disgust at the Protector, for having done this.

The Protector folded her hands together. “They are yours now. Do with them as you wish.”

“The Grand Monastery does not apprentice children younger than six,” he said. And it was true. They had no facilities, no resources to deal with the unannounced arrival of two hungry newborns. “I will take them to one of the minor monasteries that has an orphanage, perhaps—”

“I did not birth these children to have them raised by nuns in some gutter district,” the Protector said crisply.

Head Abbot Sung found himself at a loss for words again.

“Very well,” she said. “If the Grand Monastery will not take them, I will raise them myself until they are six. You may return for them then.” She gestured to the Tensor aide. “Xiaoyang.”

The aide replaced the red cloth and took the basket away, disappearing behind the wall of painted silk that stood behind the Protector.

The Protector smiled at the Head Abbot like a tiger would. “I am sure you will find them adequate when you return,” she said smoothly.

He stared at her.

“Do you contest the fulfillment of our agreement?”

“No, Your Eminence.” He bowed in obeisance. What else could he do?

Sonami led him back out. They both settled into the cart and sat there awhile in silence.

The Head Abbot said to the somber child, “I am sorry.”

Sonami shook their head. “You tried your best. Mother is Mother. She does what she wants.”

“Indeed.” He folded his hands together. “But I don’t understand the purpose of twins.” She must have had a reason for conceiving two children.

“It was an accident,” Sonami said. “Conception through slackcraft has its risks.”

“But why would she keep both infants?”

Sonami stared. “Mother is not infinitely cruel.”

They started the cart moving again. As it slid back through the walls of water, Sonami said, “I will make sure the children are taken care of. I will look after them myself.”

Their voice, although small, was cool and calm. The Head Abbot imagined that in maturity, Sonami might sound not so different from their mother.

He asked, “Will your mother allow that?”

“She will. I’ll make sure of it.”

The Head Abbot looked out at the marvels passing by without comment. How easily she had outmaneuvered him. He had stumbled in like a baby rabbit, eyes fused shut, and she had been the fox lying in wait, licking its chops. Here, at last, was the true face of the woman who had taken the derelict Protectorate of her ancestors—a feeble nation cowering in the shadow of almost-forgotten glories—and expanded it until her iron grip controlled more than half of known Ea.

Sonami said, “Venerable One, do you believe in the power of the fortunes?”

“Of course, child. They are what guides us and shapes the Slack.”

The child nodded. “The fortunes didn’t give Mother twins for no reason. That means that if there’s a plan, she’s not the one controlling it. And that does make me feel better.” A small, brief smile overtook their face. “Perhaps this is for the best.”

The Head Abbot blinked. This child, features still cushioned by the fat of innocence, spoke with the quiet confidence many took a lifetime to achieve. He had always suspected they were extraordinary, and not just because of their proficiency with slackcraft. When Sonami had first approached him with a desire to be admitted to the monastery, he had thought that with the right guidance, the child might one day grow up to take his place as Head Abbot, with all the secrets tied to that office.

Now none of them would ever know. That version of the future had been sealed off from them.

“Perhaps this is for the best,” he agreed.



 



Chapter Two

Year Six


THE MASSIVE CART THAT came from the Great High Palace was one of those that filled the width of streets in processions, painted lucky red and silk-draped in yet more red. Head Abbot Sung stood at the top of the stairs and watched its bright, meandering passage up the road that led to the Grand Monastery. The morning fog had long since retreated from the tree-embroidered mountains that formed Chengbee’s backbone, and the light breeze scattered cherry blossom petals around his sandals.

The Head Abbot stood tall, but privately he was glad that the twins were coming to him, instead of the other way around. It was a long way down the mountain, and a long way up to the Great High Palace, and in recent years his knees had begun to hurt during the morning rituals and when thunderstorms were coming. The onset of age was like a dam breaking: slowly at first, then all at once.

Sonami was the first to exit the cart, a graceful figure wrapped in a light silk dress the color of chrysanthemums and jade. She had chosen her gender the same year the twins were born and had grown well into that role. As a young woman of twenty, she had her mother’s height, and the fine features of her face bore more than a passing resemblance to the Protector’s.

Two near-identical children tumbled out of the cart behind her, laden with packs. One landed with their soles a hip’s width apart, fists lightly curled, balancing on the balls of their feet. The child with the mismatched eyes. The other one straightened up and stared at the Head Abbot with an intensity that was unnerving for one so young.

The Head Abbot bowed to them, and Sonami bowed back. “Venerable One,” she said. “Allow me to introduce you to your new charges.”

She touched the first child on their shoulder. “This is Mokoya.” She tapped the second one, whose wide dark eyes remained fixed on the Head Abbot. “And this is Akeha.”

“I welcome you to the Grand Monastery,” the Head Abbot said. “Today you embark on a new journey of learning and discipline.”

The children said nothing. The first child’s face presented a scowl, while the second one didn’t even blink.

“Go on,” Sonami said gently.

A junior monk and nun waited behind the Head Abbot. “Go with them,” he told the children. “They will show you to your rooms.”

The children looked at each other, and the Head Abbot felt something pass between them in the Slack, as though they were communicating. He looked quizzically at Sonami, who only smiled.

The children seemed to come to an agreement, and that agreement was not to put up a fight. Silently and perfunctorily, they trudged after the waiting acolytes.

The first child, the odd-eyed one, took fewer than ten steps before their resolve shattered. They dropped their pack and ran back to Sonami, clutching the fine silk of her dress in their fists.

“Mokoya,” Sonami sighed. She dropped to one knee and took the child’s hands in her own. “We’ve talked about this.”

“Why can’t you come with us?” A tremor belied the stubborn pout in their voice.

“Because I’m going to the Tensorate academy. Today you begin training for monastic life. Head Abbot Sung will take care of you. All right?”

Their face folded up, equal parts rage and grief. Sonami said, “And you have Akeha. You have each other; you won’t be alone.”

The other child walked over and put a hand on their sibling’s shoulder. The first flung themselves at Sonami in a desperate hug.

Sonami held them. “Go on. You know this is what Mother wants.”

The child detached from Sonami’s grasp and took their sibling’s hand. Without a word, they marched, sibling and all, back to where the acolytes waited with the abandoned pack. The Head Abbot had expected tears, but none remained. They did not turn back to look at Sonami again.

The other child pinned the Head Abbot with an intense, baleful gaze as they walked by.

Sonami got to her feet with a sigh and watched the twins go. “They are good children,” she said softly. “Understandably upset about leaving the only home they’ve ever known. But once the pain wears off, they’ll give you no trouble.” With a touch of amusement, she added, “Well, not much trouble, in any case.”

The Head Abbot studied the young woman now standing before him. The two of them had barely spoken in the last five years; the Head Abbot’s messages through the talker network had been gently but firmly rebuffed. He had tried for a long time to divine if this distance was the Protector’s doing or Sonami’s choice, but in the end had concluded that he had to respect and accept it. As with all things in life.

“You raised these children yourself,” he observed.

Sonami nodded.

“I must confess I’m surprised. Did your mother not intend for you to enter the Tensorate before this?”

Sonami smiled slightly. “We agreed that I would do so after the children had been transferred to the Grand Monastery.”

“Such concessions come with a price. What did you promise her in return?”

Her smile did not change as she said, “Grandchildren.”

The Head Abbot swallowed his first response. Into his silence, Sonami interjected, “Of all her daughters, Mother was most interested in my gifts in slackcraft. She thought any children I had would have potential.”

Carefully, he asked, “And this—you are happy with this?”

“It is how it has to be.”

The Head Abbot sighed. Sonami laughed lightly. “Venerable One, I am glad the children will be given to your care. I am confident they will be well taken care of.”

“Is there anything you want to tell me about them?”

Sonami hesitated. He watched intently as her answer percolated through layers and layers of careful thought.

Finally she said, “Do you remember you told me once that there was something different about me, as though the fortunes had embroidered a bright pattern in my soul?”

“I do.” And he had believed it sincerely.

“At that time I dismissed it as flattery, something an old man would say to fool a young child. But … I think I understand now.” Sonami frowned. “There’s something about these children that’s different. I don’t know what it is. One of them…” The Head Abbot frowned, and Sonami shrugged. “I don’t want to say too much. You will see for yourself. But I am glad that you will be directing their destinies, instead of Mother.”

“I see.”

“Trust in the fortunes,” Sonami said. “They will guide you well.”



 



Chapter Three

Year Nine


MOKOYA FINALLY MET DREAMS deep into the second night-cycle. Their breathing slowed and evened. Akeha opened their eyes surreptitiously, adjusting to the dark of the room, to confirm that their twin was indeed asleep.

Winter had silenced the frogs that sang outside the windows on warmer days. In that quiet, Akeha cautiously cleared their mindeye and tapped into the Slack. The world of arch-energies lay calm around the sleeping bundle of their twin. Mokoya had nightmares sometimes, and on those nights the Slack seethed around them like a wild river. But not tonight. In Akeha’s mindeye, the Slack enfolded their twin like a gentle blanket, shimmering in the colors of the five natures.

If there were no nightmares tonight, then Akeha felt better about what they were about to do.

They left Mokoya sleeping in their shared bedroom and quietly slipped through the open doorway.

The sleeping quarters for initiates and junior acolytes were patrolled at night by Master Yeo, the disciplinarian, whose booming voice and bamboo switch they feared almost as much as her withering stare. Akeha caught glimpses of her silhouette patrolling the pavilion they had to cross, and shivered.

Akeha knew how to muffle their footsteps, thickening the air around their feet so that sound was silenced. But they had not yet figured out how to turn themselves invisible. The Slack was elastic, but not infinitely so. They had to think of something else.

A prayer altar sat a dozen yields away, garnished with the usual accoutrements. One of those was a tray of prayer balls, stacked into a silver pyramid.

There. First, they got into a runner’s position. Then, with a tug through water-nature so small no one else noticed it, they toppled the prayer balls over.

Master Yeo whipped around and went to investigate the noise. Akeha streaked across the pavilion, unseen, while her back was turned.

Success.

Akeha tiptoed through the Grand Monastery, all the way to the vegetable gardens in the back, the soil bare and hard in the winter frost. Here, too, were the raptor enclosures, and as Akeha crept through the empty cabbage rows, the animals yipped excitedly, teeth and claws shining in the gloom.

“Quiet.” A small gesture through the Slack calmed them. “It’s just me.”

The Grand Monastery was set against the hard spikes of Golden Phoenix Mountain, whose tree-covered sides formed a forbidding, fog-shrouded wall. Its grounds were protected by a slackcraft fence, humming electricity ready to shock anyone who tried to get past it.

Except here, next to the gardens. One of the charge devices generating the fence, a hollow ball filled with blue light, flickered in and out of service. The fence was broken.

No one had noticed. The device was supposed to sound an alarm when it failed or was tampered with. Somehow, that had not happened.

Akeha hadn’t told anybody about this discovery. Not even Mokoya.

Now they hesitated. Mokoya would be upset that they were doing this. Several days ago their twin had woken, weeping, from a nightmare in which Akeha was attacked by a kirin in the mountain forest. Akeha had reassured them that firstly, kirin were extinct: nobody had seen one for a hundred years. And secondly, there was no way of getting into the forest.

Except now there was.

Akeha knew that if they’d told Mokoya about the broken fence, Mokoya would have stopped them from going. So they had said nothing.

They stepped past the buzzing charge device and into the wilderness.

The forest whispered around Akeha. The sky was clear enough and the moon bright enough that they weren’t afraid of getting lost. The ground changed as they wandered farther from the monastery, soft dry leaves yielding to mountain rock. Winter air bit at their exposed cheeks and knuckles.

Legends haunted Golden Phoenix Mountain. Akeha and Mokoya had spent hours in the Grand Monastery’s library, thumbing through yellowed pages and absorbing them all. A diamond-studded road, it was said, led to a series of endless caves with alabaster walls, filled with sweet spring water and miraculous fruit trees that no person of the seas or the black-soiled lands had ever seen before. Akeha was determined to find out if it was true.

A path emerged from the unchecked wilderness of the forest. In the moonlight the pebbles embedded in its dirt shone like diamonds.

Akeha followed it. The path led them on a gentle climb that threaded along the mountain’s slope. The trees parted, but the forest remained thick around them.

Every now and then, they would look up through the netting of leaves, tracking the moon’s passage across the sky. They had to stay aware of the time. They couldn’t get caught.

Akeha came to a small clearing in the forest, a break in the tree cover. The path they had been following forked here, one branch headed downhill, and the other headed up, into the depths of mountain territory. If there were secret caves in the mountains, Akeha thought, the second path would surely lead them there.

Something moved behind them, a large and unexpected presence. Akeha froze, and listened.

The forest breathed. Still. Silent. Akeha counted numbers as they waited, but there was nothing. It was just their imagination.

There was that sutra, the First Sutra, that Mokoya liked to recite in their head when they were nervous: The Slack is all, and all is the Slack, and a long-winded list of nonsense about the five natures. Akeha had a better, shorter list:

Earth, for gravity;

Water, for motion;

Fire, for hot and cold;

Forest, for flesh and blood;

Metal, for electricity.

Everything else is extra.

They breathed in, and out. Cleared their mindeye, and—

The kirin lurched out of the shadows at the same second they felt its presence in the Slack.

Akeha jumped backward, tripped foot over foot, landed on the flat of their palm. Pain shot up their arm. The kirin reared, wings swallowing the sky, head brushing the top of the trees, screech shaking the bones of the earth. A creature that was half bird, half lion, and all terror.

Akeha panicked. They’d never fought anything this big before. The creature before them was a blinding light in the Slack, sinew and flesh and bone. And blood. Warm blood surged through its veins. Overwhelmed by terror, they could only think, I have to stop it.

They tensed through water-nature, slowed the flow of blood by force, and stopped the kirin’s heart.

The kirin shrieked in pain. Startled, Akeha let go. They’d never heard anything scream like that before. Their stomach twisted, heavy and sour.

And then the kirin staggered as if struck, as power surged through the Slack from somewhere else. The creature fell to its knees, missing Akeha by a handsbreadth. Its breath was hot on their face.

With a noise that was both a groan and a cry, the kirin staggered to its feet and retreated into the trees. Badly hurt or just badly shaken, the creature had had enough. Akeha watched it vanish into the shadows, the rustle of its passage fading.

Mokoya stood on the path behind them, trembling, wide-eyed, and angry. Akeha got slowly to their feet. Their arm sang with pain where it had broken their fall. “How did you find me?”

“I told you. I saw you in the dream.”

“It was just a dream.”

“It wasn’t just a dream. I saw it exactly like it happened. When I woke up, you were gone, and I knew where you went.”

And Mokoya had predicted the kirin, too. The creature was supposed to be extinct. But they had known it would appear. How?

Akeha frowned. “Are you saying you dream about the future? Only prophets do that.” There hadn’t been a prophet recorded in the Protectorate for hundreds of years.

Mokoya bit their lip, and Akeha recognized that expression. Their sibling was one surge of anger away from tears. They grabbed their twin’s hand, balled into a hard fist that would not relax. “Moko.”

“You could have died. What were you doing?”

Akeha glanced toward the hidden peak of Golden Phoenix Mountain. “I was looking for the hidden caves.”

“Why?”

They shrugged. “We need somewhere to run if Mother comes to take us. I don’t want to go back.”

Mokoya pulled their hand away. “She won’t come. She doesn’t care about us.”

They turned so that Akeha couldn’t see their face. But Akeha knew with absolute clarity that they were more frightened than angry. The twins had a sense of each other, of emotions and anxieties, and they could hear each other’s voices through the Slack if they listened hard enough.

“Don’t be frightened,” Akeha said. “I’ll protect you.”

“Protect me from what? The future?”

“Anything.”

Mokoya turned back, cheeks painted with damp streaks. “What if it’s true? What if I’m dreaming about things that haven’t happened yet?”

“I said anything,” Akeha repeated, and pulled their twin into a fierce hug that blanketed up all protests. “We don’t have to tell anyone. It can be our secret.”

Mokoya settled into the hug, but their mood remained rough and shaky, and Akeha knew they weren’t convinced or comforted by that, either. “Let’s go back,” Akeha said. “Before anyone notices we’re gone.” The ache in their arm had almost subsided, and the fear and nervousness had faded into whispers. They could pretend that nothing had happened.



It was the sobbing that woke Akeha. All night they had floated on the edge between sleep and consciousness, plagued by visions of nightmarish shapes. Now their twin was hunched over at the edge of their shared sleeping mat, skinny frame shaking in the dark.

Akeha crawled over and tapped them on the shoulder. When Mokoya didn’t respond, they shifted so that the both of them were face-to-face. Mokoya’s was a crumpled, runny mess of fear and desperation. Another bad dream: the Slack seethed with the stress that trailed in the wake of their twin’s nightmares. It had been weeks since the last one, but the intensity of the dreams seemed to be getting worse.

Mokoya stopped to gulp down two lungfuls of freezing night air, then continued crying. Akeha reached out and took their hands and said nothing. This was becoming a familiar routine.

Eventually Mokoya’s sobbing petered into small sniffles. They wiped their snot with a thick sleeve as Akeha asked, “What’s happening?”

They shook their head, lips still sealed. Akeha pressed on: “What did you see?”

“Bad things.”

“I know it was bad things. What kind?”

Mokoya could not meet their eyes. “I saw a naga.”

“Where? Here?”

Mokoya shook their head. “At the spring procession.”

The spring procession was in two weeks, in the center of Chengbee. As Akeha considered this bit of information, Mokoya said, “You were there.”

“Why would I be at the spring procession?”

“I don’t know, you were in the forest too, how am I supposed to know what’s going to happen, I don’t control any—”

“Okay, okay. There’s a naga at the spring procession. I’m also there.”

“We were both there.”

“Of course. What happened?”

“It fell. The naga. It was flying, it took over the sky. Something happened. It fell onto the houses.”

As Akeha frowned, Mokoya added, “People got hurt.”

“Why did it fall? Was it attacking the city?”

“I don’t know,” Mokoya hissed, and their expression, which had been approaching normality, slid back toward furious tears. “I just saw it.”

“Did you get hurt?”

Mokoya buried their face in their hands, fingernails digging into the skin. “I don’t know. It just happened.”

Akeha gently pulled their hands away from their face. Mokoya put up a token resistance, and their hands slowly uncurled in Akeha’s. “Listen,” they said. “That was just a silly dream. Naga don’t come this far north. They live in the unknown south, in the Quarterlands, right? Even when they get lost, they don’t go farther than Katau Kebang. They can’t reach Chengbee. It’s impossible.”

“Nothing’s impossible.”

“Well, somebody will see it, right? And then they’ll catch it. So it won’t happen.”

“It was really big, Keha. Naga are really big.”

“I know.”

“You said the same thing about the kirin.”

“That was different.”

“You said kirin don’t exist anymore. And there was one. Just as I saw in my dream.”

Akeha sighed and let go of Mokoya’s hands. They were right. There was no easy explanation that could wave away what Mokoya had seen.

The twins looked at each other in the half-dark chill, not daring to voice their fears. There was always an explanation, that was what they had been taught, that was the way they had been raised, but this—the Slack was doing something strange to Mokoya, when it shouldn’t.

“We need to tell somebody,” Mokoya said.

This time it was Akeha’s turn to ball their hands into fists. “And who are we supposed to tell?”

“One of the adults.” As Akeha’s face worked into a scowl, Mokoya said, “We have to tell someone. We can’t fix this by ourselves.”

“Who says we have to fix anything?”

“People are going to get hurt if we do nothing, Keha. I have to tell someone.”

Akeha hated the way Mokoya emphasized the word “I.” It was a clear division, almost a threat. Hadn’t they agreed to do everything together? “They’re not going to believe you.”

“They will. The Head Abbot will.”

“And if he believes you? What happens then? Do they call you a prophet?”

Mokoya coiled their shoulders in a shrug. “I don’t know. Who cares? It’s more important to stop the dream from happening.”

Akeha sat back on their heels and blew a hot breath through their teeth. They weren’t sure what to say.

“I’m going to tell him tomorrow,” Mokoya said.

“Fine.” Akeha unfolded from their crouch and went back to their side of the sleeping mat. They could sense Mokoya’s stare as they curled up on the roughly woven surface and shut their eyes.

“Are you angry with me?”

“No,” they said, but they didn’t turn around. “Go back to sleep.”



 



Chapter Four


AKEHA PROWLED THE INN’S upper-floor balcony. The creaky strip of wine-stained wood overlooked the thoroughfare through which the spring procession clanged, swayed, spun, and marched. On either side, the balconies bulged with cheering, laughing, red-cheeked citizens. In contrast, this one was still and silent, lined with a full troupe of pugilists hand-selected from the most senior acolytes in the Grand Monastery. And then there was the Head Abbot himself, breathing slowly and evenly, calm and implacable as a mountain.

“Stop that,” Mokoya hissed, as Akeha turned on an impatient foot to begin a new circuit of the balcony.

Mokoya had lied to the Head Abbot in order to bring them all here. They’d said nothing about the kirin in the forest, or the broken fence. Instead they claimed to have foreseen the incident last week where two of the junior acolytes broke the statues of Patience and Gratitude that guarded the front pavilion. Akeha had laughed about them lying to an adult, and had gotten kicked in the shins for their trouble.

More surprising was the fact that the Head Abbot had believed them without question. Every now and then, Akeha caught him staring across the length of the balcony at Mokoya, whose gaze was trained unwaveringly on the sky. Akeha felt like he knew something, something he wasn’t telling either of them.

They rocked back and forth on the balls of their feet, humming tunelessly. Mokoya glared.

Downstairs, the procession continued on its multihued, clamorous way, unaware of the tensions strung overhead. The dancers and floats would thread their way through Chengbee’s ant-nest streets before passing by the Imperial Square, to present themselves to the Protector and the upper echelons of the Tensorate. The Protector’s family were expected to be in attendance as well. Sonami would be there. Everybody would.

Everybody except for us, Akeha thought. Did they even count as the Protector’s family anymore?

Nearby, Mokoya went suddenly still and alert. What is it? Akeha thought at them.

I don’t know. It’s something.

The empty skies darkened from gray to blue as sunfall came. Along the thoroughfare, sunballs winked to life, illuminating the excitement-flushed crowd with a soft glow.

Wasn’t it at sunfall, your vision?

Mokoya squinted at the sky, as if they were trying to listen to a small scratching sound from very far away.

Akeha moved so that they stood side-by-side, the edges of their palms brushing. It was easier to clear their mindeye like this, with their twin as a steadying, calming anchor.

They remembered the way the kirin had appeared to them, a blaze of light so bright it seemed to squeeze the Slack around it. People shone on the surface of the Slack, but not like that. Not that intensely.

If the naga was the same way, they would feel it in the shape of the Slack before it appeared. Sinew and flesh and bone and blood. Akeha concentrated, trying to widen the scope of their mindeye as much as possible, see as far as possible in the Slack—

There. There, Moko, there!

The distortion in the Slack was moving fast, like a meteor, destructive, and the light was coming toward them like a transport headlight down a tunnel—

Sinew. And flesh. And bone. And blood.

The naga was massive, wingspan of ten houses, clawed feet and barbed tail, mouth big enough to swallow a person whole. It was more raptor than serpent, hollow-boned and warm-blooded. That blood rushed swift and strong as a monsoon river. It called to Akeha.

They focused on that blood as the naga burst over the horizon, over the tops of roofs, blocking out the screams because they had to get the timing exactly right—

Akeha clenched their fist, and the raging torrents of blood froze.

The naga’s scream thrust like a spear through the eardrums. The massive creature twisted in the air, and Akeha opened their eyes to see it coming toward the inn like a hailstorm. Their breath caught.

Someone grabbed them by the collar. “Jump!” was the instruction. The Head Abbot had pulled the twins together, and Akeha jumped, their legs and body going numb as things collapsed around them. Not just the inn, which rained planks and splinters and bricks around them as they hit the ground with a bone-shattering thud. Everything fell.

Akeha struggled upright, getting off the ground, trying to see the damage that had been done. Pain shot through their ankle, and they stumbled. Something reached around them: Mokoya, holding them up with trembling arms.

The naga had come down on the row of houses where the inn used to be. It groaned, a wild rumbling sound, but the light it burned in the Slack was fading. Sunfall was complete. The shapes of people ran to and fro in the darkness, some screaming, some holding their heads. One of the procession dancers wailed and screamed as she tried to push a block of wood, a broken pillar, off the shape of another dancer crumpled on the ground. Surprisingly, there was no blood. The lights festooning the dead dancer’s dress still glowed and sparkled, as if nothing had happened. They had lost a shoe as they fell.

Oily smoke crept through the air as the sounds of crackling—like offerings for the dead—rose up around them. Or was it merely the rushing of blood in Akeha’s ears? Mokoya was shaking them, saying syllables that wouldn’t gel into words.

Things had happened exactly as Mokoya saw them. Why hadn’t they realized this?



One night-cycle after Mokoya’s whimpering had been silenced by unconsciousness, Akeha admitted to themselves that they were not following their twin into sleep at all. They slowly sat up in the gloom, careful not to disturb the shallowly breathing mound next to them.

The half hour before the sun returned to the skies was the coldest. Two night-cycles had passed, and a whole new day approached. Akeha’s fingers were numb, and their vision shone with waves of exhaustion, but rest and darkness would not come. Their mind would not settle.

Akeha, separated from their twin, had spent nearly two hours being questioned by the senior acolytes and the Head Abbot himself, passed around like cracked tableware. They repeated their story over and over: They had not intended to kill the naga. They wanted to send it away. Once or twice, they had almost slipped and mentioned the kirin in the forest, where they were not supposed to have been. But they caught themselves in time.

Eventually they had been allowed to return to their bedroom, where they found Mokoya sitting with their chin tucked against their knees, expression blank. And then they had to explain, for the final time, that they hadn’t really meant to kill the naga. They hadn’t meant to make the prophecy come true.

Akeha watched Mokoya as they slept. For once, they were not sure what their twin believed. No, Mokoya was not obliged to talk to them. And they were probably as tired as Akeha was, and frightened too.

But they wished Mokoya had said something.

Akeha got to their feet and shuffled toward the door. There was no point in lying still and trying to fall asleep. They knew it wouldn’t happen.

They crept around the austere gray sprawl of the Grand Monastery, letting the cold slow their blood and heartbeat where their mind wouldn’t. These were the wide corridors they and Mokoya had breathlessly run down between lessons, the stones upon which they had both sat for hours meditating, the courtyards in which they had sparred, using sticks and slackcraft as weapons.

Akeha’s childhood memories of the Great High Palace stitched together snatches of color and heavy fragrances with zither song and faraway, gentle laughter. They used to feel a jolt of strong, unnamable emotion whenever they thought about it, but those emotions had faded as the seasons left, and came back, and left again. The Grand Monastery was their home now.

A circle of light glowed in the distance, glimpsed between the even wooden teeth of intersecting corridors. The Head Abbot was not yet asleep.

For reasons they couldn’t quite understand, Akeha found themselves creeping toward the Head Abbot’s quarters. As they got closer, they heard voices: the Head Abbot had a visitor. In the deepest part of night.

Akeha shuffled into a crouch and pressed against the wall of the Head Abbot’s room, underneath the window. Their heart pulsed in their throat: if they were caught, they didn’t know what they would say.

“This is a generous offer,” said a high, crisp voice. Akeha’s memories of the Great High Palace came unbound in a wild cascade. That voice belonged to bright, wide halls with climate control and murmuring, attentive audiences. Second Sister Kinami—wasn’t she the Chief Royal Diplomat now, overseeing the Ministry of Diplomacy whose fingers stretched everywhere the Protectorate held land?

“It’s hardly an offer,” the Head Abbot said. “I’d call it a demand.”

“Well, you know Mother. Negotiating is not one of her great interests.”

“We made a compact, a blood deal. She cannot simply back out of it as it suits her wishes.”

“Except she isn’t backing out of anything. She promised you one child. She gave you two. At the end of it, you’ll still have one.”

Akeha dug their nails into their palm to stop from shaking. One leg was already feeling the strain from the unnatural crouch.

Kinami said, “Mother has requested only the prophet’s return. You can keep the other one. That fulfills the terms of the deal.”

“You speak of them as though they are mere numbers on a ledger. They’re children. You cannot just move them from one column to the next.”

Silence from the other end. Akeha could imagine the cold, arch expression on Kinami’s face. Of all their older sisters, Kinami was the closest in temperament to Mother, and even as a small child, Akeha had hated her. The Head Abbot had to tell her no. Tell her to go away.

“I see. I suppose I should have expected this. After all, treating people like numbers is one of your mother’s specialties.”

Akeha scrunched their face up to keep from screaming. Of course the Head Abbot wouldn’t fight Mother’s wishes. Nobody would.

“You’ll have a week to make the arrangements. Let the prophet say their good-byes. It should be plenty of time.”

The meeting was ending. Akeha had to get away. They kept to their crouch for two steps, and then started running, head ducked, chest constricting in pain. Wooden floorboards creaked as their soft-soled shoes slapped over them.

By some miracle, Akeha got back to their room without being stopped. They crashed against the wall next to the door and slid to the floor, gasping, their calves burning.

Mokoya sat up, robes mussed and eyes wide. “What happened? Keha? What is it?”

The conversation between Kinami and the Head Abbot repeated in Akeha’s head in a deathly loop. “They’re coming for you.”

“Who?”

“Mother. The Tensorate.”

Mokoya struggled to clumsy feet, wiping the sleep from their face. “For us?”

“No. Just you.”

Mokoya froze as though struck by lightning. “They can’t do that.”

Akeha pressed their head into the wall’s unyielding surface and closed their eyes. They felt tired, all the way deep in their neck and shoulders and head. Their muscles shook, their heart wouldn’t stop beating. “They can do whatever they want.”

“No.” Mokoya’s voice was soft but determined. Akeha felt fingers close around their hand and tighten vise-like. “Keha, we have to do something.”



 



Chapter Five


THE MOON RULED THE skies as the children set out past the guardians of their sleeping quarters, past the empty vegetable garden, past the raptors and through the broken fence. When it was just them and the forest again, Akeha stopped to adjust the heavy pack they had strapped on. Their exertions clouded the air with white puffs.

“Come on,” Mokoya hissed. “We need to get as far as possible before they realize we’re gone.” Akeha hesitated, and they said, “Keha.” Then they turned and set off into the wooded depths without checking to see if Akeha followed.

Mokoya’s steady gait never wavered, retracing the route they knew: through the trees, toward the shining path that led up to the peak of the mountain.

“If the kirin comes back, you’ll kill it, won’t you?” Mokoya said, as they walked.

Akeha didn’t reply. They were mentally counting the biscuits and dried rice cakes stuffed into the packs, five days’ worth of stealing from the monastery’s kitchens. It would last them three days, four if they skipped meals. And they needed to find a source of clean water sooner than that.

Akeha had lagged behind, footsteps slowed by thought. Mokoya stomped over, and it was almost a shock when they seized Akeha’s hand. “Keha. We have to stay together.”

“This is a mistake,” Akeha whispered. “Let’s go back to the monastery.”

In the moonlight, Mokoya’s face looked sharp and angry. “And let them take you away from me?” Even though the exact opposite was happening. “I’d rather die.”

Akeha pulled their hand away. “Stop spouting rubbish.”

“I’m not going back. Mother can’t do whatever she likes. I’m not a token on her chessboard.”

“I told you,” Akeha said bitterly. “You shouldn’t have said anything about your dream.”

“And you shouldn’t have killed that naga.”

Akeha peeled their lips back and hissed. That was enough. They turned their back to Mokoya and headed the way they’d come, feet slipping on the brittle dead leaves that had lain there all winter.

“Keha.” Mokoya lunged after them and grabbed their arm with both hands, fingers pressing through the layers of cloth hard enough to bruise. “I’m sorry, please, don’t leave me.”

Akeha wriggled out of Mokoya’s grasp, but stayed where they were. “Don’t be stupid.” They could no more leave their twin alone here than they could cut off their own arm.

They stood like this for a moment, two children lost against a backdrop of endless forest. The weak foliage shadow shifted uncomfortably as the moon rolled across the sky.

“You lead the way,” Akeha said.

Mokoya pointed. “The path’s over there.”

The sun rose, fell, and rose again as the children walked. A dull pain spread through Akeha’s soles, but they focused on putting their feet down, one after another, on the stone-studded path that led them up the mountainside. As the path dipped into a crevasse of rising granite walls, their calves and back started to cramp.

One sun-cycle later, they stopped to eat and rest. Akeha rotated their ankles, dismayed by how everything hurt. They had been walking for little more than half a day.

“There should be some caves up there,” Mokoya said, pointing into the half dark, where the path disappeared upward around a steep mountain face.

“Did you see that in a dream?”

“No,” they said, annoyance creeping into their voice. “I just have a feeling.”

Akeha leaned their head against Mokoya’s shoulder and shut their eyes. Their twin was right, it did feel damper around here, like there was resting water close by, and that could mean caves. Or something. They were tired of arguing.

Mokoya put an arm around them.

“They should be looking for us by now,” Akeha said.

“We should go,” Mokoya murmured.

So they packed up and continued on the path. It was alarming how fast the aches returned to their bodies. Mokoya was limping, heavily favoring their left leg.

“Are you hurt?” Akeha asked.

“It’s just blisters.” They stopped. “Keha—look!”

Mokoya pointed. White mist was lifting from the crags and hollows of the earth. In the distance, the path vanished into a slender mouth in the rock.

They’d found a cave. Against all the odds, they’d found it.

Mokoya picked a branch off the ground and tugged at fire-nature to light it. The mouth of the cave was steep and littered with sharp rocks which skinned Akeha’s palms as they scrambled up.

“Keha. Look.”

Mokoya held the improvised torch aloft in the cave mouth. The roof yawned fifty yields above their heads, thick with the chittering of bats. Somewhere in the vicinity, water ran, echoing off stone walls. Step by small step, the two children moved inward, sheltered in the torch’s circle of safety.

“It’s strange,” Akeha said.

“What is?”

“The floor is clean.” With all the bats singing above them, they should have been walking across a carpet of droppings. But their circle of light showed nothing.

Mokoya looked up. “There’s a barrier,” they said after a while. “Slackcraft.”

“Someone else comes here.”

“It has to be.”

“You think they live here? In the wild?”

“I don’t know.” Mokoya frowned. It was too late to turn back. “We’ll find out.”

As they ventured farther in, the walls of the cave opened up into a space huge enough to kill echoes. A breeze lingered around Akeha’s neck, its cold breath raising gooseflesh. Mokoya sucked in a breath. “Look.”

The dim shape of wooden crates, stacked upon one another, populated the cave floor. Akeha sent a cautious tendril out through the Slack and discovered warm pinpoints that responded to their slackcraft. A string of sunballs. Akeha tensed through metal-nature, and their glow filled the room.

“Great Slack.” Mokoya put the torch out as hundreds of heavy wooden crates, reinforced by tempered iron, revealed themselves. “What are they?”

Several years’ worth of dust coated the boxes. Akeha left long finger streaks across the top of one. It wasn’t labeled. As gray clouds danced around them, Akeha lifted the hinged lid. It was heavy, but it wasn’t locked.

The crate was stacked with lightcraft in the shape of lotuses, like the kind Akeha had seen some of the senior acolytes use in aerial sparring practice. Unlike the weathered equipment back in the monastery, these hadn’t seen much use. They looked thicker and stronger, too. Akeha touched one with slackcraft. There was barely any charge left, and whatever threads of metal-nature had been used to weave the energy in place had long since frayed.

Mokoya had pried open another crate, a long boxy one the shape of a coffin. “What are these?” They reached in and pulled out a long, thick metal rod, like a cudgel. The black carvings across its surface caught the yellow light as Mokoya experimentally twirled it.

“It looks like a weapon,” Akeha said. Mokoya had had the same thought, moving into a fighting crouch, cudgel balanced in two hands. It was too long for them: an adult’s weapon.

The cudgel hummed as Mokoya charged it with slackcraft. Neither twin had seen anything like it before. Mokoya swung it above their head with practiced ease, despite its length. “There must be hundreds of these,” they said, as they tilted it back and forth, examining it. “Why?”

“They’re war supplies,” Akeha said.

Mokoya blinked. “War? What kind of war? There hasn’t been a war for years.”

“Does it matter what kind? There are no good kinds of war.”

Mokoya looked troubled by this, and started swinging the cudgel again.

“Be careful,” Akeha warned, as the cudgel missed one of the crates by a fingerswidth.

As Mokoya swung the cudgel through another rotation, one end clipped Akeha in the shoulder. “You oaf,” Akeha spluttered, and kicked up the sand on the cave floor and sent it sweeping in a wave toward Mokoya.

The assault through water-nature sent their twin staggering. Mokoya fell, but was back on their feet instantly, growling. They jabbed the cudgel in Akeha’s direction.

The cudgel caught the thread of Mokoya’s slackcraft. It hummed, glowed, and a bolt of electricity arced from it and struck Akeha in the chest.

Akeha went crashing to the ground, stunned, as though someone had dropped a boulder on them. Their chest burned.

“Keha!” Mokoya dropped the cudgel and ran stumbling toward them, sliding on their knees across the cave floor. “Keha, say something. Keha, please.”

They couldn’t. Their chest hurt too much. Akeha tried moving their arms, tried sitting up, and doubled over in pain.

Something growled deep and low behind them. Mokoya’s eyes widened; their fingers trembled on Akeha’s arm.

A familiar shape moved into the circle of lights. As Akeha struggled onto their elbows, trying to work past the bolt’s paralyzing effect, the kirin reared up and screeched.

The creature lunged. Everything moved in a blur: the talons coming down, Mokoya throwing themselves over Akeha. Akeha tensed—Was it by instinct? Or something else?—and energy surged through the Slack, water-nature, as they shoved Mokoya away, before the kirin’s clawed feet struck—

The talons went through their side like it was paper. Akeha screamed, sensations burning through them. A clear and precise epiphany struck: They were going to die. There was no turning back. It was done.

Their blood soaked through layers of clothing as they lay on the ground, gasping, barely holding on to consciousness.

A crackle through the air, sharp smell of metal burning. The kirin screamed, and its limbs folded. Mokoya had picked the cudgel up. As the creature struggled to its feet, Mokoya struck it again. And again. And again. Their twin blazed with such fear and anger it punched through the wall of pain surrounding Akeha. They hit the kirin until it collapsed thrashing to the ground, until the convulsions subsided into twitching, until it fell heavy and still. The air reeked of burning flesh.

Akeha watched this all through a veil of increasing darkness. The world grew cold, and the pain was, at last, fading away. They were aware of Mokoya picking them up, screaming, pressing their head against their belly. Akeha was drifting away, and as they grew distant from their body, they began unraveling in the Slack, becoming pure energy.

Something pulled them back. Mokoya was tensing through forest-nature, trying to knit the torn flesh back together, trying to keep their failing heartbeat steady.

Akeha reached out through the Slack. Mokoya was so bright, so beautiful. Like a jewel shining, like a sunset over the sea. It’s okay, Moko. It’s better like this.

No. Keha, no. You have to. You can’t die. I won’t let you.

Now you can go back to the Great High Palace. You don’t have to worry.

I can’t, I won’t. Mokoya was crying so hard their body was shaking. They could not have spoken if they wanted to. If you die, I want to go with you.

I don’t want that. You have a good life ahead of you. Moko—

What’s the point? What’s the point of it?

Akeha struggled not to drift away entirely. They couldn’t leave Mokoya like this. It’s too late, Moko. You have to go on. I want you to.

The cavern filled with the sound of buzzing—a lightcraft in operation. Of all people, the Head Abbot appeared, sailing in like a bird, serenity turning to alarm as he took in the scene before him. How had he found them? A question for another time. The old man leapt off the lightcraft and hurried toward the twins.

A cool hand pressed against Akeha’s forehead, and warmth ran through them, healing warmth, tying them more securely to this world. “They’re still breathing,” the Head Abbot said. “We can save them. What happened? The kirin?”

Mokoya’s lungs operated in desperate gasps. “I killed it.”

“I know, Mokoya. She was one of the very last of her kind. She was trying to protect the cache. Don’t worry, you are both safe. Help is coming.”

Their twin formed words between the heaves of their chest. “I don’t want to be taken away. I don’t want Akeha to die.”

“Akeha will not die. I promise you that. Help is coming.”

“But they’re going to take me away.”

“Mokoya.” The Head Abbot sighed as Akeha tried to turn their head, tried to look at the expressions on both their faces. “You won’t have to go to the Tensorate alone. Akeha will go with you.”

And Mokoya fell silent, even as their lungs worked rhythmically through their stress. Then: “You mean—”

“I cannot separate the two of you, Mokoya. That would clearly be an unthinkable cruelty. Your mother sent both of you here because of a deal we made. I have decided not to hold her to it.”

Mokoya’s voice shook with terror and hope. “So we’ll go … together?”

“Yes.”

“You promise?”

“Yes, Mokoya. Now help me with your sibling.”

Mokoya twisted their fingers into Akeha’s and started to sob again. The Head Abbot laid a second hand on Akeha’s head. “You must relax, child. Sleep. You will be better when you wake.”

His hands sent slowness and warmth throughout Akeha’s consciousness. As they faded into the gentle cradle of sleep, they thought, But you still look at me like I’m just a number in a column.
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Chapter Six

Year Seventeen


“THE HEAD ABBOT IS going to die soon.”

Akeha opened their eyes a slit. Mokoya lay on their divan across the room, silhouetted by the night sun that filtered through the thick paper pulled across the window. They considered pretending they hadn’t heard it and letting that pronouncement die in the quiet night air.

Then reality settled in. Of course Mokoya would know they were awake. “Why do you say that?” they said, refusing to sit up from the bed.

“I saw the confirmation ceremony for the new one.”

“Oh? Who was it?” Akeha lazily rotated the memories of the monastery’s senior ranks through their mind. They hadn’t thought much about those people in the time since they’d left, and suspected nothing much had changed in the nine years since. The monastery was a place of stagnation, a place that loved its doctrine and cared more about inner purity than anything else.

“No one we know. A young man.”

“What?”

“Someone our age, maybe a bit older, maybe twenty.”

A preposterous idea. It took twenty years for acolytes to complete their training, and from there it was a slow climb to the top. No one that young could take the post.

“A Gauri boy.”

That was the thing that got Akeha to sit up. “A Gauri—are you sure you had a vision, and not a fever dream?”

Their twin sat up, and in the dark, they heard the click of a lid opening. Soft blue suffused the room as Mokoya prized the capture pearl out of its box with careful fingers. The glass drop, small enough to fit in their palm, glowed silver and aquamarine and plum with a freshly decanted vision.

Akeha had objected when the Tensorate’s researchers presented Mokoya with the dream recorder. It seemed suspect that they wanted Mokoya to wear it all the time, even though the visions only happened in their sleep. The way Akeha saw it, it was just another way for Mother’s lackeys to control Mokoya. But Mokoya seemed to appreciate its presence. And it turned out to have its uses.

“You can see for yourself,” they said, holding it out.

The pearl harbored alarmingly lifelike warmth. Akeha tensed the vision open, unspooling its coils like a snake. Mokoya’s vision washed over them.

A procession of monks sang sutras as they shuffled down the thoroughfare in front of the Great High Palace’s ceremonial pavilion. Tensors and palace staff lined every building, every corridor, hands folded, watching silently. Handbells rang, rhythmic and solemn, and heads bowed as the front of the procession passed them by.

Leading the procession was a young man Akeha had never seen before. Lean and broad, dark-skinned, jaw framed by a hefty beard that seemed impossibly neat. His head had been shorn and tattooed with the sigils of the five natures. This was him. The new Head Abbot. He was a boy. And it was preposterous. He looked like a student dressed up in ceremonial robes for a play.

At five-step intervals, the new Head Abbot stopped and bowed, pressing his forehead to the ground. The boy’s face was perfectly serious. Akeha watched as he got to his feet, walked five steps, and bowed again. Deep-set eyes, straight and narrow nose. He had a presence that could be felt even through the echo of a vision. And the vision lingered on him—in a way that Mokoya’s visions never did—as if the fortunes, too, found him irresistible.

A Gauri boy. Extraordinary.

Where was Mother in all this? Akeha pulled on the reins of the vision and spun it around, searching for the Protector in this theater of ritualized obeisance. They’d learned to do this recently, based on notes they had borrowed from the laboratory studying Mokoya’s visions. It turned out they weren’t just dreams, but chunks of time captured in their entirety. With enough willpower, you could navigate through them.

Akeha found the Protector on the high dais in the ceremonial pavilion, shaded by awnings of yellow silk. Sonami was seated next to her, as she usually was these days. Kara, Sonami’s youngest, clung to his mother’s lap. He didn’t look much older than he was now, freshly turned three and freshly declared to be a boy. Mokoya was right: this was going to happen soon.

Mother’s face looked like she’d drunk a cupful of vinegar. Good.

Akeha exited the vision and pressed the pearl back into Mokoya’s waiting palm. “Ha. Did you see? Mother’s going to burst a vein.”

“This isn’t a joke, Keha. There’s nothing funny about it.”

Akeha quieted. It was crass, they supposed, to be amused by this turn of events. The Head Abbot’s health had been failing for several years, but the old man had looked after them as children. He was the closest thing they had to a father. “I’m sorry.”

Mokoya sloshed the vision around in their hands. “I don’t understand,” they said finally. “Why him? Who is he?”

“It’s the flow of fortune. Why start questioning it now?”

The capture pearl froze sharply midrotation. “Why don’t you ever take anything seriously?”

Akeha blinked. Their twin shoved the pearl back into its box, closing the lid with a harsh snap. “Moko,” they said appeasingly, but it wasn’t enough to stop them from furiously collapsing back against the divan.

“Oi.” Akeha slipped off their own bed, hesitantly, afraid to cross the gulf between the furniture. They half stood, half leaned against the hard wood of the bed frame. “What’s the matter?”

“Nothing,” Mokoya said. They had turned to face the wall. “Go back to sleep.”

Akeha sucked on their bottom lip and let several seconds pass. When Mokoya said nothing further, they ventured, “It’s not nothing. You’ve been grouchy for the last few days. Something is wrong, you just won’t say it.”

Silence from the other side of the room. Then Mokoya sat up, slowly. “Our birthday is in less than two weeks. I want to be confirmed.”

Akeha sucked air between their teeth, willing what they’d just heard to change. “What?”

Mokoya turned. “I want to be conf—”

“I heard you. Why?”

“Why? Keha, we’re turning seventeen. We have to do it at some point.”

“We made a promise never to get confirmed.”

“We were six when we made that promise. We’re not children anymore.” Mokoya shifted on the bed. “Keha, you didn’t really think we could avoid confirmation forever, did you?”

Akeha shrugged, not trusting their mouth to say the right things. Nobody jumped from undeclared gender straight to confirmation. They’d take a couple of years to be sure. Unless they were Sonami, and Akeha wasn’t Sonami.

Mokoya sighed noisily. “Keha.”

“So that’s why you didn’t talk to me? You thought I’d be upset?”

“Well, you are.”

Akeha wordlessly clambered back into bed. I’m not upset, they thought. This is not a big matter. But it was.

“You don’t have to decide now if you don’t want to,” Mokoya said. “I’m just telling you that I’m doing it.”

Akeha lay motionless on the divan, which suddenly seemed unreasonably hard and lumpy. They watched spots of light dance across the ceiling and listened to the uneven cadence of Mokoya’s breathing from the other end of the room.

Eventually Akeha asked, “And what will you be confirmed as?” But even as the question left their lips, they already knew what the answer would be.

“A woman,” Mokoya said, without hesitation.

The room was silent except for the soft sounds of their breaths.

Into the dark their twin repeated, “You don’t have to decide now. I’m just telling you what I want.”



The sun beat down upon baked dirt and brick as the twins slipped through Chengbee’s intestinal byways like fish, flat-soled feet barely making a sound as they ran with the shadow of the Great High Palace at their backs. They had shed the company of their hapless minder, Qiwu, long minutes ago, losing him in the thick porridge of the main market’s morning crowds. Now they were putting distance between themselves and the places they were meant to be. Mokoya, racing slightly ahead, traced the twins a solid path through the twisting streets.

They were headed south, to the ragbone-meat quarter. Mokoya’s pace slowed as they headed into unfamiliar territory, trying to connect real living streets, in all their dirty, shouting confusion, to lines on a painted map.

The ragbone-meat quarter had its own market, a gregarious collection of carts assembled at the confluence of several streets. Unlike the main market square, with its artfully arranged displays and slackcraft-powered signage, the ragbone market pulsed with barely contained chaos. Rolls of dried goods flanked battalions of preserves heaped upon trays. Craftswomen rubbed elbows with men selling candied nuts in paper cones. Children in assorted shades of brown darted to and fro, hawking pots of spiced tea and fruit on sticks. Laundry flapped in second-floor windows, soaking up the perfume of incense and hot oil and roasting chestnuts.

Looking at this bright and symphonic scene, someone from out of town—a traveling farmer who did not buy the news scrolls, perhaps—would never guess that just a few days ago, the ground they stood on had been glutted with sitting bodies, living and breathing, arms locked in protest, boldly facing down lines of Protectorate troops. The city’s tiny Gauri minority was often characterized as hardworking and easy to please, but the past week had clearly shown that they had limits.

That limit was this: seventeen of their compatriots killed in a silk factory fire and the factory owner exonerated from blame, even though it was clear the fire had been the fault of his greed and carelessness. Minor riots had broken out before more calculating heads swept in and organized sit-ins. For days the arteries of Chengbee’s southern quarters had been obstructed by clots of protesters, singing and obstinate, arresting the flow of commerce.

The Protector finally defused the situation by executing the factory owner. Official pronouncements declared the incident over, justice served, and harmony restored. But the acid stares of the crowd as the twins plowed through it told a different story. Even if the people did not recognize them, Mokoya and Akeha looked Kuanjin and wore clothes of fine quality. That was enough to draw their ire.

It was far from an inspiring endorsement of Mother’s rule.

Mokoya reached into the fold of their robes and extracted a picture scroll. It was the same one they’d woken Akeha with in the morning, exclaiming, “I knew I’d seen him somewhere!” Rolled on its inner surface was a crisp light capture of the Gauri protesters: a row of calm, determined faces, most half bowed or eyes shut as if in prayer or meditation. The lone exception was a young man who had been looking right at the woman who had tensed the light capture into permanence. Frozen in a semifrown, he stared intensely, his mouth a disapproving, unyielding line. Their mysterious future abbot.

Mokoya scanned the crowd as they threaded through it, looking for easy targets. Most avoided their gaze, ducking their heads as they saw Mokoya, some less subtly than others. But one woman—a vendor of straw mats and slippers and other woven things—was too slow, and Mokoya caught her eye.

“Honored aunt,” they said, approaching the woman respectfully, “could you tell me if you’ve seen this man?”

They showed the picture scroll to the woman. She waved her hand and made inaudible excuses.

Unfazed, Mokoya moved on. Akeha followed quietly in their wake. A strange, glacial distance had swelled between them, a kind of false peace, the tangles of arguments to come writhing under the surface. As Mokoya accosted passerby after passerby, Akeha watched the crowd instead. Watched the way people’s movements changed in the orbit of their twin. Watched the way Mokoya deformed the world around them. Over the years, and perhaps by necessity, Akeha had learned the trick of sliding quietly into the background, drawing as little attention as possible. Very different from their twin.

So Akeha watched. And it was through watching that they noticed the old man who was watching back. He was a shoe mender, crouched on a stool under the sign advertising his services. Instead of fear or disdain, his expression was touched by something resembling hope. And that interested them.

They let space and bodies come between them and Mokoya. Casually, incrementally, Akeha walked up to the watching man.

Their eyes met, and Akeha nodded at him. The man didn’t return the gesture, but he didn’t look away either. He had the tanned skin and wide cheekbones of a southerner, the look of someone who lived farther downriver than Jixiang. And he wasn’t as old as Akeha had thought. Just weathered.

“Busy day, uncle?” Akeha asked.

“As if.” The man snorted. “If you think this is busy, you should have seen this street before all those troubles came.” He gestured in front of him with hands that were blunted by his craft. “Normal days, I get four or five customers by morning. Today, nothing. It’s been like this for a week. A man needs to eat, you know?”

“Of course. There’s been a lot of trouble in this quarter lately. Were you here during the protests, uncle?”

“Where else would I go? I live here, I work here. Of course, those people don’t care.”

“That must be difficult.” As the man huffed in agreement, Akeha said, “We’re looking for somebody connected to the protests.”

“Hah.” The man slapped a thigh. “Hah! I knew you were Protectorate. One look, I knew.”

It occurred to Akeha that recognition of the prophet child of the Protector might not be as widespread as they’d assumed. “We’re not here for trouble. We just want to talk to someone.”

“Which one of them? Hah, you know, they all look the same to me sometimes.”

The man’s laugh, Akeha decided, was markedly unpleasant. “A young man. Very tall, big beard. He sat in the front row at the protests.”

“Oh, that one.” The man muttered something inaudible, shook his head, and gestured. “Go to the circus. Behind, over there. Ask for the doctor.”

Akeha looked where the man pointed. Their mind turned this information over and over. A doctor?

“Thank you for your help, uncle.” The monastery had taught Akeha to express gratitude for favors granted, no matter what unpalatable form the favor came in.

They caught up with their twin. Mokoya had cornered a woman selling jars of pickled vegetables and was on the verge of convincing her to give them directions to the circus. But the woman looked up, saw Akeha approaching like a shark, and changed her mind, waving Mokoya off with a muttered excuse.

“Honored aunt, it’s really important,” Mokoya said. “The future of this land could depend on it.”

The woman stared blankly at them.

“Come on, Moko,” Akeha said. “I’ve found out where he is.”

Mokoya narrowed their eyes. “How?”

“Talked to an awful old uncle. Come on.”

Mokoya fell behind in the viscous crowd, a half dozen steps’ worth of reluctance between them. Akeha slowed until they were both abreast. “Are you all right?”

“I am.” Mokoya squeezed their hand once, quickly and tightly. “Thank you for coming here with me.”

“Why are you thanking me?” The idea of Mokoya sneaking out alone was unthinkable. “Who else is going to take care of you if you get into trouble?”

Mokoya punched them lightly in the arm. A couple of loping steps later, they said, “I thought you were still angry with me.”

“I wasn’t angry.”

Mokoya glanced sideways at them, and a small smile tweaked the corners of their lips.

Conversation lapsed into pensive silence. As the clamor of the market subsided into the burble of a busy street, Akeha said, “So how come you decided to be a woman?”

Mokoya’s puzzled frown revealed everything they thought about this question. “I didn’t decide anything. I’ve always felt like one. A girl.”

“I see.”

“Don’t you?”

“I’ve never thought much about it,” Akeha said slowly, which was only slightly skirting the truth. Ideas and feelings bubbled as though their mind were boiling over. None of it lined up into coherent, defensible thought.

“You’ll figure it out, anyway,” Mokoya said with a confidence that ended where Akeha began. They nodded to their twin, as silence took up its easy crown for the rest of the walk.



The circus nestled on the borders of the ragbone-meat and paupers’ quarters, in the courtyard of a disused tanning factory. Its rotting timbers and shingles formed a stern backdrop to the dozens of horse-drawn carts arranged in a loose semicircle. Circular tents of plain waxed cotton had sprung up in between them. Some had laundry hanging outside, others racks of drying fish. Along one side of the main clearing, rows of weathered benches sat under hand-erected awnings. Once, long ago, this had been a traveling circus, but weeds had grown amongst the wheels, and mold speckled the sides of the tents. Chickens pecked in the dirt, and a pot of curry simmered somewhere close by.

The eerie silence reminded Akeha of a plague ward, but suspicious eyes watched them from slits in the fabric of the tents. The only other signs of human life were a couple of rail-thin children who had been kicking a rattan ball around. They stopped and stared sullenly as Mokoya approached.

“We’re looking for the doctor,” Mokoya said.

The younger child—a boy—ducked behind the other one, a girl bearing an ironclad expression. She pointed wordlessly to one of the tents, never taking her large dark eyes off Mokoya.

The twins turned in the direction the girl had indicated. Behind them, the children burst into a smatter of furious whispers, a collision of words in their own language. Akeha did not blame them for being intimidated.

The tent’s roll-up door was closed. Mokoya pulled the heavy canvas aside and stepped in, Akeha right behind them. “Hello?”

A tall boy stood with his back to them, wrapped in patterned crimson cloth that left half his torso bare. He was sorting through an army of powder bottles on a cluttered, dye-stained table and didn’t look up. “The clinic only opens on water and metal days. Come back tomorrow.”

“I’m not here for treatment,” Mokoya said.

The boy turned around. His face, those eyes, were exactly as they had been in the light capture. In person, he seemed both more normal, and more intense than in the picture. And he was much taller than Akeha had imagined.

He was beautiful.

The boy’s expression changed as his gaze swept over the twins. Here was someone, at least, who recognized who they were.

“I have something to tell you,” Mokoya said.



 



Chapter Seven


HIS NAME WAS THENNJAY Satyaparathnam. He had just turned nineteen, and he was a healer by day and a storyteller by night. His role as a nexus of protest was mostly an accident. Mostly.

“So this was what that Tensor was doing,” Thennjay said. He had the picture scroll stretched between his curious hands and was turning it this way and that under the glare of a suspended sunball, as if the light might reveal something of its inner workings. “She showed up at the protest with this strange wooden box, and she kept pointing it at us. I thought it was a weapon.” His laugh bubbled up from the belly. “I realized it wasn’t one when nobody died. When the Protectorate wants blood, it doesn’t usually hesitate or fail.”

The three of them were cross-legged on the floor of the tent. Akeha took another sip from the cup cradled in their palms. The liquid rolled in their mouth: spiced tea so laden with sugar and ginger it went down like a punch. Thennjay rolled up the picture with deft fingers and handed it back to Mokoya. “How does it work?”

“It’s slackcraft,” Mokoya said, slowly. “I’m not sure I could explain it to you if you’re not familiar with the five natures.” And then more quickly: “Not that there’s anything wrong with that—it’s just that it’s complicated.”

Akeha was not used to watching their twin speak this delicately, putting down words as if they were stacking porcelain cups.

Thennjay folded his hands in his lap. “I know a bit of the theory. You can try me.”

“Light,” Mokoya said, “has connections to metal-nature, for reasons we don’t fully understand yet. You can re-create a scene, the colors and everything, by copying the shape of metal-nature in a box and bringing it back to artisans in the Tensorate, who then paint what they see.”

“This is remarkably lifelike for a painting.” Thennjay reappropriated the scroll, put it next to his face, and imitated his own expression.

Mokoya ducked their head to hide a smile. “The artisans are very good.”

Thennjay had grown up on the margins of Chengbee, several generations removed from Antam Gaur. His father had been a fire breather and a storyteller; his mother a stilt walker and a doctor. In the circus, everyone took on multiple roles. Everybody did what they could. The line between community and family was thin and blurred here. When Thennjay was five, his father was among sixteen circus members arrested for putting on a series of farces, slapstick satire deemed to be insulting to the Protector. The charges laid were sedition, and the sixteen had been exiled south to perform hard labor, never to be heard from again. Thennjay’s mother had then raised him until she died of a fever when he was eleven. Then the task had fallen to the rest of the circus, much as it was able.

The boy leaned back against his table. “So what are we going to do about this prophecy, then?”

“Nothing at all,” Mokoya said. “There isn’t anything we can do.”

Puzzlement marred his face. Mokoya explained, “We’ve never been able to change the prophecies, no matter what we’ve tried.”

“We, meaning…”

“The Protectorate. Well, my mother, to be exact.”

“What, do you mean she doesn’t control fortune and the heavens, as they would have us believe?”

“Stop.” Mokoya smacked him on the knee as he laughed. They moved with a simple, alarming ease.

“Surely it can’t be that hard. You could just have me assassinated, for example. Then the prophecy doesn’t come true.”

“An assassination would fail. My mother has tried it, in the past. Not on you, but on someone she didn’t want getting a position I prophesied.”

“Of course she would.”

“It backfired. Not only did the person get the position, they had enough blackmail material to ensure it would be a hereditary position. For nine generations.”

“Quite a feat.” Thennjay laughed until a thought occurred to him: “Wait. Are you saying that until your prophecy comes true, nothing can happen to me? That I’m fireproof?”

“No, I—” Mokoya halted. As the boy continued laughing, they hissed, “That is not what I wanted you to think!”

Akeha put their empty cup of tea on the floor and watched as Mokoya twisted into a coil of anxiety. “I’m not joking!”

The deep rumble of the boy’s laugh was like a thunderstorm in the distance, which could sound comforting to some and be a warning to others. “Well, I was. I’m sorry.”

Akeha studied the way the boy looked at Mokoya, an alien and gentle expression on his face. Was this what tenderness looked like?

Mokoya, completely oblivious, had their hands in their lap, staring down at the lightly curled fingers. “It’s best if we don’t interfere with the prophecies. Nothing good has ever come of trying to change them.”

Thennjay frowned. “Then why did you come here? To warn me?”

“I…” Akeha could almost feel Mokoya turning the question over in their mind, slowly and carefully, like a grilled fish. “I was curious about you. Wouldn’t you do the same thing, in my position?”

“I suppose.”

Thennjay folded his hands together, mirroring Mokoya’s pose, seguing into contemplative silence. Eventually, his gaze fell on Akeha. “You don’t say much, do you?”

Akeha stared evenly back at him. “No.”

The moment of silence stretched. Mokoya broke in: “This news must come as a shock to you.”

Thennjay chuckled and sighed, and for the briefest moment, Akeha caught a glimpse of darkness lurking under the bright, easygoing exterior. “It is what it is. As you said, there’s nothing we can do to change it, can we?”

“In the monastery,” Mokoya said, “they taught us that fortune is both intractable and impartial. That when bad things happen, it’s the result of an incomprehensible and inhuman universe working as it does. The mountain shrugs, but thinks nothing of the houses crushed in the avalanche. That was not its purpose.”

“And that’s meant to be comforting?”

“Yes,” said Mokoya, a little too earnestly. “Because it’s not about you, or what you’ve done. There’s no bigger reason to things.”

Thennjay stared at the heavy canvas ceiling in contemplation. Then he said, “Growing up, I was taught to believe that the fortunes don’t give you more than you can handle. It was a mantra, almost. Something bad happens? Well, you can handle it, because otherwise why would it have happened? I think it was the only way people could cope with the things that went on, sometimes.”

“You don’t sound like you agree.”

He looked in the direction of the tent door. Heartbeats passed. “You saw Anjal and Kirpa,” he said. The suspicious children outside. “They’re six and four. Think about that, six and four. Their parents died in that factory fire. They don’t have surviving close relatives. No grandparents, no aunts or uncles. A cousin is looking after them, but he’s got hungry children of his own to feed. I ask you: Can you believe, really believe, that they’re supposed to have the strength to cope with that?” He shook his head. “My personal belief? I don’t care about the fortunes. I care about doing whatever you can, with whatever’s in front of you. Because it’s the only thing you can do.”

Mokoya stared at him with a mixture of joy and disbelief, like he was some sort of miracle. “That’s beautiful.”

A feeling like a fist pressed against Akeha’s sternum.

Thennjay turned to Akeha. “And you, what do you believe?”

Akeha leaned back, balancing on their tailbone and clenched hands. “Why do my beliefs matter? I’m not a prophet or a future abbot.”

Mokoya swung around with a furious glare. Keha, what?

Akeha barely blinked. We’ve been gone a long time. There’s going to be trouble.

Mokoya’s nostrils flared. But of course Akeha was right. They turned back to Thennjay, defeated. “We need to go. We sneaked out of the Great High Palace, and Mother isn’t going to be pleased.”

“Starting my career in the disfavor of the Protector? That sounds dangerous.” The boy got to his feet, and offered a hand to Mokoya. After a brief moment of hesitation, they took it.

“I don’t know what’s going to happen next,” Mokoya said. “What steps Mother is going to take, or the Grand Monastery. Once word spreads, people are going to start coming to see you. I’m sure of it.”

He would be the most unqualified candidate for Head Abbot in the history of the Grand Monastery, Akeha thought uncharitably. Could he even perform basic slackcraft?

“We’ll cross that valley when we reach its borders,” Thennjay said. He still hadn’t let go of Mokoya’s hand.

Mokoya wasn’t pulling away, either. They were staring up at Thennjay, at his face, at his broad-shouldered bulk.

“If you could stand to escape the palace again,” Thennjay said, “you should come to the circus tonight. We put on quite a show, and it’s only five brass tals per entry.”

“I…” Mokoya lowered their hand slowly as Thennjay released it. “I’ll try. It’s not easy to leave the Palace without being noticed.”

Thennjay smiled, an expression radiant as a firework. The two of them were standing so close to each other their bodies nearly touched. The boy said, “I have a feeling we’ll meet again soon, my dear prophet.”



Akeha’s feet kicked up dust as they cut through the rumbling guts of Chengbee. The aftertaste of ginger tea clung pungent and sticky as glue to their tongue and mouth. Mokoya might have felt the same way, all wrapped up in a thick, woolly layer of thought. Akeha watched the back of their head, the black peach fuzz emerging from it, and thought about the long years they’d spent shaving their heads like they were still acolytes, so that they could appear identical.

They conjured an image of what Mokoya might look like as a woman, silk-draped and pigment-smeared, hair wrapped into unnatural shapes. This woman, this stranger, laughed with painted lips and clung to the arm of the tall, handsome man who smiled approvingly down at her. She made trite jokes and used the feminine version of “I.” Akeha tried to imagine themselves in the same role: an alien form, making alien gestures. Their chest liquefied into molten ore.

“So,” they said to their twin’s silhouette, “is that why you want to be confirmed? So you can go around flirting with boys?”

Mokoya turned around, eyes as round as dumplings. “What?”

Akeha knew it was a bad idea, but continued talking anyway. “Come on. You saw the way he looked at you, didn’t you?”

“What is wrong with you?” Mokoya hissed. They stormed a furious clutch of paces ahead, then slowed for Akeha to catch up. “You can be angry with me, but leave him out of it. He’s got nothing to do with … whatever your problem is.”

“He likes you.”

“And you don’t like him.”

Akeha shrugged. “I don’t have to. He’s going to be the Head Abbot, not my new best friend.” They snorted. “Unless I have to contend with him as a future brother-in-law?”

Mokoya’s impenetrable silence only deepened as they turned away and continued walking. Furious. “You’re going to the circus tonight, aren’t you?” Akeha asked.

Their twin squared their shoulders, squared their jaw. “Fine. I am. I like him. I think he’s important. You,” they added acidly, “don’t have to come if you don’t want to.”



 



Chapter Eight


OF COURSE AKEHA WENT to the circus.

This time it was Mokoya who found the way out. A sympathetic gardener, an easily scalable wall, and a judicious use of slackcraft brought them to the city’s ground level without being caught. After the fuss thrown about their morning escapades, it was almost too easy, Akeha thought. But they weren’t about to complain.

The circus opened in the moon-half of the first night-cycle, and stretched into the sun-half of the second one. The audience numbered about a dozen, handfuls of Kuanjin and Gauri working class, chattering in their dialects, chewing through sweetmeats, greasing their fingers on fried dough sticks. Mokoya found seats in the front row, but Akeha chose to stand in the back, with a vantage over audience and performers both.

“Fine,” Mokoya said. “Suit yourself.”

The first act was a comedy duo, the usual bamboo-pole-soup-dumpling combination given a twist by comprising two middle-aged women in saris making jokes about sex and money, instead of two middle-aged men in robes making jokes about sex and money. Akeha scanned the crowd, the wings, the background. Thennjay was nowhere to be seen.

The comedy act was followed by an acrobatic troupe, earnest children who juggled heavy pots and flipped each other over a variety of stools and tables. Still no Thennjay. Akeha was used to being patient and staying very still, but irritated prickles flushed up their spine and raced across the skin of their neck. They pressed their teeth together.

Something odd caught their attention: in one of the back rows, a round-bellied man sat on the edge of the bench. He jiggled one leg relentlessly, bouncing his knee up and down, fingers drumming against his thigh. As Akeha watched, a tearful girl ran up: it was Anjal, the suspicious child from this morning. She grabbed the man’s arm, bobbing up and down on her feet, and Akeha didn’t need to know lip-reading or her language to understand that she was pleading for something.

The man wagged his head and shook her off. The girl hesitated, then ran off the way she came, still crying, clearly unsatisfied.

Strange. Where was her younger brother?

The lamps around the circus extinguished, plunging them into darkness. Akeha went rigid involuntarily and expanded their mindeye. The topography of living bodies lit up the Slack: audience, performers, constellations scattered around the tents of the living compound. These were the bright, simple stars of the common citizenry, borders whole and complete with few threads lashing them to the Slack—probably simple tricks they’d learned, mechanical spells to manipulate water-nature to help them with their work.

Then there was Mokoya, a comforting, blazing nova thick with embroidered filaments of light, solid cords of fibrous belonging stretching between them and Akeha. Through those connections Akeha sent a warning: Be careful. Something’s wrong.

What is it?

I’m not sure. Just be careful. Keep your mindeye open.

Mokoya’s star quivered with faint annoyance, but their presence sharpened into focus as they too opened their mindeye, shifting into the same plane of awareness as Akeha.

Then a third and unexpected presence appeared in the Slack.

The interloper glowed gently, his tapestry of Slack-connections not as complex as that of a fully trained Tensor, but still thick and thriving. Akeha recognized the intricate, furred edges into forest-nature that they often saw extending from the Tensorate’s masters of biology.

Cheebye. They swore silently. How had they not realized? Thennjay was no simple healer, dispensing prayers and compressed mixtures of medicine. They called him a doctor.

He was a Tensor, or had been taught by one.

As Thennjay pulled at metal-nature, the lights came up around them: sun-strips, taped around the periphery of the circus, on the tent awnings, under the benches, wrapped around Thennjay’s clothes. Akeha opened their eyes as the audience sighed in wonder. Thennjay held a tray of glowing spheres the size of ripe peaches, presumably part of his performance.

Akeha froze. The round-bellied man was gone. Empty space yawned on the bench where he had been. Where was he?

They spotted the man making his jittery way down the central aisle, toward Thennjay and Mokoya.

“Wait,” Akeha said, straightening up from their slouch.

The man started walking faster. People stared. Akeha broke into a jog after him as Mokoya, in the front row, stood in confusion. “Stop!”

The man turned to face Akeha. Sweat picked out the terrified expression on his face, and then—

He detonated.

Akeha barely had time to throw up half a barrier, a shoddy one. It stopped the fire, but not the force of the explosion. Their spine met the ground with a sharp snap.

They scrambled to their feet, ignoring the pain that shot up their back. “Moko!” The air filled with screams, crackled with sulfuric fumes. Akeha’s throat closed up, and their lungs heaved.

They smelled burning flesh. Akeha reached out and found Mokoya in the Slack, still luminous and steady. Thank fortune. They tensed through water-nature, dispersing black smoke so that they could see.

The man lay on the dirt, still alive, still groaning, meat crusted black and red. Clear fluid seeped through the cracks. Everything was blown in a perfect circle around him. Thennjay hovered over his doomed body, whispering urgently in their home language, holding the man’s flesh and soul together through the Slack.

Mokoya ran to Thennjay’s side, equal parts fear and anger. “What was that? What happened?”

Thennjay looked up at them, his splendid features hardened in anger. “Your mother,” he said.



They weren’t allowed into the tent with Thennjay and the dying man. Left outside, Mokoya smeared circular tracks into the packed dirt. As the sun rose into the second night-cycle, Akeha asked, “You didn’t realize he was a Tensor either, did you?”

Mokoya glared at them, and continued pacing.

“You were distracted. He was so charming—”

“Shut up.”

Akeha folded their arms and continued watching.

Mokoya made sixty-four more silent circuits before Thennjay stepped through the heavy canvas of the tent door. Sweat had collected on the front of his shirt, and blood stained his hands and clothes like cooking grease. He sighed with the weight of a thousand stones cast into water. “He’s gone.”

“That’s a pity,” Akeha said. The man might have been saved at a proper Tensor house of healing. The doctors, the masters of forest-nature, would have been able to reknit the shattered bones, rebuild the seared flesh. But Thennjay had said no. The community had said no. Akeha couldn’t blame them for their distrust.

“You lied to me,” Mokoya spat.

“I didn’t,” Thennjay said. “I said nothing. There’s a difference. You never asked how much slackcraft I knew.”

“You should have said you were a Tensor.”

“I’m not.” He kept his voice gentle. “The Tensorate and the Grand Monastery aren’t the only ones who know slackcraft. My father had books. Scrolls. He hid them. After we lost him, my mother taught me as much as she could.”

Mokoya’s anger hissed between their teeth, in and out. “I trusted you.”

Thennjay looked apologetic. “I didn’t trust you.” As Mokoya froze, the shock of this revelation wrestling across their face, he said, “I wanted to, I promise. But I couldn’t. You’re still the prophet. The Protector’s child. And I’m just some troublemaking Gauri boy.”

The anger went out of Mokoya: not a dissipation, but a deflation. Akeha almost felt sorry for their twin. The boy was charismatic, after all. Easy to fall for.

Akeha said, self-satisfied, “I never trusted you.”

Thennjay spared them a glance, and in it was compassion, sadness, and a dozen other things Akeha couldn’t parse. “That was the smart thing to do. After all that’s happened this past week? I wouldn’t trust me, either.”

“You must think me a fool,” Mokoya said softly, staring at the tracks they’d left in the ground.

“No.” Thennjay lifted Mokoya’s face by the chin, as something in Akeha’s chest twisted. “You have a good heart. And that’s a rare thing in these times. A beautiful thing.”

Mokoya stepped away from him. “You smell of blood.”

Thennjay quieted and then a muscle worked in his jaw. “They have Kirpa,” he said. “Your Protectorate.”

“What?” Mokoya looked at Akeha in alarm, then back at Thennjay. “Why?”

“The man in there. Jawal. He was their cousin, their guardian. Men snatched Kirpa from his sister’s arms this afternoon. Then someone from the Protectorate came and told Jawal that if he wanted Kirpa returned unharmed, he had to do exactly what they said.”

“To blow himself up?” Akeha frowned. “They asked him to sacrifice himself?”

“They told him, if you do this, all your children will be looked after. He’s been struggling to feed them for so long. They knew how to convince him.”

Ice and fire battled in Akeha’s belly. A swathe of images clawed at them: shy Kirpa clinging to his older sister; Anjal’s ferocity as she shielded him from strangers; the girl’s tearstained face at the circus this evening. She was six years old. She had no business fearing for her little brother’s life like that.

The twins must have been followed that morning, when they first found the circus. How could they not have realized? This was Mother at her best, brutal and efficient.

“Why would Mother do this?” Mokoya blurted. “She killed a man; she could have hurt us. Why?”

Thennjay shrugged, the movement like an earthquake. “She wanted you to be hurt, I think. Imagine how it would look. The Protector’s children, maimed or killed after accepting an invitation from me? Even if she can’t change the prophecy, that would destroy my reputation. I would have no power as a Head Abbot. There might even be war.”

Mokoya seemed torn between incandescent rage and helpless tears. “It’s awful,” they gasped.

“It’s Mother,” Akeha rejoined.

Thennjay had already decided which side of fear or anger he fell on. “You know,” he said softly, “I questioned your prophecy at first. I didn’t know what role I could play in your monastery. But now your mother is trying to scare me. And I don’t scare easily.” He looked directly at Mokoya. “Take me to see her. We have some things to discuss.”



 



Chapter Nine


“HOW PRESUMPTUOUS OF YOU,” the Protector said, “to think you can come to me with demands, as though we were equals. The audacity of it all. These are not the actions of someone fit for the abbothood.”

The audience chamber of the Great High Palace had the quiet chill of a mausoleum and the emptiness of a mountain steppe. Slate and granite replaced the silk and wood the Protector preferred in her sanctuary, with massive gray columns holding the peaked roof high overhead. The three of them were mere pinpricks as they stood in the vastness in front of the Protector’s dais, flanked by the stone-faced guards lining either side of the chamber. Thennjay was in front, Mokoya beside him, and behind them Akeha stood as an afterthought. They felt less unwelcome than ill-fitting, like a square of tile that was the wrong color.

“It seems that the fortunes have already weighed in on my fitness for the role,” Thennjay said, his voice rolling with the depth of an avalanche. “Unless you wish to contest the prophecy?”

In contrast to their smallness, Mother lorded over everything on her high dais, magnified by the bright yellow of her robes. Her headdress glittered with the light of a hundred jewels, and sunballs suspended over the throne highlighted the sharpness of her cheekbones, the alpine slant of her mouth. Sonami stood behind her, calm and immovable as the stone pillars around them.

“I am aware of the prophecy,” the Protector said. Her voice echoed off the floor and ceiling of the chamber. “I am also aware of its regrettable immutability.”

She gazed unkindly down at the trio. “It leaves me no choice but to address the fact that a malcontent Gauri child born in an unnamed gutter has found an easy opportunity to latch on to power.” She gestured with an operatic sweep. “Already your machinations have begun. I see how you have seduced my children to your side, even after the outrageous events last night.” A predatory tilt of the head. “Know this, boy: I have no obligation to confirm your appointment to the Grand Monastery. My approval will come only with changes to the way the monastery operates. It has had far too much independence, for far too long.”

Unfazed, Thennjay said, “You speak confidently for someone carrying so much sin. Your agents kidnapped an innocent child from my community. You blackmailed their guardian into carrying out a heinous attack that could have killed your own children. These are terrible things to have done. And it would be terrible if they came to light.”

“What wild ideas you have.” The Protector blinked lazily, like a satisfied predator. “Listen to you, trying to blame the reprobate nature of your people on me.” Her teeth showed. “It seems the Gauri are good for nothing save violence and the spreading of falsehoods. I was very accommodating with your community over the matter of the factory fire. Perhaps I should reconsider that leniency.”

“That’s a lie,” Mokoya exclaimed, their righteousness bursting forth at last. “He didn’t do anything, and you know it. How can you command respect if—”

“Silence! How dare you speak to me of respect. After your disgraceful conduct yesterday, sneaking out of the palace like a thief, running around like some common criminal. Now you think to lecture me on how to command respect, when you can’t even earn it for yourself?”

Mokoya stood silent, trembling, hands compressed into bloodless fists.

When Thennjay spoke, it was with the prickling, laden weight of air before a thunderstorm. “The philosopher Sadhya, a wise man, said that the powerful can make the truth dance to their song. That is why I brought my own recording.”

The boy reached into the generous fold of his clothes. His hand emerged curled around a shiny black sphere the size of a plum, embroidered with blue lines of Slack charge. A tug through metal-nature set it humming. The hum turned into a voice: rasping and faltering, the last words of a man speaking a language Akeha did not understand.

“I spoke to your man Jawal before he died. His story contradicts everything you’ve said. It would be quite scandalous if people were to hear of it.” He paused to let the implications sink in, like dye in a vat of water. When the Protector’s expression was sufficiently dismayed, he said, “I want Kirpa returned to us unharmed. Reparations must be made to the family. After that, we can discuss the terms of my ascension to the Grand Monastery.”

“Very bold,” Mother said. She tilted her head. “Do you really think you can threaten me with one insignificant recording?”

“Are you willing to risk it? You know how restless we Gauri are. The last riots you had were years ago, and your soldiers were overwhelmed. You had to beg the Grand Monastery’s pugilists for help. Can you bear more children for them? Or will it be grandchildren this time?”

Well done, Akeha thought. Thennjay had pushed Mother in ways they could only dream of. As a surge of genuine pride rose in them, they laughed into the ensuing, echoing silence.

Mokoya turned and fixed them with an acid glare.

Blood cooled in Akeha’s belly. That single gesture outlined, in a dizzy rush, what they should have realized a long time ago: that in this, as with all things, they were expected to remain in the background, quiet and passive.

In defeat, Mother’s face was a mask of deepest ice, pale and solid, betraying no trace of emotion whatsoever.

A clack of wood-on-tile echoed through the chamber. A familiar, rasping voice spoke up from the back: “Is this not something I should have a say in?”

Leaning heavily on a cane, Head Abbot Sung came shuffling up the interminable length of the chamber. He was a trembling, liver-spotted husk of the man Akeha remembered, but there was still enough pride and dignity left in him to face the Protector with bright eyes. Age had yet to diminish his mind.

“Master Sung,” the Protector said, pleasantly enough. Was it Akeha’s imagination, or was Sonami smiling behind her?

“Lady Sanao Hekate.” The Head Abbot was old enough, bold enough to address Mother by her name. “If the boy’s fitness for office is in doubt, the monastery has protocols, our ancient rituals, that can put them all to rest.”

“No one is disputing that the Grand Monastery has its own criteria for appointing an abbot, Venerable One.” Mother’s tone was perfectly civil.

“I am not opposed to the boy taking on the role. But if he is to do so, as prophesied, then he must pass the same trial that I, and all my predecessors, went through.”

“The mountain trial?” Mother’s lips curved into an imitation of a smile. “Of course. This is tradition, after all. And what is the Grand Monastery if not traditional?”

Thennjay looked to Mokoya. “What’s the mountain trial?”

Akeha knew the answer to that. But the mountain trial was supposed to be mythical or allegorical. That was what the books in the monastery’s library said.

The Head Abbot addressed him: “Do you know the name of the mountain that overlooks the city, boy?”

“Golden Phoenix Mountain,” Thennjay answered, with slight suspicion.

“Do you know why it is so named?”

Thennjay frowned. His confidence, Akeha realized, came from preparation, and this unexpected questioning unsettled him. “According to legend … a golden phoenix led a band of starving villagers fleeing a war to safety. It guided them to this valley and flew into the mountains to nest. They built a settlement that became Chengbee and named the mountain after their savior. That’s the legend.”

“Legends form around grains of truth,” the Head Abbot said. “To prove your worth as my successor, you must go into the mountains, seek out the golden phoenix, and return with two feathers.”

Thennjay’s face folded into a squint. “That’s the mountain trial?”

The Head Abbot nodded.

Thennjay looked to Mokoya for reassurance, but their twin could only shrug helplessly. Was the Head Abbot serious? Who knew. He had ascended to the position nearly forty years ago. No one spoke of this at the Grand Monastery. It was a very practical place, and practicality did not encompass talk of giant, mythical birds.

It was a convenient way for Mother to save face, though, allowing her to cede the appointment of the Head Abbot to the monastery. She didn’t have to admit that she had been outsmarted by a nineteen-year-old Gauri boy.

“Fine,” Thennjay said, as if he had any other choice. “I’ll do it.”



 



Chapter Ten


“YOU CAN’T JUST SAY those things to Mother,” Mokoya hissed at Thennjay. “You offended her. She’ll remember.”

“Good,” Thennjay said. “I want her to remember.” At this pronouncement, Mokoya’s face tautened with a mix of anger and worry. Thennjay laughed, but not unkindly. “I want her to remember that I can be a serious threat.”

They were corralled in the room assigned to Thennjay, a disused storage space in the servants’ sector, barely larger than a clothes box. In a spurt of generosity, Mother had arranged for the provision of a single sleeping roll, which Akeha now sat lotus-legged on, watching the other two. Passively, as was expected of them.

The room was very small. Their legs and feet ached with inaction.

“You don’t want her to remember.” Mokoya turned away and paced as big a circle as the room would allow. “You don’t know Mother. You don’t want to be caught on the other end of her grudges.”

Thennjay chuckled again, but this time there was weight in that sound, a history of stones and chains. “Nao. I’m Gauri. I think I know a little about living under the Protector’s grudges.” As Mokoya’s face wrinkled further, he said, “You don’t think I’m taking this seriously?”

Mokoya burst at the seams. “Thenn, why can’t you see that I’m worried about you?”

“Ai.” Thennjay took hold of Mokoya’s hands, held them gently. “I know.”

Mokoya froze at the contact, but only for a moment. Thennjay continued, “Don’t worry about me. It’s going to be all right, I promise.”

“So many things could go wrong,” Mokoya said. “Outside the prophecy. You don’t even know.”

“I’m not afraid. I trust in the fortunes. What is your mother, stacked up against such awesome forces? Only a mortal, like the rest of us.”

Watching them, Akeha’s lungs filled with pressure, as if the air had nowhere to go.

“I’ve decided,” Mokoya said, straightening up, eyes bright and hard as jewels. “After my confirmation, I’m not applying to the Tensorate academy. I want to return to the Grand Monastery.” They tightened their fingers around Thennjay’s. “Mother can’t stop me. I’ll be twenty-one in a few years, an adult.”

“It won’t be the same place you grew up,” Thennjay warned. “After all, I’ll be in charge.”

“I know. And you’ll need help. The old monks aren’t going to accept change easily.”

Thennjay said, in his low, smooth baritone, “I’ll be glad to have you there.”

He had leaned in, closing the gap between his body and Mokoya’s. Akeha already knew where this was going. It came from a playbook older than the Protectorate, older than human civilization. The confines of the room felt heavy, felt like prison walls.

A smirk cracked through Mokoya’s seriousness. “I thought you didn’t trust me.”

Thennjay wrinkled his nose. “I guess I’m another big fool.”

He moved forward, toward Mokoya’s face. Akeha stood. The other two looked up in surprise, their small moment broken. It was as if they had forgotten Akeha was there.

“I’m going for a walk,” they announced. And they turned to leave, ignoring the small mewl of “Keha?” that sounded behind them.



Akeha walked, deliberately putting one foot ahead of the other, pointed in a direction they weren’t sure of. The Great High Palace was vast enough that they could wander for days and never recross the paths they trod. Their ambulation took them far from the servants’ quarters, deep into the diplomatic wing. Puddles of yellow light punctured the night darkness, infrequently broken by the passing shadows of palace staff, working deep into unsociable hours. One of them—an assistant to Diplomatic Minister Kinami—smiled patronizingly at Akeha as she passed by. “Wandering about without your twin?” As if she couldn’t imagine that Akeha had desires of their own, a mind of their own. They didn’t reply.

Akeha usually delighted in the night halves of night-cycles. Not because they were darker than the night halves of day-cycles—they weren’t—but because of the solitude they offered: the quiet corridors, the night song of crickets, the masses slumbering in their chambers. But tonight the solitude felt less like a warm cloak and more like a blanket pressed over the nose and the mouth. Thoughts thrashed through Akeha’s mind like dying fish, and like fish they slipped away the moment Akeha tried to focus on them. Instead a parade of images slithered by: a burnt, bloodied man. A girl’s face wet with tears. Mother’s icy, restrained rage. Things that they’d idly stood by and watched happen.

But even as they chased these piscine threads of thought, they knew that a shadowy epiphany, full of teeth and eyes, stalked behind them. They didn’t want to look at it. Didn’t want to think about it.

Back in the room, with Thennjay, Mokoya had slipped and used the feminine “I” pronoun.

It shouldn’t have bothered Akeha as much as it did. Mokoya’s choices were their own. Yet it felt like their twin was pulling away from them, standing at the prow of a ship headed into uncharted waters where Akeha could not follow.

Akeha walked and walked.

The diplomatic wing had a courtyard of its own, an austere stone garden with an enormous black plinth standing in its middle. The plinth was a work of art, titled Reflections upon the Past and the Future. Its ebony surface was polished to glasslike smoothness and lit by a dozen sunballs fixed to the ground. Standing in front of its massive bulk, Akeha’s reflection was superimposed over a void so pure and deep it seemed unending.

Akeha stared at themselves: the shorn head, the genderless robes, the stark facial features that were identical to Mokoya’s. Until a young person confirmed their gender, the masters of forest-nature kept the markers of adulthood at bay. They had never imagined themselves any other way. It frightened them to think that this was not true for Mokoya. A fundamental chasm had opened between them, through which many other things could slip.

Their inner voice whispered, conspiratorially, But that chasm’s always been there. You’ve always known it, Akeha.

They stared unblinking at their own face as they recited feminine pronouns like a sutra. I am. I want. I will. And like a sutra, the words came out of their mouth rote and meaningless. There was no connection between what was said and the person in the black mirror.

Akeha bit their lip. A thought occurred to them. In all honesty, it had been occurring to them for some time, and occurring with much greater frequency since Mokoya’s announcement two nights ago. It was a thought that took hold in the back of their mind whenever they looked at Thennjay, at the shape of his body underneath his clothes. A thought they had been trying to drown out, to ignore.

Slowly, as if stepping into the unilluminated edge of a lake, Akeha switched to using masculine pronouns.

I am. I want. I will.

Their heart quickened in their chest. The words rolled and clicked in their mind, sharp and electric.

I want. I want. I want.

Akeha had not grown up amongst men. There were male monks, to be sure, but they were not men as Kuanjin society considered men. There were no men in the Protector’s family, and few amongst those she allowed close to her. Men were creatures of distant fascination, with their broad backs and tanned cheeks, and Akeha had never considered that they might be one of them.

They imagined themselves dressing like a man, with their hair tied up like a man. It felt different. Not right, exactly, but there was something there.

I want. I want.

I am.

Akeha’s limbs trembled with the rush of adrenaline. This was it, the answer they had been looking for, scrambling to find over the past few days, ever since Mokoya dropped her basket of secrets. A new horizon unfolded, shining with ten thousand unnamed stars. New possibilities, new understandings, new ways of being. They should have thought of this earlier. Why hadn’t they thought of this earlier? It was like cutting themselves open and finding another creature living inside, nested in their blood and bones and guts. Fear and excitement seized them in equal parts. I should tell Mother, they thought. He thought.

Tell her before I change my mind.



Mother was in her sanctuary, contemplating the twined branches of cherry trees in the garden. Like Akeha, she was someone who hardly slept, and she preferred the company of one of her concubines when she did. Akeha approached her from the back, studying her silhouette. Looking at her, it was easy to imagine Mokoya in thirty years’ time, sitting gracefully in a courtyard like this, silk dress cascading around her. Face identical to Mother’s.

Far more difficult to imagine what the future held for him. If it held anything at all.

Akeha had spent the winding journey to the sanctuary softly chanting I am, I am, I am, trying to get used to the sound of it on their tongue, his tongue. Each utterance sent a shiver through him, until he, they, felt stuffed so full of anxiety they might take flight, earth-nature of the Slack losing its grip on him. They had blocked out all other thoughts, intrusive thoughts, distracting thoughts, by filling their mind with the cadence of I am, I am, I am. I am.

Faced with Mother now, courage deserted them, and they stood frozen several yields away from her, unable to speak.

Mother turned around and stared at them with the curious demeanor of a raptor. Her attention was like sunlight concentrated under curved glass. Akeha’s skin burned, and sweat collected in the small of their back.

“You did not come all this way to stare mutely at me,” Mother said.

“I want to be confirmed. Like Mokoya.” His tongue failed him, slipping back to the easy groove of the pronouns they had used since they were able to talk.

“Of course you do.”

Akeha sucked life-giving air into his lungs and focused his thoughts very precisely as he said aloud, using the right pronouns this time: “I want to be confirmed as a man.”

Mother stared at him for an agonizing second. And then she burst into laughter.

Akeha stood where they were, reminding themselves to breathe. Breathe, or they would get dizzy, and their skin would catch on fire.

Mother smiled without showing teeth. As if she would ever do something so inelegant. “It has been a long time since I’ve had a son.” She tilted her head. “To think that it would end up being you.”

“Was this—” Akeha licked their lips, bringing moisture back into their mouth. “Was this unexpected of me?”

“Unexpected?” Mother laughed again. “How can it be unexpected, when I had harbored no expectations for you in the first place? You were no part of my plans, child.”

Akeha bit his lip so hard he tasted metal in his mouth. With the lip throbbing, he asked: “Do you object to this?”

“Of course not. Why would I?” She folded one leg over the other. She seemed strangely relaxed, even cheerful. It was not what Akeha had expected. “This has been a day of delightful happenings,” she said. “I was presented a worthy adversary in that Gauri boy, who will soon come to power to oppose me. And now the spare child has finally chosen his own path.”

A tremble ran through Akeha.

Mother glanced up at the canopy of trees, lights shining across her face. “Despite everything, the fortunes find ways to surprise you. I look forward to the days to come.”

Akeha breathed. And breathed. It was the only thing he could do. Keep breathing.

“Have you told your sister?” she asked.

My sister. Akeha exhaled. “No. I have not.”



Akeha told Mokoya the next morning, on upper-forest day. “I will be confirmed as a man.” It was said, it was done, there was no turning back.

His sister said nothing in return. She pretended she was not upset. But that night, as Akeha lay in bed as though sleeping, she left the room they shared and did not return until the next morning. He did not ask where she had been, letting his mind fill in the blanks. Forbidden visions came to him of her and Thennjay entwined in a collusion of sighs and gentle touches. The images refused to leave his mind, no matter how he tried to cast them out.

The same thing continued to happen over the next two nights.

On the third day, lower-fire day, Thennjay left for the trial, accompanied by a guide from the monastery who would leave him at the foot of the mountain. Akeha spent the following days meditating, in preparation for the changes he was about to undergo. Mind empty, body blank, free of all emotions and base desires. It was a struggle. He felt too soft, too malleable, as though the slightest pressure would melt him.

Mokoya still did not return to their shared room.

When she finally came back, it was lower-earth day, the fifth day since Thennjay left. As the sun rose for the second night-cycle she sat in front of Akeha, her legs folded under her, hands placed loosely in her lap. Akeha burned with questions for her, rude and forward questions fueled by vulgar curiosity: What was it like, to lie with him? Were his hands strong or gentle, did he smell of earthy perfumes, did his flesh tremble against hers? But he remained silent.

“I want to marry him,” she said.

“You’ve just met him.”

“I know. But I love him.”

“Mother won’t allow it.”

“I don’t care what she thinks.”

“He’s going to be a monk. They don’t marry.” Akeha tilted his head. “Unless you think he’ll change the rules for you?”

Mokoya sucked in a breath, her brow crumpling into ridges. “I … no. He would not.”

“But you want him to. And it’ll probably happen, too. You’re so special, things always go the right way for you.”

She shakily got to her feet, teeth bared at Akeha. “I don’t know why I came here,” she snapped. He tried to apologize, regrets bubbling in his mouth, but it was too late. The wall of her back disappeared through the doorway and did not return.

The next day, Thennjay returned from the mountain, bearing two ornate feathers the length of his arm. They gleamed dully in the sunlight, warm and yellow, topped by a teardrop-shaped plume that shone in a thousand colors. When asked about the details of his journey, he merely smiled and shook his head, bound now by the Grand Monastery’s tradition of secrets. He had completed the trial, and that was enough.

Mokoya met Thennjay at the entrance pavilion, pressing her hands into his as they spoke. Akeha watched them from a distance. Mokoya’s face was turned away from him, the words her mouth was shaping hidden. He looked at the two of them and saw a perfect circle in which he had no place.

A thought had hounded Akeha since he spoke to Mother about his confirmation. As he watched his sister embrace the man she loved, the edges of that thought crystallized into a solid plan of action. He knew what he had to do.

It was upper-fire day, the start of the new week. The week of their seventeenth birthday. The week their lives would start anew.



 



Chapter Eleven


IN THE ROOM HE had called home for the last eight years, Akeha was packing. He had put together some clothes, simple toiletries, a few days’ provisions, and enough money that he could be comfortable, but not so much that he might be robbed. He intended to travel south, where the winds remained mild and the snows did not come, so he didn’t need winter clothing. And he had enough confirmation medicine to last him a month before he had to look for more.

His body ached. His reshaped hips felt loose where the confirmation doctors had shifted bone, and soreness coiled in flesh both old and new. The doctors had assured him that the discomfort was normal, part of his body learning to speak the new language it had been taught. In time it would forget it had known anything else. In time, he too would forget what it felt like not to have this body, not to have had this life.

It would just take time.

His chin itched with fresh growth, dark hairs pushing through the skin for the first time. He hadn’t decided what to do with it yet. Growing a beard might help him slip through the northerly regions where the shape of his face was still familiar, framed on walls in the official portraits of the Protector’s family. Or not. The doctors had called forth a thick mane of hair from his scalp, and it now sat on his head in a tight bun. He had decided that he would cut it short, in the style of southern men, once he was on the other side of the Mengsua Pass.

Akeha gathered the small bags he had assembled and started tying them into his sling.

A commotion of stampeding feet was the only warning he got before Mokoya burst through the door, breathless and flushed with anxiety. “Keha,” she gasped, “Sonami said—”

She froze as she took in the scatter of his belongings, the debris that had not made it into his pack. Her eyes widened as she realized the truth. “You—you’re leaving?”

Akeha tightened the knot on his sling. “I am.” He had told Sonami last night, as a courtesy to the woman who had raised him in early childhood. He made her promise to keep the news from Mother until he had time to leave the city. But of course Sonami would tell his sister. She was crafty in that way.

It was no matter. Mokoya could not stop him from leaving.

His sister blocked the doorway, her expression tumbling into the valleys of desperation. “Keha, whatever I did, whatever I said, I’m sorry. Please, don’t go.”

“It’s nothing you did. You have a place in this city, in the shape of things to come. I don’t.” Akeha pulled the sling over his chest, feeling its weight settle onto his shoulder. “And if I stay here, I never will. I have to go. I have to find my own place in the world.”

“What do you mean? Your place is here, with me. Wasn’t that what we said?” Her voice cracked. “We were born together, we stay together until we die.”

He would not be frightened by the talk of death, or the glasslike fragility she was exposing. “Moko. To leave is my choice. Just as becoming a man was my choice.” He came face-to-face with her, forcing his expression to remain as calm as possible. “Would you really keep me here against my will?”

She was visibly shaking, as though she might disintegrate at any moment. Emotions deeper than terror laced her words as she said, “Everything I’ve done, you’ve picked the opposite. You think there’s something wrong with me, don’t you?”

“Moko. No.” Despair sank through his gut. He wanted to reach out to her, but he couldn’t bear to touch her, afraid that the contact might shatter his resolve. “I can’t explain what this is about, but it’s not about you. You have a future here with Thennjay. I want you to be happy.”

Mokoya folded as she began to cry, collapsing against the wall in grief. Akeha resisted the instant urge to catch her, to hold her up, as he had so many times before. That was someone else’s privilege now.

She had left a gap in the doorway, one he could step through easily, like his heart was made of stone. “Forget about me,” he said, as gently as he could. Did she hear? He wanted to say I love you, but he couldn’t bring the syllables to his mouth. Instead, he settled for “May the fortunes keep you safe.”

Mokoya didn’t look up, didn’t respond to his words. She just continued sobbing. Then Akeha was through the doorway, through the gauntlet, his feet carrying him away as fast as they could. Behind him, he heard Mokoya screaming his name. He forced himself to stare straight ahead. He would not look back. He would not cry.



The lonely moon rolled across the sky as Akeha flew. He leapt from peaked roof to peaked roof, a hundred yields per jump, soaring as a bird might, landing as a feather would. He had learned this in the Grand Monastery: pulling away earth-nature so that weight fell from him, pushing through water-nature so that each jump had the speed of a released arrow. The night air sang in his clothes, his hair, his ears.

Below him, Chengbee slumbered, its squares of light dimmed or extinguished. From this height, the city was a dense, absurd plaything, something that looked easy to crush. In between the houses and matchstick streets, people vanished from view. Stay high enough, and the city became mere map, a territory, lines drawn on the edge of a mountain.

Akeha came to the city’s southern edge, where the rivers Tiegui and Siew Tiegui met, where the spines of ships jostled for space along the quays, where the fertile plains downriver stretched silver and gray. He stood on the roof of an inn that nestled against the riverbank and filled himself with the cool damp of summer. This was it. This was his point of exit. He intended to find a ship with space amongst the cargo belowdecks, space he could slot himself into, and wait. The ships sailed downriver with silks and paper and Slack-powered devices, and with them he would go, hopefully as far as Jixiang, where the pass through the mountains waited.

“Akeha.”

He froze. He had been so consumed by his thoughts, so focused on damming up the rising waters of fear and despair, that he hadn’t noticed he’d been followed.

He turned, feet choreographing balance on the narrow beam of wood. The silhouette making its way across the roof of the inn left him breathless with recognition. Thennjay looked the same as on the day they had met him, somber and beautiful, rich skin shining in the moonlight. “What can I do to convince you to stay?” he asked in his gentle baritone.

“Nothing.” Akeha licked the parched surface of his lips as Thennjay drew close enough for him to smell. “I’ve made my decision. I’m not turning back.”

“Mokoya is devastated,” he said, voice unhardened by spikes of judgment. “This is hard on her. You should reconsider.”

“She’ll cope,” Akeha replied stiffly. “She won’t be alone. She’ll have you.”

His eyes drew across Akeha’s face slowly. “That’s not how it works.” He reached out and took Akeha’s hand, pressing fingers into skin. “I want you to stay.”

Akeha pulled his hand back. “I’ve made my choice,” he said, but his tongue was thick in his mouth, and it was hard to push words out of his throat. His skin was strangely alive where Thennjay had touched it. The taller boy radiated heat: heat that he could taste, heat that he could swallow.

Their eyes met. And in that moment, Akeha realized exactly what it was he wanted, and that this was the last, only chance he was going to get.

He surged up, like a storm wave, and kissed Thennjay.

The boy’s lips were firm, easily parted, tasting and smelling like earth and nectar, sticky and pungent. As their tongues met, Akeha drowned, senses overwhelmed by a hundred different things at once, intoxicating and indescribable. Time warped and became meaningless.

Hands pushed against the curve of his back, firm and warm. Akeha broke from the kiss and pulled away, limbs trembling. His chest hurt. “No.”

Thennjay’s expression was equal parts sorrow and resignation. “Akeha…”

He found words somehow. “Promise me you’ll look after Mokoya. Promise me you’ll keep her happy.”

Thennjay looked like he was studying his face, trying to commit every line to memory. “I can’t promise that. I can only try.”

“That’s good enough for me.” He stepped away, out onto the edge of the roof. “She deserves to be happy.”

“Write to me,” Thennjay said. “Send me signs that you are well.”

Akeha dipped his chin in a nod. Not a promise, but not a refusal either. He would think about it, later, when he had gotten away. The taste of the boy lingered in his mouth as he dropped down to the waterline, to where the river rushed in an unending outward torrent.



 



PART THREE

YONGCHEOW




 



Chapter Twelve

Year Twenty-Nine


“WELL?”

The man held the device up to the lamp, squinting at the dull surface with its one engraved character, a clumsy groove. He was a heavyset Kuanjin fence with an old scar rippling across his face. Akeha did not know his name. Twenty more devices lay spread between them on unbound cloth, ready for inspection.

Sweat had gathered on the man’s lip. He tugged crudely through metal-nature and the device came alive. The warehouse’s air thickened as it dampened water-nature. The device was designed to hamper sound recorders: call it privacy baffling, or counterespionage, or whatever was convenient. Who the buyers were, Akeha did not know and did not care. His supplier was a praying mantis of a man he had met with in a narrow alley in Cinta Putri. Where he got the devices from, Akeha also did not care.

“Well?” he repeated.

The man grunted in assent and replaced the device amongst its brethren. The warehouse he chose was in a row long since abandoned, air thick with dust and choked with the smell of rotting grain. And quiet. That was the important thing.

Satisfied with his inspection, the man reached into his sleeve and tossed Akeha a small pouch. It landed in his hands with a solid metallic clunk. He looked inside and nodded.

In the distance someone screamed.

Akeha frowned. A street over, the Slack burst with flowers of activity. Tensors fighting, clumsy sledgehammer attacks that betrayed a lack of pugilistic training. He listened: shouts, in Kuanjinwei. At least three involved.

His buyer noticed. “Protectorate business,” he said.

Akeha grimly tucked the pouch away as he continued to listen, to watch the Slack. The pattern clarified: three attackers, one defender. All Tensors.

“Don’t get involved,” said the buyer. Not a warning, just advice.

“Our business is done,” Akeha said. He straightened up and walked away. Behind him, the man snorted in derision of Akeha’s judgment.

The streets were dusky and silent enough that muffled shouting echoed. This part of Jixiang, a mercantile quarter, had been abandoned in the tides of changing fortunes. Warehouses sat with gaping mouths that could swallow thieves, smugglers, the poor, the desperate. Akeha crossed spaces briskly: the fighting had subsided into a fierce glow in the Slack. All four Tensors remained alive, clustered in one of the yawning derelicts.

Akeha stayed in the shadows by the warehouse’s entrance, his footprint in the Slack light and practiced. Three soldiers woven up in the Protectorate’s padded gray faced a gasping young man in civilian dress. Blood covered half his head, seeped through the front of his tunic. The soldiers stood in a fan: two flanking, the leader confronting the bleeding man with some kind of tube weapon.

“Tell me where it is, and this can end,” said the soldier with the tube. A man. The weapon crackled as he smacked it in his hand.

“You can threaten me with pain or death. I’m not afraid. And I won’t tell you—”

The weapon sang, and electricity struck. The young man screamed and fell to his knees. Chemical burn seared the air.

In the ringing silence, the young man struggled back upright. “I won’t tell you anything.”

Akeha carried a dozen flying daggers: tucked in his belt, around his arms, on the border of his calves. He was aware of their weight, their heft, and the speed at which he could hurl them in between heartbeats. He was aware of many things at that moment.

He hadn’t been noticed. It was not too late to walk away.

But Mokoya wouldn’t, he knew.

Akeha closed his eyes, slowed his breathing.

His blow fell through water-nature. A shockwave knocked all four men flat. Akeha moved. The first soldier to stand died with a blade between the eyes, skull shattered from the force of the impact. The second was hit in the throat and collapsed, choking on flesh and gristle.

The leader surged forward, grasping at the Slack in panic. His weapon snarled with energy. Too slow. Akeha closed his hand. Water-nature responded. Like a noose, it snapped around the man’s neck. Bone disintegrated, flesh ruptured, and the man dropped like a slab of fish, blood pooling around the ruin.

Akeha exhaled. Red patterned the ground in chaotic gouts, but he remained clean. None of the soldiers moved again. The Slack settled into reservoir calm.

The wounded young man sat on the floor where he had fallen, eyes round, mouth a gaping circle. As Akeha stepped out of the shadows, he scrambled backward, terrified, whispering prayers as though faced with the devil himself.

Akeha walked up to him and wordlessly held out a hand.

The young man stared at it. Thoughts and emotions filtered visibly across his narrow face. When he reached the point of realizing death was not forthcoming, he crumpled to the ground in a heap and started to pray. Akeha had been around Katau Kebang long enough to recognize words of gratitude to the Almighty.

He allowed himself a sigh.

When the young man finished praying, he fixed his eyes on Akeha with surprising clarity. “Who are you?”

“A friend. We need to leave.”

“Who sent you?”

He scowled, already regretting his involvement. “The fortunes.”

“Was it Lady Han?”

“It was your Almighty,” Akeha snapped. “Do you want to live or not?”

The man studied Akeha’s face for a moment more, and his expression changed again. Suspicion had lodged there, along with a measure of curiosity. “You look like her.”

“What?”

“The seer. You look like her. Are you—no, it can’t be. Are you?”

Akeha took one breath in, let it out. Moved on. “You’re a Tensor, running from the Protectorate. You have something they want. I’m thinking these three goons won’t be the last they send.” He repeated, “Do you want to live or not?”

The man considered this, his brows knitted. His complexion was glazed with blood loss, and there was a telltale tremble to his limbs, an uncontrollable spasm of the fingers.

This time, when Akeha held out his hand, the young man took it.



His name was Yongcheow, and he had recently come from Chengbee. He didn’t offer more, and Akeha didn’t ask. The blood loss left him leaning his weight on Akeha. Something was wrong with one of his ankles.

The moon illuminated the streets of packed dirt before them, sides clotted with debris. The ghost quarters of Jixiang had been optimistically carved out of a hillside, then abandoned when they became too heavy a load to bear. The lights of the city proper glowed below them.

As they navigated toward the living streets of the city, Yongcheow said, “You never told me your name.”

Akeha’s vault of false names was large and easily opened. It waited. He hesitated; an abyssal heartbeat passed. “It’s Akeha.”

“So I was right then. You are Sanao Akeha. The Protector’s fugitive son.”

Akeha didn’t answer.

“Why did you save me?” Yongcheow asked.

“You looked like you were in trouble.”

“I was. But you didn’t have to step in. You don’t know me, and I presume you weren’t lying about not being sent by the Machinists.”

Akeha frowned. He knew of the Machinists; he wanted nothing to do with them or their tendrils of rebellion. “You ask a lot of questions.”

“I do. It’s how I get into trouble.”

They walked farther in silence. Yongcheow’s steps had started to falter, each one heavier and slower. Akeha tightened his grip around the man’s slender waist. “Keep walking,” he said. On one hand, he was already braced to end the night burying another body. On the other, he really did not want to.

“You shouldn’t have killed those men,” Yongcheow said, breath clouding the air. His tone was gentle, not accusatory. It could have been from the blood loss.

“Would you have preferred I let them kill you?”

“Killing them wasn’t the only solution.”

“It was the least messy one.” And he did not like to be reminded of it, even if it kept the young man conscious and talking. “Sympathy for them is how you got into trouble.”

“You shouldn’t have killed them,” Yongcheow repeated, more softly.

Akeha did not respond.

As they started down the incline that would bring them into the parts of Jixiang that still lived, Yongcheow said, “Wait. Let’s go down that alley, please.”

The alley ended in a small grove of mountain dogwood, their short trunks twisted into ugly shapes. Yongcheow pulled away and stumbled magnetically toward one. Akeha followed closely, poised to catch him if something happened.

Gasping from the effort to stay focused, Yongcheow unstitched the bark of the tree where slackcraft had fused it over a hollow in the trunk. Concealed within was a cloth bundle. Unwrapped on the ground, it revealed several scrolls, a group of smaller bundles, and wooden treasure boxes. One of the boxes contained packets of powders and elixir drops. Yongcheow counted out a few of the latter and swallowed them.

Akeha studied the contents of the bundle. “Is this what they were looking for?”

Yongcheow nodded.

“And these.” Akeha pushed at the nestling scrolls. “The Machinists’ secrets?”

The man pressed a clumsy, urgent finger to Akeha’s lips, as if he hadn’t been on the constant lookout for soldiers following them. He flinched away in annoyance.

Still, in a burst of unearned trust, Yongcheow allowed Akeha to take custody of the cloth bundle. “My wounds are worse than I thought—” he began.

Akeha stopped him from finishing that thought. “I will help. But not here.” He pulled Yongcheow to his feet. “Come. We’ve delayed enough.”

Yongcheow swayed. “You’re a good person,” he said through soft lips, as Akeha held him firm.

Akeha looped an arm around him. “You’ll regret saying that.”



 



Chapter Thirteen


YONGCHEOW STAYED ON BOTH feet all the way to the eastern side of Jixiang, where the Flower Inn waited. The decorated yellow lanterns of the perfumed quarter lit the elbow-jostling street, where the passage of a bloodied man supported by another drew stares, but little comment.

Akeha wrestled his companion to the entrance of the inn, where they were met by the bulk of Ang, the inn’s doorkeeper. He looked the two over, arms crossed, and warned, “No trouble.”

“No trouble,” Akeha replied.

Akeha was a regular at the Flower Inn, and Ang had known him for years. He grunted and stepped aside.

“Send someone up with water,” Akeha said. “Two pails.”

Ang nodded.

Yongcheow barely made it up two flights of stairs and down the wooden corridor to Akeha’s room. Akeha released him onto the bed, where he remained seated, breathing very slowly. His clothes were heavy and stiff with drying blood. “Get undressed,” Akeha said. He sought out his medicine cabinet.

“Wait,” Yongcheow said. Akeha turned back, frowning. The other man pushed his hands against the hard surface of the bed to stay upright. “There’s something … you need to know.”

“What?”

“My confirmation, I didn’t … I didn’t get confirmed.” As Akeha’s frown deepened, he said, “I mean, I got confirmed, but I didn’t go to the doctors. Some—”

“I don’t care,” Akeha said.

He turned away: there was work to do. Cloths for bandages, herbs and powders for salves, bowls to mix them with. Akeha’s skill with forest-nature was self-taught and lacked the finesse to reknit a gash this deep. Needle and thread would help.

Broad-shouldered Amah was the one who brought the pails up. She glanced over at Yongcheow, his tunic off, compression bandages off, exposing a blood-thickened knife wound across the rib cage, and clucked. “Getting in trouble again?”

Akeha thanked her for the water.

“There’s still soup left over from dinner,” she said. “Do you want?”

He nodded. “Bring us two bowls later.”

The wound had to be cleaned, disinfected, pulled shut. Yongcheow leaned back, breath whistling through his teeth, as Akeha worked.

“So what is it you do?” he asked. “When you’re not rescuing people in need.”

Akeha threaded needle through flesh. “I’m a deliveryman.”

“You’re very good at killing people, for a deliveryman.”

Akeha said nothing. The work before him required focus.

“So what do you deliver? And for whom?”

“Anything. Anyone. I don’t ask. I don’t look. I do the job. It makes everything simpler.”

“Anyone?”

“No Protectorate. That’s my only rule.”

Yongcheow laughed, and Akeha halted as the man’s side shook, the torn edges of the wound shifting. “You’re a smuggler.”

Akeha waited for him to still before returning to work. Black thread drew flesh to flesh, forest-nature set it on the path to healing.

Closing the wound was the easy part. The blood loss—that was harder to fix. A skilled doctor would have had ways to replenish the lost iron; Akeha was no such thing. He pressed the thick paste he had made over the gash, equal parts nourishment and antiseptic. Then he bound it with clean cloth.

“No compression until it heals,” he said. The other man nodded.

The injuries clouding his head and legs were superficial, easier to deal with. Basic doctoring was simple; the rest was up to the fortunes.

Yongcheow’s fingers grazed his chin. Akeha froze. “Thank you,” the man whispered.

Akeha escaped the contact to prepare the strong, bitter healing brew.

His patient accepted the cup of dark liquid with a small expression of wonder. “Why did you save me?”

“We’ve discussed this.”

“You didn’t answer.”

In irritation, Akeha turned away to clean the room. “Rest now. This place is safe. Soldiers won’t find you tonight.” And it was the best they could do for now. Tomorrow was tomorrow’s affair.



Yongcheow slept easily; Akeha didn’t. In a square of moonlight by the bed, soft as winter frost, he combed through the cloth bundle that had almost cost his companion his life.

The Machinist scrolls drew his attention first. They were lightning scrolls, new technology that had filtered south only in the last few months: thin sheets shaped out of lodestone paste, Slack-imprinted with information that required a decoder to extract. Their presence told stories—Tensor involvement, money, deep organization. In Akeha’s line of work, he listened to a lot of talk. The talk about the growing Machinist rebellion in the capital said it was driven less by downtrodden farmers than by disaffected Tensors. Here was the proof, solid in his hands.

His companion, then: also one of those disaffected? The bundle told little of the man. The small wooden boxes held medicines, soaps, tools to mend broken things, money. There was a thin prayer mat, folded and rolled up. The third scroll was a copy of the Instructions, the holy edicts revered by the Obedient. An old copy, but well kept. Well loved. He looked for evidence of family, lovers, friends. Nothing.

Akeha unwrapped one of the last bundles. As he laid the cloth flat, its damning contents spilled into the light. Pearl-sized silver pellets. Blasting powder in packets, smelling of fireworks. And the main event, heavy and metallic, sitting in the middle of it all.

A gun.

Akeha had seen guns before. They were Tensors’ playthings, put together by masters of earth- and water-nature for fun. The ones he’d seen used coiled springs and slackcraft and produced just enough force to punch holes in paper cutouts. This one was no plaything. It had heft. It had scars, black on the nozzle and stark across the body. It had a slot for blasting powder.

It was a weapon.

A weapon that didn’t rely on slackcraft.

A weapon that didn’t require a Tensor to charge it.

A weapon that anybody could use.

Akeha lifted it, felt its stonelike weight, put it back down. A slip of paper caught his attention. Unfolded, it revealed a scrawl of diagrams and instructions. Akeha recognized the signature appended to it. Midou. A friend from later childhood, a relative close enough to bear some prestige, a cousin distant enough to be dispensable. The paper was speckled with red that could be inkspill or bloodstain.

He rolled up the bundle, blood racing in his veins. If this was the Machinist endgame—arming the peasant masses with deadly weapons—then his understanding of the situation was broken and hollow.

Akeha looked over his shoulder. In the dark, on his bed, Yongcheow slumbered, pallid and inscrutable. A small man, caught up in a web of things beyond his ken. Akeha had to extricate himself before he, too, got caught in it.



 



Chapter Fourteen


YONGCHEOW WOKE AT FIRST sunrise to pray. Akeha, who’d slept on the floor, watched his slippered feet pad across the ground, pause to retrieve the prayer mat, then vanish behind a cabinet’s bulk. He drifted back to sleep with Yongcheow’s fluid supplications nestling in his ears.

Later, he woke again to a stirring in the Slack: Yongcheow pulling on fire-nature to dry freshly washed clothes. He sat up. The bed had been made, the cloth bundle reassembled. Yongcheow was half dressed, heating his tunic as it hung on a piece of string.

“What are you doing?”

“Oh. You’re awake.”

“Planning to leave before I woke?”

“No, I—” Yongcheow obscured his reaction in the flurry of putting on the tunic. “I need to get to Waiyi as fast as possible.”

Akeha knew Waiyi. A foot-of-the-mountain hamlet in the wilds, several hundred yields off the river. It was surrounded by hills and good places to hide. He did a lot of business there. “I don’t advise traveling. Your wounds need more time.”

The stiff, cautious way Yongcheow fastened his tunic was proof he also knew this. “It’s time I don’t have. I would stay longer, if I could.”

Akeha watched the man’s face and movements intently as he posed the next question: “What are you carrying that can’t wait one more day?”

“Information.” He met Akeha’s gaze head-on. “I know you looked through the bundle.” When Akeha didn’t deny this, he continued, “The information concealed on the scrolls is a matter of life and death.”

“Information the Protectorate would kill for. What is it?”

Yongcheow’s lips tightened. “Maybe … it might be better for you not to ask.”

Akeha folded his arms and leaned against a wooden beam.

“It involves your sister.”

Within him, Akeha’s stomach lurched into movement. “Tell me.”

A seismic sigh. “Your sister had a vision. She saw an attack on the Great High Palace by a small group of Tensors. These Tensors had connections to the Machinist movement. It’s … complicated, and their motives were their own. But in short, the attack failed, and now your mother is purging suspected Machinists throughout the Protectorate.”

“Purging…” Dread shivered through him. “Do you mean—”

“What do you think it means?”

Akeha looked to the ceiling, to where the rafters held firm. “How many dead?”

Yongcheow’s shoulders tilted. “We can’t save those in the capital. They got out, or they died. We’re trying to warn everyone else. What I’m carrying are lists. A list of known members outside the capital, and a list of Protectorate targets. Not all the people on our list are Protectorate targets. And not all the people on the Protectorate’s list are our people.” He licked his lips. “We could save innocents by warning them.”

Akeha closed his eyes and counted the stiff breaths that passed. When he opened his eyes, the world was still there. “What about the gun?”

Yongcheow remained mute for several heartbeats. Finally, he said thickly, “It was a gift. Bequeathed to me.”

“I saw Midou’s signature. He was a childhood friend.”

Yongcheow’s eyes were fixed on the air, on nothing. “He was a good man. Too good.”

Silence bloomed. Yongcheow, regaining his composure, said, “In any case, now you understand my urgency.”

Akeha said nothing. He had not been in the capital in a long time. Mother’s purges were stern, quiet things: doors pushed in at night, muffled bodies dragged from beds. Vanished. Mokoya once asked Sonami where they put all the graves. Sonami said, “Mother doesn’t leave that kind of mess.”

Yongcheow carefully tied the cloth bundle around himself, avoiding the wound. “Will you come with me?”

Akeha tightened his arms across his chest. “No Protectorate. That’s the rule.”

A medley of emotions ghosted through Yongcheow’s face: disappointment, sadness, resignation, fear. “I see. Well … thank you for everything, then. His peace be with you.” He stepped over the room’s threshold.

“Wait,” Akeha said.

Yongcheow swiveled as Akeha dove into a medicine cabinet. “Take these. You need to replenish your iron.”

His fingers closed loosely around Akeha’s as he accepted the elixirs. “Thank you.” His hand lingered a moment longer than necessary, skin electric against skin. Then he stepped away, out of the room.

Akeha folded onto the unyielding surface of the bed, breathing very slowly. His thoughts turned briefly to Midou. Scrub-haired, knock-kneed Midou, who took everything with the gravity of a funeral director; Midou the gunmaker, Midou the unlikely rebel, Midou who was almost certainly dead. Strange to think of those familiar bones reduced to atoms, scattered across a hillside in Chengbee.

He shut his eyes, pressed cold fingertips to the bridge of his nose.

What would Mokoya do?



The fierce, shining ribbon of the river Tiegui broadened into sluggish green flats by the time it reached Jixiang, heavy with silt and soft at the banks. Diluted clumps of merchant ships bobbed listlessly in its eddies. When Akeha caught up with him, Yongcheow was walking the gray-skied docks, trying to find a willing oar among the merchants sailing upriver with the last of the harvest.

“Don’t take the river route,” he said. “It’s too open.”

Yongcheow had showed almost no surprise at Akeha’s reappearance. “What’s the alternative?”

“There’s a path through the forest, along the buttress of the mountain range. It’s longer, and shouldn’t be traveled alone, but it’ll be harder for soldiers to find you.”

Yongcheow folded his hands behind him. “It sounds risky.”

Akeha drew and released a full breath before speaking, knowing that there would be no turning back after this. “I’ll take you.”

A small smile spread from one corner of Yongcheow’s lips to the other. “You changed your mind.”

“Come,” Akeha said irritably, “before I change it again.”



 



Chapter Fifteen


THE ROUTE WOULD TAKE two days on foot. Yongcheow’s injuries meant more precautions, fewer treacherous shortcuts. Over both day- and night-cycles they would travel during the sunup hours and rest during the sundown ones, taking turns to keep watch.

“You’ve done this many times before,” Yongcheow observed.

“And you haven’t. Not even once,” Akeha replied.

He did not deny this.

In the monotony of light forest cover, routine settled upon them like a fisherman’s net. They walked, they caught snatches of sleep, they walked again. This far south, at the periphery of summer and autumn, sunup and sundown hours matched each other in length. Light, dark, light, dark. Akeha trapped rabbits to skin and boil. Yongcheow sank into a fog of strange, serious contemplation, breaking it only to pray at every rest stop, and to answer questions.

Their first stop Akeha asked, “What has my sister said about the purge?”

“Who knows? She doesn’t leave the monastery. You probably have a better idea of what she thinks than I do.”

Their second stop Akeha asked, “Does she really not leave the monastery? Ever?”

“My friend, I’m half Kebangilan. My father is a provincial magistrate. Our village is so small people can’t point to it on a map. I am—I was—no one in the Tensorate. Certainly not of the tier to hear the whispers that surround the Protector’s family.”

“I see.”

Their third stop, Akeha said, “The gun. A Machinist initiative?”

This one drew a laugh, bitter as the frost. “If only! It was Midou’s prototype for the Tensorate. In the end, he didn’t want it in your mother’s hands.”

Steam rose in sheets from the pot of boiling rabbits. Clarity seeped into Akeha’s mind. “The guns were for Protectorate soldiers.”

“And Tensors. You must have noticed, most of us are useless at fighting. Get us a little nervous, and … that’s the end of it.”

“It just takes practice. Focus can be taught. Adrenaline can be a tool.”

“Yes, Monastery-style training. That will go down well with the pampered brats stuffing the halls of the Tensorate academy.”

“So, weapons, then. She must be preparing for something.”

“Not necessarily. If she could arm Tensors, then she wouldn’t need pugilists for close combat. You know she doesn’t get along with the Grand Monastery these days.”

“I know,” he said. Pride swelled quietly at Thennjay’s resistance to her rule.

“More than anything,” Yongcheow admitted, hands tense around the cloth bundle he carried, “I’m afraid of Protectorate troops with these weapons.”

“It’s only a matter of time. If not Midou, someone else will perfect them.”

“I know.” The tendons in his hands stood out as he clenched them. Akeha resisted the urge to reach out and massage the stiffness out of them.

At their next stop Akeha said, “So, about you and Midou…”

Yongcheow’s lowered lids occluded reams of history. “Many years ago, if that’s what you’re asking.” At Akeha’s patient silence, he sighed. “We were both in the academy at that time. He had recently converted to Obedience, and that’s how we met. He was always a radical, agitating for change. I was afraid of what would happen to my family. So, we fell out.”

“But you’re here now.”

Yongcheow pushed in the dirt with a broken branch. “The Protectorate put his name on the list. I was added by association. They came for him first. He left me a warning, and—” He hefted the cloth bundle.

“Then you’re not a Machinist.”

“I wasn’t. But I am now.” He shifted his weight. “Don’t misunderstand me, I’m not opposed to the philosophy. In fact, I agree completely. People should have access to technologies without relying on Tensors. I just didn’t think I had it in me. Joining the movement, I mean.”

“You underestimate yourself,” Akeha said softly.

It was Yongcheow’s turn to rest as the sun fell. In the soft shelter of willow crowns, Akeha watched shadows march across the warm canvas of the other man’s face. As the patterns shifted and changed, he felt something in his chest come loose.

He spent the time between the third and fourth stops snarled in thoughts of possible futures. When they laid down their packs again, he ventured, “You didn’t go to the confirmation doctors. Was that because of your religion?”

Yongcheow blinked. “That’s … a very personal question.”

“I apologize. I shouldn’t have asked.” He turned away to kindle damp leaves into flame. Under the ministrations of fire-nature, the detritus dried and crackled to life, the sound filling the damning silence. He watched the flames gyrate until his heart rate slowed, then he turned back. “I’m sorry.”

Yongcheow met his gaze coolly. “It wasn’t because of religion. Some Obedient don’t alter their bodies because they believe we shouldn’t touch what the Almighty bequeaths us. To me, confirmation doesn’t fall into that. I just didn’t do it because it didn’t feel right for me.”

Akeha nodded. “Thank you. I’m so—”

“Don’t apologize again.”

He nodded.

It was Akeha’s turn to rest. He found a stone to sleep on and let dreams claim him with their wild trajectories. When three hours had passed, he woke to Yongcheow studying him with the same intensity he’d afforded the other man.

“You’re the first son the Protector’s had,” he said.

“I am.”

“It must have been a surprise for her.”

Akeha laughed, a sound like pebbles rolling. He stood, brushing dirt away. “Everything about me was a surprise for her. My existence was a mistake.”

“I don’t believe that.”

“I know, I know. The will of the Almighty.”

Yongcheow exhaled. “Not just that. People make mistakes, they can’t be mistakes. And I don’t think you believe that either.”

“Don’t I?”

“If you do, then a mistake saved my life. I’m still grateful.”

Akeha snorted. He held out a hand, and Yongcheow took it, pulling himself up.

The first day flowed over into the next. Their journey relaxed into easier banter. Akeha pressed Yongcheow on Machinist philosophy, a debate that rolled into a tangle of points and counterpoints.

“No,” Yongcheow said, exasperation creeping into his voice, “we’re not advocating the abolishment of everything that uses slackcraft. We just want to develop alternatives for laypeople.”

“But you’ll still need to rely on Tensors. As long as there are things that can only be done through slackcraft—”

“We’re not trying to abolish the Tensorate either! Of course there will still be things that work on slackcraft—”

“Lots of things.”

“Yes. Many. Like—”

“Talkers.”

“Aha.” Yongcheow brightened. “You’d be surprised. There’s been work done on this. Someone found a way to record sounds as electrical signals, which you can transmit instantly, or almost instantly, through wires.”

“Wires.”

“Yes. If you have devices connected by wires, you can talk.”

“So if I’m in Cinta Putri, and I have someone in Chengbee I want to talk to, I have to run a wire from Cinta Putri all the way to Chengbee. Six thousand li. Just so we can talk.”

Yongcheow sighed. “It—someone is working on it. It is only a start.”

The path eased and sloped gently downhill as they approached Waiyi. As the day proceeded, Akeha said, “The Machinist movement is admirable. I agree: non-Tensors should have access to technology that doesn’t rely on slackcraft. And there may be factions in the Tensorate who also agree. But the Protectorate will never relinquish its source of power. Your movement is doomed to misfortune.”

“Good thing I don’t believe in the fortunes, then.”

“You believe in the will of your Almighty. How is that different?”

“The Almighty decides our circumstances. He doesn’t decide our actions. It’s what He gave us free will for.”

“So you chose rebellion.”

“We chose to act. Rebellion was the Protectorate’s choice. They could easily have accepted our existence. But they didn’t.”

Akeha let this thought circulate, picking apart the reasons he felt uncomfortable whenever free will was brought up. Even though he knew the real answer.

At the next stop, he finally confessed, “It’s hard for me to believe in free will.”

They had set up in a shallow limestone cave, a slanted scar in the side of the mountain forming the eastern forest border. Yongcheow looked sideways at him. “Let me guess. Because of your sister?”

“No matter what we did, her visions happened anyway. Future events can be set in stone. Where is your free will in that?”

Yongcheow folded careful hands over his belly. “But in those cases, you did do something, didn’t you? You went to find the new Head Abbot. Your mother’s purging Machinists. Some things might be fixed, but everything around them can be changed. That’s the part that counts.”

“A test. That’s the Obedient belief, isn’t it? Everything is a test from the heavens.”

A considered silence simmered. Then Yongcheow spoke. “The saying goes, ‘The black tides of heaven direct the courses of human lives.’ To which a wise teacher said, ‘But as with all waters, one can swim against the tide.’”

His gaze was unshakeable as it fixed on Akeha. “I chose to swim. So can you.”



 



Chapter Sixteen


THEY WERE LESS THAN twenty li from Waiyi when the Protectorate caught up to them.

It was the snuffling that alerted Akeha. It came from the right, through a thicket of grass and shrubs, in the same tenor as a boar hunting for food. But there was no corresponding rustle, no crunch of massive porcine body through underbrush. Akeha squeezed Yongcheow’s arm to stop him walking.

Yongcheow frowned. Akeha put a finger to his lips and directed the man to the cover of a peony bush.

The snuffling intensified. Something stirred within the blades and leaves.

The feathered head of a raptor snapped up from the vegetation.

Akeha forced his breathing to stay even. The creature’s sleek head swiveled. It blinked.

He knew that ash coloring, the lichens of dark blue spread over the top of the head. A lifetime ago, there had been hatchlings in the Grand Monastery. In the mornings Akeha and Mokoya would throw wet slivers of meat to the waiting scramble of teeth.

It was said raptors had memories as long as their claws were sharp. “Tempeh,” he whispered. “It’s me. Akeha.”

The raptor’s nostrils flared.

A scout. The Protectorate had sent pugilists after Yongcheow. A betrayal on Thennjay’s part? Hard to tell. He had no way of knowing Akeha was involved.

Tempeh pushed through the vegetation. An electric collar, hard and silver, sat in a wide band across its throat. Akeha frowned. The Grand Monastery’s raptors didn’t need to be controlled with shock collars—

Unless—

A targeted jolt through water-nature broke the clasp. As the collar clattered to the ground, it revealed a ribbon of scarred flesh, down and feathers burned off.

The raptor hissed, circling, surprised.

“It’s over,” Akeha said softly. “You don’t have to—”

That thought was shattered by the high, rotating sound of a lightcraft. Too late. Akeha’s senses sharpened in the Slack. A fully trained pugilist would have the advantage over him. Speed was his only chance. A knife to the throat before they could act—

The lightcraft crested over the brush, bearing a familiar figure. Master Yeo, the old disciplinarian from the monastery, clad in the sharp lines of Protectorate knit.

“Akeha.” Her smile was a razor.

Half a second’s delay. That’s all it took. His knife sailed, but it was too late. Master Yeo didn’t blink. Her cudgel moved: one end struck the knife into vegetation. The other end swung around, and an electrical bolt pierced Akeha.

He folded like a fan, veins on fire. But soon as he touched ground, he was struggling back up, fighting for clarity, sending a clumsy shockwave in her direction—

She whipped water-nature around his neck. Akeha gasped as it cut off blood and air. She would crush his vertebrae if she could. He pushed back in water-nature, tried to knock her down with another shockwave, but she resisted easily.

Spasming black bloomed in his vision. He fell to his knees, fighting for consciousness. She was too fast, too strong, too experienced. As his limbs collapsed under him, he sent a last, desperate tendril to Tempeh, trying to spur the raptor into action. Trying to override its fear and confusion.

Nothing. The black closed over him. Instinct drove his fingers to clutch uselessly at his throat. As he sank, all he saw was bright colors, flashes from childhood.

A loud, sharp crack filled the air.

The pressure released in an instant. Air flooded his lungs. A heartbeat’s delay juddered by before he returned to his body, forcing it upright. His head sang with blood reasserting itself.

He felt Yongcheow before he saw the man. Warm hands grasped his arms as his eyes fought to focus. “Akeha? Are you all right? Please, say something.”

He smelled the sulfur on him and understood.

Yongcheow’s fingers pressed into his face. “Akeha.”

He found words: “Where is she?”

Yongcheow glanced over his shoulder. Akeha struggled to numb feet, leaning on the other man, who winced. Akeha brushed a reassuring hand over the man’s still-healing wound before staggering forward.

Master Yeo lay where she had fallen, but she was still alive. Blood patterned her face, fresh runnels crawling from her nose and mouth. The gunshot had punctured her chest, where an ocean of red was spreading. Her eyes turned toward Akeha as he crouched.

“Who sent you?” he asked. “Who did you come for?”

Her lips moved. Thick bubbles emerged, crimson mixed with frothy pink.

Tell me, he sent through the Slack. The twins’ old trick sometimes worked with other people. But he felt nothing except her rage and confusion. And pain.

Akeha sighed and shut his eyes. He reached for water-nature, broad and shining, and snapped her spine cleanly across the base of her neck.

He stood up. “Protectorate uniform and rank. She defected from the monastery.”

Yongcheow was trembling beside him.

“Are you all right?”

Yongcheow said nothing, head moving, jaw working, staring at the body on the ground.

Akeha gripped his arm. “Yongcheow.”

“It happened so fast,” he whispered. “I had no time to think.” He had the bright, trembling eyes of someone witnessing death for the first time.

“You did what was necessary,” Akeha said.

Yongcheow didn’t respond. Akeha looked back down. A dead body at their feet. One in a long trail that had no beginning and probably no end. “Mother wouldn’t have just sent regular troops to cut down Tensors in the purge. She’d send pugilists, like her. This woman had blood on her hands. I guarantee it.”

Finally, slowly, Yongcheow nodded.

The raptor slunk in. Its narrow snout quested over the body, curious nostrils flaring, lips peeling back at the smell of fresh meat. Akeha hissed sharply and it backed away, rustling its feathers in submission. It still remembered the monastery. Still remembered him.

“There are no righteous deaths,” Yongcheow whispered. “Only ones that cannot be avoided.”

Akeha recognized the edict he was quoting from. He had learned it, too, early in his career. It brought less and less comfort as the years went by.

“We need to bury her,” Akeha said. “We can do that, at least.”



 



Chapter Seventeen


“HOW DO I KNOW I can trust you?”

Lady Han’s remaining eye, the one not curtained behind an embroidered patch, speared Akeha like an insect. The leader of the Machinists wore an eastern suit of jacket and pants, its sun-red fabric the brightest splash in a cavern cut out of raw granite. Between them, Yongcheow’s scrolls lay isolated on a silver tray.

“I came of my own will,” Akeha said.

“But for what purpose? The Protector’s son, showing up at this precise point in time … it’s a bit convenient, isn’t it?”

She’d had her subordinates seize him when they arrived at the hideout, almost spent from the long, steep journey from Waiyi to the caves. Yongcheow, sweat-glazed, had to stammer that he was a comrade, not a prisoner.

The other man was a reassuring weight in the periphery. “Perhaps it is the will of the Almighty,” Akeha said.

“I have less tolerance for jokes than you think.” She leaned on the table separating them.

Akeha had some memories of Lady Han, a cloud of impressions blurred by the stretch of intervening years. She had been close to Mother once, a beloved concubine, perhaps more. Akeha had been a child then; by the time he returned to the Great High Palace years later, she was gone. The missing eye was new.

He lifted his hands, blank palms out. “It was not a joke. I have no other explanation for you.”

Her eye narrowed suspiciously.

“I have fled the consequences of my mother’s rule for ten years. I was happy to live that way, in ignorance, as long as it didn’t affect me. But this week, something changed.” He shot a quick look at Yongcheow. “What else would you call it? Coincidence? It feels like more than that.”

“The accidental rebel? The heaven-sent rebel? Neither sounds plausible to me.”

He shrugged. What else could he offer?

Her guards shifted around them. Surrounded. He knew that he would walk away from this meeting a member of the movement, or not at all.

“All right,” said Lady Han. “Prove it.” She swept from the table, paced a small circle, and turned back to Akeha. “I have a task for you.”

“Name it.”

“Return to the Protectorate and kill the prophet.”

It took two heartbeats to confirm he hadn’t misheard. His skin cooled. “What?”

“She’s your sister, isn’t she? You can get close enough. Surprise her. She won’t expect it.”

Akeha’s tongue stumbled over syllables. “She has nothing to do with—”

“She’s a prophet,” Lady Han said. “She sees things no one should know.” A damning finger pointed to the scroll. “One prophecy, and over two hundred people dead or vanished. It has to stop.”

“She has no control over what she sees,” Akeha hissed.

“Exactly. The only way to stop her is to kill her. It sounds harsh, but it’s true. Kill her, and your mother gets no more insights into our plans.”

Akeha’s chest crumpled like parchment fed to a flame. “You would see her killed for this?”

Yongcheow could not hold his tongue. “She’s done nothing! If we’re going to murder innocents, how are we any better than the Protectorate?”

Lady Han’s head snapped in his direction. “Silence. We don’t kill lightly.” She turned back to Akeha. “One life could save countless others.”

“You don’t know that,” Yongcheow said. “This is indefensible.”

“If you want an assassin, find someone else,” Akeha said through clenched teeth. “If this is the price for joining your movement, I choose death.”

She stalked toward him. Akeha snapped into fighting mode, crisp in the Slack, even as his thoughts jumped in electric lines: Mokoya must be warned. He might die, but Yongcheow had the gun. He could strike, inflict maximum damage, give Yongcheow the chance to—

Lady Han stood before him. A diminutive woman with the force of a thunderstorm. His mind capsized, thoughts of resistance and murder scattering like spilled beans. She surveyed the riot of emotion snared upon his face. A smile blossomed across hers.

“A man of morals,” she said. “Not what I expected of a smuggler.”

He let her words and meaning sink through him. “You asked me to murder my own sister,” he said, enunciating every syllable sharply.

“You come from a bloodline stained with remorseless familicides. I had to make sure of what you are.”

A muscle seized in his jaw. He had little patience for those who used his sister’s life as a plaything, a bargaining chip. He said, “If you wanted my loyalty, there were better ways of earning it.”

She laughed and thumbed his chin, as though she considered herself a kindly aunt. “Don’t think I’ll go easy on you,” she said, the corners of her eyes crinkling. “I will watch you very carefully, Sanao Akeha.”

He breathed out as his heart rate rappelled down to normal. But his hands remained clenched in knuckled determination. “And I will do the same.”



Their safe house in Waiyi was a gap-toothed cottage, cushioned by dirt rows once home to broad beans and pumpkins, now a forest of weeds. The sun had fallen. Yongcheow’s gait remained stiff as they walked the stony, serpentine path toward its silhouette. One of Lady Han’s guards had been a doctor, and his wounds had been made whole, but the pain lingered, as pain usually did.

“I’ve never met her,” he admitted. “Lady Han. I’d heard her described as remarkable, but…”

“There must have been a reason Mother liked her,” Akeha said. The fist of emotions in his chest had yet to ease open. The swift calculation he’d seen in Lady Han had left quite an impression. “And it would take more than courage to stand against the Protector.”

“What do you think she would have done if you’d agreed?”

“I don’t know.” Unlikely that she would have grieved Mokoya’s death.

Beside them, Tempeh snuffled in the tangled grass. The raptor had determinedly followed them into Waiyi, and Akeha had given up on chasing it away. Freed from the painful confines of Protectorate control, the creature had decided what it wanted.

“What you said to Lady Han. About the will of the Almighty. Did you mean that?”

The warm, damp evening air was a blessing. “It felt like the right thing to say.”

Yongcheow hesitated. “I don’t know how else to put it, but … look. To be Obedient is to live with constant ridicule. People call you superstitious, uneducated, backward. Behind your back and to your face. I don’t care what you believe, but don’t say those things just to make fun of them.”

“I wasn’t.” Akeha looked at his feet. “The past few days … I don’t know how to explain them. I—” He sucked in another gift of air. “I have a lot to think about.”

Tempeh ran ahead of them toward the house. Five yields away, it stopped, head alert, feathers erect along its spine. Akeha stopped Yongcheow.

“What is it?” he whispered.

Akeha gestured for silence. Within the house the Slack hung in a way that sent a frisson through him. A familiar presence waited.

Tempeh stood by the door and rumbled.

His heart a burr in his chest, Akeha pushed the door open.

At the dining table a figure, robe-clad, stood and pulled its gray hood back. Her eyes fixed on his, shining. “Keha.”

Mokoya.

She looked exactly the same. She looked entirely different. The years had changed her face, but she was still his sister, his twin. The same cheekbones, the same hooded eyes, the same crooked mouth. She had not painted her face. She was still dressed as a nun. And her hair clung to her scalp like a penitent’s or mourner’s.

“So it’s true,” she said. “You’ve joined the Machinists.”

He stepped into the house, Yongcheow behind him. The door clicked shut. His lips, out of practice, struggled to form her name. What came out instead was “What are you doing here?”

She stepped toward him, hands held up to touch his face. “Keha.”

His chest was full; his heart was empty. “How did you find me?”

“I saw you.”

He broke away from her, turning so she couldn’t see the expression on his face. “You dreamed this?”

“A week ago.”

A week ago. A black snake of fear coiled. He looked at her and saw that under her cloak, she still wore the box that collected her visions, her dreams. Everything she prophesied, the Tensorate collected and studied. A week ago. A torrent of words broke through: “What else did you see? What else do they know?”

“Who?” She followed his line of sight. “Keha—no. No! I destroyed that vision. You can do that, you know. I don’t hand everything over to Mother. If she’d hurt you, I—” She couldn’t complete the thought.

Akeha tightened his lips. Mokoya gave the impression she was made of glass, bright and clear and brilliant, and one blow away from shattering. She did not need to know about the grave they’d left in the forest.

“Your friends are safe,” she said. “I wouldn’t betray them to Mother.”

The snake within him struck. “But you let her have the one with the attack on the palace. The one that started the purges.”

He saw the shudder that went through her. “I had to! I had to. They were carrying explosives, Keha. Hundreds would have died, many of them innocents, if I’d done nothing. How could I have predicted what she would do with it?”

“She’s Mother. What did you think she would do with it? Pardon everyone involved? Say oh, it’s nothing, there’s nothing to worry about?”

“Keha, I—”

“No, she’s right.” Yongcheow’s interruption was fueled by a core of panic. “Unwarranted as it is, your mother’s retaliation would have been worse if they’d succeeded. If they’d blown up a whole section of the Great High Palace, she’d have had people executed in the street.”

Mokoya swallowed audibly. Memories crashed to the surface: his sister as a child, shaking and weeping in dark beds after a vision ripped through her. She’d done nothing to deserve this.

Twelve years apart, and the first thing he did was upset her. Where were the tender words he had imagined would burst forth when they saw each other again, older and wiser and settled in their places in the world? “Moko.” He brushed his palm against her cheek. She flinched, and something in him broke, but then she leaned into his touch. He waited until he could speak without shaking. “Why are you here?”

She took his hand, grasped it between hers. “I want you to come home.”

He shook his head. “Moko, I—”

“I’m pregnant.”

He stopped, stunned. “What?”

A smile crept across the pale trench of her face. “The child won’t be along for months, but—Thennjay and I have been trying for a while, and finally—”

“Congratulations,” he said, softly, in wonder.

“Come back,” she said, pressing into his hand. “Come back to the monastery. Thennjay can give you asylum. You’ll be safe. Mother can’t do anything. Please, Keha.” Her voice cracked, equal parts hope and sorrow. “Come home. I don’t want to raise a child who’s never met you.”

Akeha’s hand shook in hers. He imagined her child listening to their mother’s stories, trying to conjure up an uncle they knew only through words. His resolve softened, began to melt. It was tempting, so tempting, to say yes, to be forgiven, to return, to shape a glorious, shining future—

He turned away, terrified. There was Yongcheow, in a corner, struggling to keep his expression neutral. No matter what Akeha chose, he would still be here. He couldn’t return to the capital. And the spider-grasp of the Protectorate would continue to ensnare Machinists, out here and everywhere. That would still happen.

No. He turned to her. “I can’t.” Her mouth moved to register protests, and he said, “Moko, listen. You can’t stay here. It’s not safe. You have to go back.”

“Keha—”

“Go back home, Moko. You have a new family coming. Focus on your future. Forget about me.”

“Forget?”

He held her face in his hands. “What you and Thennjay are doing in the monastery—that’s important. Someone has to fight Mother from within. But that was never going to be me.”

Because he had always known, even as a child, that he was the lightning, while she was the fire in the core of planets. And the world needed both. Revolutions needed both. Someone had to wield the knives, but someone also had to write the treaties.

“My place is out here. You understand, don’t you?”

She trembled, as angry as she was devastated. “I’ve missed you so much.”

“I know.” And, great Slack, did he know. Deep in the pit of his belly, reaching up to suffocate him on the longest nights. He crushed her in a hug. “I know, Moko. I’ve missed you too.”

He let her cry herself empty on his shoulder. And later, when she had gone, as he crumpled against a solid surface struggling for sense and air, he let Yongcheow hold him, until he, too, was empty.

Much later, in the dark where they lay together in bed, skin to skin, Yongcheow asked, “Why didn’t you go with her?”

Akeha found Yongcheow’s hand and curled fingers against fingers. “Let the black tides of heaven direct our lives,” he murmured. He turned to look at his partner. “I choose to swim.”



 



PART FOUR

MOTHER




 



Chapter Eighteen

Year Thirty-Five


WHEN THE SMOKE CLEARED, it left nothingness in its wake.

It wasn’t nothingness, exactly—there was debris and churned mud and a thick overcoat of sticky char. Lumps of organic ballast swelled from the ground, leaving the burnt landscape undulating like a graveyard. But as Akeha walked through the spongy ruin of the test site, he felt only nothingness around him. Nothingness clawed at his back and sides where the living trunks of linden trees had stood. Nothingness yawned in the cauterized air where there should have been the tang of nectar and sap and well-fed humus. Nothingness blanketed the muffled soil under his feet where once lay a thick layer of crisp autumn shedding.

The blast radius around him was a hundred yields wide. Akeha had stood on a nearby hill and shot the test device into the middle of the woods, a scallop of temperate wilderness just outside the port city of Bunshim. He’d made the weapon right, he thought, following the directives scribbled in the defector’s spindly hand. He’d performed the slackcraft as instructed, melting the gas within the tiny steel shell with so much fire- and earth-nature that it was no longer gas but something they had no name for. He’d held on to that seething, violent miasma for as long as his focus had allowed, letting go at the last possible moment, freeing the terrible energy that had accumulated within. The resulting shockwave—a balloon of gray shrouding bloodred—had knocked him off his feet from hundreds of yields away.

So this is what it does, he thought, walking through the carbonized aperture left behind. He’d known the device was a weapon, but he’d expected something like a big firecracker or a thunder bomb. Not this. The edges of the explosive wound harbored recognizable fragments—half-melted trees and charred mounds that had once been animals, felled not knowing what had hit them. But here, in the middle of the crater, the heat and light had been so intense that nothing was left except fine black ash. Everything had been pulverized at the moment of detonation.

The air felt wrong. Something lingered in it, worming through the Slack in glowing, infinitesimal paths. Coming down the hill toward the crater Akeha had put a barrier around himself, a protective layer of forest-nature just in case the blast had been toxic. That barrier was now under attack, being slowly clawed through by the changed air. As though the atoms of the dead things, too, had turned into ghosts that wanted to possess him. Wanted to drag him into dissolution with them.

The defector had come from one of the Tensorate’s secret divisions: sixteen Tensors playing on the radiant fringe of slackcrafting knowledge, manipulating the fine forces at the boundary of the five natures. One mad day the defector had killed her fifteen colleagues, burned the lab to the ground, and fled the capital city with the last copies of their manuscript. Standing in the middle of the blast grounds, feeling like death incarnate, a destroyer of worlds, Akeha began to understand why.

This weapon needed a name. Akeha had another prototype swinging from his belt like a moon, and it begged for taxonomy that bayed of what it could do. He thought about fire and death and otherworldly annihilation. The word “jinn” drifted toward him. “Ifrit.” Perhaps.

Some time later Yongcheow found him kneeling before what remained of a deer, reciting a guilt-tinged prayer for its soul.

“So it works,” he said hesitantly, looking out over the ruined landscape. “You did it.”

Akeha unfolded himself. “Yes.”

“Congratulations?” The sentence came out half statement, half question; Yongcheow didn’t know what to make of the destruction either. He’d put up his own barrier, following Akeha’s example. Yongcheow scanned the lines of his lover’s face until confidence returned to him, then gently stroked his cheek. “I knew you could do it. I’m sure Lady Han will be delighted.”

Akeha, standing at the gates of Hell, said, “That’s what I’m afraid of.”

Yongcheow didn’t sigh, but the look on his face was grim. Akeha changed the topic. “I take it the exchange went well?”

“Yes. I’ve sent the merchant on his way.” Old habits made them speak in vague terms, even with nothing left alive to eavesdrop on them.

“Good.” He looked at the cloth parcel in Yongcheow’s other hand and frowned. “You brought dinner.”

A smile beamed through the gloom on Yongcheow’s face. “I cooked. It turned out surprisingly well. This time.”

The strangeness in the air chewed at him still. Akeha suppressed a shudder. “You shouldn’t have brought it here. Now it’s contaminated.” By what, he didn’t know. But just to be safe: “We’ll have to get rid of it.”

Yongcheow studied his expression and came to a grave understanding. He chuckled purposefully. “If you didn’t want to eat my cooking, you could have just said so.”

He emptied the containers over the poisoned ground. Soup noodles, the broth thick with nuts and spices, a recipe from his mother’s side of the family. Guilt flared through Akeha: it smelled good, especially by Yongcheow’s standards. He’d have to ask him to try again later. To make up for it.



They had vinegar noodles from a roadside stall back in Bunshim, perched on a bench next to the lively gullet of the city’s legendary perfumed quarter. Immersed in the warm glow of sunballs, the tart vapor of noodle broth, and the jabber of the drunk and the soon-to-be drunk, Akeha finally felt the unease quietly drain out of him, leaving him a normal person again.

The defector had killed herself not long after she’d passed her manuscripts to the Machinists. A washerwoman had gone up to her room in the safe house and found her curled into a stiff comma, a vial of poison spilled on the floor. Akeha had struggled to understand this—why flee, why spend agonizing weeks evading capture, if death had always been the final destination? If suicide had been the plan, why not perish in the flames with the rest of her division?

Now he understood. She had wanted the Machinists to know. Just in case she hadn’t been thorough enough. This was her insurance, her gamble against his mother’s ruthlessness. Her hope that both sides, understanding the horror of what had been wrought, would never resort to using these—what had he decided to call them again? These weapons.

“They’re too risky to be effective,” he said, partly to Yongcheow, partly to himself. “The slackcraft is too complex; most Tensors won’t have that much focus. If you do it wrong, you’ll destroy your own troops.”

“No doubt.” Yongcheow was thoughtful. “But you can do it.”

“I can. I’m not like most Tensors.”

“Isn’t it a good thing you’re on our side, then.”

They watched a dancer with a green ribbon in her hair flirting with a ship’s captain. “I nearly forgot,” Yongcheow said, in a tone meaning he hadn’t forgotten at all. “The merchant had something for you. A small surprise from the Grand Monastery.”

A flutter in his chest. “A letter?”

“Better than that.” Yongcheow reached into his sleeves and withdrew a cloth bundle the size of a plum. The same size as the yet-unnamed weapons. “It’s a gift. From your niece.”

“My niece.” Mokoya’s daughter. He unwrapped the bundle delicately.

Thick burlap peeled away to reveal a corkscrew of gleaming white petals, crudely shaped but recognizable as a lotus blossom. The grain of the ceramic whispered of shaping and firing by slackcraft. Akeha turned it around with vigilant fingertips, marveling at its construction.

Under the glass piece lay a note on lovingly crumpled gray paper. Unsteady brushstrokes read: To Uncle Akeha, from Eien.

Yongcheow watched him struggle to contain his expression and snorted. Akeha didn’t care, caught in the swell of warmth like a tidal wave. “Her slackcraft is improving,” he said.

“Well, with a mother like that, and her father the Head Abbot, I would be surprised if it didn’t.”

The glass lotus lay dwarfed by the palm of his hand, and he was seized by a sudden terror of dropping it. He had to find a safe place for it, somewhere padded and concealed. To Uncle Akeha, from Eien. With all the horrors in the world, it was easy to forget there were wonders too.

“Thank you,” he said to Yongcheow, even though his words were directed a thousand li away, at a smiling child he had never met and who had never met him.



They were threading toward sleep when Yongcheow ambushed him. “Have you ever thought about having children?”

Akeha froze. “What?” Remarkable that after the day’s happenings, the question still managed to unsettle him. His heart spun in his chest as he scrambled for an answer, a drowning man seeking dry land. “I don’t know. Why? Are you thinking about having children?”

“I asked you first.”

I’m the least fatherly person I know. “What would we do with a child on the run?”

“Mmh.”

Silence settled over the room. Akeha pushed up on one elbow, trying to read his partner’s face in the gloom. The clouded moonlight gave him nothing. The unspoken agreement was that neither of them was interested in parenthood. Or so he’d thought. “Yongcheow. Do you want children?”

“No. I was just curious. Just wondering.”

With Yongcheow there was no such thing as just wondering. “What’s wrong?” When the man didn’t answer, he pressed further: “What were you really asking?”

Yongcheow let the appropriate beats go by before firing the shot. “Why won’t you go back to Chengbee?”

Akeha sank onto the bed with a sigh. It always came down to this. Every year, every turning of the seasons, Yongcheow would ask him the same question, and he would give up the same excuses, the same nonanswers. When would he tire of this back-and-forth?

His lover said, “It’s been years. The girl’s growing up fast.”

“I know.”

“Why won’t you go back? Even for a visit?”

“I can’t.” Akeha wasn’t sure he could explain it in words to himself, much less someone else. Why couldn’t he return to the place of his birth? Because tigers prowled in the woods, and giant snakeheads circled in the water. He just couldn’t. “Now’s not the time.”

Yongcheow stayed silent for a few seconds, and Akeha knew the pensive expression on his face without looking. “I want to see her too.”

“I know. Someday you will. When the time is right.” An indefinite hope of things changing, a watery promise. Akeha listened to the cycle of Yongcheow’s breathing, dreading further interrogation. But none was forthcoming. Apparently satisfied with Akeha’s dilute answers, Yongcheow drifted off into sleep.



“I know what to call them.”

“What? What time is it?”

“I said, I know what to call the weapons.”

“Akeha, go back to sleep.”

“Sunballs. We should call them sunballs.”

“… what?”

“They explode with the brightness of the sun. We should call them sunballs.”

“You … I can’t believe you woke me for this.”

“I thought you would find it funny.”

“I’ll find it funny when it’s not the unmentionable crack of night. Go back to sleep, you turtle bastard.”

“I love you.”



 



Chapter Nineteen


THINGS STARTED TO GO wrong after prayers at first sunrise. Pain seared through Akeha’s veins; he doubled over as though he had been shot, breath emerging in ragged gasps.

“What is it?” Yongcheow asked, alarm suffusing him as every possibility from poison to a hidden arrow to a heart attack flashed through his imagination. “Akeha!”

Akeha couldn’t answer. He staggered across the room, grasping for his pack, searching for something that burned in his mind like a coal brand. A sense of danger had hit him, an impression of suffering so powerful the blood struggled to reach his head. He felt like he was dying. Perhaps he was.

His hands found what he was looking for. A flat, black medallion of volcanic rock, its center scooped out and replaced with faceted glass. It was one half of a pair, entangled in the Slack like talkers. Thennjay had the other half. When the glass changed colors, it meant something had happened. It meant Return to the city. Something is wrong. An emergency that couldn’t wait for a letter to wend its way to them.

Akeha had carried it for years, and for years it had remained dark. Until now. In his shaking hand, the glass glowed red, the color of blood fresh from the vein.

“What is it?” Yongcheow asked. “What does it mean?”

The initial blast of pain had broken over him, leaving numb chill in its receding wake. Akeha closed white fingers around the stone. “Mokoya.”



Because they had no safe house in Bunshim, they stayed at an inn of unsavory reputation, an all-hours place where patrons could be trusted to turn a blind eye to anything. A mix of weathered scowls and wild-eyed hunger prowled its wooden interiors, selling everything from sex to drugs to murder. Akeha, having gathered his belongings, went downstairs to find someone willing to lend him a carriage.

He could not get Thennjay on the talker. Whatever had happened in the capital, it was serious. Not knowing was the worst part, the part that was eating a hole in his stomach, the part that was sending his thoughts on bright and terrifying excursions. Had Mother done something? Was Mokoya hurt? Was she dead?

He thought of the sunball he carried, and of the insatiable flames that had consumed the defector’s lab in Chengbee. What if—?

All-hours establishments followed neither sun and moon nor day and night. The ground floor was unpleasantly drunk in the collar of time after first sunrise, shouts shaking the rafters and fumes of spilled wine stinging the eyes. Akeha, having put on a reasonable mask of calm, stood three steps up from the chaos and surveyed the scattershot tables for faces he recognized.

Behind him Yongcheow said, “That’s Banyar the silk merchant, isn’t it?”

Banyar owed them a favor from years back. She was tucked in a corner, plying a boy far too young for her with drink. She liked to travel in ostentatious conveyances, lacquered with gold, topped with riotous carvings, laden with more silk than a concubine’s quarters. Not the best way to slip into the capital unnoticed.

“We can ask her,” Akeha said.

As he descended, a table of revelers tore into his focus. A group of rough men, faces shiny and red and unfamiliar, squalling dialect from the lower quarters of Chengbee. The stink of money lingered around them. Akeha recognized the wretched pattern of tourists on a binge, here to taste Bunshim’s seedy delights, spending ill-gotten wealth on the golden dancers and pleasure ships in the harbor.

As he walked by their table, his anxiety expanded till it clotted his heart. Laughter peppered their conversation, which stewed in a foul delight. Some tragedy had just happened in the capital, some sort of explosion. Their oblique references were hard to parse, a story with no head and no tail. But someone had died. Someone important.

His chest twisted. Mokoya, her body dissolving in a sunball flare.

A man with a thin, wormy mustache commanded the largest share of the attention. He said, “If she was so damn powerful, how come she didn’t predict this disaster?”

The table shook under open-palmed howling. Akeha turned to him and said, “Tell me what happened.”

His companions crackled with more laughter as he said, “Oh, you haven’t heard the latest out of Chengbee?”

Slowly, through the roaring in his ears, Akeha repeated, “Tell me what happened.”

One of the man’s more observant friends tugged at his sleeve, whispered in his ear. The man squinted, suddenly hugely interested in Akeha’s face. Then his laughing returned threefold. “Oh, you’re her brother, are you? Oh, pity, pity!”

He stood up, drunk beyond all sense. “Do you see this, friends? This man, the Protector’s son, standing here, and he has no inkling! No inkling of what’s happened to his sister!” He slapped Akeha on the arm, pulled at his shoulder.

“Is she dead?” was all he could manage.

“Oh, not so, not so! But she will be soon, I hear! Too bad about that half-breed brat of hers, eh? Incinerated, I hear.”

His high, thin voice pierced like a bee sting. Mokoya’s daughter. His niece. “Incinerated.”

“Yes. Monastery went up like a firework!” As Akeha felt the skin across his knuckles tighten, the man continued crowing, “Must be a relief for your mother, huh?” His mouth was wide, full of ugly yellow teeth. “No more embarrassment from a Gauri half-breed running—”

By the time Akeha registered what he was doing, his hand was fisted in the man’s hair and a knife was halfway to his throat. It sliced clean, under the jaw, spraying him with fine, warm blood.

Akeha dropped the body first, then the knife.

The dead man’s companions shot to their feet, and he knew then that these were people who hurt other people for a living.

Air ignited over his clenched right fist. He would burn them, peel blackened skin from bubbling flesh—

“Akeha!”

Yongcheow. Akeha did not budge. He was facing five men. They would be no problem. He could see the same knowledge on their faces, as they realized who and what it was they faced. What they had unleashed.

Around him, the inn emptied in a determined, quiet fashion. The patrons had seen things like this happen before, and they didn’t like how it ended.

“Oi, oi.” Tze-Fong, the inn’s owner, moved her bulk between the abandoned tables, indignant hands on solid hips. “You going to pay for my furniture?”

Akeha did not back down. But neither did he attack.

Tze-Fong glared at the five men. “Get out,” she snapped. When they looked at each other, she said, “Did you hear me? You want him to kill you? Get out!”

They scrambled.

Only when the last of them had crossed the inn’s threshold did Akeha extinguish the flame he’d created. “Tsk,” Tze-Fong clucked, looking at the body on the floor, soaking in its own blood.

“I’m sorry for the mess,” Akeha said. His ears rang and rang and rang, a chorus of bells that had no end.

Tze-Fong’s face twisted. “Don’t need. This one, he burned one of my girls yesterday. Threw hot soup in her face. Bastard.” She kicked one splayed arm. “I’ll clean up.”

“Akeha.” Yongcheow’s warm, familiar hand descended on his shoulder. “Are you all right?”

He shook his head.

Tze-Fong sighed. “It’s true, you know. What the bastard said.”

Akeha looked at her. “My sister?”

She nodded. “I talked to somebody in the capital earlier. There was a big explosion, some accident or something. The little girl died.” She looked at Akeha’s face. “Sorry.”

“What kind of explosion, how big?”

Tze-Fong shrugged helplessly. Of course she wouldn’t know—how would she know?

“What about my sister? Did they say anything about my sister?”

“That one—don’t know, sorry. It’s all rumors only. No official announcement. Maybe won’t have one at all.”

He breathed deeply. “I need a carriage to the city.”

“I don’t have carts free. But I have one horse carriage. You want? It’s only a bit slower.”

Akeha nodded. Words had died in his mouth.



 



Chapter Twenty


HER NAME WAS EIEN, and she was six. At the age of three, she had told her mother she was a girl, and had not changed her mind thereafter. A light capture of her, sent by Thennjay with one of his dutiful, seasonal letters, showed a nut-brown child with bright eyes round as marbles, and fishbowl-shaped hair. The light capture came on a new kind of scroll, which looped through five seconds of the girl breaking into a gap-toothed giggle, something reminiscent of her mother in the way she ducked her head.

She liked animals and the color yellow. Outside of that, Akeha knew nothing. What her laugh sounded like. Whether she skipped while running down corridors. Or if she liked running down corridors at all.

Akeha managed to get Thennjay on the talker as they left the city. The man’s voice, iron-weight, tonelessly told Akeha what he already knew: There had been an explosion in the monastery. Eien was dead. Mokoya was grievously hurt.

An attack? Akeha had asked, fearing poisoned air and contaminated water.

No, Thennjay said, an accident. One of our own.

Something built by the Machinists had gone wrong. Not a blow dealt by the Protectorate. Not a gaping mouthful of demonic fire. Not yet.

Come quickly, Thennjay said. A carnivorous fear had hollowed out his voice. I don’t know how long she has left.

The horse carriage rattled over stones in the road. Bunshim was just a day’s travel away from the capital, but to Akeha, slowly and coolly detaching from the surface of the world, the journey was interminable. It felt like the sun rose and fell sixty times while he was trapped in that wooden box, his niece’s gift held loosely in his fingers. He couldn’t think of it as her last gift. Those words refused to settle in his mind.

He stared desolately at the smooth lobes and flutes of porcelain. There were scars on his palms: small ones, not-so-small ones. He tried to connect memory to each one. Nothing.

Yongcheow, leaning across the carriage, touched his face. “Akeha.”

A shudder lanced through him, pulling him back into the present. “I’m sorry.”

“There’s no need to apologize.”

“I shouldn’t have killed that man.”

Yongcheow sighed. “Probably not.” He brushed aside the curtain of Akeha’s fringe. “It’s been a while since…”

Akeha shut his eyes. He’d never told Yongcheow this, but he kept a tally of every person whose blood he had spilled. He tried to remember their faces and their circumstances, even if he never learned their names. It was like a mantra for him, whispered in his head on long nights when he couldn’t sleep, when he tried to remember the kind of person he was. The kind of person he had been. It started with the man with the knife in the alley, not long after he had fled the capital. And then the two boys after that, not much older than he was, just as hungry, just as desperate. On and on.

Yesterday, that tally had stood at sixty-two. Now it was sixty-three.

“Listen,” Akeha said. “You have to stay out of the city. We’ll go all the way to the border, and drop you off at the cottage there.”

“Akeha—”

“No. It’s too dangerous. For all we know, this could be a trap set by my mother. I can face her—I will face her—but I want you to stay away.” Yongcheow frowned; Akeha clamped an iron hand over his. “Please. Your research work is important. The Machinists can’t lose us both at once.”

“I can’t lose you at all,” Yongcheow whispered.

He looked away. “I’m sorry.”

The finite nature of the world meant that the horse carriage eventually did draw up to the boundary of the capital city. Akeha gave the carriage master a gold tal for his troubles and sent him on his way.

“You’ll stay hidden, won’t you?” he asked Yongcheow.

“I’ll stay hidden behind you, if you don’t let me walk by your side.”

“Yongcheow, listen—”

“No, you listen. You keep cutting me out of your family’s business, and I’ve had enough. Whatever lies in the capital scares you. I know. I understand. But it’s important to you. That makes it important to me too. I don’t want to be left out of it.”

“Do you understand the danger I’ll put you in?”

“Do I look like an idiot?” His hands met Akeha’s and latched on with a magnetic grip. “I’ll follow you anywhere, Akeha. You just have to let me.”

Yongcheow’s words were backed by the strength of mountains, by the conviction that would lead an unarmed man to stand firm against three soldiers twice his size. Akeha looked at him, really looked, and saw someone whose loss would tear a good fatal chunk out of him.

Akeha shut his eyes and offered a prayer to the Almighty.

He said, “You’ll have to stay hidden behind me. We can’t be seen together. It’s too risky. Do you understand?”

Yongcheow didn’t, not at first. But then he did, and the realization that Akeha was relenting after all dawned across his face. He nodded, his fingers betraying only a brief tremble against Akeha’s.



 



Chapter Twenty-One


THENNJAY MET THEM ON the steps of the monastery. “Akeha,” he said.

That rolling thunder voice had not been changed by the seasons. It was deeper, perhaps. Roughened, chafed by the weight of the world around him. But it still bore the same magnetism, the same compelling gravity that enveloped the listener in its orbit. Or maybe Akeha was comparing the present to an unreliable past. He stood in front of a man who had, for the past eighteen years, existed as little more than a voice over the talker and generous, looping script on parchment. Thennjay was no longer the lithe boy he’d once met and barely remembered. The years had broadened his chest, added heft to his leonine features. His beard flowed as freely as his abbot’s robes.

He stood waiting, tall and glorious even in his grief, and Akeha could not find it in himself to approach the man. He stopped several yields away, an ocean of missed opportunities and wasted futures roiling between them.

It was Thennjay who closed the gap, arms enveloping Akeha in a great embrace, one wrapped around his back, one cradling his head. In that rush of warmth and scent, all the anxiety and fear that had built in him finally came unbound, bursting within his chest like overripe fruit. He gripped Thennjay hard around the spine, and whispered, “I am so sorry,” over and over, eighteen years of penitence spilling from the broken dam of his lips.

Yongcheow bowed graciously when Akeha introduced him. “At last we meet,” he told the Head Abbot. “I’ve heard nothing but wild stories about you.” Thennjay extracted a smile from somewhere for Yongcheow’s sake. They should have met under happier circumstances. This, too, was Akeha’s fault.

He said: “Mokoya—is she…”

Thennjay looked stricken.

Akeha wet his lips. “I want to see her. Please.”

“Come,” he said.



They had put Mokoya in one of the stone halls of meditation. Breaking its age-old rules, Thennjay explained, the monastery had accepted a large number of adult initiates in recent years, and some of them had been high-ranking doctors in the Tensorate. Refugees, in so many words, but now their skills had saved Mokoya’s life.

Not saved, exactly, Thennjay told him. They had tried their best, and she was still alive, but only just.

“Tell me what happened,” Akeha said.

Eien loved animals. She especially adored the monastery’s raptor pack. Every morning, at first sunrise, Mokoya would indulgently take her to feed them.

They’d done this too, when they were children.

Except that this was a time of insurrection, and the monastery was no longer a simple house of tranquility. The backyard was home to a congregation of Machinist devices in various stages of testing. Numbered among them was a gas-compression heater.

As they found out that morning, there were flaws in its design. Fatal ones.

“Eien was the closest to the explosion,” Thennjay said. “Mokoya … she…” He gestured to the stone hall they were approaching, unable to complete his sentence.

A raised bed had been installed in the middle of the hall, a fragile thing dwarfed by the vastness around it. Two doctors stood in attendance.

Akeha’s steps forward took eternity after eternity. The patient lay half smothered in white sheets. He couldn’t focus on her face, couldn’t focus on anything. There was so much wrong, so much to look at.

Mokoya was unclothed, swathed in a sarcophagus of bandages through which red seeped like ink. Her right arm was encased in a bubbling, irregular cocoon; a cocoon that looked like it was made of living flesh; a cocoon that hummed like a thousand wasps were at work within. Above it, transparent jelly clung to the right half of her face, a thick gel that masked nothing of the seething, burnt flesh beneath. A mask of ridged gristle smothered her nose and mouth, flapping wetly like fish gills.

Underneath all of that, it was still Mokoya. His sister. The person he had come into this world with—the person he could not imagine this world without—

“They’re rebuilding her arm with a lizard graft,” Thennjay said. “But her lungs are too badly burnt. There isn’t enough healthy tissue left to rebuild them, and we can’t use a graft.”

“She’s dying,” he whispered. He wanted to touch her. He was afraid to.

Mokoya’s eyes flicked open, wide and staring.

“Moko?” He felt her come alive in the Slack, tangled in the webbing of connections the doctors had woven around her. “Moko!”

Her eyes shot back and forth, then zeroed in on his face. Her reaction—recognition—preceded a panicked response, as she struggled to sit up, clawing at the living mask with her left hand. As Akeha reached for her, the doctors burst forward with overlapping calls of “Tensor Sanao—”

Mokoya pulled the mask off, gasping, barely making out the words “Keha—”

“No, no.” He held her, supporting her head, her body, terrified of making things worse. “Moko, please—”

Her skin instantly slid toward grayness. Air rattled through the ruins of her throat and lungs as she clutched at Akeha’s face with her remaining hand. Her blue lips moved, trying to form words. “You came.” A misshapen smile ghosted across her face. “I wanted to see you—I—”

I’m so glad, his twin whispered in his mind. He felt relief flood her. She only wanted to see him one last time.

Another rattle. She slumped in his arms, eyes rolling backward, mouth falling open. Akeha, arms locking up, screamed her name. He couldn’t let go, she had to wake up, she had to look at him, breathe—Mokoya—

Thennjay pulled him away and clung to him, nails digging into skin, as the doctors reattached the mask and coaxed breath back into her. “She’s alive,” Thennjay whispered, holding on, rocking slightly. “She’s alive.” He said it over and over like a prayer.

Thennjay released him only when the doctors stepped back, Mokoya’s condition stabilized. Yongcheow squeezed his arm, fingers distorting the flesh. “How can I save her?” Akeha asked. His voice echoed through the hollows of his throat. He looked at Thennjay. Looked at the doctors. “How can I help?”

Thennjay said, “You’re identical twins.”

It took half a minute for Thennjay’s meaning to register in the bedlam of his mind. Akeha filled his lungs, the withered aching things hanging exhausted in his chest. He glanced at Yongcheow for a brief, confirmatory moment. “Take whatever you need,” he said. “Do it now. I want you to save her.”

Into the silence that ensued came a cascade of sound: feet, running. A breathless acolyte tumbled into the hall, white with fear. “Venerable One,” he gasped. “Protectorate troops—what do we do?”

The acolyte was little more than a child, his voice only beginning to change in his throat. “How many?” Thennjay asked.

“A hundred, more, I’m not sure. A lot. They have weapons.”

“They’re here for me,” Akeha said.

Thennjay shot him a look, and Akeha knew he was going to confront Mother’s troops alone, to pretend that he wasn’t harboring a dangerous fugitive. “Stay here.”

“Thenn—”

“Please. Stay with Mokoya. Watch her.”

He watched Thennjay leave, broad-backed and determined. A sour tide of emotion crested and spent itself within him, nervous energy trickling down to his fingers, his calves, his feet. There were many ways this could end, none of them happy. Akeha had to do something, and only a narrow band of choices were left to him.

He looked at Yongcheow, as if to say, This is what I was afraid of. This is why I could never return.

Yongcheow’s lips charted a grim line. He knew Akeha too well. He understood what was going to happen.

One of the doctors tending to Mokoya was significantly older than the other, her eyes lined with age, if not wisdom. Akeha looked at her. “You need lung tissue,” he said. “How long will it take to extract it?”

The woman sighed. “It’s a delicate procedure. First, the donor has to be sedated—”

“How long.”

“Hours, at least.”

Hours they did not have, not now. He stroked Mokoya’s forehead, neatening the line of her hair over her cold skin.

He looked at the old doctor. “Can you harvest the tissue from a dead body?”

“Akeha,” Yongcheow whispered.

She blinked, visibly swallowing. “I—we—yes, but it has to be relatively soon after death.”

“How soon?”

The doctor shook her head; she understood the thrust of Akeha’s questioning. “Sir, I cannot—”

“Just tell me,” Akeha said. He tried to be gentle.

She could not meet his eyes. “I would guess within three hours of death, if not sooner.”

Half a sun-cycle. A narrow band, but not unreasonable. “Thank you,” he said.

“You can’t,” Yongcheow said, preempting his argument entirely. “I won’t let you.”

He wanted to say, You should have stayed away if you didn’t want to see this. Instead he cupped Yongcheow’s chin. “We got this far. It’s more than I could have asked for.”

“If you die, your sister dies too. You know that. Your mother won’t allow otherwise.”

We were born together; we die together. “Mokoya would never let the movement be sacrificed for her sake. Neither will I.”

A stubborn set of the lip. “I’ll go with you.”

“Mother will have you killed. Her only interest is in me. If you come along, she’ll use you against me.”

“I can’t just let you go.”

“You have to.”

Yongcheow gripped his arms hard, as if he could prevent Akeha leaving through sheer physical force. “Yongcheow, I want you to stay here. Look after Thennjay. And Mokoya, if the Almighty permits.” If a miracle happens. “Do this for me.”

Yongcheow mouthed the syllables of his name, unable to put strength behind them. Akeha kissed him hard, their lips issuing a commandment of desire, playing a symphony of desperation.

When their bodies parted, it felt like a continent splitting. He gripped Yongcheow’s hand, then put his hand over his heart. “His peace be with you,” he said.

Then he leaned over Mokoya and pressed his lips to her forehead. He whispered words he should have said years ago, instead of leaving it until now, when there was a good chance she wasn’t hearing them at all, her eyes dark and swollen shut. He had to go. He had to go. He pretended he wasn’t shaking as he walked away.



Eyes trailed Akeha’s pilgrimage to the front of the monastery: acolytes and senior pugilists and everyone in between, peering from windows and behind pillars. The ranks of the pious had been swelled with Thennjay’s Machinist refugees, protected thus far by the ancient codes that granted the Grand Monastery autonomy over its affairs. If they weren’t on a list before they fled here, they were safe from Mother’s grasp.

Until now.

This was how the raids always started, soldiers banging on doors suspected to conceal known Machinists. Next it would be a line of people squatting against the wall, heads down, hands tied behind their backs, soon to be sucked into the fetid underbelly of the Protectorate. Vanished. So great was the appetite of empire that it would not even spit out the bones.

He would not let that happen here.

Akeha came to the cushion of garden between the monastery and the path to the city. Thennjay was locked in verbal hostility with a woman dressed in a general’s colors. Arrayed on the steps below them were hundreds of soldiers, guns in hand. One of them scratched an itchy calf, another shifted on restless feet. Their impatience pinged on the Slack, a constellation of microtwitches.

Akeha stepped forward. “Thennjay.”

The man turned, an oceanic wash of fear and dismay overcoming him. “Leave them alone,” Akeha said to the pinch-faced general. “I’ll come with you. I want to speak to my mother.”

Thennjay rumbled. “Akeha—”

“Don’t.” He looked over the columns of waiting Protectorate troops. “Don’t get innocents killed protecting me.”

He had been running from this for long enough. It was time to put it to an end.

Akeha pulled Thennjay close and kissed him, for old times’ sake. Thennjay whispered his name once, but he let go of Akeha’s hand, let him leave with the troops. What choice did he have?



 



Chapter Twenty-Two


THE SKY TURNED GRAY and heavy as they climbed the eight hundred steps to the Great High Palace, as though the heavenly host had amassed to bear witness. Akeha had spent the journey to the palace coming to a decision and making peace with it. He realized now that there was a reason he’d returned to the city today, and not any time before. His heart and veins were ice, and his mind was clear. He knew what he had to do.

The Protector met him in an open-air courtyard just off the main audience chamber. Akeha, trailing in the general’s stiff-legged wake, was presented with a silent, heavily robed figure, hands folded behind her, gazing out at the white sprawl of the Great High Palace and the smoky tangle of Chengbee below.

“Protector, I have brought you the boy,” the general said.

“Leave us,” his mother said, without turning around.

“Yes, Protector.” The general bowed and left.

The Protector continued studying the vista of her dominion, letting silence uncoil between them. Akeha was not intimidated. He scanned the courtyard for threats, his mindeye bright and open. Before him, his mother was a furnace in the Slack, a smear of light that was almost painful to focus on. They were truly alone.

She had let him come with weapons intact. All the knives tucked in easy corners. All the contents of his pockets. Hubris on her part, or foolishness? It did not matter.

“The sun falls and returns five times a day, the flowers wilt and return once a year. But the return of a wayward child is something that happens once a lifetime.” The Protector turned around and took swaying, deliberate steps toward Akeha. “And here you are. Let me have a look at you.”

The years had treated his mother well. Akeha, like everyone else, was not privy to her real age. She was supposed to have been in her fifties when the twins were born, which would put her in her eighties now. She didn’t look it. She looked so much like Mokoya, big glassy eyes set in a broad, sharply contoured face.

It had been years since he’d stood in her presence. In that time, his life had been deformed around her and her actions. He had run from her troops. He had killed and watched others be killed. He had held the hands of dying friends, delivered bad news to grieving spouses and parents. He had seen families torn apart, watched the elderly starve, held children with all hope ripped from them.

And here she stood, radiant and triumphant, oblivious to the suffering that collected in the long shadow of her Protectorate. If his anger were poison, she would have been long dead.

The Protector clapped her hands to Akeha’s face, her face crinkling in a smile of unverifiable sincerity. “See that. What a fine young man you have grown into.”

He pulled his lips into a smile. “And I suppose you’ll tell me how proud you are.”

“Does it surprise you? There is greatness in your blood that cannot be denied.”

Should he mock her for taking credit for his successes? No, that would just play into her game. “I’m not here for a warmhearted family reunion. Tell me what you want, or let me go.”

The smile stayed on her face. “And of course, rude and ungrateful. As I have come to expect of you.” She glided away, at ease in her seat of power. “All these years … did you think I knew nothing of what you have been doing? You and your sister both, with your charming little rebellion. All of which I indulged. I thought, why spoil the children’s fun? But perhaps I have gone one step too far.”

When she turned back, her smile had evaporated. “Very well. If you insist on acting like a grasping merchant, then let us lay out the terms of your surrender.”

He indulged her: “What do you want?”

“Lady Han.”

Akeha scoffed. “Do you imagine that I could go out, capture her, and bring her back tied in a red silk ribbon?”

“And give Mikara that sort of pleasure?” She blinked, like a crocodile. “Of course it won’t be something so crude. You should know better that that, Akeha. Our arrangement will work this way. I will let you go. You may return to your sister and your little friends. Within you, implanted under your skin, will be a device developed by my Tensors that will send information back to us. It’s simple enough. You don’t even have to do anything.”

Akeha pretended to think about it. Then he said, “No.”

“No? Simply that?”

He nodded. “No.”

“Ah.” She laughed. “You haven’t been in the capital for many years, Akeha. You think I’m giving you a choice.”

He shrugged. “I’m making a choice.”

“Your choice is between leaving the palace alive, and not.”

“Accepting death is also a choice.”

The Protector’s face creased in mock concern. “Oh, but your sister’s also dying, isn’t she? Sonami tells me she needs a lung graft to survive. Who will be the donor if you die, I wonder?”

Sonami. The sudden mention of her name came like a blow through the chest. Wasn’t she supposed to be on their side?

He supposed it didn’t matter.

“Would you truly sacrifice Mokoya as well?” she asked.

It was pathetic how little she knew of those she called her children. What they wanted. What they would choose.

Akeha turned away from her as though deep in thought. As though seriously considering her proposal. As he turned, he put his hand in his pocket, fingers brushing the cool petals of Eien’s last gift to him. A gangrenous smile spread across his face. “You should have killed me when you could.”

“Oh?” The Protector sounded amused. So much hubris. “And when should that have been?”

He laughed, a low sound. “You should have strangled me in the crib. The spare child, wasn’t I? You should have gotten rid of me.”

His fingers, burrowing deeper, closed around cold metal. A plum-sized metal sphere. “But you didn’t. You let me grow up. You sowed the seeds of your own downfall. It’s what you deserve.”

He turned around, the sunball gleaming in his hand. His mother’s eyes widened. “Is that…”

“Checkmate,” he said.

He didn’t have to do it right. Just enough to set it off.

Akeha tensed.

In his hand the sunball flared to life. He hurled it forward, eyes closed, ready for his bones to dissolve in a blessing of heat and light.

The Slack contracted. The blow was so powerful he was flung off his feet. Was this what it was like to die?

And yet Akeha hit ground intact enough for it to hurt, muscle and tendon crying out at the impact of solid upon solid. The Slack flared nova-white, immense energy canceled out by immense energy.

His mother had countered the sunball.

Akeha leapt to his feet. The Protector lay crumpled a few yields away, an unmoving mound of silk and brocade. Was she dead? Had she sacrificed herself for him?

He moved toward her without thinking, bringing a knife to her throat. Not dead: his mother lay stunned, drained by her monumental expenditure of slackcraft. She looked up at him, pink-eyed, breathing shallowly, as his blade pressed into her skin.

He could just kill her. He should. Slit her throat and end this particular problem here and now. The flensing edge bit into her flesh. Blood welled up, bright against the metal.

She stared silently at him, a smile playing at her lips. Calm, almost proud.

Fury rampaged through him. He wanted her to say something. Anything. Insult him, plead with him, tell him she loved him. Explain why she’d protected both of them, instead of throwing the protective shield only around herself. Anything.

His hands shook. Red smeared over the edge of the metal.

He’d spent nearly twenty years running from her. He’d spent his entire life orbiting around her and his idea of her, distant as another galaxy. Even now, when he had her at the mercy of his blade, he wanted her to tell him what she was thinking, what she thought of him. She still had this power over him.

And then he knew. If he did the logical thing and pushed the knife all the way through her throat, if he stood by and watched while her blood emptied onto the gray flagstones and her pupils dilated into senselessness, if he gave in to his basest desires and slaughtered her right there—he could never leave. He would be trapped there forever, standing over his mother’s dead body, his life from now on defined by this moment.

She would always own him. He would never be free.

There was always a choice.

Akeha straightened up. Her curious eyes followed him.

“I held your life in my hands,” he said, his voice loud and cold as ringing metal. “I could have killed you. Your fate belonged to me.” He dropped the knife; it sang against the ground. “I choose to spare you. I release my hold over you.”

He stepped backward, putting space between them. The Protector sat up slowly, a thin line of blood marking her neck. His mother said nothing. What did the look on her face mean? Was she confused, angry, happy? Did she think he was a fool or a hero? He couldn’t tell. He couldn’t read her expression. Perhaps he never could.

He said, “Now I turn my back, and I walk away. Whatever you do next is your choice. It will be your choice alone.”

Akeha turned his back on his mother and began to walk.

He walked across the courtyard. Across its border and down the corridors where he had grown up. Any moment, he expected the claws of death to strike: a knife in the back, an arrow through the chest, the unbreakable grip of palace guards. Anything. Here were the ponds where he and Mokoya had spent afternoons chasing fish. There was the obelisk before which he first understood himself. With every minute, a different diorama from his past slid by, a reprise of all the opening gambits before the final moves were played. Any moment now.

Yet death still did not come. He was crossing the outer pavilions, one step after another, heading forward. There was the threshold of the Great High Palace; there were the endless stairs that would lead him away from all this. He did not slow down. He did not look back. He put one foot in front of the other, a lone figure traversing the wide spaces that had once defined him. It had begun to rain, the gray skies finally shedding their load. The drops pelted him, warm and thick on his face. He tasted air full of earth and sky. Below him Chengbee waited, growing and breathing and alive.

Akeha walked and walked and walked.



 



Epilogue


IT WAS ONE WEEK, ten long days, before Mokoya allowed Akeha to see her. Thennjay found him meditating in the courtyard and said, “If you want to talk, I think she might say something now.” She hadn’t asked for him specifically, but there had been a softening in the baffling wall of thorns she’d woven around herself after she woke.

The first thing he heard was a rhythmic smacking sound, like a butcher tenderizing meat in a market square. Mokoya stood in the exercise yard, her back to him, repeatedly punching something that hung from a tree.

He approached her slowly. Her tunic had the sleeves cut off, exposing the fact that her right arm was now red and blue. Not the colors of beaten flesh, but of plumage and blossom, rich and deep. As Akeha drew closer, the lizard grain of the skin became apparent, supple and hairless, ridges of keratin rising and swirling down the rippling flesh.

Mokoya punched the flour bag with the lizard arm—five times, six—then shook it out like a child with pins and needles.

“Moko,” he said.

She turned around. Saw him. Surprise, shock, then a carousel of unidentifiable emotions. A mass of scars crawled up the right side of her face, ropy and discolored.

She turned back to the flour bag without saying a word and started punching it again.

Akeha stood, waiting, while she struck out her anger, her grief, her frustration. Whatever demons clutched her in their grip. This was the Mokoya he remembered, full of emotion and impulse, always on her feet, always trying to think of something. On the streets of Jixiang and Cinta Putri and Bunshim, with the gulf of lakes and rivers between them, it had been so easy to turn her into this mythical figure, a distant and all-powerful entity insulated by the walls of the capital and the monastery. A prophet. The prophet. Beloved and abstract.

But she was also his sister. A mortal, a human being, a person. Made of flesh and sinew and bone and blood. And she could be hurt like anyone else.

Finally she let her arm hang loose, breathing hard. She didn’t turn around. “I’m sorry I wasted your time.”

“What do you mean? You didn’t.”

She cracked her knuckles. “You came because I was dying. You wanted to say good-bye, didn’t you?” She started hitting the flour bag again, punctuating each word with a painful slapping sound. “But I didn’t die.” Smack. Smack. “So you made the trip here for nothing.”

He swallowed. “Not for nothing.” She was a frenzied blur he was afraid to touch.

“Why else would you have come here? You could have done it, at any point. In the last eighteen years, Keha. At any point.” She was crying now, her breaths wheezing through her chest, through her new lungs, grown from Akeha’s own flesh. Her arm had changed color, stark yellow and black like a warning. She punched the bag twice more, so hard it swung like a pendulum, and rounded on Akeha. “You could have visited when she was alive. You could have met her.”

“I know. Moko, I know. I’m sorry. I am so, so sorry.”

She crumpled as the anger left her, and she allowed him to embrace her, allowed him to press her face into his chest as she wailed, pulling the fabric of his clothes into her balled fists. There was nothing he could say that would repair what had happened. Nothing could undo the fact that she had lost her daughter, her only daughter, the bright-eyed smiling girl that he had never met and now never would. He could only say, “I love you.” He said the words, over and over and over. I love you. I love you.

Because Mokoya was still alive. Whatever the fortunes had woven, whatever the Almighty had willed, Mokoya had survived. Whatever Akeha could or couldn’t do, he could love her. And love—that was all that had sustained them since they were children. Love, and nothing else. It was enough. As long as there was love, there would be hope. It was enough.
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Chapter One


KILLING THE VOICE TRANSMITTER was an overreaction. Even Mokoya knew that.

Half a second after she had crushed the palm-sized device to a pulp of sparking, smoking metal, she found herself frantically tensing through water-nature, trying to undo the fatal blow. Crumpled steel groaned as she reversed her actions, using the Slack to pull instead of push. The transmitter unfolded, opening up like a spring blossom, but it was no use. The machine was a complex thing, and like all complex things, it was despairingly hard to fix once broken.

Mokoya might have stood a chance with a Tensor’s invention, anything that relied on knots of slackcraft to manipulate objects in the material world. But this was a Machinist device. It worked on physical principles Mokoya had never learned and did not understand. Its shattered innards were a foreign language of torn wires and pulverized magnets. The transmitter lay dead on her wrist, Adi’s strident voice never to squawk forth from it again.

“Cheebye,” she swore. “Cheebye.”

Mokoya repeated the expletive a third time, then a fourth and a fifth and a sixth, head bowed prayerfully over the transmitter’s corpse as she swayed on her mount. Phoenix breathed patiently, massive rib cage expanding and deflating, while her rider recited swearwords until her heart stopped stuttering.

The desert wind howled overhead.

Finally Mokoya straightened up. Around her, the Gusai desert had been simplified to macrogeology by the moonlight: dunes and rock behind, canyon and cave in front. A thread of the Copper Oasis shone in the overlapping valleys before her. Sky and sand were blissfully, thankfully empty from horizon to horizon.

No naga. And if the fortunes were kind, she would not meet one before she returned to camp.

Scouting alone was a mistake. Mokoya knew that. The crew had followed a scattered, crooked trail of dead animals and spoor for a dozen sun-cycles, and it had brought them here. Experience told them that the naga’s nest would be hidden in the canyon, with its warren of caverns carved out through the ages. The chance of a scouting party crossing paths with the beast while it hunted during the sundown hours was very real.

And yet Mokoya had convinced Adi to let her take Phoenix and the raptor pack to explore the sands east of the camp by herself. I’m a Tensor, she had said. I trained as a pugilist in the Grand Monastery. I can handle a naga, no matter how big. I’m the only one on this crew who can.

Unbelievably, she had said, I know what I’m doing. I’m not a madwoman.

Just as unbelievably, Adi had let her go. She had grumbled, “Ha nah ha nah, you go lah, not my pasal whether you die or not,” but her expression plainly said she was doing this to prevent more quarreling and that she considered this a favor to Mokoya, one she intended to collect on. And so Mokoya had escaped into the cool darkness, the open sands imposing no small talk or judgment or obligation, free of all the things that might trigger her temper.

Now, barely an hour later, she had already destroyed the transmitter entrusted to her care. Even if she avoided encountering the naga, she still had to explain the transmitter’s death.

She had no good excuses. She could lie and say it was done in anger, because Adi would not stop fucking calling to check whether she was still alive. But such violence was the hallmark of a petty and unstable woman, instead of a Tensor in full control of her faculties.

And what of the truth? Could she admit she had been startled by Adi’s voice coming out of nowhere and had lashed out like a frightened animal?

No. Focus. This question could be answered later. Getting distracted by these neurotic detours had allowed shimmering pressure to sneak back into her chest. Mokoya shook her head, as if she could dislodge the unwanted thoughts and emotions.

Phoenix sympathetically swayed her massive head. Her head feathers rustled like a grass skirt. Perched on the giant raptor’s back, Mokoya cooed and petted her as though she weren’t a beast the size of a house, but a small child. Phoenix was a gentle, happy creature, but one wouldn’t know it just looking at her. In cities, people scattered at her approach. Sometimes the scattering was accompanied by screaming. And sometimes Phoenix would think it was a game and chase them.

Mokoya avoided cities these days.

A hooting noise heralded the return of her raptor pack. A hundred yields ahead of Phoenix, the flat sandy ground dropped away and folded into a crevasse: the beginning of the steep, scrub-encrusted canyon that bordered the Copper Oasis. It was over this lip that Mokoya had sent the eight raptors on their hunt for quarry. They were really Adi’s raptors, raised by the royal houses of Katau Kebang in the far south of the Protectorate’s reach and trained in the arts of hunting any naga that strayed across the Demons’ Ocean.

The first leapt into view and landed in a cloud of sand, tail held like a rudder for balance, teeth and claws splendid in the moonlight. They were exactly like Phoenix—narrow-headed, long-limbed, plumed in coruscating feathers—only differing in size (and in other aspects that Mokoya did not like to discuss). One by one they loped toward their giant sister and stood patiently at attention, their hot breaths a whistling symphony.

Nothing. The raptors had found nothing.

Mokoya’s fingers tightened around Phoenix’s reins. If she listened to common sense, it would tell her to return to camp immediately. It would tell her that lingering alone in a naga’s territory with a dead communications device was tempting the fortunes. It would tell her that there were worse things in this forsaken world than having to fend off Adi’s wrath, as if she didn’t already know.

She whistled and sent the raptors farther east to comb through more of the valley.

As Phoenix slouched after the sprightly creatures, her clawed feet sinking deep into the sand, the weight of the dead transmitter pulled on Mokoya’s left wrist, reminding her what a fool she was. Mokoya ignored it and reasoned with herself, running guilt-assuaging lines of thought through her head. This assignment was an abnormal one, and abnormal circumstances called for abnormal tactics. She was making the right move, plowing through unturned ground as fast as she could.

The sooner she found the naga’s gravesent nest, the sooner they could get out of this blighted desert with its parched winds that could peel skin and blind the unwary. And that was the sooner Mokoya could get away from Bataanar and its web of things she did not want to get tangled up in.

Naga hunting was a specialty of Adi’s crew. In the uncharted south past the Demons’ Ocean lay the Quarterlands with their permissive half gravity, separated from the Protectorate by the claws of sea tempests that no ship with hoisted sails could cross. Megafauna lived there: crocodiles the size of ships, sloths the size of horses, horses the size of houses.

Above all, there were the naga. More lizard than serpent, they soared through the skies on wings of leather, bird boned and jewel toned. These were apex predators, graceful and deadly, inscribed into the journals of adventurers with the kind of reverence reserved for the gods of old. A single bite could cut a man in half.

But even gods had limits. When the storm winds caught unwary naga and tossed them across the Demons’ Ocean, they turned ugly and ravenous, struggling against the newfound heaviness of their bodies. Full gravity ravaged them, sucked them dry of energy, turned their predator’s hunger into a scything force of destruction. Mokoya had seen countrysides decimated and villages torn to shreds as they attacked and devoured anything that moved. The crew ran capture-and-release operations whenever they could, but over the two years Mokoya had worked for Adi, through dozens and dozens of cases, only twice had the naga been allowed to live.

And yet. The stupidity of humankind knew no bounds. Calls north of Jixiang meant an escaped pet, scarred by chains and fear. Smuggled eggs, hunting trophies, bribes from Quarterlandish merchants: the wealthy and privileged had many means of sating their lust for conquering the unknown. Naga raised in full gravity grew up malformed and angry, racked by constant pain, intractable once they had broken their bonds. Adi said that killing these creatures was a mercy. Mokoya thought it should have been the owners who were strung up.

Then there was this case. The Gusai desert lay in the high north, on the edge of the Protectorate’s influence. There was nothing out here except hematite mines and a city to house the miners in: Bataanar. The naga they hunted hadn’t come from here. The trail of reported sightings, breathless and disjointed, pointed a straight line toward the capital city, Chengbee. Between Bataanar and Chengbee stood a thousand li of mountains and barren wilderness, two days’ travel for even the most determined flyer. And wild naga hunted in spirals, not straight lines. Straight lines were the precinct of creatures that knew their destination.

That was the first abnormality. The second was the naga’s size. From the mouths of frightened citizens came reports of a beast three, six, ten times larger than anything they’d ever seen. One exaggeration could be excused by hyperbole, three could be explained as a pattern induced by fear, but two dozen meant some form of truth was buried in them. So—the creature was big, even for a naga. That implied it wasn’t a wild capture, that something had been done to the beast.

The third abnormality wasn’t about the naga. It was Bataanar itself. An ordinary citizen might consider it a humble mining city of a few thousand workers, watched over by a dozen Protectorate Tensors and the raja, who was answerable to the Protector. A Machinist would know that Mokoya’s twin brother, Akeha, had turned the city into a base for the movement, a nerve center of the rebellion far from the Protectorate’s influence. And an ordinary Tensor might not know anything about the tremors of power that rumbled under the foundations of the city, but a well-placed one would know that Raja Ponchak, the first raja of the city, had passed two years ago. And while Ponchak had been a Machinist sympathizer, her husband, Choonghey—the new raja in her stead—was not. Bataanar was a recipe for disaster, on the cusp of boiling over.

The fourth abnormality was not, in fact, an abnormality, but merely a rumor. A rumor of Tensor experiments in the capital: whispers about a group who had taken animals and grafted knots of Slack-connections—like human souls—onto their physical existences. The details of these rumors sent uncomfortable shivers of familiarity through Mokoya. She felt somehow culpable.

Putting these four things together, one could only guess that the naga they hunted was one of these unfortunate experiments, sent by the Protectorate to destroy Bataanar and cripple the Machinist rebellion. The fact that the creature was skulking around and killing desert rodents for sustenance lent credence to the idea that someone was controlling it. It was waiting for something.

Abnormal circumstances, Mokoya reminded herself. Abnormal tactics. She was being perfectly rational. Adi would agree with her on this. Or maybe Adi wouldn’t. But Akeha would, her brother would, he would understand. Or Yongcheow. Or—

Mokoya exhaled shakily. Now was not the time. She had drifted from the present again. Pay attention. Focus on Phoenix, patient and rumbling under her. On the sand bluff the raptors had disappeared over. Focus on breathing.

Something was wrong. Her right arm hurt. An ache ran from the tip of her scale-sheathed fingers to the knitted edge of her shoulder, where the grafted skin yielded to scar tissue. Spun from lizardflesh, her arm called naga blood through the forest-nature of the Slack. Was the beast close by? Mokoya clenched her right hand. Tendons emerged in pebbled skin turned yellow by stress, but it didn’t help.

She raised the hand into view, splaying the fingers like a stretching cat. Tremors ran through them. “Cheebye,” she hissed at herself, as if she could swear herself into calmness.

Perhaps profanity was not the answer. Mokoya wet cracked lips and closed her eyes. Her mindeye expanded, the world turning into wrinkled cloth, each bump and fold representing an object. On top of that, like colored paper over a lantern, lay the Slack with its five natures.

There she was: Sanao Mokoya, a blaze of light spreading outward, a concentrated ball of connections to the Slack. Still human, despite everything. Under her was Phoenix, with her peculiar condition, unnatural brilliance garlanding her body. The raptor’s massive bulk warped the fabric of the Slack. Farther out, over the cliff edge, raced the pinpoints of the raptors, tiny ripples in the Slack, running toward her—

Wait. Why were they coming back?

Mokoya’s eyes flew open just as Phoenix barked in fear. She barely had time to seize the reins before her mount spun in the sand. “Phoenix—” she gasped.

The raptors burst over the bluff like a storm wave, chittering war cries.

A wall of air hit her from behind.

Moon and stars vanished. Phoenix reared, and Mokoya lost her grip. She fell. In the second between the lurch of her stomach and her back hitting the sand, there was a glimpse of sky, and this is what she saw: an eclipse of scaly white belly, wings stretched from end to end, red-veined skin webbed between spindly fingers.

Naga sun-chaser. Naga sun-eater.

Hitting ground knocked the wind out of Mokoya, but she had no time to register pain. The naga beat its wings, and sand leapt into her nose and mouth. The creature soared over the valley, long tail trailing after it.

Braying, Phoenix sprinted toward the canyon drop. The raptor pack followed.

“Phoenix!” Mokoya scrambled up, knees and ankles fighting the soft sand. Her reflexes struck; she tensed through water-nature and threw a force-barrier across the razor line of desert bluff. Nausea juddered through her as Phoenix bounced off the barrier, safe for now. Safe. The raptor pack formed a barking chorus along the edge.

As though a thick layer of glass stood between her and the world, Mokoya watched the shape of the naga descend into the canyon toward the caverns nestled within the far wall. Wings bigger than ships’ sails, barbed tail like a whip, horned and whiskered head bedecked with iridescent scales. Creatures of that size turned mythical from a distance. Nothing living should have the gall to compete with cliff and mountain.

The naga spiraled downward and was swallowed by shadow, vanishing into valley fold and cavern roof. Gasping, Mokoya released her hold on water-nature, and the barrier across the sand bluff dissolved into nothing.

She sank to her knees, forehead collapsing against the cool sands. Great Slack. Great Slack. She was lucky to be alive. She was lucky to—It should have killed her. Maybe it wasn’t hungry. It could have picked Phoenix off. It could have—

Her heart struggled to maintain its rhythm. How had she missed it? This shouldn’t have happened. Even as a juvenile, a naga’s bulk had enough pull to deform the Slack, stretching it like a sugar-spinner’s thread. She should have felt it coming. She hadn’t. She had been too distracted.

“Cheebye,” she whispered. “Cheebye.”

Her nerves were trying to suffocate her. This was pathetic. She was Sanao Mokoya. Daughter of the Protector, ex-prophet, former instigator of rebellion in the heart of the capital. She had passed through hellfire and survived. What was all her training for, all those years of honing her discipline, if the smallest, stupidest things—like a quarrel with her brother, for example—could bring her to ruin?

Still kneeling, she kept her eyes shut and moved her lips through a calming recitation. A last-resort tactic. The words she muttered were so familiar to her, they had been bleached of all meaning.

Remember you, bright seeker of knowledge, the First Sutra, the Sutra of Five Natures.

The Slack is all, and all is the Slack.

It knows no beginning and no end, no time and no space.

All that is, exists through the grace of the Slack. All that moves, moves through the grace of the Slack.

The firmament is divided into the five natures of the Slack, and in them is written all the ways of things and the natural world.

First is the nature of earth. Know it through the weight of mountains and stone, the nature of things when they are at rest.

Second is the nature of water. Know it through the strength of storms and rivers, the nature of things that are in motion.

Third is the nature of fire. Know it through the rising of air and the melt of winter ice, the nature of things that gives them their temperature.

Fourth is the nature of forests. Know it through the beat of your heart and the warmth of your blood, the nature of things that grow and live.

Fifth is the nature of metal. Know it through the speed of lightning and the pull of iron, the nature of things that spark and attract.

Know the ways of the five natures, and you will know the ways of the world. For the lines and knots of the Slack are the lines and knots of the world, and all that is shaped is shaped through the twining of the red threads of fortune.

It was a long spiel. So long that by the time her attention had slogged all the way to its odious end, her lungs had stopped trying to collapse upon themselves. Her head still hurt, lines of stress running from the crown to the joints of neck and shoulder, but her legs held when she stood.

Phoenix came and pressed her massive snout against Mokoya, whining in distress. “Shh,” Mokoya said, palms gentle against the pebbled skin of the creature’s nose. “Everything will be okay. I’m here. Nothing can hurt you.”

The raptor pack circled them. They were almost as tall as Mokoya when dismounted. Unlike her, they seemed to be largely unaffected by the naga’s passage.

Mokoya marked the spot where the beast had disappeared. She could spin this into a triumph. No more hunting, no more groping through unsympathetic desert searching for signs. She had found the naga’s nest. And the best part of it: defying the reports they’d heard, the naga was average for its kind. They’d hunted bigger; they’d certainly captured bigger. This wasn’t the otherworldly monstrosity Mokoya had been fearing. Adi’s crew could definitely handle this one without problems.

Mokoya raised her left wrist to deliver the good news, then remembered what she’d done to the transmitter. Cheebye.

Wait. No. There was still the talker. How could she have forgotten?

Phoenix lowered herself to the sand at Mokoya’s command. She reached into the saddlebag and rooted around until she collided with the talker’s small round mass, the bronze hard and warm against her palm. Tensing through metal-nature infused the object with life-giving electricity. Its geometric lines lit up, plates separating into a loose sphere. Slackcraft. Mokoya turned the plates until they formed the configuration twinned with Adi’s talker.

Several seconds passed. Adi’s voice welled up from the glowing sphere. “Mokoya! Kanina—is that you or a ghost?”

“It’s me, Adi. I’m not dead yet.”

An annoyed noise, another expletive. “Eh, hello, I let you go by yourself doesn’t mean you can ignore me, okay? What happened to Yongcheow’s stupid machine?”

“Something,” Mokoya demurred. “An accident.” She leaned against Phoenix’s warm, patient bulk. Get to the point. “Adi, I’m coming back. I found the nest. I did it, all right? I found the naga’s nest.”



 



Chapter Two


THE VISION HIT MOKOYA on the way back to camp.

As usual, the warning signs came too late. Dizziness, a shot of vertigo, and frisson up the spine. Not enough time to dismount and get to stable ground before the Slack punched her into the past, soup-heavy and pungent.

The world snapped into a different form. Sunfall-sky, tang of firecracker smoke, crash of trumpets and drums. Mokoya was eight years old, brimming with anxiety as she shivered on the upper floor of an inn over a choreographed riot of color and noise. The spring procession. Chengbee. Behind her was Master Sung, Head Abbot of the Grand Monastery, and twenty pugilists he had handpicked. All of them scanned the sky, waiting for it to betray the first hint of horned head, of wings swallowing the falling sun.

Two weeks before, Mokoya had had a nightmare of celebration shredded by death. It was a desperately specific nightmare, of the sort that Mokoya had been plagued with recently. The sort that then came to pass exactly as Mokoya had seen them.

If this nightmare was like the others, it meant a naga would attack the spring procession when the sun fell. She did not want it to. She did not want to be labeled a prophet, someone who saw the future in dreams. She did not know why it was happening to her.

Beside her stood Akeha. Her twin, her anchor. In this time before they had confirmed their genders, she was his mirror, and they were indistinguishable except for her mismatched eyes. He let the sides of their hands touch, to show that he wasn’t afraid. He wasn’t afraid of her.

The sky deepened rapidly to plum, then bruise-black. Sunfall.

Everything tumbled forward with terrifying speed. Darkness descended, deeper than twilight. The awning of a naga’s wings blanketed the horizon: someone’s trophy pet, frightened and angry. The crowd screamed, and the pugilists kicked off, rising in a cloud, weapons primed and humming.

But it was Akeha, bright Akeha, who moved fastest. He closed his fist over his head, and water-nature surged. An animal scream split the air. The naga’s massive body twisted, plunging in free fall. Someone grabbed her shoulder. Someone shouted, “Jump!” Mokoya leapt forward, and—

She was lying on her back, sand clotting her mouth and burning her eyes. Confusion, at first, then clarity. Her name was Sanao Mokoya, she was thirty-nine years old, and she was no longer a prophet. In exchange for grim futures, she had gained a lizard arm and a mass of scars congealed across her face and body. This was the Gusai desert. She did not fear naga. She hunted them.

Phoenix lay next to her on the sand, an obedient mound of raptor, breath disturbing the red sands. Slowly Mokoya sat up, ignoring the pain that flared through her hip. Bodily pain was a temporary condition. She knew this.

Lashed to her waist was the dream recorder she always wore, a box of intricately carved bronze bearing the heavy patina of age and the particular workmanship of the Protector’s court. Powered by slackcraft, it had been a constant presence in her life since childhood, when the adults around her had wanted records of every Slack-touched vision.

The box hummed with another successful dream capture, a satisfied sound that was almost gleeful.

Mokoya flipped its lid and extracted its contents: a palm-sized glass pearl, teardrop-shaped and freshly filled, insides swirling with opalescent colors. Not liquid, just light, an imprinted pattern in the Slack.

Once upon a time, when she still saw the future in dreams, each filled capture pearl would be taken by Tensors and analyzed over and over, every drop of meaning and context wrung from its innards.

Then the accident happened, and the gift of prophecy left her. When the Slack hit her these days, it was with moments from her past, even ones she herself had forgotten. Her dream recorder, ever faithful, caught these fragments of history in its glass droplets.

Sometimes they were useful. In Phoenix’s saddlebag, nestled amongst the thick folds of brocade, lay a dozen other capture pearls, their bellies full of slivers from happier times. Gap-toothed smiles, sticky fingers, a little girl’s hair haloed in summer light. But sometimes it was moments like these, full of things she didn’t care to remember.

Mokoya twisted the capture pearl in her hands. Up to that point in their lives, she and Akeha had been ordinary children, sold by the Protector to the Grand Monastery to repay a debt, content to live their lives in ascetic obscurity. After Mokoya had been confirmed a prophet, their lives had started the thirty-year-long process of coming apart. Why would she want to keep something like that?

She tensed the vision out of the pearl, unknotting the braids in the Slack that kept it in existence. Briefly a thought crossed her mind: she should undo the skin on her wrists and belly, and spill her blood and guts into the soft sand. Let her flesh be dissolved by the wind and her bones be bleached by the sun.

Mokoya looked at Phoenix. The raptor huffed, patiently waiting for her to move on.

With a sigh, Mokoya got to her feet. She felt calmer now, or at least numb, as though the vision had lanced through her chest and drained the abscess of nervous energy. “Come,” she said to Phoenix. “Let’s get going.”



“We should capture it.”

Yongcheow and Adi exchanged a glance. One was the willowy Tensor son of a magistrate, raised among silk and baubles; the other a simple Kebangilan herder woman, squat and ropy from years of hard work. But the language their eyes spoke was universal.

“You gila or what?” Adi asked with a squint.

“I’m not a madwoman,” Mokoya said, and this time her conviction was real. “I’m telling you, I saw the naga with my own two eyes. We can handle it. Why would I lie to you?”

“Because you have completely lost your mind,” Yongcheow snapped, arms hedged across his chest. The loss of his transmitter stung, and he was in no mood to play nice with his sister-in-law. Akeha had sent him with the crew to keep an eye on things, but everyone knew it was really to keep an eye on Mokoya, and the two had scratched at each other’s nerves for a dozen sun-cycles.

Mokoya was tired. She ignored him and looked at Adi. As crew captain, her decision was the only one that mattered. “This will be no different from any other assignment,” she said. “We know where the naga is now. If we wait for the Machinists to tell us what to do, we might lose it. It might move on. Or attack. We can’t delay.” She added, more amicably, “You’re not the delaying kind.”

“No meh?” Adi’s face bore skepticism, but Mokoya could see her resistance crumbling like weathered clay. She was a practical person, after all, someone whose world was structured to avoid the stingers and thorns of politics. Born a princess to a sprawling, squabbling family, she had married a commoner to escape the strictures of royal life, only to divorce him later. Adi was a woman of few regrets. This assignment—which she had agreed to for Mokoya’s sake—might be one of them.

It was a sentiment Mokoya shared.

Yongcheow scowled. “Look, I know you think I know nothing. Fine. Will you at least listen to the wisdom of the Machinists? This is no ordinary naga, blown from the Quarterlands by accident. The Tensors did something to it. The Protectorate sent it here for a reason. We can’t treat this like one of your normal hunts.”

Mokoya said, “The Machinists’ report said the naga was big. It’s not. Obviously their wisdom has large gaps.”

A frustrated burst of air escaped Yongcheow. “The pugilists from the Grand Monastery arrive tomorrow. Let’s at least wait until—”

Mokoya snapped, “We don’t need Thennjay’s help.”

Silence buried them all. In the heartbeats that followed, Mokoya knew she had spoken too loudly, too fiercely, and cursed the looseness of her mouth. Adi and Yongcheow were frozen in apprehension. Even the crew, flocked on the sand between the tents, had turned to stare.

Mokoya’s diaphragm squeezed, as though the heaviness infesting her belly was pulling the drawstrings tight. She kept her jaw clamped shut as her throat spasmed.

“Okay,” Adi abruptly said into the quiet. “We do it.”

Yongcheow shot her a look of betrayal, his mouth forming a protest. Adi stopped him with a glance. Mokoya watched the split-second exchange and realized that they had talked while she was away. Filaments of worry wormed through her chest. What had they discussed? What had they agreed on?

“We go at next sunrise,” Adi said. “And we only have a few hours to prepare. So come. Chop-chop.”



On the periphery of the camp, Mokoya found a series of cracked shale outcrops the right size and shape for cudgel practice. Dozens of yields away, Adi’s crew sat under the gentle circles of sunball-light, sharing spiced tea and tall tales before the hunt. Strains of their laughter drifted over, as though mocking her. The ink of the sky diluted in anticipation of the coming sunrise. Mokoya had ten minutes left to get ready.

She inhaled, becoming hyperaware of her body in relation to the rest of the world: her feet light on the ground, the cudgel loose in her hand, the heaviness solid in her stomach.

She exhaled, and in that breath, the world slowed around her.

Mokoya struck. She was lightning, she was quicksilver, she was the sun that flew across the sky. Her cudgel struck the rock six times in succession, each blow landing with a crack. Needle-precise fractures shot across the rock in dark lines.

She pulled skeins of metal-nature together. The cudgel came to life, its core singing with electricity. Mokoya spun in the sand. The bolt arced and struck the rock, dead center.

It shattered. Shale fragments plowed into the sand, and dust billowed up in circles.

Mokoya moved on to the next outcrop.

She was most alive like this, conscious thought subsumed beneath layers of movement. Focused on destruction, she didn’t have to think about other things. Like seeing Thennjay again, after two years on the run, or the depth of betrayal she felt at Akeha for summoning him here.

Part of her wanted to die in glorious battle against the naga, just because she knew it would hurt Akeha. It’d serve him right, thinking that he knew what to do better than she did. Turtle bastard.

The Slack unmake them all. She swore as she struck the columns of rock over and over. Fuck. Shit. Kanin—nahbeh—chao—cheebye—

You’ve learned to swear like a southern merchant, her brother had said, back in the city. He’d sounded proud of the fact.

Mokoya slammed one end of the cudgel into the sand so hard it stayed upright. Her heart galloped in her chest, and she didn’t know how much of it was exertion, and how much of it was nerves. She wanted to explode the same way the columns of rock had.

She let her cheeks billow with breath several times. Misery and anger blossomed in bright colors over her right arm. No good. Mokoya tightened her cloak over her shoulders, as if that would hide it.

Phoenix had been watching her from a safe distance. Mokoya went over and plunged a hand into her saddlebag, desperately seeking a capture pearl. Just one memory, any memory. A lottery of the past.

She extracted her hand from the bag. In her trembling fingers, a sunrise-pink capture pearl shimmered. Yes. This would do. Mokoya settled cross-legged against Phoenix and tempered her breathing. As she gently tensed through the pearl’s contents, the vision unfolded in her head, brilliant and crisp as the day it was made.

Eien, round-cheeked and sticky, pointed to belts and buttons with their blunt fingers, saying “Yim? Yim?”

A bright afternoon eight years ago. Eien, new to talking, too young to have thought about gender, testing out their favorite word “khim,” which their tender tongue could not yet shape. Yim. Every reflective surface got pointed to and interrogated: “Yim? Yim?”

A belly laugh, and there was Thennjay, sitting across from them in the traveling cart. Broad-shouldered, shaven-headed, dimpled as she remembered him. Ceremonial saffron vivid against the deep rosewood tones of his skin. Eien detached from her lap and bounced toward him. Their father lifted them into his arms, planting a kiss on their head, his smile ivory-brilliant. The child reached for the bangles on his arm. “Yim!”

“Oei.”

Mokoya opened her eyes very slowly, lingering in the golden light for another half second. In the grayish predawn, she found Adi standing over her, arms akimbo, genial expression displaced by a frown. A sunball glowed and bobbed beside her.

“You’re really moody today, you know?”

“I’m fine.” Mokoya cracked her neck, her shoulders.

“Sure or not?” Adi’s tone made clear which side of the divide her opinions fell upon.

Mokoya pulled her cloak over her arm. “You don’t have to worry. I won’t jeopardize the hunt.”

“You think I’m worried about the hunt?”

Mokoya had come Adi’s way two years ago, a strange and angry woman with a giant raptor and a bagful of unfixable problems. Adi had looked that mess and somehow still said, Come with us.

Mokoya sighed. “You don’t have to worry about me.”

“Okay. Can.” Adi shook her head wryly. She wasn’t fond of arguing, either. “Come. It’s time already.”



 



Chapter Three


THE RISING SUN BREATHED the sky to life. It sloughed through a gamut of clammy blues before warming to pink, its skin scarred with strips of cloud. Astride Phoenix, Mokoya smelled water on the air, a metallic tang cleaner than blood and not quite as sharp.

The caverns chosen by the naga had a single mouth, a wide slash in the rock that could swallow Phoenix twenty times over. A hundred yields to its left lay the scrub-ringed clearing where the crew waited with hungry nets.

Mokoya was the bait.

She sent her soundball, a softly glowing, plum-sized sphere laden with the cries of naga prey, floating toward the cave mouth. Tensing through metal-nature woke the device and triggered a piercing blast: the trumpeting call of a tuapeh. A temptingly juicy meal for a naga.

Silence followed. Stillness. The cave mouth remained undisturbed .

Mokoya counted to six, then tensed again. Another sound.

Phoenix shuffled, nervous.

She couldn’t be wrong. The prickle rippling through her lizard arm meant the naga was close by.

A shadow passed across the ground: wings, still distant, still indistinct. Startled, Mokoya looked up. The new sun greeted her, smearing green afterimage into her vision. She squinted.

High overhead the naga circled, gliding, wings held straight.

Surprise hissed between Mokoya’s teeth. The naga had left the cave during the sundown period. But naga had poor night vision. They hunted in daylight.

The beast dipped downward, not vertically as for a landing, but sideways, like a flyby. Still out of their reach, but close enough that Mokoya could pick out the massive tendons in its wings, stretching out from the muscles of the arm, and—

A series of brown strips crisscrossed the naga’s pale chest. There was a harness. She had missed it in the panic of her previous encounter.

A harness. That meant—

“There’s a rider,” Mokoya whispered. A human rider.

The naga beat its wings once. Phoenix braced against the displacement as it sailed to altitude.

It wasn’t going to come down. A human rider would know a trap when they saw one.

Mokoya blew air between her lips, and allowed herself one small, soft “cheebye.”

Then she tapped her wrist, where a brand-new and unflattened voice transmitter bravely waited. “Adi. There’s a problem.”

“Wah lao. What now?”

“I have to bring it down.”

“What? Mokoya—”

“Stand by.” She shut the transmitter off.

The naga was still circling overhead. Mokoya kicked twice into Phoenix’s side in warning. Then she raised her right hand over her head and tensed.

Earth-nature responded. Gravity warped in the pull of the Slack. Everything in Mokoya’s radius instantly grew tenfold heavier.

Iron-weight, the naga crashed to land. The ground shuddered, and a crown of dust rushed outward at them.

Metal-nature sang through Mokoya’s cudgel, and electricity struck the downed naga, paralyzing one wing.

Mokoya released her hold on earth-nature. The dust cloud jumped in height. She punched through it with water-nature, exposing the naga sprawled on the ground, wings spread, bellowing.

Freed from the weight, Phoenix sprinted toward the beast. Behind her was Adi’s crew, making the best of the disarray.

On the naga’s back, the rider was a thin figure cocooned in gray. Mokoya had to get to them.

She braced into a crouch as Phoenix ran up to the naga’s paralyzed shoulder. It was ten times her size, easy, radiating exhausted heat. Mokoya leapt up—

—the Slack punched into her—

—and the world tilted. The Grand Monastery. The raptor pens. This dread architecture, with all the bronze gates still intact. The chirrups of young raptors waiting to be fed. Eien’s laughter, the way her robes bounced as she skipped forward holding the bucket. The loud clicking from the heater in the center, which Mokoya knew now was the warning sign that one of its pipes, corroded by acid, was about to give way.

She wanted to scream as Eien darted away from her, tracing the path history had already mapped out for her;

the path where Mokoya watched her baby girl run toward the raptors, past the clicking heater, oblivious;

the path where Mokoya smiled indulgently, instead of scooping her up and dragging her to safety, condensing a lead-thick wall of air between them and the heater that was about to—

—vaporize in a ball of angry orange, engulfing her daughter a microsecond before the hot air and gases seared into Mokoya, screaming agony dissolving flesh and bone—

Something jerked Mokoya forward so hard her shoulders popped. Her feet found purchase, planting into something warm and shifting and hard, like muscle, like skin.

She stared into a face. Human. Swathed in gray, long-boned and milk-white. Dark eyes with an intensity that stopped the heart.

The rider. The naga’s rider had caught her.

Beneath them the naga bellowed, a wall-shaking sound that traveled up its rib cage. Then it reared. Mokoya’s feet slipped. The naga’s back rippled as it beat its wings. Air whipped fiercely up, hurricane strength: the paralysis was gone.

The familiar cyclical whine of lightcraft cascaded over the chaos, accompanied by the rhythmic syllables of battle chants. Mokoya knew that sound. She had learned it as a child; she had sung it as an adult. Thennjay. The pugilists had arrived early.

The rider’s arms shook, narrow fingers latched to Mokoya’s wrists, biting into bone. Even in the chaos, Mokoya could hear the air whistling through their lungs. Those eyes had the pull of a sun. Acting on instinct, Mokoya squeezed hers shut and tensed magnitude back into gravity, forcing the naga toward the ground.

A strange sensation enveloped her, as though a dozen fingers were tracing patterns across her soul. Mokoya swallowed air, and her eyes snapped open. The rider—a woman?—was still staring at her.

Their pale lips moved. “Forgive me.” Forgive me. A sound heard in the heart, not in the mind. The language sounded archaic and she didn’t know why.

Then, like a fishhook through the chest, her connection to the Slack was torn from her. Not destroyed, but pulled out of reach. Mokoya gasped as she detached from the world.

Great power accumulated and released. Something massive moved, like a city falling off a cliff.

“Mokoya. Mokoya!”

She was flat on her back, head throbbing, throat and tongue cottony. Sunlight poured into her eyes. Her wrists felt like they were broken.

Adi leaned farther into her field of vision. “You better not be dead. How am I supposed to explain to your brother?”

Mokoya found the shape of her mouth. “What…”

“You asking me?”

Mokoya sat up, and her hips groaned. Everything lay flattened in a twenty-yield radius around her. Adi’s crew was in disarray, fighting with the upset raptors. And there, with the grace of drifting petals, were the pugilists descending on the lotus-shaped plates that were the Grand Monastery’s signature lightcraft.

The naga, and its rider, were gone. Strangeness upon strangeness. Only now, in the post-adrenaline pulse of the aftermath, did Mokoya realize that they’d used the old genderless pronoun for adults, from before the language changed. A radical? That unplaceable accent.

“There was a rider,” Mokoya said. “Did you see?”

“Yah, I’m not blind. Who was it? A Tensor?”

“Maybe. I don’t know.” She’d never seen slackcraft done that way. And Tensors were so strict about the proper methods. “They took my slackcrafting ability and used it to—” Words failed her. “I don’t know what they did.”

“The whole naga disappeared. Just like that.” Adi snapped her fingers. “Crazy.”

The last of the pugilists, his robes oxblood and saffron, disembarked from his lightcraft. As he dropped to the ground he called out, “Hoy!”

Phoenix sprang to meet the tall figure in delight, her feet kicking up compacted sand. “Hey, girl, hey,” Thennjay said, staggering under the assault of her massive snout. “How are you, girl? Hey, hey.”

Thennjay Satyaparathnam liked to say he had achieved two distinctions in life: becoming youngest Head Abbot in the history of the Grand Monastery, and also its tallest. Mokoya liked to add that he was also the Head Abbot who had discarded the greatest number of monastic vows—most notably that of chastity—so perhaps there should be a third distinction.

The son of a fire breather and a stilt walker, Thennjay had once thought he would spend his life in a circus, doing magic tricks and juggling things for money. Then Mokoya received her vision. The fortunes had intervened. He became the Gauri street mutt turned Head Abbot. At their wedding, he had made the predictable “I was the man of her dreams” joke, and Mokoya had almost managed not to punch him. She had made him pay for it that night.

Mokoya found her feet and folded her arms as he approached. “Well, look who I found,” he said.

“What are you doing out here, Thenn?”

“You know,” he said, looking out at the ruined landscape. “Just seeing the sights.”

She didn’t unfold her arms. He sighed. “Akeha told me where to find you. Seemed like you needed help.”

“When I need help, I ask.”

“Do you?”

Mokoya’s lips tightened.

Adi nodded at Thennjay. They corresponded sometimes, a fact that Mokoya did her best to ignore. “Ey, Mister Head Abbot,” her captain said brightly, “how’s life in the Grand Monastery?”

He laughed. “It’s been better. Like those days before my beloved ran off to hunt naga in the wilderness.”

Adi snorted. Mokoya didn’t laugh. Silence descended around them. Thennjay looked at the floor.

Adi sighed. “Okay. Come, lah, got a lot of work to do.” Something in the background caught her attention, a boneheaded nephew: “Oei, Faizal! It’s backward, lah! Bodoh.” She scuttled off to handle the situation. A graceful exit, all things considered.

Thennjay studied Mokoya’s face carefully. “It’s good to see you, Nao,” he said, gently.

“Good for you,” she said. Her chest twinged as she said it, like someone had pulled a string too hard and it had snapped, but she wasn’t about to take it back. She ducked down to pick her cudgel off the floor, refusing to look at Thennjay’s face. She imagined it must hurt still, after all these years, her brushing him off. She didn’t want to know.



 



Chapter Four


“I TOLD YOU WE shouldn’t have gone after it,” Yongcheow said. His chin was pointed in Mokoya’s direction, bright and bitter triumph shining on his face.

“Come on,” Thennjay said. “Now’s hardly the time…”

They had retreated to camp. Sunfall was imminent, marking the end of the day-cycles. A pot of stew was boiling somewhere among the tents, spicing the air with notes of cardamom and star anise. Good to know someone still had appetite left.

Yongcheow ignored Thennjay. “You didn’t want to listen, did you? You never listen.”

“Did anyone die?” Mokoya snapped. When nobody responded, she said, “No. Nobody died. And we learned something important.” She stared at Yongcheow. “Which we wouldn’t have if we’d stayed in our tents.”

Adi said, “The two of you are really getting on my nerves.”

Thennjay’s deep voice rumbled over their exchanges. “Right now the most important thing is to decide what we do next.”

“I’m going back to Bataanar,” Yongcheow said. “I need to talk to the Machinist leadership. Lady Han must hear of this. I can’t speak to her here.”

“Oh, good. So there’s no need for discussion, then,” Mokoya said.

“Nao—”

“I’m not going back,” Mokoya said. “That naga is still loose in the desert. We need to find out where it’s gone.”

“Yah,” Adi said. “Sooner or later it’ll come back. We need to be prepared.”

“It doesn’t have to be one or the other,” Thennjay said. “We can split up. Half the pugilists can follow Yongcheow to Bataanar, just in case. The other half can stay here—with you—and try to track that creature down.” He hesitated. “I’ll stay with you.”

Mokoya fastened her arms across her chest. “We don’t need your help.”

“Hello,” Adi said. “You don’t put words in my mouth, okay? I want him to stay. You think you one person enough to stop that thing?”

“Fine,” Mokoya said. “Do whatever. I don’t care.” It was Adi’s crew. She was tired and her hip hurt and her chest hurt, and people could do whatever they wanted; it didn’t concern her. She turned and walked away.



The edge of the Copper Oasis lay a hundred yields from the camp, its borders tender and marshy, its waters glossy black and unfathomable in the moonlight. Mokoya stood in front of that broad mirror, vast enough to vanish into the horizon, and wondered what it would be like to walk into its cool embrace, to let the oasis close its gentle hands over her head. She imagined silence, darkness, eternal bliss. Her lungs finally full and content.

She snapped herself out of her reverie. There was still plenty of work to do.

The vision of Eien’s death lay curled like a fist on her belt, an explosive housed in thin glass walls. She thought about hurling it into the dark as hard as she could, gifting the oasis its oil-slick contents. But she didn’t have that many capture pearls to waste. Gingerly she removed it from the capture box and undid the knots in the Slack. Light dissipated as the memory was cast back into nothingness, where it belonged.

She wanted to vomit.

Behind her, oasis grass rustled. Mokoya knew who it was before she spoke: Adi, come to make sure Mokoya was all right, as if she didn’t have enough to worry about herself.

“I’m fine,” Mokoya said preemptively. And then, sensing that this was too much of a lie even for her, amended it to “I’ll be fine.”

Adi stood next to her and sighed. “Mokoya, I’m sorry.”

“What are you apologizing for?”

“The death anniversary is tomorrow, right? I forgot. That’s why you’re so moody.”

“It’s…” Adi wasn’t wrong. “It’s nothing, compared with everything else going on. I should be the one apologizing.” She shook her head. “I know Yongcheow’s just trying to help.”

“And your husband also.”

“And him too.”

They looked out over the waters in silence.

“I’m sorry,” Mokoya said. “I know I shouldn’t be like this. It’s been four years. I should be better. But…” She pushed at blades of oasis grass with her toes. “It hasn’t gotten better. I thought it would get better.”

“It won’t get better just because you want it.”

Mokoya listened to the soft sound of water fidgeting against the land.

Adi looked at the moon. “You know, my son died ten years ago. So long ago. All the other small ones, grown big already. But I still get sad on his birthday.” As Mokoya managed her breathing, the smallest chuckle escaped her friend. “Birth day, death day. Same day.”

There was a crack in Adi’s voice, the barest hint of a wobble. That was enough for Mokoya to come undone. Adi stood by while she struggled through the wave of emotions that swept her, not saying anything, just being there.

When she could speak again she said, “I’m sorry, Adi. And … thank you.”

Another rustle in the grass. This time, it was Yongcheow, and from his expression, she knew that he’d been sent by Thennjay, to fuss over her like an injured child. He froze when he caught sight of Mokoya’s face.

“You don’t have to apologize,” she said, before he could start.

He had stopped several yields away from her. “I … must. I’ve acted uncharitably toward you.”

“I tend to bring that out in people.”

“Mokoya, I … I regret my behavior. I should have been gentler.”

“There’s no need to apologize.”

Yongcheow looked like he was about to say something more. Instead, he glanced away, wetting his cracked lips.

Mokoya said, “And you, do you return to Bataanar now?”

“Yes.”

She nodded. “Send Akeha my regards. Tell him…” She tried to think of something smart and pithy to say. “Tell him not to blow anything up.”

Yongcheow sighed. “Please, stay safe. I don’t know how I would deal with him if something happens to you.”



Mokoya found Thennjay playing a game with Phoenix just beyond the boundary of the tents. Fist-sized chunks of jerky lay in his lap, hammocked in the folds of his robes. “Ready, girl?”

Phoenix’s tail feathers rustled. He hefted a chunk, testing its weight. “Okay, get it!”

Thwack. “That’s a good girl. Come on, get this one.”

Mokoya leaned against the side of Thennjay’s tent and watched the trajectories of several more treats. Thennjay’s laugh had the same deep growl it did when he used to play with Eien.

She thought, I miss this. I miss happiness. It sounded even sadder when put into words.

“I know I have shapely shoulders,” Thennjay finally said, without turning around, “but you could come talk to my face. It’s just as attractive, you know.”

Mokoya huffed, but came toward him anyway. She had brought a peace offering wrapped in cloth: a warm clay pot, fragrant with shallot oil. “Dinner,” she said. “Peanut congee.”

He lifted the lid and sniffed. “I was hoping for some meat bone tea. Akeha says Yongcheow’s has to be tried.”

In the kitchen, Yongcheow had once managed to set a pan of water on fire. “Oh. You’re making a joke.”

He smiled at her. She let him.

As he tucked into the congee, Mokoya carefully sat next to him, hooking her arms around her knees. Phoenix rolled onto the sand in front of them and let out a slow, satisfied breath of air.

“She knows who you are,” Mokoya said, pointedly.

Around a mouthful of food, Thennjay countered, “She remembers that I helped raise her for several years. Any raptor from the monastery would do the same.” He swallowed. “It doesn’t mean she’s special, Nao.”

This was an old argument between them, perhaps too old. Mokoya had left the Grand Monastery after she grew sick of hearing every iteration, every branch of the conversation. She didn’t know why she was still arguing it.

Phoenix snuffled, and sand blew up in a cloud. Mokoya listened to the soft song of the desert winds, much calmer than they had been a sun-cycle ago.

Eventually, she said, “Why are you here, Thennjay?”

“Do you really have to ask?”

She shrugged. Yes, no. Who knew?

Thennjay put the clay pot down. Gentle fingers parted the fringe of hair skirting the bones of her neck, as though he were studying the scars that blossomed from her shoulder. “I wanted to see you.”

Mokoya pushed her toes deeper into the sand. He said, “I spent two anniversaries alone. It was miserable. And I knew asking you to come back wouldn’t work, so…” He shrugged and slapped his thighs. “The eagle moves where the mountain cannot.”

“So this was your idea? Not Akeha’s?”

“Well. If you need to, you can split the blame between us.” A half smile emerged on his expression. “Admit it—it helps having us around.”

She studied his profile in the milky sunball light. “It’s a long way to travel from Chengbee. You could have just called.”

“I wanted to see you,” he repeated.

She let that hang in the air between them. A significant part of her, centered in her chest, wanted to let her knees fall and rest against his. Wanted to settle her body weight against his and go to sleep, as though they lived in brighter and easier times.

“I worry about you,” he said.

“You don’t have to.”

He cautiously put his arm around her shoulders. She allowed him the action, but didn’t lean into his touch. His hand was warm through the cloak she had pulled tight around her shoulders, a blanket over lizardflesh that concealed the colors bleeding across the skin.

“Four years have gone by,” he said, putting words down like a man walking across a rotting bridge. “You have to stop running at some point. You have to return.”

“To stop running doesn’t mean to return.”

“I don’t mean to me, or to the Grand Monastery, or even to Chengbee. I meant to life, Nao. You have to come back. I see you, I hear about what you’re doing, and I know you’re walking around with this sheet of glass between you and the world. You have to break it sometime.”

She didn’t want to turn this into an argument. She was tired. It was the fourth anniversary, and he had traveled all the way here to see her. He didn’t deserve it.

Great Slack, but she was tired.

He lifted her chin and studied the shadows of her countenance. “Once upon a time, I met someone bold and bright as a leaping river. A silver thread in the Slack, shining against all the reds and the blues. Now I don’t know where she’s gone.”

She died, Mokoya thought. She died in the explosion that took her daughter’s life.

Thennjay grew quiet. “I’m sorry. I won’t push you, Nao. That rarely ends well.”

She felt sorry for him. “Thenn, I’m glad you’re here.” And she meant it, too. “I truly am.”

He hugged her shoulders and kissed the top of her head. A measured, cautious response. “I’m glad to see you too.” When he got up and went into his tent, she didn’t follow.



 



Chapter Five


MOKOYA COULD NOT SLEEP. She lay on the coarse fabric of her bedroll, the skin of her neck itching, strange prickles running up and down the lizard arm. The opening of the First Sutra rolled over and over in her head—the Slack is all, and all is the Slack—and it formed a barrier between her and sleep. Yet she knew if she stopped, if she gave her mind space to expand like a black sponge, she would see things she did not want to see.

She sat up, shivering. Her capture pearls were arrayed in a glowing line by the bed, colors like lanterns on the Double-Seventh Night. Mokoya knew their contents by sight. If she wanted, she could lose herself in fragments of better times: The riotous joy of Eien’s fifth birthday celebration. Games of eagle-and-chicken with Akeha as a child. Her wedding night, if she wanted to exhaust herself into slumber. She just had to reach out.

Her fingers trembled, and she pulled away.

Mokoya left the tent, stepping into the salmon-tinted sunrise. The second night-cycle was beginning: she’d lost three hours of sleep she wasn’t going to get anyway. The changing air spread a chill through her from the lungs outward. A variety of options lay open to her. She could go to Thennjay’s tent to wake him. She could practice sparring. She could run around the oasis, feet sinking into the unstable sands.

But Mokoya looked in the direction of the canyons and wondered what the naga and its human handler were doing with the new sunrise. Would they follow the patterns imposed by human society and continue to rest? Or would the naga bow to its instincts and hunt again?

Who were they, and what did they want?

Mokoya took several slow steps forward. There was stupidly reckless behavior, and then there was behavior so reckless it bordered on the suicidal. But she had decided. It was better than staying here and doing nothing. Nothing except driving herself into greater madness.



The cave mouth stood unchanged in the new sunlight. Mokoya stopped Phoenix a dozen yields from the rock face and dismounted with a frown.

A barrier shimmered in the air across the length of the rock, a light fuzz that became apparent only from certain angles. When Mokoya pressed her fingers into its boundary, the air sparked and threads of slackcraft tightened around her hand. She pulled back before it could draw blood.

In her mindeye the barrier stood as an intricate tapestry, fine ropes from each of the five natures braided into astounding, geometric patterns. Tessellations built upon tessellations in a palimpsest of slackcraft. Unpicking it would take time and skill—if it was even possible. Mokoya didn’t know where to start.

So she started with brute force.

She tore into the center of the pattern, where a rosette of connections spread out into a five-pointed star. She hoped to sever the threads of Slack-connections, or simply pull them loose.

In the physical world, the barrier writhed and crackled. A riot of colors flashed in the air, perfuming it with the tang of burning metal.

The barrier held. The interlocked threads showed no sign of weakness. When Mokoya released her grip in exhaustion, they sprang back whole and unaffected.

Then the Slack puckered, and the woven threads sublimed into nothing. They did not break or unravel: they simply vanished, like ice held over a flame. The barrier slid out of existence, freeing the air on either side of it.

A small pop, a strange deformation in the Slack, and a gray-clad figure stood in front of her.

“Tensor Sanao Mokoya,” they said, their eyes wide and unblinking.

Mokoya’s cudgel sprang to life. “You.” She struck, sending a bolt in their direction.

A green hexagon flashed in front of the stranger. “Wait,” they gasped.

The hexagon hadn’t deflected the bolt: it had absorbed the energy instead. Its pattern in the Slack had the same complexity as the bigger barrier, appearing and vanishing in an instant. Mokoya had never seen anyone call up slackcraft that intricate so quickly. The cudgel stayed ready in her hand. “Who are you?”

“I am called Rider,” they said. Mokoya hadn’t heard wrong, then: they used the archaic, gender-neutral “I” that had died out centuries ago.

“I don’t want your name. Who sent you?”

“No one sent me. I am here of my own accord.”

“You’re lying.”

They stepped back in fear and stumbled as the sandy ground turned traitor. They had long, thin limbs like a Quarterlander and seemed unsteady on their feet. “Please,” they said, “I have no quarrel with you, Tensor Sanao—”

“Did the Protectorate send you?”

Fear overwhelmed their expression. A pop, a deformation in the Slack: they were gone.

“Cheebye!” Mokoya ran forward to the space formerly occupied by Rider. Her lip curled. Perking up, Phoenix fell in behind her, excited for another hunt. “Stay,” Mokoya snapped. “Stay out here. And wait.”

She sprinted into the cave mouth, which drilled through rock in a broad tunnel. Ahead was the promise of light, and running water. The passageway echoed with the sound of an angry naga, and wind gusted over her in waves, increasing in frequency. Wing beats.

Mokoya ran faster.

She burst into the cavern before the naga could take flight. This hollow in the sandstone was huge, a hundred yields wide and half as high. Sunlight punched through on the left where water cascaded in a shimmering curtain, fringed by brilliant splotches of colors: bloodreeds, orange lilies, clumps of cattails.

On the right was the naga, wings spread to the roof of the cavern, bellowing as Rider tried to coax it into flight. Mokoya tensed through earth-nature, the same trick she’d employed earlier, pulling the beast down with gravity. It folded with a groan, joints collapsing under pressure.

“Please stop,” Rider begged. “Don’t hurt her—she has done nothing.”

Mokoya blinked, releasing her hold on earth-nature. The stranger’s plea held a note of something she hadn’t expected: protectiveness. Vulnerability and fear, too—the entreaty of someone afraid of losing something precious. She kept her grip firm on her cudgel, but she let them dismount, dropping to the soft sand of the cavern.

The naga hissed and backed away, putting more space between itself and Mokoya. Rider sang, a keening note, as they slid soothing hands over the creature’s neck and bearded head. The naga calmed, but its luminous eyes—pupils slitted through mint-green—remained fixed on Mokoya.

“Bramble remembers you from before,” Rider said. “It’s not a good memory. You traumatized her.”

“You’re not Protectorate,” Mokoya said.

“No.”

Things were falling into place. The odd style of slackcraft, the unusual physique, the heavy accent: Rider was a Quarterlander. Of course they had a naga. Of course they rode on it. They belonged to people who crossed the Demons’ Ocean in ships of shell and bone that sluiced beneath the untamable waves. Riding such a beast would be easy as crossing a bridge, unremarkable as eating rice. And of course they couldn’t be a Tensor. There’d never been a Quarterlander admitted into the Tensorate Academy. That would cause such a stir that even washerfolk in Katau Kebang would be gossiping about it.

Mokoya let her shoulders drop, but she continued to hold her cudgel like a weapon. “What are you doing here?”

Rider was about to answer when the naga growled. Behind them, Phoenix had edged into the cavern, feathers alert and erect, mouth open to show teeth.

“I told you to stay outside,” Mokoya scolded.

Phoenix hooted mournfully.

“Is this her?” Rider asked. When Mokoya frowned they clarified: “Your daughter.”

Mokoya exhaled very slowly, her organs curdling into tallow.

Rider said, to her silence, “There are rumors of the accident that killed your daughter. They say that when she died, you grafted her pattern in the Slack onto a young raptor. Is this her? She’s very large. And the pattern she makes is interesting.”

Their tone was untainted by judgment or condescension. If anything, they sounded curious.

She swallowed. And then she said, “Yes.”

The memory shivered through her: the smell of blood, burnt flesh, oily smoke; an impression of pain that was happening to some other body in some other world; the Slack shining wide and lucid around her; the glow of knots and threads that was Eien beginning to disintegrate; the movement she made pulling it to the nearest incandescence, tying it in place, tying it firm, so it wouldn’t be lost—

Focus. Focus. Look at the falling water. Look at the light refracted, dancing over the ground. Breathe.

A delicate expression—not quite a smile, not quite a look of curiosity—had come over Rider. They appeared to have forgotten Mokoya was there. One pop through the Slack, and they appeared before Phoenix, who reared back in terror.

“Hush,” Mokoya said, hurrying forward, but Rider remained perfectly still, their palms held out to Phoenix. The raptor hesitated, then lowered her snout and sniffed their hands, then their arms, their face, their neck.

Rider’s face lit up with wonder. “She is lovely.” They stroked the soft, pebbled skin of her nose, the boundary where flesh ceded to feather.

Mokoya started to breathe normally again. When Rider turned once more to look at her, she said, “Who are you? What are you doing here?”

“A question that cannot be answered simply. Come sit by me, Sanao Mokoya. We should talk.”

They smiled at her, and there was something oddly alluring in that. Something transient and precious, like the sun glowing across paving stones during the minute that it fell. Damned if Mokoya could put it into words that made more sense. Against her better judgment, she nodded.



“I was born in Katau Kebang, in Banturong, on the border of the Demons’ Ocean. My parents were merchants. But the doctors diagnosed an illness, a disease of the bones and joints. So my parents sold me to Quarterlanders, in hopes that my path to adulthood would be easier in the half gravity.”

The two of them sat cross-legged in the cavern, knee-to-knee, close enough that Mokoya could follow the easy rise and fall of Rider’s chest. They had a soft oval face of Kuanjin extraction, and the skin on their hands was translucent enough Mokoya could count the veins. But despite how sallow their face was, their eyes burned with a passion and intensity that snared the attention and refused to let it go.

“When I was twenty,” Rider said, “I took Bramble across the Demons’ Ocean. I wanted to find my family, the ones who had given me away. But I was told they had relocated from Banturong, and moved back to the capital city. So it was to the capital city that I traveled. Do you follow, Tensor Sanao?”

“Just call me Mokoya. Please.”

“Mokoya.” Rider sounded it in their mouth, as though testing out its fit. They smiled like it pleased them. “Mokoya.”

“So,” Mokoya said, “you went to Chengbee.”

“Yes. And in the capital I met a woman. Tan Khimyan.”

She frowned. “I know that name.”

“You should. She moved to Bataanar recently, as an advisor to Raja Choonghey. It was at his invitation. Mokoya.”

Yes—Akeha had mentioned her—that was why the name was familiar. “They’re friends?”

“Perhaps too shallow a description for their relationship, Mokoya. The two became close around Raja Ponchak’s death. When she was very ill, Ponchak went to the capital to seek treatment. That is how Khimyan and Choonghey met.”

A suspicious coincidence—or perhaps not a coincidence. She remembered Akeha referring to Tan Khimyan as an adversary. The adversary, even.

“Keep talking.”

As they had been speaking, Phoenix had started making curious overtures to the other beast in the cavern: creeping up, bumping her snout against Bramble’s shoulder, then scuttling away. The naga rumbled, equally curious and equally cautious.

Rider said, “It is necessary you know this, Mokoya. Khimyan and I were intimately involved. An arrangement that, in hindsight, was ill-advised on my part. But it allowed me to become privy to some of the things she did in secret.”

Mokoya raised an eyebrow, and Rider laughed, a sound like chimes on the wind. “Not of the sort you are imagining, Mokoya.”

“I’m sorry. Please continue.” She liked the way her name sounded in their mouth, the vowels round and gentle. She kept her hands pressed to her thighs, lest they betray her.

“Khimyan kept company with a group of Tensors who were conducting experiments on a clutch of captive young naga. They were inspired by what you achieved with Phoenix. They wanted to replicate it, surpass it even.”

A shiver passed through Mokoya, starting from the deep of her chest and spreading to her fingers and toes. “I’m glad my personal tragedy was so inspirational,” she said through her teeth.

Rider’s lips curved. Vindictiveness looked foreign on the soft lines of their face, yet the expression was also corrosively genuine. “I reported them to the Tensorate. It was the first thing I did when I escaped.”

“Escaped?”

They hesitated. “Khimyan … has ways of trapping people by her side. I left when she brought home another girl, another child who was unwell and would be entirely reliant upon her. I had realized that she would never change. She saw those around her as curiosities, not people.” They shifted their weight slightly, bumping their knees against Mokoya’s. “And I feared she might take Bramble for experiments. Mokoya.”

“That sounds like a terrible thing to be put through. My sympathies.”

They shrugged, a fluid motion of the shoulders. “Because of what I did, Khimyan was expelled from the Tensorate and had to leave the city. So there was some justice, after all.”

“So they were successful, these Tensors? With their experiment?”

Rider nodded.

Mokoya’s mind chugged through this information, trawling for the dregs of logic that had to be contained within. So the rumors the Machinists heard had been right. But again, not wholly. If this was the work of bored, arrogant Tensors, and not instructions from the Protector—

Phoenix barked: a child sound, short and high. When Mokoya looked, she was darting away from a swipe of Bramble’s clawed wings, head bobbing playfully. The naga grumbled, and its tail flicked, scales and spikes iridescent in the dimness.

“You still haven’t answered my question,” Mokoya said.

“Which one, Mokoya?”

“What are you doing here?”

“Have I not given you enough clues to answer it yourself?”

“I want to hear you say it.”

Rider folded their hands in the loose gray of their lap, the shape of their wrist bones pulling at Mokoya’s attention. “You and I seek the same thing, Mokoya. The naga that these Tensors created. It has come to Bataanar and nests nearby, somewhere in the desert.”

Mokoya looked briefly at Bramble, then back at Rider. “There is a second naga?”

“Yes.”

“Who summons it?”

Rider tilted their head, frowning. Mokoya got more direct: “Is this part of a Protectorate plan to destroy Bataanar?”

“Ah.” Understanding brightened Rider’s expression. “You are a Machinist. Of course—that would be your primary interest. Yes.” Their gaze briefly flicked toward the light puncturing the cavern. “This is no Protectorate plot, Mokoya. Whatever the naga’s purpose here, it has nothing to do with crushing the Machinist movement.”

Rider spoke with a conviction that would have been suspicious, if what they were saying didn’t make so much sense. In Mokoya’s head, the abnormalities of this saga were rearranging themselves into a new shape, like a tangram. A vast, unwieldy political conspiracy folded into a petty, personal drama: not a plot to destroy a city, but the journey of an abandoned creature seeking its creator. “Is the city in danger?”

“I do not suspect so, Mokoya. There is little benefit to be gained from harming it.”

A capsule of relief burst over Mokoya, and she relaxed into its cooling embrace. Out of everything, she could at least set aside her worry about the immediate fate of Bataanar, that citadel of stone and white clay protecting her brother.

“Come back with me to camp,” she said. “You need to meet my crew leader.” And my husband. “We have a lot to discuss.”

“Do the rest of your crew also not sleep?”

Mokoya chuckled: she had forgotten the time. “Come tomorrow morning, then, at first sunrise.”

“Or you could remain with me for the rest of the night.”

Mokoya blinked. Rider leaned forward, and the closeness of their body, the heat of it mingling with her own, told her she hadn’t misunderstood their meaning. “I find you attractive,” Rider said, “and from your responses, I think you feel the attraction mutual. Why not lie with me?”

She laughed. This wasn’t the first time she’d been so barefacedly propositioned, naturally. But she hadn’t expected this treatment out here, far from the fast-and-loose environs of red-lantern wine houses. And Rider had guessed right: Mokoya had been poorer at obscuring her base desires than she thought.

Inexplicably, she shook her head. Among Adi’s crew she had gained a reputation for spending each night in a city in a different bed. And Thennjay had always urged her to take on more lovers, not fewer. She couldn’t articulate why she was refusing something so freely given.

Rider sat back, reestablishing space between them. They seemed calm. “I apologize if I was too forward.”

“You weren’t. I just—” She shivered, trying to put aside thoughts of Rider’s cool skin next to hers. “You saw my vision, didn’t you?”

“I did, Mokoya.”

“And you still want to get in bed with that?”

Confusion worked through Rider’s face. Mokoya sighed and said, “Now’s not a good time.” She had no better explanation.

“I understand. Wait here, then.” Again, that pop in the air, that sideways shift through the Slack. Rider transported across the cavern, their lithe form kneeling to search through the bags tied to Bramble’s harness. Mokoya had begun to understand that the intricate patterns of their slackcraft were not manually created, but generated from the processes that underlay the mysterious Quarterlandish style of tensing.

Rider returned to her in a half crouch, one hand steadying themselves on Mokoya’s lap. With the other, they pressed a small, warm object into Mokoya’s hand.

It was a bronze dodecahedron, hollow in the center, each of its twelve faces taking the form of a zodiac animal. Mokoya turned it round, marveling at the artistry in the stylized figures, the bright eyes, the pointed teeth.

“It’s an anchor,” Rider said.

“What does that mean? What does it anchor?”

“I fold the Slack to travel, as you must have noticed.” Now Mokoya had a name for the process. “However, my control of the method is effective only at short distances. To travel to distant places, I must have an anchor in the place I wish to go. It ensures I do not materialize inside a wall, or outside a third-floor window.”

Touching the anchor’s shape in the Slack stirred up dormant memories in the slow pulp of Mokoya’s mind. Honeylemon summer days, tender fruit slices dipped in sugar and chili. Some sort of spell woven into the body of the anchor, almost like a signature. Gooseflesh and pleasure played across her arms, a blush of warmth spreading red.

A small smile tugged at Rider’s lips. “Are you certain you do not wish to stay?”

Mokoya sighed and tucked the anchor into a waist pouch. She would not give in to temptation.

Rider understood. “We will meet again soon, Mokoya.”



Mokoya managed to get halfway to camp before she changed her mind and turned around. She gave herself that much credit, at least.

Rider was curled up on their sleeping mat, loosely swathed in a gossamer layer of muslin, when she returned. They sat up, blinking heavy lids. “Mokoya?”

Mokoya stood silently by the bed, drinking in the long limbs with their slight musculature, the shape of their hips and breasts, the feast of strange characters that spread across their yoghurt complexion.

Still saying nothing, she unfastened the collar of her cloak and pointedly, deliberately, began to undress.

“Mokoya.” Rider watched intensely, a smile spreading along their lips, pomegranate-ripe and slow as salt. Wrapped in the gravity of their attention, Mokoya adjusted her movements into a calibrated dance.

Rider reached up and pulled her into a closer orbit. “Mokoya,” they whispered, as her lips descended upon their neck. “Mokoya,” they repeated, as those lips continued their pilgrimage downward. Rider’s voice swelled with breath as Mokoya journeyed over the words on their skin, imagining those radicals spelling commandments, poetry, laws of the universe. Mokoya. Mokoya. The world outside faded away. Mokoya closed her eyes and let herself sink into bliss, her mind utterly blank except for those three syllables, tumbling over and over again from Rider’s lips.



 



Chapter Six


MOKOYA WOKE TO THE day’s first sunrise warming the cavern, casting waterfall light on the far wall. Bramble and Phoenix were quiescent in the corner, a gentle heap of snouts tucked into tails, rib cages rising and falling.

Rider, too, remained in the drifts of sleep, curled against Mokoya’s shoulder, loops of hair loose around their face. Peace sat languid and unfamiliar in her chest: not the peace of familiar comforts, of old beddings and well-worn grooves in stone, but a clear kind of peace, like an ocean with stones at the bottom, its surface jade-blue and throwing off sunlight.

Mokoya studied Rider’s features, puzzled by the emotions that filled her. She was used to slipping from between the thighs of people for whom names and faces were mere formalities, soon to be forgotten. Yet here she was, imagining futures with this person whose history and mind were gray blanks to her. But what bright futures they were! Days spent hunting, nights spent entwined like this. She was not too old and broken to be snagged on the dangerous barbs of hope.

You idiot. You chicken-headed idiot.

Rider stirred as if they could hear her thoughts. Mokoya, they mouthed, as if still testing her name on their tongue.

“Did you rest well?” she asked.

“A little too well.” In the quiet, Rider traced the pebbled ridges on her right arm, fingers dancing on the border where lizard skin lapped at the brown twists of scar tissue. The arm was a rich crimson now, a wild and prosperous shade Mokoya had rarely displayed since she’d gotten the graft. “The colors change. Do they mean anything?”

“They’re controlled by my mood. The doctors took the graft from a blue horned lizard, which uses colors to communicate. Blue is neutral. Green is for sadness, yellow and orange for stress. Black for anger.”

“Then what about red?”

“What do you think?”

They smiled.

Mokoya had questions of her own. “Tell me about these markings,” she said, tracing a line of them down Rider’s arm. Up close, in the light, she recognized the characters as old Kuanjin script, shapes of a dead language known only to obscure scholars. “Why do you have them?”

Rider pressed their face into her chest and mumbled, “They are a record. They tell the story of my life, the things I want remembered.”

“Where did you learn to read them?”

“There are caves in the Quarterlands, deep beneath the skin of the earth, where the walls are covered with thousands upon thousands of these characters. They tell you their names if you ask.”

Mokoya shivered, to which Rider said, “I could teach you. The language is not so difficult, especially for a speaker of modern-day Kuanjinwei.”

She traced the character strokes printed at the apex of their shoulder. Something stirred under her finger, a phantom flutter of tiny wings. “These aren’t ordinary tattoos, are they?”

“No. They are tensed into my skin, into my flesh. I made them so they will burn into my bones upon my death.”

“You do these yourself?”

“Of course.” They detached from her, rolling onto their back. “I spend many of my days alone, Mokoya. If something happens … I do not want my existence to go unremarked upon. I do not want to be an anonymous set of bones scattered in the desert, chanced upon by travelers and discarded.”

A springtime of questions flowered in Mokoya’s head, and she imagined picking them off one after another, in some version of the future with long, balmy hours for sleep. She imagined comfortable days spent learning new languages, words passing from tongue to tongue.

She stretched. “I have a question.”

“What question?”

“When you gave me the anchor yesterday, you said you fold the Slack.”

“Yes.”

“Can you explain that?” How did one fold something that had no shape, no beginning and no end?

“The Slack knows neither time nor space—it is all that ever was and all that ever will be, connected together. If you bring one point to another, you can travel between them.”

“I don’t understand.” It was like imagining a color invisible to human eyes.

“My time in Chengbee taught me that the way I see the Slack is different from a Tensor’s conception of it, Mokoya. Your confusion surprises me, however. Do you not fold the Slack when you seek your visions?”

“No, they come to me unbidden. There’s no folding involved, no tensing. It happens when it happens.”

“So you have no control over the process?”

“No.”

Rider looked at the cavern roof, considering this piece of information. Then they rose to their feet. “Come. I can show you.”

They both got dressed and stood in the middle of the cavern.

“Close your eyes,” Rider said.

Mokoya cleared her mindeye, and they both became radiant spots against the fabric of the world.

Rider took her hands and tensed.

The world shuddered, sudden and seismic, like the ground was a cloth that had been snatched away. The sound of water washed over her as the air embraced her with cool damp. Droplets flecked her skin. She opened her eyes next to the cascade of oasis water, Rider shimmering before her in the new light.

“Did you feel that?” Rider asked.

“Do it again.”

This time, she watched the Slack as it moved. Not just the simple motion of tensing, pulling on threads and connections. A wholesale shift. She’d never experienced anything like it.

Rider’s voice echoed through the cavern: “Your turn now.”

Mokoya blinked. “That’s a little—”

“You must try. You have the capability.”

Mokoya closed her eyes again. She cleansed her mindeye, recited the First Sutra—

“Forget everything you have learned. It will not help you.”

She hissed in annoyance, her focus broken.

Outside the caverns, in the desert, someone shouted her name. Again and again, the sound echoing back and forth. Searching for her. Desperate.

They stared at each other. “Thennjay,” Mokoya said. “Something’s wrong.” She broke into a run, headed for the boundary between cavern and passageway. “Thenn! It’s me, I’m in here!”

The whirr of lightcraft tumbled toward her. Whatever momentary peace Mokoya had found was drowned by an acid-sharp flood of adrenaline, thick and frothy in her throat and chest.

Thennjay arrived like an avalanche, presence filling the chamber, gaze sweeping across the scene. “Oh, great.”

“What is it?” Mokoya asked. His pinched expression said many things, none of them good.

“Your enjoyable night aside, this day has just taken a massively hell-shat turn—”

“Thenn.”

He shut his eyes and forced calmness over his face. “The naga we’re hunting? The big one? We found it.”

The breath he drew should have warned her what was coming, because it was shaky, and she’d rarely seen him shake. “Nao, it’s the size of the sun. And it’s attacking Bataanar.”



 



ACT TWO

BATAANAR




 



Chapter Seven


MOKOYA HAD BEEN DRILLED in basic Slack theory at the Grand Monastery by Master Chong, a tall and hard man, with long steps and a seismic voice that carried across the classroom. Decades later, she could still close her eyes and recall its heavy boom, accompanied by a high chorus of summer crickets.

“The nature of objects is fixed and known. That bucket is red; wood is consumed by fire; ice floats upon water.” He strode across the room like he owned it. “Pity the object, for it is trapped in its circumstances. Water can no more freeze in high summer than the sun can decide to stop falling across the sky.”

One of the acolytes had snickered. Master Chong had rapped her across the head with his knuckles, cutting her mirth short. His voice had rung out: “Listen carefully, you dogs! Today you learn to break the chains of circumstance. For the masters of the five natures know that the Slack is ever in motion. And through the natures of the Slack, we can change the nature of objects.”

Through the natures of the Slack, we can change the nature of objects. That hot afternoon each acolyte sat, sweat beading, as glasses of water refused to turn into ice, and the walls and floor of the pavilion, warm as a sibling’s embrace, mocked their efforts.

Those childhood lessons felt both incalculably distant and intimately close as Phoenix cut full-tilt through the wind, her narrow head lowered, each massive footstep cracking across fresh ice. Mokoya could barely pull the fire from the waters of the oasis fast enough to freeze a pathway beneath them.

If Mokoya had been paying any attention to the math, it would have looked something like this:

Force is mass times acceleration; pressure is force divided by surface area. The load-bearing capacity of ice is a factor of the square of its thickness. A running creature of Phoenix’s weight requires a yield of solid ice beneath for support. Volume is length times breadth times height. Two li from the caverns to Bataanar, spanned by a path a yield wide. Ten thousand cubic yields of water to freeze.

But none of that was on her mind. In the window of extreme focus that had opened and swallowed her, all thought was a distraction, a background hum to her actions. Her mindeye superseded her physical senses, the world surrendering to the shimmer of the Slack. Thennjay, mounted on his lightcraft, was a pinprick on the horizon. Behind him, Rider decorated the Slack with polygonal patterns as they pushed Bramble against the wind. Phoenix was falling behind.

Light and pressure exploded hundreds of yields away, as though a volcano had woken into violent enlightenment. Bataanar.

Mokoya’s eyes snapped open, and fear slammed into her. On the horizon, wavering like a mirage, Bataanar was wreathed in a fiery dome. But it wasn’t burning down. The light came from the city’s thermal shields, defending it from the creature attacking it.

The naga dwarfed Bramble in size, eclipsing her five to six times over, in a way that rendered math irrelevant. Bloodred clamored against poison-black on its skin. Its spread wings, clawing into the shields, obscured half the city from sight.

The naga screeched, a sound like metal tearing, like gods dying. It pressed its wings into the shields and struck with its hind legs as if it would disembowel the city itself.

How was the naga still alive? How had the shields not burned it to death?

Cracks appeared in the shields, a foul radiance as intense as death. Thermal shields were powerful and complex, setting aflame anything that crossed their threshold. Only Tensors could charge one or hold one against prolonged attack. Bataanar was a working people’s city, a blood-and-sweat city, and its reluctant handful of Tensors were better suited to maintaining and charging mining equipment.

Where were the pugilists? Where was her brother? Would they be able to hold it off?

Mokoya’s heartbeat made her dizzy. Phoenix could run no faster. She could not fly. They weren’t going to make it.

What had Rider said? The Slack knows neither time nor space.… If you bring one point to another, you can travel between them.

Back in the cavern, she had felt the Slack twist like a child’s napkin, sliding away under her.

She returned to the mindeye. The heaving struggle between shield and naga deformed the Slack, tearing a fault line into its fabric. The conflagration looked close enough to touch, but it wasn’t. If she could bridge the space between them—

It shouldn’t be possible, and yet—

It was like watching a pattern appear out of cloud. The geography of the Slack changed around Mokoya. Everything was still the same, yet the way she saw it had shifted, and if she just pulled it this way—

The Slack folded.

Ice turned to sand under Phoenix. The raptor shrieked as her legs buckled under her, balance lost. Sky and ground lurched. Then came pain: a solid mass of land slamming into Mokoya’s head and shoulder and hips. Sand invaded her airways.

Mokoya struggled upright, coughing and spitting. Phoenix was likewise climbing to her feet. The smell of molten metal burned on the air—death smell, industrial-kiln smell. Her clumsy Slack folding had ejected them onto a narrow strip of sand between the oasis and Bataanar. Where the oasis narrowed to a pucker and kissed the side of the city, dozens of boats waited to take workers to the mines. The naga cast a shadow over it all.

The pugilists on their lightcraft were no more than a cloud of mosquitoes, irritating the naga’s skin with their tiny lightning bolts. Mokoya saw Adi and the crew huddled limply in the shelter of the oasis inlet.

The naga screamed again. This close to the city, the sound pierced the eardrums like a spear.

Mokoya reached for earth-nature and tensed, hard as she could. Gravity warped, pulling at the naga’s massive bulk.

Mokoya felt the naga tense back, and in a moment of shock, she let go. A creature that used slackcraft. Impossible.

Like a cart struck by a falling tree, Bataanar’s shields failed.

First principles: water-nature keeps things going in motion. As the shield exploded, the naga fell forward, bellowing and beating its massive wings to keep afloat. The displaced air knocked Mokoya off her feet. A wing and a hind leg caught watchtowers in their path, shattering the fortifications into loose masonry that pummeled the ground.

Lying on her back, Mokoya watched a single figure, clad in black, leap onto the ruins of the city walls. Akeha. Her twin might disguise himself from others, but she would always know him. He raised a hand, something clutched in it. She felt its pull and knew what it was. “Great Slack, don’t—”

Akeha hurled it.

Cheebye.

Akeha called them sunballs, but his contraptions were anything but benign givers of light. When her brother made sunballs, he made superweapons. Enclosed in that shell was a minuscule amount of burning gas, invisible to the eye, tensed into so much heat and pressure that the atoms melted, succumbed to one another, and changed their nature. Akeha was working massive amounts of earth-energy, condensed around that single, infinitesimally small point—

Mokoya shielded her face—

He let go.

The explosion hammered through her bones. Something huge fell into the water, a seismic sound, a deep groaning. Acridity flared into her lungs. Keha, you turtle egg.

Mokoya’s vision cleared in time for Bramble’s wings to interrupt the sky. The smaller naga’s legs were knives scything into the back of the fallen behemoth as it thrashed in the oasis. The larger naga reared its massive head and slammed into Bramble with one sinuous ripple of the neck. She fell with a desperate, wounded-animal sound.

The grand naga surged into the sky. Tsunami-height waves sent the boats on the inlet crashing into each other, the sound of skeletons being shaken. The beat of its wings flattened sand and shrub in its passage. It headed east. Of course. The segment of desert they hadn’t searched yet.

Bramble struggled across the inlet, unable to take to the air. A forlorn figure rested on her back: Rider, slumped in exhaustion. Mokoya’s heart contracted painfully as they slid from the harness and crumpled onto the sand.

Mokoya’s hip and back reported pain with every stride. Still she ran. Her mind conjured visions of Rider dead, blood emptying onto the hot ground, tattoos flaring red as they burned through their skin.

And then they moved, rising slowly to their feet, taking a step toward her, before folding in two again. In relief, Mokoya closed the distance between them and pulled Rider into her embrace. Their heartbeat stuttered in their neck, in their chest. “Mokoya,” they whispered.

“Rest,” Mokoya said. “You’ll be all right. Thank the fortunes.”

“It is as I feared,” they said, barely coherent, barely conscious. “This creature … what it means.…” Their limbs trembled, and they went limp.

“Rider!” Their weight pulled Mokoya to the fevered, disturbed ground. Rider was pale and clammy, a flickering imprint in the Slack. Mokoya’s graceless tensing through forest-nature told her nothing. The workings of the body, its branches and its energy flows, had always been opaque to her.

A lightcraft approached as Mokoya tracked the precarious contractions of Rider’s heart. One-two, one-two, one-two. Her arms were shaking, her vision eaten by sparks of lightning.

“Nao?” She looked up. Thennjay was warm and solid against the dizzy, swallowing sky. She couldn’t read his face, but she could read the alarm in his voice. “What have we gotten into, Nao?”

Mokoya pressed Rider to her bosom. She had no words for him.



 



Chapter Eight


LIKE MOSS, LIFE SPILLED outward from Bataanar in the form of a hundred tents and caravans, where brown-toothed merchants and transients and others who couldn’t find space within the tightly regulated city walls made camp and fought for scraps of whatever—food, trade, love—came their way.

It was here that Thennjay and his pugilists had unfurled their tents, choosing to put down their roots among the poor. The caravan city had escaped the brunt of the naga’s attacks, and in one of the tents, Thennjay leaned over Rider’s unconscious form, hands gentle on the pale damp of their forehead, working quietly through forest-nature.

Mokoya watched him while worrying at the bones of her hands, a thousand half-formed sentences swarming in her mind, drowning out all logical thought. Fragments of the past day tumbled loose in vivid flashes: The gray fabric of Rider’s bed. The shadow of basalt outcrops in the desert. The explosion scars on Bataanar’s walls, like black peonies. The sickening smell of burning flesh and oil—

No. That was a set of smells—and thoughts—from another time.

Thennjay stood. Through the ringing in her ears, Mokoya asked, “Well?”

His first answer skated past her in a collection of syllables that did not register as words. She blinked and forced herself to focus on the present. “What?”

With a gentle, patient air, Thennjay repeated, “No internal bleeding, no serious injuries. Just exhaustion. She’ll recover.”

“They.”

“They,” Thennjay acknowledged. He brushed fingers along the scars embroidering her face. “How about you?”

“I’ll be fine.”

He tilted his head. “All right.” He had long years of experience, and he knew when it was futile to argue with Mokoya. He looked over at Rider. “Who are they?”

Mokoya told him what she knew. Her explanation, condensed to six sentences, sounded flimsy and inadequate. “That’s all,” she said at the end of it. “We’ve only just met.”

“You like them,” he said.

“I bedded them. It doesn’t mean anything.”

“You like them,” he repeated, one corner of his lips lifting.

“Stop. I’m not that easy to read.”

“Oh, my love.” Thennjay laughed and caressed her cheek again. “You haven’t changed.”

She smiled back, then looked away. Beyond the cool dim flaps of the tent, a chorus of voices brawled and overlapped, but in here peace reigned. She felt herself settling in the present, her senses behaving better, her mind returning to roost.

The tent flaps rustled, and a stout, frowning entity pushed its way through. Adi. “Ah, you.”

Patches of soot and rusty blood stained Adi’s clothes. A thick, dark clot clung to her brow, but she waved off Thennjay’s attempts to have a look. “Your friend’s naga we tied outside with Phoenix,” she said to Mokoya.

“Good. She’s tame. She’ll give you no trouble.”

“Sure or not. She already tried to bite off Faizal’s head.”

“I don’t blame her; sometimes I feel the same way.”

Adi snorted, but her mirth was shallow. She shook her head. “Mokoya,” she said, “we didn’t sign up for this nonsense.”

“I know. Adi, I won’t blame you if you decide to go. I can’t keep everyone safe.”

“You see outside like that, how to go?” Adi let out a huge huff and planted her fists on her hips. “But you don’t expect me to help with your politics.”

“No. Of course not.” As Adi turned to leave, she said, “Adi—thank you.”

Adi ruched her nose. “You thank me for what.” And then she was gone.

“I love her,” Thennjay said, in the space left by her departure.

It was just the two of them now, if you didn’t count Rider. Adi’s brief encroachment had brought back the gravity of the situation and the depth of the uncertainty they were mired in. Mokoya said, “What do you know about Tan Khimyan, the raja’s advisor? What did Akeha tell you?”

“About her?” Thennjay shrugged. “Nothing, except that she interferes with all his plans, and he would like to acquaint her with a pit of vipers. You know how he is.”

That didn’t help Mokoya assemble a mental image of the woman, so she simply substituted the blank in her mind with a clone of her mother, equipped with the same face, the same mannerisms, and the same motivations. “She wants to destroy Bataanar. We have to stop her.”

“Do we know that?” Thennjay drew in a huge breath, rotating his shoulders. “I’m not convinced she’s controlling the naga. You saw it too. I don’t know if that beast can be controlled.”

Mokoya folded her arms. “That naga used slackcraft. You felt it, didn’t you?” When Thennjay nodded reluctantly, she pressed on: “Animals don’t become adepts—they’re in no way complex enough. Something’s been done to that naga. And that means whoever’s experimented on it also developed a way of controlling it.” She was definitely thinking of her mother now. “They wouldn’t make a weapon they can’t leash.”

“Okay,” Thennjay said. “Fair. But what if it’s gone rogue?”

“Then we’re not any less dead, are we?”

Thennjay shut his eyes, put his hands over his face, and sucked air through the gaps.

A familiar presence drew near, emerging from the swamp of activity around the tent. A narrow blade of focused purpose. She knew who it was before he came through the flaps. “Keha.”

Sanao Akeha entered the tent with a frown, which was his default expression. The captain of Bataanar’s city guard scanned the tiny, canvas-bound space, and the frown dissolved as he caught sight of his sister. “Moko. Thank the Almighty.”

He crushed her in a hug, which she returned. Her twin stank of grease and dust and wood char, but he was alive and unhurt. She let go of the last dregs of resentment.

“I didn’t get a hug,” Thennjay grumbled.

Akeha remained unimpressed. “You didn’t wipe her snot when she was six. Deal with it.”

Mokoya elbowed Akeha in the chest, and he grunted. His gaze fell upon Rider’s form on the bed. “Who’s that?”

“A friend,” Mokoya said, in the same moment Thennjay said, “Mokoya’s new lover.”

Akeha looked from one to the other. “All right.” She saw him dismiss Rider as unimportant, a small but distracting pattern in one corner of a larger tapestry, and wanted to protest: Wait, not so fast.

But Thennjay was already moving the conversation onward. “Where’s Yongcheow?”

“In the city. Trying to get Lady Han on the talker. Everything’s gone to pieces around here.” Akeha looked hollowed out. With proximity, Mokoya noticed how his hair hung in tangled clumps around his chin. Was that blood? She reached for it, and he batted her hand away.

Thennjay said, “We were discussing the naga before you arrived. We thought it might be under someone’s control.”

“That’s wonderful. We’ve got bigger problems,” Akeha said.

Mokoya squinted at him. “Bigger problems than that naga?”

His lips formed a grim line. “The raja has sent for Protectorate troops.”

“That fool.” The words burst explosively from Thennjay. “After Bengang Baru? Did he learn nothing?”

Mokoya remembered Bengang Baru: a sleepy fishing town with a small pewter factory, population five thousand. Unremarkable until it had accrued an unhealthy reputation as a Machinist hub. Officially, it had been flattened by a Machinist experiment gone wrong. But Mokoya had walked through the cratered, smoking streets, still hot and glowing with the bones of fisherfolk and the timbers of factory workers’ houses, and she had seen the hand of the Protectorate everywhere. In the traces of slackcraft lingering still in the fire. In the wounds left in buildings by Protectorate guns. In the utter, ruthless devastation that was her mother’s signature. No one had been left alive to tell the truth.

“You know Mother’s just waiting for an excuse,” Mokoya said. Protectorate troops would come not to defend, but to destroy. How could the raja be so stupid?

“His advisor has been trying to manufacture crises in the city for months now,” Akeha growled. “Now she’s finally got what she wanted.”

“She’s the one controlling the naga,” Mokoya said. “I’m certain of that now.” A narrative had lodged in the tracks of her mind. Tan Khimyan, disgraced Tensor, exiled to the wilds of Ea, seeking a way back to the capital. Decides to curry favor with the Protector by sacrificing a city—a Machinist base, after all, had to be destroyed, never mind the thousands who lived in it.

It was what Mother would do.

“We must ask him to rescind the call for aid,” Thennjay said.

Akeha scowled. “Can you recall an arrow that has been fired?”

“What’s the alternative?” Mokoya asked. “Sit around and wait for death?”

“Will I sit around? Are my people the type to simply wait?” Akeha countered, between his teeth. Fire burned in him, a gleam of light fixed on the spectacle of martyrdom.

“Keha.”

“Come on,” Thennjay said, alarm gathering on his face. “We can’t just prepare for the worst. Come on. We haven’t even tried talking to the raja. We have to try.” He looked at Akeha, as close to desperation as she’d ever seen him. “Just let me try.”



 



Chapter Nine


BATAANAR WAS A CITY of curling streets, stacked with multilevel clay abodes and strung with shops that sold spices and fabric and hammered cook pots and cheap printed scrolls. The smell of roast meat and hot mutton fat hung over the outer quarters like a curtain. The three of them pushed their way toward the raja’s palace in the center of the city, elbow to elbow with the thick unquiet of Bataanar’s citizenry. First sunfall had come and gone, and the bazaars were wreathed in strings of sunballs, proper ones that dutifully gave off light and were unlikely to erupt in a volcanic pulse of heat and radiation.

The city had brushed off the morning’s attack in the way cities with business to get to often do. Yet traces of emergency lingered. Conversations were subdued, contracted to the bare necessities of transaction. Merchants’ wares huddled on carts and in boxes, ready to be whisked away at a moment’s notice. Iron locusts patrolled the skies, hulking creatures of gray metal glowing with the raja’s seal, broadcasting curfew instructions in four languages.

A sense of unease dogged Mokoya as she fell behind the other two. The gazes of shopkeepers and street vendors trailed her passage. Heavily wrapped women ducked their eyes at her approach and turned their heads once she walked past. Men, their hoods pulled tight around their heads, stared at her from side alleys and second-floor windows. Were they staring because they didn’t know who she was? Or were they staring because they did? She had draped her cloak over the bright colors of the lizard arm, but the scars on her face were unmistakable. Her entire face was unmistakable.

She walked faster.

Laid over Bataanar’s anxiety, Mokoya saw the ghost of Bengang Baru—the mutilated houses, the charred bones, the clogging, inescapable assault of putrefaction. The purge had happened six months ago, and she had pushed the memories deep into the quarantined districts of her mind. But it was all coming out of the ground again.

A child-sized shoe lay by itself in the middle of a street, surrounded by destruction, its twin nowhere to be found. Its rim was stained sticky brown. Trying to imagine how it got there was worse than looking at the dead shells of houses. Somewhere Adi was calling her name, but all she could see was a foot ripped from an ankle, some scavenger coming by later to pry the flesh out of the shoe with sharp teeth—

Mokoya desperately filled her lungs. The air in Bataanar was spiced with cinnamon, not decay. Under her breath, she whispered, “The Slack is all, and all is the Slack…”

Akeha turned around. “What was that?”

“Nothing.”

Bataanar had ghosts of its own. Wherever she turned, there was the same picture—hung in gilt frames, draped with garlands, grayed by incense smoke—gracing the fronts of shops or peeping from their dimly lit interiors. An old portrait of the royal family. Raja Ponchak, smiling, ceremonially dressed, seated on a simple wooden chair with a plain gray backdrop. To the back and the left stood Raja Choonghey, tall and thin and sharp-faced. To the back and right was their daughter, Wanbeng, child-aged and apple-cheeked.

The girl would be eighteen now, Mokoya calculated, with the selfish and gut-shredding pang that accompanied thoughts of other people’s daughters growing up.

Mokoya had met Raja Ponchak and her family only once: eight years ago, when the city had been consecrated, its streets neat and empty and the air still papery with construction dust. Thennjay had officiated the ceremony. She remembered very little of Raja Ponchak, except for the fragrant white buds she had worn in her hair that day. Of her husband Mokoya recalled even less. She did remember Wanbeng, who at ten years of age had developed an armor of aloofness. She had refused to play with Eien, whom she’d called “a baby who hasn’t even picked their gender yet.” Eien had been three years old.

It was strange walking through Bataanar and recognizing shards of its architecture—the splendid blue minarets of its grand mosque, the lines of its library tower—but having next to no memory of having visited. Intellectually she knew she had been here before, but a fundamental disconnect lay between her and the Mokoya who had accrued these impressions. That Mokoya had walked these pristine streets carrying her young child, probably laughing and thinking happy thoughts now opaque to her.

Maybe it was she who was the ghost.

The streets changed as they threaded deeper into Bataanar. The crowds diluted. The shops and open doors on the ground floors gave way to six-yield-high walls and barricaded gates. There the air was quieter and drained of smell. Buildings bulged like well-fed bellies, sporting arched windows and lamp-shaped cutouts on their walls. The streets sloped upward, more steeply at some points than others. Above them loomed the golden teardrop domes of the royal palace.

The raja’s palace was a series of round, white-walled stone buildings. A wide swath of extravagantly watered garden surrounded the compound, ardently lit and fragrant in the desert air. At its edge waited a statuesque figure: a woman with thick arms and a face that could light dreams. Her robes were that of a high-placed servant’s, simple, but well kept. Kebang? Mahanagay? Mokoya wasn’t sure.

Akeha hissed when she saw her. “Get out of here, Silbya. You can’t block us from seeing the raja.”

“I have no intention of doing so,” she said. “My mistress wishes to extend an invitation for an audience with Tensor Sanao.” She looked at Mokoya and made a small gesture of obeisance. “Tensor. My mistress, the raja’s advisor—”

“Tan Khimyan,” Mokoya said. The expression on Akeha’s face had told her everything she needed. A brief spurt of adrenaline ran through her. “What does she want with me?”

Silbya carried herself with calm and simplicity. “She has some matters she wishes to discuss. What they are, I cannot disclose.”

Thennjay was looking at her in alarm. Akeha’s lips curled in distaste. But the emotion that poured through Mokoya burned like fire and felt like the hunger of a tiger smelling prey. She wanted to face this woman and stare her in the eyes.

“I’ll go,” she said. Beside her, Akeha reacted with consternation, imperceptible to all but her. She squeezed his arm.

As children in the Grand Monastery, they had perfected a way of speaking directly through the Slack. Akeha looked fiercely into her eyes, and she quieted her mindeye to listen.

She’s dangerous, he said. Watch where your feet land. Try not to die on me.

Don’t be an idiot, she replied. Of course I’ll be careful. But she thought that it was the advisor who should be careful.



 



Chapter Ten


THE ADVISOR’S RESIDENCE STOOD in the middle of a massive paved courtyard, surrounded by gold-embellished white walls. The tops of trees could be seen within the compound walls: graceful swoops of willow, spikes of cherry blossom, heavy boughs of tamarind. The door, thick and red and punctuated by round gold studs, was guarded by a man and a woman in quilted Protectorate armor.

Mokoya followed Silbya’s unwavering path. The woman had not spoken on their trip up here, a sealed vessel from whom Mokoya could glean nothing. Mokoya had spent the time mouthing the First Sutra under her breath in a vain attempt to keep her heart rate steady.

“We are expected,” Silbya told the guards. The woman tugged on the Slack to open the doors.

Gravel paths forded thick rich soil. Peony bushes bloomed amongst the trees. The red arch of a wooden bridge graced a fishpond, where a pair of palm-sized terra-pins sunned themselves. At the end of the garden stood the advisor’s house, dark timber columns supporting a peaked roof threaded from corner to corner with carven dragons.

It looked and smelled like home.

Mokoya entered the advisor’s receiving chamber to the sounds of strife. A voice, fortified by the arrogance of youth, rang out: “You can take your false concern and put it up your own behind.”

Princess Wanbeng and Tan Khimyan were locked in verbal battle at the center of a cavernous room decked with shadows. Hanging trees and thick vines climbed golden frames that lined the chamber. In the back a fine silver mesh caged swooping flocks of birds and a sleek pile of breathing, growling fur: a tiger, eyes yellow, paws huge and idle. A hand thrust into a slash in the wires would never emerge again.

“Princess,” said Tan Khimyan, “your lack of decorum will not serve you well in Chengbee.”

“Good, because I’m not going to Chengbee.”

Wanbeng had the solid, corded look of a person who spent her days running and climbing. The child in the framed pictures had grown into a formidable young woman. Her hair was gathered high in an efficient bun, and she wore a closed, disdainful expression.

And there was Tan Khimyan, the woman Mokoya had imagined as identical to her mother. The reality was deflating. A small, pale-skinned woman with narrow features, she was not half as physically imposing as Mother. Worse still, she lacked the Protector’s presence, instead appearing to be overwhelmed by her ornate surroundings, like a child playing at being important. Disappointment set in. Contempt, even.

Tan Khimyan said to Wanbeng, “My dear child, think of your poor father. This is his wish for you.”

“I care nothing for his wishes. When Mother was dying, did he care for mine? No, he did not.”

Tan Khimyan sighed. “As you grow up, you will come to find that you should treasure your father’s intentions. He means the best for you.” She looked at Mokoya, the first acknowledgment that she had seen her guest. “I’m sure the Tensor here agrees.”

Mokoya raised an eyebrow. “Best intentions? My own mother bore me because she owed the Grand Monastery a blood debt. Are those the best intentions you mean?”

Wanbeng smirked. Seemingly emboldened by Mokoya’s statement, she said, “Here is what I think of my father’s best intentions.” She pulsed through water-nature. Glass shattered; on the long workbench that occupied the left side of the chamber, fragile objects cascaded to the ground. Boiling vessels, pipettes, and jars of chemicals burst into glittering fireworks. A hundred thousand weapons with which to cut the skin, to impale the self.

Tan Khimyan’s face went tight, and Mokoya watched her knuckles press through the skin of her hands. Weak, she thought. Mother would eat her alive. No wonder she was expelled from the city.

It had been years, and still her mother’s way of thinking crept through her mind like an elusive, fleeting specter. She shivered.

“Don’t waste my time again,” Wanbeng said, and she spun on her heel to leave.

“Silbya,” Tan Khimyan said, her voice straining against spikes of emotion, “come clear this up.”

The woman obeyed without a word. Tan Khimyan turned to Mokoya, and her face shifted into a diplomat’s smile. “My apologies, Tensor. Come, let us retire to a more civilized location.”

Tan Khimyan vanished into the shadows on the right. Mokoya stepped after her, but when she glanced back, she saw Wanbeng brazenly lift a small jade carving from one of Tan Khimyan’s display shelves and pocket it.

She admired the girl’s boldness, at least.

Tan Khimyan took her to a large study lit by silk-screened windows. A carved desk and tall-backed chair in matching rosewood lorded over the middle of the room. The desk hosted a tea set, an inkpot, brushes, and a pile of scrolls, arranged into a neat pattern with religious precision.

“Would you like some tea, Tensor Sanao? I’ve been looking forward to this day for a while now.”

“Is that so?”

“Of course.” She made her way around her desk and picked up the teapot without waiting for Mokoya’s answer.

Tan Khimyan dressed her shapely form in finely fitted silk. Her hair, sculpted to arboreal intricacy, glittered with the insectile weight of jewels. Mokoya had almost forgotten the fanciful ways women in the capital were expected to paint their faces, the rouge for the cheeks and lips, the stone-ink in place of eyebrows. She didn’t appreciate this reminder.

“Children these days,” Tan Khimyan remarked. “More like wild horses than civilized beings. Wanbeng’s been a thorn in her father’s eye for quite some time now. She is of the age to further her education, but she is reluctant to leave the provincial lands she grew up in. She will come around. She is a sensible child, after all.”

Mokoya noticed the cushion on the floor in front of the desk. Two ovals on the shiny surface of the fabric had been worn gray by the knees of countless supplicants. “I don’t expect you to kneel, of course,” Tan Khimyan said. “That’s for the workers. You are different.”

“How magnanimous of you.” Mokoya wasn’t sure the sarcasm in her voice came through.

“I always thought it a pity that I was not an advisor in Bataanar when you last visited,” Tan Khimyan said, as she washed the teacups. “We could have met then. But of course, many things have changed since that time.”

Mokoya met her prattle with a wall of silence. She did not take the teacup when it was offered to her, and Tan Khimyan put the cup away with a peeved expression. She was so easily pushed.

Mokoya said, “Did you summon the naga to the city?”

Tan Khimyan sighed and settled on the edge of her desk with the weight of a brocaded curtain. “You’re a plain talker, I see. All right.” She crossed one knee over the other. “In the interest of honesty, I shall tell you: I did not.”

Mokoya snorted.

“You may find it hard to believe. But this is true. I had a hand in creating the beast, but someone else is controlling it.”

“So you admit to creating the naga?”

She shrugged. “I see no point in concealing that fact from you. Yes, Tensor, I admit it. I was part of the group in Chengbee that created this naga.” A dry, humorless chuckle followed. “It was what caused my exile from the capital, after all.”

Mokoya wasn’t buying it. “If you’re not the one summoning the naga, who is? Who else knows it exists?”

“Who, indeed?” The silky way she said it insisted she had an answer.

Her posturing was starting to grate on Mokoya’s nerves. “Speak plainly.”

“Think a little, Tensor, and the answer will become clear. You’ve met her.”

Mokoya squinted. “Who, Wanbeng?” Sarcasm masked panic: she didn’t understand Tan Khimyan’s insinuation, and a fear of losing the conversation’s thread swelled in her.

Tan Khimyan exhaled and capitulated. Mokoya’s unintended feint had worked. “I speak of Swallow.”

“Swallow?” A name? A bird?

Another deep sigh. “This coyness benefits neither of us, Tensor.” As cold water filled Mokoya’s spine like river water, she said, “Everyone’s seen the Quarterlandish girl who fights by your side. It’s hard to miss someone who rides a naga mount.”

Swallow. The name was wrong, and the pronouns were wrong, but Tan Khimyan was referring to Rider. Rider, who lay unconscious in a tent outside the city. Rider, who had the ability to draw unwarranted smiles out of Mokoya.

Tan Khimyan stood and began a circuit of her desk. “I brought you here to warn you of her duplicity. I can tell Swallow has wormed her way into your good graces. But you must not make the mistake of trusting her, as I did.”

Mokoya shifted weight between her feet, not sure what to do with her hands, which had begun to prickle as if insects writhed inside her fingers.

“You may not know her very well, but we were together for many years. I took her in, I sheltered her, and I protected her in the capital. For all that, she betrayed me. That’s the kind of person she is.”

“Betrayed you?”

“She was the one who reported our experiments. Did she not tell you?”

No, of course Rider had told her. Things slipped her mind so easily these days. Mokoya folded her arms to hide the fact that they were shaking. “I have only your word that she’s responsible.”

“Ah, Tensor. I wish I had proof to offer you! But the fortunes are not so kind. All I have is circumstantial evidence.”

Mokoya took the bait: “What evidence?”

“A few months ago, my chambers were broken into. All my notes about the experiment went missing. They are everything someone would need to control the naga. The guards saw no one come in or leave. And they’re quite thorough, my guards. Silbya would know if the compound was breached.” She looked seriously at Mokoya. “Now, can you think of anyone you know who has the ability to travel from place to place without being detected? Someone who can bend the Slack?”

Mokoya’s pulse accelerated. “Any thief with the right skills could have broken into your quarters undetected. Your so-called evidence means nothing.”

“But it’s Swallow. I’m sure of it. It could be no one else.”

“That’s easy for you to say.”

All attempts at posturing had fled Tan Khimyan. What remained was iron-jawed determination and a refusal to look away from Mokoya, who found the fish-spear attention unnerving.

“Listen, Tensor,” Tan Khimyan said. “I know we have no reason to be friends. Certainly your brother, for all that we have clashed, would have set you against me.” With broad strides, she closed the gap between them, reaching for Mokoya. “But Bataanar is my home now. And I will not see it destroyed.”

Mokoya took a step back, away from the woman’s grasping hands. Colorful emotions burned through the arm hidden by her cloak.

“Look through her belongings. Find what she has stolen from me. That’ll be all the evidence you need.”

“I don’t understand. Why would they do this?”

“Swallow? She seeks revenge, Tensor. She would see me utterly destroyed. It was not enough for her to have me turned out of my life and my home. She will plague me into the grave.”

Mokoya thought of the night they’d spent together, recalling Rider’s strangeness and intensity, tempered by great curiosity and great warmth. She had believed in that warmth, had found comfort in it, had briefly relied upon it as a fount of human compassion. When she tried to picture them bearing the kind of grudge Tan Khimyan was accusing them of, her mind stumbled over the jagged incongruity.

The woman studied Mokoya’s reaction. At least she had stopped trying to touch Mokoya; she had realized it would end badly. “You still don’t believe me, of course. But you have known her only briefly. I suspect you’ll learn better.”

Mokoya thought, You can’t even use the right pronouns for them. You don’t even know their real name.

And then: How do I know that I know their real name?

She shivered. Was she sure she knew Rider better than this woman did? Would she be willing to bet Bataanar’s fate on it?



When Mokoya left Tan Khimyan’s residence, the distant, rational part of her mind said she needed to find Akeha and Thennjay. But her feet were already taking her down the narrow path back through Bataanar, back through the suffocating heat, back through the staring, distrustful crowds. All of it—the noise, the shoving, the smells of sweat and cooking—came in through a thick filter. They were sensations being picked up by someone else’s body, in which she was only a guest.

She dutifully put one foot in front of the other and kept breathing.

The tent city was prefaced by Bramble’s sloping form. The naga rested on the cooling sand with Phoenix tucked under one blue-and-yellow wing. The raptor jumped up in a flurry of delight when she saw Mokoya, but her excitement dampened as Mokoya stroked her nose. She knew something was wrong.

“Shh,” Mokoya said, as Phoenix pressed her massive head into her hands and whined.

Bramble growled and rustled her wings, watching Mokoya carefully. The naga was less skittish than she had been before—Phoenix’s presence seemed to calm her down. It was a pity. The two of them appeared to be getting along so well.

Rider was alive, awake, and crouched over something when Mokoya entered the tent. They jumped up, and a flash of emotion—shock or guilt, or both—crossed their face. “Mokoya.”

The tent looked like a typhoon had hit it. Someone had brought Mokoya’s belongings in from the desert and left them in haphazard clumps. Boxes and small bags lay around, and they all looked like they had been opened. A stack of journals sat on top of the box Mokoya had put them in. Anger tore through her gut. “Have you been looking through my things?”

That look of guilt again. “Yes. No.” Color flushed through Rider’s pale cheeks. “The crew brought your things in—there was a flash storm in the desert while you were in the city. We wanted to make sure nothing had water damage.”

If truth had a shape, her words fit its boundaries. A wash of petrichor had weighted the air outside, which she had mistaken for oasis smell. Heavy clashes of slackcraft could, and often would, disrupt weather patterns.

Still the sense of violation remained. “You read my journals?”

“I did not.” Their brows furrowed. “I would never do such a thing without your consent, Mokoya.”

One of the capture pearls sat by itself on top of an upturned crate. Mokoya frowned at it, and Rider noticed. “Mokoya,” they said placatingly, reaching for her arm. Their fingers froze an inch from her skin, as if they were afraid to make contact.

“You looked through that one,” she said.

“I—” Their shoulders cramped into an apologetic shape. “I was merely curious—I wanted to study the technique behind it. I did not know they contained your personal memories. I am sorry, Mokoya.”

Heavy browns and greens swirled in the belly of the capture pearl like swamp water. Mokoya knew which it was by sight. It contained her last argument with Thennjay, captured for posterity: the Grand Monastery in the grip of a heat wave, Phoenix showered by dying cherry blossoms, Mokoya tying her scattershot possessions to the raptor’s back.

“Stay? With a man who’s given up on our daughter?”

“Eien is dead, Nao. She’s gone. You have to accept that.”

“She’s gone, but we haven’t lost her.”

“Phoenix is just a copy. Nao! She’s not going to bring Eien back.”

Pulling on the reins, ropes biting into her skin. “Good-bye, Thenn.”

“Mokoya?”

She blinked. The capture pearl was gripped in her shaking hands, even though she had no memory of picking it up. The vision of Chengbee in the dying summer faded from around her. She felt like a chunk of time had been ripped from her, leaving a hollow in her body.

Rider looked afraid, but whether they were afraid of Mokoya or afraid for her, she couldn’t tell. “I apologize, Mokoya. If I had known, I would not have touched it.”

Mokoya’s fingers spasmed as she put the capture pearl back down. She had to force words through the clot of tension stoppering her chest. “Why does Tan Khimyan call you Swallow?”

Rider’s eyes widened. “Have you met her?”

She let the frost in her manner answer.

Rider intently surveyed the mess on the ground. “That was the name she gave me. She disliked the one I have.” They fidgeted like they wanted to tidy away the chaos, but didn’t dare to. “What did she say about me?”

“She said you were the one summoning the naga. She said you stole her notes. She said you’ll destroy Bataanar in your vendetta against her.”

Rider froze, then moved away so that Mokoya couldn’t see their reaction. Quietly they said, “So that is the story that she has woven, is it? Ah, Khimyan.”

The words were tainted with a filamentous tenderness Mokoya couldn’t parse. They turned back around. “How disappointing. I was not expecting this from her.”

“Are you denying this? You’re telling me she’s lying?”

“What part of that story sounds true to you?”

Mokoya folded her arms. “Whoever stole her notes broke into her compound without alerting the guards. It sounds like something you’d be capable of doing.”

“I would be capable of doing?” As Rider repeated her words, Mokoya realized how harsh they sounded, but it was too late. They had already left her mouth like a cloud of poison gas.

The guilt must have made its way to her face, because Rider said, “You are not to blame, Mokoya. After all, you know very little of me.” Hesitantly, they moved closer to her. “What can I do to ease your suspicions? Would you like to examine my belongings? It would prove I do not possess what she accuses me of taking.”

Mokoya sucked in a breath. A logical person would say, Yes, let’s do that. Let’s put aside all doubts. But the hurt she’d glimpsed on Rider’s face left a lingering chill. She felt that agreeing to this would put a permanent wall of mistrust between them. Any hope of a normal relationship would be crushed under its weight.

So she resisted. She dug her heels in against the pull of logic. She said, against her better instincts, “You don’t have to do that. I trust you.” A hundred starlings took flight in her chest as she mouthed the words.

Her declaration didn’t lift Rider’s mood as she had expected. If anything, the frown on their face deepened. “Do you? Why?”

“I trust you more than I trust Tan Khimyan,” she said, and that part was true as the sun’s path across the sky. “Besides,” she said, as the thought occurred to her, “her theory doesn’t hold weight. Like you told me, you need to put in an anchor point to travel long distances.”

“Yes, that is true,” Rider said slowly, latching on to her idea. “Not knowing what lies inside her compound, I would not risk folding in without an anchor. Not even if I were close by.”

Yes. Mokoya felt foolish. The facts were so clear, she felt embarrassed for not realizing this earlier. But Tan Khimyan had unnerved her so much, she hadn’t been thinking straight. She recalled the geography of the woman’s receiving chamber, with all its death traps, and a small laugh burst free. “She’s got a tiger in a cage. A blind jump would be a terrible idea.”

Rider reacted with a spark of recognition. “A tiger? Oh, I cannot believe she brought Khun with her. Poor Khun! He hated the summer. He must be miserable in this heat.” They leaned into Mokoya’s inner space, sharp and curious. “How does he fare? He was barely out of cubhood when I left.”

“He’s definitely not a cub now. He would probably swallow you in four bites. If you happened to jump into his cage, that is.”

And finally, Rider smiled. The discomfort between them washed away in the light of that small gesture. Mokoya felt her nerves ease for the first time since she’d entered the tent. What a fool she had been. Rider had risked their life to protect Bataanar. They had fought the naga together. Why had she believed Tan Khimyan in the first place?

Rider’s fingers brushed against her fringe, tracing topographies on the gnarled skin of her cheek. “Are you well, Mokoya? The past day has been hard on you.”

She chuckled lightly and pulled them into a gentle embrace. “I’ve had worse days. And I’m glad you’ve recovered.”

Rider sucked on their lower lip and coyly said, “I could show you how well I’ve recovered, if you like.”

Mokoya laughed and let Rider kiss her. But she made sure the kiss was contained and kept firm her grip on Rider’s hands so they weren’t tempted to slip past the point of no return. “I can’t, not now. I need to talk to my brother.”



 



Chapter Eleven


SECOND-SUNRISE GLIMMERED IN THE sky as Mokoya plunged back into Bataanar’s labyrinthine anatomy. The city’s public spaces were hemorrhaging people under the pressure of the raja’s sunup curfew, and she found herself a solitary figure wandering the hollow bones of streets, with only an occasional straggler and a circulation of iron locusts, looming and vigilant, to keep her company. Stripped of life, the white walls of the city appeared bleached by the brightening sun.

Across the city from the oasis gate, the main royal guardhouse perched on the eastern city wall, a squat edifice of dull brick protruding from the fortifications. Mokoya’s way up was barred by two of the city guard, set across the bottom of the stairwell. Both of them were tall as she was, and half again as broad.

“Entry is forbidden,” said the one on the left, a woman.

“You shouldn’t be out here anyway,” said the one on the right. He looked too young to be holding a job like this. “There’s a curfew on.”

“I’m here to see my brother,” Mokoya said, impatient. “Your captain.”

Confusion blurred the boy guard’s syllables. “We don’t allow family visits—”

“Zak, wait.” His colleague frowned at Mokoya, studying the planes of her face, the broad collection of scars. “Right, you are Captain Sanao’s sister, I’ll believe that. But we weren’t told to expect anyone.”

“I just spoke to Akeha on the talker, not a half hour ago. He knows I’m coming.” This was a fucking waste of time. She thought about cracking their skulls together and leaving them heaped at the bottom of the stairs. She might, if they delayed her further.

“Let me check,” the woman said.

She pushed back a sleeve, exposing the voice transmitter strapped to her wrist. Mokoya blinked. It was an open secret that the city guard sheltered the Machinist rebellion in Bataanar, but parading Machinist technology under the raja’s nose was a fresh, trenchant show of boldness.

The woman tapped the transmitter. Metallic noise screeched from it before Akeha’s voice surged through, thick with irritation: “What is it now?”

“It’s Lao. Your sister’s h—”

“Is your head rotting? Send her up. Stop wasting my time.”

The signal dropped like a man with his throat cut. Lao smiled thinly at Mokoya. “Well. You heard the boss.”

He hadn’t let her finish a third word. That was impressive, even for Akeha. The meeting with the raja must not have gone well.

In the gloom at the top of the stairs stood the guardroom door, metal-boned and solid in its frame. Mokoya pushed it open.

Light and chaos swallowed her.

If the transmitter had been a brazen display of Machinist affiliation, Mokoya was stepping into the beating, brawling heart of that daring. The guardroom boiled with enclosed sweat and steam, heated by glass balls of light that hung from an overhead forest of wires. Machine schematics papered the walls. Fifty-odd faces turned to stare at her, distracted from their tasks: Stacking boxes. Opening boxes. Screen-printing circulars. At one long table, about ten people sat, halfway through assembling and polishing guns.

Over this manifold scene of arrested productivity towered the biggest generator Mokoya had ever seen, a gourd-shaped bronze furnace on a triplet of clawed legs, attended to by a forest of thick pipes. The air in the room surged tidally as it thrummed and purred, a breath cycle to rival a naga’s.

Mokoya looked at the burnt patina of lilac bruises on the generator’s skin, imagined pressing the flesh of her wrists against it, and shuddered through a memory of the Grand Monastery in the seconds before the explosion.

“Nao! You’re alive.”

The present day called. Around a table overflowing with scrolls and journals stood Thennjay and Akeha, their calculated distance and folded arms calcified around an argument she had missed.

“Yes,” she said. “Yes, I am.”

Behind the table’s accrued detritus sat Yongcheow, one foot propped up on his stool, flipping through a journal with determined nonchalance.

“What did Tan Khimyan want from you?” Akeha asked.

“Nothing important. She tried to blame Rider for the naga attack. She thought I might believe her.”

He squinted. “Who’s Rider?”

“My friend. In the tent.”

She could tell that Akeha had forgotten who they were, and she took vindictive pleasure at his internal struggle. Serves him right for not paying attention. She pressed forward, sidestepping his discomfort: “What’s happening now?”

Akeha shook his head as he resurfaced. “What does it look like?” During their conversation, the guardroom had returned to swarming industriousness. Somebody hammered at something, a sound of wood against metal. In the background, the generator hummed and clicked. It was very loud.

“He’s preparing for war,” Thennjay said.

He. Not we. “You’d prefer to do something else,” she said.

Akeha, talking over Thennjay, gibed: “He’d prefer we bang our foreheads against a wall until they bleed.”

“Bengang Baru only happened because its mayor helped,” Thennjay insisted. Mokoya recognized his tone; it was the one he used in quarrels he’d already lost a dozen times. “We could still turn things around here.”

In between them, fixated on pages of his journal, Yongcheow muttered, “I still think we should be prepared in case the naga comes back.”

“It won’t come back,” Akeha snapped. “Tan Khimyan has gotten what she wants. The troops are already on their way. Why would she need another attack?”

Yongcheow shrugged. “It would be better if we fixed that shield. Surely you can spare an engineer or two.”

“Who would then be wasting time repairing it, instead of making sure everybody has weapons that work.”

Yongcheow shrugged again. He flipped a page.

Was it her imagination, or had the generator’s clicking grown louder? She turned her head to listen. She swore its mechanical aspiration had sped up.

Thennjay said, “Akeha, preparing for a street battle is a mistake. It’s going to be a bloodbath.”

“What choice do I have? The Protectorate comes in two days. And Choonghey won’t change his mind. Don’t be a fool.” One of his guards stood shiftily by the side, clutching a scroll in her hands. Akeha waved her over.

“I told you we’ve focused on the wrong person,” Thennjay said, as Akeha inspected the list the girl presented him. “He’s an old man. Old men are like donkeys: they’re stubborn, and they’ll kick you every chance they get. We need to talk to his daughter. Use her to influence him.”

“The oasis gate needs more medics,” Akeha told his underling. “Ask Anh to see if there might be more volunteers from the clans.” As she hurried off, he turned on Thennjay. “You want to use an eighteen-year-old girl?”

“She’s old enough.”

“Old enough for what?”

The clicking was definitely louder. The surge, recede, surge, recede of the thrumming accelerated in pace with her heartbeat. It was going to blow. She couldn’t save them all. She wouldn’t move fast enough to fling herself in between. Maybe she could make a barrier, throw it around Akeha and Thennjay. Maybe she should make that barrier, right now. Now, before—

“Nao? What is it?”

Her heart stopped in her chest, then started again. They were looking at her, all three of them, and she realized they were waiting for her answer. What had they been discussing? Something about Wanbeng. Something like, if she failed and there was war and hundreds died, how would she feel? Something.

Numbness sparked through her hands, paralyzed her tongue. She found movement from somewhere and said, “Wanbeng is no wilting flower. We should talk to her.” Her voice wobbled, but at least the words that came out of her were human.

Akeha looked at her longer than necessary. Then he allowed himself a long, angry sigh. “Fine. Go chase your water mirages. Leave me alone to do the real work.”

She said, to his petulant outburst, “What’s the harm in talking to her?”

Akeha’s only response was to storm away. He gestured to another of his guards and began speaking to him, his back turned to them, his words too low to make out.

There was no point arguing with Akeha when he got in a mood. Mokoya touched Thennjay’s arm lightly. “Let’s go.”

Thennjay turned to follow her, but when she’d pushed the guardroom door open, Akeha’s voice rang out over the clamor. “If it were your daughter, would you say what’s the harm?”

Mokoya’s lips curled as the question hit like a punch, but it was Thennjay who growled, “You dare?”

Akeha’s face flickered with unreadable emotion. Mokoya tugged at Thennjay. “Come.” There was no use in lingering further.



 



Chapter Twelve


THE SUN LURCHED THROUGH the pale sky as they threaded through the empty shells of Bataanar’s streets. Second-sunfall wouldn’t be for another hour yet. Mokoya linked her arm with Thennjay’s, the yellow of her skin changing spectrum against his warmth.

Thennjay was silent, letting the heaviness of his footsteps and the uncharacteristic shallowness of his breath speak for him. Mokoya, squeezing his arm, allowed him his solitude. Her husband hardly ever talked about how Eien’s death affected him. In the tangle of months following the accident, he had been the calm center in the storm of Mokoya’s emotions, holding on to her as she raged and fought. It was easy to believe that he had simply risen above the base nature of humanity. Easy to believe that he, in his meditative way, had peacefully accepted what the fortunes had dealt him.

It had infuriated her. She wanted him to grieve as she had grieved. She would lash out at him, throw breakable items, call him heartless, monstrous. But she never managed to shatter his calm.

In the years that passed after she left him for a vagrant’s life, she’d had time to consider what those first few weeks must have been like for him: his child dead and his wife lying in a sickbed, fighting not to follow after her. After she recovered, he would often take her right hand and squeeze it, whether in bed or in the middle of an argument. At the time, she’d thought it was meant to comfort her, but she wasn’t the one who’d needed comforting. Mokoya pictured the way it had become reflex in the days he stood over her broken body and counted her breaths. How he would touch the flesh of her right arm, because as long as her body was accepting the new graft, it wasn’t dying.

Sometimes she would wonder: Did he cry? Or did he keep his emotions bound, as always?

“What really happened when you met Tan Khimyan?” he asked.

Bataanar became solid brick around her once more. “I told you,” she said. “She accused Rider of calling the naga to the city.”

“And you don’t believe her, do you?”

She remembered the conversation in the tent and the comforting conviction she had mustered. “Of course not. I trust Rider.”

“All right,” Thennjay said. “I’ll believe that.”

“What is this about, Thenn?”

“Back in the guardroom, you went somewhere else. Something really upset you. I thought it might have been Tan Khimyan.”

“No. It’s just…” Everything, she wanted to say. “The past two days have been very stressful. You do remember today’s the anniversary, don’t you?”

“Yes, Nao,” he said patiently. “I do.”

At least there was a specific trigger for the guardroom incident. “It was the generator,” she explained. “Its size, and the noise…” The ache of panic lingered in her chest, even with time and space insulating her from that room. Trying to ease Thennjay’s worry, she added, “Generators don’t usually affect me like this. It was just this one, and with everything that’s been going on…”

“Oh, Nao.” He tightened his grip on her arm.

Led by Thennjay, they kept a steady pace, each step crossing one of the flat rectangular tiles that made up Bataanar’s roads. With the curfew still on, it felt like the two of them were the only things left alive in the world.

“I’m not well,” she finally admitted, setting free the swarm of locusts that had nested inside her for far too long. “I thought I would return to the monastery when I got better. But I’m not getting any better. I’m afraid all the time, I can’t control my thoughts. I don’t know how long I can go on like this.”

Thennjay said nothing. Just listened.

She said, “You know what’s the worst part?”

His voice was soft. “What is, Nao?”

“I miss having prophecies.” She shook her head. “All my life I resented them. I hated being shown things and knowing I couldn’t change them. Now? I want them back. At least I could be sure of my prophecies.”

Thennjay walked a few steps in silence. “Do you think they’ll ever return to you?”

“No. I don’t know.” Something stirred in the depths of her consciousness, a memory of something odd. Mokoya’s steps slowed as she pulled on that murky thread, trying to reel in the thought attached to it. “Rider said something strange to me when they were teaching me to fold the Slack. They thought I had been actively seeking out prophecies.”

“Did you tell them the truth?”

“I did. And they left it alone. But it was a shocking thing to hear. As if I’d made a choice not to have them anymore.”

Mokoya’s thoughts rolled further than her words dared to. When she’d folded the Slack earlier, she’d been stunned by how easily it came to her. It felt almost like muscle memory, as though she were echoing something she’d done all her life.

An ice-water thought washed over her and cascaded down her spine. What if she could, in fact, choose where and when to see the prophecies?

Thennjay had turned down a different path of thought. “Are you sure you’d want the ability to control them?”

She had no answer to that.

As they came in sight of the raja’s palace, Thennjay said, “Nao. If you want something to be sure of, I can give you one.”

She met his gaze, and there was infinite tenderness in it. “The monastery will always be open to you,” he said. “And you will find me waiting there. Always. No matter how long it takes.”



“I don’t know what you think I can do,” Princess Wanbeng declared. “And I don’t know why you think I’d do it.” With her white-clad back to them, it was impossible to make out the girl’s expression, but the contempt in her voice made that unnecessary.

“This concerns the fate of Bataanar,” Thennjay said. “This city is your home. You must care about it, even just a little bit.”

Princess Wanbeng’s room occupied the top floor of the library tower, drowned in light pouring from stone-carved windows the right size and height to jump out of. High above them sat a dome of mountain glass. Woven with slackcraft, the glass was clear under starlight, and hard and opaque as mortar when the sun rose. Shelves and bookcases cluttered the circular room, whose contents told nothing of the owner save that she cared nothing for order and that she liked horses.

On their way up the tower, Thennjay and Mokoya had been stopped by an apologetic pair of palace guards. The princess wouldn’t be seeing anyone at the moment, they’d said. She was not well.

They had been close enough to the top that sounds echoed downward: somebody shouting. Mokoya had recognized Wanbeng’s voice. “Is the princess with someone?” she’d asked.

The guards’ nervous discretion had yielded under further questioning, trepidation and worry intertwined in the answers: No, she was alone. The princess sometimes talked to herself. She’d never really recovered from her mother’s death, see. It had gotten worse in the last few months, yes.

Now the girl was using distance as shield, keeping as much of it between them as possible. Her hands fluttered, occupied in moving scrolls and readers from one pile to another. “Oh. Yes. The fate of Bataanar. Because your precious Machinists believe the Protectorate spews death everywhere it goes. Destruction.”

“We have genuine reasons to believe that the troops will purge Bataanar,” Thennjay said. “Whatever his distaste for Machinists, your father can’t possibly desire a massacre of his people.” His manner was slow, honey-smooth, and diplomatic in a way Mokoya could never be.

But it was pointless. Wanbeng continued with her haphazard tidying, Thennjay’s overtures bouncing off the wall of her indifference. Eventually, she turned to face them. “Fine. Let’s make a bargain. I’ll talk to Father, if you do a favor for me.” As Thennjay opened his mouth to speak, she cut him off. “Not you. Her.”

Mokoya could imagine her mother being like this at eighteen. Her enchantment with the girl had faded fast. She folded her arms. “What kind of favor?”

Wanbeng’s tone was calculating. “You’re a Tensor.”

“They never revoked my membership, so yes, I suppose I am.”

“Good. Then you should know that two months ago I was accepted into the Tensorate academy.”

Mokoya frowned. The Tensorate academy accepted barely a hundred students each year, and commoners could spend a lifetime taking the admission exams and fail every time. But Wanbeng was nobility, and her father had already been a high-ranking official in the Protectorate before he married Raja Ponchak. Of course she would be accepted.

Thennjay said, “Congratulations. Your father must be very proud.”

Wanbeng’s stuttering laugh sounded like a string of firecrackers going off. “Of course he is. It was what he wanted.”

“You don’t sound happy about it,” Mokoya said.

“Happy? Happy? Did anyone ask what would make me happy? No. I want my acceptance rescinded. Tensor Sanao, this is your half of the bargain.”

“You don’t want to enter the academy,” Mokoya said, slow comprehension—adjacent to sympathy—descending upon her.

The girl folded her arms. “I would rather die than go. Who wants to live in Chengbee? I don’t know anyone there.”

When Mokoya was eighteen, her mother had said, I’ll only let you marry him if you go to the Academy. This is nonnegotiable. Oh, she understood what Wanbeng felt. Yet: “I can’t do what you ask.”

The girl’s white teeth showed like darts. “You’re the Protector’s daughter, aren’t you? Anything you want, you just have to ask. Nobody will refuse you!”

Mokoya’s lip curled sardonically. “You don’t understand the situation at all, do you?” She preferred to spare children from the barbs of her sarcasm, but if this one thought she had any sway left with the apparatus of the Protectorate—well. She could have been far more scathing.

Wanbeng looked first at her, then at Thennjay, before she shrugged and smiled. “Then I won’t talk to Father. Go away.”

The words were childish, and from the casual way she said them, Mokoya realized Wanbeng wasn’t truly concerned about the academy at all. The girl was deflecting, aimlessly moving troops around on the board until they went away.

Still Thennjay persisted as Wanbeng turned back to shifting things from one pointless location to the other. “Wanbeng, this isn’t a game. Thousands of people could die if we do nothing.”

No response. The girl’s gaze was fixed on a particularly haphazard pile: stacked scrolls mixed with paper codices and loose sheaves annotated with ink. Her fingertips drummed on the desk surface.

There had to be something she could be pushed to care about.

Mokoya said, “Do it for your mother’s sake, if nothing else.”

Wanbeng spun as though Mokoya’s words had been a firebrand. “Don’t talk to me about my mother,” she hissed. “You don’t, you—” Her voice grew tight, then faltered. Her hands curled into weapons. “Get out.”

Something was off. Mokoya had expected grief from her, or anger. But it was guilt and fear that had taken hold of her face.

Thennjay remained stubborn, jumping onboard Mokoya’s pivot. “Wanbeng,” he said, “We knew your mother. The welfare of the city was her first priority—”

“You know nothing,” Wanbeng said. Seismic stress filled her voice. She was only eighteen, and the fragility of her youth was showing. “Nothing about her life, or her death, or—” She sucked in a breath. “You met my mother once. You never knew her.”

During this tirade, Mokoya’s eyes had fallen on one of the long, thin desks. Recognition knifed through her ribs at the same time she wondered why she hadn’t noticed it earlier. Resting on the pile of writings on Wanbeng’s desk was a beautiful, perfectly geometrical object. A coruscating, hollow dodecahedron, covered in delicate figurines of the zodiac in repose.

Everything else fell away. “What is that?” Mokoya asked, pointing, even though she knew the answer.

Wanbeng stepped in front of the desk defensively, as if to block it from Mokoya’s view, as if she could distract Mokoya into forgetting its existence. “What is what?” Her face had gone stiff with apprehension.

Mokoya could barely think over the blood-rush chorus in her head. “That trinket. Where did you get it?”

The princess licked her lips. “It was a gift. I don’t remember who gave it to me.” She answered almost immediately, but there was enough of a pause, enough of a note of panic in her voice that Mokoya knew she was lying.

“What’s going on?” Thennjay asked.

Mokoya lunged forward. Wanbeng seized her by the wrist, but one pulse through water-nature sent her flying, her hip connecting with an overladen desk. Objects clattered to the ground.

“Nao!” Thennjay exclaimed.

Her hand closed around the anchor. Again: a wash of sensations, a new bouquet of smells and emotions. Orange blossom, sandalwood and incense, a memory of running in the rain and laughing.

Mokoya held it up as Wanbeng scrambled to her feet, wide-eyed. “Where did you get this?” she demanded. “Don’t lie to me.”

“Give it back!” The girl made a swipe for it, clumsy and ineffective.

“Where did you get it?” Mokoya repeated, as Thennjay pleaded in confusion, “Nao…”

Wanbeng’s feet were broadly planted in a fighting stance, but fear had drained the color from her face. “You don’t even know what it is. Why do you care?”

“I know exactly what it is,” Mokoya snarled. “Who gave it to you?” And why? she thought. For what purpose?

Wanbeng’s face turned gemlike, hard and precisely cut. She defiantly tilted her chin upward. “I stole it from Tan Khimyan’s room.”

Heartbeat like thunder, tropical storm raging in her veins. “Did you?”

“I did. I steal her trinkets all the time. You saw me, and you said nothing.” Her face flushed. “That thing was hers; now it’s mine. Give it back!” The girl made another lunge for it and missed.

Mokoya held the anchor over her head. She was no longer a person, just a collection of screaming nerves. She folded the Slack around herself and was gone.



 



Chapter Thirteen


IT’S NOT AN ANCHOR, Mokoya thought. It’s a signpost. Or a key to a series of doors. With the dodecahedron in her hand, the Slack lit up with a constellation of beacons, each one whispering to her with flavors and emotions, a near-overwhelming chorus of feeling.

She picked the one she knew: the tastes of summer, fruit ripe and sweet.

Mokoya unfolded onto the shifting ground outside Bataanar. The sands swallowed her balance and sent her to her knees. She pushed herself upright one-handed, the other still clutched around the anchor. Black fury had swallowed the brilliant shock and confusion on her right arm, turning the skin the color of char, the color of a starless night.

Bramble’s serrated form stood stark against the sea of canvas peaks. Phoenix was nestled asleep under her wing, waking as Mokoya strode by, her steps kicking up long plumes of fine sand. Mokoya ignored Phoenix’s plaintive bleats as she vanished into the ant-nest interior of the tent city. The incandescence of her anger left little space for anything else.

Rider had lied. They had lied to her, and she had believed them, like a fool. Fuck. Cheebye. Always the trusting one, she never learned, she always ended up regretting it—

Rider was reading, curled on the bed with one of the journals she had given them, when Mokoya entered the tent. The smile on their face evaporated as she stormed toward them. “Mokoya? What—”

Mokoya flung the anchor into their lap. The object rolled off and onto the bed. They stared at it as if it might explode.

“You know what that is, don’t you?”

“I—” They twitched like a rabbit.

“Pick it up.”

Rider shook their head. “Mokoya, please, let me—”

“Pick it up.”

Rider’s shaking hands obediently lifted the anchor off the bed. They held it at arm’s length. Their voice was reedy: “You went to see the princess.”

“You lied to me.” The words burst out of Mokoya like spear points through the throat, through the chest. Rage and betrayal were going to split her from the inside, rip her into a thousand shards of flesh and spit her into the wind. “You put this anchor in Tan Khimyan’s room. You stole her notes.”

They gasped. “What? No. I did not.”

“And I wouldn’t have known if Wanbeng hadn’t taken the anchor from her room.”

Rider pleaded, fingers white against the anchor, “Mokoya, you’ve got it wrong, I—”

“You summoned that naga.”

“No!”

Mokoya struck the anchor from their hands. “Stop lying to me!”

Rider cried out and ducked; as Mokoya stood over the bed, chest heaving, dizzy on her feet, she saw that they were curled in an animal cower, pressed to the bed in fear.

The anchor rolled on the ground, grating and grating, its orbits degrading into successively smaller and quicker ones. On the bed Rider shook and gasped. What had she done?

Mokoya’s mouth and throat were dry. “I wasn’t going to hit you. Rider, I—” She reached out.

Rider flinched. A blink, a shudder in the Slack, and they’d flashed to the other side of the tent. Mokoya turned. “Rider, wait.”

“I didn’t do it,” they whimpered. A groan cracked their voice, like ice the second before it collapsed into rushing river.

Mokoya stepped toward them. “Rider—”

The Slack spasmed. Rider was gone. In their wake they left kaleidoscopic polygons that whispered, Outside, outside. Mokoya tried to follow but failed. She wasn’t calm or practiced enough for this form of traveling.

She scrambled outside into roiling chaos. In the distance, Bramble bellowed in protest, disturbed from her rest. Rider was leaving.

Mokoya sprinted after them, heels twisting in soft sand. The narrow guts of the tent city were not friendly to quick movement. She collided, shins and elbows and shoulders, with crates and animal cages and irate merchants who spewed obscenities at her. “Cheebye!” she spat back automatically.

She’d seen the kind of fear that now drove Rider. It was the fear of someone who had endured one beating too many.

What had she done?

When she reached Bramble’s side, Rider was already mounted. “Wait,” she shouted up, “Rider, wait!”

“Don’t touch me,” Rider beseeched. “Don’t come near me.”

“I wasn’t going to hurt you,” Mokoya said. “I would never hit you, I promise.”

“I didn’t do it,” they repeated, as if they had forgotten how to say anything else. They drove their heels into Bramble’s side, and the naga took off.

Mokoya collapsed in the tidal wave of displacement. “Rider!” she shouted after them.

Nothing. Bramble cut away into the sky. All strength left Mokoya. The ground was calm, heat and mass and weight, a wide unmoving swath in the Slack. Unlike herself. She wanted to be the ground. She lay down. She stopped moving.

Breath on her neck, a massive nudge against her side and back. Phoenix, agitated, checking in on her. She didn’t understand what was happening, why her friend had been taken away, why the one who was not her mother was so upset.

Mokoya wanted to touch Phoenix, wanted to calm this one who was not her daughter. But she couldn’t speak or move her head. She floated in and out of focus. Count something. Count your breaths. Say something familiar.

The Slack is all, and all is the Slack. The Slack is all, and all is the Slack. The Slack is all, and all is the Slack.

That’s how Thennjay found her, lying in the sand, shadowed by Phoenix, mouth moving soundlessly over and over again.

“What’s going on, Nao?”

She looked up at him, broad and stark against the sky. His sweat-coated chest heaved with air; he must have run there from the library tower. He was worried. He was right to be worried.

“Rider’s gone,” she said. “I scared them.”

He knelt beside her and helped her up. “Did they do something?”

“They’re the ones who called the naga.”

Thennjay frowned. “Why would you say that?”

“Because they are.” What he needed was an explanation from the old Mokoya, the clever one, the one who wasn’t a cracked and draining person.

“That thing you found in Wanbeng’s room. That was proof?”

She nodded.

“And you’re absolutely sure?”

She inhaled until her chest hurt. She couldn’t just nod in assent. She had to say it. Her mind had to form the words, her tongue had to shape them, her lungs had to give them life.

“I am sure,” she said.

“Nao, I’m sorry. I don’t know what to say.” Thennjay held her arms gently. She couldn’t tell if it was pity or sympathy in his face. She supposed it didn’t matter. “What shall we do now?”

She didn’t know. “I need to think.”

“Are you going to tell Akeha?”

Something in Thennjay’s voice told her he knew that she wasn’t sure, that she was lying when she said she was. “Thenn, I need to think. Please, leave me alone for a while.” The words came out more desperate than she had intended. “Please.”



 



Chapter Fourteen


THE SUN FELL AND rose again while Mokoya dissolved on the bed. She drifted in and out of consciousness, the long, twisted happenings of the day unfurling within her like tea leaves in hot water. Fragmented faces and lines of arguments broke through the surface of her thoughts before sinking again. Things that she had missed or ignored when they happened gained a dubious significance with every successive apparition. In the marsh of half sleep, everything was perfectly logical, but nothing made any sense.

Her capture pearls stood in a line on the makeshift desk, tempting her with their stores of happiness. But they were untouched. Now was not the time.

Eventually a semblance of lucidity returned to her. Outside the tent it was darkening: sunfall again. Had she really lain on the bed for six hours?

Rider loomed heavy in her thoughts. She walked herself through all the brief moments they’d shared together, like a pilgrim circling a sacred arena over and over, hoping to find enlightenment.

Something wasn’t right. The map sketched out by the events didn’t make sense, didn’t join up into a recognizable landscape. Rider was the one controlling the naga, but they were with Mokoya when it attacked the city. Why hadn’t Mokoya noticed anything? Why did Rider risk their life fending off the beast?

She regretted lashing out at Rider. In another version of the world, where the threads of fortune had woven a different braid, they could have sat down together and fileted out a sensible truth, exposing the spine of reality that had to be buried within the slippery flesh of lies and narratives.

The bed still smelled faintly of Rider. She was plagued by visions of them as they shivered upon it, as they held up the anchor, terrified of what Mokoya might do. You went to see the princess, they had said, their voice quaking.

Mokoya opened her eyes, jolted by realization. Why did Rider say the princess? The anchor was supposed to be with Tan Khimyan. Unless—

The last moments in the library tower tore through her head with adrenaline-stripped clarity: the clutter, the blazing light, Wanbeng’s nervous flurries of activity.

Those notes.

Air occluded Mokoya’s chest. Shards of evidence fused into a glittering whole. “She lied to me.”

Wanbeng had lied to her. She hadn’t stolen the anchor—it had been in her room all along. Rider had said as much. And it was Wanbeng who had stolen Tan Khimyan’s notes. They’d been right there, in her room, hiding in plain sight.

And Rider? Had she colluded with Wanbeng? Or tried to stop her?

She leapt to her feet, scrambling for her talker. She had to tell Thennjay—Akeha—they might all still be in danger—

Too late. A horn wailed from Bataanar’s walls.

Cacophony from outside: people shouting. Adi’s raptors barking from elsewhere in the camp.

No.

Mokoya snatched her cudgel from the ground and ran out of the tent.

There: a sound like a giant’s heart beating, the sweep of massive wings. The naga was in the sky, heading straight for the unprotected city, exposed and vulnerable like an oyster cracked open.

Adi and the crew spilled from the tents alongside her. Where was Thennjay? In the city?

Adi grabbed her arm, the wrong one, and the force of her grip sent angry black up the reptile skin. Mokoya pulled it back with a hiss.

“Do something,” Adi said.

The naga’s mouth opened. It let out a long, peculiar screech, and fire erupted in a volcanic blossom. The plume scorched the top of Bataanar’s outer walls. Mokoya’s chest twisted. Akeha.

“Watch Phoenix,” she told Adi.

The naga sailed over the walls of the city.

Mokoya clenched her fists, held her breath, and folded the Slack.

She stumbled onto uneven rock on the edge of the city and went to her knees. Fifty yields ahead, a man lay burned and dying on the ruined floor, blood seeping through cracked skin. One of Akeha’s city guard.

Mokoya reached for water-nature, tensed, leapt forward. The movement carried her fifty yields, a distance no mortal could cover unaided. She landed, tensed, jumped again—from city wall, to roof, to city wall again. The Slack was alive around her, like the wind, singing to her as she sang to it.

She had to get to Wanbeng. She didn’t know why the girl was doing this—Some grudge? Punishing her father?—but she had to be stopped.

The naga was circling, coming back for another attack—

Boom.

Reds lit the sky. Mokoya fell as the walls shook. Fifty yields away, a cloud of sulfur and carbon billowed into the air. The Machinists had a cannon, a crude solution to the problem of the naga. Crude, but effective: when the creature sailed by overhead, its side was wet with blood.

Boom. The Machinists fired again. Smoke and fire cut an arc through the sky from a point on the city wall.

But the naga learned fast. It swerved, terrifyingly quickly for something so massive, raised one wing, and then—

Water-nature pulsed, and the fireball rocketed backward toward its point of origin.

“Cheebye—” Mokoya gasped as she fell forward. The explosion tore into the city wall, the force of it ripping through the stones all along its length.

Akeha.

A smoking black crater was gouged into Bataanar where the fireball had landed. She had a searing image of Akeha lying in the rubble, flesh burned raw, bones shattered to pieces, breath failing in scorched and punctured lungs while she scrabbled for something—anything—to tie the threads of him to—

The naga screeched. It was turning toward the center of the city—toward the raja’s palace, toward its highest point—

The library tower. The princess.

Mokoya got to her feet. The naga landed on the domed tower in a crouch, its massive wings obscuring half the palace. It dug its hind feet in, tearing into masonry like a child tears through a paper box. Stone rained down in chunks.

Three hundred yields between Mokoya and the library tower. She saw the map of peaked roofs and shingles between them, charted a path, and—

She was off, soaring lighter than air, each leap covering twenty yields, footfalls barely disturbing a scale of roof tile. The naga peeled away from the tower, making another circle, preparing for a second assault. Mokoya saw the hole it had trepanned into the domed roof.

She landed on the dragon-encrusted tip of the raja’s receiving pavilion. One more leap and she was at the foot of the library tower, on the ground at last. Stairs wound upward, convoluted and too long to climb. Mokoya jumped from window to window, ignoring the tremor in her limbs, ignoring the deadly quake of her heart. The window in the top layer lay broken open, a yawning lobotomy of cracked roof. She clambered through, tumbled inward, rolled on the floor, and got to her feet.

“Wanbeng,” she said, “I know what you’re doing. You have to stop.”

Among the toppled shelves, the shattered glass, the scattered papers, Wanbeng stood straight as a tree, face incandescent with anger. A traveling box was slung on her back.

“Hello, Tensor,” she said scathingly.

The beat of the naga’s wings grew louder. The girl seemed unshakably sure of herself, utterly unafraid.

“Why are you doing this?” Mokoya asked.

She sneered. “Haven’t you figured it out?”

“No, Wanbeng. Why don’t you tell me?”

The girl’s face turned sharp and canny. She squatted, gracelessly, and plucked a book from the shambles of the floor. She flung it at Mokoya’s chest. “See for yourself.”

It was a logbook of some kind, the pages stained with ink, strange dyes. A looping, practiced hand had scrawled observations in thin lines down the pages. There were illustrations, dried samples of things tied in between the sheaves.

The diagrams and results and shorthand were too much to take in, with hell bearing down on them upon ship-sail wings.

“Wanbeng, what is this?”

Wanbeng looked triumphant. “They thought they could lie to me. Keep me from the capital when Mother was dying and hide the truth. They were wrong. I’m not a child any longer. I’m not an idiot.”

Her words weren’t registering. Mokoya could see the naga now, the fire in its eyes. So close its flight tore howling wind into the ruined chamber. “What are you saying?”

Wanbeng’s eyes glittered. “Don’t you see, Tensor? That’s my mother.”

No, Mokoya wanted to say. It was unthinkable.

Yet the pieces were all there: The naga was an adept. The Tensors had to have found a soul pattern from somewhere. And hadn’t Tan Khimyan and Raja Choonghey become close, in the capital, when Raja Ponchak fell ill?

The naga hit the tower again. Everything shuddered. A chunk of wall came away like steamed cake in the hands of a greedy child. A head, massive and serrated, reared into the chamber, bringing with it a wash of heat, of musk. Wanbeng ran toward it.

“Wanbeng, no!” Mokoya started after her.

The naga lowered its head, and before Mokoya could react or deflect the blow, she was hit in the stomach by a raw fist of air. The ground met her spine, hard.

Pain screamed from her knee to her hip as she scrambled to her feet. Wanbeng had climbed onto the naga’s massive head and was sliding down its neck, looking for a place to rest. “Wanbeng—listen to me—”

The naga beat its wings, trying to drive Mokoya off her feet again. She gritted her teeth and pushed back against it, preparing to fold the Slack. She’d be gravesent if she let the girl run off with this wild creature.

Opening her mindeye this close to the naga, she finally noticed the unnatural alterations that had been done to it, the thing grafted to its soul.

Mokoya’s fold carried her onto one of the naga’s hind legs as it took off into the sky. Its skin was hot and rough, and it stank with the musk of a hundred horses. Her feet held against its leathery texture. She climbed upward.

“Get lost,” Wanbeng shouted from the top of the naga. “You can’t change my mind!”

Was this what it was like, being on a boat at sea? One foot slipped, and Mokoya barely caught herself in time. Below she could see the glint of water reflecting flame and moonlight. Wind tore at her as the naga flew onward, away from the city.

“Leave me and my mother alone,” the girl cried.

“It’s not your mother,” Mokoya said, over the howl of wind and sand. “This isn’t—” She sucked in a breath. “Look at it! It’s a beast, a wild animal.”

“You’re wrong.”

In her words, Mokoya heard the echoes of her arguments with Thennjay about Phoenix. “I’m not.” She kept climbing. “Trust me, Wanbeng. I know what you’re feeling. I know what it’s like.”

The girl understood her meaning, but she wasn’t swayed. She shouted, her breaths harsh, “Just because you’ve given up on your daughter, doesn’t mean you’re right!”

“Your mother is gone,” Mokoya shouted back. “You have to accept that.”

Wanbeng’s features crumpled in rage. “You stay away from me!” And she struck outward with earth-nature, hitting Mokoya in the chest.

She stumbled. The naga pitched, and Mokoya lost her grip on its skin. Something struck her head hard. The world exploded in flashes of black as she felt herself in free fall, the shape of the naga receding, Wanbeng’s cry of “Tensor Sanao?” pulling away to silence. The cold embrace of water slapped around her, and darkness took her as the oasis folded over her head.



 



ACT THREE

THE RED THREADS OF FORTUNE




 



Chapter Fifteen


MOKOYA WAS FALLING, SLIDING, running up a rocky slope, red dirt in her eyes, her fingernails, her mouth. Her chest hurt like a shot wound, but there was no blood, just panic.

She knew what was happening. She knew, and she couldn’t stop it.

Her desperate knees and feet found the top of the slope, found the great plateau of the battle, found the source of the death smell. Blood. Guts. Burnt hide. The naga, stricken: mouth open, sides heaving, hole torn so deep its white ribs gleamed. And Rider, crumpled there: eyes half open, neck broken-angled, blood tracing calligraphy on their face.

“Rider!” Mokoya scooped them up, pulled them in, shook their senseless form. Found them heavy, inert, limbs dangling, skull dragging against rock. Slackcraft flared across their skin, tattoos stirring awake, burning through dead flesh and onto bone.

Mokoya folded in half and screamed.

Thennjay said, “I’m sorry, Nao. You know you couldn’t have changed anything.” There was blood on his robes, a weapon in his hand, a sorrowful expression on his face.

Had they been in battle? Why was he here? Why was she here?

Someone called her name. Like an herb bag being pulled out of soup, everything rushed away from her.

She woke to pressure on her back and hips, a sour taste in her mouth, and a symphony of pains and aches she could not begin to catalogue. Shock and fear forced her body upright anyway. She knew this place, this quiet cavern, with its light and warmth and sounds of soft water.

“Mokoya.” Rider appeared in her field of vision, an almost-blur of gray and cream. A jolt to her being—Rider was here, alive and unbroken. They were trying to keep Mokoya down on the soft fabric that made up a bed.

Mokoya pushed their hands away, struggling to get to her feet—to do what? She got halfway up, then sat back down. Her clothes had a stiffness to them that told her they’d recently dried out. How was she still in one piece? She should have shattered. She should have died.

Rider looked exhausted, their face bloodless and fragile as cracked porcelain. “Mokoya,” they whispered. “Thank the heavens.”

Behind Rider, Bramble was curled on the ground with her wings folded in, observing them. Bataanar and its destruction felt very distant. “What happened?” she asked.

They reached a hand toward Mokoya’s face, reconsidered, withdrew. “Where should I begin?”

“Wherever you can. Just tell me what happened.” She kept her voice gentle. She did not scream, although she wanted to.

Rider pulled at the joints of their fingers and wrists repeatedly. “I had time to think. I regretted what happened between us. So I came back to Bataanar. I did not expect the attack. It took me by surprise.” They bit their lip, looked away.

“You saw the attack. What then?”

“I saw the attack. I saw you fall into the water. We saved you, but you would not wake. I brought you back here.”

“How long has it been?”

“One sun-cycle.”

“That’s too long.” The city was in ruins, the princess in the wilds with that beast. Alarm pushed Mokoya to her feet against the protests of her body. A wave of dizziness overtook her. She staggered, and Rider’s arms were there, holding her up. Mokoya sagged. She felt like she had been running up cliff faces for hours.

They were almost cheek and cheek. Rider’s face brimmed with emotion, and all Mokoya could see was that same face, ashen and blood-glazed. She looked at the ring of characters circling their neck and remembered them flaring to life, branding themselves upon ribs and vertebrae as Rider slipped irretrievably away from her.

She’d had a prophecy for the first time in four years. She didn’t understand why the visions had chosen to come back to her now. But one thing was certain.

Sometime in the near future, Rider was going to die.

She let Rider guide her back down onto the bed. She cupped a hand against their cheek as they tried to draw away. Rider blinked. “Mokoya?”

She inscribed circles on their cheekbone with her thumb, haunted by the butcher-fresh memory of their viscera heavy in her arms, their chest cold and still. Words choked her throat like weeds.

Rider pressed their forehead against hers. All the fear Mokoya had seen earlier was gone, replaced by guilt. Their skin was damp, radiating heat.

“It was the princess behind it all,” Mokoya said.

“Yes.”

“And you knew.”

“Yes.” A shiver ran through their body. “I hid it from you, Mokoya. That was my decision.”

“Why?”

They sat back on their heels, drawing themselves out of her grasp. “Mokoya,” they said, the syllables a heavy sigh. “I did not trust you. We had only just met. I could not be certain what you would do if I told you the truth. And I still believed that the princess could be reasoned with. I believed I could overcome her stubbornness.”

“But you were wrong,” she said quietly.

“I was, on both accounts. When I saw the ruins of the city, when I saw you plunge into the oasis, I thought, I’ve killed her. If I had just told her, I would not have—” Their voice grew small. “I would not have lost her.”

“Don’t blame yourself,” Mokoya said. “We’ve all been fools here.” There had been no greater conspiracy at work, no nefarious plot to destroy cities or bring down empires. Just a heartbroken young woman who missed her mother.

She reached forward and grasped Rider’s hand in hers. Rider looked down at the jade tones of her pebbled skin. “Green is for sadness,” they said softly.

“You remembered.”

“It is my fault.”

“No.” Mokoya withdrew her hand. “Not exactly.”

Rider studied her intently. “You had a vision before you woke.”

“Yes. A prophecy.” Mokoya hesitated, then reached for her belt and withdrew the still-warm pearl from her capture box. She could feel the vision trapped in it, the thick sourness of death solid in her palm.

Caution had entered Rider’s voice. “What did you see?”

Mokoya weighed the blood-soaked future in her hand, pressing her lips together. Unable to put words to any of that horror, she held the pearl out to Rider.

They took it. Brightness and color blossomed in the Slack as they read what was stored within. Their eyes went wide as they watched the vision replay. Then their brows creased. “I see,” they said softly.

Rider got up, turning away from Mokoya, still holding the pearl. They paced wordlessly with the sluggish movements of one walking through a storm.

Mokoya got to her feet, much more slowly this time. The dizziness came again, but she let the star-tainted wave of it wash over her and remained standing. “Rider? Are you all right?”

Rider gazed at the break in the roof of the cavern, where the sky revealed itself in brilliant tones and the cascade of the oasis sang and caught the sun, unperturbed by the troubles of humankind. Finally they turned to Mokoya, haloed by daylight, face made invisible by the glare. “So be it,” they said. “If that is to be my fate, then I embrace it.”

Rider sounded glad, which frightened her. Mokoya crossed the space between them. “Rider, I don’t—”

“No.” Rider put a hand to her lips. “It is a good thing. It means we kill the creature. The city can be saved.”

“A good thing?” Mokoya managed.

“A good thing,” Rider repeated, softly. Mokoya leaned forward, collapsing the weight of her head on Rider’s, her breaths coming in sharp and painful spurts. They placed their hands, palms flat, against Mokoya’s damp cheeks. “You survive. You carry on. Someone who will remember me the way I want to be remembered. It’s a good thing.”

“Rider—” Mokoya’s shoulders shook. She wanted to tear Rider out of the Slack, rip them from the threads of fate they had been woven into. She felt entombed by the cruelty of the fortunes, trapped in an endless, formless darkness.

“We must return to the city,” Rider said. Their voice was calm, the melancholy in it stripped away. “There is much left to do.”



 



Chapter Sixteen


THENNJAY AND AKEHA MET them in front of the city. Bataanar, remarkably, still appeared whole, and the tent city had the same chaotic energy as fabric being woven. Busy figures, cloth-wrapped to the point of anonymity, cleared away debris. Chatter filled the background, indistinct and constant like the sea upon the shore.

“We thought you were dead,” Thennjay said, after she slid from Bramble’s back onto the sand. His skin had a pale, ashen aspect to it, like a layer of dust had settled permanently on him. She knew she was just imagining it.

Akeha said nothing. He simply enveloped Mokoya in a rib-grinding hug and held her there until the tremble in his breathing dissipated. Mokoya wasn’t sure how she could comfort him. She couldn’t bring herself to say the words “I’m all right, I’m alive.” Both parts of that sentence felt like a lie. She was a ghost, her feet not really touching the ground.

When he let her go, she said, “We must speak with the raja.”

Akeha started to laugh, a sound dry as bones rattling in an urn, a small hint of mania bubbling underneath. She hoped he wasn’t breaking as she had broken. “The raja’s busy. He has an interrogation to conduct. But come. Let’s provide him some company.”



They had imprisoned Tan Khimyan in the rock under Bataanar. The jail was windowless, artificially lit, smooth- and dark-walled. Iron latticework stood between the prisoner and the raja, and a damper hummed in her half of the cell. The device pulled distractingly and disruptively on the Slack in irregular cycles. No slackcrafting their way out of this room. Mokoya felt herself unraveling in its lull.

“This is gross injustice,” Tan Khimyan said. She had a paleness that spoke of injury, not delicacy, and her hair and clothes were in disarray. “After all I have done for your family—”

“For my family?” Raja Choonghey’s voice was a blade, cutting through the slow chill of the cell. “You destroyed my family.”

Beside Mokoya, Rider had gone tense at the sight of their former lover. She reached for their clenched fist and worked her fingers into it, although she wasn’t sure who was comforting whom.

Raja Choonghey was thinner than in the pictures and looked older than Mokoya had expected. Shadows carved relief into the landscape of his face; his brow was bisected by a valley of old worries, and his mouth was framed by a deep furrow on either side. His hair, at fifty, was milk-white.

“You told me Ponchak died. You said you couldn’t save her.” He hurled something in her direction: a book, which struck the iron grille and thumped to the floor spine first, falling open at her feet. Mokoya recognized the logbook Wanbeng had thrown at her, battered from its ordeal in the library tower. “You turned her into this creature.”

“Ponchak volunteered for the experiment,” Tan Khimyan said. “She was obsessed with immortality. You may deny it as much as you like, but you know it to be true.”

“And yet you did nothing!”

“I argued against this atrocity! But my colleagues would not listen. They wanted a Tensor soul.”

“And did you stop them? No! You are just as guilty as they are. I should have your head, you worthless snake.”

Rider interrupted their exchange. “Executing her will not solve our problems.”

The raja turned, frowning at the one who dared to speak without being spoken to. For the first time, he seemed to notice the presence of others in the room. “Who are you?”

“I am Rider. We have met, although I think you do not remember.”

The raja studied Rider like a dead animal he was trying to identify. Slow, disdainful recognition spread. “No, no. I do remember you. You were this woman’s pet, weren’t you?” He hacked out a laugh. “Yes, you were her little amusement. No wonder you keep such contemptible company now. Like that one.” He looked at Akeha, a sneer distorting his face.

“Of course expecting gratitude from you would be too much,” Akeha said. “We merely saved your city from destruction.”

“Your Greatness,” Thennjay said, “little will be achieved by our quarreling. Your daughter’s safety should be our main concern.”

“Oh? Are you saying it isn’t my main concern?” Raja Choonghey had a voice like vinegar: colorless, but with the ability to eat through metal. “You should be more careful with your words, Venerable One.”

Thennjay bowed in apology. “I apologize for my rudeness.”

“We can help you,” Mokoya said. “We know where to find Wanbeng.”

A brief shudder went through the raja, and that quake unearthed a glimpse of an exhausted, grieving father, a man Mokoya could empathize with. Then suspicion clouded his features. “And how would you know that?”

“I saw it in a prophecy,” she said quietly.

A hush smothered the room. Fear flickered in the raja’s expression. “What did you see? Did you see her? Was Wanbeng hurt?”

“I—” Mokoya exhaled. “I don’t know. You should look for yourself.” The room’s chill glacial creep was claiming her bones, and the damper’s droning song hurt her head. “But not here.”

Pride held the raja’s stone-edged demeanor in place as he surveyed them. His mouth twisted, very slightly, as he met Akeha’s defiant gaze. “Very well,” he finally said. He instructed the guard at the door to “watch that snake in her box,” and left the room without looking back.

As they followed in his wake, Tan Khimyan called out, “Swallow!”

Rider hesitated, took a faltering half step forward, then turned to face their former lover. They said nothing; there was no need. Their face was a graven message.

“This turn of events must please you,” she said.

“Nothing about this sequence of events pleases me,” Rider said.

“But you have what you want now, do you not?” She spread her hands, indicating her imprisonment.

“Again, you understand nothing of what I want.”

“Don’t I? I was a victim of your scheme. Now you have moved on. You’ve found a bigger, juicier fish to suck dry.” She laughed. “One no less than the Protector’s own daught—”

Mokoya’s hand snapped up into a fist. Water-nature tightened around Tan Khimyan’s neck. Her words cut off, and her face contorted, hands scrabbling for air. The damper in the cell was no match for Mokoya’s rage, tar-black and potent.

“Mokoya,” Rider gasped.

“If the raja decides to execute you, I will encourage him,” she hissed at the imprisoned woman.

Tan Khimyan’s face purpled like fruit ripening. Rider threw themselves around Mokoya, their trembling arms latching in the small of her back. “Mokoya. Please, stop.”

They only detached themselves when Mokoya let go of Tan Khimyan’s trachea. Akeha was laughing. “Well done, Moko. I’ve wanted to do that for years.”

Thennjay cleared his throat. “We should not keep the raja waiting,” he said. “Come.”



 



Chapter Seventeen


IT WAS STRANGE, MOKOYA thought, watching a prophecy from outside her head.

In the raja’s receiving chambers, cracked and disheveled from the naga’s attack, Rider generated their geometrical tessellations that both bypassed and encompassed all five natures of the Slack. The capture pearl in their hands pierced the air with strange light. Above the table they had gathered around, the prophecy came to life in a blur of moving images and distorted sound.

The events still lingered in her head: half memory, half nightmare. For a moment, watching her other self grieve over Rider’s body, Mokoya had a sense that she was not real. That she was not a person, but merely a mirage invented by the fortunes. She shivered. Around the table a bouquet of emotions played out on faces: shock on the raja’s, sorrow on Thennjay’s, anger on Akeha’s. Rider’s expression was impenetrable.

The prophecy ended as she remembered, leaving unnerved silence in its wake. Rider allowed the audience to absorb what they had just seen.

Thennjay met Mokoya’s gaze, his eyes sad. She looked away. The feeling that she existed on a different plane of the world from everyone else had stayed with her.

“This gives us enough landmarks to locate the naga,” Rider said.

The raja wet his lips. “Was that real?” he asked, gesturing at the air where the prophecy had been.

Akeha tilted his head. “Are you questioning a prophet’s vision?”

He swallowed. The scene—blood, death, grief—had clearly shaken him. “Then you will die,” he said to Rider.

“Indeed. It is a fate I have accepted.”

Raja Choonghey moved away from the table and paced impatiently. The pop of his knuckles as he cracked them was the only sound in the room. His frown burrowed more deeply into his face. “But the vision did not show my daughter’s fate.”

“No,” Rider said. “And that is good. She should not be there. In my plan we would take her to safety before I deal with the naga.” They pointed. “Mokoya will do it. She has learned skills that allow her to travel instantaneously.”

Mokoya’s cheeks burned at this tiny betrayal, at Rider roping her into their suicide mission without her consent, but she said nothing.

Raja Choonghey rubbed his face. “This is madness,” he said. “I can’t risk my daughter’s life on these illusions.”

“These illusions are proven,” Rider said.

“Do you have a better plan?” Akeha added.

The raja struck him with a glare, jawbone milling through his anger. Finally he said to Rider, “Very well. If that is your choice, then that is what we shall do.”



As they were leaving the chamber, Thennjay caught Mokoya by the arm to draw her aside. “Nao…” he said. His expression did the rest of the talking for him.

“Don’t worry about me,” she replied, flat and practiced, like she was reading off the lines of the First Sutra.

He rubbed the skin of her lizard arm, where the colors had faded to a muddy blue-gray. “I can’t help it.”

Mokoya wanted to say, It’s all right, I’m all right, everything is going to be all right. But faking a smile required energy; steadying her voice required strength. And she felt emptied of both.

So she said, “I’m tired,” and leaned into his bulk. Thennjay wrapped his warm, solid arms around her. Mokoya imagined herself dissolving in his embrace, her molecules scattering unconscious and pain-free to the ends of the known world.

All her life she had been stalked by a particular shadow of fear. In its teeth this specter held visions in which her loved ones were hurt and killed. She would lie awake at night, feeling the prickle of a prophecy creeping toward her, and be terrified of falling asleep, just in case she woke to a vision of Thennjay succumbing to poison, or Akeha lying in a back alley with a blade through his heart.

When the accident killed her daughter, she had been furious at the shadow for betraying her, for not showing her an actual tragedy when it was about to happen. She had wanted to know, or thought she had wanted to know. Sometimes she thought this anger was what had driven her prophetic ability away.

Now it had returned after many years, and it had brought her this gift as though mocking her. She had been wrong. She did not want to know. It was not making the pain any easier.

Thennjay held her until she somehow found the will to separate from him. “Go to them,” he said softly. “You still have time.”



Rider had fled to the tent city, as though they could not stand to be in Bataanar a moment longer than necessary. When Mokoya found them, they were crouched by Bramble, stroking the naga’s snout as they whispered in a language Mokoya did not know. She stood watching them, afraid of shattering this moment of languid tenderness.

Rider looked up. “Mokoya.”

She approached them slowly, her limbs heavy as though she dragged a promise of violence in her wake. Rider looked at her, patient, waiting for her to speak.

“She was the one who hit you,” Mokoya finally said. “Tan Khimyan.”

“It’s past,” Rider said. “It does not matter.”

“The past always matters,” Mokoya said. Especially when there was no future to hold on to.

Rider nodded slowly. “She often got into bad moods. And it would be my fault, for behaving so badly, for provoking her temper. She would say those things to me.”

“You weren’t to blame. Violence is the fault of the one enacting it. Always.”

“I know that, Mokoya. I know now.”

She touched their face gently, trailed fingers down their chin and the tendons of their neck, ending at the border of words spelling Rider’s life story. “Why didn’t you just leave, then?” Not an accusation, but curiosity. She wanted to understand Rider.

“Because I loved her, Mokoya. Because I was a fool back then, terrified by a city and a world I did not understand.” They hesitated. “And because of my daughter.”

Mokoya froze. “Your daughter?”

Rider broke away to search through one of Bramble’s saddlebags. They returned with a picture scroll, which they unrolled and tensed to life. The thin brown sheet lit up with a looping, repeating sliver of life: an olive-skinned young woman, generously dimpled, laughing in the sunlight.

“This is Echo,” Rider said. “She was an orphan I met on the streets of Chengbee years ago. All the time we lived in the capital, Khimyan never suspected I was helping raise a girl in a workshop in the Lower Quarter.”

The girl had such a lightness to her smile, a radiant glow of hope. “Where is she now?”

“She lives in Chengbee still. She is grown now, a dragonboat jouster and an apprentice to a medicine seller.” They pressed the scroll into Mokoya’s hands. “When this is over, will you look for her? For my sake?”

She cradled the scroll between her fingers. “What should I tell her?”

“Tell her I died protecting those I care for. She will understand.”

Who was Rider protecting, and from what? Mokoya nodded anyway. “What else will you have me do?”

“I would ask you to watch Bramble.” Behind them, the naga rumbled at mention of her name. “She will stay behind when we execute the plan. Since she did not feature in your prophecy, her fate is not yet locked. I would like her to survive.”

Mokoya frowned at their phrasing, her fate is not yet locked. It struck her as strange, for reasons she could not identify. Rider continued, “Bramble has never lived without human companionship. She would not survive in the wild.”

“Phoenix won’t object to a playmate,” she allowed. “Anything else?”

“My bones.” As Mokoya sucked in a breath, they said, “They will be a record of who I am … who I was. I would like you to keep them. Your husband could perform the death rituals, could he not?”

She wanted to say, You were supposed to teach me how to read the words, but what would be the point of saying that, except to cause them more grief?

“We could preserve the bones, yes,” she said. “Is that all?”

“There is one more thing.”

“Tell me, then.”

“I want you to live.”

Air thickened in Mokoya’s lungs. “What?”

Rider’s hands wrapped gently around her arms as though she were an eggshell carving, fragile and precious. “I want you to embrace what fortune has bestowed upon you. I want you to look ahead with no regrets. I want you to carry the memory of what happened here into the future.”

Mokoya could not tamp down her reaction. “I can’t do that. I can’t pretend that it’s all okay—”

Rider sighed. “You blame yourself for this.”

“I know it’s foolish. I know I don’t shape the prophecies. I know things happen that I cannot change, but—”

They put a thin finger to her lips. “Hush. In another iteration of the world, we might never have met. It was fortune’s blessing that we did.”

“In another iteration of the world, you would live on.”

“Yet this is the one we have been given. We must make the best of it we can.”

Mokoya pressed her forehead to theirs and gasped her way through the torrent of emotions engulfing her. Their trembling fingers clung to the bones of her cheek and neck.

Rider’s breath ghosted over her lips. “Lie with me,” they whispered, brimming with heat. “Forget the world in my embrace. While we still can.”

“Yes.” She would have let Rider swallow her alive if they’d asked. There was nothing she would deny them. Not now.



 



Chapter Eighteen


MOKOYA STRUGGLED TO FIND sleep. Unease chewed at the corners of her consciousness, as though she had forgotten something, but could not remember what. Next to her Rider, exhausted and fragrant, had fallen into a pattern of deep and easy breaths. They’d spent hours describing life in the Quarterlands, telling of thousand-yield trees that took days to climb, of ringed dwellings that nestled in the canopies, of forest floors dark and unfathomable as the bottom of the ocean.

Mokoya had listened, their hands clasped between her own, trying to press every aspect of the scene into indelible memory. She had one advantage, Rider had said: this time, she already knew what the pattern of grief felt like. She would be prepared for what was to come.

Mokoya watched them sleep and tried to feel tenderness, but the unease was overwhelming, like a cramp in her fingers and toes. It drove her up, onto her feet, and out of the tent.

The sky was still dark. They had planned to set out perhaps an hour before next sunrise: the pugilists, the crew, a few of the Machinists. And Rider, of course.

Mokoya walked the tangled, sleeping intestines of the tent city until she came to its edge, where Bramble and Phoenix nested, quiet and unburdened. The oasis lapped gently at its borders. Mokoya rose onto the balls of her feet, five times, ten. It did not help.

She paced several circles into the sand and then sat cross-legged in the middle of that track. She cleared her mind, blanked her mindeye, and tried to calm her uneasiness with the weight of the Slack.

The Slack is all, and all is the Slack.

Her recitation failed. Mokoya had always been a poor student of meditation, and her mind worked against her now, scraping against her skull. Everything she heard and felt was a distraction: blood surging in her veins, wind singing, oasis moistening the night air, the hot breaths of Phoenix and Bramble nearby.

Memories, images, impressions spiraled. Rider’s voice surfaced, saying, Since she did not feature in your prophecy, her fate is not yet locked.

Her fate is not yet locked. As if her visions caused the future, and not the other way around.

Why had Rider asked her if she folded the Slack to make her visions, as if she had control over the passage of time, over the twists and braids of fortune?

Mokoya reached for that folding trick again, trying to look at the Slack in a different way. She thought of the way Rider’s slackcrafting felt, intricate patterns generated from movement behind the curtains of what she knew. The Slack was not just divided into five natures—that was the Tensorate way of thinking—but infinitely malleable, not a layer over the world but an integral part of it, inseparable from the objects it governed, more all-encompassing than the First Sutra could have ever expressed.

She dissolved all her thoughts, dissolved her mindeye.

Yet it wasn’t enough. She had to do more than that.

Dissolve the trappings of Monastery training. Discard the frameworks of Tensor study.

Dissolve memory, dissolve personhood. She was no longer Mokoya, yet she remained unchanged. A collection of occurrences in space and time, mathematical possibilities intersecting and colliding, not a living thing but a coalescence of probabilities.

And then, as though lightning-struck, the thing that was once Sanao Mokoya saw it. That thing faced the Slack as the Quarterlanders must, raw and contiguous and endless.

The Slack is all, and all is the Slack.

Time and space were just another aspect of the Slack, this fabric of the universe they were woven into. They faded in and out of focus. Sometimes they were like sheets of rice paper upon which everything marched. Sometimes they were embedded into the soup in which everything swam, just another ingredient, no more divisible than salt was from spiced broth. Sometimes they were both.

The way this thing called Sanao Mokoya was connected to the Slack was different from the way the others were connected, sleeping in their tents or stacked within Bataanar’s walls. The time nature of the Slack coiled around them, called to them, separate from what they called the five natures, separate from everything else. Yet all the same. Indivisible. Colors upon colors all melding into one color.

You couldn’t understand it if you looked only for the five natures. But once it came to you, there was no way of unseeing it.

A prophet could control the time-nature of the Slack. Those visions, born from her unconscious mind, were her uncontrolled attempts to rearrange the patterns in the Slack. And once they were laid down, those patterns became locked to the prophet’s destiny. The thing that was Mokoya saw Rider’s death, bound to her against the patterns of the Slack by threads of fortune.

For a prophecy to be undone, the prophet herself had to be undone.

Mokoya opened her eyes. She was lying on hot sand, limbs trembling with the force of enlightenment, heart pumping with the shock of understanding. She sat up, feeling like an entirely new being, resting with her hipbones against the hungry floor of the desert, at once detached from and yet one with the universe around her. The Slack sang to her, songs she had never heard before, its threads ringing like zither strings.

Prophecies could be undone. They had just gone about it the wrong way.

Mokoya got to her feet and was amazed when they held beneath her. They led her back to her tent. She knew what she had to do.

Rider still lay asleep on their cot. Mokoya had no intention of waking them. She crouched on one knee to get a clearer look at their face. Peaceful, unbothered.

“You knew,” she said softly. “You’ve always known. But you didn’t tell me, because you wanted to protect me. You knew what I would do. I understand. I forgive you.”

Rider did not stir. The day’s happenings had truly exhausted them. Mokoya stood, quiet as the breath of trees. She had letters to write.

Dearest Rider,

I hope you can forgive me.

Do not be alarmed. I have gone to face the naga by myself; that is my choice. I have discovered the truth that you, I think, were trying to save me from. I saw in the Slack how to undo the knots of the prophecy that I created. I saw that it was possible to save you.

Even if it costs my life, I have decided to do it. More than anything, I want you to live.

Do not feel sorry for me. I am not angry, nor am I sad. This has come as a relief to me. In fact, I feel joy.

Since the days of my childhood, when these prophecies started to plague me, I have struggled with helplessness. Oftentimes I felt trapped at the bottom of a frozen pond, watching things happen through the ice, unable to touch them, unable to change anything. I felt nothing but hatred: toward myself, toward my visions, toward the world. It was as if fortune itself were mocking me.

After my daughter died, I decided the only way to avoid more pain was to leave. I knew I was running away when I left the capital, but I cared little. I kept running. If I wasn’t around anyone, if I didn’t care about anything, then there could be no hurt, and no one to hurt.

Living like that, it would have been a matter of time before things came to their logical conclusion. So do not feel regret for my sake. By ending this way, at least something positive will be gained from my death.

I wish we could have met under better circumstances. Perhaps in a time to come, in another world (as you said), we will. To have known you, even for one day, was a gift to me, fortune’s penance. I have only one wish for you:

Live on, dear one. Embrace what fortune has bestowed upon you. Look ahead with no regrets. And carry a memory of me into the future.

Mokoya



 



Chapter Nineteen


SHE TOOK NOTHING WITH her, as one does when one does not intend to return. Her cudgel she left in the tent; she would not need it against her foe.

She would serve as a distraction, a focal point for the naga’s slackcraft, to give Wanbeng time to get to safety. She would surprise the creature, break its neck with earth-nature to limit the damage it could do.

If she could, she would kill it. Either way, she did not expect to survive.

She was ready.

Outside her tent, Mokoya closed her eyes against the lightening sky and folded the Slack.

The naga had nested in open air on the far side of the oasis, where water cascaded down massive boulders to a reflecting pool below. A raised plateau about two hundred yields across stood between the oasis and the sunken pool. That was where Mokoya came out of the fold, tumbling over her own feet and into a roll, dry dust filling her mouth. Her head struck something lumpy, and sand-noise dizziness flared as she stood. She was right in front of the naga’s massive bulk, radiating animal stink.

The creature struggled to its feet, nostrils flaring, a growl building in its throat.

So much for surprising it.

“Who goes there?” demanded a voice.

Wanbeng was alive, imperious as ever, standing between the creature’s winged front limbs.

“Wanbeng! It’s me.”

“Tensor Sanao?” The girl’s eyes widened.

The naga bared its teeth and lunged its head forward. “No!” the girl commanded.

Her hand snapped up as she tensed through forest-nature. The naga froze, then backed down.

The creature’s breathing was labored. Blood oozed from its sides and marked wide smears on the ground. The Machinists’ fire cannon had struck deep. The naga was dying, its wounds slowly draining its blood, the great rot setting in.

Mokoya said to the girl: “It’s me, Wanbeng. I’ve come to help.”

“You’re not dead.”

“Not yet.”

“Then I’m not a criminal.” Her voice shook with relief.

Unreasonable hope seized Mokoya: What if this ordeal was survivable? “Wanbeng, we must end this creature’s misery,” she said. “Look at its wounds.”

“Those murderers did this.”

“You saw what it did to the city. You know it’s dangerous.”

The girl couldn’t answer the accusations. She didn’t argue with Mokoya, did not insist on the naga’s humanity. The delusion had been wrung from her in the hours since. In a way, Mokoya almost envied her. Wanbeng’s eyes shone with bright frustration, the lines around them evidence of her exhaustion. “I don’t want to go back. I don’t want to be my father’s little puppet.”

“You don’t have to be. Wanbeng, I promise I will do all I can to help you. But there’s nothing out here. I know, because I’ve spent the last two years of my life hiding in the wilderness. It won’t help.”

The girl bit her lip. “What are you going to do?”

“I’m—” Mokoya exhaled. “I’m going to undo what has been done,” she said. “I’m going to untangle the soul-graft.”

“What do you want me to do?”

“Keep it still while I work the slackcraft. Can you do that?”

Wanbeng’s shoulders moved. “I’ll try.”

Mokoya calmed her mindeye and read the creature in front of her. She could see what had been done to the essence of the wild naga. Raja Ponchak’s soul pattern had been grafted on, precisely and artificially, a profusion of Slack-connections fastened to the naga at five points, like a pentagonal tumor. The naga’s body had grown to enormous proportions in response to the injury that had been done to its soul, accumulating matter and complexity to balance this unasked-for addition.

The deed had been done with calculated artlessness. She despised the ones responsible.

She had to work fast: she didn’t know how long Wanbeng could keep the naga still once she started. She began to unravel the first knot, dissolving the connections that held it together.

The Slack resisted. The prophecy tangled around her pulled back against her efforts, choking her slackcraft. Refusing to let her unfix what had been fixed.

Mokoya, existing half outside her own head, saw a path through the snarl. She twisted the Slack. Bright connections sprang free. The first knot disintegrated.

The naga screeched and tried to rear up on its hind legs. “No! Don’t!” Wanbeng pulled through forest-nature, holding the naga back. The creature’s anger and pain disrupted slackcraft, rippling in waves, making everything more difficult.

Mokoya reached for the second knot and twisted the fabric of the world. The knot came undone to another cry of pain, another seismic spasm through the Slack. The third slipped from her as the naga bucked, trying to break from Wanbeng’s control—

“Tensor, hurry!” The girl’s voice was strained. “I can’t hold on—”

Mokoya undid the third knot. The naga bellowed and swept one wing forward. Wanbeng shrieked as she was knocked backward.

“No!” Mokoya made a mad tense for the fourth knot and missed. The naga swung one wing at her, and she tensed a layer of solid air between them, the naga bouncing off it with a sound of rage.

“Wanbeng, run!” Mokoya gasped, a moment before the naga struck her with a ball of raw force, water-nature. She flew backward. Her arm made an ugly sound as she landed, and instinct drove her into a roll. Jaws descended, and Mokoya narrowly escaped their massive snap.

She tensed through earth-nature, pulling the naga’s head to the ground and keeping it there.

In her mindeye she saw probabilities converging upon her, driven by her manipulation of the Slack. She knew what was coming. She welcomed it.

“Tensor!” Wanbeng was still alive, thank the fortunes. She felt the girl’s effort in the Slack, trying to wrest back control of the situation, and felt a spark of admiration.

Mokoya pulled at the fourth knot as the naga clawed at the Slack, but its soul was so ragged the motion came out glancing and crooked. A spasm through water-energy, meant to bury her in a wave of lifted sand, only flung her backward. Something in her hip tore as she landed, and she cried out.

The fourth knot, frayed by the naga’s frantic attempts to tense, had come undone. The soul-graft was loose in the Slack, anchored only on one point. It was unraveling and flailing in all directions, pulling at the soul essence of the naga, tearing it. The Slack warped with the unnatural energy, and the naga arched over her in both physical and metaphysical pain.

The naga knew who was causing it all that pain.

Mokoya braced herself as the naga snatched her up with one clawed hand. She felt gravity lurch as she shot skyward, her lower body crushed under massive pressure. Pain consumed her, and black spots burst through her vision.

There was only one thing on her mind. Mokoya pulled at the last knot as hard as she could. There was no time for focus or delicacy: just a pure surge of energy into the fabric of the Slack.

The fifth knot broke. The graft tore away, unraveling into nothingness.

The naga screamed. There was motion, an impression of being flung into the air, gravity calling, speed, a blur of dark and light. Something that looked like the sky whirled over Mokoya, and then her body struck ground, broken and crunching, a sack with a ripped seam spilling its warm contents onto sand.

The sun was rising, and she wasn’t really in her body anymore. The thing that was Sanao Mokoya dwindled to a string of thoughts as her consciousness faded.

There. I did it. I changed what couldn’t be changed. I’ve cut the red threads of fortune.

Now I am free.



 



Chapter Twenty


SUNLIGHT AND BREEZE GREETED the cemetery like old friends, daubing the koi pond with light and the hillside with the pattern of leaves. The gentle fingers of willow trees swayed in the wind, brushing their tips against the gravestones in the Sanao family quarter. The ground exhaled the scent of yesterday’s rain as Rider knelt before the newest stone in the quarter, the red paint on the granite still vivid. From a distance came the faint hubbub of life, the chatter of voices from inns and the old songs of cowherds.

Rider tensed a small flame and lit a stick of incense. Smoke unraveled from its tip, redolent with sandalwood and ash.

As Rider stood, Mokoya took their hand. “Thank you for coming with me today.” She swept a glance over her daughter’s grave, bright and blissful, and felt her belly grow warm. “I wish you could have met her somehow.”

Rider squeezed her fingers. “Your memories of her are enough.”

Screams and laughter intruded upon their peace: the twins, playing a game of catch-the-thief. Rider colored. “Children! This is a graveyard, not a playground. Show some respect.” The twins looked at her, stifled their giggles, and vanished behind a willow tree. Rider sighed.

“Let them be,” Mokoya said. “They’re only children.”

They watched light dancing over her daughter’s headstone. “Could you have imagined this,” Rider said, “all those years ago, in the dust, when we first met?”

Mokoya laughed. “In those days, I tended not to imagine happy endings.”

Rider squeezed her hand, where a symphony of reds was spreading upward. She returned the gentle pressure. But even as she did so, there was a sense of something not being right, like a dislocation between vision and reality.

Someone was tapping on her forehead.

Mokoya wrinkled her brows. There was warmth around her, and softness: a bed, padded with cotton, heated to the right temperature, the air sharp with cleansing herbs.

“Don’t you think you’ve slept for long enough?”

Mokoya opened her eyes. Akeha’s face hovered over hers, his expression arranged into one of fond disgust. She found her voice in a throat cracked and dry with disuse. “Akeha? What—what happened?”

“You’re alive, even though you shouldn’t be.”

Mokoya blinked. Akeha spoke to someone off to the side. “Go and fetch the Head Abbot at once.” A patter of running feet.

As the calm of the graveyard receded from her—Vision? Dream?—the reality of the present flowed into place. She lay on a bed in a high-roofed room, royally appointed, the sheets brocaded and the bed drapes fine and rich. Silk screens, not paper, stood in window frames. Somewhere a bird sang.

“Don’t try to sit up,” he said.

She tried anyway, and something in her lower back twanged. She dropped onto the bed with a grunt. Memories filtered back to her, of the last fight with the naga, of her mortal wounding. She tried to move her feet, heavy under a blanket. One foot twitched awkwardly, then the other.

“You didn’t lose any organs this time, if you’re wondering.”

“I thought I was dead.”

“You were. Good as, anyway. Heart stopped, everything broken…”

“But, yet, somehow I survived.”

“It’s a good thing you made a new friend. I don’t know what kind of Quarterlandish black magic they practice, but they managed to … stop you somehow. Stop? I don’t know what that means. They tried to explain it, but it sounded like nonsense.” He shrugged. “Anyway, they kept your spirit with us until we brought you back here.”

“They’re alive?”

Akeha receded to the post at the foot of the bed. “You’ll be happy to hear that no one died in your little heroic scheme. Well, except for the naga. Couldn’t have saved it anyway—it was too badly hurt.”

“And the city?” she asked.

“Rebuilding. It’ll take a while.” He snorted. “Even with the help of Protectorate troops.”

Mokoya tried sitting up again, and this time got as far as her elbows, where she stayed. “So Mother’s troops are in the city?”

Akeha shrugged; he looked tired. Mokoya sighed.

A billow of ocher robes heralded Thennjay’s arrival in the doorway. “Nao.” He crossed the room rapidly as Mokoya pushed herself up to sitting, ignoring the protests made by her slowly healing body. Her left wrist hurt. Thennjay pulled her into a half embrace, his arm around her shoulders, pressing her head into the cloth of his belly. She inhaled, smelling incense and sweat as he sighed, a deep rumble through his bones.

“Why was I surprised to find that you’d run off to martyr yourself?” he said, when they broke from the embrace. He put a gentle hand on her cheek.

She leaned into his touch. “Where is everyone?”

“Everyone?” Akeha said. “Hmph. Phoenix is busy frolicking with her new best friend. Adi and her crew are helping with reconstruction and annoying the wits out of my people. Or she’s annoying me, at least. The raja and his daughter have been enjoying some quality family time.”

“But that’s not the question you’re asking, is it?” Thennjay said.

She wet her lips and swallowed. “I want to see them,” Mokoya said.

“Come.” Thennjay held out an arm.

Akeha narrowed his eyes. “The doctor said her spine will take time to heal. Should she be walking around?”

Mokoya made a dismissive noise. She braced her weight with her arms and pushed her legs off the bed. They moved sluggishly and unevenly. Distinct lines of pain flared across her back and the muscles of her thighs. She was aware of bandages wrapped tight around her left leg, and her right ankle was encased in a solid, molded cast. She closed her eyes and examined her injuries through forest-nature. Healing bones, torn flesh slowly knitting whole. There were metal implants in her right ankle. Walking would be difficult.

She planted her feet on the cool stone floor, pressed her weight onto Thennjay’s arm, and stood.

Thennjay looped one arm around her waist as pain threatened to fell her again. Mokoya pushed her own body upright through water-nature. Thennjay dissipated earth-nature from around them, lessening the weight of her body. “Lean on me,” he said. “Don’t put pressure on that ankle.”

Akeha tutted as Thennjay led her into the first staggering step. Her legs were disobedient, unwilling to bend. “You suffered some nerve damage,” Thennjay said. “Training your body to move properly again will take time.”

“I’m going to get the doctor,” Akeha said in disgust.

Thennjay grunted. “You know where to find us.”

They made their way snail-paced through corridors, between the hanging tapestries of the raja’s palace. Sound bubbled up from the city below, carrying with it a vivid jumble of emotions: happiness, anger, excitement, sadness. Life moving forward. Mokoya found that the pain was manageable, and the unevenness of her slow steps began to take on a regularity. The floor was solid beneath her. She was here. She was present.

“What will happen to the Machinists in Bataanar, now that Protectorate troops have moved in?” Mokoya asked.

“They’ve gone to ground for now,” Thennjay said. “But I suspect this won’t be the end of it. It’s funny, you know. Raja Choonghey could have reported them. He had so much evidence on his hands.”

“But he didn’t. Why?”

“Maybe he saw their usefulness at last. After all, if not for them, that night might have turned out very differently. Or maybe Akeha’s words finally had an effect on him. Who knows?”

“I’m glad.”

They shuffled on. Mokoya could feel a cramp building in her left calf, the one supporting the bulk of her weight. She said, “You know, if you just told me where they are, I could save us both a lot of trouble.”

“Yes, but you need to get used to walking. You can’t jump from place to place forever.”

“Rider has jumped from place to place all their life. Walking is overrated.”

Thennjay chuckled. “We spent a lot of time talking while you were asleep. They tried to teach me their trick, but I couldn’t do it. You had an unfair advantage.”

“You mean my prophet nature?”

“That’s what they suspect. The way they explained it, there are also prophets among the Quarterlanders, but they are very rare. One in a hundred thousand, maybe fewer. Over there, they think of it as a curse. No mortal should be expected to control fortune, intentionally or not.”

“It is a curse. I’ve never felt otherwise.”

“Well, at least now we know it isn’t a death sentence. Prophecies can be undone. That’s more than we had before.”

“I want to know if it’s possible to stop them forever.”

“We’ll have time to find out.” Thennjay gently squeezed her closer. “I like Rider. I’m glad you met them. You make a bright picture together.”

Mokoya smiled. Her arm flushed warm and red, a mellow sort of joy.

“Almost there now.” Thennjay gestured with his chin to a circular door ahead of them.

Within that room a zither was being indecorously and inexpertly played, a fierce joy extant in the dissonant twang of its strings. As the tangle of music drifted down the corridor Mokoya remembered golden, perfumed summer days in the Great High Palace, giggling as she learned the art from her mother’s courtesans.

The doorway framed a wide, rosewood-toned room basking in the lucid glow of midday sunlight. In its middle, on a stack of yellow cushions, Princess Wanbeng and Rider sat in the company of a zither. The latter had their back to Mokoya, hunched over in concentration as their amateurish fingers skipped and stumbled through Wanbeng’s instructions. Mokoya studied the earnest slope of their back and imagined the look on their face, brow creased in completely sincere focus. She rested against the curved edge of the doorway with a soft sigh. She could stay here indefinitely, watching and listening.

Wanbeng looked up briefly, and a small exclamation passed her lips. “Tensor!”

Rider turned around, startled. Then their eyes met, and in that moment Mokoya could not have cared less about the world around them, about woven fates and political desires and things that were left behind. In that moment, all that mattered was the halo of light around their head, the smile on their face, and the movement of their lips as they said one word:

“Mokoya.”



 



THE DESCENT OF MONSTERS




 

To my gang of blowholes, you know who you are



 



Prologue


My beloved twin:

It is strange, writing a letter to someone you may never meet. Twenty-six years ago we were separated on the shores of the Demons’ Ocean, too young to do anything but breathe and suckle and cry. Our lives diverged: you taken to the deepest interior of the Protectorate, cocooned in secrecy at the heart of one of the empire’s biggest lies, and I exiled to the fringes of society, never quite belonging anywhere.

I spent my life in ignorance of your existence, convinced that there was no other like me. And then I learned the truth from the woman who attended our birth all those years ago, the handmaiden who witnessed the sale of two helpless infants and carried that secret as a weight in her heart for decades. Suddenly I understood why I had always felt there was some part of me missing.

But no more. I have spent the past two years searching for you as the Protectorate slowly spiraled toward civil war. I found where they kept you. And now my quest to rescue you begins. I have never done anything more dangerous. If I succeed, you will never have to read this letter, because I will tell you all of this firsthand. This letter, really, is for myself to read in the long days ahead. It is a record, and it is a promise.

I will find you. I will not give up.

Your twin,
Rider



 



PART ONE

THE INVESTIGATOR




 



To My Beloved Kayan


Kayan, my sweet flower:

You’re reading this because I’m dead. That’s right, I’m doing that thing you hate in the weeklies you read, writing a last letter to my beloved because I expect to die. And my expectations have been excruciatingly accurate of late, so I’ll be surprised if I have to trash this. Surprised, and embarrassed.

But don’t worry—death circling overhead hasn’t turned me into a sentimental fool. This is not some misbegotten love letter or ode to a life unlived. As if I’d write that kind of horseshit.

Fuck that. This is a call to arms. This isn’t me feeling sorry for myself. I am burning with fury at the injustice I have encountered.

You were right, Kayan. You said that this job would kill me someday, and it has. Your prize is losing the only person who’s ever meant anything to you. Congratulations.

You remember my last letter to you? The one where I told you about the mountain disaster case I’d been given? Remember I said it smelled rotten? It was. That case went sour, real fast. The fruit was putrid to the core. Some news must filter out to your boat even on the unforgiving slush of the Demons’ Ocean, so you might have heard that the investigation closed recently, with all the blame pushed to the Machinists. Of course that shit isn’t true. The report carried my name, but neither my approval nor my complicity. Well, fuck. I guess it had my complicity. But I signed off on that heap of stinking lies to get them off my back. Since then I’ve been chasing the truth across the slimy underbelly of the Protectorate because the fortunes will cut off my tongue and hands before I let this stand unchallenged.

Well my love, it’s been days of wading deeper and deeper into foaming sewage. There’s a madness at the bottom of all this and I fear I haven’t even looked it in the face. The shit that’s gone down here is stranger than I could have ever imagined.

No doubt the Protectorate will spend the next few days smearing me as a traitor, a barbarian, a Kebangilan reprobate who couldn’t help but revert to her uncivilized nature despite her Kuanjin upbringing. All their usual nonsense—we know how they work, don’t we? I’ve worked for them for a dozen years, after all.

But you, my love—you will know the truth. Look. Here are the compiled journals, notes, and memos I’ve stacked up over the past few weeks. I suspected all along—hell, I knew—that it was all going to end in flames. Read these things. Read them, and understand what I’m sacrificing myself for. Read them, and then get fucking livid, like I did. Follow this gravesent affair to its bitter end. Anything else would be rank injustice, and I know how you feel about that. I trust you.

I know you’re going to make them pay.

Your beloved,
Sariman



 



Chapter One



A PRELIMINARY REPORT REGARDING THE INCIDENT AT THE REWAR TENG INSTITUTE OF EXPERIMENTAL METHODS

Prepared by Tensor Chuwan Sariman

Here begins the preliminary report into the so-called Rewar Teng Incident, compiled by Tensor Chuwan Sariman. On this fourteenth day of the seventh month of the year 1162, I declare the investigation into the aforementioned incident open. By the grace of the Protector and the powers invested in me by the Ministry of Justice, I will lead the investigation into what happened on that terrible day. Where there was a jungle of fear and uncertainty, there shall be the shape of hidden things revealed. Where there were storms of lies, there will be truth. No expense shall be spared, no question left unanswered. The special investigation I lead will be relentless in the pursuit of justice, and whatever obstacles are determined to come my way should take heed, for I shall be merciless. No ocean, nor mountain, nor burning fire shall deter me. My will is absolute and my mandate clear. I will not rest until the reality of what happened is laid bare. And all my efforts shall not go to waste, for through understanding the tapestry of circumstances that led to this tragedy, we shall prevent it from ever happening again.


THE INCIDENT

On the fourth day of the seventh month, it was registered with Senior Tensor Chu Xinyang of the Academy that the Rewar Teng Institute of Experimental Methods had failed to send in their weekly report and list of supply orders, as they had been due to. Further investigation revealed that family and acquaintances of institute staff had not been able to contact them for the past five days, although that had been attributed to ill weather, as the monsoons had destroyed a relay tower in the Mengsua Pass and disrupted land communications. But the storms passed, and still the silence persisted. On the sixth day of the seventh month, Tensor Chu dispatched a team northward to make contact with the institute and find out what happened.

Upon arrival at the institute, the special group found waiting for them a scene of disaster. The premises were a sea of blood and bones, and of the forty-two Tensors who had been registered to work at the Institute, there was no other sign. A swift and thorough investigation of the site drew a clear and unfortunate conclusion. All the residents of the Institute had been killed, both human and animal, and furthermore, it had been one of the Institute’s experiments that was responsible for the massacre.

The culprit was determined to be one of the large raptor-naga crossbreeds, whose carcass was discovered in the caverns beneath the Institute. Unlike the other bodies on the premises, the crossbreed was found freshly slain, the blood still liquid. With an abundance of wisdom, Tensor Yesai, who had been leading the team, determined that either survivors remained of the Institute’s staff, or that there were interlopers on the premises.

An armed search was immediately carried out, and the team discovered two outlaws hiding within the caverns, the Machinist terrorist leader Sanao Akeha and a female companion whose identity has yet to be determined. They were swiftly apprehended and taken into custody, and the institute secured.

Teams are on site to recover and process evidence that will unlock the truth of the incident. All forty-two residents of the institute are presumed deceased, pending identification of their remains. (Tensor Yesai’s overall report can be read appended to this document.)



THE HISTORY OF THE INSTITUTE

The Rewar Teng Institute of Experimental Methods was founded by Tensor M in 1148. Originally called the Rewar Teng Breeding Laboratory, it began operation under the authority of the Institute of Agricultural Development, with a personnel strength of eight. The site, high in the Longfong mountain range, was chosen due to its proximity to the Rewar Teng Slack anomaly, which produced deformations in the Slack useful to experimental procedures. In its early days, the laboratory focused on modifying large southern species to be more resistant to heavier gravity in the north. As a result of its successes, the laboratory was expanded to a personnel strength of twenty-five in 1152, and registered as a separate institute under the auspices of Tensor Sanao Sonami, who was then Agricultural Minister. Additional holding pens and animal handling facilities were built, and the compound was extended to include two new buildings and a dormitory. Tensor M retired in 1157, at which time Tensor R was nominated to head the institute by the Minister.


THE SCOPE OF THE CURRENT INVESTIGATION, AND PROPOSED METHODS

Our knowledge of what happened that day lies in tatters, incomplete and fraying. In order to stitch them back into whole cloth, the investigation must find the answer to these questions:

How did the crossbreed escape its bonds? Was it through caprice or malice that it was loosed upon the institute?

What safeguards did the institute have against such an eventuality? How were these safeguards breached? Did procedural lapses play a part? Or were the safeguards simply inadequate?

How were the outlaws involved in this incident? Can their presence at the site after the disaster be mere coincidence?

Why did five days pass before the extent of the disaster was made known? What protocols can we put in place to ensure a more timely response?

How can we prevent the same from happening again?







 



Chapter Two



APPENDIX 2: ACCOUNT OF THE STATE OF THE REWAR TENG INSTITUTE UPON ARRIVAL


Prepared by Tensor Yesai



We arrived at the compound just after first sunrise, following the path prescribed to us. The trail upward had been recently cleared, with rockfall debris lining the sides, although there was a layer of fallen leaves on the paving stone. I took this to mean that staff from the institute had cleared the path after the storms but not in the days after. The fence generators around the compound also had not been charged in a few days, and most had run out of power by the time we arrived. Taken together, these observations pointed to the fact that the incident must have happened almost immediately after the storm passed, which is to say about six days ago.

We found the institute devoid of life, animal or human. Entering the courtyard, we came across a good number of bones and partial bodies in states of heavy decomposition, all bearing marks of predation. Our initial assessment estimated at least fourteen human bodies and an unknown number of animal carcasses, presumed to be the remains of the experimental subjects being bred by the institute. The forensics expert, Dr. Inan, determined that the oldest remains were at least a week old, including the bodies which were recognizably human. He also said that the most recent corpses were at least three days old. Most of the bodies had been killed at another location and brought to the courtyard, indicating that the creature treated it as a lair of some kind. At this time, we did not know if the entity responsible for the kills was still in the area, and proceeded as though we were in hostile territory.

We split up into three groups of four. Tensor Ma Feng led the group assigned to examine the administrative building and the power plants, Tensor Quah led the group assigned to examine the dormitories and kitchens, and I led the last group, to examine the laboratory buildings and animal holding pens.

The dormitory group found six more bodies on the second floor, also badly decomposed, and presumed to have died at the same time as did the oldest bodies in the courtyard. Unlike those, these bodies appeared intact, aside from the injuries that were presumably the cause of death. The wound patterns suggested that the six were killed by a smaller beast, quite possibly a domestic raptor, as such creatures were a major component of the laboratory’s breeding program. It appeared that the victims had sought shelter on the second floor, barricading the stairway with furniture, a measure which proved ineffective.

A quick search of the dormitory found most of the staff’s personal belongings untouched, including clothes, books, toiletries, and keepsakes. These items were later collected by the team; they will be returned to the families of the victims pending completion of the full investigation.

The door to the main laboratory building was found badly damaged; we guessed that this was how the beast entered the facilities. We found evidence that the attack began while work was ongoing. Apparatus had been turned over and smashed, and chemicals left uncovered, some of which had evaporated. From the blood trails, we surmised that the beast had killed the Tensors working there, then dragged them outside at its leisure. The carcasses of two raptors in separate holding pens were presumed to have died from dehydration or starvation in the week after the incident. We recovered a number of laboratory journals from the scene, which will also be handed over to the investigative team as evidence.

The laboratory building had a large annex consisting of a single circular room at least three stories high. There we found the first concrete evidence of the beast that had ravaged the place. The annex was designed to hold at least two megafauna specimens, and from the destruction of the support beams and chains within the room, it was clear that one of those beasts had broken its bonds. The carcass of the other remained in the annex, still chained, and in an advanced state of decay. As far as we could tell—and inasmuch as our guesses were corroborated by what was written in the scientists’ notes—the creatures were successful crosses between raptors and nagas. In phenotype, the carcass resembled the former more than the latter, except for its extraordinary size. In other respects, the body was far too decayed for us to draw sufficient conclusions. One of the team noted that it was fascinating how the escaped crossbreed did not turn to the body of its fellow for sustenance, despite it being such a rich source. I concurred.

Behind these buildings we found the animal holding pens. There were five rows of pens, the gates to three of which had been sprung. We assumed that a member of the staff had loosed the animals in hopes of slowing down or stopping the crossbreed. The crossbreed had later torn the gates off the fourth row and presumably killed and consumed the animals kept within, but the fifth row remained intact. The power to the buildings must have failed after a few days, and none of the animals had survived the nights without heating. Light captures of the carcasses are appended to this report.

It was the final team, led by Tensor Ma Feng, that found the most important pieces of evidence. The main administrative buildings are built on top of a fissure that leads to the caverns underground, the source of the Rewar Teng anomaly.

It was in the last of these caverns, however, that we discovered the carcass of the beast. It was an albino creature, and lean but not malnourished. Alive, it must have stood ten yields high and weighed nearly a ton. It had been grievously wounded in a fight, presumably with a pack of raptors, several of which it had killed. The bodies of the raptors did not bear the institute’s brand and were significantly smaller than the breed kept in the animal pens above. Suspecting intruders, we went back to search the chambers.

Perhaps because of their injuries, or perhaps some other reason, the outlaws surrendered after only a token fight. The remainder of their raptor pack we tranquilized and transported with the leftover supplies that we found in the laboratory.




 



Chapter Three



FROM CHUWAN’S PERSONAL DIARY

[1162.07.10]

So, it’s come to pass. After sixteen years of toiling in the Justice Ministry—sixteen years of shit work, sixteen years of breaking open cases only to see the credit go to someone else, sixteen years of watching the pale-skinned and pretty gain favor at my expense—after sixteen years of concentrated horse piss from the higher-ups, I’ve finally been made principal investigator on a case of my own. Cause for celebration, right? I should slaughter some pigs and break out the wine, invite the whole damn neighborhood to the party.

But I’m no fool. I’ve spent long enough dodging the arrows of Protectorate malice to see this for what it is: a giant, gold-plated turd. For one thing, this investigation should be massive. Dozens of Tensors died in the disaster. Short of wars and terrorist attacks, this is the deadliest incident that’s befallen both the Tensorate and the Protectorate in decades. Yet they’ve assigned just me to work on the investigation, some mid-ranking Tensor who’s never handled her own case before. And while I’d like to think that my years of successes are being rewarded—who unmasked the Cashewnut killer? Who exposed the ring of naga breeders at the heart of the Tensorate?—I am nowhere that naive. Some agenda is at work here. Corruption rises from this affair like corpse-gas from a murky lake, stinking of putrefying secrets.

The Rewar Teng institute has been plagued by scandal and rumor since its inception. Nobody buys that they built a whole research institute out in the mountains just to stitch together better livestock. At the very least, there’s some shifty experimentation going on up there. And then there are the wilder tales: human sacrifices, mad attempts to deform the shape of the world. Is there any truth to these rumors? Who the fuck knows. All I know—all any of us peons know—is that everything to do with the institute is sewn up so tight, you could be sent to the mines just for asking.

So, something in the institute has gone belly-up and they want to conceal it. That’s what this is. They’ve picked me, some nobody with no prospects and no future, to be their puppet or, if anything sour surfaces during the investigation, their sacrificial goat. A hapless Kebangilan orphan whose adoptive family never liked her. Someone who’s bound to be so afraid of exile, she’ll do anything the Protectorate asks.

Idiots. They should have done their research, because I am not that person. I didn’t get to where I am today by playing the good girl and keeping my head below the grass. Whatever they’re trying to hide, I will find it. I will make them regret underestimating me.

The stress is getting to me, though. I won’t lie about that. This morning, I woke with my head ringing and my clothes clinging to my skin. Some slime-fish of a nightmare, slipping away the moment you try to hold it in your memory, growing dimmer the more you flail at its shape. There was something about a cave with tall ceilings, and a strange girl talking to me. Large pools of water, just like from my childhood. Except that I never lived near water in my childhood. We were hillside farmers. There was only the old mine, and children weren’t allowed down there. It was just a silly dream, a conjuration of a stressed mind, but I’ve spent the entire day with a prickle gathered around the skin of my neck. Every time I remember the husk of that dream, I shiver. Small things that shouldn’t bother me set my mind off like a firework. The slap of water on floor tiles sounds like footsteps. The creak of wood cooling at night sends my heart racing. Earlier this evening, I thought I heard someone whispering outside my window, but when I ran to check, there was no one there. Am I losing my mind?

Curse it all. It doesn’t help that I’m alone in this house. It would be nice if my pay allowed me to hire servants, but of course it doesn’t. And it would be wonderful if Kayan were here, but of course she isn’t. That’s what I get for marrying the daughter of a pirate queen—I see her three times a year, and that’s it. It’s fine. She’d only mock me for getting worked up by a meaningless dream, anyway.

Well. Journey of a thousand steps, and all that. I’ve sent for the chief investigator from the southern provinces—Ngiau Chimin. Don’t like her. She’s the kind of sadistic vampire who drinks power from the veins of the Protectorate. The bastard is drunk on her bloody authority. But she’s good at interrogations. Once might almost say, too good. She can talk to the outlaws, considering that I wasn’t allowed any access to them—a fantastic start to things. I’m sure she’ll get something useful out of them. She’s got a reputation to maintain.





 



Chapter Four


Most esteemed Tensor Yesai:

Greetings, and may the threads of fortune bring you blessings. No doubt you are aware of who I am, being that I have taken charge of the investigation into the Rewar Teng incident.

First of all, I must commend you on your excellent report. It is thanks to your foresight and your fortitude that we have so much valuable information to begin our investigations with. For that I can only offer you my deepest gratitude.

Knowing what you have endured in your foray to the institute, I must humbly beg for your further assistance. There are questions about what happened in the caverns beneath the institute, questions which are crucial to our understanding of the sequence of events, questions which have not been answered by the information I have been given so far. I suspect you could help me immensely with answering these questions. After all, you were at the institute in person, and you witnessed its state with your own two eyes. There is no one else who knows the situation like you do. Tensor Yesai, I would like to interview you in person, at your earliest convenience. Please let me know when this can be arranged.

Tensor Chuwan Sariman

Tensor Sariman:

I appreciate the letter you have sent to me. Unfortunately, I am not authorized to speak directly to someone of your seniority. I must ask that you send your questions to my superior in this matter, High Tensor Fang Bing.

Tensor Yesai

Tensor Sariman:

It has come to my attention that you have questions about certain omissions that were made in the report submitted by Tensor Yesai to your investigation. Yes, indeed there were omissions made. Yes, we are aware of such omissions. I assure you that they were made deliberately, with the full knowledge of the relevant authorities. There is far more at stake here than your petty investigation into an industrial accident. Information has been withheld for the sake of the safety and security of the Protectorate.

If you understand the import of this, then I hope you will trouble yourself no further by continuing to chase smoke down dead men’s intestines.

High Tensor Fang Bing

Most esteemed High Tensor:

I have received your letter and I understand the meaning contained therein, although I confess that I do not understand its purpose. Perhaps I am not meant to; after all, I am only a lowly insect doing the bidding of the Protectorate.

Allow me to ask, however—by whose authorization were these facts withheld?

Your most humble servant,

Chuwan Sariman


MEMO FROM CHUWAN’S NOTEBOOK

Well, fuck. Looks like they’re making this as difficult for me as possible. Cheebye.

They’re mistaken if they think this will stop me.





 



Chapter Five



PROGRESS REPORT FOR THE INCIDENT AT THE REWAR TENG INSTITUTE OF EXPERIMENTAL METHODS


Prepared by Tensor Chuwan Sariman

This report summarizes the progress that has been made as of this third day of the investigation into the incident at the Rewar Teng Institute of Experimental Methods. So far, the investigation has proceeded much slower than I would prefer. There have been many delays and obstacles, some administrative, others less quantifiable.

The technicians have completed their examination of the crossbreed recovered from the institute. Their conclusions are in agreement with Tensor Yesai’s initial assessment: that the creature was an albino cross between a raptor and a naga. It was well fed and in good health when it died, although the technicians noted that the creature’s lack of pigmentation was not genetic but appeared to be a chronic stress response. I do not know if this constitutes evidence that the institute staff mistreated their animals, but I do know that whatever this creature was, it was not happy.

I requested an interview with Tensor Yesai to further elaborate on the issues raised in her report. However, I was told in the strongest possible terms that I was not to query further in this direction, and that such instructions came from higher up the Protectorate hierarchy than I have access to. I do not intend to pursue this line of inquiry any further; I merely wanted this to go on the record.

The assessment of the staff’s personal effects has yielded little of use, in the most troubling ways. It is strange that the recovered items spanned the range of clothing and light captures and books, but there were no diaries or letters amongst them. We have recovered no personal writings of any of the forty-two staff of the institute. This creates a significant gap in our understanding of the day-to-day proceedings of the institute, which is in turn a significant obstacle to our understanding of the environment and working atmosphere therein. While the laboratory logbooks are an extensive and meticulous record of the experiments conducted, they give no insight into the operations of the institute otherwise. What did the Tensors stationed there do for leisure? How did the stresses of isolation affect them? Were they happy working there, or was there discontent which may have fueled something more? These questions, and more, remain intractably opaque.

On a more positive note, the medical examiner has declared that the outlaws are sufficiently recovered from their injuries to attend the interrogations. I have assigned Tensor N to begin at once, tomorrow. If they prove cooperative, their testimony could be the axle around which this investigation pivots.



Tensor Sariman:

An excellent report. Your concerns about the investigation are noted. Proceed in whatever way you can. Remember that the families of the victims are waiting upon you to give your final report, so that they may let the memories of their loved ones rest. Do not let them down.

Senior Tensor Mikao




 



Chapter Six



FROM CHUWAN’S PERSONAL DIARY

[1162.07.13]

Fuck them all. Burn them to ashes and scatter them in the sewers. There’s a point where willful incompetence crosses over into outright malice, and these gravefuckers have sailed right over that threshold. “Do not let them down”—just cut me in half with a bone saw. You don’t care about the families of the victims. You just want me to close the investigation with minimal effort put in. Whatever truth there is hidden here, you want it buried so deep, its bones petrify in the airless dark. This charade is worse than if they’d plainly told me “submit a moldering heap of cow dung, because we don’t care if you do your job properly.” Their pretense toward decency and fairness leaves a far fouler taste. Fuck them all. Chao cheebye.

They won’t stop me. It’ll take more than letter-writing games to intimidate me. So, they’ve purged information from Tensor Yesai’s report and won’t let me talk to her. I’ll find it some other way. Ngiau Chimin is hard at work. I’ll lean on her.

In the secrecy of my head, I’m starting to make terrible, worst-case-scenario plans. What if I quit the ministry and continue the investigation privately? Could I become an outlaw, pursued to the ends of the Protectorate by vengeful Tensors? Kayan would be delighted, her pure snowdrop following her path into villainy and infamy. At least we would get to spend more time together, right?

No, I’m losing my grip on what’s real and what’s not. The nightmares that started when I got this job have not eased—in fact, they are worse than ever. I woke last night from the middle of a sweat-thick terror. People I couldn’t see had me chained to a metal table, and there was a thick, sharp needle pressed into my head, boring through my skull. I could feel the vibrations in my jawbone and teeth. The pressure in my skull. I woke with a terrible pain in my stomach and a memory of sensations so sharp, I could not believe they hadn’t been real—the coppery cold of metal against skin, the eruption of violence within my skull. It took me more than ten minutes to convince myself it had just been a dream, and most of a sun-cycle before I could fall back asleep again. All day, I’ve imagined human voices in the wordless song of the wind or the distant passage of a cart. When I turn my head, sometimes I see brief flashes of light, as if something at the periphery of my vision had caught fire. It’s as if I’m being haunted by these dreams.

It’s really nothing, and I feel a fool for being so affected by these silly tricks of the mind, but I’m increasingly anxious all the time. Today, I shouted at Lau Niang when she startled me cleaning the office, and she really did not deserve that. She just works here and has to put up with all the nonsense Tensors deal her. The stress is turning me into the kind of person I loathe.

I wish Kayan were here. I can afford to be sentimental because she isn’t around to mock me for it.





 



Chapter Seven


Tensor Sariman:

Please find enclosed the transcript of Tensor Ngiau’s interrogation of the female outlaw, self-identified as Rider. Tensorate records link this individual to the now-disgraced person Tan Khimyan, but she has been part of the terrorist rebel movement for the past three years. Our knowledge of her existence is merely circumstantial, however, and she should be treated with caution. The investigating agents assigned to the Bataanar incident tell us that she is a Quarterlander who rides a naga mount, expert at dealing with such creatures. Take that as you will.

The High Overseer of Magistrates

Ministry of Justice

High Overseer:

Thank you for this report. I wonder, though, if some mistake has been made? Not only is the report incomplete, but crucial sections of it appear to have been removed.

Tensor Sariman

Tensor:

It is what it is.

The High Overseer of Magistrates



 



Chapter Eight


PRISONER INTERROGATION TRANSCRIPT

[1162.07.14]

Being the transcript of the questioning conducted by Tensor Ngiau Chimin of the prisoner known as “Rider,” in relation to the investigation into the disaster at Rewar Teng

Tensor N: You must know why you’re here.

[image: ]

Tensor N: We want to know what you did.

R: We did nothing. No, that’s not entirely true. We did kill the beast. But it attacked us first. Everything else was dead when we arrived.

Tensor N: Don’t lie to me. We know who you are.

R: Do you? Sometimes, it feels like I don’t know who I am.

Tensor N: Oh, you think you’re funny. We know who your friends are. Are you aware how much of your treasonous behavior is punishable by death?

R: All of it, I assume. Is this why you have called me here? So you can offer to spare my life in exchange for information?

Tensor N: Things will go easier for you if you cooperate. For you, and for your partner. His wounds are serious. Don’t you think he needs a doctor? Listen. I know your type. You don’t seem violent. Just fell in with the wrong crowd, didn’t you? I’ve seen many cases like yours before. These rebels, these terrorists, they start off pretending to be your friends, offering you help and support. Before you know it, they’ve become your only help and support. You can’t escape. You’re trapped. But it doesn’t have to be this way. We can help you leave. Let us.

R: I just have to tell you what happened?

Tensor N: Just tell us everything.

R: And all this will be on the record? Your assistant—he is writing this down?

Tensor N: Yes. Does that worry you?

R: It does not. Very well. I will tell you all that I know.

Tensor N: I knew you would be reasonable. Let’s start. What brought you to the institute?

[image: ]

R: It is indeed. Unfortunately, also one that is true.

Tensor N: All right, if you want to go with that story, we will put it on record. Perhaps a plea of insanity will save your life. Let’s go step by step. Start with your approach to the institute.

[image: ]

Tensor N: Who’s “we”?

R: Myself and my partner. Mokoya.

Tensor N: The Protector’s daughter? Is she involved in this as well?

R: What specifically do you mean by “this”? She was involved in helping me look for my sibling. That is all.

Tensor N: Of course. Sure. Please continue.

R: Bramble was hurt—

Tensor N: Your naga. Am I right?

R: Yes, she is. I rescued her when I lived in the Quarterlands. The two of us have—

Tensor N: So, you’re an expert on these creatures, aren’t you?

R: I … I know Bramble. I took her in and raised her when she was a fledgling. I cannot speak for the wild ones.

Tensor N: Of course. A convenient excuse. Please, continue. Your naga was hurt. What then?

R: I convinced Mokoya to stay behind with Bramble. She is pregnant, and had been feeling ill recently.

Tensor N: She let you go on your own? I find that difficult to believe. You can barely walk unassisted.

R: It is what happened.

Tensor N: You convinced her.

R: Yes. And then I left. I traveled across the bleeding plains that separate Rewar Teng from the mountain path.

Tensor N: What about Sanao Akeha? Did he not accompany you?

R: They came later. Mokoya sent them after me.

Tensor N: Describe your journey. What happened? What did you see?

R: It was mostly rocks and trees, very desolate and strange. It took me a day and a half to cross the plains. It was exhausting.

Tensor N: Did you see anyone during that time? Any animals?

R: It was all bones, some older than the others. No. There was one—I saw an animal from afar, but something killed it by the time I got closer to the institute. There were only pieces left.

Tensor N: What was it?

[image: ]

Tensor N: Keep talking. Tell me what happened next.

R: I approached the institute as sunfall was approaching. In hindsight, not knowing what awaited me, I should have waited until next sunrise to enter the institute. But I was tired from traveling. I did not think rationally. I could only see the glistening end to my arduous journey. I could only think of the answers to all of my questions.

[image: ]

Tensor N: Tell me what you saw when you broke in.

R: I saw death. The institute was abandoned and the courtyard was full of bones and half-eaten bodies.

Tensor N: What did you do then?

R: I went into the dormitories first. I wanted to see if someone might have survived, by some miracle. But there was nothing except broken things and dead bodies.

Tensor N: I want you to describe the scene in detail.

R: I don’t remember it well. I wrote it down as I went, because I could not grasp the horror of what I was seeing. The kitchen was on the ground floor, as was the dining area. I looked there first. Everything had been knocked over, there was dirt all over the floor, broken utensils, raw vegetables that were rotting. There was blood too, old and dried. I didn’t find anything useful. Then—then I went upstairs.

[image: ]
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Tensor N: You’re wasting my time. Move on. What happened next?

[image: ]

Tensor N: So, where did you go next?

R: The mill where they’d kept the beast.

Tensor N: The mill?

R: The tall, round building. It was behind the laboratories.

Tensor N: Tell me what you saw in there.

R: It wasn’t pleasant.

Tensor N: Tell me what you saw.

[image: ]

Tensor N: What did you do?

R: I ran back outside.

Tensor N: Into the courtyard with all the dead bodies?

R: The air there was open.

Tensor N: You didn’t enter the main institute building?

[image: ]



 



Chapter Nine



FROM CHUWAN’S PERSONAL DIARY

[1162.07.14]

Are they joking? Why bother giving me a transcript that’s half blacked out? I can’t do anything with this rubbish. Save your time and my stomach bile and send nothing at all. Cheebye. I can’t deal with these people.

I’m exhausted, to be honest. When the transcript was delivered to me today, I felt like throwing it across the room and going straight to bed. Pathetic, I know, but the obstacles before me feel less like a wall and more like a mountain range, cloud-topped and impassable. What’s the point of throwing myself against it, over and over? I will break against its side and the mountain will feel nothing. My bones will crumble into dust at its feet and it will remain. It’s injustice in its purest form, and I almost want to give up. Why should I waste my life and my happiness on this doomed endeavor? I should retire and become a farmer like my parents. (My real parents, not the guilty strangers who took me off the streets and pretended that their money made them good caretakers.)

Nightmares haven’t abated. I get the one about the needle in my head, and then another one where this old Tensor forces me to take a strange test. There was a fishpond, and I had to make all the fish swim in a particular way, or I would be in trouble. Then there are the formless nightmares, a mix of things that happened in the past day melded with things I thought might have happened but didn’t. None of them make sense when I wake up. I always feel like I’ve been drowned, and I have to convince myself I’m still alive. When I close my eyes, I can still see fish dancing in little circles on the skin of my eyelids.

I don’t understand. How can these watery, mundane dreams make me feel upset and unsafe the entire day? They’re not even about scary things. I mean, fish swimming and the disapproval of teachers? I’ve investigated murderers and sadists. The things that give other people nightmares don’t faze me. Is it exhaustion? Is someone poisoning me, turning my mind into boneless mush?

It’s a funny thing, isn’t it? The last time my path crossed the female outlaw’s, it was because of illegal experiments conducted in the shadows, hidden in the dark pockets at the center of the Protectorate. Different people’s shit, same delightful stink. I’m not even upset anymore. How else will the Tensorate continue to disappoint me?

[1162.07.15]

Fucking gravefuckers. I guess I have my answer.





 



Chapter Ten


CORRESPONDENCE SURROUNDING THE ESCAPE OF THE PRISONERS HELD UNDER THE INVESTIGATION INTO THE INCIDENT AT REWAR TENG

I demand an explanation! What incompetence could allow two prisoners to escape from one of the most secure facilities in the Protectorate? Two prisoners involved in an active investigation, no less! My critical investigation hinged upon them, and you let them escape? What have you to say for yourself?

Tensor Sariman

Tensor:

We have no excuses, no explanation adequate for the depth of our failure! A thousand years would not be enough to exculpate us from our wrongs. We place our lives at the mercy of the Protector, from whom we can only beg the greatest of forgivenesses.

The prisoners have escaped. The details of how still elude us, but it is clear they had outside help. Something was slipped into the guards’ wine in the kitchen, some sort of sleeping draft. As the night went on, more and more of them fell asleep, which is how the prisoners made their escape with the minimum of bloodshed. A pity! It would have been far preferable to die honorably stopping them!

While we cannot conclusively name the collaborator, the fugitives made their getaway on a naga (which we assume belonged to the prisoner Rider), which can only mean the rescuer was one of her close associates.

I am sorry to report the passing of Tensor Ngiau, who had been living in the facility for the duration of the investigation. She was found with her throat slit, and this note from Sanao Akeha was left in her room. I think the conclusions we can draw are painfully obvious.

Overseer Tan
Ministry of Justice

THE NOTE FOUND BESIDE NGIAU CHIMIN’S BODY

You should thank the fortunes, or whatever deity you believe in, that my sister planned the rescue. If it had been me, I would have left a sea of bodies from wall to wall.

S.A.



 



Chapter Eleven


Most Honored Minister:

It is to my greatest dismay that I must report a fatal disruption to the investigation of the Rewar Teng Incident. I have no doubt that you have already heard of the escape of the two suspects we had in our custody, the terrorists Sanao Akeha and his female companion, Rider.

I write to you in this moment to request assistance. These two outlaws are crucial to the completion of the investigation. Only they know the truth of what happened at the institute, and I have yet to extract that truth from them. I humbly beg you to grant me the authority to hunt these fugitives. Grant me jurisdiction across the length and breadth of the Protectorate.

Yours most humbly,

Tensor Chuwan Sariman

My dearest Chuwan:

Blame the fortunes, who conspire to put you in such a terrible situation! You were doing well in the investigation, but it cannot be helped. These outlaws cannot be contained. I know Akeha well—I raised him as a child, and I am not in the least surprised by his despicable actions.

This turn of events makes it clear who was truly responsible for the disaster at Rewar Teng. Do we need any more proof of their guilt than the fact that they have fled from justice, leaving more victims in their wake? The families of the forty-two who died at Rewar Teng must have their answers, Chuwan. You know this as well as I do. We may not be able to draw the truth from the mouths of the reprobates ourselves, but we can at least give these grieving citizens a semblance of closure. Do what you can. Send in your final report.

Fear not. You have done an exemplary job in these difficult circumstances. I will see that you are rewarded accordingly when this is all over.

Minister Sanao Sonami



 



Chapter Twelve



FROM CHUWAN’S PERSONAL DIARY

[1162.07.19]

What do you do after you’ve made the worst decision in your life? Spend two days in a drunken stupor, shirking work and chasing away anyone who comes to your door, apparently. Regrets? Too many to list.

I did it. I caved to Protectorate pressure and drafted a fake investigation report, just like they wanted. How could anyone say no to Minister Sonami, a favored daughter of the Protector herself? Not this coward, obviously. Soon, an official decree will be issued declaring the investigation closed. The families of those who perished at the institute will have their answer. They will know to place the deaths of their loved ones upon the heads of those wicked, evil, no-good terrorist rebels, those saboteurs who invaded the institute and released the great beast that devoured everything in its path. Their anger will be reshaped into righteousness in the service of the Protectorate, their hearts rededicated to the cause of eradicating this blight from the bright rivers and the gentle green of the land. And I? I will of course receive my reward in due time for my role in this great orchestra. As promised by Minister Sanao.

Who cares if that is not what happened? Who cares if the truth has been strangled and buried in an unmarked grave? Who cares, as long as it all serves the needs of the Protectorate? None of my fucking business anymore, is it? I put my seal on it and sent it away. The families of the dead will have their answer. The soulless void of the high Tensorate has been appeased. I can turn my back on this as it sinks into the obscurity of history. In ten years, a hundred years, who will remember what happened here?

Fuck this all. I’ll never look Kayan in the eye again. I can’t. I haven’t even dared write her. I know what she’d say. However disappointed I am in myself, she’d be ten times more. And I deserve it. What was I thinking? What the fuck was I thinking?





 



Chapter Thirteen



FROM CHUWAN’S PERSONAL DIARY

[1162.07.20]

Upsetting day. More so than usual, which says a lot. I was ambushed as I was leaving the Halls of Justice. It was dark—I’d stayed late doing busywork, the details of which have been entirely purged from my mind. I was walking past that row of peony bushes that line the path and litter it with slippery flowers. A white hand shot out and seized my wrist. Of course I screamed, and a second hand clamped itself over my mouth. My mind went blank. I was sure I was going to be murdered. So much for all that Tensorate training! When it came to the crisis point, all I’d learned was for nothing. I couldn’t open my mindeye. I couldn’t see the Slack. All I could think was “I can’t die now.” I froze up like a fawn in the talons of a naga. No—worse, actually. At least fawns kick.

The person who grabbed me was a woman, broad-shouldered and dressed like a worker. She didn’t introduce herself at first, and in my panic, I thought she was a demon, a jiangshi, the angry spirit of one of the institute dead, come to take revenge. Wild thoughts consumed me.

She asked, “Are you Tensor Chuwan Sariman?” In my fear, I couldn’t think of a lie that would save my life, so I nodded like a damn fool.

Her name was Cai Yuan-ning, and her brother Cai Yuanfang had died in the institute. I remembered his name. He had been the youngest member of the staff, a mere twenty-four.

The madness I saw in Yuan-ning was not a devouring inferno of vengeance, untamable by reason. Rather, it was a furnace—desperation burning bright and terrible, driving her forward. “Your report is wrong,” she kept saying. When I pressed her about what she meant, she said, “There’s more you don’t know.”

How naive did she think I was? I was frankly insulted she thought she needed to tell me this. By that time, I had calmed down a little, but not entirely. And in that dangerous zone—the heartbeat-sharp floodplain between animal panic and cold rationality—I decided she was worth questioning anyway. “So, tell me. What do you have that I don’t?”

She got nervous then, licking her lips, struggling for words. I could see her regretting the choices she’d made coming here. But she had my attention, and I wasn’t going to let her go so easily. “What did you come to tell me?”

She leaned toward me. “Did you read my brother’s letters? Did you see what we discussed?”

I told her there were no letters. No journals, no personal writings from any of the staff. I told her the Tensors who swept the institute found nothing. “Either they were destroyed, or someone else took them.” Foul lies. I am rock-certain that the Tensorate was hiding these letters from all of us.

“No letters? That’s not possible,” she said.

I grabbed her hand. “Tell me what was in those letters. You must have kept the ones he sent you. Where are they?”

She tried to pull away. I tightened my grip. The tides had turned: now I was the hunter, and she the soft morsel in flight. I assailed her with questions. What had her brother told her? What did he know? Had he seen something that shouldn’t have been there?

“I’m sorry, I don’t know,” she stuttered. “Please, don’t kill me.”

Her words jarred me out of the fit I’d fallen into. I wasn’t going to hurt her—what an absurd thought!—but she didn’t know that. She was a peasant, and peasants are raised to fear Tensors. I should know: I used to be a peasant too.

Guilt slapped me. I was fighting her when we should have been natural allies.

This dive into decency cost me. The moment I spent feeling remorse undid my focus, and Yuan-ning took full advantage. She jerked from my grasp and ran.

I shouted after her. She sped up in panic, fleeing down the white stone of the path. But then something happened that I swear must have been decreed by the fortunes: I fell. I tripped over something on the ground, but there was nothing there. And maybe I can blame my bad nerves, but I’ve never fallen like that in my life—ever!—so why would I start now?

By the time I regained my footing, Yuan-ning was gone. Which was just as well, because two guards arrived, alerted by my shouting. They were very concerned. If Yuan-ning had been there still, she would have been arrested on the spot. As it was, I told the guards that I had been startled by a cobra slipping into the grass. Searching for it kept them occupied for long enough.

I don’t know where Yuan-ning went. I don’t know what she wanted to tell me. Idiot. If only I’d stopped to listen.

I came home and drank half a bottle of rice wine and lost myself to sleep for an entire sun-cycle. Of course I had another strange dream. This time, the ghost my mind chose was Yuwen, my roommate from the Academy. I haven’t thought about her in years: a fussy, watery girl with thin wrists and no convictions. She was saying, over and over, as she poured red liquid into a cup, “Things will go where they like. But you can change the flow.” What the fuck did that mean?

The sun has come and gone since I woke from that dream, and those words are still looping in my mind like a siren. Like the call of the gravesent birds that wake me at first sunrise every morning.

I keep running the encounter with Cai Yuan-ning through my head, and I can’t shake the thought that her sudden appearance—and fortuitous getaway—are connected to these strange dreams I’m having. It makes no literal, material sense, but every time I think of one and then the other, something clicks pleasingly into place in my mind. Maybe it’s instinct at work here, or all the years I’ve spent picking puzzles apart. My unconscious mind sees patterns before my rational self notices them.

Or maybe I’m being sent a message. Maybe something or someone is telling me that the investigation is not done yet. Some kind of bizarre, unknowable slackcraft is being used to plant ideas and images in my head, to manipulate the fabric of the world so that strange things keep tumbling into my path. But who would be capable of doing this, and what do they want? Whose side are they on?

I just reread that entire last paragraph. It sounds like the ravings of a madwoman. And that madwoman is me.

Time for more rice wine, I think.

[Some hours later]

Mad as it is, I can’t shake that line of thought. I think I know what I must do.

I’ll never get peace otherwise.





 



Chapter Fourteen



FROM CHUWAN’S PERSONAL DIARY

[1162.07.21]

So, this is what it’s like to be an outlaw. All the songs play up the excitement, the adventure, the nobility of convictions. What a joke. All I feel is stressed out and anxious, and toweringly stupid. Out of my depth.

But I did it. I broke into what used to be Tensor Ngiau’s office and stole those gravesent transcripts so I could see what they were trying to hide. All it took was staying late in the compound and slipping through gaps in the guards’ attentions. Don’t act like this is some kind of great achievement, Sariman.

How I found the transcripts was a matter of miracles. There’s this ornate incense burner in Tensor Ngiau’s office. When I got in, a massive stack of papers was in the barrel, charcoal-black but still crawling with worms of red fire at the edges. I still don’t know what drove me to do it, but I put the fire out. Good thing I’m not completely useless at slackcraft. When I peeled the charred contents of the barrel apart, I found the transcripts at its heart, charred around the edges but still intact. See? Miracles, as I said. I don’t know how or why those papers in particular were spared, but they were.

What sloppiness on the part of the Tensorate. I mean, if they’d truly wanted to destroy all evidence about the institute, the absolutely could have. But they didn’t even try. The way this looked to me, they were just disposing of trash, burning the clutter in Ngiau’s room. They clearly did not think anyone would be searching for this now that the official investigation has been closed.

So, hubris, then.

In any case, I have the transcripts and I’ve read them. My first reaction: vindication. My second reaction: horror and fury. I’m only slightly ashamed to say I felt vindication first. But I was right; what went on in that institute was fucked up as a pig’s ass. No wonder those bastards wanted to keep this under wraps. And it’s only half a transcript, too. Which means there was worse than what I read. Great Slack, what were they up to in that dark, breeding humans? Murdering children?

Now I have to find out. But my flash of bravery (or madness) is over, and in its wake, it’s clear that I don’t have a plan. In fact, I never had one. I don’t even know what I should do with these gravesent transcripts. Should I destroy them? Erase all evidence of my guilt and remain a good girl in the eyes of the Protectorate? It’s not too late to turn back. I haven’t done anything irreversible. I could still drop this surreptitious investigation and pretend none of this ever happened. Go back to my gilded life with a tight smile on my face.

Who am I trying to fool. Of course I’m keeping these. Maybe at some point in the future, they’ll be important evidence. Maybe I’ll get to accuse someone of great evildoing and this will be what seals their fate. But for now, the next step is to follow these transcripts where they lead. And I have some ideas.





 



Chapter Fifteen



Ngiau never sent this one to me. I wonder why.



PRISONER INTERROGATION TRANSCRIPT

[1162.07.14]

Being the transcript of the questioning conducted by Tensor Ngiau Chimin of the prisoner Sanao Akeha, in relation to the investigation into the disaster at Rewar Teng

Tensor N: This is a pleasure. How often does my job bring me face-to-face with one of the most notorious criminals in the Protectorate? I’m frankly surprised by the scale of your crimes this time. I had thought you could be redeemed. I have a certain fondness for you, after all. You probably don’t remember me, Akeha, but I remember you and your sister. I watched you from afar, when we both lived in the Great High Palace. Do you remember that?

SA:…

Tensor N: Not going to talk? We have many creative methods to get people to speak up, Akeha. Would you like to try them out?

SA: If you want to waste your time and effort, go ahead.

Tensor N: This is not an empty threat, Akeha. I haven’t constructed my reputation as an expert interrogator out of nothing. I’m sure you know.

SA: What did you expect? That I would fall to my knees, beg for your mercy, and tell you everything?

Tensor N: No, I expected you to act like the arrogant brat you are—

SA: A brat? You would call me a brat? You, that parasitic grub clinging to favor in my mother’s palace?

Tensor N: Ah, so you do remember me.

SA: You had one friend back then. Didn’t you? One of the serving boys. Daisun.

Tensor N: You—

SA: He was a pretty morsel, whom you liked more than he liked you. And then something happened. Daisun became a walking ghost. He wouldn’t eat and wouldn’t talk to people. He wouldn’t say what was wrong. Then he disappeared.

Tensor N: You dare?

SA: What did you do with his body?

Tensor N: You are accusing me of a serious crime.

SA: You thought no one knew, but I did—

Tensor N: I don’t take these accusations lightly.

SA: Haah. You can try to deny—aah. You know, I quite like pain. Ah.

Tensor N: Get him out of here.



 



Chapter Sixteen


PRISONER INTERROGATION TRANSCRIPT

[1162.07.14]

Being the transcript of the questioning conducted by Tensor Ngiau Chimin of the prisoner known as “Rider,” in relation to the investigation into the disaster at Rewar Teng

Tensor N: You must know why you’re here.

R: You want to know what we saw down there, in the institute.

Tensor N: We want to know what you did.

R: We did nothing. No, that’s not entirely true. We did kill the beast. But it attacked us first. Everything else was dead when we arrived.

Tensor N: Don’t lie to me. We know who you are.

R: Do you? Sometimes, it feels like I don’t know who I am.

Tensor N: Oh, you think you’re funny. We know who your friends are. Are you aware how much of your treasonous behavior is punishable by death?

R: All of it, I assume. Is this why you have called me here? So you can offer to spare my life in exchange for information?

Tensor N: Things will go easier for you if you cooperate. For you, and for your partner. His wounds are serious. Don’t you think he needs a doctor? Listen. I know your type. You don’t seem violent. Just fell in with the wrong crowd, didn’t you? I’ve seen many cases like yours before. These rebels, these terrorists, they start off pretending to be your friends, offering you help and support. Before you know it, they’ve become your only help and support. You can’t escape. You’re trapped. But it doesn’t have to be this way. We can help you leave. Let us.

R: I just have to tell you what happened?

Tensor N: Just tell us everything.

R: And all this will be on the record? Your assistant—he is writing this down?

Tensor N: Yes. Does that worry you?

R: It does not. Very well. I will tell you all that I know.

Tensor N: I knew you would be reasonable. Let’s start. What brought you to the institute?

R: I was looking for my sibling. My twin.

Tensor N: Your twin? What was her name?

R: I don’t know.

Tensor N: You don’t know?

R: We were separated at birth. I do not know their name—if your people named them at all. They were one of your experimental subjects at the institute.

Tensor N: Your sister was a goat? Or is your naga a cousin? The only experimental subjects at the institute were the animals being bred there.

R: No, you Tensors experimented on children in the caverns below the institute. They lived there. Do not look so surprised, Tensor—your investigators found me there. They saw what was hidden in the rock. The pods and the living cells—

Tensor N: A ludicrous story.

R: It is indeed. Unfortunately, also one that is true.

Tensor N: All right, if you want to go with that story, we will put it on record. Perhaps a plea of insanity will save your life. Let’s go step by step. Start with your approach to the institute.

R: I came on foot. We traveled north on Bramble, my naga, but she got hurt in the bad weather, and—

Tensor N: Who’s “we”?

R: Myself and my partner. Mokoya.

Tensor N: The Protector’s daughter? Is she involved in this as well?

R: What specifically do you mean by “this”? She was involved in helping me look for my sibling. That is all.

Tensor N: Of course. Sure. Please continue.

R: Bramble was hurt—

Tensor N: Your naga. Am I right?

R: Yes, she is. I rescued her when I lived in the Quarterlands. The two of us have—

Tensor N: So, you’re an expert on these creatures, aren’t you?

R: I … I know Bramble. I took her in and raised her when she was a fledgling. I cannot speak for the wild ones.

Tensor N: Of course. A convenient excuse. Please, continue. Your naga was hurt. What then?

R: I convinced Mokoya to stay behind with Bramble. She is pregnant and had been feeling ill recently.

Tensor N: She let you go on your own? I find that difficult to believe. You can barely walk unassisted.

R: It is what happened.

Tensor N: You convinced her.

R: Yes. And then I left. I traveled across the bleeding plains that separate Rewar Teng from the mountain path.

Tensor N: What about Sanao Akeha? Did he not accompany you?

R: They came later. Mokoya sent them after me.

Tensor N: Describe your journey. What happened? What did you see?

R: It was mostly rocks and trees, very desolate and strange. It took me a day and a half to cross the plains. It was exhausting.

Tensor N: Did you see anyone during that time? Any animals?

R: It was all bones, some older than the others. No. There was one—I saw an animal from afar, but something killed it by the time I got closer to the institute. There were only pieces left.

Tensor N: What was it?

R: I do not know. Some kind of hybrid animal, half insect, half fawn. Your Tensorate should have better records than I do. I believe their beast killed it. You know which one I speak of, do you not? The naga crossbreed.

Tensor N: Keep talking. Tell me what happened next.

R: I approached the institute as sunfall was approaching. In hindsight, not knowing what awaited me, I should have waited until next sunrise to enter the institute. But I was tired from traveling. I did not think rationally. I could only see the glistening end to my arduous journey. I could only think of the answers to all of my questions.

Tensor N: So you just walked in?

R: It wasn’t guarded. There was a barrier, but it had decayed. The institute must have been abandoned for days.

Tensor N: It wasn’t abandoned.

R: Some people had clearly left. Others were not so lucky.

Tensor N: All the institute staff perished in the incident. No one survived. No one got away.

R: If that comforts you, then go on believing it.

Tensor N: Tell me what you saw when you broke in.

R: I saw that death. The institute was abandoned and the courtyard was full of bones and half-eaten bodies.

Tensor N: What did you do then?

R: I went into the dormitories first. I wanted to see if someone might have survived, by some miracle. But there was nothing except broken things and dead bodies.

Tensor N: I want you to describe the scene in detail.

R: I don’t remember it well. I wrote it down as I went, because I could not grasp the horror of what I was seeing. The kitchen was on the ground floor, as was the dining area. I looked there first. Everything had been knocked over, there was dirt all over the floor, broken utensils, raw vegetables that were rotting. There was blood too, old and dried. I didn’t find anything useful. Then—then I went upstairs.

Tensor N: And what did you find?

R: The bodies.

Tensor N: Go on.

R: I—There were, I think, six—were there six? I think there were six. Their throats had been bitten. A few of them had their bellies slit. It had been days. The smell—

Tensor N: Where were they?

R: All over. The second floor was all bedrooms. I think they barricaded the stairs with furniture. Something had destroyed it. There was nothing left but shards and splinters. Two Tensors died at the barricade. One got as far as the rooms before they were killed.

Tensor N: How did you know they were Tensors? There were non-Tensorate staff in the institute as well.

R: I … assumed, from the way they were dressed. It is possible they were not Tensors. The floor bore scars of slackcraft. Something had burned. But it may not have been the humans.

Tensor N: What do you mean?

R: They were too scared. They died fleeing—why would they flee, if they could fight? I think whatever attacked them manipulated the Slack. The institute was breeding adept animals, weren’t they?

Tensor N: I’m the one asking the questions.

R: I read some of the logbooks that I saw.

Tensor N: In the dormitories?

R: No, a different building. I was in the laboratories—

Tensor N: Let’s stay in the dormitories. What did you do on the second floor?

R: I … walked around. I was trying to understand what happened.

Tensor N: What did you take?

R: Nothing. I took nothing. I found nothing of use. Someone must have gone through their closets before I did; I found only clothes and toiletries. No journals or letters. No, wait, I found some light captures. But I didn’t take them.

Tensor N: You think someone took their letters but left the bodies lying there? To rot?

R: I do not know what other explanation there could be. All their other belongings were intact and untouched. Whatever happened, happened fast. They had no time to pack, or hide or put away things. Someone else must have done it.

Tensor N: But it wasn’t you.

R: It was not.

Tensor N: It’ll go much harder on you if you lie to us, little lady.

R: I am not lying. Nor am I a lady, but I don’t expect you to understand.

Tensor N: You’re right. I don’t understand why you’re making things harder on yourself.

R: Why interrogate me, if you will not believe what I say? I am telling you the truth. Do not dismiss me just because it is not what you want to hear.

Tensor N: You’re wasting my time. Move on. What happened next?

R: After the dormitories, I went to the laboratory building. I could hear something moving around the buildings, but I didn’t see anything. It made me more cautious. Something had broken the door in; it was a big metal door, the height of two floors. I thought the creature might be sleeping in there, but I went inside anyway. Thankfully, the laboratory was unoccupied. Just some tanks and empty cages. Maybe a few dead animals. Some Tensors had definitely died there, but the creature must have dragged the bodies outside. I found books with descriptions of the experiments. That’s how I knew they were trying to breed adepts. They were testing the animals for slackcraft abilities. Your Tensorate said the institute was for farm animals—that was a lie. They were trying to make weapons. For war.

Tensor N: War? You’re reaching. Farms need to be guarded too.

R: Who needs a naga hybrid to guard rice paddies? These animals were bred for war, and you know it. You can see what they did when they were set free. You saw the massacre. Wild creatures do not kill with such precision, nor with such efficiency.

Tensor N: And you could tell that just from reading the journals? How long were you in there?

R: Not long.

Tensor N: And again, you took nothing with you?

R: You are correct. You must understand, Tensor, that the beast was free in the compound at that time. I had not seen it yet, but I knew I was not alone. I did not dare linger in any one place.

Tensor N: So, where did you go next?

R: The mill where they’d kept the beast.

Tensor N: The mill?

R: The tall, round building. It was behind the laboratories.

Tensor N: Tell me what you saw in there.

R: It wasn’t pleasant.

Tensor N: Tell me what you saw.

R: The building is where they kept the beasts, the naga hybrids. Half-naga, half-raptor. There were two of them. One had escaped. The other one … It was dead. Several days dead. Have you smelled that particular stench before, Tensor? A dead cat, a dead dog, something?

Tensor N: I’ve seen my share of bodies.

R: I ask that you imagine this was ten times worse. A hundred. The air was unbreathable.

Tensor N: What did you do?

R: I ran back outside.

Tensor N: Into the courtyard with all the dead bodies?

R: The air there was open.

Tensor N: You didn’t enter the main institute building?

R: I did, after visiting the animal pens. I think this will be of little interest to you; there was nothing there. Only bones. What you really want to hear about are the caverns. Am I wrong?

Tensor N: All right. Tell me what you saw in the caverns.

R: Be prepared. It’s a long story.



 



PART TWO

THE FUGITIVE




 



Chapter Seventeen


[1162.07.22]

Good evening. The sun falls upon an empire stewing in its rot and corruption, upon a Protectorate where well-fed children play in manicured gardens while orphans starve in the gutter, upon mountains full of ugly secrets and cities determined to keep them buried. It sets upon the disgraced former Tensor Chuwan Sariman, an outlaw in word and deed and name. And if this is to be an outlaw’s diary, then I should treat it as such.

This is my truth, my record of everything that’s about to happen. The heavens know that the Protectorate will tell their version of my story, and it will be nothing but lies coated in horseshit. I can see it already: behold this brat, who benefited from the generosity of Kuanjin society but reverted to the barbarism of her Kebang roots anyway.

Well, fuck you all. You can’t control me anymore.

Let’s start where we last ended. I’d stolen the transcripts from the late Tensor Ngiau’s office. When I decided to keep them, I knew that I would never return to the Ministry of Justice. There was no way my crimes wouldn’t come to light, no way I wouldn’t get caught if I went back. I had thrown my lot in with the rebels.

I panicked. I panicked a lot. I thought about the life I’d scraped together. The small house I’d managed to buy in the city, where Kayan could always come for shelter. The job that let me feel like I was making a difference. I almost changed my mind.

And then I remembered that I made a difference by helping people. Doing the right thing. What I had on my hands was so much bigger than me, and worrying about my future was not just foolish but also selfish. I thought of Cai Yuan-ning and her anguish.

I got back to work.

Cut off from the resources I needed now that the investigation was over, I had one lead left: Cai Yuanfang’s sister. But it was more than enough for me. I waited for the dark of the first night-cycle, when the dew chills upon the nape of your neck, and stole into the Registry of Births and Deaths. Except that I got lost in the sprawling complex and nearly got caught twice, because I am not nearly as good as I like to tell myself. It was a ridiculous sort of good luck that allowed me to reach my objective in one piece, as though the Slack had obligingly bent itself around reality to serve me. (Which is a stupid thing to think … or is it?)

In any case, I made it. In a dusty, lightless hall filled with shelves of scrolls, using the barest of slackcraft to work a sunball and praying no one would detect anything, I found the records for Cai Yuanfang’s family. One sister, Cai Yuan-ning. The registry told me where she lived.

I knocked on her door in the second night-cycle. When nobody responded, I tried to push her window in, only to be confronted by the muzzle of a black-market gun. She recognized me. I saw fear but also terrible courage. “What do you want, Tensor?”

“I’m not here as a Tensor,” I said. “Not anymore.” This didn’t convince her, so I said, “Would a Tensor try to break into your house this way?”

She conceded. “No, they would have just torn the door down.” And so we declared a fragile truce laced with suspicions. It was a start.

Yuan-ning’s brother Yuanfang had been her only family; both their parents were dead. It’s a story I know too well: a poor family (generations of tanners, although Yuan-ning works as a seamstress now), the son burning the midnight oil until he was good enough to pass the Tensorate Academy’s admissions exam. A first for the family. Their bright hope. “I gave up everything for him,” she said. She abandoned her own schooling to work so the family could afford expensive private tutors for her brother. “He promised to look after me when I’m old.” And now she has nothing: no parents, no brother, no hope.

I showed her the transcript of Rider’s interrogation. “This is what they tried to hide from me,” I said. “Hideous experiments and secrets protected in the rock under the institute.”

She told me, “You don’t even know.”

From the darkness of her private room she excavated a stack of letters. Yuanfang’s letters. She treated them like they were more precious than gold—and I understand. They’re all she has left of her brother. I wanted to take the important bits as evidence, and she shot that down like an errant sun. I could read them, that was all. I can only summarize what I read, since I wasn’t allowed to keep any of it or even copy down his words, because … Fine. I won’t speak ill of her.


	Yuanfang worried about things all the time. Other people, small animals, the state of the world, whether his sister was eating enough.

	His letters mentioned names that weren’t among the list of the dead. This means that the institute had secret staff nobody knew about. (fucking fantastic)

	Yuanfang was shy and had difficulty getting along with people. If someone as reclusive as him knew this many unlisted staff, how many more worked in the secret caverns?

	There were definitely caverns under the official institute, run by a separate, unknown branch of Tensors accountable to nobody else.

	Yuanfang had no idea what went on there. None of the Tensors working aboveground were allowed into the caverns. There was a single point of access in the main building, and it was always heavily guarded.

	He had strange, recurring dreams that troubled him more than dreams should. (So, I’m not crazy)

	Once, in the dark half of a night-cycle, he woke to see a child dressed in white standing in the middle of the courtyard. By the time he put clothes on and ran downstairs, the child was gone.

	The next day his supervisor tried to convince him that the child was one of his troubling dreams. Sure, Tensor Xiang. That sounds likely.

	That night, Yuanfang gathered what courage he possessed and slipped into the caverns. He found “strange and unspeakable” things there. And refused to go into any further detail. (What was down there? Human bones? Disgusting orgies? I need to know)

	Crucially, he found a set of large fish ponds that he had seen in one of his recurring dreams. All identical, down to the fish stocked in those murky waters. He nearly lost his mind (understandable).

	This was his last letter to Yuan-ning. As though the fortunes would let slip the truth so easily.



The one thing about these patchwork pictures that truly struck me, like a fist to the gut, was his description of that particular dream. That fucking dream with the fish in the pond and the teacher watching. Because it was my dream. And the fishponds were real. All this time, I’ve been dreaming of something that exists in the real world—something from those notorious caverns that hangs so frustratingly beyond my grasp! I think I impressed Yuan-ning with the breadth and depth of my filthy vocabulary when I read those parts.

But I don’t care. She can judge me. I’m not crazy. Heavens above, I’m not crazy. I wasn’t overreacting when I found these strange dreams unsettling. They are connected to this sorry affair, even though I don’t understand how.

Something here stinks stronger than a sardine box. Is someone planting these dreams in my head, same as they did in poor dead Cai Yuanfang’s? And who could it be?

The next step was clear as blood in a water dish. There’s one person I know who has been in those caverns (almost certainly) and is still alive (most likely). Rider, the outlaw. I told Yuan-ning that I was leaving to find the leaders of the Machinist rebellion in the Grand Monastery. Would she join me?

To my surprise, Yuan-ning said yes. And not just that. She said, “You’re wanted by the Tensorate now, aren’t you? So, you can’t just walk through Chengbee to get to the Grand Monastery. You’ll get arrested. And if I’m with you, I’ll get arrested too. So, we’ll have to think of something else.” I must say I’m deeply impressed by her and her willingness to trudge through the waist-deep ocean of sewage that is the inner workings of the Protectorate. She may have nothing left to lose but her life, but that still counts for something. Her guts are lined with steel, and I’m glad we got to meet.

Yuan-ning has a friend, Old Choo, who drives a cart and collects night soil from various Protectorate buildings. He’s fetching us at first sunrise tomorrow and taking us to the Grand Monastery. Presumably with his nightly cargo still loaded in his cart. That’s marvelous—we shall arrive before the rebel outlaws, stinking of old shit.

How fitting.



 



Chapter Eighteen


[1162.07.23]

Here I am, tucked in the Grand Monastery, a reprobate and an outlaw at last. It was easier getting in than I expected—I thought we were going to be interrogated. Tied up. Thrown into cells until they could make sure we weren’t actually spies. But Yuan-ning and I were welcomed like old friends. Offered food and water and lodging for no reason other than that we asked. Either I have forgotten what true generosity feels like, or they have an agenda.

(Now that I’ve written it out, that feels uncharitable. I remember the village I grew up in, where houses were not barricaded behind white walls and doors were always open, strangers welcomed into our midst with no questions asked. Hungry? Have some food. Tired? You can stay for the night. Long way to go? Take these supplies with you. I miss that. I miss the warmth of my mother’s hearth and the sound of easy laughter from the communal weaving halls.)

I met the ones in charge here. Quick impressions, all I have time for:


	The Head Abbot, Thennjay Satyaparathnam. I’ve never met him in person before, but he is just as the stories tell: tall and handsome and full of easy laughter. He was the first to welcome us, and we warmed to him immediately. He has a deeply reassuring manner, and we could use all the reassurance we can get.

	His second-in-command, the once-prophet Sanao Mokoya. The stories they tell about her are so wild, it’s hard to know what to believe. But in the flesh? Intense, hard to understand, the kind of person who thinks fifty things and says only three. Her trust is much harder to win, which is frankly smart of her. She’s also very pregnant. So much more than I expected, based on the interrogation transcripts. The far north is no balmy pleasure village. I can’t believe she was out there just last week.

	Her sibling, Sanao Akeha, the terrorist outlaw. Dangerous, and they know it. The kind of person who they paint as a noble hero in the stories but are really just thugs with the right kind of motivation. A killer with a noble cause is still a killer. They trust me even less than their sister does. Fair enough. I was the one who selected Ngiau Chimin to interrogate them, despite knowing her sadistic tendencies. I deserve all their suspicion. (I need to be mindful of their pronouns—I’ve been corrected too many times already. Let’s try not to give them more reasons to murder me.)

	Then there’s Rider, the other outlaw. Hard to read, guarded, but generous with their patience. A gentle exterior, but tough on the inside. Not quite what I expected. I’m not sure I’ll ever get used to the way they fold the Slack to move around.

	And finally, there’s Yongcheow, Akeha’s partner. Don’t eat anything he cooks.



Rider kept meticulous records of their journey into the caverns. May the fortunes bless them and keep them forever safe. I told them about what the Tensorate did with the transcript of their interview, and they said, “I thought that might happen.…” They were less dismayed than they were unsurprised. After all, living in the Protectorate was much worse for them than it was for me.

They let me copy from their journal, which was recorded on some kind of slackcraft device I’d never seen before, stolen from the Tensorate. I made light-replicas of the journal entries and they’re mine now. They’re proof that I’m on the right path.

I’ve found what the Tensorate was trying to hide. Stolen children and hideous human experiments.

See, Rider had a twin. When the babies were born—sickly, with soft bones—their rich trader parents sold the infants to Quarterlander merchants, but one of them was stolen by Tensors before they could cross the Demons’ Ocean. Rider has spent years tracking down their missing twin, only for all the leads to point to that terrible hole in the mountains.

“Why is the Tensorate after twins?” I asked.

“Twins are more likely to be prophets,” they said. “And we think that prophets might be able to influence the outcomes of events, given the right circumstances.”

I said, “Are you saying that prophets not just see the future, but can also control that future? What about Sanao Mokoya? She’s a prophet—can she control the future?

They said no. It’s theoretically possible, but she’s never managed it.

I thought about my dreams, about the underground ponds, and the fish forced to swim in patterns. Is that what they were doing? Kidnapping twins en masse and goading them into warping the fabric of the world, in hopes that a spark would be kindled into flame in one of them?

They’d only need one, after all.

I asked Yuan-ning if she wanted to read the journal entries, but she said no. She’s not yet ready to face what happened in those awful final hours.

I gave Sanao Mokoya and the Head Abbot a list of names that were mentioned in Yuanfang’s letters but weren’t on the list of the dead. Mokoya recognized one of them immediately. It turns out she has a network of spies (of course) who feed her the names of Tensors involved in suspicious projects. She recognized High Tensor Gu Shimau, the oldest son of her mother’s childhood friend. He was previously a Minister of Agriculture until he was pushed out in favor of a younger man. Still, he came around the Tensorate central administration often. He met with ministers, he hosted gatherings in his sprawling mansion, but no one could ever tell me what the fucker did. Mokoya said his personal interest was the transmission of physical traits from parent to child. So, he’s the exact sort of person who might conduct bizarre, hidden experiments on children. I remember him—he could never smile properly. It always came out as a leer. A beady-eyed smirk. My skin feels infested by insects just thinking of it.

I … may have volunteered to break into his house and unearth all the evidence I could. I was all ready to go in by myself and fight off every obstacle with my fists. I wanted it. I didn’t care if it was a bad idea.

Instead, Rider will come with me. They’ll take me into Gu’s mansion with their unnerving Slack-folding ability, and I will quietly, unobtrusively steal his records. Hopefully, we will then return to the Grand Monastery, in one piece.

Thank goodness the Head Abbot has a cooler head than I do. Who knew that the life of an outlaw involved so much reason and sense?



 



Chapter Nineteen



An elaboration on the events covered in the fragment of the interrogation that I have.

RIDER’S WRITINGS, PART I



I head now across the bleeding plains. The sun seems to rise and fall faster here, and the sky alternates between blinding whiteness and the deepest crushed blue. I call this a plateau, but only because it doesn’t climb and climb like a mountain’s face. The ground here is neither easy nor flat. It goes up and down; there are ridges that rise above my head, and ditches to break an ankle in. Deep fissures split the grey stone.

Yet life clings to this inhospitable surface; there are yellow bonetrees as tall as I am, and huge spreading succulents the size of houses. Bloodgrass carpets the spongy dirt that sprouts between knuckles of stone. During the sunfall hours, it lights up with pale bioluminescence and all I can see before me are rows of silver filigree, like fingerbones of the dead.

Perhaps the landscape would be less unsettling if it were quiet, but the wind here never ceases, and it has a strangely human quality to it, like a keening widow. In the dark, I sometimes imagine real words in the high, thin sound, and then an unreasonable fear seizes me. It feels like the landscape itself is speaking to me, and it does not want me here.

I am not superstitious, I do not believe in spirits and demons like some do, but this desolate hellscape plays games with your mind. It makes you doubt your senses. Rational thought falls away. The Slack twists in strange ways here, braided in bizarre patterns that cannot be natural but surely could not be man-made. I wonder about the Tensorate laboratory and the experiments they have conducted. Are they responsible for this deformation of the Slack? What have they done to distort it so?

I do not think I am alone on this plain. I do not mean that Tensors or Machinists might be following me. No, there are animals who live in this inhospitable climate: large ones, the size of livestock. If they did not live here, they died here, leaving behind sets of bones wedged into the rocks. Narrow skulls and the knotted cords of spinal columns, desiccated and white, gristle hardened into chalk by the wind and the cold. I can’t tell what creatures these were. I am no naturalist, and the fauna of the Full Lands is still unfamiliar to me. Their empty grey eye sockets tell me nothing. Some have strange knobs like horns, others jaws full of sharp teeth. What killed them? How did their remains come to be left here? And why are there no living examples upon the plain, darting among the rocks, feeding from the bonetrees and the bloodgrass? Mysteries stack upon mysteries, and I have no explanation for any of them.

In any case, I will find proper shelter when I retire for the night. It will take me two days to cross this plain, I think. I cannot walk, and folding the warped Slack is difficult and dangerous. It has become clear to me how ill suited I am to this task. I was prepared for my quest to be a struggle, but it is one thing to imagine difficulties, and another to live through them.



I traveled perhaps another fifty li today. The landscape continues to grow stranger and my head continues to grow heavier. The air here is thinner and my lungs struggle harder than ever to fill. I am not sure why. I have not climbed any higher since yesterday. Everything should be the same, yet it is not. I blame the permanent bend in the Slack here; the laws of the world behave differently. Is the Tensorate in the business of deforming reality? I shudder to think what they might do once they perfect this.

I’ve finally caught sight of one of the animals whose bones festoon the crevices of this land. It was some sort of buck in war’s colors, deep red shot through with black, antlers spread wide over its head like the branches of a dead tree. It was the antlers that made me think it was a deer: I saw it only briefly, and it was very far off. It ran when it caught sight of me across the plain, and only then did I see that it had at least six legs, thin and black and clustered. The way its body moved as it leapt away made it look segmented.

What was it? I cannot say. But I am sure it is not a natural thing; the way it was put together said that the hand of nature had not been involved. If I had to guess, I would say the wretched thing was an escapee from the secret laboratory. We have already seen what Tensors are capable of crafting out of the wreckage of a living thing. A wholly unpleasant thought, being alone on this plain with these twisted creations.

The more I see of the area the more anxious I become, thinking of what I will find at the end of my journey. My mind conjures formless, terrible ideas of what might have been done to my twin. The journal that Junhong found only detailed the early years of their life, when they were still reasonably human and reasonably normal. I dread to think what has been done to them in the decades since. What if all I find is a monster, twisted beyond recognition, physically and mentally scarred from years of being tortured by the Tensorate? What if I am too late?

That’s the worst part of it all. What if I could have saved them if I had rescued them earlier? I waited until I was safe in my own happiness before starting to look for them, and all that time, they were alone and chained to this fate.

My greatest fear is not that I will find some sort of half-animal creature, wild-eyed and untamed. It is that I will find a genuine monster: someone perfectly human but with a heart of stone, turned cruel from enduring years of cruelty. What if they are not a tool enslaved by the Protectorate but a willing blade? What if they are proof of what I should have known all along—that there is something broken inside me, only waiting for the right environment to bring it out?



I found the strange buck-creature that I saw yesterday. Or what remained of it, at least. It was the body I first came across, lying in a shallow ditch against a tall column of stone, missing its head and a good chunk of its front half. Close up, I could see that it was about the size of a horse, and it had an equine, muscular build as well. It must have been strong when it was alive. Yesterday I guessed that it had six legs, but that number was actually eight, four on each side. The poor thing was a chimera, the body mammalian and coated with a sheen of dark fur, but the limbs like crab legs, jointed and covered in a hard, iridescent shell.

By the time I reached it, the carcass was no longer warm, and the blood had congealed on the ground and on the ragged edges of the flesh, so I guessed it had been dead for a sun-cycle at least. Whatever killed it had left three deep gashes in its side, and if those were claw marks, they must have belonged to a predator around Phoenix’s size. Scavengers had gotten inside the body cavity, leaving tiny bites in the flesh and small toothmarks on the ribs. They were hiding on the edge above me, deep in the cracks in the rock. When I looked up, all I saw were the silver coins of their eyes staring at me. They made chirping noises like bilixins, but I do not think they were birds; when I tilted my head to get a better look, I saw flashes of fangs in the dark. For whatever reason, they left me alone. Perhaps they are afraid of humans.

Following the thick trail of blood led me to more of the creature, abandoned at the foot of a bonetree. Just the head and a few red lumps of upper vertebrae, possibly detached when the antlers got caught in the bonetree roots. The creature had two pointed fangs like mousedeer do, strange to see on a horse-sized head. The antlers were beautiful, though, smooth and pearlescent, each one splitting into a dozen branches that swirled and twisted around each other like a fine carving. I could see a head like this cleaned and displayed in a Tensor’s vanity cabinet, stuffed full of cotton and given glass eyes. I have no doubt Khimyan would have loved something like this; she would have cut the head off the creature herself.

I tried to lift the head to get a better look, but I thought it blinked—and in fear, I dropped it and folded as far away as I could. Now that I am safe in shelter and can call up memories of the incident with the cushion of hours in between, I am sure it was only a trick of the light, the sun playing over the glassy surface of its corpse eyes. I overreacted.

This place presses on me with all its hostility: the air like a white demon’s breath, cold and dry and thin; the alien landscape with its fruitless trees and thick fleshy grass; the unexplainable warping of the Slack that makes it as unpredictable as a wounded tiger. Fear is my constant companion, turning in my chest like a coiled snake, sliding through my limbs and poisoning my veins.

In any case, I have found the Tensorate facility, against all the odds. All this time, we had thought that the laboratories were hidden here because of the caves so that the Tensors could conceal their abhorrent activities in a natural formation. We were wrong. On the horizon I see that the plain has been cleared of brush and flattened. A series of buildings huddles flush against the flanks of the mountain, grey and square, fenced in by a Slack barrier, or the remains of one—it is so weak that I know I shall have no problem getting by it.

The Tensors built their laboratory out here, in this inhospitable place, and I have to wonder why. What was it they wanted to hide so badly they had to go to the ends of the world to do it, to a place where no human could hope to live? There is a strange stillness to the compound that I cannot explain—it seems empty of people. Perhaps the Slack is so distorted here, I can no longer tell. But I have not seen a soul since I last killed those Tensors who came after me. It does not bode well.

I suppose I will find out.



Because of the dangers ahead, from now on I will record my observations as often as I can. If I perish here, these will at least be a record of my last hours, in my own words.



I am at the gates of the compound. The place is abandoned: as far as I can tell, it is as empty of life as it appears in the Slack. But it is not long abandoned. The buildings are relatively clean, their walls mold-free, the masonry uncracked. The barrier generators that protect the compound have not yet fallen into disrepair, and the barrier has only failed because several generators have been crushed to pieces. An ominous beginning, if I may.

It turns out that the deer-creature had ten legs after all. I found the rest of it, the shoulders and the haunches, in the courtyard of the compound. It had been stripped to the gristle, the dull clay under it still damp with the blood. At least it was in good company. The courtyard was a dumping ground of bones, scattered thick enough to crunch underfoot. Some of them were from ungulates, others smaller creatures. I saw several ribcages that were clearly human. And they weren’t old—even the most dried-out specimens still had flesh clinging to the scarred yellow curves, half in the slow process of drying out.

It is clear that something catastrophic has befallen the facility, and hence the reason for its abandonment. Or was it abandoned? It’s hard to say. There are a lot of bones here. A lot of fresh bones. This is a lair.

I dread going into the buildings to see what’s left. But I must.



I entered the first building to the left. These are living quarters, as far as I can tell, wooden partitions and stairs built within the stone walls. A kitchen with granite fixtures, woks and pots lying abandoned. The larder has been ransacked, and not neatly. I walked through the building to survey the wreckage. Things smashed on the floor, trinkets, blank scrolls. Food trampled and turning to mush. Occasionally, I caught the scent of deeper decay, the sharp punch of rotting meat.

I tried to find the source of this smell, which was a mistake. It led me up the main flight of stairs. I first realized something was wrong when I saw the claw marks along the banisters and on the side of the walls. The smell only grew stronger and more unpleasant as I climbed to the top of the stairs, which were a jungle of splintered wood. Between the ache in my hips and the fear in my chest, I almost turned around, but I knew that I would never solve the mysteries before me if I allowed myself to become timid. So, I went forward.

Four bodies sprawled across the head of the stairs, soft with decay, flesh ruptured, ropes of intestines melting into black mush. I don’t know who they were; I could not stare at them for too long, their hollowed faces with discolored, waxy skin. I hurried down the corridor and found two more bodies, probably cut down while fleeing. Long tears down the back, muscles peeling away from the spine. I knew the patterns of those wounds: raptors. Escaped guard animals, perhaps, or worse. I saw burn marks along the corridor, but from what I know of Tensors, they are terrible at slackcrafting under pressure. So, who scorched these? The attackers? I can only imagine the terror that these hallways have seen. Sometimes, violent deaths leave their mark on the Slack, but the Slack here is so twisted, death makes no difference.

Despite my horror, I still had to examine the upper floor. These were the dormitories, stacked with closets full of clothes and washbowls and handheld mirrors. Things had been scattered across the tops of tables and beds, the way busy people often will. Someone’s innerwear was still draped over the back of a chair. Death came too swiftly for them to react.

Strangely enough, I found no personal writing. There were plenty of books: academic scrolls, tawdry novels, copies of the Instructions. But no journals or letters of any sort. Perhaps this is deliberate; maybe they were forbidden from communicating with the outside world or from writing their thoughts down.

In one of the rooms I found a light capture that had gotten caught under the edge of a closet, face down. It showed a group of Tensors in two rows, one seated and one standing, in the courtyard that is now a boneyard. They were smiling in this light capture, these sixteen people; it looked like genuine happiness. They were proud to be here, excited to do important work. I studied the black-and-white lines of their faces and wondered which of them were the corpses collapsing into stringy pulp in the corridors. Or which of them lay scattered in the courtyard in tooth-marked pieces.

There’s another presence in the compound. Something big that moves with sibilant noises and sharp clicks. I haven’t seen it, but I can hear it, distant but distinct. Sometimes, I can feel it in the Slack, as though glimpsed between wind-teased layers of bedlinen. Once, I thought I heard loud breathing in the courtyard, and ran to the window to look. But there was nothing. Am I just imagining things and inventing a monstrous beast where there is none? But the bones do not lie. The copper smell of raw flesh does not lie. Something else lives here.

I must investigate the other buildings now. I am plagued by a heavy sense that the compound has more unpleasant surprises in store for me. I must stay vigilant.



The building on the far right of the compound is a laboratory. It is a long building, a single story like a factory or a tanning shed, with low partitions between the experiment rooms and a shared roof peaked high overhead. Half of the building is occupied by what looks like a series of trials: obstacle courses, cages, tanks of stagnant water gone cloudy with neglect. There are markings on the floor where large pieces of equipment have clearly been moved away.

In the other half are rooms equipped with buckets and drainage systems, and long metal tables with lips around the rims, still bright and sharp. Metal implements line the walls and cabinets in neat rows. More ghosts of missing machinery. This is where they conducted their experiments on animals.

From the books and charts left behind, I know what they were doing. Mixing animals of the earth and the skies, of the jungles and of the waters, hoping that in their furtive kneading, they could do better than nature. The Tensors would test the abilities of these animals, shocking them with electricity, submerging them in water, testing their heat endurance. Did these poor creatures, pushed to their limits, turn upon their tormentors and wreak the carnage I see here? I could hardly blame them if they did.

Where are the pens for these animals? There must have been dozens of them, yet I do not see a place for them to live. They must have been caged up, at least.

I still have not found any evidence that my twin was ever here. I can only pray that they were not subject to the same tortures as these poor animals.



I write this from the relative safety of the courtyard, having fled from a building next to the laboratory. I could not stand to be in that building a moment longer. I had mistaken it for a grain mill, which left me unprepared for what I would discover inside.

The building was in fact a massive pen. The moment I entered, I stopped breathing from the foulness of what was within. I’ve lived in the slums of Chengbee. I have seen death, I have lived with it, I have smelt it on the fifth day when the skin starts to blacken and the organ-fat bubbles upward in clumps of curdled white. It is a smell that dives down your throat and threatens to lodge there and never leave. But none of it could compare to the intensity of the stench that assaulted me the moment I pushed those doors apart. It was like a physical blow, one that punched the air out of my lungs and replaced it with a miasma of putrefaction. I nearly swooned; I might have relieved my stomach of its contents. Still, I stepped inside. I wanted to see. I had to know.

The creature was indeed as big as Phoenix. It had been dead long enough that its form had melted under the hand of decay; what remained lay scalloped and mottled, sliding off the bone. Its abdomen had burst, the contents spilled across the ground in black gouts. The jaw had come off the skull, exposing rows of serrated teeth. The arms seemed to be partly winged, with some kind of rotting membrane between fingers as long as I am tall. Was this some sort of hybrid between a raptor and a naga?

I noticed that the carcass hadn’t been scavenged. Of course, my first thought was that this was the creature responsible for the carnage outside. But if it had been dead for days, then what killed the buck-thing out on the plain? The building was large enough to hold two of these creatures. Maybe more. I saw chains hanging from the ceiling, heavy enough to hold up a bridge. And then I could not stay within those walls and breathe in that rot a moment longer.

So, here I am, in the courtyard, surrounded by the chewed bones of the dead, sucking in air and trying to clear my mind. I hate this place. Why did I come here?



I found the animal pens at last—they were behind the main building, row after row of long sheds with corrugated tin roofs. Each was split into a dozen pens by high walls, and barred with iron alloy gates. The animals were gone, more or less. Some of them left bones behind. Their pens had been broken into, the bars wrenched from their hinges and thrown upon the ground. The smears of blood on the walls and the grizzled clumps of protein within told the rest of the sorry tale. I counted any pens without remains in them as lucky escapees. Lucky enough to flee and be hunted down later, I presume.

I would have explored further, but I heard something moving along the rows—terrifyingly close, a slithering, clicking noise, and then I was struck by a wall of foul odor. All my courage deserted me and I fled. I fold-jumped, of course, but with the Slack here so warped, I couldn’t control it. I was lucky. I could have ended up buried in a wall, but instead I ended up in the courtyard, next to the central building. I stumbled through the double doors and found myself in a high, wide receiving hall, interrupted near the back by a floor-to-ceiling tapestry and a marble counter before it.

It is behind this counter that I am crouched now, trying to coax breath back into my lungs. The building has long, graceful windows covered in painted silkglass that looks so fragile, so terribly breakable. I can see the courtyard through them, and it looks empty.

I am keeping watch. I have not seen the creature yet. I can only hope it has not seen me. But my mind keeps saying it is in here with me.



 



Chapter Twenty



And here it is: the answer to “What the fuck was in those caverns, anyway?”

RIDER’S WRITINGS, PART II



I suspect I have discovered why the Tensors built their laboratories on this mountain plateau. After my last entry, I waited until my heartbeat had slowed and my limbs had stopped shaking. The creature that stalks these buildings still had not appeared, and I felt that the danger was over for now. So, I began to explore the building instead.

Behind the tapestry I found a massive set of stairs, wide and deep enough to admit an invading army and their siege engines. They led downward, deep beneath the skin of the mountains. They built their institute over this fissure. There’s an entire compound down here, spreading deep and wide like the roots of a tree.

I now find myself in a chamber large enough to swallow a city. There’s a lake here, long and wide enough I can barely see the other end. Light comes from above, but I can’t see the source. It has a strangely incandescent quality that tells me it’s not daylight. I don’t know what it is, but it feels oddly peaceful. After the horrors upstairs, the calm here feels like a gentle river, cool and enveloping. There are no bones here, no smears of death, no smells of despair. If I could, I would remain here indefinitely, resting my weary limbs in the gossamer light and listening to the lake whisper to itself.

But I cannot. There are openings carved into the walls of the chamber here, and I must examine them. If this is where they took my twin, there is hope yet. It seems better down here than it was up there.

The deformation in the Slack is even stronger here in the heart of the mountain. It’s not safe for me to travel like I usually do—not when the shape of this place’s geography is alien to me, not when the glossy black of the lake’s surface hides untold fathoms. It would be far too easy to consign myself to a watery end. I will walk. Slowly.



The first chamber on the left yielded a warren of what seem like Tensors’ offices, thoroughly cleaned out. I have found nothing: no equipment, no carelessly discarded logbooks, no signs of whatever life previously occupied these premises. Just a series of neat rooms carved into the rock, floors punctuated by smooth blocks of tables and blameless columns to sit on, walls interrupted by the carved-in ribs of cabinets and shelves.

Everything has been scoured clean, as though with acid, with lime. Did those who worked here have more time to evacuate than those who worked on the surface? I wonder what they wrote on these desks. I wonder what they kept on those multitudes of shelves.



The next chamber over is far larger, high and wide as one of the receiving halls in the Great High Palace. A narrow corridor opens out into a yawning space like an assembly area, studded with pools of fish in a deliberate pattern. Everything down here is lit with sunballs that still function, but not for much longer: the light in them is dying, turning brittle and yellow and flickering. Some have already gone out. The ponds certainly needed constant maintenance: in abandonment, the grey water is foul with dead carp, their white bellies floating, long as one of my arms.

Dozens of rooms branch out from the central chamber. Like the offices, these were also picked clean. If not for the furniture carved out of rock, I would be looking at blank rooms, unreadable and inscrutable. But I’ve found rooms with chairs clustered in groups, and rooms with a single pair of chairs facing each other. And then there are broad rooms with no chairs but with shelf-gouged walls and floors etched with dust, marking the positions where chests and cabinets must have once stood. Everything in these chambers is shorter, the chairs stooping low. When I tried sitting in one, my knees folded to my chest, and I am not a tall person. These were made for children, my love. They kept children here.

They must have been experimental subjects; I am certain of that much. Buried deep within the remote mountains, masked by the bizarre warping of the Slack, held in the thrall of the Tensorate. Did these children ever see the sun? Did they live and die here, their bones sunk at the bottom of the lake? I cannot tell.

My guess is that this chamber was some sort of academy, a place where the subjects came to learn and play. Learn and play, as though they were leading normal lives. My mind conjures images of happy children, smiling and well fed, walking at leisure between these rooms, exchanging jokes amongst themselves and laughing. The stone walls echo with laughter. Right now, these hollows tower over me, passive and inert, their secrets locked behind their unbreakable silence. If they could speak, what might they tell me?

Wait. I think I hear someth—

No. It is nothing. There is nothing. Just the lapping of water, echoing oddly upon these hewn walls. My mind plays games with itself, scaring me like that.

I must continue.



I have found where they kept their subjects. Sixteen cubbies hidden behind a door in the rock, arranged in two rows, back to back. Each square of chalk-white rock is the same: a narrow bed, a desk, a rack of shelves on one wall, and little else. The cubbies are small enough that there is no space to walk or run or jump inside them. The imprisoned children could only sit at the desk to write, perhaps, or lie down on the bed to read. Were they given books to read?

Each cubby had bars across the front. Of course, if these children were adepts—as I’m sure my twin must have been—the bars could not have held them if they truly wanted to escape. But the barriers to leaving a place are not merely physical: this I know better than anyone.

There are doors set into the bars, each one unlocked. I went into one and lay on the bed’s flat surface, letting its hardness press against my bones, trying to imagine the life my twin must have led. Staring up at the pockmarked white ceiling, confined to the tiny bounds of this unhappy world. How long were they kept here? What did they know of the world outside? Have they ever seen the pink and lavender of the falling sun, or the dapple of leaves across a summer’s forest path? The fear that has dogged me dissolved in the wave of sorrow as I contemplated the misery their life must have been steeped in. By comparison, I have been unfairly fortunate.

At least I found no bodies in the cages.



There is another chamber beyond these, a great oval with pillars of stone holding up the roof, ringed by staircases connecting several floors of recessed cubbyholes. In the center, on the ground floor, a series of laboratory tables, like the ones Khimyan had. I do not know for sure if it was the children who were being experimented on here. As before, those who worked here left nothing behind. But the examination tables are small—they will not fit a child older than ten or twelve—and arranged in pairs.

I have examined the tiers of cubbies above the observation area. And what I found there, I cannot explain. I am not even sure what it is I stumbled upon. There were dozens and dozens of machines welded to the stone, oblong boxes of metal with glass lids. These were slackcraft-operated; I could feel the residual charge in them. But I could not activate the devices or fathom what they were used for. They were meant to hold human beings, but for what purpose? And for how long?

Then I noticed that, like the examination tables, many of these machines were in pairs. Not all of them, but in sufficient numbers for it to be strange. Upon closer examination, I saw that the boxes were labeled, a series of characters and numbers on each. The ones in pairs were labeled in pairs: upper and lower. These boxes held twins. They conducted experiments on twins.

And then I was overcome by exhaustion from having to climb so many flights of stairs, so I sat down to write. I have been steeped in troubled thought, trying to justify why whoever kidnapped my twin from the Quarterlander vessel only took one infant. Why did they leave me behind? Was it the weather that stopped them? Was it their orders? Or did they just decide to leave one child for the Quarterlanders, in hopes that the theft would not be reported?

How cruel are the fortunes! A different knot in their tangled strings and I could have been the one imprisoned here in this house of stone, subject to the whims of those who do not see me as human. But it was my twin who was taken, while I went free.

I know what Mokoya would say at this juncture: “Cruel as the fates might be, they cannot match the cruelty of humans.” And she would be right.

She would probably also ask why I still linger in this place, when it is clear it has been abandoned, when it is clear that I will never find what I came looking for. Why do I stay in this hellpit full of death, patrolled by a dangerous, ravenous beast? Because I am not satisfied. I will not leave until I find something of my twin to take back with me. There must be some trace of their existence here. They cannot have vanished without leaving something behind. I want to find it. I want to excavate it from these forsaken walls.



I’ve found the crypt. The chamber full of the bones of the children who perished here. A long corridor drilled through the rock, honeycombed on either side with alcoves for the dead. Many of the children were buried in pairs, but perhaps a third of the alcoves contain a single skeleton. A lot of them died young, their skulls still soft and their wrists narrow.

Even the air here is muted. I walked back and forth, looking at the rows and rows of remains, trying to guess if any of them might have belonged to my twin. I wonder how Mokoya feels. If Akeha had died in a disaster far from her, would she be able to pick their bones out of a pile of the dead? Would the Slack point her in the right direction, telling her, there, that is the one who lay by your side as you were slowly put together in the womb?

I felt nothing, and I do not know if it is because my twin is still alive, or because I don’t know what they would feel like, in life or in death. I never knew them.

Wait. I hear something. What



Mokoya, if you are reading this—if this gets to you somehow—I am sorry. The creature found me. It followed me down the steps.

Now I know what they look like when alive. I was right, I guessed right: they crossed a raptor and a naga. Raptor-shaped but with elongated, membranous arms. The carcass upstairs must have belonged to a juvenile; this one is far larger. And fast. It can turn invisible. One moment it was a sharp white thing standing alone on the shores of the lake, and the next it was gone. I thought at first it had folded away—but then I heard its feet. It was charging toward me. I ducked into the closest opening I could find—it was the row of cells—and barricaded myself in one of the cubbies.

I have escaped the creature’s jaws for now, but for how long? I hear the hollow sounds of the beast running itself into the door barring this corridor. Eventually, it will fail. That thing knows I am in here, and it won’t let me escape. I am trapped. Even if I could escape this room and find my way to the stairs up, it would be hopeless. I cannot outrun this creature. Already my bones are aflame with exhaustion. It would be faster and simpler to seek death in the clutch of its jaws.

My mind conjures light captures of the last terrifying hours here, the creature breaking loose from its torments, its keepers struggling to restrain it as the others flee. What happened to the children? The Tensors working down here clearly knew they had time to evacuate properly. Somehow, they knew what was about to happen. I can only hope that my twin, if they were even here, was spared all of this horror.

I hear something breaking. It is almost here.



 



Chapter Twenty-One


[1162.07.24]

That could have gone a lot worse. But it could also have gone a lot better.

We launched our grand break-in during the second sun-cycle. Mokoya’s network whispered to her of a clandestine meeting between Gu and Minister Sonami at that time, so we knew he wouldn’t be in. Rider took me to his mansion in the White Quarter, skipping across Chengbee in jumps through places they were familiar with—a secluded park here, the upper floor of an inn there. Bless the fortunes, they had been inside Gu’s mansion several times before, so instead of folding us into one of his oversized fishponds (what is it with wealthy Tensors and making their houses look like water farms?) or an open furnace, we landed safely in Gu’s office. A locked room, full of expensive hardwood furniture, every surface stacked with scrolls and books. We swept up everything that bore the insignia of the Rewar Teng institute, filling two unused chests we found.

Rider was nervous through it all, constantly checking that no one was coming to clean this spotless, obsessively tidied, locked room. Or to investigate the soft noises of chests being shifted across the floor. We were there barely ten minutes before they said, “We have what we want. We should go.”

I didn’t want to. My gut burned with the feeling that we had missed something, and my gut has never led me wrong. I was staring hard at one particular bookshelf—I don’t know what it was, but I wanted to inspect it more closely. It looked perfectly ordinary, and the journals lining its shelves proclaimed themselves to be annual reports of the Tensorate Society of Demographic Studies. But the longer I stared at it, the more convinced I became that it was hiding something.

But just as I was about to touch it, we heard voices, and Rider yanked us, boxes and all, out of the room.

I was furious to find myself on the roof of an abandoned building. I was just on the verge of a breakthrough. I was about to discover something important and they stopped me. I shouted at them. In hindsight: ill conceived. But my blood was boiling, and the stress of the past few days put stupid thoughts in my head and stupid words in my mouth. I accused them of being a coward. I asked if they were trying to sabotage my investigation.

I don’t quite remember what they said over the rushing anger in my head, but I think it was something like “Your investigation? It’s not your sibling who’s missing.”

We returned to the Grand Monastery in a thick fog of silence. There were a few raised eyebrows, but nobody bothered to ask what had happened (or none dared to). Instead, all attention was on the treasures we had stolen.

The spoils of our adventure burst with monthly reports from the secret laboratory that ran beneath the institute. In those thin scrolls, written in an impeccable hand (same hand: a single report-writer?), were details of everything we wanted to know. Experiments, materials, and results.

I would very much have liked to look through these documents myself. But Rider had other ideas, pointedly cutting me out of all the discussions. They took charge of what we’d brought back, and only allowed other Machinists to touch them. I got the hint after my questions were pointedly ignored for the second or third time. I’m used to this. Truly. It’s the same shit that weak-willed Tensors used to pull on me. Why did I think these people would be any more welcoming of an outsider?

Thus, a secondhand summary of what they found from reading the documents:


	The institute kept a stable of more than sixty children, unethically sourced from all over the Protectorate.

	Most of them were pairs of twins, but a significant chunk were children who were half of a pair.

	No names. Why bother, when you could just assign them numbers?

	They were between three and ten years of age, thereabouts. Unless I understood it wrongly, they were kept in some kind of frozen state and thawed in batches to be experimented on.

	Guess we now know what they used those rows and rows of pods for.

	We were right. The bastards were trying to breed, or train, someone who could change the course of the future on command.



So. We now know what happened in those caverns, from day to day. But it does nothing for the questions I came here to answer:

What happened on the day the beast escaped? Are these children still alive? Where are they now? How did they get out when the other Tensors didn’t?

Did the children foresee what was about to happen and have their minders evacuate them early?

Did they cause the disaster?

When I am finally judged at the gates of Hell, I will tell them that I tried my best to reconcile with Rider, and it’s not my fault it didn’t happen. I carefully asked if they recognized any of the children in the journals. Maybe one of them would be their twin?

They said, “How could I know someone I have spent no time with from a handful of sentences written by someone who does not see them as human?”

Fair answer, but I can tell when I’m being scolded. I’m not an idiot.

Later, Cai Yuan-ning came by with a bottle of rice wine and sat by me while I contemplated the night-cycle moon. She asked what happened between Rider and me. I told her. I shrugged. “They’re right,” I said. “Who am I to intrude? I have no stake in this investigation.”

She looked strangely at me. “You’re joking, right?”

I shrugged again. I’d thrown away the life I’d known to pursue this investigation, only to be told that I had no business being here.

“They’re wrong,” Yuan-ning said. “After the release of the official Tensorate report, I lost all hope. I thought Yuanfang was doomed never to have justice. But then you showed up. A Tensor, trying to help. I would never have expected it.”

We drank the wine. “Now we are blood sisters,” she said.

I sit here writing in the waning moonlight, belly warmed with wine and mind slowed with its thick heat. Soon, the sun will rise for the second night-cycle. And then it will set again, and then it will rise again, and then it will be a new day, and time will go on. And still the mystery of Rewar Teng remains unsolved. Out there is a child with Rider’s face and peculiar health condition, hidden away in the dark like a dirty secret. I wonder what they’re thinking. I wonder what they’re feeling.

I wonder if we’ll ever get to meet.



 



Chapter Twenty-Two


[Undated]

How long can a person go without proper sleep before they shatter into a husk of murderous animal emotion? Three days? Two weeks? How much shorter if those sleepless nights are speared through with gravesent nightmares? I feel like death, and I can’t tell if it’s because my head is infested with ghosts, or if it’s because my body is breaking down.

Yes, another night, another fucking fever dream. This investigation will never let me rest.

This dream was vivid. Different. I was a child, stumbling through a strange house that I was supposed to call a home. This alien edifice of hardwood and stone, smelling of unknown perfumes, the marble flooring cold against my feet. In the dark, the hulking shapes of furniture and statuary took on a sinister cast. I was terrified, but I did not want to go back to my new room and lie alone and still with my thoughts. I missed the bare dirt and attap roofs of the houses I was used to. Their airy interiors filled with laughter. Fear and longing filled me like seawater.

I guess I was looking for something. I don’t remember. I stumbled into one of the reading rooms, drawn to it by some unknown force. Its darkness was interrupted by a box, brightly lit from above by an unseen source. The cabinet that contained the puppet. I remember it: a carved and painted rendition of one of the old Kuanjin gods. My father had it commissioned from a master craftsman in Chengbee. I hated that thing, its bloodred face and fathomless eyes and uncannily detailed robes.

It lifted its head and looked at me. It said my name: Sariman. The name given by the ones who birthed me, not the ones who stole me. I walked over, powered by the burning need to know what it had to say. My curiosity has always been stronger than my dread.

I looked into its hollow eyes. It was bigger and heavier than I remember, and its long black beard was missing. Without that goatish feature, the puppet looked much younger, like an egg-faced child.

“Sariman,” it said. “Sariman, you were right.”

“What about?” I asked.

“What your instincts were telling you. And you know how you can find me.” It gestured to the room outside its box. “You know this place.”

“My parents’ home?”

“No. Look closer.”

And then I realized that I was not in my parents’ house but in another place I’d been before. The Gardens of Tranquility: the cloistered, verdant compound where the Minister of Justice worked and lived. This was Sanao Sonami’s home.

I woke with sweat clinging to my skin and anxiety clinging to my mind. It was still dark, not yet a new day. I couldn’t sleep, and pain refused to leave my gut and my chest. I went outside and found one of the Grand Monastery’s quiet gardens, except that Rider was in it, contemplating the last moon of the day.

I approached them cautiously. I regretted our earlier dust-up, which my anxiety told me was foolish and petty, but the air between us still held a fathomless chill.

They didn’t say anything to me, so I asked them, “How deeply do you think Sanao Sonami was involved with all this?”

They looked startled, like I had slapped them. “Sonami? Why would she be involved?”

“She tried to suppress my investigation. That’s why I broke from the Tensorate.”

Rider looked troubled and stayed quiet for several uncomfortable heartbeats. “I don’t know Sonami’s reasons for doing things,” they said finally. “But she has supported the Machinist movement since its inception. Whatever her intentions were with your investigation, there must be bigger things at play.”

I was so stung by this patronizing dismissal, I nearly blurted, “What could be bigger than finding your twin?” It was only good sense and my survival instincts that kept my mouth shut.

Silence tightened its grip over us. Rider looked so tired. Discouraged. Like the world had finally worn them to the bone. As I scrambled for something to say that wouldn’t offend them, they told me, “I’d like to have a quiet moment alone, if you please.”

I realized I’d interrupted them in the middle of something private. Keenly aware of the fragility of our relations, I turned and left.

As I reached the boundaries of earshot, I heard them whispering to themselves, “I will find you. I won’t give up.”

In hindsight, I should have told the truth. I should have confessed why I suspected Sonami knew where the missing children were. I should have told Rider about my dream, about the puppet in my adoptive parents’ house, telling me secrets. But I was a coward. I didn’t want them judging me, thinking of me as an unhinged country bumpkin.

So, I said nothing. I left them to whatever personal anguish they were wallowing in. I felt guilt as I walked away. But I was too chickenshit to do the right thing.

It’s been some time since then, but instead of fading away like normal, the sense of the dream has been growing inside me. It’s no longer just in my head. It’s in my heart, in my chest, in my limbs, like a spreading fire. It’s telling me I have to do something.

I have to do something.



Well. I did do something.

I went back to Gu Shimau’s house. I was going to go it alone, brave the night guards and the high possibility of being caught. I wrote a letter to Kayan just in case I died. I fully believed I was going to the grave. But the dream wouldn’t let me rest.

I was sneaking out of the Grand Monastery when Yuan-ning tapped me on the shoulder. Somehow, she was awake, and somehow, she had cottoned on to what I was doing. She said she’d woken to a bone-deep discomfort.

I told her what I planned. “Let me go with you,” she said. “This is our blood-sister connection. I knew you were getting into trouble.” Which is total bullshit, superstitious nonsense, but I let her follow me down the mountain anyway.

When we got to the city, she stopped one of the night-soil carts and asked the driver where we could find Old Choo. The driver was a friend of the old man’s and told us which house he might be at. Thank the fortunes, it was close by, and we found him quickly. So, here I am, scribbling these notes in a terrible jerky hand while breathing in the smell of the cart’s fresh cargo. Old Choo will take us to my destination, and I’m going to break in—alone. I’m not putting these people in any more trouble. They can keep watch while I return to that room and find what the hell it is we missed.

Yuan-ning is explaining that her brother helped Old Choo’s grandson when he took a bad fall but the family couldn’t afford a doctor’s fees. See, generosity will buy you more than a lifetime’s worth of gratitude. I’ve told Yuan-ning that if she survives and I don’t, nothing else matters except getting this book, with all its writings and letters and documents, into Kayan’s hands. I’m sure she can manage.

I think we’re here—



I was right. I am vindicated, again.

I managed to get into Gu Shimau’s office. The mansion was crawling with guards, and not just the usual sellswords and ready louts. Tensors, by the look of it, and defected pugilists. Did he figure out what we’d taken? Or maybe he was just paranoid. Thank the fortunes for their blessings, which I do not deserve, because convenient distractions—small sounds, a bird taking flight, a stone in the shoe—distracted the guards at the right moments. I survived the journey to the office undetected.

I went back to the shelf that had drawn my attention. Pulled out every deadweight journal, one by one. Behind one particularly fat tome I discovered a hidden mechanism. When I pulled the lever, it revealed a hidden compartment. Buried in the wall was a single, narrow shelf, and on that shelf were boxes, and in those boxes was all the damning evidence I need. Private correspondence between Gu and the minister.

This was it. This was what the dream-puppet wanted me to see.

Sanao Sonami was in this from the beginning. She was the one who directed what was going on in that secret laboratory. Gu Shimau might have run the day-to-day operations, but she was the one he answered to. She knew everything.

There was too much to read it all. In hindsight, I should have nabbed the whole damn box for evidence, but I didn’t. I just took one particularly relevant letter.

There’s one mystery I can solve. I know where one of the children is.

My dear Sonami:

I am so pleased to hear the child is settling down in your place. Treat her well and keep her away from sunlight, and she should give you no problems. Or fewer problems, at any rate. Anyway, you’re the expert; who am I to give you advice on child-minding? You raised those two brats, didn’t you?

You’ll be glad to hear that I’ve found a buyer for the last sixteen subjects. They’ll fetch a fair good price, but I know you don’t care about money. Well, there’s that. The last sentence in a book thirty years in the writing. It might be crass to say the experiment succeeded beyond our mad hopes, given what happened at the institute, but we got what we wanted. If the cost has to be a few dozen ordinary lives … Well. No one changes history without sacrifice.

I’m sure you have grand plans for your new pet. Don’t forget all the things I’ve done for you.

Gu



 



Chapter Twenty-Three


SO, THIS IS HOW it ends. Alone, in the dirt, full of graceless revelations and unanswered questions. Death spirals through my veins; already my legs are pewter-weight and I can barely hold anything. Soon, the poison will claim my heart and it will all be over.

After I escaped Gu Shimau’s place, I decided to go straight to the Gardens of Tranquility. I knew now that the dream I had was a message. There was no logic to it, just a sense of truth in my heart. And it had not yet led me astray. I knew deeply and intimately that I was being led to the Gardens by someone I couldn’t see. Whoever was trapped there—this child who Sonami had taken custody of—wanted me to come to them.

I met resistance in the form of Yuan-ning’s practicality. She suggested we go back to the Grand Monastery instead and tell them what we found—but I wanted to barrel ahead. I always want to barrel ahead. This served me well in my career, and now it has been my downfall. I wanted to return to the Grand Monastery with my prize in hand, to show all of them they had been wrong. What an idiotic notion that was. I should have listened to Yuan-ning.

In any case, I did not, so Old Choo drove us to the Gardens. I told the two of them, Yuan-ning and Old Choo, to give me an hour. Somehow, I knew it would be dangerous to get them any more involved. We arranged to meet in the copse of trees in the far west of the Gardens, close by the pig’s trail where the night soil carts leave.

I got into the mansion without incident. I knew I would. I’d already understood what was going on, see. These piles upon piles of coincidence, it wasn’t the fortunes blessing me. It was the doing of this child. That’s why Gu said they succeeded. That’s why Sanao Sonami sequestered them in the depths of her home like a pearl. They had what they wanted: made a prophet who could influence the shape of the world. And now I planned to steal this precious thing away.

I let their influence guide me, slipping through small gaps in the Gardens’ security, this way and that in the labyrinthine complex. I had only been inside the Gardens once before, but who needs familiarity when you are being led by a prophet? I would creep down the perfumed corridors, passing by carved arches and decorative wood lattices, until I reached a point where I had to decide which way to go. And I would just know. I’ve often wondered what it’s like being one of those fish or birds that travel thousands of li to the place of their birth while not knowing roads or directions or the names of places. At least I die with that question answered.

Just by the Gardens’ sprawling library was a set of stairs leading to the basements. I knew with dream-certainty that this led to my destination. I climbed downward for fucking ever, plunging into a damp gloom that strained the eyes and clung to the skin. The walls changed from wood to mortar slurry to raw stone. I was in the bedrock underneath the mansion. I must have descended a hundred yields, maybe more.

By the time I reached the bottom, I was dazed, almost numb, as if the air above had the weight of water and was crushing the ability to think out of me. In front of me lay a web of red string, impressively knotted like a gift box. All good sense had left me by then, so I unthinkingly grasped the central knot, as if I could undo it with my hands. Pain shot up both arms the moment I touched it, and in hindsight I wonder if it was just the poison darts or also a warning from my benefactor. At the merest touch of slackcraft, the ropes undid themselves, reeling back into hidden places in the walls. But by then, it was too late. I was already doomed, even if I didn’t realize it then.

I traveled a long dark corridor of stone, its ceiling high over my head. At the end of it: a massive stone door that had to be pushed in with slackcraft. Behind that? Caves. I don’t know how old they were, whether they were carved by hand or slackcraft or machinery—I’m no geologist, I can’t fucking tell. But now the chamber was filled with light from massive sunballs strung between its hewn pillars.

In the middle of it all, on a tall flat slab of rock like a dais, sat the one who had brought me here. Up until that point, I wasn’t sure what I would find at the end of this gravesent journey. None of the writings around this child prophet had described them. They had barely treated them as human. And after all the horrors I’d read about, I was expecting something monstrous, deformed by cruelty.

But what I found was a child. A child who looked normal, a child who breathed and had blood running in their veins like any other human. Blood that showed as a blush on papery skin that had never seen the sun. That child looked at me with an expression equal parts sadness and longing.

“It’s you,” I said. Their identity was unmistakable. I was staring into Rider’s face, as it might have been when they were ten years old. “You did it. You made the future.”

The child shook their head. “No, I didn’t. It never works perfectly.”

“But I’m here,” I said.

“You’re not them,” they said.

I realized that they had been waiting for their twin. I thought about the argument I’d had with Rider before coming here. Was I meant to have brought them with me? Was this my fault?

“It’s hard to control the flow of events,” they explained. “It’s like directing a drop of water rolling down the back of your hand.”

“Water follows the most likely pathway,” I said. “But there are many pathways.”

They nodded.

I had so many questions, but one burned the brightest of all. “Tell me what happened at Rewar Teng. What did you do?”

“I tried to escape.” They looked pensive. “And I almost got away, but I didn’t do it right. It’s so hard, you know. There’s so much more I have to learn.”

They had let the beast out, but it wasn’t by popping a latch. Nothing so crude. It was the little things they changed: a weakness in the chains, a distracting quarrel between colleagues. Shifting the shape of events so that it became not just likely but inevitable that something would happen. A skill honed over the years, yet still horribly imprecise.

And they were foiled. All their talents aside, they were still an experimental subject, and their every movement was monitored. The Tensors in charge had instruments to measure small distortions in the Slack. Their plans were detected, anticipated, and the children moved a day before the calamitous events were to take place.

I don’t blame the child for the deaths at the institute. They don’t understand the impact of what they did. How can they understand the cost of death when they’ve never experienced enough of life to understand its value?

But the ones in charge. Those gravefuckers. They let the disaster happen. They knew how many would die—and let them. Because they wanted to see if their experiment worked. Those stone-hearted turtle bastards. Those monsters. Someone has to track them down, bring them to justice. It won’t be me. It can’t.

There was so much more to be said. But standing in that great, cold hall with its artificial light, I had one goal and one goal only: to get the child out of there. I could not bear to see them in this gravesent mockery of safety and shelter, separated from all those who could care for them. I saw a reflection of the little girl I had been, frightened and angry in an alien place, and remembered how that little girl burned with desperation, wishing for the skies to open and for someone to swoop down and rescue her from that place she hated. I wanted nothing more than to save this poor child.

“Come with me,” I said. “I know where your twin is. I can take you to them.”

But they only looked sadder. “I cannot,” they said. “There’s slackcraft in my blood that will wake the moment I leave this chamber. Sonami will know what happened. She’ll find us before we get away.”

If only I had brought Rider with me. They could have folded us off to safety. We could have gotten away, all of us. But it’s useless to wish for things to be different now.

The child had a letter for their twin. “Give it to them,” they said. “So they’ll know the truth.”

It seemed so inadequate in the face of what I wanted to do. So underwhelming. A letter? I wanted to deliver freedom. I wanted to enact justice. I heaped foolish and hasty promises on the child. I was going right back to their twin. We were going to come for them immediately. I was going to save them. Soon, they would be free.

I was leaving. They told me, “You touched that red string, didn’t you? It’s poisoned. Look for the antidote in the chemist’s room. It’s on the second shelf in the white cabinet, in a small brown bottle shaped like a gourd. You must take it all, or you will die.”

And I meant to. Believe me, I meant to. I rushed back upward, through the tunnels of stone and the endless steps, fully intending to find the chemist’s room as the child instructed. But urgency burned in my veins like fire, and fear snapped at my heels. The moment I got to ground level, I saw the shadow of a person—a servant? a guard?—vanishing around the corner before me. I was almost caught. Panic took hold of me. No matter what, I knew I had to get out. So I thought, like an enormous fool: Fuck it. I don’t feel unwell, I’ve got time. I can make it to the Grand Monastery. Thennjay’s a doctor. We can fix this. See, I thought the poison was slow-acting. And I had to get out. That was the most important thing. So I ran. I headed straight for the outside, where our meeting point waited.

By the time I’d reached the outer Gardens, my heart had started to slow. And by the time I’d reached the pig’s trail, my legs were failing me. I knew I’d made a mistake, but by then, it was too late. I collapsed to the ground, and that was that. I won’t be getting up again.

How ironic. In my investigation, I ran up against the worst of human malice, but in the end, it was my own carelessness that got me killed. Here I am, lying helpless, waiting for death to claim me. Yuan-ning and Old Choo won’t reach me in time. The soil is cold, but I see the sunrise coloring the sky above me, and it’s beautiful. I wish Kayan were here. I want to hear that laugh of hers one more time. She would be furious about how foolish I’ve been, but she knew she was throwing her lot in with a fool when she first kissed me. And she would find it darkly funny that after a lifetime of walking the straight and narrow, this is how I’m going out: a rebel.

Of course, I was still doing the bidding of another, even if I didn’t know it. But I own this destiny. I own my death. The child didn’t determine everything. At the very end of my life, I am sure of that. It was I who chose to do something. It was I who chose to turn against greed and evil. It was I who chose freedom and truth.

It’s all right. It’s all right. I know I made the right choices. I found out what I wanted. I found out



 



Chapter Twenty-Four


MESSAGE FROM RIDER’S TWIN

My beloved twin:

It’s strange writing a letter to someone you have never met, who is nevertheless the most important person in your life. You do not know me, and I do not know you, but I have spent most of my waking days wondering what you might be like. The Tensors discourage us from learning about the outside. But the Slack brings us dreams that they can’t censor. I’ve seen you sometimes, or I think it’s you. You’re a lot older than I am. They don’t let us grow up here. I wonder what you have seen in this world. I know you’re looking for me. That’s why I decided I wanted to leave.

I have so many things I want to say in this letter. So many things I want to tell you about my half-life, submerged in sleep most of the time, confined to pens and never left alone. But these are things I want to tell you when I see you in person.

The Tensors are trying to teach us to control the dreams, but they can’t control us, no matter how much they try. I’m getting better at shaping the world to my whims. I’m not perfect yet. That’s how I got caught. But they can’t hold me here forever.

Sonami is treating me well. She has plans for things I don’t understand yet, things that spread across the breadth of the land and concern the fate of the Protectorate. But you should get out of the capital as soon as possible. You and all of your friends are in danger.

She gave me a name, but I don’t like it. In the long years under the stone, I chose a name for myself: Tau. It sounds nice to me, although I don’t know why. I’d like to use it when we meet.

I hope we get to meet soon. I’m going to keep trying. And I’m sorry for all the trouble I’ve caused. Thank you for not giving up on me.

Your twin,

Tau
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For you, who feels seen when you read these books



 



Chapter One


WHAT DO YOU WANT? Can’t a woman have a drink in peace these days? I’m not in the mood to talk. Look at all these motherfuckers partying it up, celebrating the news. Well, good for them. I’m in mourning.

See, the woman I love is dead. Funny, watching everyone cheer what you’ve been working for all these years, yet feeling nothing but sorrow. Go join the party and leave me alone. I’ve earned some time to grieve.

Alright, you’re persistent. I see that. Who did you say you were again?

Well, I don’t know you. And Akeha has many acquaintances I don’t care for. Why should I listen to what you have to say?

Yeah, yeah, sure. Everyone’s got a sob story. Look. I’m sure your lady, whoever it was, you loved her, too. Bet it hurts like hell. Bet it does. But no one knows what it’s like for me. You think you do, but you really don’t.

So, your lover was a Tensor. What of it? Of course I know who she was. Akeha kept me updated. Do you think the Machinists don’t communicate? I’m their leader.

I don’t have time for this.

Fine. If you’re going to stand there and bother me, you might as well buy me a drink. At least I’ll get something out of it.

You know, I’m surprised. You don’t look like the kind of person who would be with a Tensor. Don’t puff up; that’s a compliment. Hah. But I get it. I get it. Look at my life, after all.

Tell me a bit about you. How did you come here? How did you get into this mess?

“A lowlife just like you?” If you’re trying to get in my good books, you’re not doing a very good job. So, you were an outlaw. Born in the margins, were you? How much of the real Tensorate did your beloved show you? You know I saw everything. I was on top of the world, at the peak of heaven.

That was a life, that it was.

It’s funny. All those years ago, when I was just a girl, and she was just a girl … who could have guessed what would happen? What she would become. What I would become. It’s funny.

If you want to hear the story, I can tell you. Heaven knows nobody wants to hear her side of it, and with her dead now, maybe nobody ever will. No one can tell her story like I can. There was no one else as close to her, you know? No one …

Strange days upon us. Her guiding hand is gone. The Protectorate is about to change in ways none of us can predict. We’re plunging toward an unknown future. And I … I am an old woman. The time for me to weave and play with the threads of fortune is long over.

Hekate’s gone. Maybe once I tell this story, I’ll be able to release her from this hollow inside me, where she’s been trapped for so long.

Take a seat. Get comfortable. Get yourself a drink. Take notes, if you want. This is a story few have the privilege of knowing.



 



Chapter Two


WHERE DO I EVEN start? Where do you begin a tale that tangles like a bramble across the years and twines with the fine and cruel threads of fortune? How do I tell the story of the one who burned the world to ash around her and rebuilt it in her image, when it’s the same story as my greatest and deepest heartbreak? How do I balance the silhouette of my private emotions with the vast scale of the world turning around me?

Maybe I’ll start from the beginning. My beginning. After all, I’m the one telling the story, am I not?

I was born in a small village north of Jixiang, the third of seven children. My parents were farmers. Most everybody was. It was a poor area and we were poor people. Growing vegetables was the only way to get by. Nostalgia puts a taste in your mouth, doesn’t it? When I think back on those days, I remember peace. The mountains at dawn, draped in white mist, the smell of fresh-cut grass, the feel of loamy clay between my toes. Mother kept an enormous pot of congee bubbling on the stove. Its fragrance greeted you when you walked through the door. Ah, the crisp scent of shallots frying! Sometimes, I think I miss it more than anything else: that smell, in that kitchen, combined with the waft of the jasmine growing in the front courtyard.

What about you? You look Kebangilan. Grew up on the coast, did you? Different climate, different foods … but poverty tastes the same everywhere. Boiled food, everything watery, too cold or too hot. The dreams I had in those days! All I wanted was to escape the grey, rocky life that I led. I imagined simple pleasures: a house with stone walls, a little garden, a goat or two … My imagination was so small back then. So pure.

The year I turned twelve was a hard one. The rains came too much in the winter, and then not at all. Crops grew spindly and yellow in our fields, fish died in the ponds, and a pallor of death wafted through the air in the heated evenings. It was a strange year to come into adulthood. The world was withering and blackening around me, yet there I was, hips and thighs growing plump, legs and arms growing long and strong like tree branches. One morning, I put on my trousers and realized how high their hems hung above my ankles. When had that happened? I couldn’t say. Changes. They just sneak up on you, the little bastards.

That was the first thing I learned that summer. The second was that there is no logic to the world. No balance. The world outside my window was dying, yet my body was flourishing. Where was all that energy, that life coming from?

The dust and brittleness of my village were disturbed by a new arrival just as the last of my mother’s rice ran out. A man—no, a vulture. A scavenger waiting for the moment before a living thing became fresh meat. We were a family of eight crammed into that small wooden shack with one stove: five children, my parents, one remaining grandmother. I remember staring up at that man as he stood in the doorway with his smooth face and his neat robe in deep colors, and the idiot child that I was thought he was the most handsome thing I’d ever seen. How important he looked! His gaze swept over me and my siblings huddled listlessly in the heat, and my heart stopped when his eyes settled on me.

What did he see in me? That I was pretty? That people would pay money for my company? That I was this poor and gullible little fuck with shiny round eyes?

Maybe he wasn’t even thinking that far. Maybe he was just plucking up children like peaches off a tree.

You have to understand, out in those areas, we didn’t do gender like they did in the capital. You get born as one thing, you’re expected to stick to it. I popped out, they looked at me, said girl, and that’s how it was. Do I have regrets about it? No, but I’m sure there are many who do. But when things are that hard, and food is a struggle every season, people cling to structure. It makes life easier, see? So, my parents wouldn’t part with sons, my sister was too old, and the youngest was just a baby. Worthless, just another mouth to feed. Couldn’t put it to work, could we? So, what was left? Just little me.

I don’t know if my parents ever regretted selling me to put food in my siblings’ mouths. They were typical farmer stock, not the kind to talk about their feelings, or very much at all. Only my older sister, Xiuqing, cried when she heard. I don’t know if I cried in return. She had one precious thing, a carved jade elephant she’d been given by a passing merchant. She pressed it into my hands. Come back soon, she said, clinging to dull hope that my going away was only temporary. Remember us, she said. I told her it was impossible I would ever forget her. Then I was whisked away from the only place I had ever known.

On nights I can’t sleep, I like to torment myself with an imagined world where my sister was taken instead of me. A world where my big sister became a courtesan and I stayed behind in her place. What would I be? A seamstress? A farmer? Some dull lad’s wife with swollen ankles and a voice hoarse from shouting? I’d have a swarm of children, too. Children to look after the house, children to tend to the fields … Children! Fuck, I’d be miserable. No, I don’t regret my life at all. So, I fucked up in all directions, but at least it was an exciting fuckup, you know?

Of course, I know that’s not true. Even my sister did not end her life as a simple farmer. Maybe I would have become a rebel all the same. Maybe it’s in my family’s blood, all this getting into trouble.

Right. I get distracted. So many memories. It’s been such a long time since I’ve thought of my girlhood, it’s easy to get lost in nostalgia. Lost in myself.

You know, all those years, she never asked me about my past. She didn’t think it was relevant. Never did. And you know, I felt the same. I threw away my whole life for her. My whole identity. I wanted to.

Anyway. There I was, twelve years old, never been farther than two days’ trek from my village, being brought to the capital. The man who bought me was called Wei. I don’t know if it was his real name. I never found out, and I was never able to track him down afterward. He was nice to me, at first. Made sure I ate enough, made sure I slept enough, had a bag of soft, floured sweets that he would offer me during our long journey. He presented me with marvel after marvel. I’d never been in that kind of cart. I’d never seen slackcraft, ever. I would stick my head out to watch the ground speeding by under us as we floated over it.

Wei bought three other girls during his trip: two who were already traveling with him, and one he picked up in the village next to mine. Their names … let’s see, what were they? There was Yixing, of course. And I think the other two were Sara and Min. He told them my name was Huarong, which it was not, but because he said so, that’s what it became. Why the surprised face? You think I was born Lady Han? No. That too was someone else’s name for me.

All of us were about the same age, except for Sara, who was older, maybe sixteen years old. Tanned and broad from working in the fields, like a boy. Min was very quiet. Then there was Yixing, my neighbor-girl, who I had an automatic connection with. I don’t think we became friends, but it felt like that. I had no one else to talk to.

Ah, Chengbee! The city of the golden phoenix, the cradle of the Protectorate! You’re a provincial, like me, so you must remember what it felt like to encounter the capital for the first time. The red peaked roofs, shoulder to shoulder, stretching all the way to the foot of the mountains. The throngs in the markets, shoulder to shoulder, filling the air with the noise of their bargaining. The dense smells that come and go as you pass along the street: chestnuts in hot sand, the steam off soup cauldrons, the sewage in the back alleys. Wei took the cart into the densest parts of the city, and the whole way, I peeked out of the window with my mouth hanging open. How could I not? My senses were being assaulted from every direction, on every level. I had never imagined that people could live like this, stacked on top of one another, in constant motion and contact. The city felt so alive, but in a different way from the mountains and fields that I knew. Out in the countryside, being among living things feels full and serene. Everything in Chengbee is small and frantic.

Our cart passed through the hot, bright center of the city and kept going. I thought we might stop at one of the many inns with their silk ribbons and gilded signs, but we didn’t. Slowly, the buildings grew sparser, the people on the street fewer and more poorly dressed. I asked Wei, Where are we going? I still trusted him at that point. I thought he would take care of us. But he just said, Don’t worry your silly head about it, and barely looked at me.

We stopped at a training school, although I didn’t know what it was then. The school was five or six buildings connected by courtyards, and it had clearly seen better times, maybe as an administrative center or one of those specialized Tensor academies. By the time we got there, its glory days were long over. Tiles sagged on the roof, and the dedication to the Protectorate, painted in gold, had faded to the color of dirt.

A woman named Madam Wong met us at the door; she was in charge of the place. Wei had us all get out of the cart and stand in a row, while Madam Wong examined us in turn, looking at our faces and teeth, making us turn around. Like horses on sale. Asking us questions to check our diction and bearing. Can you sing? Have you danced before? She asked me what my name was; I said Huarong. If I was going to live in Wei’s world, I might as well use the name that he gave me.

Out of the lineup, Madam Wong chose Yixing and me. She had no use for the other two. In we went, and out went Wei with the heavy little pouch she gave him. He didn’t turn back. Didn’t offer any parting words to the two girls whose lives he just threw down a completely different path. Just another working day for him.

As for Min and Sara, who knows what happened to them? Wei probably sold Sara off as a laborer: strong girl like her, and brown too. You know how these people operate—of course you do. Of course you do. I don’t know about Min. Possibly she was auctioned off too. She didn’t talk much—or maybe she couldn’t—but she wasn’t stupid, and she seemed hardworking. There was one time much later, when I was living in the Great High Palace, that I thought I saw her. One of the local magistrates who came to speak with Hekate had a servant girl about the right size and age. She had the same kind of energy, too, that same limpid silence. A big patch of scarring down one cheek. I couldn’t say if it was Min. It had been so long since I’d seen her, and the years in between had erased the lines of my memories enough that any hundred generic faces could have stood in for that pale girl I barely knew. I like to think she survived. I like to think that she still lives on, somewhere in this hope-forsaken land.

But Min’s not relevant to the story.

Madam Wong began training Yixing and me at once. You know what’s going on, don’t you? I’d been sold as an entertainer girl. One of the fancy ones who look pretty and smile at parties to make elites feel like their position in society has some benefits. I had to learn to dance, I had to learn to play the zither, I had to learn the hundred and forty stanzas of romantic poetry. I, an almost-illiterate peasant girl, had to pick up things that noble children are taught from birth in six months so I could make some whiskery old administrator feel good about himself while he leered at me. Luckily for me, I learn fast. I had no natural talent for any of it—Madam Wong said I danced like I wanted to strangle somebody—but I was good enough to pass.

Poor Yixing wasn’t. She was a simple girl, good-hearted, but she had clumsy fingers and a bad memory. Day after day, she would try to grasp the basics of music and dancing and the Chengbee accent, and day after day, she would be sent to bed with her ears and face stinging red from Madam Wong’s slaps. She would be forced to skip meals until she got this and that right. Good for nothing! Madam Wong used to say. Filthy peasant! You wouldn’t be hungry if you weren’t so lazy.

Yixing would come to me and beg me for help, but what could I do? She wasn’t cut out for that kind of life. Just work harder, I would tell her. You don’t have to be good, just okay. Either that, or you can run away.

But she never did. I woke up one morning to find her hanging from the wooden beams of the roof, her body already stiff and cold. She’d used one of the silk scarves we’d been learning to dance with. She saw no other way out.

You know what Madam Wong said? What a waste. A waste of her time and her money! She was pissed that she didn’t get what she paid Wei for. Probably complained to him about it.

Should I have done more for her? What could I have done? At that time, I was focused on one thing and one thing only: my own survival. You think that makes me selfish? I never said I was perfect. Who among us is?



 



Chapter Three


I GRADUATED FROM THE training school much faster than the other girls—most took three or four years of training, but I was gone in two. Maybe it was Yixing’s death that motivated me, or maybe I just wanted to escape Madam Wong and those musty rooms. I wanted more out of my life. With this fire in me, I spent every waking moment perfecting my gait, my speech, my way of thinking. I had to act like a highborn girl and master the low arts.

I hate that name, you should know. Low? There’s nothing low about it. Providing pleasure on demand is as much a skill as any other art form. It takes as much finesse as playing the zither. As much cunning as negotiating a peace treaty. People who mock dancing girls would fail if they tried to do our jobs. Judgmental worms. What do they know?

I was sent to a dancing house to join other girls Madam Wong had trained. Of course, a girl of my caliber would never end up serving in a common inn—as if the upper crust would go to one of those places to rub shoulders and share cups with lowly merchants and artisans. They held their parties in their houses, with dancing girls delivered by order. In the morning, a trusted servant would come over and we’d line up like goats in a marketplace. The servants chose girls they knew their masters would like, and we would have the rest of the day to get ready.

I was fourteen, nearly fifteen. We weren’t allowed to go alone with the men until we were sixteen—not because the house cared about our welfare, mind, but because some shit went down in the past with the younger girls and left a huge mess to clean up. So, the houses were just covering their asses. My first year, I danced and poured wine and smiled at old men, but that was all. I watched and learned from the other girls, the ones who were doing the work. It was … informative.

I also met Tensors for the first time. All my training did nothing to help me deal with them. A clear-minded Tensor could throw you across the room without lifting a finger, or crush you into the ground, or shock you with electricity. Like this. Ha! Look at you jump. It took me months before I could go near one without shaking. Ironic, you know? If you think about what I became.

When I came of age, my first offering was snapped up by a Tensor named Chong. A short, bulky man with a mean sense of humor, he took himself extremely seriously. He had been eyeing me for some time. He was, at that time, assistant to the Minister of Agriculture, and in the noble houses we danced in, it was whispered that he was next in line for that post. Yes, I know you’ve never heard of him. Don’t jump ahead. You’ll find out why later. Chong was busy ass-patting the senior administration, so he threw extravagant parties every two weeks, and I became a fixture at those parties. He liked me. He liked me a lot. And he knew I was ripening, so he pressured Madam Wong to let him have the first bite. I was coveted in those days. A real prize. But how could Madam Wong say no to him? He was going to be Minister.

Chong wasn’t gentle, but it could have been worse. The stories I’ve heard: I knew I got lucky. Chong was ugly and clumsy and selfish in bed, but he was easy to please. Easy to manipulate. He liked me, and he thought I liked him, too. I became a regular in his bedchambers. Probably more than his wife. Small, quiet woman. I pitied her. Imagine spending most of your life trapped in the gilded cage of a mansion, only free to do whatever pleased a man like Chong. As though the fortunes gave everyone else a plate of rice and she got a bucket of shit instead.

I told myself, I am not going to be like that. I will find a way to become someone who can do as she likes.

And then the fortunes brought me to her, and my life was set upon a path I could never have imagined.

I see that look in your eye. I know what you’re thinking: it was love at first sight, me instantly ensnared by the webs of fortune. What a romantic idea. But reality is nothing like that.

Imagine. I was a courtesan, a dancing girl, and she a guest—the middle child of the Protector, a girl fated to be married off to some sniveling bureaucrat as a reward for his good behavior. But still. She was nobility, and I was nothing. The first time she saw me, it was at one of Chong’s parties. As his influence grew, so did his appetite for wine and women. There were parties every week, sometimes twice a week. Everyone who wanted to be someone tried to attend them. Tedious as hell, but it gave me the opportunity to charm the upper crust. I was sitting in Chong’s lap, laughing at one of his mediocre jokes, and there was this girl, staring from across the room. I don’t know why I caught her eye, or why she caught mine. She was so focused. All this music and song and dance around her, yet she was fixated on me. Bloody creepy.

Later, I found out who she was, and that made it worse. Why would the Protector’s daughter be interested in me? She led a life in the heavens, and I was a bug in the dirt. Her wordless attention was unsettling.

Hekate didn’t show up at the next party, or the one after that. Every time, I looked specifically for her, and every time, I was glad my search failed. I began to relax. I was happy for our interaction to remain nothing more than one night of acute discomfort on my part. Even as the party favorite of a rising star, I knew that the Protector’s family lived in a world beyond mine. A momentary brush with their like was all I needed and wanted. No more.

A month after our first meeting, there was a grand party in the Great High Palace itself. The Protector’s youngest had just had his gender confirmed, which called for a huge and extravagant celebration. Everyone who was anyone was invited, and naturally they needed entertainers. Of course. Couldn’t lay that burden on the Protector’s concubines, could they? Palace staff sent for girls from all around the Protectorate. Madam Wong picked a contingent of six from her menagerie as an offering of congratulations. This included me, of course. By now, my status was quite unrivaled within her ranks of girls.

All of us were terrified, but more than that, we were excited. The Great High Palace—imagine! None of us had been inside, or even near the grounds. We had only heard stories of its size and opulence. That you had to take a cart to get from one end to the other. That its gardens were bigger than any mansion and had trees that grew nowhere else in the Protectorate, or on Ea, for that matter. We thought the fruit of those trees could grant you immortality, or the power of flight, or the ability to shapeshift. We whispered about ponds the width of lakes, in whose depths swam gold and silver fish as big as horses. The rafters and nooks of the house rippled with our wild tales.

Of course, I knew that she would be there, that strange daughter, but I gave it no thought. Of course she wouldn’t remember me. Why would she? I was a dancing girl she’d seen only once, many months ago. I would be busy, she would have her filial duties to attend to. Nothing was going to happen.

On the day of the party, a cart came for us several hours before the festivities started. The six of us were primed, powdered, scented, and decorated. Everything had to be ready early, all warmed up when the guests arrived.

Was the Great High Palace anything like I’d expected? Yes and no. How do you compare a dream and reality? They don’t exist in the same world and don’t follow the same rules. The palace seemed as large as a country to me, with an uncountable number of rooms and corridors and courtyards. Was it as magical as it had been in the stories we shared with one another? Of course not. But it was more intimidating because it was real. We all felt awe, terror. If you’d been inside, you would too.

The party was held in the main receiving hall and spilled out to neighboring buildings. The main hall could only seat seventy for a banquet, after all. The two hundred dancing girls were split into eight groups and rotated amongst the buildings so that the attendees got a sample of all of us. No, we weren’t expected to service them all—are you nuts? None of that was going to happen under that Protector’s nose. You weren’t born yet, were you? You’re too young. So, the only Protector you’ve known is Hekate. Well. Her father was famously prudish. He didn’t even make use of his concubines; they were just for show. Tradition and all. His son and close associates kept them busy. We were really only there to dance. Everything to be kept above the navel, you know?

I first caught a glimpse of her in the main hall, by the front but not at the same table as the Protector. Our eyes met like this—and my heart jumped in my chest—but her attention immediately turned somewhere else. I thought, She doesn’t remember me. Good.

There were so many people in that hall, greatest of all the Protector himself. I’d seen light captures of him, of course, but in person he seemed so much … smaller. For the first time, it struck me that he was just another human being. An imperfect man, with bad teeth and sagging folds of skin. A man who turned red with wine, just like anybody else. Who choked on food when laughing, just like anybody else.

He was mortal, just like any of us.

After an hour, my group was sent to the next hall to sing and dance and smile our fake smiles. That was that for my interaction with the Protector’s daughter, I thought. Maybe I was disappointed. I think I was mostly relieved.

Halfway through the night, a royal servant came and tapped me on the shoulder. From her makeup I knew she was somebody’s handmaid. She said, Follow me. Was I in trouble? What did she want? I was worried, but I followed her anyway. As the lowest of the low, all I could do was follow orders. My life was nothing. My wants were nothing.

It was already dark, and I was nervous. The loose sunballs floating between the rafters cast pools of shadow upon the ground. Within them I imagined all kinds of assassins or thieves or similar bastards lying in wait. I wasn’t supposed to be there. I wasn’t supposed to leave the main celebrations. I could only imagine the terrible fates that would befall me.

Still, I forged on. I was curious to see what would happen, you see.

We stopped at a garden square. In its middle was a neat pavilion in which a small figure stood, unmoving and straight-backed.

She’s waiting for you, the girl said.

I went obediently to the pavilion. Even before the figure turned around, I knew exactly who she was. Still, I was completely unprepared for her. My heart stopped in my chest when I saw her face. I felt something precious break in me. You know how it feels—in here.

She said, You’re Chong’s pet.

It was the first time I’d heard her speak. And her voice—it was nothing like I’d expected. It was so … soft. And it had a texture to it, like paper.

I was so surprised, I said nothing in return. She reacted like I was an idiot: Are you Chong’s pet? I’m talking to you.

I snapped back: What the hell do you want? See, I get rude when I’m poked. In the dancing house, they sometimes called me Spiny Badger.

Luckily for me, she wasn’t offended. In fact, she laughed. She was so used to people bowing and scraping for her, my vulgarity was refreshing. She said, So, this is the kind of woman Chong likes? I was right; sniveling weasels like him always want to be bullied in bed.

I told her, You still haven’t answered my question.

She laughed again and took my hand, like this. I was shocked and pulled away. My anger had shielded me from how much danger I was in, but that point of contact brought it all back. She could kill me without consequence. Or do worse. So what if she had no political power—she was the Protector’s daughter and I was just a dancing girl. A dancing girl who should have been at the party and not wandering the tangled guts of the Palace. If she said she caught me trying to steal the Protector’s treasures, who would they believe?

But she didn’t look angry. Her thoughts were hard to read even back then. That cheebyekia was a master at showing exactly what she wanted people to see. And I didn’t know that yet.

She said, I need your help.

I said, For what? What could you possibly want from a dancing girl like me?

She said, You know Chong, don’t you? You’re the only one who spends time inside his bedchambers.

I knew right away she wanted me to do something dangerous. Which was scary. But it was also exciting. I was still young. I viewed every unexpected circumstance as a chance to change my life.

I said, Don’t tell me you want me to kill him.

She laughed again. And back then, when she was a young woman, she had a beautiful laugh. It was like … I don’t know, like light reflecting off a lake. Whatever, I’m not a poet.

She told me, I want you to steal his private records. His letters, his business ledgers. I want you to bring them to me.

Why? I asked.

And she said, Because I want to get rid of him, why else?

Immediately, I was suspicious. I was young, I was naive, but I was not an idiot. She didn’t know me. She didn’t know what I thought. How did she know I wouldn’t spill everything to Chong instead?

I asked, Why do you think I’ll do it?

And she said, You steal from him, don’t you?

You see, I’d been taking things from clients’ rooms. Small things, things I thought they wouldn’t miss. The bastards were all so rich, who would notice a bauble or two missing? A few of the girls and I had a network inside the dancing house. After we had satisfied our clients, we put a few drops of sleeping draught in their sweet wine and then hid small trinkets in specially designed pouches in our clothes. The trinkets were worth a lot on the black market, and we had a contact who fenced them for us.

You see, us dancing girls, we weren’t paid. The house provided us with food and clothes and shelter; what more could we want? We knew that if we wanted to escape that life, and make choices of our own, we needed money.

But I was careless, and maybe a bit greedy. If I had taken only one or two things, Chong wouldn’t have noticed. But every time I went to his place, I made sure to steal something. Stupid, right? After months of this, Chong realized that many of his small statues and penholders and other jeweled things were missing, and I became the main suspect. He had talked to some Tensors about setting traps to catch me with my ass unwashed. He talked loud enough that Hekate had caught wind of it.

So, she said, We have a common enemy. I can help you, and you can help me.

Why do you want to blackmail Chong? I asked.

And she said, I don’t want to blackmail him. I want to destroy him.

I figured out the reason later, by piecing together hints I gathered. How much do you know about the Protectorate’s line of succession? Surely, something that important would reach you even on the renegade seas? No?

Alright, look. It’s like this. The Protector is succeeded by the first child of the next generation of royals. That means the children of the current Protector, and the children of all their siblings. The pool can get quite large. Hekate’s father was actually second in line—he had an older sister who was Protector before him, but she died young, some kind of sickness, and he ascended to the Celestial Throne. He was due to be succeeded by the oldest of the next generation.

That was Sanao Kamine, the first and only child of the Protector’s sister, the one who died. Hekate’s oldest cousin. She didn’t like him; she thought her older brother, born a few years after Kamine, would be a better, fairer ruler. And it was true: Kamine was a shitbucket. He wasn’t just corrupt and petty; he was also lazy and vain. He would have driven the Protectorate into the ground.

It’s probably hard for someone your age to imagine, but in those days, the Protectorate was struggling to hold itself together. There was unrest in the south, where the Kebangilan royalty were quietly stoking rebellious sentiment. The Protectorate needed a strong leader if it was to thrive, and that little bastard was not it.

Now, at that time, Chong was on Kamine’s side in the war of succession. So, naturally, he and Hekate were enemies. But she never said any of this to me. She was too clever for that. She let me think she was carrying out some petty vendetta against Chong, because highborns have nothing better to do.

I said, What do I gain from this? I was on the hind foot in this exchange, but as a young fool, I was always testing my luck.

And would you know it, my luck held. Because she just laughed. And then she kissed me.

I never expected that. The gulf between who she was and who I was—it just wasn’t appropriate. I was too startled to reciprocate. Before I regained my balance, she pressed a small, lacquered box into my hand. Inside were two things: one a primitive beacon, a little button like this. Back in those days, you just pressed it and it sent an alert to the other side. Nothing like the fancy talkers you have nowadays. The other thing was a pretty carved ball of jade with something shimmering and metal knotted in the middle.

I knew what the beacon was, but the second item confused me. What is this? I asked.

She said, This will break slackcraft wards in any room you leave it in. Hide it in Chong’s room, and you won’t get caught stealing. In return, bring me what I want.

My mind reverted to practicalities because it couldn’t process anything else. I asked the only thing I could think of: How?

She said, Use the beacon. I will send for you. And she smiled.



 



Chapter Four


I KNEW THAT I had been tipped into madness, thrown into an arena where dragons fought, where a mere mortal like me did not belong. But I was young. I was scared, and excited, and I was also a fool. I wanted to the play the dragons’ game. I wanted to play her game. I was flattered that she’d picked me. That’s the problem with being vain. In the days that followed, I kept replaying the kiss in my mind. The memory of her lips was a ghost haunting me. I couldn’t stop thinking about her.

A week after the party, Chong called me to his bedchambers. I boldly wore Hekate’s gift around my waist like a bauble. Back then, I had more bravery than sense in my head. Plus, I knew my way around Chong, you know? I figured I knew how to distract him.

He strung me right along. Chong was a crafty man, after all. Since he was charmless and not particularly gifted, his only weapons were cunning and ass-kissing. He let me think everything was normal. We got into the rhythm of things, all the touching and giggling. He slipped a hand to my waist, like he was going to undo my sash, but he touched the little box. What is this? he asked, all fake-innocent. I knew at that moment that I’d been found out.

He tried to grab my hands to restrain me. And that’s where he made his mistake. All our time together, I had been pliant toward him, giving in to his demands or only putting up a token struggle. Like, Oh no, please don’t, you’re so bad, darling. Giggle. He thought he was stronger than me. But he wasn’t. I grew up working the paddies. And even if we learned calligraphy and the daintiest ways of pouring tea in the dancing house, we still had to carry water and scrub the floors. The only difference is that we did it with gloves on. To protect our hands, see?

I clocked him in the head. He went down so fast, I thought I’d killed him. Thankfully, the bastard was still breathing when I checked.

I was panicking. I couldn’t explain my way out of this. When Chong woke up, the game would be over. I would be arrested, Hekate would be implicated, that would be the end. My life as a spy destroyed before it even began.

I thought briefly of killing him. I could make it look like an accident! Maybe I could get away with it! He wouldn’t be around to tell people otherwise!

But I couldn’t. I wasn’t far enough gone to be a murderer yet. The thought of taking a life filled me with a shudder of fear. Death was such a terrible, irreversible solution. Plus, my gut said it would only get me in more trouble. I dragged Chong onto the bed and decided to continue as though he was just asleep. I had to give my best effort. If I met an ugly fate, at least I would do so knowing I had shaped my own destiny.

I had to find a place to hide Hekate’s device. Of course I was going to leave it in the room. I had no doubt that Chong would eventually find it and its presence would implicate Hekate. Already, I was thinking it would be good for me if her fate was tied to mine. I started prying at the floorboards, seeing if any of them would come loose.

One did. Lifting it up revealed several bundles of red silk, some pale and ragged with age. I unwrapped one and found scrolls and record sticks inside. As though guided by invisible threads of fate, I had found exactly what I was looking for.

I had to work fast. Chong might wake any moment. I shoved Hekate’s device into the nook, and bundled everything into my robes and snuck out. I was lucky not to be stopped, because there were at least a dozen packages, and I did a shit job of hiding them under my bosom. Our cart-driver was very good, sworn to secrecy—he knew what was going on, but he never sold out any of us girls. Once I was in the cart, I activated the beacon. My heart was wild in my chest, and my mind was wild with fear and excitement. I had done the unthinkable. I had no idea what would happen next.

Hekate worked fast. By the time we got back to the dancing house, one of her handmaidens was waiting outside with the royal cart. Waiting for me, of course. I didn’t even get the chance to go back inside, change my clothes, wash my face, anything. Just straight on to the Great High Palace.

Upon arrival, the girl took me and all my loot straight to Hekate’s bedchambers. Not a person along the corridors bothered us. After all, I was being escorted by someone serving the Protector’s immediate family. And even though I was afraid of all the things that could go wrong, I felt comforted knowing I had the protection of the highest powers in the land. It felt so calming. Invulnerability, you know? It was so alien to me, the girl who had been nothing before she became a commodity. And it was so good.

I still remember what she wore when I saw her waiting for me. It was a yellow gown of the fanciest silk, paper-thin and so fine you could see right through it. So fragile you couldn’t embroider it, so the butterfly motif had to be painted on. Her hair was loose around her shoulders and her face barely painted. I was startled to see her like that, almost naked in that room, the most intimate setting of her gilded life. I thought we were there to conduct business of a different kind. When I drew close, I smelled that she had also anointed her skin with perfumed oils. Her favorite kind of jasmine, the particular strain of which only grew in the Great High Palace. She was the only person allowed to use this scent. I grew to know it well.

She dismissed her handmaid and then we were alone.

What have you got? she asked.

I had expected her to be eager, but she was so calm. I didn’t say anything; I only handed her the bag.

Without a word, she emptied its contents on the ground and picked through the bundles with quick fingers. Like a fishwife but more elegant. I studied her face. Even her stoic mask couldn’t conceal her growing excitement.

Did I find the right things? I asked her.

This is everything, she said. You found his secret records. Everything he wanted to hide …

That’s good, I said. That had been my single arrow, my one chance to tear through Chong’s room. Imagine if I had only stolen crap. We would be fucked.

How did you get this? she asked as she sorted through it all. How did you steal all this unnoticed?

I told her what happened. Every detail. I told her I’d left her device in Chong’s hiding place.

And she said, I see.

Then she said, You can’t leave here.

I asked, You mean I can’t leave tonight? Or—

And she said, No. I said you can’t leave. You have to stay in the palace from now on. You assaulted Chong, a noble. He knows what you’ve done. Do you think there will be no consequences? He will have you killed. The only place that can offer you enough protection is right here. In the palace. By my side.

My temper flared. I was so upset—she was the one who got me involved in the first place. I did everything she asked me to, and now she was trapping me in her palace as thanks? I was standing in front of her, like this—and I clenched my fists. Instinct, you know. I think maybe I swore at her, something like fuck you or cheebye, maybe both.

She laughed. Of course she laughed; I was like an angry child brandishing a stick. Who wouldn’t laugh?

I like your spirit, she said.

I asked. So, what now? Are you going to kill me?

In my mind, she could do anything she wanted. The easiest way to clean up would be to wipe me from existence. She didn’t need me any longer, and then Chong couldn’t accuse her of theft or harboring a criminal. I felt that sinking in my gut, you know, the knowledge that you have no hope of escape. I was worth nothing, and I was going to be thrown away like spoiled fruit.

But she looked at me like she was puzzled. Kill you? she asked. Why would I do that?

You’re not afraid I’ll cause you trouble? I asked.

I’m not afraid of anything, she said, and I knew that was true. With all her power and cunning, what could she be afraid of?

She said, You’re worried about Chong. You shouldn’t be. He is a worm, and I now have everything I need to destroy him.

But he’ll know you were involved in the theft, I said.

Of course, she said. How could I not let him know who defeated him, when I have won so conclusively?

Her confidence was intoxicating. It was so easy to get drunk on her. I asked, Will he really have no recourse against you?

She smirked and said, There are things in here that, if released, will get him assassinated in his sleep. Or get him pulled from his cart and beaten to death by ordinary citizens. Do not worry, my darling. He has no hold over us.

Hearing her say my darling and us felt so good. I shivered. No one had really cared for me since I left home. No one had looked out for me. We were all too busy looking after our own survival. I had a vision, all of a sudden, of a place where I would be treasured again.

I said, Can I go back to the dancing house first?

No, she said. Just as I expected. She said, It’s too late for that now. Leave it all behind. Whatever bonds you forged, they mean nothing now. Whatever possessions you had, they are no longer yours. From today, you are a new person. No longer a simple dancing girl. Your name is … let’s see. I shall name you Lady Han.

Lady Han! As though I was some kind of nobility! I found the situation absurd. But at the same time, I was thrilled by the idea. Being called a lady by other members of the court! Would some of them start treating me with respect?

She smiled; she touched my face. You’re very brave, she said. What you did was extraordinary. I chose right.

She was so close, and the way she smelled, the way she looked … it was overwhelming. I’d never felt that way about anyone before. I’d never felt that way about anything before.

I asked, What are you going to do to me?

And she said, You mean tonight, or for the rest of time?

I said, Both.

You’re going to be my handmaiden, she said. I need people around me I can trust. Not just to be loyal to me, but also to think for themselves and speak up to me when they feel they need to. You’re smart. You have quick wits about you. That’s the kind of woman that I like.

It was flattering, to hear those words coming from someone like her. I realized how badly I wanted her approval.

She continued: As for tonight … well. She pulled me close, her hands already traveling down my leg. I liked it. I liked it a lot.

She said, You’ll see, won’t you?



 



Chapter Five


I’VE BEEN SPEAKING FOR too long. Time to wet it with another round, let my throat rest. I sure do get through gourds fast when I talk, don’t I?

Are you having fun? Are you enjoying this little trip down these rivulets of history? I hope you are, because I won’t repeat this shit again. Now it’s done, I’ll cremate her in my mind, too.

Do I regret the things that happened? Oh, child. Regret’s not my thing. Some of what happened was great, and some of it was a bucket of shit. Our land is better in some ways and worse off in others. That’s all it is.

Now. Where was I?

Right, so you know how I came to live in the Great High Palace. In a turn of the sun, I was taken from the life I had come to know and plunged into something else. Hekate compared me to a butterfly emerging from a cocoon of misery into something bright and beautiful. She was right, in some ways. What does a butterfly think about its condition? It does not. Its transformation just happens, and the butterfly goes on with life the best it knows how. Then it dies. Luckily for me, I snapped out of the dream before that point. But for now, I was deep in it, stretching my newly dried wings, flitting from one well of nectar to the next.

Hekate was sweet to me. That’s a side of her people almost never talk about. Sure, she was cruel, and her tyranny when she became Protector was almost unchecked. But to those she was close to, those she cherished, she could be slow and sweet as syrup. Of course, I was still her servant. I spent my days cleaning up after her and attending to her needs. But she didn’t beat me or scold me the way the mamasans in the houses did. The way Madam Wong did. For the first time since I had been taken from home, I found myself treated like another equal person. Treated with respect. And that was more intoxicating than these six gourds of wine I’ve drunk.

Tell me what you want, she said, one early evening as we lay in bed. I told her I wanted to learn slackcraft. It was a crazy idea; I just said it as a joke. I expected her to laugh me down. Instead, she took both my hands and said, That’s a brilliant idea, Little Han! Then you’ll be able to protect yourself. She was so excited, all swept up in emotion like a child.

I didn’t think I’d be able to do it. In the villages, you know, nobody could. We thought it was a natural spark. If you had it, you could do it. If you didn’t, you couldn’t. And we never met anyone who could. But she told me I was wrong. That the Slack is in everyone, just sleeping … Sure, some people will be better than others, some will have better control, some will have more power. It’s like running or dancing. You just have to be trained. And she trained me.

Imagine how different the world would be if everyone knew they could learn slackcraft. Imagine if everyone had this awesome, terrifying power.

You learned this too? Where? Out at sea, huh. Who taught you? Your mother? That sounds like I story I’d like to hear. Maybe later.

Alright, alright, I’ll continue. Hekate taught me as much slackcraft as she could. It was mostly a wash. I learned a bit of water-nature, a bit of metal-nature, I can lift a cup or shock a cheeky brat. I was a good student, hardworking, but you can’t make up for years of not training.

You too? Well, I didn’t need any of that fancy Tensor stuff to do what I did. We’re good. We’ve done good.

In any case, life was great. I was so happy. For the first time since I left home, I was comfortable enough to relax. No worries about the next day, no stomach-churning cares that bled into restless, sweat-damp nights. I knew nothing bad could happen to me. Hekate was an intoxicating presence, and her power and position hung over me like the bowed fringe of a weeping willow. I enjoyed it all: the fine silks, the gentle perfumes, the bright colors of my surroundings. Was I happy? Hell yes, I was happy. Was it a false happiness? Who the fuck knows. I’ve never had that kind of untainted joy before or since.

Six months after I moved into the Great High Palace, six months into my newfound state of bliss, the old Protector died.

Now, this wasn’t much of a shock. The old Protector hadn’t truly been healthy even as a young man, and his health had been deteriorating for years. All that bile finally caught up to him in his fifth decade. Bitter little shit.

Hekate was furious. She’d spent years and years undermining Kamine. The people he grew close to became awfully unlucky. They died in sporting accidents, or their shady dealings got exposed to the public. And this is the upper crust we’re talking about—all of them were shady. Every last one of those fuckers was corrupt. No one was safe.

If Kamine had even a bit of spine or a vestige of brain, he would have put an end to it. It wouldn’t be hard to trace things back to Hekate! That was the worst part of it. She wasn’t even being subtle. But Kamine was all Oh, woe, the fates are cruel to me, what a terrible hand I’ve been dealt. Every single time. What a fucking sotong.

Yet despite all her effort, Kamine was to be put on the throne. For days after her father’s death, Hekate vented to me in private, away from prying ears. Why did the old man have to go and kick the bucket when her plans were only halfway through? I listened and nodded sympathetically, but I’d be lying if I said I felt sorry for her. What went through me, instead, was joy and pride. She trusted me! She was telling me things she would tell no one else. I was overwhelmed by her confidence in me, like a sampan swallowed in a tidal wave.

I promised I would do anything to help her achieve her goals. Tell me how I can help, I said.

Wouldn’t it be nice, she said, if Kamine simply dropped dead?

Now. We know that the man was a lazy shitbucket, always overindulging. He only got worse after becoming Protector. Sometimes, he would imbibe so much wine, he wouldn’t wake until the next sun cycle. How could such a person run an empire that spans a continent? He can’t, that’s how. Hekate knew she would have to strike quick and unseen, like a scorpion.

What are you going to do? I asked.

She said, I’m not going to do anything. Not personally. That’s the beauty of it.

At that time, she was close to another young Tensor, Wang Shaoyun. She had many lovers, but he was one she particularly favored. A researcher, a rising star at the Tensorate Academy. He was ambitious, too, and had his eye on a council post. But it was well known that Kamine didn’t like him—some petty grudge from a long time ago. Maybe he didn’t like being reminded of his failings. Wang Shaoyun was driven and brilliant and better than Kamine in every way.

Like so many of the hopefuls, he had come to the Great High Palace to pay respects to the old Protector. He was living in the lower quarters for the week. Hekate saw her chance.

I have the perfect job for you, she told me.

My task was simple. In the mornings, the servant types gathered to do the laundry in the great washing room. As a handmaiden, I wasn’t expected to do this sort of menial labor. But Hekate made an exception for that day. Wang Shaoyun was particularly close to one of his servants, a girl called Kam. My task was to find her and casually mention, in conversation, that I had overheard Kamine declaring that Wang Shaoyun would never get the post he wanted.

Did he actually say that? I asked.

Hekate said, No. But she won’t know that, will she?

So, I went to the laundry room. I fit in very well; it had been mere months since I was doing my own laundry, after all. I parked myself next to Kam at the washbasin. You’re Wang Shaoyun’s servant, aren’t you? I asked her.

She said yes, so I kept up the inane conversation. Talked about the weather, who had been glimpsed going into whose chambers, that kind of nonsense. This Kam, she was a natural gossip. Once I got her started, I almost couldn’t get her to stop.

The moment there was a lull in her conversation, I pounced. I said, You know, I heard the Protector talk about your master recently.

That got her attention at once. What did he say? Oh, you must know my master and the Protector don’t get along.

I pretended I knew nothing. Oh, they don’t? I said. That explains why the Protector said those awful things.

What things? she asked.

Oh, don’t think anything of it. He probably didn’t mean it. Drunkenly blurted it out at some party or other. Just behind closed doors, to a small handful of people he trusted. Well, except for us servants, I suppose. But we don’t count, do we?

What did he say?

Just that he would make sure Kamine never got the post he wants. But, you know. He was only joking. Probably.

I see, she said, and then she went strangely quiet.

I told Hekate what had happened. She seemed pleased. Told me I did a good job.

Do you really think she’ll tell Wang Shaoyun what I said? I asked.

Hekate laughed. The only thing that woman opens more readily than her legs is her mouth.

That evening Wang Shaoyun came to Hekate’s chambers in a fit of rage. I left the room to give them a sense of privacy, of course, but through the wood and painted silk of the partitions I could hear his muffled, angry shouting, with Hekate’s calm voice interspersed. I don’t know what she said to him that night, what subtle insinuations she dropped into his mind like a poison slug. But she was very pleased with the work she did that night. Greeted me the next morning all smiles and pride. Told me how good I’d been.

Wouldn’t you know it, months later Kamine simply dropped dead. Took to bed complaining of a headache after having drunk three whole gourds of wine. The next day, he didn’t emerge from his room. As expected as the sun rising and falling, right? First sun cycle gone, second sun cycle gone, third sun cycle. By the time the third night cycle came around, people started getting suspicious. His personal maid had been waiting for her summon beacon to hum all day, and nothing. Silence. It was a bit late, even for him. When the sun fell for the fourth time, she decided to check in on him and risk his wrath, just in case. What do you know, she found him all laid out, eyes wide open, so stiff she couldn’t even move his arms. He hadn’t even taken off his underwear from last night.

What a shock! He’d only been Protector for four months. Obviously, the first thought on everyone’s mind was assassination. Someone poisoned him! All the servants in the palace were questioned, their minds and bodies probed by Tensors for the truth. But there was no guilt in any of them. They had performed their duties perfectly.

Meanwhile, the masters of forest-nature, those wise, learned doctors who knew all the workings of the body, had been examining his corpse. They could find no trace of poison in him. His heart had simply … stopped. Their conclusion? A natural death. And Sanao Hemana, the new Protector, said, Alas, my poor cousin. How unfortunate to see his unhealthy lifestyle take hold. We shall all mourn for him.

Like I said, he wasn’t a popular man. Nobody went out of their way to disprove a theory presented by the Tensorate and accepted as truth by the Protector. And anyway, the Tensorate’s report had been truthful. There were no detectable traces of poison in Kamine’s body. They didn’t lie about that.

Did people think it was suspicious? Of course everyone fucking thought it was suspicious. Do you think people are that stupid? Please. Hekate often had me report how the winds were blowing through the servants’ hall, and for weeks they chattered about nothing else. Idle gossip, of course, but if you wanted a forecast of the Protectorate’s mood, there was no better place. Servants have lowborn cousins and family, and they slipped between rooms of the elite while they talked amongst themselves, didn’t they? The combined knowledge in that hall could have toppled empires. That’s the secret, girl—those who serve you, you’ve got to keep them happy. Take it from me.

There were many theories as to how Kamine died. Some of them were pretty wild, like someone training an animal to smother him, or someone manipulating the nature of fate so that it became inevitable that he would die. What’s with your face? People come up with the stupidest ideas. Anyway, the prevailing theory was slackcraft. Some kind of advanced witchery that killed from afar. Maybe some master of forest-nature reached in and stilled the muscles of his heart, just like that. I mean, they weren’t crazy. Theoretically, it could have been done. But that degree of control is pretty much impossible, even for the most talented of Tensors. And thank goodness, because can you imagine? Think of how many people would just drop dead. You and I would have died a long time ago.

No. He was poisoned. If the new Protector had wanted to boil the lies off the truth, he would have found out that his late cousin had been taking a new tonic for months, a tonic formulated and produced by a laboratory overseen by Wang Shaoyun. It was really just as simple as that.

So, Hekate got what she wanted. The man she despised, Sanao Kamine, was dead. And in his place, her beloved brother, Sanao Hemana, ascended the throne.



 



Chapter Six


AH, HEMANA. I’VE NOT spoken much about him, have I? He was a man who embodied the phrase “skin of a lamb, heart of a snake.” Unlike Kamine, he was a quiet presence in any room. Bookish and soft-spoken. People either trusted him or pitied him, but they didn’t see him as a threat. Not until he became Protector, and by then it was too late.

Hekate and Hemana had always been close. He was fifteen years her senior and practically raised her. Both their mothers had died, one after another, and the old Protector had not a nurturing bone in his body. It fell to his older son to look after the wailing infant while his father shut himself in his room, bemoaning the loss of a second wife. That’s how he became her caretaker. With his gentle voice and unassuming manner, he taught her hard lessons, about who to trust and who to destroy. Everything she had learned about survival at court, she had learned from him. He had honed her cunning and ruthlessness since she was old enough to walk and talk.

In the brief time I’d been with Hekate, I’d never taken much notice of him. I never had much reason to. At that time, he headed both the Ministry of Defense and the Ministry of Finance. He was a powerful man and an extremely busy one. He kept counsel with Hekate on long weeknights, but I was not allowed in the room during these sessions. No one else was. His bond with Hekate was sacrosanct and utterly private. Hekate had no quarrel with this. She loved her brother. Idolized the man. And anyway, he was nice to me, his sister’s pet. Unfailingly polite, smiled when he saw me, almost made me feel like a human being.

But you know what they say. It’s the quiet ones who kill you the fastest. Hemana had reached the summit of power. The world was his. Nothing could hold him back.

The thing about Hemana was that he wasn’t cruel. Unlike the many tyrants who litter our nation’s glorious history, he took no pleasure in making people suffer, felt no satisfaction from destroying an enemy. Hemana saw the world in dry, logical terms. To him, ruling the Protectorate was simply like a game of xiangqi. If a pawn had to die, if a rook had to be sacrificed, so be it. He would take the offending piece off the board with no more joy than a farmer pulling weeds from their paddies.

The first thing he did was finish what Hekate started: purging what was left of his cousin’s power base. He assessed them by the threat they posed and the retaliation he might expect. Some he simply exiled; some he blackmailed into retiring. Others he had killed. One particular administrator in the south—more like a robber baron, really—he didn’t just execute. He wiped out the entire family as well. They were prone to revenge killings, and he didn’t want any trouble. Then he made the same cold calculation with those who were a threat to him: old enemies, those he didn’t like, those who didn’t like him. It was brutal, and done within a few weeks. He filled all the vacated spots with his cronies. Within weeks, the power structures of the Protectorate and the Tensorate had been flipped upside down. The Council of Governors—the only ones with enough collective power to resist a Protector’s edict—was almost entirely restaffed with those loyal to him.

I asked Hekate if she was worried by what her brother was doing. Manipulating someone into murder was one thing, public executions another. It showed he was a man who had nothing left to fear. Do you think it might be dangerous? I asked her.

She simply laughed and said, This is what a leader does. Watch and learn, my darling.

I wonder if she ever regretted saying that to me.

Soon after he had ascended to the throne, Hemana sat Hekate down and told her it was time for them to think about their succession. Neither of them had children. This must change, he said. You must find a husband, as I have found a wife.

Her! Getting married and having children! Of course I wasn’t pleased. She had dozens of lovers, and a small handful of confidantes, but a husband? That seemed wrong somehow. I didn’t want her to get married. I didn’t want her having someone who she could retreat to the shadows with at night or whenever she needed comfort. I didn’t want her to have someone else more important than me.

I protested and was met with more laughter. Don’t be foolish, she said, of course I must marry. What did you think would happen?

I hated it, but it made sense. Of course she had to continue her family line. Of course she could not remain unmarried. Of course the strictures of Protectorate society would not part around my new and gleaming reality. In my head, I accepted that this was going to happen, but in my heart, I bled like I’d been stabbed. I couldn’t believe that she had caved to her brother’s demands so easily.

Yes, I was being ridiculous. Did you think I didn’t know that? Who the hell was I? Some servant girl who once did her a favor. A lowborn chit who had been in her life for the blink of an eye. She was descended in the direct line of Sanao Chikasu the Conqueror. I just …

Give me a moment.

Hekate listened to me. She asked my opinion on things she thought important. She treated me like I mattered. Like—like I was worthy of attention. And love.

But I was determined. She had changed my life, and I would be loyal to her unto death. I let the idea of Hekate having a husband burn me for a few days, and then I forced myself to get over it. So what if she were to be married? A mere husband was nothing. Theirs would be a transactional relationship, existing merely to fulfill a single purpose. It couldn’t change what I had with the woman who had become the single most important thing in my life.

Hekate assembled a list of her favorite lovers and a few more eligible highborns she didn’t completely loathe. She handed the list to her brother to make a selection. The Protector looked over the list, considered the options, and picked the lucky man who would have her. It was Shaoyun, the poisoner. His part in Kamine’s death had already reaped him handsome rewards, and now they were about to get sweeter.

It’s a good choice, Hekate told me. I know his worst secret. We’re already bonded.

See, it was entirely transactional. She didn’t see him as a partner. More a necessary evil, one she needed to control.

Still, it was hard to watch her on the wedding dais all smiles and glowing delight, as if this was what she’d wanted out of life. To be a wife, to sire children for the throne. Surely, she wanted more than that?

That night, after the trials and the tea ceremony and the street parade, there was a lull to allow the bride to change outfits and get ready for the banquet. I was there, helping her out of the ceremonial robes she’d worn, into the sequined dress decorated with so many beads, the fabric strained at its seams. It had taken six royal seamstresses two months to finish it. I’d helped when I could, pricking my thumbs through sunrises and sunfalls. My blood graced the threads of that dress.

She asked me if I was alright. I said, Well, of course. You look so happy. I’m happy you’re happy.

She said, This is the best outcome I could have imagined. Things will be different now. But it’ll be better. The Protectorate has been sliding into decay for the last three generations. But we’re going to change that. I’m excited. Aren’t you?

She said we. Those syllables lifted my heart more than anything else ever had.

I said, I’m excited for the days ahead. And I smiled, taking her hands in mine.

I swore that I would never let her see my discomfort. I would never show her my petty jealousy, lest she think less of me. This was to be my life now. My future.



 



Chapter Seven


HEKATE FELL PREGNANT FOUR months later. A piece of news that set the whole Protectorate abuzz with joy: an heir to the throne so soon! How unexpected! How fertile the Sanao girl was, unlike her brother’s wife, who had four years of marriage with nothing to show for it. The Great High Palace was electric with delight. Geomancers were consulted. A doctor was brought to the Palace to live just a summons away from the mother-to-be.

Personally? I was blindsided by this. Hekate-as-wife led a life almost identical to that of Hekate-as-single-maiden. Wang Shaoyun, now ascendant and very important in the Tensorate, spent all his time away from the Great High Palace. He never took permanent residence in Hekate’s chambers, only coming in once or twice a week for conjugal visits and the exchange of useful information. Hekate, meanwhile, had her days packed with meetings and consultations in her new role as the Protector’s key adviser. I played the role of messenger and secretary, composing and copying scrolls for her, relaying edicts to lesser administrators. She let me sleep in her bed most nights. An arrangement which pleased me just fine.

Like everyone else, I had assumed that a child would be a long time in coming. After all, Hemana had been married for years and hadn’t produced an heir; why should Hekate have been any different? My petty jealousy reared its head again. Surely, a child would unite Hekate and Wang Shaoyun in a way that excluded me.

But I couldn’t tell her this. How could I? Hekate glowed at the prospect of motherhood. The tonics she took gave her fine complexion a new radiance, and the fat she put on deepened the beauty she already had. She seemed so thrilled by the idea of having a child to raise.

When this baby is born, Hekate told me, you’ll be its main caretaker while I attend to affairs of state. In this I trust no one more than you.

What about your husband? I asked.

She laughed for a full minute before she could answer. Him? Him? That man? As if I would let him take charge of raising my child. He’s interested in nothing outside his little career.

It was exactly what I wanted to hear. I drank in this role eagerly, taking charge of preparing for the arrival of a new life. I set up a nursery. I sewed baby clothes. I sent couriers to all the provinces to collect tribute for the royal child to come. If Wang Shaoyun thought he could usurp my place by her side, he was sorely mistaken.

One night, two months before the child was due, I found Hekate sitting quietly in her bedchamber, staring pensively at a calligraphy scroll. Immediately, I knew something was wrong. I went and sat with her, knee to knee, in a way that no one else was allowed to.

She said, I’m frightened of what’s to come.

How come? I asked. I was surprised. That morning, when I’d seen her in the sunlit gardens, she’d seemed so confident, so sure and happy of the path that had been laid out for her.

Everything’s so uncertain, she said. My brother isn’t happy. I wasn’t supposed to get pregnant first.

It made sense that the Protector wanted the firstborn heir to be his child. They were the only two left in his generation. The pool of heirs would be small. But he had a four-year head start. I told Hekate as much. If he wanted a child so much, why hadn’t he had one yet?

Hekate said, He’s been busy. I was supposed to wait. We did everything right. The slackcraft was supposed to stop my cycles so I wouldn’t bear a child. I don’t know what happened.

I’d never seen her this distraught. It’s not your fault, I told her. Slackcraft can be fickle. Sometimes it fails.

She insisted: It wasn’t supposed to fail.

So, her brother thought she did it on purpose. That was a dangerous position to be in.

She said, I think he’s angry. He’s started using my pregnancy as an excuse to shut me out of meetings and important decisions.

She said, I thought there would be no division between us. We’re siblings—my child should be as good as his. I don’t know what the problem is.

This vulnerability in Hekate was new to me. So, I said the first thing that came into my head: If the slackcraft failed, there must have been a reason. I think the fortunes wanted you to have this baby. The child must have some kind of destiny.

That drew laughter out of her. She said, I didn’t realize you were so spiritual, my darling. You surprise me sometimes.

But the passage of time cares little for the worries of mortals. The baby grew in her belly and came on time. The labor was as smooth as these things could be, and quick. Everything went as auspiciously as possible. The child was named Nengyuan, a name chosen for good fortune.

The child’s arrival seemed to change the Protector’s negative attitude. Whenever he had a free moment, he would come to the nursery where I tended the infant. He’d ask me about the child’s development, what they had done that day, and so on. Sometimes, he would even hold the child, if he was feeling generous.

Hekate told me, He sees Nengyuan as his own. We are blood kin, after all. I supposed that he managed to accept the child’s existence, now that they were real.

It was a very busy time. Young children, as you know, require constant supervision. Can’t take your eyes off the bastards even for a bit. The infant’s parents and parent figures were all busy, so all the fussing and caretaking beyond feeding the brat was left to me. I gladly set aside my former duties as Hekate’s administrative assistant. Like my lover had predicted, Shaoyun wasn’t interested in raising the child. I never saw him. I suppose he thought he didn’t have to worry as long as the child kept breathing. Perhaps he would have taken more of an interest once the child grew old enough to learn slackcraft. We shall never know.

Hekate, at least, adored the child. She was busy, of course; she had a position to maintain! But she made it her duty to spend as much time with the infant as she could. She was there when the baby first rolled onto their stomach and she was there when they learned to stand, wobbling on their chubby legs. Imagine, if you will, two young women laughing in a sun-dappled room while a baby babbles in their arms. If you had asked me about the future back then, I would have painted a pretty picture of a family blossoming. Of Hekate and I walking down a peaceful, shaded path together, having left the horror and darkness of the last few years behind. I was so sure this joy would last forever.

It’s strange, knowing what I know now, being the person I am now, to recall how human she seemed during that time.

As with all things concerning that place and that person, it couldn’t last. I remember: it was the day of Nengyuan’s first birthday. One year of watching this squalling creature go from a barely sentient worm to something almost like a human. I’d sewn a new outfit for their birthday. Stayed up all night finishing it. Red silk with golden threads, festooned with motifs of the four celestial beasts: dragon, phoenix, tiger, and horse. I’d been looking forward to seeing them wear it.

I woke to a scream, the blade-sharp sound of grief. It was Hekate. I’d been sleeping in the next room—I’d stayed up late, and my lamplight would have disturbed the child. I stumbled from my bed and ran into the nursery.

At some point in the night, the child had died.

I don’t remember much of that day, or that week. Wish I did. Wish I spent more time observing and analyzing how everyone dealt with it. I don’t remember the Protector’s exact reaction. Or Shaoyun’s. Not that it would have made much difference. Or any difference. Not to what happened afterward. But I like to have my references in my head, my records. You know what I mean? You know?

If you’ve ever gone through something like that … no, what am I saying, of course you have. Fuck. It takes everything out of you. All the energy, all the reasoning, all the meaning. You had something, and all of a sudden, it’s gone. It’s so hard to understand.

Hekate was … well, she was broken. Devastated. Of course she was! Her firstborn, her child that she had carried within her for months, the child into whom she had poured so many of her hopes and dreams. Taken from her in a single cruel, incomprehensible blow.

But Hekate’s not the kind to lie in a dark room, weeping into her sleeves. Even in her terrible sorrow, she was angry. Burning with rage. Her fire is not like the kind that sweeps forests and leaves only ashes behind. It’s the kind that burns underground, hollowing out the ground from under you. It’s the kind of anger that’s like lava, a force of nature that reshapes the world. Don’t think you can break her with sadness; she’ll come for you every time.

I shouldn’t talk about her like she’s still alive.

Mere weeks after that, Shaoyun died. It was said he succumbed to a broken heart, drank himself to death chasing his child. Hekate refused to believe it any more than when the doctors had said Nengyuan had died of natural causes. The timing of both deaths was a bit too convenient.

She told her brother as much. I was in her chambers when she lost her temper, a rare occasion where she raised her voice to him. This is an attack on our family—on your family! she said. Will you let this stand? We must find these perpetrators and make sure justice is meted out. Harshly, so that no one thinks they may strike our family and live!

But her brother took her aside. Gently holding her hands in his he said, Dearest sister, my sweet Hekate, the sorrow burdened upon you has been great. But you have let your grief drive you mad. You are seeing things where there is nothing! What happened to Nengyuan was a tragedy, but one that is all too common. Children are so vulnerable at this age! Do you not remember what happened to our cousin Sushila, who passed before they were six months old? And poor, poor Shaoyun, to follow his child after! He was such a sensitive soul. To lose him this way—what a blow to the Tensorate. What a blow to all of us.

I cannot let the same to happen to you, he told her. I cannot lose you as well. You must get better, Hekate. You must recover from these wounds upon your heart.

Hekate quieted at his words. But after he was gone, she turned to me, her anger renewed. She said, I know who did it now.

I was surprised by this. Who? I asked.

She spat: Lian.

Lian was Hemana’s wife. They had been married since long before I came on the scene. She was willowy and delicate as the flower she was named after, with roots as thick and murky. Twenty years old, skilled in all the relevant arts, no prospects other than to be bartered for familial prestige. Like all the highborn women I knew, she was excellent at concealing herself behind silk screens of modesty and politeness.

I was naturally shocked by Hekate’s conclusion. Lian had always been cordial to us. She asked after me every now and then, took the trouble of learning my name, and I was on good enough terms with her maid, Aisha, that the girl even helped out with the cleaning and washing when Nengyuan got to be too much.

Lian was a quiet girl, distant from everyone. But during the pregnancy and after the birth she retreated into herself. She hardly left her wing of the palace. I never saw her call on Hekate after Nengyuan’s birth, even as her husband spent more and more time with his sister and heir-to-be.

Hekate said, She didn’t show her face at either of the funerals. She hasn’t sent condolences. I know it’s her.

I said, I understand she has reason to hate you—after all, her sole job was to produce a royal heir, and you did it first. I’m sure she resents you. But someone like her? I cannot imagine she could do something like this.

What I meant was: This girl is a mere fox, she cannot roar like a tiger. How could something so timid and retiring strike at the Protector’s own sister?

Hekate said, You don’t know her whole situation like I do. She’s been under immense pressure since I conceived. Her one duty as the wife, and she failed? She didn’t just shame herself; she shamed her family name. You can’t imagine the kind of judgment she’s getting from her entire family. From all of Protectorate society. She loathes me for doing this to her. This is her revenge.

I trusted Hekate’s intuition completely. If she said so, it must be true.

I said, There’s one way to know for sure.

So, just like old times, she sent me to Lian’s room to ferret out the proof. Called Lian away from her quarters in the evening, gave me a couple of hours with which to work. The woman’s room was protected by warding spells, of course, and servants weren’t supposed to have slackcraft ability. But I wasn’t an ordinary servant, was I? It took me no effort to disarm the warning system, dissipating the threads of slackcraft strung across the door.

I searched her room. I found her private diaries, and they were exceedingly dull reading: full of angst but empty of murderous intent. Not the slightest clue of treason and betrayal. Just the dregs of a sad, frustrating life and a woman too soft to do anything about it.

Then I got to the last few months of entries, and found them written in a code I could not read.

This is it, I thought.

I couldn’t steal the entire diary without being found out. So, I lifted pages, undoing the binding and pulling a good chunk of sheets from the beginning of the coded part. This was what I brought back to Hekate.

Under lamplight, Hekate took one look and said, This is the women’s hand. It was an archaic system of writing developed hundreds of years ago and mostly fallen out of use but kept as tradition in some noble families. No wonder I couldn’t read it.

But Hekate could, and the first few pages she read drew a gasp. She was pregnant, she said. Her astonishment turned quickly to anger. See! This is why she killed my child! My husband! She wanted to get rid of the competition!

She flipped through the rest of it. Her frustration grew. There’s nothing here! No plans, no intents! Just … her stupid hopes and dreams. Are you sure you got everything?

I said, Of course I didn’t take everything, I was trying not to get caught! I left the last month or so still in the book. I gritted my teeth. I’d thought I was being smart, not taking everything.

Hekate said, Looks like you have to go back and get it, don’t you?

But that didn’t happen. See, what I didn’t realize at that time was that the Palace was under constant attack. Rebels in the southern regions had been sending assassins. The rebels needed to destabilize the country to break free of their chains, and a death in the Protector’s family might do that for them. But the assassins, skilled as they were, still couldn’t get past the slackcraft wards in the palace.

Guess who just disrupted one?

They were so fast. They must have been sending a dozen assassins every night. I broke into Lian’s room in the evening, right before the first night cycle, and by the second sunrise of the night cycles, she was dead. No one had time to spot and repair the broken threads that would have killed an intruder and set off the alarm. I killed her.

I was certain I was doomed. The assassins had been able to break in because while I tried to restore the protections around Lian’s quarters, I did a shit job of it. I’d never been trained! Skilled Tensors would be able to figure out who had been the culprit. I’d been caught with my ass unwashed, and small people like me are the first to be broken on the spearpoints of history and discarded by the powerful. I was sure Hemana would never forgive me for what I had done. Maybe he would not even forgive his sister.

Hekate told me, Don’t worry. You wait here for me. I will sort this out.

Her jaw was steel and her eyes were the red of a forge. Even with all the turmoil around us, she was so steady. So calm. No typhoon could move her. God, I loved her.

She gathered the pages I had stolen from Lian’s room and set off to confront her brother.

After about an hour, the summons beacon in my pocket lit up. I’d been quietly trembling in Hekate’s quarters, and I thought, This is it. Here comes the end. I followed the charm’s glow to the Protector’s private chambers.

Hekate was in that room. So was the Protector, but not seated in the judgment I expected. He was dead, and she was holding the knife.

She hadn’t shown him any mercy. He lay on the ground like a gutted fish, cut from collarbone to navel. The floor looked like a slaughterhouse.

He did it, Hekate hissed.

I was speechless. A murder! She’d just committed a murder! Why? I didn’t understand her words at all. I thought she meant that he’d killed Lian, but even that thought was meaningless nonsense. I just stood there, blinking like an idiot.

I can’t believe it, she said. My own brother. How could he do that to me?

That got through the thick molasses of my brain. She meant Nengyuan! Her brother had murdered her child. All the time we wondered who might have reason to have the baby killed, we never suspected their uncle. Of course. Of course. The firstborn of every generation inherits the throne. Lian was pregnant, a fact that he hid from us. He wanted the next Protector to be his own child.

I thought we were flesh and blood, Hekate said. She might have been crying, I don’t remember. My brain was like dumb cabbage. My memories got saved all slanted and skewed. Just fragments here, fragments there. She said—she said, I thought there were no divisions between us. I thought—my good was his good—

No, she was definitely crying. I remember the way my shoulder got wet.

No, you’re thinking about it wrong. I didn’t say anything to solve the puzzle for her. How did she find out? He told her. It turns out she bloody turned me in. Just straight-up said, I had my girl break those wards because I thought Lian killed my son and my husband. And he said, You fool, it was me who did it.

Ironic, isn’t it? She trusted him so much. She thought he would listen to her, forgive her for Lian’s death, if only she told the truth. And she never imagined that he could do something like kill her child. All for his own vanity.

She thought he was wise enough to accept her child as the logical heir to the throne. But he had not. She had never mattered to him as a person. All he saw in her was a tool. Someone who was perfectly loyal to him, someone whom he could use. She was smart and strong and one of the most talented Tensors in the land, even more than he was. She had been doing his dirty work for years.

So, she killed him. That was her true nature, rearing up when provoked. I don’t think he expected that. I don’t think he expected his own dear sister to turn against him that way. Fool. He didn’t understand her at all. She fought him, and she won. As I said, she was strong. And once he was dead, once his limbs had stopped thrashing and the light had fled from his eyes, she called for me. Her trusted servant. The one person left in the world she could rely on. And dutifully I came.

All these years, she said, I thought I knew him. But I never did. And now I never will.

I looked at the body in front of me. A third dead Protector before the ink on seals had time to dry. What would people say?

What happens now? I asked her.

Now, she said. Now I am in charge.



 



Chapter Eight


OF COURSE IT WASN’T that simple. Of course there were consequences for killing a Protector. If it were that simple, none of them across history would have lasted a month. Before she could take control and reshape the world, Hekate went on trial for the murder of her brother.

Back then, there was a council of senior magistrates who handled the most serious cases in the land. They were empowered to pass judgment on anyone, even the Protector themselves. The High Council, they were called. They had been around for several dynasties. And sure, they were mostly ceremonial in cases involving the Protector, because who else put them in their positions? This situation was different, though. Hekate might have been the Protector by name, by rule of law, but she was a usurper to the throne. Her hands were stained with the blood of the man who put them in their positions. I don’t know if they had a plan for after they got rid of her and ended the line of the Conqueror—who did? During those months, it was all chaos, all the time. I only know they hated her.

They imprisoned Hekate in her chambers and set a trial date. Five days. A short call, but the Protector was the axis around which the empire spun, and without someone in that position, it was all coming apart, very quickly. As her servant, I was the only one allowed to see her. I would bring her food, clean her room, bring her news of the outside world. I was there when the call arrived, and I watched her shoulders set. We knew that also meant they had already made up their mind.

Hekate said she wanted a public trial. Five days was enough for administrators from all over the Protectorate to travel to the capital. And she wanted citizens of every class to be able to watch.

Of course, said the High Council, let everyone bear witness. They saw her as a soft, naive girl. They were eager to doom her before an audience of the entire Protectorate.

I thought she was crazy. She was risking so much. But she never did anything halfway. And this was her life, her history, her legacy at stake. I asked her, Are you sure about this?

She told me, Don’t worry. This is my plan.

The day of the trial came around. It felt like spring, that festival energy in the air, you know? The streets packed with people, the gossip, the smell of food cooking. The trial was held at the grand pavilion square in front of the Great High Palace, the place that had that year seen two coronations and three funerals. Hekate was calm. The High Council sat on a dais specially constructed for this occasion. Thousands packed the square. Thousands more filled the space around the Great High Palace. In those days, they didn’t have the technology to broadcast to distant places as they do today. Otherwise, more could have watched it.

The audience was just what she wanted.

The High Council set to work. It was obvious that Hekate had killed her own brother, the Protector. All the evidence pointed that direction. There were witnesses, the guards at the door, the servant who found us there. She didn’t deny it. They laid out their case and said, The punishment for this crime should be death.

And then it was Hekate’s turn to defend herself, as was the right of the accused.

She knelt before the dais. There were Tensors there to amplify her voice so it could be heard across the city. She was ready.

It was decades ago, but that memory stays as clear in my mind as a light capture. How small she looked. How human and fragile, a young girl set against the backdrop of the hungry crowd, the steel-eyed men set to judge her. Yet how unafraid she looked. How unbowed.

She said, My brother killed my son. I had to avenge my little boy. So, I killed the man who had him murdered. If it is justice to kill a murderer, and murder to spill royal blood, then I carried out justice.

There was shock. The crowds watching gasped.

One of the councilors said, And what proof do you have of that?

And so, she summoned me.

See, when she called me to the Protector’s chambers that fateful day, it wasn’t just idle fancy. She wanted to give me something.

Hekate had sneaked a light capture device into her robes. She always recorded everything that happened in high-level meetings, and this time was no different. He should have known that. Maybe he thought she trusted him enough to make a mistake. When I came to the room, she gave the device to me. And it was that recording that I played for the High Council and the gathered crowd. They saw Hemana say, with his own mouth, I was the one who killed your son.

You can only imagine the reaction. How unforgivable of him! How cruel! How little remorse he showed! Of course she would have reacted the way she did. It was only natural. Only a mother’s instinct.

I was there; I felt the shock in the crowd. The raw anger. There were mothers in the crowd, parents, people who loved their parents. The parental bond is such a primal force, isn’t it? People understood at once. It wasn’t murder—it was punishment! Justice! How powerful her love for the son she lost, that it drove her to do such things. The light capture turned her act of slaughter into something noble. Something heroic. Tragedy to answer tragedy, the only possible response after her own brother delivered such a blow.

The High Council was doomed the moment the light capture began to play. For them to condemn Hekate while the public felt so strongly for her would have caused outrage. The mob would murder them on the spot for their injustice! Given the choice between suicide and absolution, they absolved her.

For their wisdom, Hekate rewarded them handsomely. She didn’t have them executed when she disbanded the Council. I suppose they were grateful, but I don’t waste much time imagining their feelings. The story doesn’t end with their disposition.

That light capture was not just an absolution for Hekate’s actions. It was also a warning to those who would be her enemies, and those who hadn’t decided if they would oppose her. That light capture said, See how swiftly she moves, see how unstoppable she is! This is not a woman to be tangled with; this is not a woman you want to anger. She will show you no mercy. She will come for you, and she will not stop until you are dust.

After all—if she could take the blade to her own brother, the man who raised her, the person she was closest to in the world, who wouldn’t she kill? Who wouldn’t she sacrifice to her wants and her ambitions?

That tumultuous month was her turning point. She became the Protector, yes, but not only by ascending the throne. She also became the woman we know as the Protector. See, before this, she was just like any other highborn Tensor. A shitbucket through and through, but one who still had a soft, human core. A woman with weaknesses, who would succumb to those weaknesses on occasion. Someone whom you and I could understand, someone whose feelings I could understand. The Hekate who emerged from that trial … was not that kind of person. My lover was gone; I just hadn’t realized. I wouldn’t realize for many years.

I can never trust again, she said one night as we lay in bed. Under the right circumstances, even the most loyal and loving dog will turn and bite you. Even the most trustworthy person will betray you. And I will not suffer the wounds of another such surprise.

I will never betray you, I said. And I’ll tell you, at that moment, I believed it truly and sincerely. I loved her so much, and I had so much sympathy for her and anger at what she’d been put through. I wanted to protect her. I wanted to be by her side forever.

She laughed. Even you, my precious peony. Even you will turn against me when the time is right.

I thought, You’re wrong. You’re wrong about me. You don’t see how much I love you. I’m the closest one to you now; I’m the one who knows you best. You need me. I’ll never betray you. You’ll see.

Lying there with her breath against my skin I vowed that I would the one who would be the most devoted, the most trustworthy, the most truthful right hand she could have. I would prove her wrong. I lived for her.



 



Chapter Nine


HEKATE KNEW SHE WAS in a precarious position. Lian’s murder and the subsequent mess had done exactly what the southern rebels had wanted: it had wrecked the structure of the Protectorate and put everything into chaos. She knew that if the empire she ruled were to survive, she would have to act swiftly and decisively. She could not purge the administration as her brother had done. Not again. For one thing, her brother had killed or disposed of hundreds of perfectly competent officials and Tensors. She didn’t have the numbers to replace his appointments and run a functional bureaucracy. Also, she didn’t have a ready-made network of cronies like her brother did. His network had been her network. They’d built it together, and it had all been compromised.

So, she had to be selective, but she wasn’t secretive. She said, I am going to change the structure of the Protectorate. I am consolidating my power, and you can either stand with me, or against me. There will be no cracks and divisions in the Protectorate I am building. It will be strong, it will stand, it will not fall.

First of all, she tested the loyalty of the royal guards. These were pugilists from the Grand Monastery, with whom she had a good relationship. They were meant to be above politics, leaving such trivial matters behind in the pursuit of spiritual purity and oneness with the Slack. Hekate asked them to leave their monastic order to serve her. Leaving the order was as big a deal back then as it is now. The pugilists had been initiated as children. They had dedicated their entire lives to the monastic way. To leave the order was more than leaving family behind. It was rejecting their entire identities.

Yet a large number of them still left. Maybe a third. Some of them were swayed by what she offered them: wealth and a life away from the austere strictures of the Grand Monastery. Others were loyal to her, to what the throne of the Protectorate represented. This was the seed of the schism between the Grand Monastery and the Great High Palace. She split them apart. From then on, the Protectorate no longer relied on the Grand Monastery for royal guards; the defectors trained new recruits. Hekate cared little about the thousands of years of tradition she was destroying. All she wanted was a compact, loyal force of soldiers to reshape the face of the Protectorate with.

With this small army at her back, her next step was to get rid of all the governing councils, ministry elders, and the like. In this Hemana had trained her well. She sweet-talked, she blackmailed, and of course she intimidated. But she was crafty about it, more cunning than her brother, even. She didn’t simply execute the deposed bureaucrats wholesale—there is a fine line between being a tyrant that is feared and a tyrant that is hated, and she didn’t want to cross it. On the other hand, she could not leave them be to plot against her, couldn’t let them live in the city with all their wealth and contacts, simmering with resentment. So, she generously allowed them the chance to leave for the provinces with their lives and the clothes on their backs. The younger ones were to take elixirs that would render them barren, stemming the possibility of children coming back for revenge.

Many of them refused this fate, preferring to die with their dignity intact. They had spent their lives serving the Protectorate, they were old; were they supposed to build new lives as common peasants? Letting a few martyr themselves was fine with Hekate. It was their choice, after all.

In the wake of that carnage, Hekate shaped the Protectorate that you now know—the ministries grouped under three pillars with an overseeing consul for each one, and the Tensorate folded in as the fourth pillar. She had ambition fit for a dozen people, and in her chamber with her scrolls and ink, she envisioned a completely new society structured to her particular whims.

Was it brilliance? Was it madness? Well, both of them are states of mind, aren’t they? It depends on who’s telling the story. What is called madness in one mouth is called brilliant in another. The mad who succeed and win love—or at least little hatred—are remembered as simply brilliant.

Which one was it for Hekate? I’m the one telling the story. I say it was both. She was mad, but her madness was also brilliance. For good or for ill, she changed the Protectorate forever.

Of course, it all sounds easy when I talk about it like this. As though she waved a hand and the rest of the Protectorate fell into place. But you know that’s not how it happens. Oh, you know. You can imagine the dark things that happened in the cracks covered by these pretty pictures. The knives in the night. The children orphaned. The blood washed out before the light of the next sunrise. When the threads of fortune change direction, how many are caught in the trap of their weaving? How many are strangled or have their throats cut?

I spent those years as a spy, or whatever you want to call it. I did whatever she needed me to do. The stuff she wouldn’t let anyone else touch because it was too sensitive. I carried out special missions. Broke into houses. Learned martial arts from ex-pugilists. Oh, I learned so much in those days. The art of subterfuge. Ways to be invisible at the right times. How to threaten a man without lifting a finger. Everything I am now, everything I did as the leader of the Machinists, I learned in those days.

There was no word for what I was. I was not her lover, although we were lovers; I was not her confidante, even if she held me in confidence; I was not her advisor, even when she sought my advice. A new hierarchy was solidifying around her, but I had no official place in it.

Yet I enjoyed it. There was a freedom in being beholden to no one but her. I would do anything she asked me to, and I was proud of it.

I remember the first time I killed a man. He was just a servant, coming in to clean his master’s room in the cloudy murk of a night-cycle. And there I was, a stranger all wrapped in black, fingers prying apart boxes that held his master’s secrets. I saw him draw breath and open his mouth to call the whole house down on me. Before I thought, I cut his throat, from here to here. Blood all over. Good thing the floors were very expensive wood, very well laid, no gaps in between. Rich folks’ floors are so easy to clean. And he already had buckets and rags with him. Hiding his body was the hardest part. I took his clothes and hid the bloodstains with some of my black scarves. From afar, in the dark, you’d have thought me just another servant of the house. I had just enough slackcraft to help me carry the body. I buried him outside the grounds.

You know what part still fucks with me? The household didn’t notice he was gone until a week later. His brother came looking for him after he didn’t show up for a meeting. The servants thought he’d been sent home. The masters didn’t care. A whole person, missing for a week, and nobody noticed.

They never found the body. The household thought he stole the things I took and ran. Sold it for a handsome profit to the Protector, who used it to blackmail. All while his bones rotted in the soil an arrow’s flight away.

Once you’ve ended someone’s existence forever, you’re never the same. There was nothing left I wouldn’t do. I killed for Hekate again. And again, and yet again. I didn’t enjoy it, mind you. I’m not a demon. But I didn’t lose any sleep, either. Why should I? I thought I was doing the right thing.

Don’t raise your eyebrows at me, child. You think the Protectorate you know is rotten and corrupt? You should have seen it as it was, before Hekate cleaned it up. Sure, she was cruel and vindictive, and sure, many have suffered under her rule. But many more suffered in the years before she came to the throne. Would you look at the peasants who are no longer starving, or the women who have the choice to live as they please, and tell them that they do not deserve what they have today? If a few drops of blood had to be spilled along the way, so be it. It’s like a game of xiangqi, after all. Sacrifices have to be made. Your conscience is clean, that’s great. Mine isn’t. And I’ve learned to live with that.



 



Chapter Ten


KANINA. THERE ISN’T ENOUGH wine in this place. Not enough wine in the whole world.

Please. Don’t tell me about my liver. Do I look like someone who cares about her health? I came here to get drunk. That’s what I’m doing.

Hmm. I left eventually, of course. How did I do it? Or why? I …

Look. I was with her for a really long time, alright? Decades. I watched her crush the two southern rebellions and the Tsing uprising in the capital. You remember that, huh? Were you even walking then?

Oh, so your mother told you. Yes. It was over forty years ago. How old do you think I am?

Hah! I’m flattered, but no. I’m much older than that. Hekate, you know, longevity was one of her research interests, on top of … other things. We took all these elixirs when I was younger. I guess they worked. She could have lived past a hundred, I guess, if the bomb hadn’t gotten her. Heavens, I hope that’s not my fate, to live that long. I fear it may well be. I don’t know what she did to herself, or what more she did to me. Oh, that would be a fine last revenge on her part. I fucking hope not. I can’t take another thirty years in this cursed existence.

Fine. You want to know how I turned from Hekate’s most loyal lieutenant to her greatest enemy? I can tell you that part, too. It won’t make you like me any better, I assure you.

The wild ride that started Hekate’s rule slowed over the years as the tempests of upheaval eased. She had learned to control the ocean, and no longer cared about the waves. Around her, the Protectorate grew steady and strong in the patterns she determined for it. Sure, there were uprisings every now and then, little eruptions of discontent here and there. But putting out those little fires was nothing. Most of the provincial rebellions mussed nary a hair in the capital.

With the calming of the situation, Hekate had much less need for me to do the dirtier parts of my job. Increasingly, I found myself handling paperwork, maintaining lists of informants and those who had earned Hekate’s trust—or ire. Hekate was busy, I was busy. The passion of our early years faded with the unrest that had fueled it.

About ten years into her regime, Hekate started thinking about heirs again. The wounds inflicted by Nengyuan’s death had healed into silver scars. She told me, I will never marry again. Who needs a husband to continue the family line? Not me.

Again, she was very methodical about it. For a stud she chose a young Tensor who was promising in all the right ways—clever and gifted in slackcraft, but with zero ambition and the personality of a wet noodle. She didn’t want him leveraging his paternity, see. His name was—what was it? Liao. Liao Jing, that was it. Her first four children were sired by this man, until he died in a mysterious accident. Drowned while on vacation to the south coast. Maybe it really was an accident. Maybe. Anyway, I had nothing to do with it, so my conscience is clean.

Yet Hekate kept producing children after his death. After Tamiya, Chunling, Yaoshun, and Kohana came Deryang, Mie, and Sonami. Sonami was going to be her last, she said. She didn’t need any more. Seven children were enough for her to secure the future of the Protectorate. She would train them from birth to succeed her when she finally left this existence for good.

Court gossip assumed there was a second person—or a series of people—responsible for the last three children. But I knew of no such thing, and at that time, I thought I knew all her secrets. I didn’t, of course. You’ll see in a bit. But what I did know was that soon after her coronation, Hekate started a unit of the Tensorate that was so secret, only a handful of people knew it existed. That secret unit was tasked with research into human reproduction. I fully believe they finally developed a way to create children with only one parent. To make perfect copies of Hekate, so to speak. It’s been remarked upon that the last three of the Protector’s children look very much like each other, hasn’t it? Especially that Sonami. A devil’s replica of her mother at all stages of her life.

Hekate became very involved in the management of her children’s lives. She left the weaning to wet nurses, but once they were old enough to walk and talk, they became her sole property. A far cry from the days when she and I would clear time—one afternoon a week—to play with Nengyuan. No point to it except the pure delight on a child’s face, untainted by the blemishes of the world around them.

Around that time, I started thinking about having children of my own. It started as a string of idle thoughts that wound its way through my mind as I lay awake reminiscing, and grew steadily until it was a burning that consumed me day and night. Maybe it was the act of growing older; maybe it was watching Hekate recede even further from me as she surrounded herself with her children. Her hope for the future. What would be my legacy? What would I leave behind when I was gone? My thoughts turned again and again to the family I had been taken from as a tender child. I remembered how my sister Xiuqing had given me that jade elephant, the most precious thing she owned, as a going-away present. I’d abandoned that trinket—along with everything else—in the dancing house that fateful night when Hekate made me hers.

I wondered how my family was, what they were doing, if they thought of me at all.

I started hiring bed-partners to get me pregnant. Boldly enough, I didn’t ask Hekate for permission to do this. I was my own woman, after all. I thought: I’ve given so much of my life to her. My loyalty has earned me the right to choose the path of my future.

Several years passed, with no result. There was an uprising in the capital. The Grand Monastery was recruited to help quash it. The Protector’s final pair of children—the twins—were born and packed off to the mountains as a blood price. Still my womb remained barren as the desert plains of the north. I had been trying, and trying, and trying. Nothing worked.

I didn’t want to approach Hekate with this. We had drifted apart enough that it would be embarrassing. It wasn’t like the old days anymore when we were both tender, fiery girls.

But my desperation grew. I knew that children would be harder to come by with age. I was running out of time.

Finally, I could stand it no more. I had hoped that Hekate would sense something was wrong and come to me and ask. But she didn’t, and the desire within me was so strong, I could no more hold it back than I could a storm river. I went to her private chambers, which I no longer slept in, and said, I need help from your Tensors.

She said: What for?

I told her, I’m having trouble conceiving. I know your secret unit can help me. I want children.

She looked at me for a long, cold moment. And then she laughed.

Oh, my darling Han, she said. I thought you would have it figured out by now. The years have dulled your wits, I see.

I didn’t understand what she meant. I was confused, hurt. Like a baby.

She said, You are barren, my dear. No amount of slackcraft will undo the damage caused to your womb by the elixirs you took all those years ago.

What elixirs? I asked, confused.

She said, The ones I laced your food with.

How can I describe the blade of betrayal that vivisected me in that moment? The shock, the dizziness, the pain? All I could muster was a What, why?

She said, I didn’t want you having children. I thought they would distract you from your purpose.

I said, So, you fed me elixirs without my knowledge? The same elixirs you were feeding to your enemies? You poisoned me!

She said nothing. She was unapologetic. She had never truly apologized for anything she had done in her life, and she was not about to start.

You know what the worst thing is? She could have just asked me to stay childless. I would have done it for her. Gladly.

But she didn’t want to ask me. She didn’t trust my loyalty. She just took away my ability to have a child. She took away my choice.

That was when I knew she had never seen me as an equal, she never would. Fuck, she didn’t even see me as fully human. She was a dictator, and this is how dictators treated those under them.

Our relationship had meant nothing to her.

I suppose I always knew this. I had been in denial. For years. Years! I deluded myself! I thought she at least cared for me. I thought she appreciated me as the person who had been with her through the worst moments of her life, as the one person who had never doubted her, as the person who had kept her secrets for decades. But I was wrong. She was, after all, the woman who had killed her own brother on her way to becoming Protector. The woman who told me plainly that she would never trust another person, and had laughed at me when I said, Trust me.

Why didn’t I believe her when she told me?

I wanted to lash out so badly. I wanted to kill her where she stood. But my years as her spy and assassin had honed my instincts and my self-control. I knew that attacking her would be futile. I would die on the spot, and what then? Would she even shed any tears over my death? Or would she triumphantly say, I was right, and then go on with her life?

No. If I was to die, I would give her hell before I did.

I went back to my quarters. I pretended to be angry for a few days, then pretended to forgive her. I told her she was right to do what she did. That she was infinitely wise. That of course my body and my future were hers to do with whatever she wished.

I hid my resentment and let it burn like an old mine fire. I looked and looked for ways to exact my revenge.

Now. In the north of the Protectorate, the exiled Tensor Shao Weiyi had been cultivating the new movement he called Machinism. He had been helping peasants to build machines that could do what Tensors did, but by using mundane principles, free of slackcraft. Word of his work had been spreading in the rural areas, and rumbles of it were reaching the capital. It was a movement that was starting to gain enough support to annoy Hekate.

Shao Weiyi, the leader of the movement, had retreated into the mountains in the north and begun spreading word to his supporters all over the Protectorate from there. He would send forbidden materials into villages, the local authorities would confiscate them, and a small, angry uprising would break out. Hekate would quash a rebellion in one village only to have another spring up. It was wearing on her. She wanted the problem obliterated, once and for all.

She told her pugilists that she wanted Shao Weiyi captured. End him, and his little movement would be over.

Over the next few months, her people caught many prominent Machinists, closing in on Shao Weiyi’s inner circle. I processed all the paperwork. It was just one scroll after another in my usual daily pile, and I paid it very little mind. Trivial. Trivial stuff. And then, one day, something in a report snared my attention.

The pugilists said they had caught the woman codenamed Yellow Tiger. She was a big deal, rumored to be Shao Weiyi’s lover. The report said that the pugilists had ambushed her in a village north of Jixiang, her hometown that she returned to every so often. They burned the village after.

I hadn’t heard that name in years. The village of my birth. I got chills. Jixiang was small enough everyone knew everyone. And it had been many years since I’d lived there, but I knew for certain that Yellow Tiger’s capture had cost the lives of people I had known and shared meals with, or their children. Hekate had burned down anything that was left of my past, my family.

At the bottom of the report was the woman’s age and her real name.

I stood. I was very quiet. I made some preparations for myself. Then I went down to the cells where the important prisoners were kept.

She recognized me at once. Decades had passed and we were grown women, white hairs coming in, but we knew each other without question. Xiuqing. My sister. She cried out my birth name, which had not been used since I left home and has not been used since.

I wanted to rush to her, to break the slackcraft barrier that kept her imprisoned. I could not believe it. After all these years, she was here, and under these circumstances.

Why are you here? she asked. Why are you dressed like this—like one of them?

I work for the Protector, I said. I’m her right-hand woman.

Xiuqing was horrified. How could you serve her? she asked. She’s a murderer, a tyrant! The things she’s done are unforgivable. She has the blood of hundreds on her hands. Thousands! She murdered our family. They burned down the village. Everyone is dead!

I said, Shut up. I didn’t want her making a scene. Emotions were running wild through me, but I kept my composure.

I told the guards, The Protector has asked me to bring this prisoner to her.

They nodded. That was completely within reason.

I pointedly undid the slackcraft barrier in front of Xiuqing. I didn’t want her getting any ideas.

I restrained her hands and led her through the Palace. She hissed and spit invective at me. Called me a disappointment, a traitor, a monster with no conscience. All the way down the long corridors, past the colorful pavilions and the gilded pillars.

I kept saying, Be quiet. Move. Stop shouting.

The fewer people took notice of us, the better.

She only understood what I was doing when we came to the courtyard with all the slackcraft carts. You’re helping me escape? she asked.

Shut up, I said. And then added, I’m coming with you.

We stole one of the carts. In my robes were stashed a few key things: maps and ledgers, mostly. Nothing of sentimental value. I had learned the hard way that sentimentality did you no good. On our way out, before we got to the outskirts of the city and dumped the cart and became fugitives officially, my sister and I exchanged our stories. She told me about the years that had ground her down, the hardships that had befallen our village. My brothers’ death in an unfortunate accident. My parents’ sickness and grief. The new administrators sent after Hekate’s purges, cruel and hard, who demanded more tribute from the village than they could afford. The hunger and the despair. And then Shao Weiyi, who came to the village with devices—machines!—that would help them irrigate the paddy fields, lift heavy objects, wash and grind rice. And it wasn’t just that. He provided tonics to heal the soil, which you could brew with mundane powders. Medicines for small ailments. He told them that they, too, could learn these small magics. They were not magics at all. Anyone could perform them.

She left the village to be with him. The Machinist movement became her life.

I, too, told her what had happened to me. Much as I told the story to you. Maybe I left out some of the worst parts. I wanted her to like me, to trust me. I emphasized how much of Hekate’s life I had been privy to. How much of the Protectorate’s inner workings I understood.

Xiuqing said, I forgive you for the things you have done. She made a fool of you, after all. Manipulated you and lied to you. You are just as much a victim in this story as I am.

I’m not a victim, I told her.

She agreed because she didn’t understand what I was saying. No, she said, we are not. We are survivors. Look at us: two sisters, consorts to the rival leaders in this fight, now reunited. This cannot be coincidence.

This is the doing of the fortunes, I said. It sounded nice. The kind of sentimental thing people like to hear. I said, This was meant to be.

Thus I became a Machinist. We fled deep into the mountains of the north. I took all the knowledge that I had accumulated over twenty years of being with Hekate, and I used all of it. I was familiar with her tactics; I knew her patterns better than anyone. I knew the loyalties of the people closest to her; I knew many of their secrets. All of these became important tools in our fight.

There were so many things we lost. My eye, a few months after I’d defected. Xiuqing a few months after that, killed in an ambush against Hekate’s forces. Shao Weiyi himself died several years after I’d joined: years of stress and the fighting got to him, he didn’t have the constitution for it. But me, I lived on like a roach. I continued the fight they had started. I kept the name she had given me, I blatantly used it. Lady Han. I wanted her to know exactly who her opponent was. In me she found a real opponent in her game of xiangqi.

And now? She’s dead. I’m still here. The board has been knocked off the table, the pieces scattered everywhere. Have I won? Is this considered a victory? Who knows?

Who knows?



 



Chapter Eleven


SO, DOES IT CHANGE anything? Knowing that my fight was driven not by the desire for a greater good but by petty revenge? Do you think it all tainted now? Or does it matter to you? It was a noble cause, wasn’t it? We made people’s lives better. We gave people hope. Do you care why I did it?

Well, that’s it. I’ve talked enough. Now’s your turn. Tell me. What were you here for? What did you have to tell me that was so important to interrupt my grief? What happened with this person who sent you to me, this Chuwan?



 



Chapter Twelve


I SEE.



 



Chapter Thirteen


SONAMI, EH? WHAT A turn of events. Oh, what a twist! The fortunes must be having a laugh. I’m having a laugh. After all my years of effort, one of her own children was her downfall? I should have seen that coming! I couldn’t have seen it coming.

Oh, I remember that child: such a strange, intense personality, even as a sprout. She practically raised the twins, since their mother was so busy, and look how they turned out.

I knew Sonami was running secret experiments in the mountains, but I would never have imagined. To engineer a prophet to control the hand of fate—a mad concept to even think of, much less attempt. Did she succeed? She must have. She must have. Of course, of course! It all makes sense now. That’s how the assassin got past all the wards and security surrounding Hekate. That’s how it all looked like a coincidence. That’s how …

It was Sonami. She arranged her mother’s death. And now she sits on the throne.

I’m sorry. I’m sorry, I have to laugh. Don’t you see how ironic it is? You know what they say: a crooked foundation leads to a slanted building. It’s true. Sonami … oh, she’ll be worse than her mother, I’ll tell you. She started off cold. The seventh of Hekate’s children, having to vie with everyone else for Mother’s attention? The oldest, Tamiya, had fifteen years on her, already near an adult when she was born. Her ambition must have driven her wild. A quiet child. The dangerous sort of quiet. Just biding her time, you know?

Trust no one. You never know who will betray you. Well, Hekate. You died exactly the way you lived.

Akeha will be pleased to know this. And Rider too, obviously. “Pleased” may be the wrong word. But thank you for this information. Your beloved has not passed in vain. We know what we have to do now.

Join us? After everything I’ve told you? Child, it’s your funeral. Why not. Why not? We could use the help of someone like you.

Sit, for now. You’ve earned your rest. Let’s have another round of wine. Come, now. You’ve heard my story, now let me hear yours.

Tell me about the woman you lost.
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