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Born to the Blade

Youth. Ambition. Power. Oda no Michiko and Kris Denn have much of the first two, and crave the last. To get it, all they must do is survive.

For centuries, the Warder’s Circle on the neutral islands of Twaa-Fei has given the nations of the sky a way to avoid war, as their chosen warders settle disputes through magical duels of blade and sigil. But that peace is on the edge of crumbling, crushed between the aggression of the Mertikan Empire and the determination of the still-free nations to not be consumed.

Twaa-Fei may be neutral, but it is also home to a million intrigues, schemes, and deadly intentions. Michiko and Kris arrive in this treacherous world together, bladecrafters eager to serve their countries – Michiko as a junior warder for Kakute, a vassal of the empire, Kris as an upstart challenging to win a seat for their home, Rumika, in the Circle. But before the young bladecrafters have even settled in, a power struggle erupts, a man’s head is parted from his shoulders, and every good thing Michiko thinks she knows about the empire comes into question. The two young diplomat-warriors are surrounded by warders of experience, each with their own ambitions: chief among them Warder Ojo, whose home island of Quloo is in danger of falling from the sky, and Warder Lavinia, who represents the empire in all its contempt and brutality.

A storm is coming, and Kris and Michiko stand at its eye. Will it bind the nations of the sky together… or tear them apart?

Who’s Who

•Adechike Ekutu: Quloo’s junior warder, nephew of senior warder Ojo Kante

•Anton: Herrok pirate captain and sometime lover to Vanian junior warder Cassia Petros

•Bellona Avitus: Mertika’s junior warder

•Cassia Petros: Vania’s junior warder and sometime lover to Anton

•Heike no Kensuke: Kakute’s senior warder

•Hii no Taro: Tsukisen’s senior warder

•Lavinia Junius: Mertika’s brutal and cruel senior warder of Mertika

•Oda no Michiko: Kakute’s junior warder

•Ojo Kante: Quloo’s senior warder

•Penelope Kyrkos: Vania’s senior warder

•Seru Kris Denn: Rumika’s challenger to join the Warder’s Circle, uses they/them/their pronouns

•Shun: owner of Twaa-Fei teahouse favored by many of the warders

•Ueda no Takeshi: senior Ikaran warder Vyk Jann

•Yochno Vens: seneschal of the Warders’ Circle and the group’s neutral arbiter
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Episode 1
 Arrivals


By Michael R. Underwood


 

Prologue

 

Rain cut through the forest like cannon fire.

The sound was terrifying, but it provided invaluable cover as Eriko stalked toward the castle. Reduced visibility. Covered the sound of her steps.

It was a gift from the ancestors, a sign of their approval.

•••


Eriko spotted the first guard relieving himself off the side of the island, the open sky plunging down hundreds of feet to the Mists below.

Her blade flashed, speckled by the downpour.

He never had the chance to scream.

•••


She pushed the guard’s body off the side. Watched it swallowed by the Mists, never to be seen again.

Clad in the guard’s armor and cloak, she continued.

•••


The next guards were better prepared, standing back to back atop a hill along the path to the castle.

Eriko hid behind a tree and traced the sigil Chameleon’s Cloak. Silver light followed the path of her sword, snapping into place as she completed the form.

The rare purple of her Mertikan soldier’s cloak muted into greens and browns.

•••


Eriko stalked after the fourth guard, walking the road leading to the castle. The soldier sang in a rich, full voice, some Mertikan drivel about a bird flying home through a storm. This woman might not be a killer, might be a fellow Kakutan conscript. But Eriko had made her choice.

•••


Just inside the woods, barely out of sight, Eriko cut the Songbird, duplicating the young soldier’s voice.

She stepped out and turned the corner within sight of Vigilance Castle. The island floated two hundred feet higher than Kakute, just a quarter mile of open sky between them. It was a perfect perch from which to protect Kakute’s western edge.

And a perfect place for the prisoners the Mertikan empire wished to keep well out of the way.

•••


Eriko stood at the gates and shouted the words “Lilac Lance!” in the young soldier’s voice. Her colleagues had gleaned the pass-phrase and guard rotation from the drunken private they’d kidnapped the week before.

The Mertikans opened the gate, and she was in.

•••


The Golden Lord of Kakute sat in his cell, tending the flame of his spirit.

For forty years, his life had been reduced to a cell not four yards to a side, and a hallway beyond. Guards came with food, left with waste, and that was his whole world.

His last true visitor—the empress of Mertika—had come most of a decade ago. She’d regaled him with how Kakute was thriving under the empire, its children adding to the might of her navy—and of how soon his people’s warlike ways would be but a shameful memory. Her cruel smile was burned into his mind like an unending sigil. But she’d failed to break his spirit on that last visit, as she’d failed before.

The sound of a swinging door and hammering rain stole his attention away from his nightly exercises. He stood to watch a guard in a rain-drenched cloak walk inside.

“That storm is something. You’ll need this,” she said, taking off the cloak. As she held it out to the waiting guard, the normal night became something else.

The flash of a sigil filled the room, and with uncanny speed, the newcomer’s blade slashed across the necks of both guards. The two slumped to the floor, dead.

She pulled keys from one guard’s belt and unlocked the Golden Lord’s cell.

“Quick, change into the uniform,” she said. “There’s a cart just outside and to the left. The pass-phrase is ‘remembrance.’”

She swung the door open. For a moment the Golden Lord thought he was dreaming.

But this was real. He traded clothes, and as he strapped on one of his jailer’s side-swords, an emptiness more painful than hunger filled him once more. He’d lived his young life by the blade, and now he might have the chance to turn it to rescue his people.

The Golden Lord cut the sigil Enduring Mountain to refresh his stamina. With a surge of golden light, he was flush with energy, more alive than he had felt in ages. The blade nearly called for him to do more, but instead he resheathed the sword. There was little time.

“Keep the cloak up, and don’t answer anyone but Toku, the driver. He’s wearing a golden sword pin. Now go!”

“What about you?”

“One guard in, one guard out. Anything else draws suspicion. I’ve made my choice.”

She chose to die. For him. She’d seen perhaps twenty years. Old enough to be dangerous, young enough to throw away her life for a history she never knew.

“What is your name, child?”

Her voice shook. “I am Hideyama no Eriko.”

Hideyama. She was from the south. He remembered those mountains. That view. “I will remember you, Eriko.”

And then he beat his escape. It was all he could do not to break into a sprint. Hood up and head down, he was indistinguishable from the other guards, especially in this downpour. He wished to throw his cloak back, let the rain wash away his captivity, but he could not afford to be sentimental now.

Fifty yards into the woods, he saw a blurred glint of moonlight on gold.

The sword pin.

“Remembrance,” he called into the stormy night. A horse stirred. A man his age, maybe sixty-five years, emerged from the brush to wave him over to a hidden cart.

•••


They came for her quickly. Bad luck, poor timing . . . the reason didn’t matter.

The first two she caught by surprise.

Then two more. One caught her across the arm before she ran him through.

Minutes later four came at once.

They could not be allowed to know that he’d escaped. He needed time.

As the guards advanced, hiding behind pole arms, she cut the air, forming sigils for fire. Breadth.

And detonation.

“For Kakute,” she said, and the world went white.
 


•••

         

The two made their way through the muddied forest and onto the road, cloaks pummeled by the rain.

Toku explained the rest of the plan. “There is a Kakute ship waiting, nestled in the mantle of the island. The captain is loyal. Stay in the hold; I’ll take care of everything. We can make Twaa-Fei within a week. From there, we rally the people.”

The Golden Lord clapped Toku on the shoulder. “I wish I could see the empress’s face when she receives news of what you’ve done here today. You make your ancestors proud.”

An explosion rocked the cart.

The Golden Lord looked back. A plume of unnatural fire erupted fifty feet into the air. Then an entire corner of the castle collapsed, spreading a wave of dust.

The driver nodded. “For Kakute. We must hurry.”

•••


That night, one martyr with a blade and one driver with a horse-drawn cart changed the course of history. Together they cast a stone whose ripples would spread across the skies and touch all of the nations that lived above the Mists.

 

Chapter 1

Michiko

 

Oda no Michiko watched the navigator of the Silver Sparrow at work in the pink skies of the morning.

The navigator’s blade was a plain but functional greatsword. She guided the ship with practiced grace, her blade carving great sweeping sigils in the air that wrapped around her in all directions, igniting in shimmering white upon completion. She used mostly Soaring Eagle to keep the ship aloft, but also Turning Stone to navigate and Enduring Mountain to replenish her endurance.

Michiko had learned the sigils for flying a ship early on, but left them behind when she found her passion for dueling.

When the navigator was satisfied with the ship’s course and the strength of the sigil keeping it aloft, she finished her form and nodded to Michiko, yielding the aft deck. She’d continue her work on the foredeck while Michiko drilled.

Michiko drew her own sword—a slim cut-and-thrust blade with a swept hilt—and began her forms. She started slow to shake loose the soreness from sleeping in an unfamiliar bed.

As she practiced, her thoughts drifted to the promise of the journey’s completion.

In Twaa-Fei, she would be Michiko, Junior Warder, honored daughter of Kakute. Loyal bladecrafter of the Mertikan empire. She would forge a beautiful tomorrow for her people.

It could not come soon enough.

In the three weeks since she’d won the Cherry Blossoms Tournament, her life had been like the breath between stillness and a lunge. She knew her moment was coming; all she had to do was wait and seize the opportunity when it came.

Now it was here, and she could not wait for the next step. Arriving in Twaa-Fei. Meeting Master Kensuke and the other warders. Testing her mettle against the best and brightest from the other nations.

She took a long breath. Patience was one of the great virtues. She would not let ambition and eagerness overshadow the power of this moment, what it meant to her people. Proof of Kakute’s worth in the empire.

Soon the ship would be stopping in Rumika.

After the governor had offered Michiko the position of junior warder, his attendant had given her a package with carefully copied reports rolled up in a scroll case, bound by a lock that could only be opened by the pommel of her blade. The reports said this much: Rumika had selected a candidate to challenge for a seat at the embassy. Kris would face the Gauntlet, a series of bladecraft duels with representatives of each nation, thereby seeking to earn their votes to make Kris the first warder of Rumika. It was not an unexpected move, given the turn in Rumika’s fortunes, economy booming thanks to an innovation in processing and enchanting aerstone.

For centuries, Rumika had kept mainly to themselves, trading as necessary but not often traveling abroad. But with their new, mysterious breakthrough with aerstone, Rumika had spread their wings and taken to the sky.

Where people from Kakute were born with the birthright to be able to speak with their ancestors, and true Mertikans the ability to remember their past lives, Rumikans’ birthright involved changing bodies between male-coded and female-coded forms. Some did it as regularly as changing clothes or hairstyles, some changed on their birth days, and others, like Kris, followed a schedule based on religious beliefs. Some changed their pronouns when they changed their bodies; some did not.

Kris’s arrival on the ship would give Michiko the opportunity to prepare her own report, a measure of this aspirant and what challenge Kris might present to the empire. She could begin her work for Mertika even before the ship ported in Twaa-Fei.

•••


The Sparrow made its stop in Rumika that afternoon, taking on three more passengers. Two were attendants: one older, slim, with silver hair and pale features. The second was young, with wide shoulders and light brown skin.

The third was a striking youth around Michiko’s age or maybe a shade older, perhaps twenty. Their skin was the color of mahogany and they had long black hair, tied into a loose tail. They wore a tightly boned bodice and a flowing skirt with a tail tied up and around their waist like a belt, and carried a blade that looked valuable enough to feed a small household for a year, a sword even more fine than her own. Its wielder could only be Kris Denn, the aspirant.

After the captain greeted the Rumikans, Michiko glided across the deck toward them.

“Hello and welcome. I am Oda no Michiko, appointee to be Junior Warder of Kakute. Might you be Kris Denn?”

Kris regarded Michiko, taking in her clothes and her sword. They smiled.

“I am,” Kris said. Their voice was a rich, melodic alto. Kris bowed elaborately at the hip. “A great pleasure to meet you, Michiko. This is Alyx, my seneschal, and Nik, my valet.” Kris gestured to the silver-haired elder and then the strapping youth. The two nodded in turn.

Michiko gave the Rumikan a crisp, shallow bow and nodded to the attendants. “Pleased to meet you all.”

“Kakute, eh? So I’ll be dueling your master soon enough. Any tips?” Kris winked, throwing away the comment.

Michiko smiled politely, and was spared the awkwardness of replying to Kris’s comment by a shout from the rigging.

“Manaks!”

The deckhands scattered, the bosun shouting orders, calling for sailors to arm themselves. Michiko watched them, unsure what she was supposed to do to help.

Then three huge jagged maws rose over the side of the ship, roaring with hunger and rage.

 

Chapter 2

Kris

 

Kris drew their sword and began to carve the sigil Swift Rabbit just as the manaks swept over the rails. The beasts had shimmering gray skin, three rows of jagged teeth, and two sets of arm-long wing-fins on a long body that tapered to a flat fantail.

With deft movements of the wrist, Kris carved the first box, then another, then the spiral connecting them, arcs of glowing blue tracing the tip’s path. The sigil flashed as it locked in, and Kris felt the magic coursing through their body, like the jolt from the first sip of strong tea.

As the beasts soared over the deck, Kris dove to the side, slashing at the nearest. Manaks rarely attacked ships, and only in schools. These three were among the largest Kris had ever seen, five yards long at least.

Kris grinned. These creatures would make a fitting challenge, and a chance to impress Michiko and the other Kakute representatives.

A sailor swung a belaying pin at another of the beasts. It shrugged off the blow and then bit and dragged them across the deck. Kris dashed after it, enhanced speed carrying them a dozen paces in the time it would take a sailor to cover three. Kris dove into an extraordinary lunge, spearing the manak in the side, well clear of the sailor’s arm. Kris’s blade skipped across the tough hide, then caught in the fold beneath a small wing and punctured several inches deep.

The manak roared in pain, releasing the sailor, who collapsed onto the deck, a shipmate diving to their aid.

Other sailors flailed at the manaks with belaying pins and cutlasses, but they fared little better. One took a slash from a claw, and the largest beast climbed and gnashed through several lines by the mizzenmast.

Manak skin was laced with aerstone, which made for amazing fluttering cloaks that defied the pull of the Mists. It was also incredibly hard to pierce. But not impossible.

The beasts made a tight turn forty yards out, coming back around for another pass.

Michiko stepped up next to Kris, carving Adamant Shield. Smart. She placed it just beyond the ship, covering the railing and the masts above. It was an impressive working. The beasts would have to fly dozens of yards up to go over it, or dive under the ship to attack on the other side. Kris started their own Adamant Shield, aiming it right next to Michiko’s. The two shields snapped into place in quick succession, Michiko’s golden dome activating just before Kris’s blue. With their shields combined, they’d closed off the entire starboard side of the ship.

The manaks were wise enough to avoid the shields, but it meant that they split in their attack, one going left to the bow, the other two going right to the stern.

“Take the one on the left!” Kris sidestepped to the right and carved Grizzly’s Might, a triangle comprised of the symbol for a mountain repeated three times beside it.

As the sigil activated, Kris’s blade became as a feather in their hand. With both speed and strength enhanced, Kris leaped high in the air, flipping and throwing their entire body into a falling thrust. Kris’s blade speared through one of the manaks, plunging beast and bladecrafter to the ground. Kris prepared their landing and rolled off the beast, drawing their blade out and leaving the creature to bleed on the deck. Its partner bit at Kris, who dodged back and met claw with blade. Sparks flew, and the creature disengaged.

To their left, Michiko scared the third manak off with lances of energy that pierced the beast’s hide like grapeshot. Impressive. Kris revised their assessment of the Kakutan, then checked to make sure the manak on the deck was properly dead and not thrashing.

But Kris had misjudged the spooked manak. It circled back and charged again. Not at the deck, but at the hold. Kris heard the sounds of wood splintering and tearing.

Kris grabbed a loose rope, wrapped it around their free hand, then dove off the side of the ship.

Reorienting, Kris focused on the manak, which was gnashing at someone inside the ship. Kris ran across the hull, hopping over portholes.

They shouted, trying to draw the beast’s attention. Instead it lunged again, cracking more of the wooden hull and eliciting screams from inside. Kris carved Blazing Bolt, loosing a ray of energy that pierced the beast through the side. A split second later the beast shot out from the ship, blasted back by a sigil more powerful than the quickly cast bolt Kris had used on the move. Whoever had carved that sigil was very powerful, very experienced, or both.

The manak flailed in the air, then finally thought better of its assault, diving far down toward the Mists.

Kris kept their momentum moving to keep from falling from the deck. “Coming in!” they shouted, jumping into the open hole in the hull.

Kris rolled onto the deck and came up to see an aged, cloaked figure with a matted white beard. They held a blade like they’d been born with it, the intricate sigil for Blazing Bolt just now fading.

“Who are you?” asked Kris.

Another elder stepped forward. “You’re not permitted to be here. Say anything of what you’ve seen and the captain will toss you to the Mists herself.”

Kris was torn between confusion, awe at the bladecrafter’s skill, and indignation at the brush-off.

But the battle had been won, and there were wounded. Kris saluted the bladecrafter, then bounded through the door and up the stairs to look around for those wounded and to move debris while the power of their sigils remained.

Very curious. Who was this bladecrafter? Some ringer brought in by some nation to stand against Kris in the Gauntlet? Was that even allowed? Kris might not tell the sailors, or Michiko, but Alyx and Nik were their staff, and Rumikan leadership would certainly want to hear about a mysterious master bladecrafter traveling to Twaa-Fei.

•••


With the wounded tended to and the lines repaired, Kris and Michiko reclined on small stacks of cargo that had been rearranged into a makeshift seating area. They shared a large bowl of hearty dumplings, one of many the chef had brought up after the battle had been settled. Fighting was tiring, fighting using magic doubly so.

“That was an impressive display,” Michiko said, hands folded on her lap. She’d gone from gentility to combat and back without missing a beat. She was composed, restrained, every movement efficient and deliberate.

After a fight, Kris couldn’t help but sprawl in happy exertion. Sitting and eating diplomatically felt rather silly after having just risked life and limb and harnessing the infinite might of the universe.

“That was barely a fight,” Kris said. “A beast like that is no real challenge for a bladecrafter like you or me. Your Adamant Shield was very impressive.”

Michiko took a sip of her tea. “Thank you; that’s very kind. I imagine that the crew will be speaking of your exploits for some time.”

“Our exploits,” Kris said, raising their bowl to toast. Michiko met the bowl with her own, and Kris caught the hint of a smile on her lips before she drank.

Not even to Twaa-Fei and I’ve made friends with one of the junior warders, Kris thought. And all of that without revealing my most powerful sigils. Not a bad start to this journey.

Looking out at the clouds, the faint shapes of distant islands, and the glint of light off the tower of Twaa-Fei, Kris breathed deeply and imagined the adventure yet to come.

 

Chapter 3

Ojo

 

Ojo Kante carved Distant Friends on the surface of a pool. The ritual sword was lighter than his dueling blades, but still familiar. He’d wielded this blade as the warder of Quloo for over a decade, and would wield it awhile longer if fate permitted.

The sigil locked and the clear pool of water rippled, resolving into a view of his old friend Chigozie. The miner had hickory-colored skin just a shade darker than Ojo’s own. He wore an orange-and-blue cloth woven in triangles and diamonds, wrapped around his waist and then over one shoulder. His hair was concealed by the folded and pinned head wrap of a guildmaster.

Like Ojo, the crow’s feet at the edges of Chigozie’s eyes grew a bit larger every year. They were neither of them young upstarts anymore.

“Good afternoon, old friend,” Ojo said, his blade resting at his hip.

“I wish it were good. I have the latest reports from the assayer’s guild. The island’s tilt has reached two degrees.”

Ojo flinched as if struck. A thousand questions assaulted his mind like an advancing pike square. How could it have gotten so bad, so quickly? Did they need to evacuate the western cities now, or could it wait? Did Mertika know?

Quloo was sinking. This much everyone knew. But how much? That Ojo and the Twelve Guilds had kept very close to the chest.

His people had mined too deeply of their island’s aerstone, building up their fleet to put Mertika in check.

And now their island sank year by year.

He took a long breath, gathering himself. His heart still beat like a pounding war drum. “How quickly is it tipping?” he asked.

“On that, they are less clear. If we continue to relocate people from the western tip of the island, it may slow some. Perhaps even more if we demolish the western ports.”
 Demolish. They spoke so plainly about drastic concessions, cities abandoned, lives uprooted.

“Will it be enough?” Tens of thousands lived in the west, and that was just the ports and outlying towns and farms.

Disaster. They’d been so foolish, pushed further and further by Mertika.

Chigozie shook his head. “We just don’t know.”

Quloo had ceased all mining of aerstone, traded neighboring nations for enough to finish their last handful of ships to prepare for the inevitable conflict.

But still the island sank.

“One of the assayers said that they think the island could touch the Mists themselves within a generation if we do not massively increase the island’s aerstone quotient.”

Fates be merciful. Ojo’s mind flashed to waking nightmares, visions of mist-fiends terrorizing his people, carrying off children into the unknowable Mists below.

“We will not let that happen, Chigozie. The Rumikans are sending a bladecrafter to face the Gauntlet. If they succeed, I may be able to secure a steady supply of their refined aerstone. And if we can avoid war with Mertika, my projections show that it would take only five years of trade and installation to halt the sinking.”

The Rumikans’ new method for refining aerstone made it three times as powerful. Quloo could trade for aerstone elsewhere to allow the Rumikans to expand their capacity for refining, then Quloo could sell some to keep the operation going.

Chigozie raised an eyebrow. “Are these projections as optimistic as your last set of figures?” This was an old saw between them. Chigozie saw the risks; Ojo saw the opportunities.

“Five years or seven, we can do it. And a trade alliance with Rumika can lay the foundation for a defense compact. There is reason to hope, Chigozie, even with these latest numbers. The Rumikan arrives today.”

“Let’s hope you’re right. One last bit of news. A Mertikan prison on Kakute was attacked. Some kind of explosion. There’s a rumor that the empire may have lost a high-value prisoner. Some say it is the Golden Lord of Kakute.”

Truly? Lavinia would be incensed. “That would certainly be something. How solid a rumor?”

“We’re nearly certain on the escape, less so the prisoner’s identity. If it is the Golden Lord, I cannot expect he’ll be headed anywhere but Twaa-Fei. If you can secure him asylum . . .”

Ojo beamed. “We could drive a wedge into the empire’s control of Kakute, maybe blunt their aggression. . . .” This was the first weakness Mertika had shown in years.

If it was true.

“Perhaps ask some of your friends down-island?” the guildmaster asked. “The High Skies faction will see this as a chance to make their case for a preemptive strike.”

Ojo nodded. “Of course.” As Quloo’s future grew more dire, the High Skies faction was growing more vocal, more aggressive. But the others were keeping them in check. For now.

“Then I will leave you to your preparations. Send word when the Rumikan is ready to discuss terms.”

“Please give my best to Nualla,” Ojo said.

“Of course. When this is sorted, you should come home for a while. We miss you.”

Ojo had not been home in years. There was never a good time, not with Lavinia’s aggression and Quloo’s scramble to reorganize their entire economy. “I will do my best.”

Ojo dissolved the sigil, and the image faded, leaving an empty pool showing only his own reflection.

There was a presence at the door. It was Yochno Vens, the seneschal of the Warders’ Circle. Yochno was a handsome man in his fifties with light amber skin and short, once-lustrous black hair mostly gone to silver. He wore an unreadable neutral expression, like a mask. Nothing occurred within the walls of the embassy that Yochno did not know of, including many state secrets. But he was sworn to neutrality, a model of Twaa-Fei’s dedication to sign no alliances, show no favorites. They hosted the Circle and enforced its laws, but nothing more.

“The Silver Sparrow has been spotted on the approach.”

“Excellent. Thank you. I will be ready momentarily, if you’d care to travel out together.”

“Warder Kensuke is waiting at the lift,” Yochno added.

Of course he is, Ojo thought. Kensuke yielded to Lavinia at every turn, but he knew when his presence was required. And if Kensuke were to have any influence on his junior warder, he’d need to get to her before Lavinia did. “I will be right out.”

Walking through the circular chamber on the way to the ancient lift, powered by magics older than any of the nations of the embassy, Ojo returned the ceremonial blade to its place on the great round table. The other five blades were there, hilts facing inward to show their nation’s commitment to peace. That symbolism was little more than custom, at times, and would be tested soon enough.

Vania, Tsukisen, Kakute, Ikaro, Mertika, and Quloo. This room, this Circle had been Ojo’s home for many years. He just hoped that it would not also be the home of his people’s downfall.

Ojo squeezed the bridge of his nose to relieve tension. He could not let such despair cloud his mind. Today was a momentous day, and he would meet it with the joy and hope it deserved.

 

Chapter 4 
 Ojo

 

The city of Twaa-Fei was unique among the nations of the sky, with three islands stacked one atop the other, connected by a golden tower that ran through all three. Built long before the nations took to the sky, the tower remained a reminder of Twaa-Fei’s forgotten past.

Docks rimmed the border of each island. To the lowest level came the bulk freight, raw materials, and migrant workers. The middle level welcomed ships carrying trade goods, merchants, and better-off travelers. The top level, where Ojo would meet the diplomatic ship, received the rich and beloved: traveling nobles and government officials, prominent artists and performers.

Ojo, Kensuke, and Yochno rode through the wide streets of the top level, each in an open carriage: less secure, but far better for enjoying the city’s beauty and retaining the favor of its people. While the city was officially neutral in political matters, each resident had their own relationship to that neutrality. Those descended from the earliest people of Twaa-Fei placed more weight on neutrality than the descendants of Zenatai, for instance.

Behind Ojo, Yochno led several carriages filled with attendants and materials to create the proper grandeur.

Ojo thought back to his own arrival, nearly fifteen years previous. The city looked much as it did then, high spires flying banners of proud houses, the embassy ringed with the flags of nations great and small. Ojo’s first role in Twaa-Fei was as a negotiator for the mining guild. He’d worked closely with Warder Ekah first on trade, then as the junior warder, taking over when she retired a decade ago. Since then, he’d seen many diplomats come and go.

Throughout it all, the warders did their jobs, negotiating trade agreements, settling territory disputes, and keeping the peace. Where a conflict flared up, warders stepped in to settle the matter. Sometimes with diplomacy, sometimes with the blade. A deal signed in the Warders’ Circle, however it was settled, carried the full weight of Twaa-Fei and the consensus of all member nations as expressed by their warders. The warders stood for their nations, and the warders stood together to maintain order.

The new arrivals came none too soon. Mertika banged the drums of war, parading their new and even more powerful ships, their latest levies from Kakute and Ikaro. And who would stand against them? Vania maintained their alliance with Mertika despite Penelope’s concerns. Rumika was on the rise but did not have the fleet to wage sustained warfare. Tsukisen steered clear of conflicts and alliances. That left Quloo alone to match Mertika’s escalation. And for their commitment to balance, they now teetered on the edge of the abyss.

New blood brought new perspectives. An ascendant Rumika could, with the right guidance, put a check on Mertika’s dominance.

The carriages pulled over by the embassy docks, and Ojo stepped down, peace-bound blades at his hip, silk robes in the green and black colors of Quloo.

The Silver Sparrow had clearly been through a battle. Slashed and reknotted lines, mismatched sails, and a hastily patched hole in the hull. Probably a manak attack, given the patterns. The embassy attendants scrambled into place, holding flags aloft; musicians tuned their instruments; and carriage drivers replaced functional seats with lush cushions. Everything would be perfect. Outward display was the best way to show respect, grandeur, and confidence.

Ojo spotted the Kakute and Rumikan arrivals. The tall fencer with the long hair, boned bodice, and skirts would be Kris Denn of Rumika. The small young woman in a red silk tunic and the simple brown belt of a colonial subject—that would be Oda no Michiko of Kakute. Her complexion was the color of prairie wheat and she had her hair tied back with a ribbon.

Kris cracked a joke, eliciting a wry smile from Michiko. They’d had time to bond on the trip, then. Perhaps Michiko could be a moderating force to balance Lavinia’s fervor. With time. And the proper mentorship.

The gangplank lowered to the docks, and Yochno stepped forward to be the first to receive the newcomers.

“Greetings and welcome to Twaa-Fei! Your future awaits you.”

Kris turned, following Yochno’s voice. They put on a broad smile and descended the gangplank, hand resting on the pommel of their blade. They moved with grace and ease, and the invulnerable confidence of youth.

Yochno offered a hand of greeting to Kris as they stepped down from the gangplank.

“I am Yochno Vens, Seneschal of the Warders’ Circle. We are honored by your arrival and offer the warmest greetings to you and the people of Rumika.”

Kris thanked Yochno and introduced themself and their companions. “Rumika sends their gratitude to the people of Twaa-Fei for receiving us.”

Kensuke stepped forward, an older man with fair skin, a narrow jaw, and sleepy eyes. His was mostly a political appointment, as his bladecrafting skills had never impressed. Ojo took Michiko’s arrival to be another in a string of moves by Mertika in preparation for war. The elder warder addressed Michiko, saying, “I am Heike no Kensuke, warder of Kakute. May the favor of the empress shine upon you this day as you pledge your heart and hand to her service.”

Michiko bowed low, with grace and precision. “I pledge my hand, my heart, my life to the empire.”

Ojo stepped forward and caught Kris’s eye. “I am Ojo Kante, warder of Quloo. As Rumika is not yet a council nation, I volunteered to serve as proxy to welcome you to Twaa-Fei. May your visit be blessed with good health and glory for your people.”

Kris’s eyes lit up. They clasped Ojo’s hand vigorously, and Ojo met the handshake in kind. “Warder Kante! Stories of your prowess have spread far and wide. I’m eager to see your two-sword style on display.”

“There will be time for that, I’m sure. First, we should get you settled. If you don’t mind my company on the ride in, I thought it would be useful to tell you a bit more about how the warders do business. Since, with luck, you will be among our number before long.”

Their eagerness was as clear as the morning sun. He’d made the right play.

Yochno stepped back in. “We have prepared your accommodations during your visit, in the temporary quarters on the embassy grounds. If you’ll follow me to the carriage.” Yochno directed the attendants to handle the luggage.

But Ojo had one more move prepared. “Warder Heike, if you would permit, I would love to show the new arrivals around the embassy.”

Ojo had welcomed many junior diplomats in this way, giving him the latitude to extend that invitation even to an imperial candidate.

But Kensuke bristled slightly. “Your gesture is appreciated, Warder Kante, but I imagine Michiko is tired after her journey. Perhaps another time.”

Ojo watched the young bladecrafter’s response. Michiko did in fact look tired, but neither did she necessarily seem pleased to be omitted from the tour. It seemed he’d need to catch her away from Kensuke to be able to get a word in. Perhaps Kensuke was just relishing the chance to exert influence without being countermanded by Lavinia.

Ojo settled into a diplomatic smile. “Certainly. Michiko, I hope we will have the chance to speak soon. Welcome, and may your time here be blessed with good health.”

Michiko nodded respectfully, and Ojo took his leave, gesturing the way to Kris.

 


 

Chapter 5

Michiko

 

The empire’s embassy grounds comprised an entire neighborhood on the top island of Twaa-Fei. It had five buildings: a central Mertikan building and four outliers. The first two were small annexes for the islands of Esh and Yuun, which had joined the empire long ago. The others were for the newer colonies, Kakute and Ikaro.

A porter carried bags to the Kakute annex, but the carriage proceeded directly to the main building.

“Warder Lavinia requested your presence immediately,” Kensuke said. “She does not take well to waiting. Or being questioned. Or much of anything save swift and sure obedience. Serve her well and you will have good life here.”

“Serve the empire, you mean.”

“On Twaa-Fei, they are one and the same. She is in regular, direct contact with the empress. Lavinia is the empress’s hand here, and we are her arsenal. Do you understand?”

“Yes, Warder.”

“A good start.”

An attendant greeted them and led the pair through the grand foyer of the embassy, bedecked with banners, scrolls of commendations, and trophies of war. Michiko could have stood for hours marveling at the glory reflected by such a display, but instead they turned through double doors and were met by an imperious woman in the uniform of a Mertikan captain.

Lavinia Junius was in all ways impressive. A living legend, Lavinia stood over six feet tall, her sandy-blond hair short in a soldier’s cut. She had weatherworn fair skin, sharp features, and piercing purple eyes that locked on to Michiko like a hawk to prey. She wore stylized leather armor that suggested her history as a ship captain, her shoulders decorated with her many medals from the empress.

Standing to her side was a younger Mertikan woman, perhaps Michiko’s age. Halfway between Michiko’s short stature and Lavinia’s towering form, this woman had a beautiful rounded face and warm amber skin. Like Lavinia, her hair was military-short, the latest court fashion. This would be Bellona Avitus, the junior Mertikan warder.

The third was a thin man with slightly ink-stained fingers. He had bronze skin, a big nose, and a stubble-growth beard. His dark hair was tied back in a simple tail-knot. He bore the sword of a warder, but he did not fit Michiko’s image of one. Where Lavinia and Kensuke both carried themselves with import and confidence, this man, who must be Ueda no Takeshi, looked like he’d rather be anywhere else in the world than standing with his colleagues.

“This must be little Michiko,” Lavinia said. “I’ve heard very good things about you. The empress is pleased to have you here to do your best on behalf of your colony.” Lavinia glanced briefly to Kensuke, her face moving through a scowl and then back to a resolute neutral. “A strong imperial block in the embassy requires that Kakute and Ikaro pull their weight in negotiations and in the dueling arena.”

Which meant that Kensuke wasn’t pulling his weight in some way. If Lavinia was pleased to have Michiko there, did that mean she wanted to have Kensuke replaced? Was Michiko to take the mantle of warder soon? Immediately? She’d expected several years in the junior position, building relationships and honing her skills.

They all served the empire to the best of their ability. That was the Mertikan way. Excellence in service for the glory of the empire and to ensure a better life to come. Michiko could not help but be excited.

Could I be Senior Warder by year’s end? she wondered. Her heart soared at the possibility, but she reined it back as Bellona added, “I’m sure you’ll do very well. Won’t she, Lavinia? For a Kakutan, of course. Your people have taken steps toward a brighter tomorrow, but still have much to learn about true strength and unity. I visited Kakute last year on the way from Mertika to Twaa-Fei here to take up my post. Your people’s music and dance are so charming. I like to think that it’s like what Mertikan music might have sounded like hundreds of years ago.”

“Our strength is your strength,” Michiko offered tentatively.

“And we will have use for that strength very soon. The prison containing the Golden Lord was attacked. He has violated his oath of surrender and escaped captivity. He may be on Twaa-Fei this very minute, maneuvering for a plea of asylum.”

The Golden Lord. Michiko restrained a snarl of hatred and a flush of embarrassment. Golden Lord Nobu was a bloodthirsty warlord, last in the line that had ruled Kakute by strength of arms. For generations, they’d waged war upon their own people, family against family. Her ancestors spoke of the endless feuds, the constant strain of castle sieges, bloodied fields, and levied troops.

When Mertika offered Kakute freedom from the cycle of civil war and vengeance, the Golden Lord refused, waging a doomed campaign against Kakute to keep his stranglehold on the people.

Michiko stood tall and placed one hand on the pommel of her own blade. “We will find him and bring him to the empress’s justice, Warder.”

“Well said, child. First we will announce the Golden Lord’s betrayal to the council and head off any warders who might seek to undermine the empire by offering him succor. Clean up and report to your colony’s chambers in the council immediately.”

Michiko bowed, then stood with a start as Kensuke was already on his way out the door. She looked back to Lavinia, uncertain. Lavinia had already dismissed the others, so Michiko turned and followed Kensuke, eager not to be late.

 

Chapter 6

Ojo

 

Ojo had just received a parcel of sticky buns containing a hastily written note from Shun when Lavinia called an emergency meeting.

Seeing Shun’s confirmation of the Golden Lord’s presence on Twaa-Fei, Ojo knew the meeting could only be for one reason.

He dashed off a response asking Shun to do everything within their power to keep the Golden Lord out of sight until Ojo could secure a ship. That would be difficult. The Quloo fleet was stretched thin to the point of breaking, running goods to try to make up for the lack of aerstone production and holding the perimeter around Quloo, on the edge of a shooting war with Mertika.

But for the Golden Lord, he would find a way.

Ojo made a habit to be early to council meetings, to see the movements of the other warders and their staff. Just as one could learn much about an opponent by observing them before the blades were drawn, the temperament and movements of his fellow diplomats spoke volumes about their intentions.

The grand chamber of the Warders’ Circle was a richly appointed circular room. Stadium seating filled three-quarters of the Circle, all facing the hallway to the lift. Each council nation had a box of seats on the innermost layer, the outer layers a sloping inclined section for the public. At the center of the room was a raised platform the warders spoke from during public session. The platform also housed the Altar of Challenge, an ancient table of an unidentifiable white pearlescent stone.

Taro, Tsukisen’s warder, was already seated at his box’s desk when Ojo arrived.

From his box, Ojo scribbled a quick note and sent a runner to deliver it to Kris, inviting them to the meeting.

Penelope arrived with her junior, Cassia, in tow, but did not stop to chat. Cassia carried an armful of scrolls and reports, laying them out at Penelope’s table as the towering women took their places.

The Mertikans came in as a group. Lavinia at the head, the others trailing behind. The fire in her eyes all but confirmed Ojo’s suspicion of the reason for the meeting.

Kris entered from the wrong side of the room and rushed around the Circle to meet the correct steps to the guest section one tier up from the warders’ boxes.

The others arrived in a flurry that soon gave way to Yochno calling the meeting to order. His voice filled the chambers, resonant and neutral without being lifeless. “Warder Junius of Mertika called this meeting, so the floor is hers.”

Lavinia strode out from her box, turning as she spoke to address the entire room. She stalked the room as if it were a battlefield, seizing the ground to defend it against all comers.

“Honored colleagues and distinguished guests, it is with great disappointment that I inform you that the Golden Lord of Kakute has violated the spirit and letter of his unconditional surrender and escaped from his imprisonment, killing several loyal Mertikan soldiers along the way. We have reason to believe that he may be on Twaa-Fei even now, seeking asylum despite the terms of his surrender specifically waiving that right. I call upon all of you as honorable warders invested in the weight of treaties and agreements to assist the empire in finding the Golden Lord so that he may be returned to imperial custody. Any assistance in this matter will be remembered by the empire.”

She paused, a fiendish smile blooming. “And any who interfere, or offer him sanctuary . . . will regret it.”

This was Lavinia’s way. No compromises, no room for negotiation or discussion. Her proposals were to be taken as absolute proclamations, as if she were the mouth of the empress herself and all were her subjects.

Mertika might one day rule over all nations of the sky, but this was not that day.

Ojo stood. “With all due respect, Warder Junius, the council here was founded on the expressed agreement that Twaa-Fei’s neutrality would be respected. And Twaa-Fei has long been a place where refugees and others could find a home. There is a raft of precedent. . . .”

Other warders pounded their desks in agreement.

Lavinia cut them all off, still speaking from the platform. “You would know, Ojo, given that your people made a great many refugees when they cut Zenatai from the sky. Twaa-Fei cleaned up after your people’s excesses there, and now you approve of its neutrality when it serves to undermine the empire?”

Ojo flinched at the mention of Zenatai, but forged ahead, stepping up to the stage. He spoke to the crowd, not the Mertikan. “That’s a preposterous comparison. We’re talking about asylum, protected in the laws of Twaa-Fei.”

“The terms of the Golden Lord’s surrender waived his rights. All of them.” She cut a hand through the air like a knife. “His life is the empire’s.”

Penelope stood to join the fray, her voice filling the room easily. Ojo sighed in relief, grateful for her steady presence. “This argument is pointless until the Golden Lord is found. Mertika cannot exert their claim until the fugitive is captured. You’re wasting our time with this grandstanding, Lavinia.”

Lavinia stepped toward Penelope, almost but not quite the beginning of a charge. “Upholding the sanctity of our oaths and agreements is hardly grandstanding. You along with all of the other warders here know how seriously Mertika takes its oaths.”

To that, there was no objection. Lavinia was a cold, calculating bully, but she lived by her word.

“Warder Kyrkos is right,” Ojo said. “Without the prisoner in hand, the point is moot. Unless you have other business, I move to close this session.”

“Seconded,” said Taro.

Yochno took up the motion. “Motion has been raised to close the session. All in favor.”

The vote split three to three, the imperial bloc of Lavinia, Takeshi, and Kensuke keeping the meeting open.

But without a majority to support her claim, Lavinia’s gambit was stalled.

Lavinia leveled a malevolent glare at Ojo. He met those eyes that burned cold with rage, and did not look away. She snarled, turning to Taro, then Penelope. They did not yield. Lavinia stepped from the platform, saying, “Then I shall bring him to you myself. This is not over.”

But that meant she did not already have the Golden Lord. There was still time to spirit him away.

As the warders dispersed, Ojo climbed to the gallery to greet Kris. Their arms were crossed, scanning the room.

“So what did you think of your first council meeting?” Ojo asked.

“Are they always that contentious?”

Ojo waved his head back and forth. “Often, but not always. Most days they proceed very calmly, confirmation of trade agreements, rehashing old grudges without much vigor, but some days . . . Some you remember. I think before the week is done, we’ll have one such day.”

“Is the law on her side?” Kris asked.

“Mertikan law maybe, but whether that overrides Twaa-Fei law? That Warder Junius can argue, but by default, we honor Twaa-Fei law here. It was a condition of forming the Warders’ Circle. And if she cannot capture the Golden Lord, she’ll have an even harder time. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have some pressing matters to attend to.”

Ojo began to walk back toward his office.

“Are you going after him?” Kris asked.

“I am afraid I am not at liberty to say, my young friend. But your pass admits you to council meetings for the rest of the week, so you may be able to see the results for yourself.”

 

Chapter 7

Michiko

 

Lavinia had the imperial warders arm and armor to meet her at the gates of the embassy immediately after the meeting. Michiko would search the middle island with Lavinia.

Takeshi and Bellona led a squadron searching the lowest level of Twaa-Fei, while Kensuke oversaw what Michiko imagined would be a more cursory search on the highest island. If the Golden Lord had found refuge on the top island already, he was well supported by sympathizers. Their search was meant to find him before he could make such allies.

Watching Lavinia work up close was like walking into the sunset. Soon enough, you learned to keep your head down and make sure you didn’t trip.

Under Lavinia’s leadership, the group interrogated merchant lords, scoured open-air plazas, overturned canvas tarps in countless warehouses, and covered what felt like every scrap of the middle island.

By mid-evening, the soldiers were beginning to fade. Michiko kept going thanks to the third casting of Enduring Mountain, but every repetition yielded diminishing results.

But Lavinia was relentless. Michiko drafted behind Lavinia’s passion like a smaller ship in the wake of a larger to keep speed, helping her stay sharp, to take in the city with clear eyes.

It was hard to see things out of place when you were new to a city, but her freshness also meant that she saw the city much more the way the Golden Lord would—as a visitor, a stranger.

So when she saw a nervous man in a threadbare cloak on the lowest (and therefore coldest) island check both ways both before and after turning into an alley, she noticed. Rather than signaling the others, she followed on her own to make sure. Lavinia valued thoroughness, but above all else, she would value results over effort.

Michiko followed while the man did not look, hiding behind a stall. She drew her sword and cast Faceless Bystander to make her fit in to her surroundings. The man knocked twice slowly, then three times fast. Then he uttered some words, and there was the sound of something heavy sliding, presumably a door of some sort. Michiko waited, then peeked around the corner. She saw a heavy stone slab settling into place, almost indistinguishable from the walls around it.

She waved over the soldiers, who brought Lavinia in tow.

“What have you found?” she asked.

Michiko relayed what she’d seen, and Lavinia’s face lit up with the thrill of the chase. “It’s him. I can feel it. On me!”

Lavinia led the group down the alleyway to the slab. Michiko stepped forward to repeat the knock, but Lavinia pulled her back. “I’ll handle this. Line up, two columns, prepare to charge.” Soldiers set their formation and Michiko watched, blade ready, as Lavinia formed Sloughing, a sigil that would turn the stone into water.

The sigil snapped into place, but instead of melt, the stone exploded.

Michiko flew back, hitting hard against the alley wall. There was shouting, smoke, and the flash of sigils. Only three of the six soldiers got to their feet, but Lavinia was already through the breech, her blade flashing. Michiko dashed afterward, carving Falcon’s Sight to see through the smoke. Once the sigil activated, she saw the battle unfold in the small building.

An older man, with long white hair and an unkempt beard, flowed like crashing waves. His blade carved impeccable sigils in between cuts and thrusts.

The Golden Lord. She’d seen paintings of him, burned his image into her mind as a reminder of everything backward about Kakute. And here he was, in the flesh. Diminished, but undoubtedly still a master.

He and Lavinia traded blows, moving almost too fast for Michiko to follow. Lavinia took a glancing cut to her side, blunted by her boiled leathers. A barely parried thrust pierced the warlord’s side.

Michiko’s heart raced with the thrill and terror of combat, but she kept steady. This moment, this bout, would be written in the book of her life, and she needed it to be a triumph.

She circled the traitor, carving Blazing Bolt to attack him at his flank. The Golden Lord switched sigils mid-cast, carving a modified Adamant Shield. Instead of dissipating on the shield, the bolt turned and punched through the chest of the Mertikan soldier to Michiko’s left. He fell, lifeless.

But with his attention turned, Lavinia moved to endgame. She cut into the Golden Lord’s sword with a heavy swing, then lashed out with a fist to the traitor’s temple. He dropped back, an arc of blood following the path of Lavinia’s strike.

The Golden Lord did not move, but Lavinia wasn’t done. She stripped the sword from his hands and punched him again for good measure.

“Gag and bind him.”

Michiko obeyed.

“It is fitting that you were here to assist in carrying out the empire’s justice, Michiko. His shame is your shame, but you have helped balance the scales.”

“What happened with the stone?” Michiko asked.

Lavinia looked back at the rubble. “Guardian’s Fang. A rare sigil, very complicated. Any sigil cast upon the affected object will instead cause the object to detonate outward. I didn’t think the old man had it in him. Now, back to the embassy.”

She’d seen death before, a duel gone wrong, a handful lost to a disaster. But nothing so destructive as this. Her stomach turned, and she looked away from the bodies, grasping for focus. “Your Excellency, the dead?”

Lavinia glanced at the bodies, then shook her head as if chiding a toddler. “Call a cart. We will ride back together and you will see that their burial fits their sacrifice.”

Michiko purchased a cart from a local merchant. The remaining soldiers loaded the bodies while Lavinia watched the prisoner.

Victory, but at a cost. If only she’d acted faster, circled around far enough that the warlord could not deflect the spell.

The whole way back, Michiko watched the Golden Lord, insistent that he would not get another chance to escape. She bored holes in his head with her wary resentment, even after they had returned to the embassy.

The funeral arrangements kept Michiko up until dawn. But even then she could not sleep. Not when the Golden Lord’s fate, Kakute’s fate, would be sealed the next day.

 

Chapter 8

Kris

 

The council reconvened first thing that morning, leaving Kris little time to enjoy breakfast before taking to their place in the guest gallery.

But this time a familiar-looking man in shoddy robes sat in the Mertikan box, hands and feet bound, mouth gagged. Six armed guards stood around him.

The bladecrafter they’d met on the Silver Sparrow was none other than the Golden Lord.

With him in custody, Lavinia would press the issue. The empire would see the Golden Lord executed that night.

Who will stand against the empire? Kris wondered. Kris did not yet have the right, and beyond them, only Ojo seemed to have any conviction in upholding the authority of Twaa-Fei to offer asylum. Warder Hii’s and Kyrkos’s objections were procedural, not moral. How could they be so blasé about the sanctity of a life?

Yochno called the meeting into session and yielded the floor to Lavinia.

Lavinia stepped up to the platform, as pleased as a cat with a bird trapped in its jaws. “Good morning, warders, friends, assembled dignitaries. I stand before you with escaped prisoner in hand,” she said, pointing to the Golden Lord, “to share with you as a courtesy my declaration of his impending execution this very evening for the violation of his oath.”

Ojo stood and approached the stage, seeming to Kris to grow taller as he strode toward Lavinia. He crossed his arms and settled into a wide stance. The light of the grand lanterns played off his muscled frame as he spoke. “With all due respect, Warder Junius. If you were that confident, you’d have killed him already. You’re here to argue your case. You’ve argued it, unless you have something new to say.”

Lavinia stepped forward to loom over the Quloi. “My case,” she hissed, “is unassailable. That you challenge it is a challenge to the authority of the Mertikan empire.”

“That is merely your interpretation,” said Warder Kyrkos of Vania. When she stood, she was the tallest person in the room by far. She had fair skin and wore her graying but thick hair in a tight, intricate braid. “Some here have made their objections clear, stated for the record.” There were several murmurs of approval from the various nations’ boxes, and from the gallery beside Kris, filled with local nobles and merchants with enough favor to warrant an invitation to council proceedings.

Would Penelope stand against Lavinia? Rumika’s reports said that Vania and Mertika were on good terms, but how far did that extend?

“I, Ojo Kante, on behalf of the Commonwealth of Quloo, do object to the claim by Mertika. Quloo asserts that Twaa-Fei’s laws cannot and are not superseded by any agreement the Golden Lord made with Mertika, and if he is here, he may petition for asylum according to the laws of the city. Do you claim asylum?”

The Golden Lord nodded, unable to speak due to the gag. A soldier moved to remove it, but Lavinia stopped him with a stare.

“He must be allowed to speak,” Ojo insisted.

Yochno said, “Warder Junius, for expediency’s sake . . .”

Lavinia huffed, waving to the guard.

The soldier removed the cloth from the Golden Lord’s mouth. “I do so claim.” The man’s voice was clear, strong, though he looked small sitting at the center of a circle of armed soldiers.

Ojo turned back to Lavinia. “Then Quloo insists that Twaa-Fei law must take precedence.”

Lavinia said, “Unacceptable.”

“So be it.” Ojo drew his ceremonial blade slowly and placed it upon the altar of challenge that stood in the center of the speaking platform. “I stand in defense of the accused. My blade shields his innocence, and I will not yield. I call for a contest of bladecraft.”

Lavinia scoffed. She drew her own sword so quickly that Kris was not sure she wasn’t going to try to run Ojo through at that very moment. “You’ve not bested me in many years, Kante. Today will be no different.”

A new voice spoke out. “Today will be different.” Kris turned and saw Hii no Taro, the warder of Tsukisen. He walked toward the platform, his old-fashioned arming sword out and held hilt forward. Warder Hii was a small man, but he looked deadly serious. He stepped up and laid his blade beside Ojo’s on the altar of challenge. “I stand in defense.”

There were gasps from the audience. By all reports, Tsukisen was famously private, their warders seldom stepping into contentious business.

 “Two have pledged their blades in opposition,” Yochno said. “Warder Junius, which challenge will you face first?”

Lavinia laughed. “First?” She laid her sword across both Ojo’s and Warder Hii’s, murder in her eyes. “I will face them at the same time. The grace of the empress is with me, and her will shall not be denied.”

Kris gasped, along with a dozen others in the gallery. Two-on-one odds were dangerous even for a skilled bladecrafter, especially if one’s opponents were equally skilled. On Kris’s best day they could scarcely consider facing two masters at once. Was she truly that skilled?

“Very well,” Yochno said. “The rite shall commence in one hour. Warders, make yourselves ready.”

•••


The dueling grounds of the council were one floor down in the tower, nearly the entire floor given over to the space, covered in packed dirt, the walls lined with intricate tile murals, telling the tale of the discovery of Twaa-Fei centuries ago.

Tiered seats lined the outside of the room, and in the center stood Yochno and the three duelists. Kris watched from the lowest level of the seats, as close as possible without being on the floor itself. Kris would have cast Spider’s Grip and watched the duel from the ceiling to be closer, had that been allowed.

Ojo swung his two blades back and forth, stretching his powerful arms. He was the largest combatant on the field, but Lavinia had three inches of height on him, which would give her an advantage in measure, especially as her one blade was longer than either of his. Warder Hii was shorter than Ojo, but also very slim, and would present a narrow target.

Even the greatest bladecrafter could be overwhelmed, and Lavinia faced three blades in this contest.

Then why did Ojo and Warder Hii look like men resigned to failure? Was Lavinia such a terror?

Yochno rang a handbell, but the sound filled the entire room with a single, pure tone that echoed from all sides. The signal to attention.

The seneschal held a hand up, and the three duelists stepped forward into a circle, blades sheathed.

Lavinia spoke. “I am Warder Lavinia Junius. Mertika claims the right to execute the deposed Golden Lord of Kakute.”

Warder Ojo was next. “I am Warder Ojo Kante. Quloo stands opposed, defending the right of the accused to claim asylum under the laws of Twaa-Fei.”

Then Warder Hii. “I am Warder Hii no Taro. Tsukisen also stands opposed.”

Yochno lowered his hand. All three combatants placed their gloved hands over Yochno’s and swore the oath.

“By blade and craft, I contest this claim. Let prowess and fortune determine the worthy, and let the outcome be unquestioned.”

Yochno stepped back, and the combatants followed. “This will be a contest of bladecraft, fought to one touch per combatant.”

Contests of bladecraft were the ultimate expression of the form. A single telling blow of blade or craft would eliminate a combatant. Lavinia would need to land two blows, one each, and could not suffer any in the process.

Ojo and Taro stepped back, swords drawn, far enough apart for their blades to swing without worry of hitting the other, but close enough to support each other. Ojo’s swords were short, slightly curved, fast and functional. The Quloi style, revolutionized by Ojo’s mentor, the late Warder Ache, was fast and versatile. What Ojo lacked in measure he could make up with two blades working in concert.

Taro’s sword was a traditional single-edged blade, longer than Ojo’s but similarly curved. The Tsukiseni proudly preserved the Old Way, a style that had given birth to many others long ago. It featured a variety of defensive and invitational guards and relied on parries more than blocks, cuts over thrusts.

Across the field, Lavinia kicked up dust with her heels, pacing like a great predator ready to charge. By contrast, Lavinia’s sword was long, straight, and sharp on both sides. It had a strong cross guard, which she could use to turn enemy blades. But it was still only one sword, and she would need to strike true twice without answer.

Yochno stepped back to the edge of the field, then rang the bell twice, signaling the opening of the contest.

Usually, combatants would carve sigils to improve their speed, strength, or to form defenses. Then they’d advance while using offensive spells to test one another, look for weaknesses. Ojo and Taro did just that, the Quloi using Bear’s Might while the Tsukiseni cast Swift Rabbit, a favorite of Kris’s.

But across the way, Lavinia cast a sigil so intricate that Kris could not recognize it from a distance. It contained the radicals for force, and for . . . separation.

The sigil snapped into place and a nearly transparent wall cut through the field, twenty feet high, reaching all the way to the bleachers. She’d cut Ojo and Taro off from each other, and began charging directly at Warder Hii, her blade tracing another sigil along the way. Swift Rabbit, to match his.

Kris’s heartbeat quickened, their mouth gone dry. She was the most skilled bladecrafter Kris had ever seen. And Kris would have to face her soon.

Ojo cast Spider’s Grip and scaled the wall, his hands and feet sticking to the barrier as he ascended. He carried his blades bit between his teeth like a marine climbing the lines on a ship.

Lavinia unlashed a torrent of thrusts and cuts, pressing Taro and leaving him no time to carve a sigil in response. He gave ground time and time again, resorting to larger parries to force the larger woman’s blade aside.

Her opponent off-balance and overcommitted, Lavinia reached under her blade, grabbed Taro’s hilt, and pulled him forward. As he recovered, trying to hide behind his blade, Lavinia’s sword arced around and cut the Tsukiseni across the bicep.

One bell marked the touch, and Taro bowed, removing himself from the contest.

Ojo leaped from the top of the bladecraft wall, his swords once again in his hands, and cut Swift Rabbit on the way down.

Lavinia turned barely in time, pivoting in place, dodging one blade and parrying the other, twisting her body improbably as she evaded the big man’s charge. She bounded back to give herself space, carving Mud Pit in the air.

The dirt at Ojo’s feet instantly became a mud pit, his feet sinking past the ankle. Ojo did not miss a beat, throwing himself to the side and out of the pit, using his body’s mass to pull himself free. He carved a shield during the dive, to cut off Lavinia’s angle of attack.

At the same time, Ojo carved Blazing Bolt with his other blade. Kris swallowed. They’d never seen a bladecrafter so skilled that they could carve two sigils simultaneously while dodging an attack. If the warders are this strong, how am I supposed to beat four of them in the Gauntlet? they thought.

Lavinia, seeing the bolt, threw her body back to dodge. The bolt from Ojo’s sigil pierced Lavinia’s tunic at the collar, but missed her body, piercing through the other side. Lavinia hit the ground and rolled backward, giving her space to collect herself.

Ojo gained his feet and pressed Lavinia, blades whirling high and low, drastically different lines that one blade alone could not hope to parry. Lavinia moved with the speed of a ship carried by a storm. She dodged from side to side to keep one blade out of reach while she parried the other.

She turned a parry into a counter-cut, and fell into Ojo’s trap. He stopped her cut with his right-hand blade, then wound his hand and the pommel of his left over and around Lavinia’s wrist, twisting with both in concert to rip the blade from Lavinia’s bands.

Kris watched Lavinia’s blade flipping through the air.

Ojo’s right-hand blade shot forward for the quick touch to Lavinia’s shoulder. Kris gathered their breath to cheer the Quloi’s victory.

Then, with uncanny precision, Lavinia grabbed her spinning blade from the air with her left hand and stepped to the side, parrying Ojo’s blade and landing a counter-thrust into his shoulder.

The second bell.

It was done.

Lavinia stepped back, sheathed her sword, then raised the gloved hand that had gripped her sword mid-blade to show all assembled that she had not cut herself, not invalidated the blow by drawing her own blood. She’d gripped the blade perfectly, exerted enough control to defend and attack at once.

A chill ran down Kris’s spine and they felt sick. They steadied themself on their seat.

Kris looked to the crowd. Michiko seemed enchanted, Bellona fiercely proud, as if she’d fought the contest herself. The others wore variations of shock and dismay.

Yochno raised his voice. “The challenge has been bested, and Mertika’s claim is proven.”

Ojo walked to the side of the arena, where a Quloi attendant prepared a poultice and bandages. He looked disappointed, but not surprised. If he had expected to lose, why put his reputation on the line, why expose Quloo to the empire’s ire?

Whatever the reason, it showed Ojo to be a man of bravery and integrity. Kris would need allies to pass the Gauntlet, and Kris could ask for no better person than the man who had put his own life on the line for someone not even of his country.

Lavinia called out to the room, cheeks red, nearly vibrating with energy. She looked like she could fight another duel at that moment without pause. “The Golden Lord will be executed at sunset. You are all invited to bear witness as the empress’s will be done.”

 

Chapter 9

Michiko

 

Sunset came swiftly. Michiko took her place beside Warder Kensuke, next to the scaffold. Lavinia would wield the blade herself, serving as the extension of the empress’s justice. Michiko steadied herself with long, slow breaths, but her ears still burned. Until it was done, something could still go wrong. He could escape again, cause more chaos and dishonor for her people.

Under the Golden Lord’s rule, Michiko would have doubtless been conscripted to lead a unit in warfare, to rain bladecrafted death down upon her own countrypeople in one or another war to avenge some generations-held grudge.

As a Mertikan, she could become a senior warder, shape her people’s future directly. She could avert wars, save lives. Now any Kakutan could forge their own future. A street sweeper could study to be a librarian and challenge for the position. In the empire, a person was only limited by their ambition and their capability.

To Michiko’s left, Takeshi stole glances at a scroll he had hidden up his sleeve.

She spotted Kris in the crowd, standing with their attendants. They were dressed formally like they had been upon their arrival, structured top and caped skirt folded up in a bold design. Ojo joined the group, and even from across the plaza of the imperial embassy grounds, Michiko could see the familiarity and warmth between them.

That was a problem for another day. Tonight she would bear witness to the final passing of a shameful era in Kakute’s history, to carry with her as she ushered in a brighter future.

When the shadows grew long and the crowd restless, Lavinia emerged from the embassy in the exquisite crimson robe of an executioner. Bellona followed, carrying a sheathed greatsword nearly as tall as she was. Its hilt was golden and encrusted with jewels. This was the blade of the royal executioner, sent here on the fleet’s fastest ship to carry out the empress’s sentence.

Lavinia had moved like no one Michiko had ever seen, truly inspirational in her speed, her skill, and her cunning.

And Michiko would have the chance to study with her, under Kensuke’s supervision. The thought of training with Warder Junius made the day’s tedium fly by.

Lavinia took the stage. “Friends, colleagues, and fellow subjects of the Mertikan empire, I bid you welcome. Tonight Mertika gives its Kakute subjects the gift of freedom once more, from the barbarism of the warlords who once ruled them in endless conflict. With the death of their former warlord, the people of Kakute may renew their oaths to the empire. And to all others, let this serve as a reminder of Mertika’s justice.”

Four armed soldiers brought out the Golden Lord and set him down on the executioner’s block. He looked surprisingly at peace for a man about to face his death. He’d been born to the blade, and would now die by it.

Lavinia drew the greatsword from its sheath, held it aloft to catch the fire of the fading sun, then brought it down in one powerful stroke.

So it was done. Michiko felt a weight lift from her shoulders.

 

Chapter 10

Michiko

 

The Kakute quarters in the embassy were filled with new furniture. Not truly new, but still smelling of lacquer and polish and bereft of smudges. Generationally new, decades old instead of centuries. Michiko imagined that in generations past, when the late Golden Lord’s warder served here to defend their people’s warlike ways, the quarters would have been very different. But here, everything was fashioned in the Mertikan style.

The one place in the quarters that still looked more Kakutan than Mertikan was the ancestor shrine. The altar was two yards across, with statues of family heroes and small banners occupying two-thirds of the space. They’d made room for her here, spiritually as well as physically.

Kensuke knelt at the altar, speaking in soft tones. Michiko stood beyond earshot to leave him with his privacy. His family matters were his own. Moments later Kensuke snuffed the candles and stood. Like her, he was dressed in traditional Kakute robes here and here only—crossed collars and draping sleeves instead of the belted tunics of Mertika.

“Good night, Michiko. Sleep well, for tomorrow will be a long day.”

She imagined they might all be long days for some time now.

Kensuke departed, and Michiko knelt in front of the shrine. She set down her lacquered box and opened the lid. She pulled out candles, paintings, incense, beads, and a small banner of her family crest, arranging them on the altar. She was far from her home, but with these, her ancestors could still find her, still guide her so that she might remember the lessons of the past.

Michiko lit the candle, then the incense. She wrapped the beads around her hands and began the incantation of remembrance to open her heart so that her ancestors could find her.

The first voice was familiar, gravelly but kind. Her great-aunt Aiko. “You are far from home, child. How fare the skies?”

“We were attacked by a trio of manaks, but no one was killed.”

“Manaks were not so bold in my day. Though I did not travel as much as you do, and will.”

“I suppose that will depend. The empire might need me here, to stay on Twaa-Fei. But perhaps I will travel.”

“They’re treating you well?” she asked, sadness in her voice.

She flashed to Lavinia’s intimidating gaze, Bellona’s cloying manner. But also to Ojo’s smile, Kris’s laugh. To the sights of the city.

“Well enough. A lot is different, but I will find my footing.”

Her great-aunt receded in her mind, and her uncle Hiroaki pushed forward. “Are you doing what you’re told? Your generation will prove to the Mertikans that we are worthy, that we should be welcomed as equals.”

“Yes, Uncle. I am doing my best.”

Another presence stormed into her mind, forceful, barely controlled. And foreign.

“Equals? Equals! The imperialist fiends ravaged our lands, stole our children, and dashed our people’s history on the rocks, child! Why do you serve them so slavishly?”

This new spirit shared visions with her, not as vivid or clear as sitting in front of a painting or sculpture, more like flashes or as dreamscapes. But these were nightmares more than dreams.

Fields on fire. Airships in formation raining death upon a village. A squadron of cavalry with a Kakutan bladecrafter at its head, charging down the hill at a Mertikan convoy. But the convoy did not carry goods. It carried Kakutan people, manacled and chained.

This was all wrong. The Mertikans had saved Kakute from itself, ended the ceaseless wars through diplomacy, fought only when attacked, and brought stability to her people.

Everything she knew said this was wrong, but the feelings and memories shared by ancestors could be nothing less than unvarnished truth.

“Who are you?” she asked, voice shaking as her mind and spirit were assailed by the images from this new voice.

“I am Golden Lord Nobu, Son of Golden Lord Hitomi. I fought the empress to a standstill on the ramparts of Fortress Loyalty. I fought to keep our people free, to rescue the children taken, to avenge the temples smashed. And now you serve as their lapdog? My own granddaughter? I will not have it. If my death means that I can guide you back to the path of righteousness, then I am glad to be free of that prisoner’s life.

“We have much to do, Granddaughter.”

Michiko’s voice caught in her throat. The walls pressed in on her, her hands shaking.

“Great-aunt?” she choked out, her voice shaking. “Uncle? Is this true?”

But how could it be otherwise? Spirits could only speak with their descendants. Her breath came quick and shallow, as if a great metal boot were crushing her chest.

The Golden Lord cut Michiko’s family off. “You are Oda no Michiko, daughter of Oda no Genzo, the son of Takeda no Achie. Achie, who was my lover in the early days of the Mertikan invasion. I spirited her away, told no one that the child she bore was mine. Achie hid among the courtesans, raised her son without knowledge of his father. She kept the secret so well that the Mertikans never found her, never found him, and now have no idea who you truly are. They do not know that they have invited a Golden Lion into their den, who has the claws of bladecraft and the keen mind to use them to strike at the heart of the imperialist scum who stole our country from us.”

Another image, that of the Mertikan empress, eyes red with rage, lunging. Her blade pierced the Golden Lord’s defenses, then his chest. And then the memory went black.

“I failed to protect Kakute, and suffered forty years of humiliation for it. But you can restore our family’s honor, and that of Kakute. Free our people, Michiko. It is what you were born to do.”

And then he was gone. Her other ancestors rushed forward to comfort her, sharing memories of comfort, of love. She caught her breath, the pressure gone.

Her mind was a sloop tossed in the deadly winds of the Maelstrom. She’d begun the day excited, confident, bursting with pride and ambition. Now she could barely stand, her mind racing, no longer certain of anything.

Anything at all.

Michiko dropped the beads. Heard them skittering across the wood floor. She reached out and snuffed the candles, breathing in the dark smoke of the slaughtered flame.






Episode 2
 Fault Lines


 

By Marie Brennan

 


Chapter 1

 Michiko

 

Bellona’s sword whipped around and caught Michiko a stinging slap on the forearm, nearly making her drop her own blade.

“You see?” Bellona said, retreating out of reach. “Your simple bladework is out of practice. You don’t want to be like Takeshi, do you? His craft is beautiful—even I have to admit it—but ask him to carve sigils while actually fighting, and he’s almost useless. Would you have been able to capture the Golden Lord, if Lavinia hadn’t been with you?”

Michiko’s breath caught. She shook out her fingers and bowed her head to conceal the reaction. “I would have done my best,” she said. That much, at least, she could be sincere about. It wasn’t until after his execution that she’d discovered he was her grandfather—along with all the other things his spirit had claimed were true.

“It’s a pity I wasn’t there,” Bellona mused. She returned her practice blade to the rack and began stripping off her padded armor, shaking out her short, sweat-soaked hair. “I know he hadn’t used a blade in forty years, so defeating him wouldn’t have been an impressive feat of arms . . . but still, think of the glory! And it would have been so symmetrical.”

Michiko thought she knew Mertikan idioms inside and out, but if “symmetrical” was slang for anything, she hadn’t heard it before. “What do you mean?”

Bellona’s smile was toothy. “With my previous life.”

What would it be like, remembering past lives? Feeling the weight not only of your ancestors’ expectations, but your own past examples? Whether you remembered success or failure, the weight of it would drag you down. She preferred having her memories fade in between lives.

If only a certain ancestor would do the same.

You should tell her.

Mertikans sneered at the Kakutan birthright, seeing ancestor communion as backward-looking instead of a spur to future accomplishments. Because of that, Michiko kept quiet about her own rituals, especially around true Mertikans like Bellona. But this connection to the Golden Lord . . . she ought to report it.

One glance at Bellona, though, told her now was not the time. Bellona had drawn herself up to her full height, chin tilted so she could look down at Michiko. An instant’s thought showed Michiko her mistake. “What did you do in your past life?” she asked dutifully.

Bellona nodded in satisfaction. “You’ve heard about the Battle of Daigyo? I was the bladecrafter with the Fourth Cloud Legion. New to my posting, and nobody expected anything of me—but I broke the shield over the enemy command post and used the Eagle’s Talon sigil to drag their leader out onto open ground.”

The Battle of Daigyo. Where the Golden Lord’s youngest sister Ishihime had blocked the Mertikan advance on the Kakutan capital . . . until a young Mertikan bladecrafter killed her and the army splintered in panic. Michiko remembered Ishihime’s body, crusted with blood from the fatal wound, because she had demanded to see her sister before the priests began the funeral preparations—

Bile rose in Michiko’s throat. Not my sister. His. The Golden Lord’s. Just like the memory wasn’t hers.

But the pieces clicked into place. Bellona . . . she was Aelia Tullus, the bladecrafter who broke the Kakutan resistance at Daigyo. It wasn’t the end of the war, but some said it was the moment when the end became inevitable.

Michiko had gone rigid, her practice armor only half-removed. Clearly disappointed that her tale hadn’t gotten the admiration she expected, Bellona peered in annoyance at Michiko. “What is wrong with you today?”

“I—I have to go,” Michiko stammered. Without even pausing to shed the rest of her armor, she fled.

 

   Chapter 2

         Ojo

 

Once more the flags flew and the attendants stood in uniformed ranks at the docks, waiting to welcome another new arrival. This time, however, the warder at Ojo’s side was not Kensuke but Penelope, splendid in a long gown of Vanian blue.

She raised one calloused hand to shade her eyes, watching the Whitewing Ibis approach. Twaa-Fei was passing below a scattering of minor islands too small for habitation, and the light kept shifting as the city drifted in and out of shadow. “You said that you know this young man?” she asked.

Ojo nodded, tipping his face up to the sun. “We even come from the same town. Our families have been friends for more than a generation.” He hadn’t expected, when the Bright Chamber reassigned his previous junior warder to Tsukisen, that they would send him someone familiar as a replacement. With any luck, Adechike might even do well enough to stay on in Twaa-Fei and become Ojo’s eventual successor.

You’re getting ahead of yourself. “I haven’t seen him since he was a youth, though,” Ojo added, as much to himself as to Penelope. “Not since my last visit to Quloo.”

He meant the words to be neutral, but Penelope knew him too well. “It’s difficult, being away from home for so long.”

True—but at the same time, he would miss Twaa-Fei when the time came for him to retire. He had built so much of his life here: Penelope, Shun’s teahouse, playing stone chase with Yochno. “I will have to get Adechike to share all the news. Chigozie only gives me dull political reports, not the things I want to hear. Like who the kura champion is this year, or whether my niece’s goats have succeeded in eating the entire herb garden, the way my brother keeps predicting they will.”

“Someday,” Penelope said with a smile, “you will have to teach me how to play kura.”

Ojo laughed. “Oh, no. A battlemistress like you? You’ll thrash me. And Adechike will write home about it, and I’ll never be able to show my face on Quloo again, with everyone knowing a Vanian beat me at our national sport.”

Whatever Penelope might have said to that was drowned in the blare of trumpets as the Whitewing Ibis floated into position alongside the dock. Waiting at the rail was a broad-faced young man, who broke into a dazzling smile when he saw Ojo standing below.

He had grown at least a foot since their last encounter, but lost none of the easy charm the gods had blessed him with. No sooner had the gangplank settled into place than he bounded down it, the loose corner of his green and gold wrap fluttering in the wind. But he received Yochno’s formal greeting without a hint of impatience, thanking the seneschal with a kiss to each cheek, and only when that was done did he turn to Ojo. “Uncle! You’re looking well!”

“And you’re a liar,” Ojo said, amused. “I’ve aged a century since you saw me last, and I know it. You ought to be calling me ‘Grandfather’ instead. Penelope, this flatterer is Adechike Ekutu. Adechike, Penelope Kyrkos. If you ask a Twaan scholar to tell you what a Vanian battlemistress is, they’ll simply point you in her direction.”

Adechike laughed, and they kissed cheeks. “Come,” Ojo said when this was done. “Official business will start soon enough, but before we get to that, I thought the three of us might have lunch together. There’s an excellent Quloi restaurant on the middle island that I frequent when I get homesick. Don’t tell your mother, but their matoke is even better than hers. Or would you prefer something different for your first meal here?”

“What is Vanian food like?” Adechike asked Penelope.

“Haven’t you heard?” she said dryly. “We eat Mertikans for breakfast, and their blades for lunch.”

Adechike stared at her for a moment, dumbfounded. Then a peal of laughter burst from him, and the three of them headed for one of Twaa-Fei’s lifts.

          

•••

The staff at the restaurant knew Ojo well enough that he didn’t even have to order. Even as they sat down, a waiter delivered a tray of tea; Adechike beat him to the pot and began pouring for his elders. “So, fill me in on the news. What did I miss while I was a-sky?”

The question dimmed Ojo’s good mood like an island passing between him and the sun. Penelope said bluntly, “The Golden Lord is dead.”

Adechike almost overfilled his own teacup. Ojo wouldn’t have led with that news; he didn’t want to cast a pall over Adechike’s first day on Twaa-Fei with such unpleasant matters. But he would have found out soon enough, and so Ojo told the story, confining himself to the basic details. And he made sure to reference Kris, knowing that would catch Adechike’s attention.

The ploy worked. “Are they the bladecrafter challenging to become the first Rumikan warder?” Adechike asked. At Ojo’s nod, he said, “I’d like to meet them. Do you think they stand a chance?”

“They have quite a reputation as a bladecrafter,” Ojo said. The waiter returned, this time bearing blocks of boiled cornmeal and clay pots of various stews to ladle over them. “Manaks attacked their ship on the way here, and if the sailors are to be believed, Kris slew one all on their own.”

Penelope frowned. “A fight in the sky is one thing. Dueling to become a warder is quite another. I have yet to see a manak as formidable as Lavinia.”

Mertika’s senior warder was a mist-fiend, not a manak: a savage force capable of destroying entire ships, and almost impossible to defeat. Ojo said, “The Gauntlet is as much about politics as dueling, and Kris doesn’t need Lavinia’s support to get a seat on the council.”

“I won’t go easy on them,” Penelope warned him.

Of course she wouldn’t. Vanians were no more inclined than Mertikans to do less than their best—and although Penelope was more open-minded than many of her fellow countrywomen, he knew she found Rumikan ways unsettling. On Vania, women and men had very separate and well-defined roles. They didn’t require a person’s gender to match their body, but they did require it to stay put. Shifting, as the Rumikan birthright allowed, was a challenge to the entire structure of Vanian society.

Adechike dug into his meal with enthusiasm. Ojo hadn’t been a-sky for quite some time, but he remembered shipboard meals being less than satisfying. At least Adechike had the manners to swallow before he asked, “If they become a warder, what will that mean?” Then his gaze slid to Penelope. “Unless—I’m sorry. Is it all right to talk politics like this?”

“Vania’s no more a friend to Mertika than Quloo is,” Ojo said. That was a bit of a stretch; Vania had so far remained relatively neutral, not committing to either alliance or opposition. But he knew Penelope’s mind inside and out. “I’m hoping for friendship with Rumika, of course. Together we would be more than strong enough to resist the imperials, and trade with Rumika would be of great advantage to us.”

The arrival of the matoke gave him a good reason to break off. This wasn’t the Autumn Leaf, where he could be assured of discretion, and the steamed, mashed bananas were an excellent diversion. Discussing trade would mean discussing aerstone, and there was no need to weigh Adechike down with Chigozie’s ominous predictions. Not yet—and if Ojo’s hopes came to pass, not ever. “But come,” he said, serving Adechike a heaping mound of matoke. “There will be time enough for politics later. Tell me instead of home.”

 

   Chapter 3

        Kris

 

Kris took the steps leading up to the council two and three at a time, as if a sigil were powering their legs.

During the journey to Twaa-Fei, they had imagined the process of becoming the first Rumikan warder. In those dreams, it began the day after their arrival, and ended at most a couple of days after that—even Kris wasn’t quite so confident as to think they could fight six duels in a day and come out the other side intact. But everyone knew what they’d come for, so why wait?

The reality was more than a little different. Kris couldn’t even begin the process of challenge until they’d had a chance to meet with Yochno, and the seneschal was a difficult man to get hold of. His secretaries claimed it was because of this business with the Golden Lord’s capture and execution.

That memory still turned Kris’s stomach. Not what the Mertikans had done—that was no surprise. But Michiko and Kensuke just stood there and let it happen. They hadn’t even tried to defend the prisoner. They’d left that to Ojo and Taro, like it didn’t matter.

Kris refused to think about it too much, at least for today. Yochno had finally invited Kris to visit the council, which meant things were about to move forward at last.

They arrived outside Yochno’s door only a little out of breath, and that mostly from excitement. The secretary who received Kris did not look excited at all. “Please have a seat,” the man said, but Kris was too impatient to sit. They paced, tail-skirt flicking each time they pivoted to retrace their steps, until—after an excruciating interval—Yochno emerged.

“Ah, Seru Denn. I apologize for keeping you waiting. Will you walk with me? I can show you the council grounds while we talk.”

“I’d happily fight a duel while we talk, if it meant I could get started,” Kris said fervently.

Yochno bowed them toward the door. The seneschal’s offices were in a separate building from the main chambers, with an expanse of garden in between. Some of the plants were familiar, like hibiscus and stained-glass palms, but others clearly came from the cooler climates of lower islands. Kris gestured at the beds and said, “Neutrality and harmony even in your landscaping, huh? I wonder how the gardeners keep them all thriving together.” They grinned. “There’s probably a metaphor in that.”

“I was under the impression you had come here to discuss the Warders’ Circle, not the gardens.” Yochno didn’t wait for a reply before continuing. “It has been many years since a new warder was added to the council. Long before my time, of course.”

Kris had gotten an earful back on Rumika, when the contests began to pick the bladecrafter their people would send as their representative. “That was Vania, right? Did you have to order in a new table, to make room for the extra sword?”

Yochno’s lips tightened slightly. “I have spent the last several days reviewing the procedures. The addition of a new warder requires majority support from the existing Circle, which formerly meant three of five. As there are now six warders, with the addition of Vania, you will need four to gain your seat.”

“Four out of six. Got it. I am very good at basic arithmetic.”

The man had no sense of humor. “Support may take two forms. One is that the warder may speak up in your favor when it comes time to vote. The other—”

“The other is that I beat them outright in a bladecraft duel.” Kris began ticking off the current warders on their fingers. “From what I hear, the Ikaran guy is better at craft than blade, so he shouldn’t be a problem. The Kakutan warder is past his prime. Ojo—sorry, Warder Kante—already likes me, so I know I’ve got his support. That means I just need to beat one more warder and I’m in.” Holding up six fingers, they grinned and waggled the set. “But I’m aiming for all six.”

It was pure bravado. They’d seen Lavinia fight; they’d seen her take down Taro and Ojo together. Still, everyone had a weakness. Kris just needed to find hers.

Yochno didn’t respond to bravado any more than he did to jokes. “You do realize that if your challenge fails, it may be as long as a decade before Rumika is permitted to try again.”

Kris’s feeling of good humor dimmed as if the Mists had risen from the depths to shroud it. “Seneschal,” they said coolly, “you may think my sense of humor is inappropriate. But don’t let it fool you into thinking I came here on a lark. I know the stakes—and I aim to win.”

This got no more reaction than the jokes had. “Then may luck favor you in that goal,” Yochno said. “Now, let me tell you about the Gauntlet rituals.”

 

   Chapter 4

     Michiko

 

When Michiko returned to the Kakutan embassy after her morning run, she found a message waiting from Bellona, summoning her to the Mertikan embassy.

She should have felt pleased. Bellona’s summons was evidence that the Mertikans saw value in her skills; those who failed to impress them simply got ignored until the first opportunity to replace them with someone more effective. But it grated that Bellona didn’t come to the Kakutan embassy. She just sent a messenger and a note saying, I have a task for you.

A month ago it wouldn’t have bothered her. And that bothered her, too.

Michiko stopped in the street outside the immaculate, geometrical gardens of the embassy and tugged her Mertikan-style tunic straight, then pinned her drape in more precise folds at her shoulder, as if that would clear her thoughts of the Golden Lord. Her divided instincts could agree on this much, at least: walking in with her inner conflict so clear on her face was a bad idea.

It was a good thing she’d taken that moment, because Bellona began talking before the reception room door had even closed behind Michiko. “There you are. I don’t know about you, but I am tired of waiting.”

Her posture announced that impatience as much as her words did, but Michiko had no clue as to the cause. “Waiting for what?”

“For my chance.” Bellona began to pace, hands locked behind her back in military fashion. “Lavinia thinks I ought to be satisfied with what I have right now. She even said it to me the other day: ‘After a few lifetimes at this level, maybe you’ll be ready to move on.’ But I don’t intend to wait lifetimes. I got where I am right now because I achieved great things in my previous incarnation, and I don’t see any reason why I shouldn’t do the same thing again this time.”

So Michiko was to be a tool in Bellona’s grand plan. Part of her welcomed the certainty that brought, while the rest of her chafed. “What do you have in mind?”

“Two things. You will see my end of it soon enough. For your part—have you spent much time with Ojo Kante?”

“A little,” Michiko said cautiously. “He’s been very helpful in orienting me around Twaa-Fei, but I didn’t want to upset Lavinia by becoming too friendly with him.”

Bellona sniffed. “As if any Mertikan would need the help of a man whose island is sinking because of his people’s mistakes. No, you were quite right. What about Kris Denn?”

So now I count as Mertikan. Bellona was a true Mertikan, native to the island that formed the core of the empire. The rest of them only counted when the true Mertikans wanted them to. “What do you actually want to know?”

The bluntness pulled Bellona up short. After a moment, though, her stiff posture relaxed. “Quite right—let’s not waste time. I’ve heard that Ojo is cozying up to that Rumikan upstart. I thought he would wait until after the Gauntlet; what use is there in trying to court someone who might not even have a seat at the table? But we can’t let those two become allies. And then I remembered that you got to know Kris on the journey here. I want you to go to them and find out what’s happening with them and Quloo. And if it is an alliance, I want you to warn them off.”

An alliance would make sense. When Quloo stopped mining aerstone to protect their island, it had limited the power of their fleet. If they started importing more from Rumika, they would once again pose the single biggest threat to Mertika in the sky. “Warn them off how?”

Bellona stared at her, annoyed. “I don’t know,” she said, biting each word off. “Figuring that out is your job, not mine. Now get moving—I have my own work to do.”

          

•••

Finding Kris wasn’t difficult. If they weren’t in the visitors’ quarters, there was only one other likely place.

Even though Ojo had invited her to visit the Quloi embassy at any time, she half expected the staff to tell her that Warder Kante was occupied and she should leave a note for him. After all, if he was planning an alliance with Rumika, he wouldn’t want a Mertikan subject poking around. But to her surprise, one of the clerks escorted her immediately to the practice ground, where Ojo was training his new junior.

Michiko got just inside the threshold and stopped, so abruptly that the door swung into her back and sent her lurching another step forward.

Yes, Ojo was overseeing Adechike’s training—against Kris.

The Rumikan was floating around Adechike, each step gliding a short distance above the ground before touching down again. Judging by Kris’s grin, they’d done that as a deliberate, taunting response to Adechike’s rooted stance. Adechike didn’t seem bothered, though; he simply pivoted as Kris circled, matched Quloi blades held at the ready.

“You know I’ll be on you the moment you try to draw a sigil,” Kris said.

Adechike shrugged. “I’ll wait. Your Aerstone Stance can’t last forever.”

“Nope,” Kris agreed cheerfully. “Which is why I’m going to do this.”

They kicked off hard from the ground, flying high enough to arc up over Adechike’s head. You shouldn’t have warned him, Michiko thought as Adechike lunged forward—not to hit Kris, but to dodge the threat now soaring overhead. It bought him enough time to draw a sigil Michiko didn’t recognize. Then Kris was on the ground again, their previous sigil exhausted, and Adechike waded in, twin blades whirling. Either it had been a sigil of speed, or he was faster than his stocky frame would suggest.

But Kris was faster. Their style was more Island-derived than anything else, but far more mobile than Michiko was used to seeing, borrowing some of the footwork from the True Way favored in Mertika. They surged in and out of Adechike’s reach, and it was clear that Kris’s unpredictable movements were dominating Adechike’s timing, as they scored touch after touch on their opponent. If this had been a real duel, Kris would have ended it a dozen times already.

Michiko was so occupied trying to work out how Kris blended those two styles that she missed the moment the tempo of the bout changed. One moment Kris was dancing in and out of measure, fending off Adechike’s two blades with their one; the next, they were sprawled on the floor.

Her heart thudded painfully in her chest. Kris was supposed to become the new Rumikan warder. They would have to duel all the senior warders for the position. And Kris had just been defeated by Ojo’s junior.

A crow of laughter echoed from the room’s high ceiling. “That was amazing!” Kris said. They kipped up in one acrobatic spring. “Ojo’s the only bladecrafter I’ve seen with enough focus to do that—carving a sigil with one hand while attacking with the other!”

“Ojo taught me,” Adechike said, with a wide smile at his senior. Ojo looked proud enough to burst. “It’s useful, isn’t it? Your opponent thinks you’re too busy to try anything.”

“And then wham, you yank their feet right out from under them! What was that, the Hawk’s Claw? Or whatever you call it in Quloo. Would you show me again?”

Michiko’s knees felt like they were going to give out. She braced herself against the railing that edged the walkway around the room’s top rim, while Adechike obligingly repeated his feat, dumping Kris a second time.

How could they stand the humiliation?

But it was obvious Kris didn’t see their defeat as humiliation. It was just . . . an opportunity to learn. And Adechike went along without a quibble, talking avidly about the Quloi style while Ojo noticed Michiko at the top of the room and came up the broad stairs to greet her.

“Junior Warder Oda,” he said, his easy smile fading into solemnity. “I haven’t had the chance to speak with you since the—recent events. I wanted to offer my condolences on the death of the Golden Lord.”

She drew in a sharp breath. “He was an escaped criminal who violated the terms of his surrender.”

“And he was the last independent ruler of Kakute.”

“Who led his nation into disaster. Condolences are not necessary, Warder Kante. Now that Kakute is shed of his weight, we may move forward at last.” She’d mouthed those phrases often enough lately that they came out without a hitch. But inwardly she still flinched at demeaning her ancestors—even the ancestor she hadn’t known about until after he died.

This is why Mertikans sneer at our birthright. I should not be beholden to the dead.

Ojo frowned, but before he could say anything, Adechike and Kris joined them on the walkway, sweat-soaked and laughing. “You should try fighting this guy, Michiko!” Kris said. “Warder Kante, if you’re the one who taught him how to do that, I’ll really need to watch out for you in the Gauntlet!”

Ojo clapped them on the back, looking indulgent. “Oh, I don’t think there’s anything to worry about there. Would you like to use the baths here, rather than walking all the way back to your quarters? Junior Warder Oda, my apologies; Kris and I have made an appointment for lunch. But I can spare you some time this afternoon, if you’d like.”

Of course—he assumed she’d come to the embassy for him. Michiko had prepared an excuse, and scrambled to remember it. “No, it’s nothing important. I only wanted to ask what incense shop you recommend, down on the middle island.”

“For general purposes, Dobry’s, on the Street of Bees. But if you need something for your ancestor rituals, I’d suggest Ryojiku.” His expression remained pleasant, but he was watching her closely.

Michiko smiled at him. “No, this is just to sweeten the air. I will visit Dobry’s, thank you.”

 

   Chapter 5

        Kris

 

“Welcome to the Autumn Leaf,” Ojo said, sweeping his arms wide.

Kris inhaled deeply, enjoying the rich mix of tea and pipe smoke. The room was unlike anything they knew from Rumika, with round common tables set low to the ground instead of long trestles with benches on either side. The layered carpets almost vanished beneath the patrons and the cushions they leaned on. Some of those people were dressed in the straight-legged trousers of Ikaro or long Herroki coats, but quite a lot of them wore the eclectic mix that passed for Twaan fashion. It had the feel of a favorite local haunt.

“I’ve barely left the top island since I arrived,” they admitted. “Thanks for bringing me here.”

“Thank me after you’ve sampled their tea. But first, you have to meet Shun.” Ojo led Kris to a counter on the far side of the room, which guarded a wall full of labeled tins. Kris hadn’t realized so many varieties of tea existed in all the sky.

“Ojo!” Someone swept into view. Middle-aged, with bold eye makeup and the jeweled hairpins Kris had seen on Twaan noblewomen, but a shadow of unshaven beard challenged that image. Kris grinned in pleasant surprise. They weren’t Rumikan, and weren’t playing with gender in the same way a Rumikan would, but it made Kris feel at home anyway.

After greeting the newcomer with cheek kisses, Ojo said, “Kris, I’d like you to meet Shun, owner of this place and the greatest tea master in all of Twaa-Fei. Shun, I would introduce Kris—but why pretend you don’t already know who they are?”

“All of Twaa-Fei is talking about you, Seru Denn,” Shun said, making an elegant movement that somehow suggested both a bow and a curtsy. “Especially after word spread about the manak attack. I don’t suppose you could oblige me by publicly losing a duel or two? I want more lucrative odds before I place my bet on you passing the Gauntlet.”

Startled, Kris said, “I thought Twaa-Fei and its people were neutral.”

Shun’s laugh was an arpeggio through their full range. “Officially neutral, yes. But you’ll find that people here take a very active interest in the doings of the council.” They turned to Ojo without missing a beat and said, “I imagine you’ll want a private booth today?”

“If there’s one available.”

“For you, always. Follow me.” Shun paused long enough to collect a tin from a high shelf, then led them past a large, open-sided chamber to a room divided into smaller alcoves. Kris and Ojo settled onto the cushions in one of those alcoves while Shun opened the tin, releasing a beautifully spicy aroma. “This is Ojo’s favorite tea. If you like it as well, I’ll make sure to have more of it brought up from stores for the party.”

“Party?” Kris looked to Ojo for clarification, but he only shook his head.

Shun laid one finger over their painted lips, smiling faintly. “Oh, of course—you won’t have received your invitation yet. Please forget I said anything. Your server will be here soon.”

And then they were gone, drawing the curtain shut behind them. Ojo grinned. “Shun does that. Sometimes I think there isn’t a single piece of gossip that doesn’t reach their ears—or at least they’d like you to think so. But don’t worry about speaking freely, so long as you’re in a private booth. Shun and their people will protect your secrets.”

“And you believe that?” Kris asked skeptically.

“Without question. I’ve known Shun for years, and they’ve never betrayed my trust. If you need a message passed discreetly, or someone found, or an unofficial bodyguard for yourself or another person . . . this is the place to come.”

The curtain parted to admit a server with a pot of hot water and two teacups. He began preparing the tea, and as if to drive home his point, Ojo went on talking. “Once you’ve passed the Gauntlet, I think you’ll find the Autumn Leaf a very useful home. Lavinia and the other Mertikans know about it, of course, and you’ll see them here from time to time, but they’re too arrogant to truly understand the value of this place. And that will give you opportunities.”

The server left. “I appreciate the confidence,” Kris said, reaching for the tea.

Ojo stopped them with a raised hand. “Let it steep a moment longer. I’m confident because I’m going to do everything I can to help you join the council. Rumika should have had a seat ages ago. And with your recent aerstone successes, you’re becoming quite a power in the sky.”

“I mean to win my seat fair and square,” Kris warned him.

“I don’t intend anything else. But political negotiation is part of the game, and I’ve been on Twaa-Fei long enough to know the currents. You can try the tea now.”

It tasted as good as it smelled, with a complex flavor that bloomed on Kris’s tongue. “Mmm. This is amazing.”

Ojo sipped his own tea. “I’m not going to pretend I’m as neutral as Twaa-Fei, Kris. I think that friendship between Rumika and Quloo is exactly what we all need to keep Mertika in check, and that will work best if you’re on the council. With your aerstone and our trading fleet, we’ll be too strong for them to threaten either of us.”

The possibilities made Kris dizzy. They’d known when they entered the first preliminary contest back on Rumika that being a warder would involve more than just fighting duels. They would be Rumika’s representative to the world, with a chance to shape the future. But they’d never expected it would start this early, with another warder—no, just a warder; you’re not one yourself yet—sitting across the table proposing alliance.

Another server arrived with food, steaming buns and piles of noodles and things Kris didn’t recognize. Ojo thanked her and arrayed the dishes while Kris thought.

Finally they said, “What do you have in mind?”

Ojo grinned again. “I’m Quloi, aren’t I? Let’s talk trade.”

 

   Chapter 6

         Ojo

 

Twaa-Fei always cooled off in the evening, regardless of how warm it had been during the day. Ojo stretched luxuriously, marveling once again at the softness of Penelope’s bedsheets. His subconscious always expected her to sleep on burlap or something else suitable to a battlemistress’s austerity.

But even the most disciplined of battlemistresses did not turn away from pleasure—as he well knew.

“How do you think the younger ones will fare tonight?” he asked Penelope as he relaxed. By his calculation, Bellona’s “welcome party” for the new juniors had started a little while ago.

Sweat had glued strands of Penelope’s hair to her forehead. She brushed at them with a lazy swipe of her hand. “I expect Cassia is wondering why she bothered to attend. Takeshi is discussing aerstone theory with someone, or if he’s found no takers, wondering why he bothered to attend. Your Adechike will make friends with all of them before he finishes his first cup of wine.”

“Except Bellona, maybe.”

“If anyone can charm her,” Penelope said, “he could.”

The words were flattering, but stiff. Ojo propped himself up on one elbow to look at her. “What is it?”

She glanced away, picking the last few strands of hair from her face. “Nothing. I imagine you were much like him, when you were younger.”

“Not nearly so appealing, I fear. He’s been shamelessly exploiting that smile of his since he was a fat-cheeked toddler. But I appreciate the compliment.” To a Vanian’s way of thinking, men were instinctively violent creatures who needed to be sheltered from their own worst impulses. “Charming” wasn’t a word they normally applied to his gender.

Something still occupied her. Ojo waited, giving her time to gather herself. Then, without preamble, Penelope said, “I’m pregnant.”

Ojo almost overbalanced. It wasn’t actually a surprise; the two of them had discussed this months ago. Penelope and her wife wanted a child, and agreed that Ojo would make a good sire. By Vanian standards, that was the highest praise possible, especially for an outsider. But he hadn’t realized they had already succeeded.

Warmth blossomed inside him. “That’s wonderful,” he said, beaming down at her.

Penelope sat up, and he shifted out of her way. “I’m about two months along, I think. But it means I’ll be returning to Vania soon.”

That hit like a splash of cold water. Of course Penelope would go back to Vania; she wouldn’t want her child to be born on Twaa-Fei, to lack the birthright imparted by Vanian soil. To lack all birthright, as citizens of Twaa-Fei did. And expectant mothers never wanted to risk giving birth a-sky.

But so soon?

She met his gaze squarely. “And I doubt I will be back for quite some time.”

He nodded slowly, trying to wrap his mind around it all. “How long?”

“At least a year.” She hesitated. “Possibly more.”

It was as if someone had torn the ground away, leaving him midair and falling fast. It wasn’t a surprise; none of it was a surprise—except the part where he felt like someone had punched him in the gut. He hadn’t realized, until just now, how accustomed he was to these evenings in Penelope’s bed. How much he’d grown to enjoy having her on Twaa-Fei. Having her in his life.

She saw his expression change. “I’m not your wife, Ojo,” she said, her voice harsh.

“No, I—I know that.” Penelope had a wife already. Ojo had met Semele once, when she came to evaluate him before he and Penelope began their arrangement. He knew he had no claim, and would never dream of making one. But still . . . “I just— You’ve already made your plans, haven’t you?” Without even talking to him about it beforehand.

Penelope got out of bed and began dressing. “I’ve notified Cassia. She will be warder pro tem while I’m gone, so Vania will not be without a representative. I’m sure I can rely on you to support her, as you so often do with the juniors.”

It was as if his lover had vanished, replaced by the flawless Vanian battlemistress who shared her name. But Ojo couldn’t shift modes so easily. “That’s it? That’s all you have to say?”

She paused, still only half-dressed, her posture so proud it eclipsed her nakedness. “My apologies, Ojo. You are right—I should thank you. I said when we formed our arrangement that I believed you would make an excellent sire, and I have the utmost confidence that it will prove to be true.”

A sire. Not a father. He would not be part of the child’s family; as far as Penelope was concerned, his role in this play was over.

And so, apparently, was everything else.

He rose and began dressing, mechanically. “You’re welcome. I hope you have a strong and intelligent daughter. If I am not here when you return, I’m sure I can rely on you to support Adechike.”

“Not here?” Penelope said, startled.

Ojo shrugged. The words tumbled out of him, driven by impulse rather than thought. “With Rumika on the rise, perhaps it is time to pass the blade to a younger generation. One more prepared for the changes that lie ahead. And I have been gone from Quloo a long time; I find that I miss my home.” A year would be long enough to train Adechike. He hoped.

Now it was her turn to nod. “I see. And I understand. I miss Vania, too.” She pulled on her shirt, hesitated, and offered him her hand. “May the future inherit peace.”

It was a Quloi blessing, but a Vanian gesture. He returned her strong grip, and gave her a Vanian blessing in return. “And may you always find victory.”

 

   Chapter 7

     Michiko

 

Before coming to Twaa-Fei, Michiko wouldn’t have believed that anyone could carve a sigil with a blade the size of a penknife. Longer steel was more effective at building and channeling the resonances, which was why almost all bladecrafters wielded swords.

But the lifts that moved people between the tiered islands of Twaa-Fei moved in response to tiny penknives. The lift she boarded was full enough that she wound up standing right next to the operator’s enclosure, a small cage designed to protect the inhabitant from the crowd of passengers. It gave her a full view of the process.

Michiko was used to thinking of bladecraft as a martial art, dancelike and beautiful. To this woman, though, it was clearly nothing more than a job—one rendered boring by a thousand repetitions. Her movements were perfunctory rather than graceful, and a touch ludicrous given that the blade was no longer than her finger. It shouldn’t have been enough to move so large a platform, with so many people loaded onto it, but the lifts were one of the artifacts from Twaa-Fei’s ancient past. That tiny sigil sent the platform gliding downward, until another one brought it to a shivering halt.

The flood of people carried Michiko off the lift and into the streets of the middle island. The noise and crowds here made a sharp contrast with the elegance of the top tier, and even though the scents were all wrong, laden with unfamiliar spices, it reminded her of festivals back home. She found herself relaxing a little as she made her way through the streets to the Autumn Leaf Teahouse.

That tension all came back as she entered, though. Bellona was already holding court in one of the smaller, open-fronted chambers off the main common room. The teahouse staff had set up half a dozen individual tables, with tasseled cushions strewn about so that no one would feel obliged to remain at their place.

She was the last to arrive. Bellona had taken up residence on a cushion next to Adechike and was deep in conversation with him, toying with the embroidered edge of her drape. Michiko had expected to find Adechike with Kris, but the Rumikan was sprawled across two cushions near Cassia.

That was a disaster waiting to happen. Michiko considered intervening, decided against it, and turned to the final member of the party.

Technically, Takeshi belonged here even less than Cassia. Neither of them were new arrivals; they’d been on Twaa-Fei for years. And Takeshi was a senior warder, not serving under someone else. But he was also Ikaran, a colonial subject, and therefore Bellona naturally saw him as her junior.

He didn’t seem offended. Nor was he alone. One of the teahouse’s servers was distributing small bowls of soft noodles in some kind of mixed sauce, and had stopped at Takeshi’s table. Michiko assumed he was ordering something else, but as she drew near she realized they were just chatting, as if they knew each other.

Noting Michiko’s approach, the server apologized and excused himself. “Mind if I join you?” she asked.

“Not at all,” Takeshi said. “I hope it wasn’t anything bad that kept you.”

Michiko smiled to cover her discomfort. She’d attempted to commune with her ancestors again—her other ancestors—hoping for guidance, but the Golden Lord’s spirit would hardly let them get a word in edgewise. It had left her in worse turmoil than before. “Not at all. I’m surprised you came, though.”

“To the juniors’ party?” His dry tone made it clear he saw the message hidden beneath Bellona’s friendly invitation. “It was unplanned. I come here fairly often, and forgot this party was tonight. Once Bellona saw me . . .”

It was impossible for him to escape without giving insult. “Well, I’m glad you’re here,” Michiko said.

Kris’s voice caught her ear before she could continue. “So, do you ever get cross-dressers in Vania?” they asked Cassia. “I don’t mean the ananti, the ones whose bodies don’t match their gender. I mean, like, somebody with a male body who doesn’t identify as female, but he wants to go to war so he tells everyone he’s ananti so he can get off the men’s island. Or a woman who would rather have a nice peaceful life farming, so she pretends to be an ananti man.”

Cassia’s expression would have been comical, if Michiko hadn’t been cringing inside. It was a mix of I can’t believe you just asked me that and I would give anything not to be having this conversation. “A man who wants to go to war would not be permitted to do so,” she said stiffly. “It’s precisely because of those violent instincts that we encourage them to turn their energies in more peaceful directions.”

“But you have ananti battlemistresses, don’t you? How do you decide that this person here is an ananti woman who can become a brilliant tactician, but that one there is a man who will go berserk and slaughter people if you let him pick up a sword?”

“Kris, you have to try these!” Adechike had one of the noodle bowls in his hand and a huge grin on his face. “They’re salty and sweet and peanutty, all at once—they’re amazing!”

Michiko didn’t blame Cassia for bolting while Kris’s attention was elsewhere. Watching a Rumikan and a Vanian try to discuss gender was like being caught midair in a fangwing swarm: it could only end in blood.

Especially when it was obvious that Kris had already drunk a fair bit of the plum wine. They got up and went to join Adechike, tipping the remainder of the noodle bowl directly into their mouth. “Oh, that’s fabulous. Can we get more of those?” They dropped bonelessly into a cross-legged position across from Bellona.

Who gave Kris a brittle smile even as her gaze sought out Michiko. The message in it was clear: Why haven’t you done something about this?

Steeling herself, Michiko picked up her cup and excused herself from Cassia and Takeshi. “There you are!” Kris said as she sat down. “I didn’t see you arrive. Here, let me pour for you.”

Michiko got her hand over her cup in time to keep it empty, but not in time to stop Kris from pouring; a dribble of plum wine ran over the back of her hand. “I’ll just have tea, thank you.” Kris protested, but she held firm. The things she might say if she got drunk did not bear thinking about.

Especially since she knew how Bellona would laugh in scorn. That was why Michiko had decided not to tell her about the Golden Lord: it would only be another stick for Bellona to beat her with. You see, this is why ancestral communion is such a burden on your people! You have that man dragging at you like a sky anchor, holding you back, when instead you should be looking ahead to what you might achieve.

And Bellona would be right. Even if Michiko ignored her ancestor and looked to the future, other people wouldn’t. If they knew she was the Golden Lord’s granddaughter, they would question her loyalty to Mertika. After all, she was Kakutan, and everyone knew they honored their ancestors too much to ever go against their wishes.

Never mind that most of my ancestors are faithful Mertikan subjects. This one would outweigh them all.

Fortunately, Adechike kept the conversation flowing smoothly enough to cover for Michiko’s stiffness and Bellona’s annoyance. She wondered if he even knew he was doing it, or whether that gregarious warmth was just reflex.

Either way, Bellona would misread it. Michiko had assumed this party was the other half of Bellona’s plan, building her own network of political connections with the younger generation. And clearly it was—but true to her Mertikan nature, Bellona wouldn’t be satisfied with that alone. She saw in Adechike a chance to get influence over Quloo, the way Lavinia could never hope to do with Ojo. First a friendship, then an alliance . . . then conquest? Not with steel, perhaps, but a softer takeover, helping out with Quloo’s problems until one day the Quloi turned around and realized they were thoroughly enmeshed in a Mertikan web.

But for that to work, they needed to be separated from Rumika.

Getting Kris alone was nearly impossible, though. They left Adechike’s side willingly enough, trying to resume the conversation with Cassia or, when that failed, trying to draw Takeshi out of his shell. Watching them, Michiko was reminded of nothing so much as an energetic puppy bouncing all over a startled and affronted cat. But alone? That was another matter.

Her opportunity finally came when Kris scrambled out of the nest of cushions, nearly stepping on the hem of their unfolded tail-skirt and drunkenly declaring they needed some tea to counteract the wine or they were going to fall asleep. Adechike offered up the teapot the servers had brought, but Kris said something disjointed about a special tea and wandered out into the Autumn Leaf’s main room.

Michiko followed.

The woman guarding the tea shelves didn’t want to give Kris the canister they were pointing at. “Shun knows! Shun said they’d have some brought up for the party! Go ask them!” Looking annoyed, the woman signaled to one of the servers, who scurried off.

Kris put their back to the counter and saw Michiko. “Hi! Are you having fun? You don’t look like you’re having fun. Is it because of the Golden Lord?” They shuddered. “That was just awful.”

Michiko was beyond tired of people offering her sympathy, whether it was because the Golden Lord had died, or because she hadn’t gotten the chance to kill him herself. “No, I’m just a little tired. Look, Kris—” She glanced over her shoulder, making sure no one else from the party had followed them. “Don’t you find it a little worrying?”

Kris cocked their head to one side. “Find what worrying?”

This was a gamble, but a calculated one. Judging by the way they’d bounced all over Takeshi and poked at sore spots with Cassia, Kris wasn’t the best at reading people’s behavior. “Adechike. The way he’s acting.”

“You mean . . . friendly?”

“With Bellona,” Michiko said, letting her tone imply trouble. “I know you and Adechike hit it off right away—but now he’s turning around and cozying up to her?” Bellona was doing most of the cozying, but she was willing to bet Kris hadn’t noticed the distinction.

Kris shrugged. “Why should that worry me? Adechike’s friendly. And Bellona’s pretty. I’d flirt with her, if she’d give me the time of day.” They pondered it for a moment. “I’d flirt with him, too. Should probably try that first. I have a much better chance there.”

Michiko ground her teeth in frustration. Whether it was Kris’s natural obliviousness or the wine at fault, subtle hints were obviously going to get her nowhere. And if she tried something more blunt . . . in Kris’s current state, they were likely to charge right back into the room and make a public scene.

Before she could make up her mind, Shun appeared, wearing an outrageous Herroki coat cut to emphasize the curve of their hips. “What is this about the tea? Oh, Kris.” They laughed, shaking their head. “The canister you want is that one, on the shelf below.”

“Oh.” Kris blinked at the tea shelves, then grinned. “Can I try the other one, too?”

 

   Chapter 8

        Kris

 

Morning came far too soon, with far too bright of a sun. Kris rolled over and cursed Alyx, who had thrown the curtains wide, but the words bought them no pity. “Get up. The junior Kakutan warder is here to see you, and it’s long past time you got out of bed anyway.”

Kris’s head pounded when they came vertical. There had been way, way too much wine the night before—but Bellona hadn’t skimped on the party, and how often did Kris get to drink the good stuff?

Michiko grimaced in sympathy when she saw them. “I was afraid you might have a rough time of it. I brought you some herbal tea that may help, and then I thought we might go for a walk.”

“In the sun?” Kris flinched.

“You need to steam the fumes out of yourself,” she said cheerfully. “Where’s your teapot?”

The tea did help. And while the brightness wasn’t so great, the fresh air made Kris feel a bit less like the previous night’s rancid leftovers. The two of them strolled at a leisurely pace through the parks and broad thoroughfares of the top island, away from the council, past the limestone manors of Twaa-Fei’s nobility.

“I wanted to apologize for last night,” Michiko said.

Kris rubbed the last of the grit from their eyes. “Honestly, I don’t even remember whatever it is you’re apologizing for.”

She ducked her head. “That’s why I’m apologizing. I wanted to talk to you about something, but that wasn’t the time or place to do it. I just . . . well, I wanted to give you a word of warning. As a friend.”

“And you think when I’m hung over is a better time?” Kris flapped one hand before she could respond. “No, no, forget I said that. Thank you. Warnings are better when they come sooner. What am I being warned about?”

She took a deep breath, then expelled it slowly. “Quloo.”

“Huh?” Kris stopped in the middle of the street.

“I’ve been looking into them since I got here,” Michiko said. “There are all these wild rumors going around, that Quloo has sunk so far that mist-fiends are attacking it, or that it’s tilted an entire degree out of true, that sort of thing. But they don’t let many foreign ships into port anymore, so we’re really just going on what the Quloi decide to tell us.”

Kris frowned. “You think they’re lying about it?”

“Not lying so much as—exaggerating, maybe? Countries do it all the time, playing things up or down to benefit their purposes.”

“But what benefit would Quloo get from telling everybody they’re sinking?” Kris asked, baffled.

Michiko spread her hands. “Sympathy. And people not thinking of Quloo as a threat. They’re still one of the biggest powers in the sky, aren’t they? Look, all I’m saying is that we don’t know the full story.”

“We know a lot less of it than Ojo and Adechike do,” Kris pointed out. “I’ve spent time ‘looking into’ Quloo since I got here, too—except I’ve done it by actually talking to Quloi people. Ojo’s been really helpful to me, you know. Without him, I’d be a lot more lost here.”

“But that’s what worries me,” Michiko said earnestly. “You’re letting Ojo have all this influence over you—over what you know about Twaa-Fei and how you think about things. I bet he’s talked to you about the warders, hasn’t he? Told you stories about what they’re like? But those are Ojo’s stories. You’d get different ones if you talked to Takeshi, or Kensuke.”

Kris’s head was throbbing. They were beginning to wish they’d ignored Alyx and not gotten out of bed. The words slipped out before they could consider. “Yeah. I’d get Mertikan stories.”

Michiko stiffened at their tone. “What do you mean by that?”

Kris folded their arms. “I mean that I’m not so naive that I don’t know who the other big power in the sky is. Mertika isn’t exactly Rumika’s best friend, is it? Not unless they can find some way to use us. They’ve already swallowed Ikaro and Kakute; they’d love to swallow us next.”

“This isn’t about Mertika—”

”Isn’t it?” Kris snorted. “Who are you on Twaa-Fei to represent, anyway—Kakute, or Mertika?”

“We’re part of the empire,” she shot back.

“With its own warder. But you take all your orders from Lavinia, don’t you?”

One swift stride brought Michiko right up in Kris’s face. “If you’re so contemptuous of me taking my cues from Lavinia, why are you content to get yours from Ojo? Just because he’s nicer?” She smiled, poisonously. “Or because you know you’re in over your head?”

Kris didn’t even think. They just set their hands against Michiko’s shoulders and shoved.

She staggered back a pace, staring. Kris dropped one hand to their sword hilt. “If that’s what you think, then I’ll be happy to prove you wrong.” There was a park across the street, with a gardener and two people enjoying the sunshine, now staring at them both. Kris gestured at the park with a jerk of their chin. “Nice open area over there. Let’s settle this.”

Michiko stared at him. “You want to duel?”

“Why not? I don’t have to be a warder to settle a personal matter. Just a duel of blade, not craft; that way we don’t put anybody else in danger or tear up that gardener’s hard work.”

“I—”

Kris drew a thumb’s length from the sheath. “Duel, or concede the point.”

“Fine.” She bit the word off. “Let’s duel.”

          

•••

Kris had no idea how common personal duels were on Twaa-Fei, but elsewhere in the sky, even people who weren’t bladecrafters could settle their disputes with steel. It usually only drew an audience if it got particularly violent, or if the participants were especially good.

Or if they were famous. If, say, one of them was the junior Kakutan warder, and the other was challenging to become the first-ever warder for Rumika.

Five people gathered even before Kris and Michiko were done sketching the dueling circle into the ground. It was more a ritual formality than an actual mark, unless they wanted to hack into the smooth carpet of grass, but Kris was determined to observe the forms—even if they would have preferred to curl up on a nearby bench and go back to sleep. At least the enormous ginkgo tree nearby meant the sun wouldn’t be sending knives into Kris’s eyes while they fought.

“To the touch?” Michiko asked. Kris nodded, stripping off their tail-skirt to fight in trousers only. They were pissed, but not so pissed that it justified the two of them carving each other up.

They saluted, and began.

Kris sank into a back-weighted stance, lurking out of Michiko’s range. For a duel just of blade, with no craft involved, the Island Styles usually had an advantage. Michiko fought in the True Way, of course, like a proper imperial puppet. “No Old Way for you, huh? Did the Mertikans outlaw it when they took over?”

Whether the jibe found its mark or not, Michiko didn’t let it visibly ruffle her. She just circled, feinting in and then retreating, testing the various angles of Kris’s defense. Kris hoped their own worry didn’t show. They were slower than they should have been, made sluggish by the hangover and lack of sleep, and weariness dragged at every move they made. The longer this went on, the less it was going to favor them.

Which meant Kris needed to take control of the tempo. The next time Michiko floated toward them, Kris waded in, slamming forward with a quick movement meant to wrong-foot her. She was off-balance for a split second, but Kris wasn’t fast enough to exploit it, and then her footwork took her away again.

Out of what she thought was Kris’s range. Their back leg coiled underneath them, and they lunged.

Kris knew, even as they moved, that it was a mistake.

Because Michiko was ready for them. All it took was one tiny sidestep and a textbook cutting parry, and fire burned across Kris’s thigh.

She retreated fully out of measure without pausing to check her handiwork, and then stopped. “Do you concede the touch?”

With blood staining their leg, they could hardly do otherwise. “I do,” Kris said, through their teeth. They saluted, and Michiko returned it; and that quickly, the duel was done. Michiko had won.

By tradition, it meant Kris had to consider her words about Quloo . . . and the possibility that they weren’t as ready as they thought.

I’m ready, Kris thought fiercely. When the Gauntlet comes, I won’t be hung over.

But it wouldn’t be Michiko they faced, either.

She seemed to soften as she looked at him. “I’m sorry, Kris. This—it was bad timing. I just want you to think twice before you trust people, is all.”

Kris sheathed their blade and turned to leave. “Oh, I will.”







Episode 3
 Baby Shower


By Cassandra Khaw

 

Chapter 1

Kris

 

The antechamber in the Quloi embassy stood draped in peacock greens and gilt-kissed blues, in constellations of silvery damask, all tasseled with symbols that Kris did not recognize. To Kris’s surprise, only a nominal number of weapons were on display, and there was little indication of the island’s mercantile history, no statement pieces. Instead they saw portraits of Twaa-Fei and its myriad inhabitants, images of the other warders, all smiling, their eyes luminous with the future. It made Kris’s heart seize with want. One day, perhaps, they’d be on these walls too. Recognized as a friend, a peer. “You honor me, Warder Kante. I believe—”

“Ojo,” the older man corrected them. He wore formal attire this time: a kaftan belted at the waist, shawl over one muscular shoulder, trousers metallic copper and delicately brocaded, a vest that reached to his hips. And the ceremonial dagger, of course, worn against Ojo’s belly. The hilt was exquisite, manak-bone scrimshaw, lined with obsidian and veined with amber. “Call me Ojo. There is no need to stand at attention. We are friends, are we not?”

“I—”  
             Ojo laughed. His voice was warm and rich and honeyed, as much a weapon as the blades resting against his spine. Maybe even more, Kris thought, studying the Quloo warder’s regal features, the practiced smile. Somewhere in their mind, a ghost of Alyx was shaking their silver-haired head, mouthing warnings. Be wary of kindness, Kris. 

But anyone who was anyone, even the dullest child in the smallest village in the worst slums of Mertika, knew that the point of Twaa-Fei was to establish peace among the nations. So what if Ojo intended to use Kris against the other warders? Ultimately, this would all be in pursuit of the greater good. More important, Kris knew exactly what they had to do. They’d gone over this plan too many times. Rumika would not side with any of the other factions. Rumika would serve as the axis of all political interactions, neutral and impartial.   

Let the other warders, with their glib tongues, their loaded discourse, their endless posturing, do their worst. Rumika would not fall. Kris would not fall. Besides, they had no plans to do anything until they’d at least listened to Michiko’s appeal. A little conversation couldn’t possibly hurt anyone.

 “I am honored you’d call me friend. Overwhelmed, even. It’s such a generous thing to say.” Kris bobbed a quick bow, sharpened their smile. “Especially given the fact that we’ll have to duel soon, and I will thoroughly trounce you in front of an audience of our peers.”

Ojo’s expression faltered, and Kris couldn’t help but grin as his counterpart spluttered through niceties, starting and stopping halfway through each new line, before finally surrendering to an unabashed guffaw.

“I believe in honesty,” Kris declared breezily, earning another round of laughter.

“You do Rumika proud,” Ojo said, once he again had enough breath to speak, his smile infectious.

“I hope to do more still, my new friend. Regarding our possible arrangement—”

The warder interrupted them with a flap of his hand. “Later. And only once you’ve ascended to your office. It wouldn’t be right to force you into a commitment now.”

“But I am authorized—”

“And I am old and sentimental.” Ojo’s attention drifted from Kris, the humor draining from his face. Something like grief flickered, just for a moment, in the dark wells of his eyes. “I believe in protocol. Tradition represents the bones of our civilization. Without orders, without rules, without regard for system, we’d be no better than animals. I would not have you speak to your government without anything but a gentleman’s agreement to show.”

“You’re too kind.” Kris followed the man’s gaze over the slant of their shoulder. Their eyes grazed over a myriad of beautifully calligraphed posters. The notices had become a familiar sight over the last week. Twaa-Fei was practically drowning in them, thanks to Bellona’s efforts. “So, are you excited for the baby shower, then? I can’t imagine what Bellona might have planned. Something lavish, I’m sure.”

“Oh, most definitely. She’s Lavinia’s little tiger cub, after all. Anything less and she stands at risk of offending all her previous selves.” Ojo strolled up to the posters and began, very slowly, peeling them from the wall. He did not crumple them as Kris thought he would have, but instead halved them, again and again, all with the focus of a man walking a tightrope.

“Warder Kante? Did something happen between you and Warder Kyrkos? If this is a case of that Mertikan half-wit treading carelessly over a sensitive matter, I’d more than happily serve as your proxy, and tell her where she should shove—”

“In case you have forgotten, Seru Denn, you are here as a representative of Rumika. This is not about town politics. This is about the world.”

Kris fell silent. Seru Denn. The most formal of honorifics; you used the word for strangers, people you couldn’t stomach to trust.

Ojo carved a hand through his graying curls, expression flickering between possibilities. Kris knew enough about statecraft to read the variations, all of them intended to reassure, none of them honest. Yet Kris saw no impure motive behind the changes, only exhaustion, and despite the earlier admonishment, their heart ached in reply to Ojo’s fatigue.

“I apologize.” Ojo struggled with the words for a breath before he slotted a kind smile into place, the posters stashed into a pocket. “Age has a way of transforming us into our worst selves.”

“No, Ame Kante.” Ame. A step below sovereign lord. Hopefully, Ojo would understand the depth of Kris’s horror at his disapproval. “I’m the one—”

“You flatter an old man with your willingness to take his sins onto yourself.” Ojo bowed his head, cutting Kris off. “Let me apologize. I misspoke. I presumed to lecture you when it wasn’t my right.”

“But you were right, Ame Kante. I spoke out of turn. In fact, I did more than speak out of turn. I—”

“Warder,” Ojo said so very softly. “Enough.”

Warder, Kris thought, warmth blooming under their skin. He called me Warder. Had Kris been older, wiser, less ambitious, less easily blindsided by such flattery, they might have thought harder on Ojo’s choice of words. But as it stood, they had little chance.

“We’ve known each other for a week, but already you’ve exhibited more generosity than I’ve seen in decades.” A crack in Ojo’s facade again, a flicker of something like agony, but Kris couldn’t tell for sure. “Is this customary of Rumika? To be so open and compassionate toward strangers? It seems like such a dangerous thing.”

“I cannot speak for all of my nation.” Kris splayed long fingers across the bridge of their sternum. “But where I hail from, at least, we believe that there is no future without trust, no opportunity for growth unless we’re willing to approach the world from a position of compassion. It opens one to the risk of injury, true, but the rewards have been great. I—I suppose the answer’s yes. It is customary for Rumika to care.”

Ojo held Kris’s gaze for a space of heartbeats, expression illegible, before at last, the mask once more, and the warder sagged. “Yes.”

“What?”

“I am certain this will inevitably cause some measure of controversy. But I am decided. The answer’s yes. At least, unofficially speaking. You will need to be formally appointed as the Rumikan warder before we can make public the announcement. But as far as I am concerned, the answer’s yes. Quloo will stand with Rumika, and I, with you.”

Blood thundered in Kris’s ears. This wasn’t the answer that they’d been expecting, wasn’t even the outcome they’d been hoping for. For all their brazenness, Kris had anticipated more weeks of discussion. It was all they could do to not lunge at Ojo and embrace the other man. “And the trade agreement—”

“Done.”

Not trusting their ability to speak, Kris thumped a fist against their chest and bowed deep, joy thrumming through their bones. Days from their first duel in the Gauntlet, and already Kris had negotiated a deal to change the world. This was a sign. This was proof. Rumika, disregarded and ignored for so long, would finally take its place in the world.


•••



“Kris!”

They spun on their heel, a hand darting to their saber at their hip. The blade rattled in its sheath, the sound loud in the hall outside of the Quloi embassy. It was so different here. Marble instead of decadently thick carpeting, and everything made to echo. At least no one else but Kris’s assailant was within earshot. “Who—Adechike? What are you doing here?”

An indignant look flitted across the youth’s features. Adechike clacked his jaw shut, stiffened, brow furrowing. Evening poured its light across the hall, a bluish thing that rendered the curling hall in soft shadows. Outside the windows, Kris could see the krill—pinnies, that was what they were called on Twaa-Fei—gather into ribbons of flashing opalescence, readying for the night. “What do you mean what am I doing here? I said I’d wait for you.”

“You—yes.” Kris released their grip on their blade, disoriented still from their recent triumph. “I know you did. But I thought you meant— When most people say they’ll ‘wait right there,’ they don’t actually mean it. I’d have thought you would— I don’t know. I thought you would have gone to the teahouse, or retired to your chambers, or at least found a book to read. You—”

Adechike’s frown deepened. He steepled his fingers at his waist, cocked a disappointed look at Kris. “I said I would not leave this spot until you were done.”

Kris gave up. “Most people are not quite as literal.”

“Most people are terrible friends, then.” His expression cleared. “Really, though. Did you honestly expect I’d leave you here? Alone? To deal with whatever fallout might have taken place? What kind of person do you take me for?”

“A normal one.”

A smile stole across Adechike’s features, delicate as a vow, and spread until it overtook the entirety of his face.

Almost against Kris’s will, they began to laugh, the events of the last week tumbling together, knifing into a sharp, breathless pleasure. For a moment that was all that they could do: laugh with the abandon of a child while Adechike looked on in mounting concern. This really was everything that Kris had craved. Success as the aspirant warder, and a friend like Adechike, someone they could trust, someone with whom they’d one day share the history books, immortalized as heroes—

“Kris?”

They flicked a hand up. “It’s fine, it’s fine.”

“I didn’t think that was that funny a joke.” Adechike extended a lean arm. Today he was dressed casually, as though en route to a informal appointment: a saffron-colored kaftan trimmed with silver, matching trousers, a drapery of blue-green silks worn diagonally along a shoulder, their glimmering surfaces subtly brocaded with Adechike’s many achievements. “But who knows with you strange Rumikans?”

Had anyone else said those words, Kris might have tensed, might have thought twice about placing their loyalties in the cup of Adechike’s palm. But the warmth in his voice, that glorious baritone, there was no mistaking it for anything but affection. Anything but a faultless kindness. Kris clasped a hand around Adechike’s arm, just below the elbow, and tugged their friend into an embrace.

The warder-to-be let out a startled yip, a quick bark of laughter, before he allowed himself to be crushed against Kris’s chest. “I’m guessing it went well with Ojo.”

The two separated.

“Incredibly,” said Kris. “Better than I could have possibly hoped. Better than I dared dream, really. I’d expected—”

They gestured at the air.

“You expected . . . ?” Adechike prompted, head tipped at a quizzical angle.

“Actually.” Kris flashed their best smile and draped an arm around Adechike’s shoulder. Leaning close, they dropped their voice into a conspiratorial murmur as they led their friend from the embassy. “I’ll tell you the rest of the story at the teahouse. But it will be fantastic. Rumikan aerstone technology will launch Quloo into the future. The things I’ve seen, Adechike, the things our scientists do—you wouldn’t believe any of it. Hri willing, we’ll bring about an industrial revolution. I want you to imagine . . .”

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 2

Cassia

 

“Were you expecting someone?”

Cassia, sandal dangling from the arch of a slim foot, set her jaw atop the cup of her palm and shook her head. Unlike Penelope, Cassia was spare and slender, brushstroke lines accented with taut muscle. She favored lighter weaponry, martial skills that capitalized on momentum, surprise. Penelope disapproved, of course. But Penelope disapproved of everything that the younger Vanian enjoyed—including Cassia’s new haircut.

Frivolous, she called it. Too much softness, too much everything. But Penelope was, as battlemistresses often were, out of touch. Twirling a quill in her other hand, Cassia drawled:, “No.”

The older Vanian let out a low, irritated sigh. Cassia had come to recognize the noise as Penelope’s way of saying she’d had just about enough, was ready to retire either to the gymnasiums, a hot bath, or Ojo’s company. Maybe some combination of the three. Cassia had heard all the gossip.

That sigh almost meant more paperwork to shovel through, more long-winded legalese to hack into palatable summaries, more forms to fill out, more forms to check, more everything. But Cassia was used to that. Besides, none of it was actually hard. A cup of tart plum wine, some light music, the promise of fresh appetizers—the things that the proprietor could do with fish cartilage, Mothers Above—from the kitchens of the teahouse, and suddenly it’d all be all over. Cassia sighed.

The problem was convincing Penelope to get on with it.

“Most junior warders would already be on their feet and halfway to the door, a blade in their hand, prepared to defend their superior officer against whatever threat lay outside.”

Cassia didn’t miss a beat. “Most junior warders do not serve a decorated battlemistress.”

Penelope crooked a wry smile and said nothing, only swept across her office to open the door. Outside was Bellona Avitus, every inch the effete aristocrat that she was, hair worked into an outrageously impractical coif. With some disdain, Cassia took in Bellona’s choice in footwear. Four-inch high heels, no counterbalances in sight. So typical of those Mertikans.

“Yes?” said Penelope.

“Mistress Penelope Kyrkos, Scourge of the Battle of Telnisia, the Emerald Death, Lady of the Seventeen—”

“Speak. Faster.”

Cassia barely swallowed her laughter in time.

“Um.” Bellona tripped into a pose of Vanian genuflection, flawless except for the fact that she forewent the surrender of arms. Cassia saw Penelope’s lips curl infinitesimally, a look of cool disdain flash across her features. “I am here, Warder, to extend an invitation to the most joyous of occasions. An event like no other.”

Useless, Cassia thought, half pityingly, her attention straying from the embarrassing tableau to the curving window that replaced one of the office’s walls. Penelope had been so particular about its installation. It had to be a single pane of glass, perfectly clear, and thick enough to withstand a collision with a manak. The specifications had driven so many contractors to madness. As memory teased a smile from Cassia’s lips, the clouds pulled from the silhouette of an approaching ship.

Her breath caught.

Could it be? She’d been wrong before. The ramwhuls that had colonized Twaa-Fei were larger than anything Cassia was accustomed to. For months, she’d mistaken the slow-moving giants for ships, their antlered heads almost resembling ramshackle masts. But no, this was something else. This was— The tug of longing crescendoed into impatience. Yes. There was no mistaking that shape for anything else. The daggered prow, the telltale ridging of vertebrae along its highest mast, the trophies hanging from its hull like the hairs of some fantastical beast. No other nation but the Herrok would tolerate such a ridiculous design, and no Herrok ship was as ridiculous as the Blue Fang. Anton was finally home.

“While I appreciate you extending this invitation, Ms. Avitus, I’m afraid I must decline. I have far too much to do before—”

“But, Mistress Kyrkos, your attendance is necessary.”

Cassia narrowed her eyes, shaded her gaze against the afternoon glare. Her eagerness dimmed into worry. Something was very, very wrong with the Blue Fang, but she couldn’t yet tell what. Had Anton tussled with too many rivals again? Did he join another stupid manak race? She had so many questions, none of which would be answered until Bellona took her leave. Cassia flicked an irritated look at the door, even as the Mertikan delegate slid a glossy envelope from a pocket.

Penelope sighed. At least she wasn’t the only one growing weary of their guest, Cassia thought ruefully.

“Why is that?”

“Because, Madame Kyrkos, this cannot take place without your presence,” said Bellona, dipping into a bow. “You are the guest of honor. You are the reason for its conception. You see, the event in question is your baby shower.”

“Baby shower,” Penelope repeated, tone flat, while Cassia stared in horror. Vanian culture had no equivalent. Such occasions were pure Mertikan bombast, and the idea that Bellona might impose such frippery on the battlemistress was, well, unthinkable.

No. Not unthinkable, Cassia decided. That was Mertika for you, perpetually convinced that their mode of civilization was the status quo, no room for nuance or personal identity. Penelope made a strangled noise low in her throat.

“Vanians do not have baby showers.”

Bellona visibly brightened. “That’s why you’ll have one.”

At the precise moment Bellona made that arrogant announcement, the Blue Fang drifted from the clouds, revealing what Cassia had suspected. It was damaged, but not in any way she’d seen before. The stern was almost entirely missing, a ragged mess of broken timber. It looked like something had taken a bite out of the ship. Something enormous.

“Mist-fiend,” Cassia whispered.

“You have to be kidding me.”

And Bellona, oblivious to everything but her own excitement, said:

“It’ll be the party of the century.”

 

Chapter 3

Ojo

 

Every day this place feels more like a tomb.

Ojo weighed the thought in his head as he allowed his eyes to roam, the candlelight writing flickering shapes into its corners, like ghosts of a thousand dead countrymen. If he allowed himself, Ojo could almost hear the screams again. Not that they were ever absent. Not that he could forget. Not now.

Not ever.

“Ame Kante, it’s your turn.”

He shook his head and looked back to Adechike, the boy’s round face framed in the palest gold. His mouth bent. Without thinking, Ojo stretched across the playing board and tousled his understudy’s locked hair, eliciting a squawk but no reciprocated action. For all the indignity that Adechike exhibited, however, Ojo could tell that none of it was meant. All of it was in service of play, of endearing himself to the public. And not, Ojo thought, for any mercenary reasons either.

Adechike, for good or for ill, genuinely desired the friendship of those around him.

“Yes. I’m sorry. Anyway, you were telling me about what Warder Denn said—”

“Warder Denn.” Adechike’s face broke into an exultant smile. “If only Kris could hear that. They wouldn’t sleep a wink tonight. Actually, that might be a terrible idea. They’d probably drag me to the teahouse. Again. Shun’s done something new with their dragon fruit wine, and Kris is fascinated. As always.”

“As always.” Ojo moved a piece absently, eyes drifting again to the window. The last ships had docked for the evening. There would no more traffic until the dawn. The quiet, despite all the years Ojo had spent on Twaa-Fei, never ceased to startle the warder. Manaks flitted silently between jags of floating rock, some overgrown with moss and new life, others still bearing the remnants of what had been, ruined architecture like pleading hands stretched up to the indifferent stars.

“As for what Warder Denn . . .” That smile again. Warm, innocent of anything but that rare and exquisite joy. Had Ojo the means, he’d harvest some of that bliss, bottle it, keep it on his desk on those days when he needed reminding that tomorrow was still a dream that persisted for some. “. . . said. I am not certain about the particulars. They—we had a lot to drink, and the conversation went everywhere. But as far as I can tell, it isn’t just one breakthrough. No, it’s a system. See—really, it’s pure genius. The Rumikans have figured out not only how to domesticate the local fauna but also how to adjust the elemental composition of their krill. Now there’s more aerstone than ever in the bones of their native wildlife. Of course, that wouldn’t mean anything if they hadn’t also figured out a way to amplify the potency of the aerstone molecules. I’m not even sure how it works. It’s amazing—”

Cold rippled through Ojo’s veins. “Could you repeat that?”

“Warder . . .” Adechike leaned forward, concern emblazoned on every line of his face. Damn it. Ojo had miscalculated. Under that saccharine exterior was a razor wire of a mind, impossibly sharp. Adechike was, if not the brightest, then one of the brightest candidates that Quloo had ever produced. And with that magnetic personality of his, he might become one of their nation’s most influential warders.

But what was the point in contemplating Adechike’s future when there was a chance that there might not be a future for any of them, anyway? Nothing to look forward to but loss; Quloo’s identity disassembled, discarded in favor of whatever country saw fit to collect the detritus of the coming catastrophe. In a few generations, Quloo might not even exist as a memory.

“It’s nothing. You were saying?”

“Uncle.” After his introduction to Penelope, Adechike had insisted on being better at the use of honorifics so as to ensure that Ojo, now in the wane of his long career, would never be starved of the respect he deserved. He’d demanded that right, in fact. To hear Adechike revert to something affectionate, it was a clear indication of how upset the boy felt. “But I can tell you’re unhappy. Please. You asked that I see you as family, and I do. And at the risk of sounding contemptuous of your desires, there is no world in which I would not put my family first. I cannot keep babbling about a drunken conversation with a peer when you’re clearly distressed. It’s unthinkable. Uncle, please. Tell me what’s wrong?”

Ojo swallowed his despair, coerced a smile into place. “It’s the baby shower.”

That caught Adechike off guard. “The—the baby shower, sir? I thought that would be a joyous event for you and Penelope.”

“Yes.” Ojo stared at the game board, exhausted. He was suddenly sick of subterfuge and lies, of all these layered conversations, these endless games. Of hoping. Of being disappointed. Had he not performed to the best of his abilities? Had he not been faithful? Why did he have to stand trapped at these crossroads, doomed whichever way he turned? What had he done to deserve this? And Penelope . . . “Penelope is leaving.”

Adechike’s hand flew to his mouth. “Oh. Oh, I hadn’t even— I am sorry. Ame Kante, I didn’t even think. Of course, that was obvious. I apologize. I was being insensitive.”

Despite himself, Ojo laughed. “It’s— No, you’re right, Adechike. If there’s anyone who should feel sorry, it’s me. Penelope is a married woman.”

His laughter swelled at the youth’s look of horror, barely constrained by protocol.

“No, no. It’s not like that. Penelope’s wife is aware. In fact, Semele’s been the one pushing for a child, encouraging us to have a child. . . .” Ojo chuckled. “Yes, it’s about as awkward as you’d expect. Pleasant, but awkward. The three of us have known one another for a very long time. So long, in fact, that Semele has offered me as a stud to some of their peers.”

Having finally found his voice again, Adechike said, “You feel guilty.”

“Yes. It’s disrespectful to Penelope, to her culture. We’d known from the beginning that I was nothing more than a diversion, a comfort while her wife was away. Even if she weren’t married, there was no way there would be a future between us. She is a Vanian. I am not. They do not join in matrimony with men, and for all that they might pursue external distractions, they are, ah, how shall we say . . . culturally and contractually monogamous?”

“Warder Kante? I . . . Are you in love with her?”

Ojo flinched. “In my own way, perhaps. Either way, I am . . . ashamed. I am old enough that I should be wiser than this, old enough to be more gracious about the inevitable. I should be overjoyed for Penelope, but I am not. And the baby shower—it is a cruel reminder of both my inadequacies and my loss.”

None of this, Ojo thought to himself, was a lie. Even if none of it was entirely accurate, either. Better that Adechike believe that Ojo was a softhearted fool than be suspicious of Ojo’s intent. He and Kris were too close for the old warder to risk transparency. A regretful situation, but there was nothing to be done about it. More important things were at stake.

He watched Adechike’s face, tracing the changes in expression, the way the youth processed this new data. How strange it was to see all of a person’s emotions written so plainly on their skin. Had he, too, once been so open?

“Ame Kante.” Adechike picked through his next words with the care of one navigating a field of broken glass. “Whatever you need in this time of difficulty, let me say that I am here for you, and that if you require companionship or a trustworthy ear, someone to speak to even in the dead of night, I will be happily in your service. I wish I had wisdom to offer, but given the disparity between our ages, I’m afraid there is little else I can give.”

He paused.

“But I can cook, too. Magnificently, in fact. If you tire of Twaa-Fei’s interpretation of our motherland’s cuisine, I’d be more than happy to prepare you something. You’ve not lived until you’ve had one of my desserts.”

“Make sure that Shun never hears you say that.” Ojo exhaled slowly. He’d succeeded at distracting Adechike. His triumph tasted like ash on his tongue, but Ojo said nothing of his unease, only smiled and listened as his young charge continued to chatter about nothing at all.

 

Chapter 4

Bellona

 

Worthless, Bellona thought. They were all worthless. Every last one of those simpering, soft-bellied, sniveling fools. If they’d expected to cultivate her favor, well, that certainly wasn’t about to happen. Who did they think she was? Another aristocrat with a thousand lifetimes of comfort behind?

Please.

The more she thought about the idea, the angrier Bellona grew. How dare those little sycophants, the hangers-on who dreamed of Mertikan children, think that they could earn her favor with nothing but words? Hollow, meaningless words, dripping with false promises. There were so many of them. As many as the faceless idiots who’d hope that good fortune might drift from Bellona like so much dandruff. She snarled as she pricked her fingertip for the umpteenth time, and sucked on the bleeding skin.

She’d show them.

Moonlight filled the ballroom, deserted save for the mountains of tinsel, the half-finished ice sculptures, the garlands of crystal that still needed to be strung in the rafters. Before morning came, Bellona would also need to set the tables, prepare the bouquets, calculate the distribution of party favors. If only Hylas wasn’t such a waste of skin, they’d at least have the correct number of souvenirs to distribute among the guests.

And the caterers.

Empress Undying, the caterers. For all the public’s glorification of Twaa-Fei’s cuisine, for all the good things that Bellona had heard bantered through the tearooms and the embassy, she couldn’t abide by their food. So much fish. So much fermentation. Flavors so intense that they’d linger for hours, regardless of how much wine Bellona drank. How could anyone stand such an assault on their palate?

To make matters worse, none of the caterers would even consider accommodating Bellona’s myriad suggestions on how to improve upon their dishes. Why, she’d never know, but such was life outside of Mertika, she supposed.

Bellona pinched her temples and rubbed circles into the flesh, willing the burgeoning migraine to recede. She was so tired. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d slept for any reasonable amount of time. But she had promised Penelope that it would be a celebration to remember, a gala event worthy of the battlemistress’s storied history. Bellona would not, could not, give up now.

Especially given everything that Bellona had heard. For all that Vania might make overtures at respecting Mertikan authority, you’d have to be blind to miss Penelope’s personal contempt for Lavinia. If Bellona could just get around this, establish herself as someone different, someone more pliable and less adversarial. Someone not dissimilar from a friend or, at the very least, a colleague with whom one might consider building a rapport. If she could do that, everything else would fall into place.

Movement flickered at the edge of her vision. Bellona shot a look toward the double doors, catching sight of a familiar figure. Michiko stood in the gap, wan and listless. No doubt she was sneaking back to her quarters after another night in the teahouse, accompanied by that idiot Kris and their entourage of sycophants, every one of them as guileless and embarrassing as that Rumikan imbecile.

At least those rallying around the Quloi youth had a sense of taste. Adechike, weak as he was, boasted of achievements that would make even a Mertikan proud. Kris, on the other hand, possessed nothing but a reputation for reckless behavior. The thought of the Rumikan aspirant twisted in her belly.

“Oda,” Bellona snapped, causing the other girl to jump. “Where are you going?”

“I—I’m going to bed, I suppose. Good evening, Bellona.”

“Well, your manners appear to have retired ahead of you. You seem to have forgotten all necessary formalities.” Bellona laid down her work.

“I apologize. It is late.” Michiko crept closer, but would not cross the threshold into the ballroom itself. Her hair hung in a tangle of shadows over her sharp face.

Bellona couldn’t recall the Kakute representative looking so bedraggled. She’d need to have a word with her superior tomorrow, discuss the importance of maintaining appearance, regardless of the hour. If Mertika was to have the respect of the world, its colonies and their respective dignitaries would need to be faultless. This was unacceptable.

“I didn’t think—” Michiko began.

“That is the problem with the Kakute. You don’t think. You trust too much in the advice of those who came before you. You need to look forward, not backward. That is why—” Bellona stopped herself. That is why your country belongs to Mertika. Though Bellona had not spoken the words aloud, their echo still resonated in the air.

While Michiko searched for an answer, the young Mertikan palmed her face and wondered how much time she would have tomorrow to sleep or, more realistically, apply enough makeup to conceal her exhaustion. Eventually, she realized the silence had persisted far longer than decorous. She looked back to Michiko to see the girl still rooted in place, head bowed, eyes a thousand miles from the conversation.

“So, will you come help me with the baby shower?” Bellona demanded, more testily than she’d intended. Not that her ire wasn’t undeserved. Michiko had had her chance, and this restless quiet of hers was nothing if not an unattractive look. “There’s so much left to be done. I have every confidence that I will complete this labor. But help would not go unappreciated.”

“I—I can’t.” Michiko wrapped her arms around herself, nails biting into her flesh, her grip white-knuckled. “I have to go. I am so very deeply sorry. But circumstances—”

“Ah,” Bellona said. “So Lavinia’s spoken to you, then. I should have known that was the case. Now I should apologize to you. It’s late, as you’ve said.”

“Lavi— Yes, I mean. Yes. Of course. I just wasn’t certain if you had clearance—”

“Of course I have clearance. Lavinia tells me everything. I am, after all, her right-hand woman.” Or would be, she corrected herself dutifully, once the warder understood the magnitude of Bellona’s abilities, and how useful she could be to the cause. “But ignore me. Again, I’d like to offer apologies for the lack of forethought. I am ashamed. Go rest, Michiko. You will need all your energy to fulfill your tasks.”

Michiko bowed with her customary elegance. “As you will it.”

“Indeed.” Bellona looked over the battlefield of her labors, expelled a faint sigh. There was so much more to be done. But it would be worthwhile. She was certain of that. “More than anything else. You might think that I’m being unnecessarily harsh sometimes. I understand that. But I do genuinely wish the best for you, Michiko. For you and for Kakute. If you work hard, one day your children will be born on our soil. And who knows, if you are diligent and true, perhaps you will be reborn as a Mertikan someday, gifted with the ability to see how far you’ve come from your peasant pasts.”

The Kakute junior delegate said nothing for so long that Bellona wondered if she might have overwhelmed the other woman, and she had half risen from her place on the floor when Michiko finally spoke, her voice so quiet that it almost lost itself in the hiss of moving lace.

“I thank you for your generosity. But at this point in my life, this humble servant cannot possibly see how any of that may happen.”

 

 

Chapter 5

Ojo

 

“Bellona has outdone herself.”

The smile surprised Ojo with how readily it manifested. Despite the grief lying leaden in the pit of his stomach, he couldn’t help but feel a thrum of excitement. Penelope had not requested he absent himself from the debacle, although they’d both joked about how it might be a favor instead. She’d asked for him. After all the words they’d shared, she’d asked for him. A final courtesy, perhaps? Or an apology for that wretched evening in her bedchambers?

Ojo wanted neither to be true.

He studied her face; the Vanian battlemistress was impossible to read. Few gave the warder enough credit. Certainly, her combat prowess went unquestioned. There was no one alive who would dare downplay Penelope’s achievements in that area. Even Lavinia had nothing but a grudging respect for the older woman. But so few understood just how accomplished Penelope was at diplomacy, how gifted she was at using the inflection of a smile to alter a discussion. Ojo, however, was aware, and for that reason, he found himself unable to truly relax.

“I won’t lie,” he said, reaching up to brush fingers across the frothing of seed pearls and lace dangling from the doorway. It wasn’t dissatisfactory work, in any shape or sense. Bellona was Mertikan, after all. Her people did nothing halfway. But the effusive delicacy of it all seemed ill suited for a woman like Penelope. “I’m slightly afraid of what’s going to be inside the ballroom.”

“Whatever it is, it’ll be lovely, I’m certain.” Penelope was dressed serviceably, with armor beneath her tunic, sword at her back.

“You’re being very generous to Mertika, my dear.”

“You mistake me, Ojo.”

Her smile, as always, filled his world and eclipsed all else. Damn it all. Adechike might have been right, after all.

“I said it’ll be lovely. I never said it would suit my tastes. War, for example, can be beautiful, but most would claim otherwise. And haruspicy is an art of its own. I’m told that there are competitions where the aesthetics of entrails-reading are judged by a jury of peers. It is a matter of perspective.”

“And what is your perspective on this?”

“This will be a gaudy, garish, glamorous, and utterly heinous affair.” Penelope winked at him. “But the food, I imagine, will at least be palatable.”


•••



Penelope was right.

The ballroom was transformed. The ceiling was frescoed with billowing silks, complex floral arrangements, all threaded with firefly glows. The tables were festooned with dioramas: porcelain cavalry, whalebone soldiers and wire-frame ships, manaks in miniature, all coming together in battle, while villagers made of saltshakers and pepper shakers watched on. Beautiful people—some slim hipped and dark, others pale and voluptuous—swanned through the ballroom, carrying silver trays laden with hors d'oeuvres.

There were murals hanging from every wall, and—

Ojo heard Penelope swear softly, even as the battlemistress’s shimmering doppelgängers emerged from the milling guests. Here was Penelope as she stood on her wife’s ship after the two had taken down a mist-fiend with no help but their own hands, armor tattered, blood ribboning from the corner of her smirk. Here was Penelope in full battle dress, moments before she led her unit to victory. Here was Penelope as a child of fifteen, fresh from her first kill and achingly beautiful.

Every triumph of Penelope’s long life incarnated into a company of ghosts; Ojo couldn’t tell if it was bladecraft or women in costume. The apparitions organized themselves into two lines and struck proud salutes.

“Oh dear.” He heard Penelope sigh, half laughing.

Before he could weigh the decision thoroughly, Ojo reached for her hand, fingertips grazing against her knuckles. Penelope glanced at him over the slant of her shoulder, smile courteous, and gently, without so much as a flicker of expression, moved out of his grasp.

Yes. He’d forgotten again. Just for a moment he’d lost sight of the fact that he was nothing more than a resource, a diversion, was even less than that now. Whatever he shared with Penelope was over, no thanks to his own sentimentality. Ojo inclined his head and said nothing, held his smile like a shield instead, even as Bellona emerged from the thronging crowd. The young Mertikan parted her arms, like a queen welcoming the peasantry to one glorious day in her home.

“Warder Kante, Warder Kyrkos, we of Twaa-Fei welcome you.” Bellona bowed low, only to stutter through her genuflection, stumbling sidelong.

Ojo caught her before she could fall. “Easy, child. Are you—”

He searched Bellona’s countenance. This close, he could see what he’d missed before. Under a layer of powders and rich hues, shadows bruised the valleys of Bellona’s face. Her eyes were red-veined, heavy with fatigue.

“When was the last time you slept?”

Bellona squinted at Ojo’s face. “Last week? I’ve had naps.”

“What—what were you thinking? I know that your health is Lavinia’s responsibility and not mine, but I don’t think I am overstepping my authority when I say that this is ridiculous. You cannot do this to yourself.”

“In my past life . . .” With no small amount of effort, Bellona pushed from Ojo’s arms and dusted her tunic, careful to pick imaginary lint from the expensive fabric, before finally directing a withering look at the man. Her eyes raked across him from temple to toe. She sneered, and with a jolt, Ojo realized where he’d seen that expression before. It was a perfect replica of Lavinia’s own sneer, contemptuous and cold. “In my past life I once survived two weeks with no sleep. A Mertikan soldier does not know fatigue. A Mertikan—”

She swayed.

Penelope strode forward, interrupting Bellona’s tirade, a palm slanted upward. “A Mertikan general would know that it is customary to drink with their Vanian counterparts. And I do not see a cup in your hands, Bellona.”

The two women regarded each other for a breath, Penelope’s gaze cool, Bellona’s still sleep-hazed and indignant. Then the latter broke and dipped her head, mumbling apologies. Penelope flashed Ojo a victorious grin as she was led away into the crowd, but try as he might to conjure some fiction of happiness, Ojo found nothing but dust to give.

 

Chapter 6

Kris

 

There needed, Kris decided, to be an award for those who could restrain their laughter. Some special event that allowed the public to properly venerate those of dignity, discretion, and diplomacy. Why? Because Kris was certain they’d win. They swallowed another pull of their pomegranate rum, even as Cassia pinched the bridge of her nose. “For the last time, Anton, what happened to your ship—”

“What didn’t happen to the ship.” Anton dropped into a battle stance, body low, arms held wide. Before anyone could say a second word, the Herrok captain had freed his sword. Three strokes of the serrated blade, and silver burst across its length, almost in tandem with Cassia’s horrified shriek. “What didn’t happen to my ship. Darling, your hair would turn white if you knew. There I was—”

“Mothers use your bones for their cups. Anton, what do you think you’re doing? Enough with the bladecrafting. There are civilians here. This is not a coliseum. Anton, are you listening to me? Put that—”

“My beautiful cactus of the blue skies, my luminous star, the light by which I pilot my humble life, I know. But trust in your loyal servant. Have I ever let you fall? So, as I was saying. There I was—”

“You’re avoiding my question.”

“No, I’m being an exemplary entertainer, and regaling young Kris with stories of Herrok heroism. There’s a difference, and a fair amount of alliteration.”

Kris hid a laugh behind their raised hand, and allowed their gaze to drift while Anton and Cassia bickered. The two were clearly lovers, for all they might pretend otherwise. But Kris knew how to be discreet. They slouched back against the bar, sparing the room a quick inspection. Michiko stood between Lavinia and Kensuke, silent. Kris made a mental note to track the girl down later. There was a hollowness to her gaze that they did not recognize, liked even less than the way her face seemed to crumple into itself with every moment in Lavinia’s company. Yes, they’d have to look for her later, have a chat.

Not that anyone with half a soul could tolerate Lavinia’s presence. What a wretched creature, Kris thought. As much as they wanted to intervene, however, now wasn’t the time or place. Kris had their own problems to contend with. That said, these “problems” needn’t stay problems. Sparing one last pitying look in Michiko’s direction, Kris returned their attention to the pair beside them, their grin already growing.

“Anton,” Cassia growled.

“Kris!” The Herrok was taller than the Rumikan, almost comically debonair in appearance: dark hair, elegant features, a pencil-thin mustache and a trim goatee to match. He wore his tresses impractically long and, even here, amid all the finery of Twaa-Fei, Kris could picture Anton’s mane streaming through the wind. “You’ve returned to us.”

“Anton.”

Anton draped an arm across Kris’s shoulders, beaming. They looked him over again and swore to themselves they’d procure an introduction to the captain’s tailor; his ensemble dazzled with its idiosyncratic style, its unwillingness to adhere to any standards but those set by the beating heart of the Blue Fang. “So, as I was saying, it was a battle like none other. There I was, dangling from the ship by the thinnest of ropes. The wind roared around us. I—”

“Prove it.”

“What?”

“Prove to me that you’re that agile.” Kris flashed a mischievous grin.

“What? Right now? Here?”

“Don’t you dare encourage him.”

“Yes. Right the hell now.” Kris crossed their arms across their chest. There was movement in the periphery of their vision; a quick glance revealed Bellona, swaggering through the guests, loudly introducing Penelope and Ojo to every unfortunate whose path they crossed. Kris cocked their head, gaze sliding to the mug dangling loosely from her fingers.

Their smile grew. This would be fun.

“Don’t even think about it.” Cassia had finally had enough. She shouldered between the two of them, an arm raised. “Both of you—”

“But, darling.”

“Both of you. Behave. Or I swear, I will have your heads mounted on a pike so quickly, neither of you will even have time to bleed. I— What is she doing? No, no. Oh, Bellona. Is that— Oh dear.”

Kris followed Cassia’s stricken gaze back to where Bellona stood, now cradling a massive tome. Try as they might, Kris couldn’t quite hear what the Mertikan was jabbering on about, but the strained look on Penelope’s face suggested that it could be nothing good.

“Is she doing what I think she’s doing?” Anton laughed, a brandy-warm noise. “Oh, she is doing what I think she’s doing.”

“This is a disaster. That idiot—”

“What’s going on?” Kris asked.

As Cassia stalked toward her counterpart, Anton, smiling like the cat who’d found his way into a bottle of cream, pointed toward the book in Bellona’s grip. “That’s a registry of dead Mertikans. Notice the colors, the trimming on the spine. They’re quite a common sight at weddings, funerals, baby showers. Everyone in Mertika gets excited when the book comes out. After all, who doesn’t like to daydream about which dead hero might become your newborn child?”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 7

Michiko

 

Michiko staggered from the party, listing ancestors under her breath, her inventory of the dead enumerated chronologically. She thanked them in turn for the miracle she hadn’t expected: a release from Lavinia’s scrutiny. That murderous bastard. In her mind’s eye, Michiko could still see Lavinia looming over him-her, still taste the backwash of tin in his-her mouth—

How dare she? Michiko exhaled, sagging against a wall. How dare Lavinia ask of that of her? She’d always known that the Mertikans would request unsavory actions of her, but this was—

To impede the ascension of a warder for no other reason than spite, to cultivate discord in a small nation only just finding its wings. Something about that felt blasphemous to Michiko. It was one thing to curtail the movements of a rival, but to strangle the growth of a fledgling country?

Never mind the fact that Kensuke had ordered her to fight in his stead, or the political insult that this would represent to Rumika. A warder declining to attend the Gauntlet. It was unheard of. Not unless the country intended war. But what authority did she have to judge her superiors? And who was she to come up against a monster like Lavinia?

Michiko coerced a smile into position as two servitors—homunculi of clay, held together by bladecraft and something older than Twaa-Fei—jittered past, their glowing eyes wafting across her form. Somewhere in the rear of her thoughts, Michiko could feel the Golden Lord—her grandfather; she still couldn’t believe it—whispering inchoately, his rage thrumming in her veins.

Damn him. Damn everyone involved.

Michiko pushed from the wall and began marching down the corridor, occasionally testing the doors to see which would give. Eventually one relented to her questing hands. Michiko ducked into a small room piled with tarp-covered boxes, its air dense with dust. Good enough, she thought.

With trembling hands, she gathered the items she needed, only to realize again, with growing terror, that her grandfather was likely unaccustomed to waiting. His voice roared in her ears.

“That beast.”

“Grandfather—”

“That useless fool. I remember when they were more honorable. In those days, the Mertikans understood the concept of nobility. Nothing like these greedy rodents, these demons, these . . . these . . .” Halfway through his diatribe, the Golden Lord switched to a Kakute dialect that she did not recognize, older even than the patois that her grand-aunts spoke.

She sighed. Foolish, old, backward thinking. A litany of Mertikan criticisms repeated themselves, all pitched with that same lilt: a gentle yet loving disdain, as though of a parent discussing the mistakes of their least favorite son. At the same time, Michiko couldn’t help the frisson of recognition, or the ache that followed. So many years of being told to look forward, to erase what she was.

“I won’t stand for it. Do not stand for this insult.” The Golden Lord churned in her thoughts, no more than a gasp, like the echo of words never spoken. But despite their ephemeral quality, he had a kind of vivid potency the other ancestors lacked. He hissed in her ears, a smell of incense pluming through the air. “In my days, we would not ask the delegates of a conquered kingdom to assist in such nefariousness. Open combat. Now, that’s how we would do it. War is honest—”

And that’s why we are now a dominion of Mertika, Michiko thought, deep in that part of her that she kept for her own. But she said nothing aloud. Michiko knelt down, hands resting on her thighs, and sieved through the murmurs of the other ancestors, subsumed by the Golden Lord’s rage. No one had anything constructive to add to the discussion; her other forbearers were furious at his monopoly.

“This isn’t up to me.”

“Take off Lavinia’s head. The Mertikans understand a coup.”

“That—” His suggestion startled a laugh from her. “You understand that isn’t possible, right? There is no way. Lavinia is one of the best bladecrafters in the empire. And—”

“You are my granddaughter,” the Golden Lord snarled. The words thundered through her marrow, filled the rooms of her lungs, and Michiko swallowed against a sudden vertigo. “You are of my line. You have the blood of kings and heroes, legends beyond compare. And you’d bow your head before you even unsheathe your sword?”

“I would,” said Michiko. “Because unlike you, I’m still alive. More important, Grandfather, and I say this with all due respect, you don’t know Lavinia. You don’t understand the danger she poses. If you truly cared about your kingdom”—you wouldn’t have gotten yourself captured, she thought—“you would listen to me.”

“What is your suggestion?”

Michiko took a breath and told him.

 

 

 

 

Chapter 8

Ojo

 

“. . . was a bit of a louse, apparently. But she knew how to fight. And that, I imagine, is the most important thing for a Vanian, isn’t it?” Bellona grinned winsomely. An ambassadorial aide stood beside her, slumping under gifts for Penelope, every last one of them not so much collected but coerced from a donor. As predicted, it had been a spectacle. “The ability to fight, to strategize, to turn the tides of a battle in their favor. That is the Vanian credo.”

Ojo watched as Penelope studied the table of names before calmly flicking her eyes up to meet Bellona’s own. Her smile had remained the same throughout the whole tone-deaf affair. A pleasantly neutral expression without so much as a crack in its facade, that was, nonetheless, terrifying enough to chase grown men from its presence. “Yes, it is.”

“I hope you will have a hero for a child.”

Her heart is in the right place, Ojo reflected. The wine, at least, was palatable. “All Vanian women become heroines in their own right. Such is the nature of their nation.”

“Yes, but . . .” Bellona hesitated. “Yes, but what I meant was, Warder Kante, I hope that Warder Kyrkos will have a Mertikan hero for a child. Which is not to imply that the legends of the other islands are lesser for their nationalities. But good Mertikans are driven, ambitious, committed to pursuing a goal across lifetimes. Can you imagine what might happen if one were to have a child born of a Vanian battlemistress and a Mertikan soul? The glory of such a union—”

“I appreciate your enthusiasm. But I feel the need to ask. Given border restrictions and the rules that Mertika has regarding foreigners giving birth on their soil, how do you expect that might happen?” Penelope said as she tilted her head.

“Why, that’s simple. I will tell the Mertikan government to issue you a birth-visa. You will be treated with the highest honors. There are special residences designated for pregnant—”

Ojo almost pitied her.

The corners of Penelope’s lips raised by a fraction. “And I imagine you’ve spoken about this with Lavinia?”

At the mention of her name, Lavinia, regal as a tigress, extricated herself from the press of whispering onlookers. Her eyes lingered on Penelope for a moment, before she directed her scathing gaze at the inebriated Bellona. “Has the little kitten been troubling you, Warders?”

“No. Not at all. Bellona was extending an unexpected amount of kindness, in fact.” Penelope replied.

“Was she now? They grow up so fast. What kind of kindness are we talking about? Has she absolved you of the sin of consorting with lesser beings? So few are worthy of you Vanians.” Now Lavinia turned her attention to Ojo, her smile feline. “Wouldn’t you agree, Ojo?”

“Absolutely. But thankfully, she learned the requirements of her station and moved on from your company to better things.”

To Ojo’s delight, the jab found its mark. Lavinia’s expression constricted before it smoothed again. But not entirely. Ojo could see the fault lines now, a tracery of fine lines signaling the warder’s discontent. He smiled and ran his fingers along the hilt of his shortsword. Ojo despised his ceremonial armament, loathed its frippery; the additional weight slowed him, spoiled the elegance of his bladecrafting. It was an encumbrance. Yet also a compulsory evil. If nothing else, it kept Lavinia from using her blades on him.

“Always the joker, Ojo.” Ojo. Never Warder Kante. Never anything that might denote even a sliver of respect. Lavinia plucked the book from Bellona’s grasp and riffled through its pages, her eyebrows arched. For her part, Penelope remained serene: eyes lidded, even drowsy, her smile thin. “Now, honestly, what happened here?”

“I—I—” Too late, the gravity of her earlier proposition appeared to have sunk in. Bellona’s eyes were wide, pupils thinned to pinholes. Her terror was palpable.

“What. Happened. Bellona.”

“I made a joke about giving birth on Mertikan soil,” Penelope said. “Bellona was compassionate enough to entertain my foolishness. Wasn’t she, Ojo?”

“Indeed.” Ojo inclined his head. “In spite of her awareness that such a thing was virtually an impossibility, she attended to the questions of her superior without complaint. She even brought out the book when she asked. I can only imagine how utterly mortified she must have been to deal with our stupidity.”

“I’m delighted.” Lavinia dropped a palm atop Bellona’s head. The gesture, though there would be some who construed it as affectionate, was unmistakably an attempt to injure. Ojo saw the younger Mertikan flinch, a flicker of anguish quickly extinguished. Lavinia curled her fingers, nails biting into the other woman’s scalp. “What a credit to our nation she is. And here I thought she might have done something unbearably stupid like promise that she might secure Penelope a visa normally reserved for the most faithful of our colonial subjects.”

“You heard wrong,” Ojo declared flatly.

“Perhaps you should consider visiting the clinic in Twaa-Fei. I hear the physician is exquisitely gifted at dealing with ailments of the ear.” Penelope yawned like a cat.

“That’s good.” A flash of white teeth, and Lavinia shoved Bellona’s head down, her expression still crocodilian. “Apologize to them anyway. I’m certain that you’ve made a misstep in some way, regardless.”

“Warder Kyrkos, Warder Kante, you have my apologies for any inconvenience I may caused as a result of my ineptitude.“ Bellona grounded the words between her teeth. “I hope to be a more worthy example of Mertika’s grand traditions and—erf.”

Lavinia’s fingers twisted into Bellona’s hair, tugging hard, a sharp jolt of motion that contorted the latter’s face into a grimace. Penelope and Ojo exchanged looks, before the Quloo warder strode forward, his fingers touching to the knob of Lavinia’s wrist. “That’s enough.”

“Such familiarity, Ojo.”

“Twaa-Fei, if you recall, is a place of peace, a place to communicate without fear of aggression. Bellona might be a citizen of Mertika, but she is also a denizen of this city-state. So long as she stands on this soil, she is entitled to the same privileges you enjoy, Lavinia. I hope you’re all right with that.”

“Why ever would I not be?” Lavinia released her grip, stroked the back of her fingers across Ojo’s shirt, leaving a crosshatching of vermillion. She tipped her chin up. Bellona said nothing throughout, only held herself with a soldier’s rigidity, seemingly oblivious to the rill of blood wandering down her hairline.

“I’ve no idea.” Ojo bared his teeth. “You’ve been nothing but a model of compassion, after all.”

“I’m so flattered that you’ve noticed. I’d hate to be thought of as something I’m not.” The pink edge of a tongue lapped over her lips. “Something like a murderer who’d dream himself a savior of the unfortunate, the poor. Unlike some parties, I believe in honesty.”

Ojo stiffened, an objection on the cusp of birth.

Another faint smile, timbre abruptly adjusted for jocularity. “So! Who did Bellona recommend during this exercise in foolishness? Was it Senator Fukuda? General Koyabashi? So many possibilities. How could anyone choose? I can’t imagine. Tell me, Penelope, who would you want for a child?”

“Someone who would make Ojo and Semele proud one day.”

Lavinia slammed the book shut. Ojo jumped, startled by Penelope’s reply. Of all the things that he’d expected, that was not one of them. But the battlemistress’s gaze stayed cool when it met his, bereft of anything but a subtle affability, no different than the emotion she projected when conversing with Lavinia. A tool then, his name. Evoked to skewer Lavinia’s soul. No more significant than the letter opener that Penelope kept by her bedside.

“My, oh my,” Lavinia purred. “I never thought I’d see the day, but I suppose it was inevitable. Vania has suffered from these days of peace, hasn’t it? No more reason to keep its battlemistresses quite as sharp.”

“Whatever makes you happiest to think, Lavinia,” said Penelope.

“Quite.” Lavinia’s mouth pinched into a line. “By the way, Ojo, how is Quloo doing nowadays?”

Ojo did not miss a beat. He had been waiting for that. “As well as any country might under its circumstances.”

“Really?” The Mertikan warder widened her eyes, tossed the book into Bellona’s waiting arms, and eeled closer to Ojo. She smelled of frangipani and iron, flowers and blood. Her voice became husky. “That is delightful. I’d expected— Well, I suppose I’d expected a vastly different answer. I must see about acquiring new sources.”

“Wise decision,” Ojo countered. “Mertika does often rely too much on its traditions. A little bit of perspective wouldn’t go amiss.”

“A little bit of Quloi wisdom? I’m touched.” She palmed her chest. “I’d have thought you’d have been pickier about sharing such things with me, but I suppose beggars cannot be choosers. Or maybe”—her smile grew into a dagger—“maybe you’re simply trying to build a bridge between our countries? Mertika and Quloo are due to get closer any day.”

Penelope started forward. “That’s enough, Lavini—”

“I am but a humble servant of the guilds. I wouldn’t presume to be able to speak about the future before first convening with my betters. We do things differently. But assuming what you say is the truth, I imagine that Quloo will, despite the circumstances, find a way to make the best of the situation. Quloo will always find a way.”

A hand brushed Ojo’s shoulder. He glanced sidelong; it was Yochno, bedecked in his usual uniform.

“Yes, old friend?”

The seneschal pointed a finger upward. For as long as Ojo had known him, the man had never been anything but decorous, anything but exquisitely composed. Today, however, his saturnine features bore a faint but discernible distress. In a quiet voice, he said: “I hate to interrupt. But would it be possible for someone to tell me why there is a Herrok swinging on the chandelier?”






Episode 4
 The Gauntlet


By Michael R. Underwood

 

Chapter 1

Kris

 

Kris Denn marched into the public chambers of the Warders’ Circle. Three steps ahead, Nik held the Rumikan flag high, a golden chimera on a red-and-white field. Musicians on pipes walked alongside Kris, playing the melody to the Rumikan epic of Yel the Wise. Alyx and other attendants followed, the Rumikan entourage for the Gauntlet eight strong.

This last year of Kris’s life had built to this day. Every drill, every sparring session, every working dinner and stop in their tour across Rumika, every session cramming names and figures and laws and histories of trade deals. Yet it was all for nothing unless they succeeded today and in the days ahead.

The chamber was full, with dozens of Rumikans in the guest gallery—more than Kris had seen together since leaving home. The cheering was as loud as the invitational tournaments back home, contests that were each a step Kris had taken on the path to be here today.

Kris wore a close-fitting jacket in red and white and a brand-new set of breeches, the outfit specially made for the Gauntlet.

Yochno Vens met Kris and their entourage at the edge of the stage. Kris bowed to Yochno, who answered with a deep nod. Then the seneschal turned and addressed the room, his rich voice carrying throughout the chambers.

“Kris Denn of Rumika has requested the opportunity to address the Circle.”

All six of the current warders were present, their boxes full. Each was dressed formally, though Kris could see combat tunics and leathers here and there beneath the finery. Such was the life of a warder, the life Kris was about to claim for their own. Both flash and substance, silk and steel.

Kris stepped up onto the central platform, the eyes of the entire room pressing in on them like an advancing pike wedge. But this was Kris’s day, not theirs.

“Warders of the Circle, friends and colleagues, and our esteemed guests. I speak with the voice of Rumika, a proud people who are ready to step into the broader world and take their place among the great nations of the Circle.”

Kris drew their sword and carved the Sigil of Challenge, one of the most intricate sigils they had ever learned: sweeping arcs with precise angles, triangles inside of squares inside of circles that had to connect just so. They’d practiced the sigil a hundred times, then a hundred more.

As they finished the final swoop of the blade, the sigil flashed. The light arced to the altar of challenge, forming a glowing ring showing the flags of the six nations of the Circle. As each nation met Kris’s challenge, their icon would glow in support or darken in opposition.

“The Challenge of the Gauntlet is called!” Yochno declared, ringing the ceremonial bell. “Who shall answer?”

Ojo stepped forward, twin blades on his hip. “Quloo answers.” He showed a hint of a smile. More than anyone, Ojo had helped Kris prepare for this day, so it was fitting Kris would test their mettle against him first.

Quloo claiming the first position in the Gauntlet was a major win. The other nations of the Circle decided among themselves the order that would follow.

The senior Quloi warder stepped up onto the platform and extended a hand to shake. “May you do your people proud,” he said, softly enough that only Kris and Yochno could hear. Kris smiled.

“I intend to.”


•••



On his side of the field, Ojo stretched, but his face was calm. Adechike stood beside him holding Ojo’s blades, animated as he talked about something.

Yochno walked to the center of the dueling arena with the bell.

“The Gauntlet begins! Kris Denn of Rumika challenges and Ojo Kante, Warder of Quloo, answers.”

Kris and Ojo shook hands as Yochno explained the rules. Each duel would be by bladecraft, to the first touch. For each duel, the warder could call a halt and cast their vote in support without a touch being needed. Kris knew this all by heart.

Hurry up and start already, Kris thought, barely keeping the words from their lips.

Endless moments later they were ready to begin. Kris had their plan in mind—empowering sigils for speed to accentuate their advantage, strength to compensate for their weaknesses, then magical attacks as they closed. Stay just outside Ojo’s range, then move in for a quick strike and then out of measure immediately. In and out. Don’t get bogged down.

But even the best plans were like paper umbrellas in the rain.

Yochno’s bell rang, and Kris started inscribing their first sigil. Gale Step for speed, then Grizzly’s Might for strength. Ojo was already closing, cutting his own Gale Step and Bamboo Form. Ojo was trying to counter Kris’s advantages.

Kris had the best sense of Ojo’s style after watching him duel Lavinia and spar with Adechike. But it was because of this familiarity that Kris knew to be wary. Ojo’s two blades could work in concert or on their own, one cutting a sigil while the other attacked or parried. Kris would have to meet two blades with one. Ojo had a longer reach but a larger body to protect. Kris’s blade was longer, which would counter some of the reach advantage. But Ojo was also an accomplished wrestler of no small acclaim.

First came Kris’s big opening gambit, meant to not only take immediate control of the duel but to awe the other warders.

Kris flowed from Grizzly’s Might immediately into Frost Cage, a rare sigil Kris had learned from a Tsukiseni at Rumika’s last invitational. Tsukiseni legend claimed that Frost Cage was first used by bladecrafters who wished to be preserved until the world was made whole once more. Grown tired of centuries of life due to the Tsukiseni birthright, they wished to skip ahead to a future that might never come.

Kris narrowed their eyes as they traced the intricate fractal snowflake pattern at the core of the sigil. The sigil flashed with light, and across the field, ice formed around Ojo’s hands. Kris had not just mastered the sigil, they’d modified it. Not only did the sigil lock Ojo’s hands in blocks of ice, the ice froze into one piece, locking the big man’s hands together.

But Ojo was not scared or angry. He merely laughed.

“Excellent! Even Taro hardly ever uses this one!”

Ojo wouldn’t be laughing if he were that worried. Kris closed quickly, but kept their guard up. Ojo might want Kris to win, but his reputation would suffer if he lost so easily.

Frost Cage was meant not only to hobble a bladecrafter’s ability to fight, but also to remove the precise dexterity it took to carve sigils.

And yet Ojo moved his arms at the elbow, tracing two tiny sigils with an exactitude Kris had thought impossible. Bladecrafters’ precision came from moving the blade with the fingers and wrist, never the elbow. The sigils flashed, which Kris recognized as Shattered Chains. As they activated, the ice crumbled and fell. Ojo was free once more.

Kris’s best opening had failed, hadn’t even worried their opponent. But Kris didn’t have time to mope as Ojo took a compass step forward, thrusting toward Kris’s shoulder. Kris parried with room to spare—room they needed to dodge Ojo’s other blade.

Kris cut at Ojo’s hand as they dodged back, but Ojo turned the blow aside, continuing to press forward into range.

Kris danced back double time to cut the sigil Mud Pit, the way Lavinia had done, but Ojo was too close. His blade beat Kris’s aside, fouling the sigil.

Ojo continued to press.

Kris backed off, keeping Ojo at a distance with precise counter-thrusts to the bigger man’s wrists, which Ojo warded off by pulling the blows or halting his advances.

The in-and-out strategy was not working. Time for something bolder, Kris thought. Not just for this duel, but to show the other warders, to show everyone in the audience, just what Rumika could do.

Kris planted both feet and then, using the still-active sigils of agility and strength, they leaped up and over Ojo. Ojo countered with his own leap, thrusting at Kris, but they flipped out of the way, blades clashing in midair.

Kris launched into a thrust as they landed, aiming low under Ojo’s guard to catch him across the hip. Ojo parried the blow, but just barely, using both of his blades.

That’s it. Kris took the moment, rolling forward with their blade held up in a hanging guard to protect against a counter from Ojo. Staying low, they swung the blade around to cut at an extreme angle, hoping to flank the big man enough to land the blow.

Not quite. Ojo parried the blow with both blades, slid his top blade back in toward Kris’s guard, and then snapped up to land a thrust across their shoulders while they were off-balance from the roll.

The bell rang twice.

Damn it, Kris thought. Their gambit had failed. They’d used a rare sigil, and Ojo had negated it without missing a beat. Kris had broken the rhythm of the fight again and again, but never converted to a touch.

Not the greatest start. Had they been too bold, too confident?

Ojo shook Kris from their worries, saying, “That Frost Cage was exquisite.” The big man offered Kris a hand up. “Freezing my hands together. If I hadn’t spent years learning to carve with a locked wrist, that’d have been it right there.”

Kris gave a weak smile, still embarrassed.

Ojo turned to the crowd. “Kris Denn is one of the finest young bladecrafters I’ve ever had the pleasure of dueling. But in addition to the Rumikan’s skill, Kris has also shown me their warmth, their openness. We must learn to cherish one another’s differences so that we may learn from one another and be stronger together.” Kris traced Ojo’s line of sight to Lavinia, arms crossed, death in her eyes.

“Quloo stands in support of Rumika’s claim.”

Kris’s world shook, as if they were on a swaying ship. They planted their feet and steadied, skin hot with embarrassment giving way to surprise and joy. They’d hoped Ojo might pledge support even if Kris lost, but had never expected it, not after failing on a risky gamble.

They started and failed several times to speak, finally managing to say, “Thank you.”

Ojo nodded. “See to that shoulder. And a word of advice. The senior warders are wise. Flashy tricks like that only work if you have an escape plan.”

It almost worked, Kris thought. But almost wasn’t good enough. They couldn’t count on any of the others giving support even if Kris lost their bouts. They had to win the other duels outright.

Kris returned Ojo’s nod then withdrew to their bench. Nik and a Rumikan physician were standing by to patch up their wounds throughout the Gauntlet.

One duel done, five remaining. And they only needed three more votes.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


 

Chapter 2

Ojo

 

Ojo and Penelope took lunch in the Vanian chambers. Adechike was reviewing reports on import/export revenues from home. From what he’d said that morning, it still wasn’t enough to buy the aerstone they needed from anyone who was offering.

Vanian attendants laid out a spread of succulent braised meats and crisp greens fresh from the embassy’s gardens. The Vanian diet was heavy in meats and vegetables, hardly any breads or rice. It kept them lean and powerful.

A wave of sadness passed over Ojo as they ate. He’d taken meals like this for granted, but now he counted them like petals falling from a wilted rose. What would he be to her, once she departed for home to have their child? Friend? Former colleague?

He shook it off. Worrying now was stealing from the present to appease a future that might never come. He poured himself a glass of Quloi cider from his own growler.

“What did you think of the duel?” he asked.

“The Frost Cage variant was a fine bit of work, but they were too brash, too male.” Penelope sipped her tea. “And you were holding back.”

Ojo shrugged, then sipped cider. “It was their first duel. No need to run them ragged. Lavinia will see to that soon enough. It’s high time the Circle expanded to seven. How many times in the past year, five years, has the Circle been deadlocked three to three, the imperial block against the rest of us? Rumika at the table would let us bring Lavinia’s bullying to heel.”

Penelope gestured with her long fork as she stabbed the plate of lamb to serve several large pieces onto her plate. “Just wanting a tiebreaker isn’t a good enough reason to give a nation a seat at the table. And there are more than a few of my people who would take my supporting a Rumikan as grounds to have me removed.”

Ojo nodded. There were Apolytoi here on Twaa-Fei, not just in Vania. Unfortunately, every nation had its extremists. “That’s why we have the duel. Kris can prove themself. Rumika could have joined the Circle generations ago, but they chose to keep to themselves. Now, with Rumika’s population boom and their increased aerstone production . . . if they want to join the rest of the world, at a time like this, I think we should take that as a blessing.”

Penelope shook her head. “Rumika’s ascent will upset the balance we’ve found with Mertika. The Matriarchs and I have worked a long time to improve relations with the empire, and this could put that in danger.”

“But that’s just the point. With Rumika’s resources, we don’t have to be beholden to the empire anymore. Quloo, Vania, and Rumika together can challenge the empire, even without Tsukisen’s aid. Kris is already amenable to such an alliance.”

Penelope said nothing in response, her way of telling him the topic was closed.

If he couldn’t rally Penelope’s support, Kris would need to beat Taro, Kensuke, and Takeshi to win. Lavinia hadn’t lost a duel in years, and Kris was nowhere near ready to best her. Maybe one day, with training and patience.

Any deal large enough to address Quloo’s crisis would need the guarantees of a warder’s authority. Without that, it could take weeks of proposals and counterproposals instead of Kris and Ojo talking everything out over tea.

And Quloo needed the aerstone now.

 

 

Chapter 3

Kris

 

Their shoulder bandaged and only slightly sore thanks to the physician’s care, Kris stretched out for the second duel, with Penelope Kyrkos of Vania. This evening, they would face Warder Hii no Taro of Tsukisen. With some good luck, they could have all but one of the votes they needed before the day was done. The imperial nations had yet to inform Kris of the order they’d be facing their warders, still playing it close to the chest.

Yochno repeated the ritual proprieties, leaving Kris and Penelope to take their places.

The bell tolled, and Penelope began to close immediately.

Kris used Gale Step and Bamboo Form, finishing the second sigil just as Penelope whipped up a three-yard-tall tornado and sent it coursing across the field.

Kris cut Dead Sails to banish the tornado, relishing as they saw appreciation cross Penelope’s face. They might not need to win if they impressed the battlemistress enough.

What else do you have? Kris thought, eager to prove themselves.

Penelope was the second-tallest warder of the Circle, more muscular than Lavinia. The Vanian style called for extensive blade contact, dominating the battle through leverage and winding motions.

The Vanian birthright of endurance meant that Kris wouldn’t even try to tire out the battlemistress. But her heavier blade was also slower to cut and trace sigils.

If speed alone wouldn’t suffice, Kris would have to innovate. Fortunately, that was a Rumikan specialty.

As Penelope closed, Kris backpedaled and cut Twin Blade, an intricate sigil developed on Ikaro centuries ago. They’d learned it from a rare manuscript acquired by a Rumikan trader.

As the sigil completed, Kris’s free hand was filled with a sword made of blue light. It was an exact copy of Kris’s steel blade, duplicated by the sigil. The blade wouldn’t last long, so it was more a trick than a sustainable strategy. Kris had trained in case of rapier–style swordplay, and knew that the best way to lose when fighting with two blades was to let your opponent trap both blades at once.

Which meant Kris had to make this count. They pushed off their back leg, advancing toward Penelope as she closed. Kris moved from stance to stance, one blade high, one low. Each time Kris moved, they parried the weakest end of Penelope’s blade with one sword and jabbed with a thrust using the other. Penelope wheeled to one side, blade moving nimbly to turn Kris’s thrusts aside.

Kris continued to press, taking measure of Penelope’s timing and her use of leverage.

Then, as Penelope pushed the magic blade aside with a forceful parry, Kris dropped the sigil. The blade vanished. With nothing to oppose Penelope’s blade, her sword darted off-line, and Kris lunged. Penelope recovered incredibly well, raising her cross guard to parry.

Exactly as Kris expected. Kris disengaged under Penelope’s guard and cut through the leather gauntlets into the battlemistress’s forearms, drawing a thin line of blood. They stopped the blow short of striking her face, making a display of their control.

The bell rang twice.

Kris restrained a whoop of victory. They sheathed their blade and bowed to Penelope.

I can hardly believe that worked, Kris thought. On another day, or on any other pass, Penelope might have caught the parry and punished them for going all in on the lunge. But it had worked.

Penelope offered a hand to shake. The size of her hand left Kris feeling like they were a child again, shaking the hand of an adult.

“Excellently done, Kris.”

Penelope switched her grip and lifted Kris’s hand up to the ceiling, raising her voice to the room. “Vania values strength, and by trial of prowess, Rumika has shown its worth!”

The crowd cheered. Louder, more enthusiastic than that morning. They were on Kris’s side.

“Thank you, Warder Kyrkos. It was an honor.”

Just two more to go!


•••



But their best failed them that evening. Kris thought they’d be able to overwhelm Taro the way Lavinia had, but their aggression cost them the match when Taro voided their blow with incredible agility. That left Kris off-balance, which meant that they recovered too slowly and took a shallow cut to the side from the Tsukiseni’s curved blade.

“Your skills are admirable, but you still have much to learn,” Taro said, casting his vote in opposition after the duel.

At the close of the first day, the circle atop the challenge altar showed two flags illuminated, one dimmed.

Kris returned to their guest chambers, not taking visitors from the crowd. Instead they reclined with several ice packs and a cup of hot tea. On the table sat six polished stones with crude versions of the Circle nations’ flags painted on them. The stones for Quloo and Vania sat on one side, Tsukisen on the other. The three stones for the imperial nations sat in the middle.

“I can beat Takeshi,” Kris said to themself. “I just have to stay clear of his sigils long enough to force the battle into swordplay. With the Ikaro focus, I can’t count on overwhelming him, so I’ll have to just out-fence him. But assuming that, I’ll only have to win one more fight, against Lavinia or Kensuke. Probably Kensuke. The reports say that he’s avoided duels over the past few years, and favors his left leg.”

Kris’s eyes settled on the Mertikan flag. Lavinia’s display in the Golden Lord question stuck with them.

They’d run the two-on-one duel through their mind again and again, and couldn’t come up with a real weakness in Lavinia’s form. Ojo had disarmed her with an incredible maneuver and she snatched the blade out of the air to deliver the telling blow without a heartbeat’s delay.

A chill ran down Kris’s spine, and they missed Alyx’s response. They looked up and saw resignation on Alyx’s face, fear and excitement on Nik’s. Even if they couldn’t beat Lavinia, the path to victory was clear. Hard, but clear.

All of Rumika had put their trust in Kris. If they failed, Rumika could not challenge again for a decade minus one year for each vote in support during the failed challenge, per the laws of the Circle. A decade without a proper representative. Without the respect a seat at the table could bring, without the binding power of deals made by a warder.

They could not fail Rumika. They would not cost their people the future they were building.

 

 

Chapter 4

Michiko

 

That night, Michiko was in her room, reviewing quotas for millet and rice production on Kakute when a summons came from Kensuke. She threw on a robe and hurried to the embassy’s meeting room. She steadied her breath and walked into the main room, her head held high. She’d learned to walk into every room like Lavinia might be waiting to pounce.

This time she wasn’t.

Warder Heike sat at his desk, penning letters. Where the desk was usually spotless, here piles of books and papers had slumped over into a mess. Beside the warder sat a large mug of tea. The twitch of his hand as he wrote told her this was not his first that evening.

“Please, take a seat.” He took a long sip as she did, then set his mug down with an ungraceful clatter. What’s wrong? Michiko wondered. She’d not seen Kensuke so uncontrolled. “Warder Junius has informed me that you are to face the young upstart in our stead, since you have already fought Kris and emerged triumphant.”

Kensuke looked tired, hollow. He walked around to Michiko, and put his hands on her shoulders, holding her in his gaze. She froze in his grasp as a meteor shower of tiny movements and emotions crossed his face. She was trapped again between expectations. What does he want here? Did he want her to demur? To disagree? Something else? Lavinia should be here to give her clear directions, though of course she could do what she wanted, as the empress’s hand on Twaa-Fei.

“Why me, and not you?” she asked, not because she needed the justification, but merely to break this moment, which felt more perilous by the heartbeat.

Kensuke released her shoulders and stepped back, shrinking in on himself. He turned, pacing as he spoke, not looking at her. “We must each serve the best we can. The empire is placing great faith in you, Michiko. Great faith in Kakute. The Golden Lord’s escape was a stain on our status within the empire. We must restore ourselves in Mertika’s eyes.”

Kensuke retrieved his mug from the desk. “You will face the upstart last, after Warder Junius.”

And then he left. No further explanation. No coaching on strategy for the duel. Not even a good night.

The room was still, silent even as her thoughts whipped around her at gale force. She felt the pull to commune with her ancestors, just to feel less adrift and alone.

First Bellona wanted Michiko to follow through with her original instinct to connect with Kris.

Then Lavinia wanted her to use that connection to force a wedge between Kris and Adechike.

Now she wanted Michiko to stand in direct opposition and take up her sword against someone she’d been ordered to befriend. Michiko expected to have to oppose Kris at some point, but sending her forward instead of Warder Heike was a clear signal. It was both an insult to Rumika for Kris to have to face a junior instead of the senior warder and an insult to Michiko to treat her inconsistently.

Like all subjects, she was of course an instrument of the empress’s will. But would forcing her to be so antagonistic toward Kris likely sour them on her permanently? Preventing her from ever being able to recover the connection they’d had initially? In time, that sourness would fester.

And what if Kris succeeded even with the switch-up? Michiko had bested Kris in the garden when they were hungover and angry, but the way they’d fought on the ship . . . beating them would not be easy.

If she took up arms against Kris, they would not be the only one whose relationship to the empire would be soured by the result.


•••



Michiko lit the incense, felt the beads in her hands, and reached out to her ancestors for guidance.

The Golden Lord emerged first.

“Good evening, Granddaughter. Have you thought on my words? Reflected on the ways that the Mertikans are abusing your loyalty?”

“I wouldn’t put it like that,” she answered. “But now they want me to fight Kris Denn in Warder Heike’s place.”

The Golden Lord’s presence flowed into her mind like a storm ripping the shutters off their hinges. He crowded out the other voices, growing to fill her attention. “For the Gauntlet? Has it begun? What is the score? Kensuke has been a weak-willed lackey since we were children together. It’s not surprising that Lavinia would call on you for this. Now is your chance to strike a blow for Kakute! For yourself! They’ve pushed you around since the moment you set foot on Twaa-Fei.

“If Rumika joins the Circle, the empire becomes the minority. If you are to face Kris, you should let them win. Make it look close. Do this for me, for your people.”

“The Gauntlet has begun. Kris defeated Penelope and lost to Taro. They lost to Ojo as well, but Ojo voted in support. The result may fall to me, and I cannot throw a duel without serious repercussions.”

“So they need only win twice more. What do you think about Takeshi’s chances against Kris?”

It was so casual to him. A game to bet upon. “I haven’t seen Takeshi duel. But Bellona says he’s useless with a blade. Kris is anything but.”

“Excellent. If you throw the duel and Kris beats Takeshi, it doesn’t matter what Lavinia does, short of killing the youth. Which would not go over well with Rumika. It might take them time to find another aspirant, but they’d not soon forget such an affront. Yes, this is the way forward. We can curb Lavinia’s ambitions and force the empire onto the defensive while you rally the resistance on Kakute.”

He’d laid out her whole life for her, just as Lavinia had done, and Governor Gallus on Kakute before.

“And what will Lavinia do to me if I fail?”

“She won’t cast you aside so soon after forcing Kensuke out.”

“He’s not out; he’s just not fighting this duel.”

The Golden Lord laughed, his amusement and confidence echoing throughout her mind. “We’ll see about that. Make it look good. Lavinia will rage and fume, but if she needs you now, she’ll need you again soon.”

“What do you say, Uncle? Aunt?”

“How long will you let yourself be constrained by fear?” the Golden Lord asked. “I was imprisoned for forty years, but in my heart, I was still free. Do not walk willingly into the cage they forced on me.”

He’d call for anything that reduced Mertika’s power. But did he care for Rumika at all? What would be best for Kris’s people? The power of a seat in the Warders’ Circle came with great responsibility, and put them into play. Other nations would seek to gain advantage from Rumika: their aerstone, their fleet, a supporting voice in each of their personal agendas and vendettas. But if Kris failed, they could return home, live out their lives as Rumika had done for centuries—staying above the fray.

Michiko imagined what life would be like if she failed out of her role on Twaa-Fei. Sent back home to be a bodyguard or to the fleet as a navigator. Would it be so bad?

Kris clearly wanted more for Rumika, and Rumika wanted more for their people. But what did she want? And could it really matter, caught between a web of obligations? One false move and she’d be prey, eaten up and cast aside as Kensuke had been.

The Golden Lord receded, the storm of his intensity rolling out from her mind.

Her aunt’s presence rushed forward, wrapping around her mind like a blanket.

“You absolutely cannot go against the empress, my dear Michiko.”

Her uncle joined them, his attention like a steadying hand on her shoulder. “Mertikans only respect excellence. Results. You cannot fail them when they’ve called upon you like this.”

“If Warder Junius has asked you to fight, it must be because she believes in you. You must prove that her confidence was well placed.”

The two did their best to talk her down, to soothe her worries. But when the incense was doused, her attention back in the embassy, she had none of the clarity she’d sought.

She’d been raised to honor her ancestors, to let their wisdom guide her. But when they contradicted one another so violently, she could not hope to satisfy them all.

She’d been boxed in. No matter what she did, someone would be disappointed.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


 

Chapter 5

Kris

           

Thanks to strongly brewed Luoah tea and the exhaustion of the Gauntlet, Kris managed some sleep. They woke with aches and bruises, which they met with a hot bath.

An imperial messenger arrived as they were finishing.

The day’s schedule.

Unable to wait, Kris opened the letter in their robe, quickly scanning the contents.

First, Kris would face Takeshi from Ikaro.

Thank the elders Lavinia isn’t first, Kris thought, a bit of tension bleeding from their body.

Lavinia from Mertika second. Kris had no doubt that it would be their toughest fight of the Gauntlet.

And third, where Kris expected to see Kensuke from Kakute, the letter read . . . Oda no Michiko.

Michiko, who Kris had dueled and lost to.

Michiko, who had seen more of how Kris fought than anyone on the island save Ojo and Adechike.

“What is this?” Kris asked later, emerging from the bathroom, holding the letter aloft.

“What?” Nik asked, looking up from polishing the Rumikan sword for the day’s use.

“I’m to fight Michiko, not Kensuke. Why would they do that?”

Alyx walked in from the sitting room, attendants trailing them with questions about the celebration party Rumika would be throwing if they won. Alyx raised a hand. They saw Kris, nodded, and left the room.

Nik continued. “Michiko?”

“Yes. Michiko, not Kensuke. Why? Kensuke is the senior; I should be fighting him.”

“Kensuke might be unwell,” Nik offered.

“It could be one of many things,” Alyx added. “An insult, overconfidence, or a necessary substitution due to illness, as Nik said. But it doesn’t change anything. Just two more victories. Not answers, not motives, just focus and follow-through.”

Yes, but why? Kris thought as they made their preparations.


•••



The crowd on the second day was even larger than the first.

Takeshi looked more put together than usual. He was freshly shaven, his hair tied in a high topknot. His blade was short to make bladecrafting easier, with a clamshell hilt, doubtless for the hand protection.

As the two walked to the center to shake, Kris smiled, butterflies in their stomach that they channeled into relentless positivity. “I like this look. I could never make topknots work. Gave me a headache.”
 Takeshi’s response was only a nod.

Not in a chatty mood, then, Kris thought.

They shook, and Yochno addressed the crowd again as the pair took their positions.

Kris expected Takeshi to open with an attack. Keep on your feet, boost speed on the way in, and then crowd him, take away the space to craft, Kris thought. They expected this duel to be tiring. They’d need to wear the Ikaran down, unless they landed a lucky touch through his defenses.

The bell rang, and Kris charged. Takeshi traced a wide sigil—Split the Sky. Kris cut Bamboo Form as Takeshi finished the sigil, then used its power to dive five yards to the side to dodge the blue-white bolt of electricity from Takeshi’s sigil.

The lightning arced around again for another try. This time, Kris dropped to the floor, letting the energy fork over them and back toward Takeshi, who banished the sigil with a deft flick of the wrist.

Such control! Kris thought. In Takeshi’s place, Kris wouldn’t have had the time to banish the lightning.

But this one I know, Kris thought as they traced the counter-sigil to Takeshi’s Blazing Bolt. Takeshi’s artistry with the sigil was too strong, too deft for Kris to stop it entirely on the run, but they disrupted it enough to cancel some of the blasts.

The bolts lashed out like scatter shot from a cannon. But there was a hole in the middle of the blossoming array of magic.

It was risky. Kris imagined Alyx’s voice warning them off, but instead, using the reflexes enhanced by Bamboo Form, they jumped forward, blade first, stretching out to become a dart through the air. Kris dove and rolled through without a scratch, coming up within range of the Ikaran. Kris beat the shorter blade aside and began to work at Takeshi’s defenses.

The crowd burst into applause, but the fight wasn’t done yet.

Kris pressed the Ikaran. Even retreating, Takeshi’s precision was impressive. He traced short, precise sigils that pushed Kris away, then another that cost them their footing. Each gave Takeshi time to retreat and start the next sigil.

It was a parade of small disruptions and escapes. Each time Takeshi pulled out an escape, the crowd cheered.

Kris couldn’t just go for an all-out press without risking taking a counter-strike along the way. So instead they used their footwork. Watching Takeshi’s movements, Kris tested right, tested left.

Takeshi favored a back-weighted stance, which meant that there was only so far he could go before he had to step back. Kris used their flexible stance, weight forward then back, left then right, and faked Takeshi into taking a sudden step back, losing his balance. But instead of following, Kris cut Gale Step to enhance their speed on top of the agility.

Takeshi was off-balance as he traced the counter-sigil, so Kris closed again. Their blade whistled through the air, gaining time on Takeshi with each cut and parry.

Just a bit more, they thought.

Kris advanced again, disengaging around Takeshi’s sword, planning to press with disengages and feints until they could gain the fraction of a beat they needed to land a blow.

He parries, I disengage again. . . .

But there was no parry. The blow sliced through Takeshi’s side, yellow sash going red.

Shit. What? Shit.

He should have parried! I didn’t mean to land that, not that hard.

Kris shouted, “Medic!” even before the bells rang out.

The Mertikan doctor dashed across the field, but Kris was already there, putting pressure on Takeshi’s wound.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to . . .”

Takeshi looked down, surprised.

“It was a fair blow. I should have caught it.”

The medic’s voice was sharp. “Move aside.” But Kris kept their hands in place, maintaining pressure.

“I’m holding the wound; you cut away his tunic.”

“Let me do my job, Rumikan. You’ve made your point.”

Alyx was there beside them. They’d lost track of the crowd, focusing on Takeshi.

It had been an accident. But would anyone believe that?

Alyx tugged at their shoulder. “Kris, let her work.”

“I’ll be fine,” Takeshi said. Kris saw no resentment or anger in his eyes, but guilt still hung around their neck like dead aerstone.

Alyx offered them a cloth, which Kris used to clean the blood from their hands, from their sword.

This was all wrong.

Kris looked over their shoulder. Lavinia, Michiko, and Bellona stood around Takeshi as the medic worked. Lavinia prowled the edge of the group, her knuckles white on her blade. She caught Kris’s gaze, and Kris’s stomach dropped. She looked like she would take Kris’s head off if given half a chance. She’d have that chance, and soon.

“We need to leave,” Kris said.

“Of course,” Alyx said. “I have chilled hibiscus tea waiting.”

Seldom had winning a duel felt as much like losing.

 

 

 

Chapter 6

Ojo

 

Ojo found Kris in the temporary chambers they’d been given on the ambassadorial level of the tower. They had a towel over their head, a mug of iced tea at their side. Kris threw back the towel as Ojo and Penelope entered.

They were troubled, doubtless due to Takeshi’s wound. Would that all of the warders had such compassion for their opponents after winning a duel.

“Are you all right? If you wish to be alone, I apologize. We . . .” Ojo looked to Penelope.

“We’d both like to see Lavinia’s ego deflated a few sizes,” she said.

“I . . . I didn’t mean to strike Takeshi that hard. I thought I had better control than that.”

“It happens,” Penelope said. “The wound was not that deep, and the Mertikan obsession with excellence extends to their medics. He’s in good hands. You need to focus on Lavinia.”

They made a circle of the chairs, Kris sitting back against the wall, relaxed but attentive as Ojo and Penelope gave their advice.

Unfortunately, they could not agree in their suggestions.

Ojo raised a finger, pointing. “Against Lavinia, even the smallest error can be your undoing. You can’t count on the brash chances like your dive through Takeshi’s array of bolts.”

“No,” Penelope said. “That boldness is exactly what will let you surprise her. Harness it without losing your control, and you fight inside her range. Use her long limbs against her.”

“But that will expose them to grappling,” Ojo said. “I’ve seen your wrestling skills, Kris. I mean no offense, but you would not defeat Lavinia in corps-a-corps.”

“None taken. I’m not much of a wrestler.”

Penelope shook her head. “You can fight inside her optimal range without letting her get her hands on you. It will be a tightrope, but it can be done. You’re fast; you think well on your feet. If you stay out of range, she’ll rout you with sorcery, and if you try to pick at her, she’ll land a quick blow to your wrist or forearm and that’ll be the end of it.”

Ojo nodded. “You can do both. Be deliberate, keep your head on, be prepared for anything. Keep your mind and body flexible. Expect everything. She’s a terror, but she can be beaten.”

“How often have you beaten her?” Kris asked.

“Twice,” Ojo said.

“Three times,” said Penelope.

“Out of how many duels?”

“Too many,” Ojo said.

“Fifteen,” Penelope answered.

Kris gulped audibly.

Ojo put a hand on their shoulder. “You are young yet. There’s something to be said for not fighting this one too hard, Kris. Save your strength for Michiko. You’ll have many chances over the years to learn how to get the best of Lavinia.”

Penelope’s face soured. If Vanians knew the concept of throwing a match, they never acknowledged it.

Kris’s brow furrowed, as if the idea hadn’t occurred to them, either. Was it due to pride or the folly of youth? In the end, it didn’t truly matter for now.

“Thank you,” Kris said. “I’ll do my best.”

“No matter what else happens today, you’ve proven your skills,” Ojo said. “And if the fates are with you, by tomorrow we will get to call you Warder.”

The two stood, then left Kris to make their preparations for the duels ahead.

“Do you think they can do it?” Penelope asked once they were out of earshot.

“Lavinia? I think not. But they have a good chance to beat Michiko, if they fight smart and don’t get carried away with the adventure of it all.”

“And if Lavinia leaves them in any shape to fight.”

 


 

Chapter 7

Michiko

           

Michiko watched from the Mertikan huddle as Lavinia strode out for her duel. Takeshi sat tall beside her, as if to wave off doubts about his health and stamina. He could have easily retired to his embassy to sleep the day off, but he insisted on staying.

Beside her, Bellona said, “How long do you think the upstart can last? I don’t give them more than thirty seconds.”

“I think the duel will last as long as Lavinia wants it to last,” Michiko responded, keeping her tone neutral. Her telling moment was coming ever closer, and Grandfather’s words lingered with her, obligation and opportunity weighed on a scale atop her heart.

Kris opened with sigils of speed and strength, while Lavinia launched immediately into Shockwave. Kris leaped over the rumbling wave of earth, but barely dodged the follow-up bolts from Blazing Bolt. Lavinia was relentless, flowing from one sigil immediately into the next, with no motion wasted.

Dodging and blocking as best they could with counter-sigils and Adamant Shield, Kris slowly closed the distance between them. The look of joyful concentration they’d worn in previous duels quickly gave way to a harder, colder look, all traces of a smile gone. Kris looked like Michiko felt whenever she communed with her grandfather—overwhelmed.

And yet they pressed the fight. Lavinia slashed high as they came in, and Kris ducked into their parry, the blade striking sparks as it cut just above the Rumikan’s head. Kris whipped the blade around to cut at Lavinia’s wrist, but she was too fast, turning to parry the strike while carving a new sigil, Divine Gust, which blew the smaller duelist back. Kris kept their feet, but barely.

Lavinia advanced while Kris struggled to keep their footing. But instead of landing one of three easy blows Michiko would have used, Lavinia lashed out with a heavy kick to Kris’s side, knocking them back and down.

The duel was to first blood, not the first strike.

Lavinia closed again, hammering on Kris’s defenses, and Michiko could nearly feel the strain of the blows, flashing back to her own brutal training sessions with Lavinia. She was as harsh a tutor as Michiko had ever known.

But this was not instruction. It was naked cruelty.

Lavinia dragged the fight out, landing body blows and pommel strikes, sigils with percussive attacks and slaps with the flat of her blade. Kris began to leave openings, either from fatigue or perhaps inviting a blow to end their misery, but Lavinia refused to take the obvious shots.

“Enough, Lavinia!” Ojo shouted from the sidelines.

Michiko looked to the crowd. Some had turned away, some cringed. Some looked on with bloodthirsty eagerness. Mostly Lavinia’s fellow imperial subjects.

She forced herself to look back at the duel despite the sick feeling in her stomach.

Kris landed a parry and pushed backward to make distance between them and reset the fight. The Rumikan was battered, but not beaten.

They cut a new sigil, one Michiko had not seen before.

“Vek’s Mirrors,” Takeshi said beside her. “Where did they learn that?”

Where Kris stood there were now three of them. The Kris on either side began to circle, moving to flank Lavinia.

“Parlor tricks,” Lavinia sneered, her commander’s voice filling the room. She banished one image with a bolt of fire, then dodged between the two remaining, parrying through one’s cut and spinning in time to block the true Kris’s cut.

But barely. For the first time in the duel, Lavinia was not in full command of the situation.

As she pushed the cut aside, Lavinia’s demeanor changed, sharpened. She counter-thrust with incredible speed. Kris barely dodged to the side, bringing their blade back around to defend. Lavinia hailed blows upon them, giving Kris less and less time to retreat or recover.

The images forgotten, Lavinia pressed forward, knocked Kris’s blade to one side, reached out to grab their sword with a gloved hand, then closed and head-butted the smaller fencer, knocking them flat on their back.

“Call it!” shouted Alyx from the opposite side of the pitch.

But there was no blood upon the ground, nor on Kris’s face.

Lavinia held Kris’s blade, leaving them nearly defenseless. But instead of letting Kris yield, her blade lashed out, stabbing deep into the shoulder of Kris’s sword-arm.

Finally Yochno’s bell rang.

“It is done!” the seneschal bellowed.

“You are not ready, whelp,” she spat. “Crawl back home and remember this the next time you think to challenge the empire.” Lavinia stepped back, saluted Yochno, then tossed Kris’s blade at their feet.

Rumika’s medic rushed to Kris’s side, along with their attendants. Takeshi shot up and moved for the Rumikan as well, far faster than she would have expected.

This was the Mertikan ideal she was supposed to strive for? Uncompromising and cruel, victory at all costs? If Lavinia was the empress’s hand in Twaa-Fei, then in the empress’s eyes, all were useful tools or doomed hurdles to be crossed and shattered.

Who was she really fighting for? And who was she expected to hurt along the way?

Enough is enough, she thought. Michiko stood and crossed to join the group around Kris.

She was the warder empowered to face Kris, and therefore she could set the terms of that duel. She would not compound cruelty on cruelty.


•••



The Rumikan medic treated Kris’s wound, but from up close, Michiko saw that there was no way they’d be able to fence that night.

Michiko sought out Yochno, who lingered by the side of the arena.

“Kakute proposes that the final duel be postponed until tomorrow.”

Yochno raised an eyebrow. “That is very considerate. As you stand for Kakute in this Gauntlet, I can convey the offer to the aspirant, if you like.”

If Lavinia and the empress were trusting her to represent Kakute, then she would set an example. Kakute would show the nations that they could balance strength and compassion.

“Thank you, Seneschal.” She bowed and returned to her seat.

Lavinia was waiting for her. Michiko considered turning and leaving, but that would only delay the inevitable.

“What did you tell the seneschal?” Lavinia asked. Bellona flanked her as always.

“I offered the aspirant the chance to delay the final duel. They are clearly in no shape to present a challenge, and when I beat them, I want the outcome to be undeniable. If we seek to deny Rumika, we cannot do so if the other warders believe that Kris could have won the final duel if they’d only been given time to recover.”

“You are too generous,” Lavinia said. “You must take every advantage presented to you, especially with your lack of training in the proper imperial techniques. Do not fail the empire, Michiko.”

Everything came down to results. No room for emotion, no room for mercy. This was the standard Lavinia set. But in the fury of a storm, a tree that refused to bend would break. Was the empire the tree or the storm?

Michiko bowed, hiding her face from Lavinia’s watchful eye as she set her expression. “I will do my best, Warder.”

Something had changed within her during that fight. But could she betray her oath of loyalty? Even to correct an injustice?

 


 

Chapter 8

Kris

 

Instead of the evening duel, Kris took a long bath, trying to unknot their muscles. Afterward, they sat with ice packs in a reclining chair, both grateful for the delay for the final duel and worried that one night of rest would not be enough.

Nik leaned into the main room of the guest quarters, saying, “Warder Ueda is here to see you.”

Kris stood, which set their shoulder on fire once more. They slumped back in their seat and took a moment to let the pain dull.

Moving slower, they stood and said, “Of course, send him in.”

Takeshi wore a fresh set of robes, and carried a well-worn leather satchel in one arm.

“Good evening, Warder. I wasn’t expecting you.”

“There was no reason to expect me.”

“Again, I’m very sorry—”

Takeshi cut them off. “There’s nothing to apologize for. I missed the parry, and your blow struck true. I’m the one who should be apologizing for Warder Junius. I have some skill with medicinal poultices, and I wanted to offer what assistance I might.”

“I might wonder why you’re offering to help me when the last person I’m scheduled to duel is another imperial subject.”

Takeshi knelt and unfolded his pack, revealing freshly cut herbs, mosses, and a rainbow of vials. “Dueling is hard enough when you’re healthy. And everyone benefits if the result of this Gauntlet is without question. Muddied waters are likely to breed resentment and reprisal.”

Kris nodded, taking in Takeshi’s words. “Well said. I am grateful for whatever help you can provide.” They’d need it. Even with a night to recover, they’d be fighting Michiko left-handed and exhausted.

Kris pulled off the arm of their loose tunic, and let Takeshi and Nik remove the bandage.

Takeshi’s hands were warm despite the cool night air. He worked skillfully, tender but not forceful, cleaning the wound again before applying the poultice.

“Did you ever consider being a physician?”

“It’s what I wanted, before I was called to serve as a bladecrafter. We have many doctors, but few duelists. Our governor decreed that my talent for bladecraft was too great to waste on healing.”

Nik held one layer of the poultice on while Takeshi mixed several liquids in a bowl. “Here I have access to the finest library in the sky, so I keep my medical skills as honed as I can. Help the doctors on the lowest level, sometimes. The city doesn’t do the best job of taking care of its poor.”

He dabbed a brush in the mixture then painted it into the poultice. The liquid seeped through and Kris’s shoulder went cold, then numb.

“Few cities do,” Kris said. “That’s amazing. What is it?”

“That, I’m afraid, is an Ikaran secret.” His smile told Kris that he was joking. He taped down the bandages and stood. “If anything starts turning green, remove the poultice immediately and send for me. But that’s a very rare reaction, and as I’ve read, almost unheard of on Rumika.”

Nik nodded. “We’re hardy people. Not in the league with Vanians, but we hold up. Kris here is proof of that.”

Kris offered their free hand shake. It was a bit awkward, but they managed. “Thank you again, Warder Ueda. You have my gratitude, and that of Rumika.”

“You’re very welcome. Now do your people proud tomorrow, and see this through.”

Takeshi bowed haltingly, then took a long moment before he seemed to remember that he was leaving, and made his way out.

Now that was unexpected, Kris thought, the image of Takeshi’s smile and the deft touch of his trained hands lingering long after he’d gone.


•••



Kris woke the next day dreading the pains and aches they were due.

But instead of a sharp stabbing, their shoulder reported only a dull throb. And their other bruises were far smaller and lighter than expected.

Kris penned a letter of appreciation to Takeshi, which Nik dutifully delivered, along with one for Michiko.

Out of curiosity, Kris tested their sword arm, extending, flexing, holding their blade. It hurt, but not enough to be worth fighting left-handed.       

They might not be at full strength, but they’d finish the Gauntlet today. They’d see whether Takeshi’s kindness and Michiko’s mercy gave them the space to win or rope enough to hang their own chances.

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 9

Michiko

           

The crowd assembled after lunch for the sixth and final duel of Kris’s Gauntlet. Michiko kept moving, light on her feet, kicking out the worry and trying to stoke the flames of her aggression. She’d slept poorly, conflicting loyalties and desires refusing to resolve or go quiet.

She could not afford to do less than her very best with this crowd watching, from Lavinia to the dozens of imperial subjects in the crowd. The empire was counting on her to deliver them a victory, especially after she’d extended Kris the courtesy of delaying the duel.

Kris walked onto the pitch with their medic and attendants. Their gait was a bit stiff, but they moved with resolve.

Michiko put on a mask of politeness to hide her storm-tossed heart. She’d hoped to have a decision about what to do in the duel when she woke, whether to follow Lavinia’s orders or her grandfather’s.

What little sleep she’d found had not brought clarity, only the feeling of a steel fist wrapped around their stomach, breath permanently caught in their throat.

As the two closed to shake, Michiko nodded to Kris. “You look well.”

“Thank you.” They grinned. “I don’t suppose I could convince you to pledge your support regardless of the duel’s outcome?”

If only it were that simple, Michiko thought. Lavinia would skin me alive and then send me to run errands as I bled out.

 “Not unless you are planning to announce Rumika’s intention to join the empire?”

“Alas, no. But at least this time, I’m not hungover. Shall we?” Kris raised their blade to salute. Michiko matched them. Yochno repeated the terms, and the two returned to their ready positions.

Kris opened as they usually did, with sigils of speed and agility. Michiko matched them one to one.

They traded attacks from a variety of sigils, closed and backed off, testing each other’s defenses. Kris was moving stiffly, but so was she, thanks to lack of sleep, undigested worry, and uncertainty.

Their last duel, Kris had been tired and angry. Here, they were bold without being brash, daring but not sloppy. Michiko found no easy openings to capitalize on, nor any convincing places where she could slip up. Her mind flipped between options at the tempo of the fight, thoughts and impulses never breaking through her resolve to guide her actions.

Both she and Kris were playing waiting games, probing for an opportunity: Kris for their chance to strike, Michiko for the telling moment that would let her decide and be done with this torment.

The crowd was a din, with only rare voices piercing the cacophony.

“Finish them!” Michiko heard from Lavinia.

“Focus!” shouted Ojo.

Michiko cleared Kris’s blade and took a large step back, giving herself a breather. Kris’s aggression could be used against them; she just had to create the moment without leaving an opening for Kris’s tricks.

She decided to use one of her own. This one she’d picked up from Lavinia, watching her use it to chase Bellona around the pitch.

It’d make a good impression on Lavinia, at least.

Or maybe it was to win and be done with the fight.

She still couldn’t tell which part of her was lying to herself.

Michiko stepped back again as Kris closed, keeping her sword out of the way of Kris’s as she drew the sigil Arcane Beast.

A luminescent bear made of golden light snapped into being, rearing up on two legs between Michiko and Kris.

The crowd gasped. Summoning creatures with bladecraft was a rare and difficult feat. Win or lose, she’d shown her own prowess here, or would if she could control the construct and continue the fight.

“Where’d you learn this one?” Kris said, keeping the bear between the two of them.

Michiko did not answer, focusing on the fight. She feinted, then pushed off and reversed direction, hoping to startle the Rumikan.

It would have worked, if not for the torso-sized sigil of counter-magic Kris etched in the air. Intricate and taxing, pure counter-magic was a brute-force measure. Far better to reverse the sigil itself. But doing so required knowing the specific sigil in question well enough to cut it backward.

What Kris did was the equivalent of using a cannon to fell a tree for lack of an ax.

But it worked.

Lunging, the beast shattered into a kaleidoscope of magical energy, fizzling out. And through the sparkling lights, Kris stepped forward to attack again.

Michiko ducked and parried the cut, and they reset.

On another day, with another objective, this would have been fun. Matching sigil for sigil, testing each other, pushing each other to do more, fight faster, dig deeper.

They reached a fever pitch of feint and counter, cut and thrust. Neither quite landing a blow nor willing to retreat.

But this had to end sometime.

Just do something, she told herself, frustrated.

The two came to the clash, opposed cuts meeting in a perfect cross. Michiko felt Kris’s blade, weak on the inside line. All she had to do was push through.

Here it is. I can do it. 

She imagined the scene, Lavinia proud, Kris devastated. The adoration of the empire.

But instead she let the moment pass.

Kris reversed around Michiko’s blade and swung at her forehead. She dodged to the side and her sword swept toward Kris’s knee. They leaned back in an acrobatic move, all their weight on their back leg, and her blade cut only the air. Kris responded by knocking Michiko’s weapon aside.

Michiko stepped back and brought up her blade to guard against the expected follow-up, but Kris’s sword wasn’t there. Instead they dove under Michiko’s blade and scored a light cut across her calf.

Kris rolled up to a guard position. Michiko felt the hot sting of the cut, and stepped back. Yochno’s bell rang twice.

It was done. Kris had won, though only because Michiko had seen an opportunity and let it pass. Would Lavinia be able to tell what had truly happened? Would Kris?

When Michiko switched her sword to her free hand, Kris sheathed their own, not to shake. Instead they launched forward, tackling Michiko with a hug.

“What a fight!” They squeezed with more warmth and camaraderie than she’d gotten from the entire imperial delegation put together.

This is why, Michiko thought. The empire sees me as a tool. Kris sees me as a person. 

Maybe even a friend.

Michiko squeezed Kris back and then pulled away. The moment was done; there was no purpose in acting the sore loser, even to appease Lavinia.

She grabbed Kris’s hand and raised it to the ceiling, shouting, “To the victor!”

The audience erupted into cheers. Even some imperial subjects.

Lavinia was not among them. Michiko’s stomach dropped at the thought of the lashing she’d get. Weeks of accounting duty or cleaning or another tedious task. Lavinia would take it out on her on the field, in the halls, and everywhere between.

She was afraid of the retribution, but not ashamed of what she’d done.

Michiko nodded to Kris and then returned to face Lavinia.

It was a good duel. She’d done well.

Kris would have their seat, Rumika would have a say, and the wheels of change would turn.

But what would come next?

 

 

 

 

Chapter 10

Kris

 

As Michiko stepped away, Kris fell to their knees, overwhelmed. Pain, triumph, pride, fear, worry, and wonder all scrambled in their mind.

I did it. I actually did it, Kris thought.

Kris channeled all those competing impulses into a bellow of triumph, letting themselves empty their mind and still their heart. Kris stood, retrieving their blade and making their way to Yochno. Celebration could wait. There was still one bit of ceremony left.

“The Gauntlet is complete!” Yochno exclaimed, his voice carrying effortlessly. “The count stands four supporting, two opposed, and so, as Seneschal of the Warders’ Circle, I confirm this result. The participating warders, join me upstairs for the ritual of investiture. On behalf of the Circle and Twaa-Fei, thank you for bearing witness to this most momentous ritual. I am made to understand that the people of Rumika have prepared to host a celebration nearby, in the Grand Opera Hall.”

Kris pulled themself together, calling up the first of several speeches they’d prepared. “Rumika wishes to share our excitement and appreciation with all who bore witness and participated in this Gauntlet. Rumika is ready to take our place among the great nations of the sky, to share our culture, our history, and our strength. Please do us the honor of joining us tonight for the celebration.”


•••



The six warders stood around the table, ritual blades in hand. The table had six seats, six flags carved into the marble, as it had since before anyone in the room had been born.

The table was about to change.

The warders took a step back in unison, each carving the same sigil.

Kris and Yochno stood off to the side, along with the junior warders. No others were allowed to bear witness, Yochno explained.

“This sigil is held in confidence by the Circle, specially designed to resonate with the ancient magics that sustain this wondrous tower.”

Lavinia did not bother to contain her anger, but she cut the sigil regardless, bladework perfect. Taro looked displeased but not angry, and in Michiko’s place, Kensuke cut the sigil for Kakute, expression unreadable.

Ojo wore a smile, Penelope a satisfied and resolute look of appreciation if not affection, and Takeshi snuck in an upward curl of the lip out of eyeshot of his fellow imperial warders.

The sigils snapped into place one by one, and as the sixth completed, the table rumbled, becoming lighter and lighter, until it was pure white magical energy. Then, at once, there was a great settling sound, stone dropping into place without falling.

The light faded, revealing the enlarged table, fresh with a seventh place, a seventh seat, and a seventh flag. Rumika’s gold Chimera on red and white looked back at Kris from the table, bisected by the groove for a sword.

A warder’s sword.

Yochno gestured to the seat. “Step forward, Kris Denn of Rumika.”

Kris took their place in front of the seat, presenting their blade. The blade that had laid in a box since their departure from Rumika, untouched until now. Blessed by the elders of each village, with a pommel made from polished aerstone from the lowest point on the island, the sword represented how the warder would bear up their people. They took the blade and set it into the groove on the table.

Another flash, and Kris saw countless ribbons of light lashing up from the table and wrapping themselves around the sword, snapping into place and fading from vision.

“And so,” Yochno said, “the Circle is increased. Congratulations and welcome, Warder Denn.”

The warders clapped. Even Lavinia, though she did so over dagger eyes.

“Thank you all,” Kris said. “I look forward to serving alongside each of you, learning from your experience, and doing my best to honor the mission of this Circle—to foster greater peace and understanding between the nations. I hope you’ll all join me at the celebration this evening. And then I think I’ll be sleeping until the next meeting.”

That got a chuckle, and not just from Ojo.


•••



The rest of the day was a whirlwind. Alyx and Nik had taken most of the preparations on themselves, with a core of volunteers and the staff of the Grand Opera. The multitiered foyer had been done up in the red and white of Rumika, with great banners, ribbons, and carpets adorning every surface.

There, on a middle tier, Rumikan cooks and chefs shared traditional meals from the islands, from apricot pheasant to Kwel tarts and everything in between. Kris made sure to stop at the tables each time they passed, if only to eat enough to stay upright after their exhausting week.

Their attire and hair helped force them to take it slow. It was the most elaborate outfit they’d ever worn. Alyx had insisted on extravagance.

A half dozen Rumikan tailors had competed to dress Kris for the celebration, and they’d ended up wearing a grandiose version of Rumikan traditional wear—another way in which they were being made to stand for their whole country. They wore a fitted jacket that opened into voluminous gored sleeves in contrasting red and white with gold trim, and a full skirt with a separate section drawn up and pinned to the shoulder as a cape that then draped into a long tail.

Their hair was pulled tight from their left side and draped over their left shoulder, wavy tresses pulled into swirling knotted braids at their crown, then falling over their shoulder in intricately formed curls.

On the lowest level, a Rumikan band played folk tunes as their companion dance troupe performed traditional dances, teaching foreigners the simple steps and inviting them to join in the dances of harvest, of marriage, and more. The troupe roped Kris into joining them for one go at Chimera’s March, a celebratory dance from Kris’s home village. Blatant pandering to be sure, but as the leaders beckoned Kris into the center to play the role of the Chimera, Kris’s heart soared.

The warders and diplomatic entourages mostly kept to the reserved upper level. It was the easiest place to catch one’s breath, but the most socially fraught. A reminder that, more than ever, their every move would be scrutinized.

As the hero of the hour, Kris had to be on the entire time, gracefully receiving thanks, making the acquaintance of local dignitaries, political actors of all stripes and creeds, and dozens of grateful Rumikans, each with a story about how they just knew Kris would win. Kris tried to commit every name to memory, but knew they’d remember barely a fraction if not for the small bound book they kept in their jacket, jotting notes down after each encounter.

Kris picked out a moment when Takeshi was alone by the refreshments, then slid in through the crowd.

“Thank you again. That poultice worked wonders.”

Surprised, Takeshi nearly dropped his dish. The food wobbled, and Kris shot out their hand to steady his plate. Their hands touched, and Kris felt that same warmth again.

“You’re very welcome,” Takeshi said. “You look—”

“Takeshi!” Lavinia cut him off from across the landing. “Are you quite done?”

Takeshi gave Kris a quick bow, said “Congratulations,” then returned to the imperial cadre. They were a circle closed against the room, present but not participating.

Is it so terrible for Takeshi to make friends? Kris wondered. Were the other imperial warders allowed any autonomy under Lavinia? Each warder was a puzzle that Kris would have to solve, made all the more complex because of their ever-changing connections.

But that was a gauntlet for another day.

Hours after the sun had vanished beneath the mists, once the diplomatic level was empty of the imperial delegation, Kris sought out Ojo. The big man was chatting with Adechike, Taro, and Nik, who shared a plate of Rumika sweets.

“Warder Kante, may I have a word in private?”

Ojo excused himself and the two stepped out onto a small balcony overlooking the city.

The evening air wrapped its cool tendrils around Kris’s hair, but the growing chill could not dim the warmth in their heart.

“The city is truly beautiful.” Stained-glass windows glowed by lantern light, banners whipping on rooftops. They saw buildings of every style and make, from the impossibly ancient tower to the wooden skeletons of new construction. Twaa-Fei lived the promise of the Circle every day, proving that the people of the nations could live together in harmony.

“You’ll have plenty of chances to get to know it now, Warder.” Ojo added a warm touch to his voice with that last word, and Kris found an unbidden smile upon their lips.

“How long did it take you to get used to the title?”

“Until the day I looked up from my work and realized I’d been Senior for Quloo for a decade.”

Kris turned and saw Ojo’s face alight with a smile. They answered in kind. “I’ll be sure to make a note to myself to be very careful about looking up. Somewhat dangerous for when I head down-island for tea.”

“Already you bear the wisdom of years.”

“I think it’s the tea.”

They laughed together, and for a moment the burden of responsibility felt lighter.

Kris took a long breath, felt the breeze in their hair. The past week had been so full, and Kris wanted to set this celebration off on its own so they would never forget it.

Kris turned from the view to face Ojo. “I wanted to thank you, Warder Kante.”

“Ojo is fine. We are peers now, yes?”

“Yes. Ojo, thank you for everything. I wouldn’t have succeeded without your assistance, and not just because of your vote in the Gauntlet itself.”

Ojo raised his glass to salute. “The Circle will be stronger with seven. I don’t expect you’ll have an easy first year, given how the winds are blowing.”

The imperials. Vanians’ prejudice against Rumikans’ birthright, and whatever other challenges to Kris’s authority emerged as they established themselves in the Circle.

“I never expected that it would be easy,” Kris said. “Lavinia won’t let this go without some response. Which is why Rumika needs allies.”

Kris stood up to their full height, shoulders back, expression softened as they gave Ojo a conspiratorial smile. “As my first act as warder, aside from all of this”—Kris gestured back to the party—“Rumika will offer Quloo the first chance to bid on exclusive trade rights for Rumikan aerstone. Quloo gets the relief it needs, and Rumika gets a strong partner in the sky.”

Ojo’s face nearly glowed from within. “Quloo is honored. This is what we’ve both been working for, and now we can bring it to fruition together. Shall we work out the details over tea?”

Kris smiled. The future lay before them, endless possibilities. Challenges, too, but they would not be alone. They had their people at their back, friends and allies on Twaa-Fei, and the authority of a warder.

They would forge a bright future for their people. Whatever else came next, Rumikan histories would remember this day as one of triumph.








Episode 5
 Trade Deal

By Malka Older

 

Prologue

 

Whorls of mist eddied below the aerstone-plated hulls of the cargo ships in Omber, Rumika’s main harbor. It was not a good sign. Old superstition claimed that uneasy mists below the harbor were linked to storms farther out, and some believed the turbulence presaged mist-fiend attacks.

But the cargo on these vessels could not wait. Onshore, yellow-robed priests traced Firespurter signals for good fortune, the sparks shooting high into the sky in lucky helices. In case prayer wasn’t enough, each ship boasted two master navigators and an additional complement of four bladecrafters for protection.

Trade minister Pyr stepped off the gangplank after a final inspection of the cargo, and gave the launch signal with a flourish. Mooring ropes were loosed and coiled. On seven decks, seven navigators carved the sigil to rise, and the convoy elevated with majestic precision.

Hundreds of leagues away, in the large, still undecorated suite that had been designated the Rumikan embassy in Twaa-Fei, Kris looked up from their first official use of the reflecting pool that would serve as their primary communication with their home island. “What do you think?” they asked Ojo, unable to keep the pleased smile from their face. “Does the shipment look like what you need?”

Ojo did not match Kris’s smile, but offered a warm handclasp instead. “My friend. The shipment is perfect. The quality looks very impressive.” Ojo shifted his stance, hoping to encourage Kris toward the exit. He needed to call his own country to confirm the embarkation. Most warders would understand the need for privacy without it being said, but Kris apparently had not caught on. It felt churlish to ask Kris to leave after sharing the Rumikan’s own communiqué.

“Hopefully this will be the beginning of a fruitful relationship between our islands!” Kris had planned a brief speech, practicing with Alyx in their chambers to smooth the unaccustomed diplomatic language, but in the moment they were inspired to expand on it. “We will forge bonds as light and strong as the aerstone we trade, and our joined strength will allow us to construct, um, cooperation like fleets of ships lacing the sky together.”

They paused for breath, and Ojo jumped in. “Well said, well said! Now, if you will excuse me for a moment, I need to speak briefly with the Bright Chamber.”

“Oh. Of course.” Kris took a step toward the door, wondering what Ojo might need to say about the deal that they could not be a party to.

“Kris.” Ojo strode after them to the door of the chamber and clasped Kris’s hand again. “Thank you. Truly. You have done us a great service.”

Kris was surprised to see the tears standing in Ojo’s eyes. “Hardly a service,” they said, attempting to lighten the mood. “You’re paying us well for it!”

Taking the cue, Ojo finally smiled. “So you’ll be standing for the tea tonight, then?”

Kris smiled back, relief lighting their face. “At least the first round! I’ll see you there!”

 

Chapter 1

Michiko

 

The early morning couriers from the Mertikan embassy were getting very annoying.

Michiko was still sore from the duel, and not just physically. She had been replaying the critical moment over and over in her mind for most of the night, and she still wasn’t sure whether she had done the right thing. She had only just dropped off to sleep when the messenger rang.

Last month, even last week, Michiko would have been caught in a rush of adrenaline by the note, breath racing as she tried to sculpt a flawless appearance without delaying her requested attendance at the embassy. After that night, she didn’t even have the energy to be anxious about it. Michiko pulled her hair into something resembling the low formal knot that compromised between Kakutan tradition and shorter Mertikan styles, smoothed the trailing sleeves on her third-best robe, and made her way to the Mertikan embassy.

Lavinia was waiting for her in the private reception room. During her hurried bow—her nerves had caught up with her as she entered the room—Michiko could see Bellona standing in the background, just in front of the aerstone-inlaid carved screen, with an expression somewhere between scandalized and smug.

“Well?” Lavinia asked, before Michiko had even straightened up. “What were you thinking?”

Michiko froze, wondering if Lavinia knew she could have fought better at the Gauntlet duel. “I . . .” She had to try again to get a sentence out. “I’m sorry. Kris is very skillful, and I suddenly felt ill.”

“She does look tired,” Bellona put in, and Michiko’s eyes darted to her, wondering if Bellona was actually on her side.

Lavinia pounced, ignoring Bellona so thoroughly, she almost talked over her. “Then maybe you should have adhered to the initial schedule, instead of offering unnecessary assistance to your enemy! They hardly extended you the same courtesy.”

Michiko should have said something about how Kris had no way to know she wasn’t feeling well, but she was still startled by hearing Lavinia refer to the Rumikan as her enemy.

“I’m sure she did her best,” Bellona commented. Maybe she really was trying to help. “The Kakutan style does have its weaknesses. And you know she hasn’t had the benefit of our training program.”

Michiko swallowed and looked away. If that was Bellona’s idea of helping, she wasn’t sure she wanted it.

“She is here as warder!” Lavinia snapped, without looking away from Michiko. “She must be able to hold her own! Otherwise, what use is she?”

Michiko’s eyes focused on the screen behind Bellona. It was a beautiful piece of craftsmanship, the wood carved in sinuous designs, the aerstone inlay precisely balanced so that it floated continuously at ankle height above the floor. The first time Michiko had been in this room she’d noted it as an example of the opulence and art of Mertikan culture. Now she wondered where the aerstone had come from. Was it from Kakute, perhaps? From Ikaro? Couldn’t it be put to some better use than decoration for an embassy chamber that few non-Mertikans ever saw the inside of?

“I suppose illness, however foolishly contracted, is still better than deliberate defiance,” Lavinia sneered, stepping closer. “That, as I’m sure you understand, would require your immediate replacement here and possibly prosecution!”

Anger made Michiko want to shout that of course she’d done it on purpose, but she lowered her eyes with a murmured, “Indeed.” Was she being weak or practicing proper etiquette? She no longer knew.

“If your health is so delicate, maybe you should stop visiting that filthy teahouse so much and confine yourself to a more hygienic diet. In the meantime, I want you on a strict training regimen!” Lavinia ordered. “Two hours of practice each day with Bellona or, when I have time, with me.”

Yanked from her thoughts, Michiko blanched at the idea of facing Lavinia even in practice. That tremor, as much as anything else, seemed to satisfy Lavinia, at least for the moment. “I certainly hope the next time you won’t fail us.”

Would she? Michiko wasn’t sure she would have the courage to try something like that again, especially knowing that Lavinia could force her to spar whenever she liked. Michiko stumbled out of the embassy, barely seeing what was in front of her as her mind played and replayed Lavinia’s brutal attacks on Kris during their duel.

 

Chapter 2

Kris

 

As wonderful as winning the Gauntlet had felt, this was even better. Kris had helped their friends, they had helped their island, and all within days of becoming a warder. Buying round after round of delicious tea for Ojo and Adechike and of course themself felt like the perfect way to celebrate, but also something more. Laughing at one of Adechike’s jokes next to Ojo, Kris started to feel that maybe bladecraft wasn’t the most important part of being a warder and maybe, just maybe, they could be good at these other parts too.

Not only that: it might be fun.

It was not until they had finished their noodle bowls and were halfway through the third round that Kris noticed Ojo wasn’t enjoying himself as much as they were. He answered when spoken to directly, and looked content when sitting back and watching Kris and Adechike chatter, but his mind seemed to be elsewhere. Soon after, he drained his cup and said good night.

“But it’s still early,” Kris protested.

“Perhaps for you young people.” Ojo smiled and clapped them on the shoulder. “Thank you again, Kris. It’s a great thing we’ve managed today. Someday you will understand how great. For now, just accept my thanks.”

Bemused, Kris watched Ojo walk out, nodding to Shun as he went. “He seems so serious these days.”

“It’s not you.” Adechike was also watching his mentor leave. “Penelope leaves tomorrow.”

Kris gasped. “Really? And he spent all that time here on his last night with her? He should have said something!”

“It’s fine,” Adechike said. “He wanted to be here, at least for a bit.”

Kris started to giggle.

“What?” Adechike asked.

“I was wondering how he could feel sleepy after all that tea.”

Adechike tried to hold it in, then lost the fight and burst out laughing. “Sleeping,” he managed to say, “is probably not the priority.”

“To Ojo and Penelope!” Kris said. “Wait! We need to toast them with something stronger than tea.”

“We do,” Adechike agreed, signaling the server for alcohol.

The plum wine only increased their enthusiasm.

“To the productive, fruitful, mutually beneficial friendship between our countries!”

“To flight!” Kris offered.

“To trade!” Adechike responded.

“To Quloo!”

“To Rumika!”

“To Twaa-Fei!”

“And warders!”

“Except Lavinia.”

“I’m so happy this has worked out,” Kris said, after Adechike had recovered from spitting plum wine out his nose. “It’s going to be great. And we can build on this deal, you know, talk about another installment if you need more.”

“It must be an enormous mine,” Adechike marveled. “You should be careful, though—you don’t want to extract too much and end up sinking, like us.”

“Oh—” Kris hesitated, realizing they were on the point of blurting out something that was supposed to be a secret. “Well, I guess you’ll find out soon enough anyway. It’s not from a mine. I mean, it is from a mine, but not all of it. No, wait, that’s not what I mean either.”

Adechike was giggling again. “I think you need more wine,” he said, motioning at the waiter.

“No, no, no, no, no,” Kris said, then had to beckon the waiter back. “Yes! Wine, yes. The aerstone!” They leaned over the table to get closer to Adechike. “The reason we have so much, and that it’s so pure, is not because of the mine, but because of the process.”

“The process?” Adechike repeated.

“So, there’s this amazing group of scientists at Kalanika University. They invited me to visit after I was chosen to come stand the Gauntlet—” Kris paused to take a gulp of wine. “I still can’t believe I won! I’m a warder!”

“To the Gauntlet!”

“To the Gauntlet! As I was saying, they have figured out a way to refine aerstone to get greater potency from less of the raw material. Lee Tramin, one of the lead scientists on the team, told me they think they may be able to get up to a seventy-five-percent increase if they keep improving the process!”

“That’s . . .” Adechike was stunned almost into sobriety. “That’s world-changing!” He blinked. “And they’re already doing this?”

“How do you think we’re able to sell you so much aerstone? We’ve built a refinery at Orsa. It’s still small, but if we’re able to expand as we plan . . .” Unable to express in words the amazingness of this, Kris threw their arms wide.

Adechike still couldn’t get over it. “That’s just amazing! It’s— I almost can’t believe it!”

“Oh yeah.” Adechike’s tone suggested honest pleasure, not actual disbelief, but it reminded Kris that they were talking loudly about something they shouldn’t have mentioned at all. “We should probably not tell too many people about this. For the moment, I mean.”

“Of course!” Adechike agreed. “And—congratulations! I bet if you had told people about that before the Gauntlet they all would have voted you in.”

“Or invaded us,” Kris muttered, but quickly cheered up again. “Anyway, I didn’t need the help!”

“To blades!”

“To blades!”

 

 

Chapter 3

Michiko

 

Tears stung Michiko’s eyes as she walked the streets of the upper island of Twaa-Fei. She couldn’t stay in the Kakute embassy any longer, avoiding Kensuke and wondering if all of the embassy staff saw her as a traitor. She knew she should probably go down to one of the lower islands where she would be more anonymous, but the thought of crowding into one of the lifts was not appealing.

Then she saw the turret of the Ikaran embassy. She remembered Takeshi’s fight with Kris. He had almost looked stressed, which was an odd way to lose a match for an Ikaran. Maybe Michiko wasn’t the only one struggling with her role in the empire. On impulse, she turned at the entrance to the Ikaran embassy and rang the bell.

Takeshi opened the door himself, and looked even more surprised to see Michiko than she was to see him.

“Oh, um . . . ,” Michiko started. “Sorry to bother you. I just—”

“Please,” Takeshi finally managed. “You’re not bothering me at all. Please come in.”

That wasn’t entirely true, Michiko saw when they got to Takeshi’s rooms. She had clearly interrupted him. A distiller was smoking on a hot plate of some kind, and next to it an elongated spoon had been laid beside a beaker with fluids of several different colors layered within it.

“I didn’t realize you were a chemist,” Michiko said.

“Oh—not really. I dabble.” Takeshi sounded embarrassed, but Michiko figured it was just bashfulness: if he really didn’t want her to know, he wouldn’t have brought her in here. “Would you like tea?”

“Um.” Michiko eyed the hot plate.

“From the kitchen!” Takeshi laughed, and pulled a bell cord. “Please sit down.”

Michiko gingerly moved a stack of tomes, discovering an upholstered chair underneath. “Thank you,” she said.

Takeshi looked at her expectantly.

Michiko was not sure how to bring up treason. “How are things in Ikaro?” she hazarded.

Takeshi blinked, shrugged. “The usual, I suppose. People were a little unnerved by the ordeal surrounding the Golden Lord.”

That was it! The perfect opening. But just then there was a knock on the door, and a woman with a servant’s sash poked her head in. Takeshi said something to her in a language Michiko didn’t understand, and she nodded and then disappeared.

“What language was that?” Michiko asked.

“What? Oh. Well, we can’t afford to bring Ikaran servants, so I hire people from Twaa-Fei.”

“And they speak a different language?”

“Some.” Takeshi seemed amused by her interest. “There’s a neighborhood here of people descended from refugees of Zenatai, and they try to keep the language and customs alive. Jodi speaks Sky, of course, and quite good Mertikan, too, but I like practicing.”

“A whole neighborhood from Zenatai?”

“Descended from, yes. It’s fascinating.” He coughed slightly. “I help out at their clinic, so I’ve gotten to know a few people. I’ll take you sometime if you’d like to meet them.”

“That would be very interesting.” Michiko wasn’t sure how to respond to these unexpected depths from Takeshi. It had never occurred to her to do anything here besides be a warder, and occasionally relax from being a warder. With Lavinia around, that really seemed like enough.

There was an awkward pause. Michiko caught Takeshi’s eyes straying back to his equipment, but she couldn’t leave now. At a minimum she had to drink the tea. She tried to think of a way to bring up her concerns, but the mention of Zenatai had spooked her. It was the familiar horror story told to all children of the island nations: we must avoid war, or we could all be destroyed.

It was, now that she thought about it, a useful tale for maintaining an empire.

“What are you working on?” she asked finally.

“Oh, this?” Takeshi glanced at his equipment as though he had forgotten it. He couldn’t wait for me to ask, Michiko realized. “I’m doing some research on birthrights.”

“Birthrights?” It had never occurred to Michiko that birthrights could be a topic for scientific inquiry. Birthrights just were.

Apparently she was not alone in that. “Yes, birthrights! Nobody has really studied them in any systematic way. Did you know that we still have no idea why they are tied to birthplace, or even how they happen at all? There must be some interaction with the environment of different islands, but there is still a complete dearth of research. . . .”

Takeshi was so involved, he didn’t seem to notice when the servant returned with the tea. She aligned the cup in front of Michiko with a formality that she thought was a little excessive, but then she remembered that the woman—or her ancestors, at least—was from Zenatai. Maybe that was how they used to do it there.

“What we really need is more data,” Takeshi went on. “I’ve been studying blood samples from as many different birthrights as I have been able to get. I still don’t have a Kakute representative though.” He paused hopefully, but Michiko was still distracted by thoughts of Zenatai, empire, and war, and didn’t notice. Takeshi coughed slightly. “Maybe—it’s a completely harmless procedure, almost painless, very quick—if I could just take a little of your blood, it would be very helpful to have a sample from Kakute?”

“Oh!” Michiko’s first impulse was to help him—does that, too, come from Mertika’s influence? she wondered—but what would her blood tell him about her birthright? What if he could somehow connect to her ancestors? What if he learned that the Golden Lord was her grandfather?

“Sorry,” Michiko said, getting up so quickly, the pale remains of her tea sloshed in the cup. “I have to go. Maybe some other time? Good luck!” And before Takeshi could stop her, she was gone.

 

Chapter 4

Penelope

 

Penelope awoke at dawn, as her mother had trained her to do when she was a child.

She smiled involuntarily; soon she would have a child to teach the ways of life to, just as her mother had taught her.

If it was a girl. Please, please let it be a girl.

Usually she rolled out of bed immediately, but today she gave herself an extra thirty seconds to listen to Ojo breathing softly through his mouth. He was so soft in many ways, and yet he had an amazingly firm system of principles—for a man. Firm in other ways too; the conception process had been very enjoyable.

Penelope twisted her legs off the bed and bounced to her feet. As always, Ojo opened his eyes when she did so. Today, however, he didn’t smile or roll immediately out of bed to join her.

“Good morning!” Penelope tried to let her voice tell him, so she wouldn’t have to put it into words: I don’t want to talk about how much you’re going to miss me. She would miss him too, of course, but there was no use talking about it. They had both known this day was coming. Besides, it was the way of things. Many of Penelope’s friends—those lucky enough to find a sire they were fond of, at any rate—had gone through something similar. Still, she leaned over to give Ojo a quick kiss on the lips.

“Morning,” Ojo said. He couldn’t even say it was good for politeness’s sake. Penelope could see him searching for some other comment to make. She saw his eyes flick to her trunks, already packed and corded in the corner of the room.

“How did it go with the Rumikan yesterday?” she asked, to forestall him. Ojo hated it when she referred to people by a characteristic rather than by their name, but it wasn’t rude on Vania, and besides, Kris was hardly at a level to merit great respect yet. The Gauntlet performance had been decent, with a lucky chance during her own match, but that wasn’t all there was to being a warder.

Ojo grimaced and sat up while Penelope moved into the alcove to splash water onto her face from a basin. “It went well,” he said, once she could hear him again. “We have our trade deal.” Penelope leaned out to look at him, an eyebrow raised: he was being very free with that information. “The ships have sailed,” Ojo added. “It is already in process.”

Still bad luck to talk about it before it was complete, but maybe Quloi had a different set of superstitions. “Congratulations,” Penelope said. “Will it be enough?”

“Perhaps.” Ojo turned away from her to pull his shirt over his head, and Penelope watched the muscles in his back. He really was a dear, even if he insisted on moping about the fact that she wasn’t giving up her wife, culture, and child’s birthright to stay with him. Penelope sighed: men. But Ojo was one of the better ones, and she hoped their friendship would survive. She hoped he would survive.

“Take care,” she advised him. “Mertika may take this deal as an aggression.”

Ojo emerged from his shirt, scowling. “Only because they think the Maelstrom revolves around them! Considering a trade deal between two unrelated nations as an act of aggression against them!”

“They are frightened of you,” Penelope said as gently as she could. “They remember what you did to Zenatai.”

Ojo’s face grew even more severe. “That was centuries ago.”

“Of course. But fear lingers, especially among those desperate for ascendancy. They know your bladecraft is strong, and they believe you still have resources to vie with theirs. You are a threat to them.”

Ojo sagged back onto the bed. “Not really.”

“Don’t let them know that,” Penelope advised. “If they see your weakness, they may hurry a confrontation.” She knelt beside him to get her face at his level. She wanted to be sure he listened to this. “I trust you and would fight by your side—you know that.” From the expression on his face he hadn’t known it, and she hurried on before they could get caught up in all the painful sentiment she wanted to avoid. “But I am not the only leader in Vania. We are not yet decided where we will fight if this becomes a war.”

“Surely you wouldn’t take Mertika’s side? They’re a danger to you as well; your colleagues must see that!”

“I wouldn’t.” Penelope made a face. “I’ve met Lavinia. But from Vania’s perspective, Mertika has done nothing to threaten us.”

“Yet.”

“Yet,” Penelope agreed. “But we will not shrink from battle. I do not know where we will fight. But I can assure you that we will.”

 

 

Chapter 5

Kris

 

“Anyone home?” Kris pounded again on the door of the Ikaran embassy. The evening was cool, and they bounced on their toes while they waited. They had to keep in shape, after all: they were a warder now, and a challenge to a duel could come at any time. Kris was in the middle of an extended thrust with an imaginary blade when Takeshi opened the door.

“Good evening,” Kris said, straightening but unable to wipe the goofy smile off their face. They loved being a warder. “How is your Mist-Day?” They remembered they were supposed to be apologizing. “Er, I mean, how are you feeling? Did the wound heal well?”

“Uh, fine.” Takeshi rubbed a hand over the back of his neck, then glanced toward the interior of the embassy. “Sorry, I was busy, and I wasn’t sure what that knocking was.”

“Not many visitors?” Kris asked sympathetically.

“There’s a bell,” Takeshi pointed out.

He sounded amused rather than annoyed, and Kris laughed. “Good thing there wasn’t an observational skills component to the Gauntlet.”

Takeshi smiled in return, if a little uncertainly.

“Look,” Kris said, “I still feel terrible about the duel.” Takeshi raised his hands as if to demur awkwardly, but Kris pushed on. “I came to see if you wanted to join me for a drink at the Autumn Leaf?”

Takeshi looked back inside again.

Kris smiled their winningest smile. “I know there’s a lot I can learn from you. And, more, a lot that our nations can learn from each other. Besides, you helped me heal. Let me repay you.”

After a moment Takeshi gave in. “I guess I could use a break.”

Kris was careful to get them one of the more secluded tables in the Autumn Leaf—they had an uncomfortable feeling that the night before, with Ojo and Adechike, they might have been less than discreet.

Kris sensed that Takeshi wouldn’t want to be thanked or apologized to overmuch, so during the first two rounds they kept up a steady patter of insignificant gossip, general pleasure at becoming a warder, and banal touristy comments about Twaa-Fei. It was only when Takeshi was on his third Ikaran whisky that Kris started in. “Listen, I need to apologize again. There was so much confusion and, well, pomp after the Gauntlet that I lost track of things, but I don’t want you to think that I did it on purpose.”

“Hmm?” Either Takeshi was drunker than he appeared, or he was lost in his own thoughts. “Oh, please don’t mention it. Of course I wouldn’t think you had done it on purpose. Why would you . . .” He trailed off, obviously remembering how viciously Lavinia had hurt Kris.

“Well,” Kris said, uncomfortable now themself. “I don’t know if that’s how warders behave . . . but I don’t!” They recovered their smile. “And I really was impressed with your fighting.”

Takeshi immediately flushed. “What? When?”

“At the Gauntlet, of course,” Kris said.

Takeshi got even redder, and Kris realized he thought he was being made fun of.

“I mean it,” they said hurriedly. “Your bladecrafting is excellent; I really learned a lot. That was the best Marksman’s Arrow I’d ever seen, and then the way you were able to keep up the sigils under pressure when I closed in. It was just luck that I— And then I messed up, going too hard—”

“It wasn’t your fault,” Takeshi responded. “I— It had been a long day, and you are so fast, I got flustered—” He stopped immediately and put his hand over his mouth in an almost comic gesture of dismay.

Kris was so surprised that they fell silent. Takeshi’s eyes dodged around the room. He started to speak again with a jerk, as though it took an effort to get the sound out. “I guess I was tired.” He put his hands on the table. “I’m pretty tired now, actually. I think—”

“Takeshi,” Kris said, and then repeated it when Takeshi didn’t seem to hear them. “I don’t know what’s going on, but I’m not trying to trick you or attack you.” They put a hand on Takeshi’s, hoping to crack through the panic. “Really! I just want to help.”

Takeshi stayed in his seat but eyed Kris suspiciously. “Why?”

Kris opened their mouth and realized they didn’t have a reason, or at least not one they could put into words. Takeshi seemed like the kind of person they could be friends with, and he seemed to need help, and they hadn’t thought any further than that. Kris tried to imagine how someone like—not Bellona, that was too much, but maybe Michiko?—would think about this. Or how Takeshi must see it, after living in Twaa-Fei for years.

“You could have made it a lot harder for me in the Gauntlet, and you didn’t,” they said finally. “And I might need your help in the future.” Takeshi’s hand relaxed beneath Kris’s on the table, but Kris’s good mood had somewhat deflated. Were they going to be that cynical after a few years on Twaa-Fei?

“Anyway,” Takeshi said, recovering a little, “nothing’s going on. As I said, I was just tired.”

Kris took a deep breath. “You were flustered—that’s what you said. And,” he added, remembering, “you did look stressed.” Takeshi seemed grimly determined not to show any expression. “I’ve fought a lot of Ikarans in cross-island tourneys,” Kris went on, as gently as they could. “They never get stressed.”

Takeshi withdrew his hand from Kris’s to cover his face. “Could everyone tell?”

“No, no, I don’t think so. It was slight, just your breathing and your timing. What is it? Are you sick?”

“I don’t know,” Takeshi whispered from behind his hands. “I have never— I don’t have the birthright. I’ve never had it.”

Kris was silent for a moment. “You were born somewhere else?”

Takeshi lifted his face, taking a deep breath in. “I don’t know. At sea, I suppose. Or maybe here? But no one has ever told me anything about it.”

Kris looked at him with renewed respect. “You mean to tell me you earned the warder position without any birthright?”

A half smile lit Takeshi’s face. “I guess I did,” he said. But the smile faded as quickly as it had come. “I’m not sure how long I can last this way though. It’s hard hiding this. And I am at such a disadvantage in duels. I studied bladecraft as hard as I could, but I’ve never been good enough at the fighting.”

“I don’t know. It seems like you’re doing pretty well,” Kris said. “Besides, I don’t have the Ikaran birthright either.”

“No, but you do have a birthright.”

“Not one that helps particularly with dueling,” Kris pointed out.

“I don’t know,” Takeshi said, looking down again. “I think . . . maybe . . . knowing who you are gives you a kind of confidence that must be helpful on some level. Besides, I can’t relax. I’m always one duel away from being exposed.”

“Would it be that bad?”

Takeshi shook his head without breaking eye contact. “I couldn’t represent Ikaro if I wasn’t born there.”

“Maybe it was something else,” Kris said. “You can’t know for sure.”

“Maybe,” Takeshi said heavily. “I am studying birthrights to try to figure out what went wrong with mine.”

“And maybe fix it?”

Takeshi shrugged; he didn’t seem to be holding out much hope of that.

“I don’t know anything about your experiments,” Kris said thoughtfully. “But I can help you with one thing.”

“What’s that?”

“Let’s become practice partners. I can learn much from your craft, and lots of sparring is the best thing to reduce your stress in an actual duel.”

“You would do that?” Takeshi asked, his smile fluttering to life again.

“It’s not a favor,” Kris said. “I mean it: I could learn a lot from you! And I can always use more practice partners.”

Takeshi’s smile widened, and Kris was struck by how much it brightened his face. They felt a growing warmth inside. Yes. Kris could be good at being a warder, and enjoy it too.

 

Chapter 6

Michiko

 

Hands trembling, Michiko lit her candle on her third try. She had waited until she was sure the embassy was quiet. It was taboo to disturb anyone while they were communing with their ancestors, but Michiko didn’t feel as if she could count on anything anymore. Lavinia or Bellona certainly wouldn’t hesitate to break into what they saw as a primitive ritual, and Michiko didn’t even trust Kensuke at this point.

But it had been days since she had spoken with her ancestors, the longest she had ever gone. She missed her great-aunt and uncle, who had been caring presences in her life since she was a child, maybe even more so since they had passed. And Michiko knew they missed her too. She was the most consistent of their descendants, and she felt guilty for leaving them alone for so long. If only there was a way to see them without opening her mind to the Golden Lord!

But then, Aiko and Hiroaki had lied to her too, hadn’t they? Nobody had ever told her about her heritage. And they had always urged her to do whatever was necessary to make Mertika proud of her, although that felt very different on Kakute than it did here, in the face of Lavinia’s scorn.

With a sigh, Michiko lit a stick of nakul wood from the candle and inhaled its smoke. She needed to see them. However uncomfortable it was going to be, she couldn’t put it off any longer.

Her uncle Hiroaki was the first voice to join her as the incantation faded, and Michiko was aware of a disloyal pang of annoyance. Perhaps because he was closer to the mortal world, Hiroaki had always been more interested in Michiko’s career and achievements, more conditional in his love. On the other hand, at least it wasn’t the Golden Lord yet. “How are you, Niece?” he asked. And, true to form, he immediately added, “How was the Gauntlet? Did you prove yourself worthy of the honor?”

Michiko swallowed hard. “I . . . I tried very hard, Uncle.”

There was an ominous pause. “Does that mean you failed? You know how important that was!” There was a silence, the absence of sound that expresses a sigh among the unbreathing. “You know that unless you demonstrate your excellence, they will not respect any of us. You must show them that Kakutans are as good as any Mertikan!”

Michiko did know. After her interview with Lavinia and Bellona this morning, it was even clearer. What she didn’t know was why she had failed.

“Oh, leave her alone, Hiroaki!” Aiko’s voice was so welcome that Michiko felt tears start in her eyes. “How are you, my dear? Were you injured?” Michiko shook her head, unable to vocalize an answer. “You must miss home very much.”

“I do,” Michiko said with a sudden onrush of feeling. For a moment she wanted more than anything to be back on Kakute, but then she couldn’t help but wonder whether Kakute would still feel like home if she were there. “Great-Aunt, I . . . I failed to defeat Kris of Rumika in the Gauntlet.”

Aiko clucked comfortingly. “There, there. It happens to all of us. Why, I remember once when—”

“I did it on purpose!” Michiko whispered desperately. “That is to say . . . I had an opportunity that might have let me win, and I let it go because . . . Mertika told me to defeat them and . . . and I’m not sure I could have anyway, they’re very good, but I was angry because Mertika didn’t have good reasons for blocking them—it wasn’t a point of policy; it was for a warder seat—and the way they asked me—no, ordered me—was beyond humiliating. . . .” Michiko realized she was babbling into a shocked silence.

The otherworldly quiet was broken suddenly by peals of laughter. “You defied Mertika? Excellent! A shame you had to throw a duel to do it. That is bad form, indeed, my granddaughter, but worth it to deny those Mertikans their triumph!”

Suddenly Michiko was overcome by anger. How dare he interrupt her conversation with her great-aunt and uncle, her real ancestors, who had always been there for her? How dare he appropriate her anguish over her decision?

“You don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said, gasping through gritted teeth. It might have been a scream if she hadn’t been so aware of the quiet of the embassy around her. “You think everything is clear and easy, right and wrong. It’s not! At least not anymore. You think everything is won and lost on the battlefield. Well, you lost! You lost and you lost our whole country and now, because of you, we have to compromise. So stop telling me what to do!” Michiko broke apart into rough-hewn sobs. She was so distraught. she almost lost the connection, but she grasped at the memory of her great-aunt’s wrinkled hands clutching hers long ago when she was alive, and held on to it until she was calmer and could feel the presence of all three of her ancestors again.

“I’m sorry, Great-Aunt,” she whispered at last. “I feel that I have failed everyone. But Mertika is not always right.”

Hiroaki started to grumble something, but Aiko cut him off. “Of course, dear, nobody is always right. But the empress is our liege, and that relationship is too important to risk. We owe them our loyalty, and the best way to advance within that relationship is by proving our perfect loyalty along with our excellence in battle.” Her tone was gentle with forgiveness, but that hurt even more.

“If you could see them here,” Michiko said despairingly. “The senior warder is so cruel, and even . . .” She trailed off into a sigh. It felt too petty to go into all the little ways Bellona had hurt her feelings.

“This is how the oppressors always are.” It was the Golden Lord’s voice again, but even he sounded strangely chastened. “They will never think of us as equals.”

“You must do what you think is right,” Aiko said, her voice cutting across the Golden Lord’s just as she had overrun Hiroaki. “My dear, this all must have been a shock to you, but you have been brought up well. You have skill and you have pride. You must draw on them to decide what to do.”

“You must never give in!” the Golden Lord spat out hurriedly: the nakul wood was guttering, and the connection was almost gone. “You must fight for your homeland!”

The spark at the end of the incense died, and the candle flickered and extinguished as the ritual ended. Michiko was left alone in the darkness.

 

 

Chapter 7

Adechike

 

Someone had clearly explained to the Quloi embassy cook how to make matoke, but he hadn’t quite gotten the hang of it yet. Either that, or maybe the ingredients available on Twaa-Fei were subtly different from what Adechike was used to at home. The tea, on the other hand, was far better, and he drank a deep draught with appreciation.

“Like it?” Ojo asked, with a knowing smile. “I get it directly from Shun. That’s a relationship you should be sure to cultivate.”

“Sounds wise,” Adechike agreed. He stretched luxuriantly, still waking up. It was Mist-Day, and after the whirlwind of arrival, the Gauntlet, and the trade deal, it felt good to have a lazy morning. “Has the trade convoy arrived yet?”

“Not yet, but they’re not expected until later today at the very earliest.” Despite his unconcerned words, Ojo got up from the table and paced over to the window.

“It’s a great thing, Uncle,” Adechike said, trying to bring Ojo back into the sense of optimism Adechike himself felt whenever he thought about the trade deal. “With a single stroke you have resolved one of the great challenges facing our country.”

Ojo turned from the window. “We haven’t solved anything, Adechike.” His face was tight. “Delayed it, perhaps.”

“What do you mean? Surely that quantity of aerstone . . .” He trailed off as he registered Ojo’s expression.

“Our island is sinking, Adechike.” Ojo’s voice was heavy, his shoulders weighed down with worry. “It’s sinking faster than you know, faster than almost anyone outside the Bright Chamber is aware.” His voice dropped still lower. “They are not sure whether the trend is reversible.”

“But—but—” Adechike sputtered until his natural optimism reasserted itself. “But the trade deal! Surely that quantity of aerstone, at that level of purity—it will make a difference! It must!”

“If we are fortunate, it will slow our decline, perhaps even give us time to find another source,” Ojo admitted. “But I have no idea what that might be.”

Adechike shook his head in confusion. “We can always get more from Rumika.”

Ojo looked at him sharply. “I hardly think they will follow us down the path of exploitation. And it wouldn’t be ethical to encourage them to,” he added, as if to himself.

Adechike stared. The stalwart, principled Ojo Kante, needing to talk himself out of an action that would clearly be wrong. The state of their nation must be desperate indeed! “It doesn’t have to be exploitation,” Adechike managed finally. At least he could feel happy about bringing good news. “Kris was telling me the other night . . .” He furrowed his brow, trying to remember the details. “What they sold us came from less raw aerstone than you would expect. They have found a way of refining it, some better processing system they’ve developed at the university and already put into practice.” He shrugged helplessly. “I didn’t get the full schema. But Kris said we could conduct further deals.”

Ojo was frozen in his spot midway between the window and the door to the library. “Processing?”

“Yes,” Adechike said. For the first time, it occurred to him to wonder how it was that Ojo didn’t already know this. “The university has been working on it, made some breakthrough . . .” He shook his head. His memories of that night were too blurry to come up with more specifics. “You should talk to Kris about it directly.”

“Yes,” Ojo said, sounding vague. He turned toward the library. “I think I better speak to Chigozie first, however. Perhaps the shipment has already arrived.”

Adechike watched him go, with the sense of having made some terrible mistake but unsure whether it was against his country or his friend.

 

 

Chapter 8

Michiko

 

When Bellona appeared at the Kakute embassy during Mist-Day, Michiko’s first impulse was to tell her to get lost. Wasn’t she standing up to Mertika now? But she had been wandering around the embassy all day, stewing in the confusion and frustration left over from her ritual the night before, and Bellona was practically incandescent. She seemed, for once, to be excited about something that didn’t have to do with politics.

“Guess what I found,” she blurted out as soon as she walked into the Kakute embassy salon.

Michiko tried to give her an uninterested look, but Bellona didn’t seem to register it. “A new club opened up, and they do spiral dances every Mist-Day. I heard they have a great caller!”

“Really?” Spiral dancing was a Mertikan tradition, but it had been popular in Kakute for years—probably since the conquest, Michiko realized with a pang of guilt. For a while it was the only thing in Michiko’s life that could compete with bladecraft training for her interest, and even now she felt her lassitude melt away at the idea of it.

“Yes, really! Come on—get dressed!” Bellona’s impatience and imperiousness seemed a lot less offensive now that they were aimed at doing something fun rather than gaining power for herself. She seemed younger, more vulnerable. Besides, moping around the embassy for the rest of the day suddenly seemed intolerable.

Michiko suffered a minor crisis in her chambers trying to figure out what to wear. Fashions in Twaa-Fei were generally less conservative than those in Kakute, and she wondered whether her standard spiral dance robe would look horribly gauche here. Then she remembered that Bellona was wearing a tunic and gladiator sandals up to mid-thigh, and decided she couldn’t do worse.

Bellona led her to the lifts and down to the second level of Twaa-Fei. They turned away from the Autumn Leaf, which was still the only place that Michiko felt comfortable finding on her own on the middle island. The streets down here were twisty and narrow compared to the broader avenues on the diplomatic level or the more cargo-friendly spaces by the ports. To her surprise, Michiko caught some syllables of a language she didn’t recognize, and she wondered if this was the Zenatai neighborhood Takeshi had mentioned. Then Bellona turned into a slope-roofed building festooned with the traditional twists of colored ribbon, and as soon as Michiko heard the accelerating beat of the spiral dance ribbon, she forgot everything else.

They danced for hours, with a few breaks to sip charant and talk to some of the other dancers. The caller was inspired, and the dancers were wearing a wide enough range of clothes for Michiko to feel comfortable in hers (although Bellona was probably a little beyond the pale), and Michiko met some local Twaa-Fei people who seemed nice and urged her to come back again next Mist-Day. All in all Michiko was feeling much happier when they left the dance hall, which was probably why she made the mistake of agreeing to accompany Bellona to the Autumn Leaf for dinner.

They hadn’t even gotten their noodle bowls before Michiko remembered why she usually hated Bellona. “So good to cut loose like that after a long week,” Bellona was saying, sipping from her cup of iced chrysanthemum tea. “Of course, it was much worse for you with your failure at the Gauntlet.”

Michiko put her cup down and stared at Bellona, wondering how she could become so insufferable so quickly. Had she carved a sigil enabling niceness that had just worn off? But Bellona didn’t notice. Her eyes were darting around the public area of the teahouse with eager anxiety, cataloging those present and absent, searching for opportunities. Through her annoyance, Michiko wondered if maybe Bellona had needed the break much, much more than she had.

Bellona raised her hand in a quick little wave, and Michiko glanced over her shoulder to see whom she was greeting. Ojo was sitting alone at table in the back, brooding over a cup of tea. He did not look like he was having a good Mist-Day. He also did not look like he’d noticed Bellona’s wave.

When Michiko turned back to their table, Bellona seemed to have come to the same conclusion. She was frowning slightly, and Michiko wondered if she was going to go with pitying (“Poor Ojo, so distracted since Penelope left with his unborn child”) or scornful (“Those Quloi think they’re so much better than everyone else!”).

She didn’t expect her to attack. “You never did manage to drive a wedge between the Quloi and the Rumikans, did you?”

Michiko was so surprised, she didn’t manage an answer, and then the waiter was there with their noodles and she closed her mouth on whatever she had been about to say.

Bellona didn’t seem to care if they were overheard. “You were supposed to find ways to warn Kris about the Quloi agenda, and you didn’t. Now Kris is a warder—also thanks to you—and the Rumikans and the Quloi . . .” Bellona paused to fix a smug expression on her face. “You don’t even know what the Rumikans and the Quloi are up to, do you?”

It wasn’t just the words. Bellona’s tone was snide and demeaning, and she didn’t even seem to expect an answer from Michiko, as if her response would have no meaning at all. Face burning, Michiko stabbed at her bowl of noodles. Bellona continued, looking around the room while she spoke as if Michiko wasn’t even there, and yet she was clearly only talking to make the Kakutan feel bad.

“The Rumikans are selling aerstone to Quloo. For less than market price, I might add. How shortsighted. But they must know that this will be addressed in the council.”

Michiko was baffled. “Why would it be addressed? Surely any nation can trade as it wishes with any other?”

Bellona looked furious at first, then she burst out in a forced laugh. “Of course, I shouldn’t have expected you to have as fine a sense of the clockwork of power!” She leaned forward. “The Rumikans are providing critical aid to the Quloo. Aerstone is practically a military resource! But what would a Kakutan know of such things? You haven’t won a war or even a diplomatic challenge in centuries.”

Michiko could not help but remember the Golden Lord’s words—her grandfather’s words. Mertika would never value her. For all of Bellona’s friendliness, she had never thought of Michiko as her equal.

 

Chapter 9

Ojo

 

Ojo was holding a teacup, but it was filled with arak. A particularly powerful arak that Shun had handpicked for him after seeing his face, which was why Ojo was nursing it so carefully. Tonight should be triumphant, and he should have nothing to stay sober for once he received confirmation that the trade convoy had arrived safely, but he could not feel confident enough to get himself sloshed.

He desperately wanted to, though, and more every time he replayed the conversation with Chigozie in his head. Ojo had thought that the information about Rumika’s new processing methods might calm heads among Quloi’s ruling elite, but judging from Chigozie’s reaction, he was entirely wrong.

“Are you telling me they can make raw aerstone more productive?” Chigozie had asked incredulously. “And they haven’t shared this technology?”

“They are offering us access to the product for trade,” Ojo told him. “This could be exactly what we need! This could save us!”

“If we can afford it!” Chigozie responded.

“They don’t know how desperate our situation is,” Ojo reminded him. “Perhaps a discreet word to the Rumikan warder, with whom I’ve built a strong working relationship—”

“Absolutely not!” Chigozie had looked as angry as Ojo had ever seen him. “We must not let anyone know how weak we are right now. Ojo, I hope you can see that.” Chigozie frowned into the reflecting pool. “You better not have hinted it to your new Rumikan friend.”

“No, of course not,” Ojo had assured him. And he had believed it to be true at the time. But now he was thinking back through all his conversations with Kris, wondering if his comments about what a great thing it was that they were doing had suggested desperation.

And the convoy still hadn’t arrived. Ojo didn’t want to borrow trouble, but he couldn’t help worrying. He did the calculations in his head: perhaps one of the ships had been lost in a manak attack. Where would that leave them? Or maybe it was a storm that had driven them off course—but surely one or two ships would have gotten through? He had promised himself that he would give it three hours before returning to the reflecting pool to check in again—still two hours to go.

Ojo took another sip of his drink. He wished he had someone to talk to. His eyes drifted around the room, and he noticed for the first time that Bellona and Michiko were sitting at a table not far from him. Strike that. He wished, specifically, that he had Penelope to talk to. She was so clearheaded and strategic, she would tell him how silly he was to be worried about useless things, and convince him to hope again.

 

Chapter 10

A-Sky

 

The Engwehin Rocks were not technically under Quloi control, but they were close enough to the embargoed area around the island that most ships from other nations avoided them. But it was the fastest route back to Tsukisen from the Tanigawa Maru’s trading voyage to Kakute. Tsukisen’s famous neutrality theoretically allowed them passage, and Captain Komatsu ordered the colors hung to avoid any mistakes.

Even so, she proceeded with caution. The uninhabited scatter of small islands was a classic site for ambush. An official Quloi patrol was the least of her worries; there could be Herroki pirates lurking among the crags, and even without hostile ships, the currents were treacherous. Many a ship had—

Komatsu’s thought was cut off midsentence as the Tanigawa Maru came around a promontory into the heart of the rock cluster. There indeed were many ships. Or rather, parts of many ships.

For a moment the creaking of the tackle was the only sound, and the crew froze in shock at the sight before them. Splintered wood and twists of rope were scattered across the strait, all of it drifting lower into the Mists as they watched. So much debris suggested multiple ships, a convoy, maybe a fleet. Komatsu counted at least five large pieces of hull, with the tip of another just protruding from the Mists as it sank. Whatever had happened here had happened recently.

Just before Komatsu shouted the order to come hard about, she caught a glimpse of color streaked across a thick spar. Torn and already damp with mist, the Rumikan Chimera flag fluttered desolately from the wreckage.






Episode 6
 Spiraling


By Marie Brennan

 

Chapter 1

Kris

 

Kris could have used bladecraft. The servants and guards who rushed into their path at the Quloi embassy would have gone flying with just a few shifts of Kris’s sword, clearing the path to Ojo’s door. But those people didn’t deserve to be hurled about, simply because they didn’t understand that this was an emergency—that Kris could not wait; they had to see Ojo now.

So they kept their blade sheathed, and used their body instead. Eeling past secretaries, hip-checking one determined guard out of the way. Someone grabbed Kris’s arm and regretted it a moment later, because learning bladecraft didn’t preclude learning how to break holds, too. And then they were at the door to Ojo’s office, which opened before Kris could touch it, and the familiar bulk of Quloo’s senior warder filled the opening.

Ojo raised one hand. The growing clamor behind Kris died down. “Please go back to your work,” Ojo said to the crowd. “I will speak with Warder Denn privately.”

Kris heard the whispers as the embassy staff dispersed. That charge through the corridors wouldn’t do Rumika’s image any good, Kris knew, but . . . “Is it true?” they asked as Ojo ushered them into the office and shut the door behind them both. “Do you have news about the fleet?”

They weren’t alone in the office. A stocky, middle-aged woman in the round-collared silk robe and close-fitting cap of a Tsukiseni ship captain stood up, glancing first at Kris, then at Ojo, as if asking for permission.

The Quloi warder nodded heavily. “Warder Denn needs to know. Tell them what you told me.”

Kris’s shoulders tensed. News, yes—but not good news. Ojo wouldn’t look like that if it were good news. The fleet was already long overdue.

The Tsukiseni woman spoke crisply, with none of the languid affectation of that island’s aristocrats. “I am Komatsu no Chikafuru of the Tanigawa Maru. My ship recently passed near the Engwehin Rocks, and we saw a large scattering of flotsam—the broken pieces of aerstone hulls.”

The meaning of her words circled like a manak, waiting to strike home. “You mean—but that could have been from any ship.”

“There was too much for a single ship. And when we examined the pieces, they clearly came from several different vessels, judging by the construction of the planking.”

Ojo said quietly, “She reported it to me because the flotsam was in Quloi skyspace. But one of the fragments bore a piece of the ship’s name—ly Mutable.”

The Eternally Mutable. One of the seven Rumikan ships sent to bear the shipment of aerstone to Quloo.

Kris sank blindly into a chair. They barely listened as Ojo thanked the captain and dismissed her, saying he’d be in touch if he had further questions. Kris ought to have interrupted then, asked their own questions—but they couldn’t think of a single one.

With the two of them alone in the office, Ojo simply waited, giving Kris time. But no amount of time would be enough. “How?” they whispered numbly. “How can the ships be . . . gone?”

“We don’t know yet,” Ojo said.

“They can’t have just broken up for no reason.” Kris’s pulse accelerated as they considered the possibilities. “Was there a storm? Or manaks? No, manaks could never take out a fleet that large. A mist-fiend?” Quloo was sinking. Could it possibly have sunk far enough to be vulnerable to the predators of the lowest reaches?

The smack of Ojo’s palm against his desk stopped the rising flood of Kris’s words. Their own voice sounded like a stranger’s to them, tension forcing it high and shrill.

“Kris.” By contrast, Ojo’s tone was soft and gentle. “Calm down. Right now, all we know is that something has gone wrong. Speculating without evidence gets us nowhere. There may have been another ship that passed through before the Tanigawa Maru, or one near enough to have some idea of what might have happened. Rest assured that I’ll share with you everything I learn.”

This was supposed to be a victory. Rumika’s grand entry to the world stage. An alliance with mighty Quloo, and Kris’s own blade sealing the deal. How could the other warder be so serene, in the face of such a disaster? “But the fleet is gone, Ojo. The whole fleet! If any of the ships had survived, we would know by now! What am I supposed to tell Rumika?”

Ojo’s calm facade cracked. “That is your concern, Warder Denn, not mine. I have to explain this to Quloo. If you would like to conduct your own investigation, by all means, be my guest—I want to know what happened as badly as you do.”

Storms. Manaks. Mist-fiends.

Or something else.

Kris whispered, “Treachery.”

 

Chapter 2

Ojo

 

Ojo closed his eyes and exhaled slowly. For the first time in his life, he found himself wishing he had a different birthright. The ability to dowse for aerstone created more problems than it solved—leading all of Quloo into disaster, by encouraging them to find and exploit every last vein, until the island itself began to sink.

If he were Ikaran, though, he could at least have controlled his own mind. Shut out the distractions and worries, cleared his thoughts in the blink of an eye. Ojo, being Quloi, had to sit at the edge of the ritual pool for several long minutes before he felt ready to carve the sigil of communion.

His concentration faltered again as the image rippled and solidified. Instead of Chigozie, he saw four guildmasters in wraps of sober pattern and color, two men and two women. All were familiar to him. None of them boded well.

“Warder Kante,” the older of the women said. “What news do you have for us?”

“Guildmaster Nenge,” Ojo said. She was one of the most senior members of the Bright Chamber, and one of the most uncompromising. Not a bladecrafter, but if duels of will alone existed, Ojo would have gladly sent her to face down Lavinia. “Where is Chigozie?”

“The Bright Chamber held a vote,” Guildmaster Izebry said. “The four of us have been appointed to handle all matters relating to the current crisis.”

Ojo’s heartbeat thudded in his ears. He knew what those innocuous-sounding words really meant. There had been a shift of power in the Chamber. These four—Nenge, Izebry, Amewezie, and Edokwo—led the High Skies faction, which had long advocated for Quloo to take more drastic steps to solve the issue of the sinking.

They were the exact people he had hoped to defang with the Rumikan trade deal. And now they were controlling Quloo’s government.

Nenge said, “I ask again: What news do you have?”

He gathered his thoughts. “My inquiries so far have only established a few things for certain. The ships sank near the rocks of Engwehin. Since we’ve restricted access to our own skyspace, there weren’t many other ships anywhere in the vicinity, and none observed what happened. They can confirm, however, that there were no storms. The favorable winds at the time were high enough that the fleet was unlikely to be sailing close to the Mists, making a mist-fiend attack unlikely. And manaks, of course, would generally avoid so large a—”

“Warder Kante,” Izebry said, interrupting him. “We are not interested in what it could not have been. What might account for the fleet’s disappearance?”

Ojo’s jaw tightened. “Foul play,” he admitted. “At present, it seems to be the only possibility. I heard about the sinking from a Tsukiseni captain; I’m looking into the possibility that she was involved and informed me in order to throw off suspicion. I don’t think it’s likely, though. The Herroki are also suspects—we know their captains are more willing than most to sail low, which means they could have entered and exited the region without being noticed.”

“Pirates,” Nenge said, her lip curling in disdain. “They are scavengers, happy to pick off weak targets, but they would never be bold enough to attack such a fleet. No, this must be the work of a larger power.”

“I am also looking into Mertika,” Ojo said grimly. “They would very much like to see our alliance with Rumika destroyed.”

Izebry laughed. “Alliance? A trade deal is not an alliance, Warder Kante. Especially not when a large portion of our end took the form of support for their candidate. Rumika already has what they wanted; perhaps they saw an opportunity to profit from that aerstone twice.”

If communion had required concentration to maintain, rather than lasting until it was banished, Ojo would have lost it in that moment. “You think Rumika is behind this? That’s absurd.”

“We have to consider the possibility,” Izebry said.

“Ridiculous. I know Kris—Warder Denn. They are far too honest to ever support such a thing.”

Nenge brushed this off with a sweep of one ringed hand. “Warder Denn is not their entire country. If I were the Rumikans, I would have sent someone exactly like them: young, naive, trusting . . . and easily trusted. All the better to hide the real plan.”

“They’d be stabbing themselves in the foot if they did,” Ojo snapped. “It does them no good to have a warder in the Circle if that person is seen as an ineffective patsy.”

But even as he argued—even as the four guildmasters raised their suspicions and he did his best to strike them down—Ojo knew he wasn’t even fighting a losing battle. This wasn’t a battle at all. No matter how much logic he brought to bear, no matter how much evidence he could muster in support of Rumika’s innocence, the guildmasters wouldn’t listen. Because that wasn’t the point of this conversation.

They were the leaders of the High Skies party. They had wanted decisive action from the start. And now, thanks to the fleet’s disappearance, they would get it.

 

Chapter 3

Bellona

 

The lowest island of Twaa-Fei stank. Although the middle island hovered well above, the close-packed buildings strangled the wind when it tried to blow through. The air between them filled with smoke and the scents of the thousand cargos that entered Twaa-Fei, from produce to lamp oil, from lumber to pigs. And the people themselves . . . Bellona breathed shallowly through her mouth. Had sailors never heard of bathing?

“Make way! Make way!” A cart was rumbling down the street toward her, piled high with imported bricks. Bellona had to press herself right up against the wall of a tavern to avoid being crushed. When she pulled away, her tunic stuck briefly to the wall before coming free. She sniffed, out of reflexive curiosity, and made a face. Ale. Her incarnation two lives ago had loved the stuff, but fortunately that predilection hadn’t stayed with her. Ale was for the lower classes, not a warder.

Her errand wasn’t suitable for a warder, either. Bellona wanted to tell herself that Lavinia had given her this task because she couldn’t entrust it to any mere servant . . . but self-deception was weakness. The senior warder’s temper had been shorter than usual ever since that Rumikan upstart had joined the Circle—no, ever since that colossal disappointment, Oda no Michiko, had let them in.

Not that Kensuke would have fared any better. The valor and prowess of Kakute had dribbled away to nothing since the days of the Golden Lord. And so Lavinia took out her annoyance on everyone, Bellona included.

Or was there more to it than that? Bellona paused on a street corner, letting the stinking crowds flow past her while one hand slid inside her tunic to touch the envelope there. A simple courier’s job: go to the lowest island, find a man, give him a message.

A sealed message.

Lavinia was up to something; that was screamingly obvious. A personal something, or the business of the empire? She hadn’t said. Bellona hadn’t asked. But there were ways to break seals, weren’t there? Without it being visible afterward. She could find a quiet corner, meditate, see if she could recall using such tricks in a previous life.

Bellona’s lip curled. Such tricks. What was she, some decadent Tsukiseni aristocrat, spying on her superior’s mail? No. She wouldn’t stoop to measures like that. She would find out what was going on . . . but on more worthy terms.


•••



She found her quarry in a gambling hall, the sort of place where people played simple games of chance, the role of skill limited to one’s ability to palm cards or loaded dice. Markos Harjo wasn’t gambling, though. He was in a corner booth, with a half-eaten bread bowl leaking remnants of soup onto the table in front of him and a laughing young man draped across his lap.

He didn’t even glance up when Bellona approached. “Unless you’re here to bring me another pitcher, I’m not interested.”

Bellona’s posture stiffened to military rigidity. “I’m not a servant.”

“Then I’m not interested.” He reached for his mug, but Bellona snatched it away before his hand could touch the clay. Ale—of course.

“Ooooo,” the young man said, in the tone of someone expecting an entertaining fight.

As if Bellona would bother fighting Harjo. The man was plainly Twaan, wearing the inelegant mix of styles that characterized natives of the tiered islands—in his case, a jerkin that would have looked vaguely Rumikan if it weren’t for the Ikaran-style frogged closures, over breeches tight enough to make a Herroki wince. He was a mercenary, plain and simple, and being Twaan, he didn’t even have a birthright to call his own.

Bellona snapped her fingers to draw the attention of the young man in Harjo’s lap. “Go fetch your master a pitcher. He and I have business.” When the young man made as if to protest, she fixed him with her best approximation of Lavinia’s glare.

Harjo sighed. “Go. I’ll deal with this.”

The young man slunk off, grumbling, leaving Bellona and Harjo in the closest thing to privacy she was likely to get. She said, “I have a message for you, from the top island.”

“Ah.” He continued to slouch casually in the booth, but she had his attention. And, she suspected, his recognition. “Give it here, then.”

She didn’t reach for the envelope. “What is your business with my superior?”

One eyebrow rose. “If you don’t already know, then it’s none of yours.”

“I need to make certain you’re the man I’m looking for.”

As far back as she could summon the memories, lying was an excellence she had never possessed. He snorted. “No, you don’t. You came right toward me, straight as an arrow, and you didn’t even ask my name before you said you had a message. You know very well that I’m Captain Harjo. Now give me what you have and be on your way, before you attract any more attention.”

The only way to improve was with practice. Bellona smiled thinly. “Well done, Captain. I can see why she trusts you.” She slid the envelope across the table.

His eye roll said her second attempt wasn’t much better. “I wish I could say the same.”


•••



The words lodged under her skin like barbs, chafing at her the entire way back up to the top island. I wish I could say the same.

She wasn’t a child! And yet Lavinia treated her like one, alternately exhorting her to try harder, do better, achieve more, and stepping on her the moment Bellona tried to achieve anything more than what she was offered. Lavinia wanted a puppet, not a junior warder. Sometimes Bellona wondered if Lavinia saw any difference between her and the colonials.

The embassy guards opened the front door for her, and Bellona swept through. She’d had enough. She detoured to her room for a change of clothing—a plain tunic that stank of ale and smoke would not help her dignity—but then went straight to Lavinia’s office.

The senior warder didn’t even look up from the paper she was reading. “Did you deliver the message?”

It was the last straw. Lavinia was working rather than taking her ease, but otherwise it was exactly like Captain Harjo, dismissing Bellona as too insignificant to even merit eye contact. “I did. And it was a waste of my time.”

That got Lavinia’s attention. She slapped the paper onto her desk, staring directly at Bellona. “What?”

“Carrying a message to a ship captain is not the duty of a warder. My time would have been better spent assisting you, but you wasted it.”

Lavinia’s mouth settled into a line Bellona recognized all too well. Supercilious amusement. “You were assisting me. By carrying that message.”

“Nor was that message the only example of your wastefulness. I am a resource, but you are not using me to my full potential. I know you are up to something, Lavinia. If it is for the good of Mertika, then I would be far more effective if I knew what was going on. If it is not—”

Bellona stopped talking, but too late. Lavinia rose behind her desk, like a mist-fiend breaching the clouds below. “If it is not—what then? Do you accuse me of treason?”

“No, Lavinia.” Bellona fought not to lower her gaze. “I did not mean to imply any such thing. Only to say that I am eager to do whatever I can for the empire. And I know I can do more than carry messages.”

“So you question my judgment. You call my acumen into doubt. You seem to think that you could do better, if you were the senior warder.”

“Countries send bladecrafters to serve as junior warders on Twaa-Fei not only so that they can gain experience to use elsewhere, but so they can be of assistance to their seniors. I am your second blade, and you’re leaving me in the sheath!”

Lavinia’s hand shot to her sword hilt, fast as a striking viper. An inch of steel gleamed above the collar of the sheath, reflecting the sunset light. In a low, deadly voice, Lavinia said, “Quloi fight with two blades. A Mertikan needs only one. If you have such reservations about how I conduct this embassy, then perhaps you would care to prove yourself in a duel.”

All the breath in Bellona’s chest withered away. Duel Lavinia? Absurd! It shouldn’t come to this, one warder fighting another just because she wasn’t being permitted to help. But if Lavinia wouldn’t see reason—

Then Bellona would lose.

Excellence is not overconfidence. She’d said that once, in a previous life—she couldn’t remember which one. Bellona had a healthy respect for her own skill at bladecraft, but she had no illusions that she could defeat Lavinia. And as much as she wanted to back her point with steel, losing would only prove Lavinia right. Then Bellona would be honor-bound to knuckle under and accept whatever pathetic, menial duties Lavinia assigned to her. Of which there would be many, she was sure.

Bending her neck felt like bending the blade of her sword. It moved, but not easily. “I apologize, Warder Junius. I have no intention of pushing matters so far.”

Lavinia’s sword retreated into its sheath. “Good, Bellona. It’s one thing to strive for the highest you can reach—but you should know the limits of that reach. Now leave me; I have work to do.”

Bellona left, closing the door softly behind her. Her face was blank, serene, as she walked down the hallway, past various members of the embassy staff. Even when the door to her own room shut and she was alone, her expression didn’t change.

There is no such thing as the limits of my reach. Only an idiot concluded that, because the peach was high in the tree, she would never be able to pluck it. Someone, sometime in the distant past, had faced the same problem . . . and invented the ladder.

Dueling Lavinia was a losing proposition. But Bellona wasn’t about to give up. She just had to figure out a better way to win.

 

Chapter 4

Kris

 

When Alyx opened the door, Kris almost snapped that they weren’t accepting any more visitors today. Ever since they’d become the Rumikan warder, they’d had a stream of people passing through—almost more than the guest quarters could hold, since Alyx was still in the process of negotiating for a building to serve as their embassy. It had been exciting, at first.

Then the fleet disaster happened, and everything changed. People still came by, but not to talk about future business. They only wanted to fish for rumors about the fleet.

Alyx held up a hand before they could say anything. “Warder Oda is here to see you.”

They couldn’t turn away another warder, not even if Kris technically outranked her, senior to junior. Bracing their fists against the desk, Kris said, “Show her in.”

They expected her to look smug. But Michiko entered warily, as if she guessed at Kris’s mood, and stood silently just inside the door. “Did you come to say ‘I told you so’?” Kris asked. “I’ve had half a dozen people in here telling me Quloo betrayed us.” Their body tensed, remembering. “And half a dozen more hinting that they think Rumika is responsible for the fleet’s destruction.”

“Rumika?” Michiko said, startled. “But—the aerstone was on your ships, wasn’t it?”

Kris turned to pace, found their chair in the way, and shoved it aside with so much force it almost tipped over. “Exactly! But they seem to think that’s proof. It was our ships, with our captains. Maybe we staged a fake wreck so we could sell the cargo elsewhere. After all,” they added bitterly, “we have what we wanted, don’t we? A warder in the Circle. Quloo can’t take that back.”

“Do you think Quloo betrayed you?”

Her soft question brought Kris up short. She’s not accusing us, at least. “I—I don’t know. I don’t think Ojo would. But Ojo isn’t all of Quloo.”

“And you don’t think it’s your own people. So who else could it be?”

Kris eyed her sidelong. Michiko wasn’t just good at reading people; she also knew how to hide her own thoughts. And Kris wasn’t nearly as good at seeing through such facades. “There’s one obvious possibility. But if you thought it was Mertika, you wouldn’t be here, talking to me. Unless Lavinia sent you, maybe? As a feint.”

“Lavinia didn’t send me.” Her swift reply carried an edge. “I’m asking because I genuinely want to know, Kris. One way or another, this means trouble, and I don’t like not knowing which direction it will come from. Could Herroki pirates have gone after the fleet?”

“Maybe,” Kris said. “There’s that guy, Anton, the one who hangs around Cassia. Maybe there’s more to him than I thought. Or . . .” Their pulse sped up. “Vania. Vanians hate Rumikans. Now we’ve got a warder in the Circle; what if this is revenge for that?”

“Penelope spoke in your favor,” she reminded them.

Kris scowled. “Only because I won. And besides—if Ojo isn’t all of Quloo, she isn’t all of Vania, either.”

“True,” Michiko murmured, her gaze drifting as she thought. She stood silent for a moment, then said, “I’ll look into it.”

Those four words shouldn’t have made Kris’s knees go weak, but they did. “Thank you. I—I never expected things to go wrong, so fast. Having your help . . .” They swallowed. “It means a lot to me.”

Michiko’s expression was still unreadable. “There is nothing to thank me for yet.”

 

Chapter 5

Ojo

 

Oda no Michiko wasn’t the last person Ojo expected to see in his office, but she was near the bottom of the list. “Warder Oda,” he said formally. “Forgive me for being curt, but I’m afraid I’m quite busy. What is it that you need?”

She bowed with equal formality. “I would not disturb you at a time like this without good reason. I am looking into the destruction of the fleet, and I’ve come to ask you who you think might be responsible.”

“Besides Mertika?”

The words leaped out before he could stop them, but Michiko didn’t so much as blink. “Including Mertika, if that is where your suspicions lie.”

They certainly stood to benefit from disrupting the alliance between Quloo and Rumika. But why would they send Michiko to talk to him, if that were the case? Or for that matter, even if it weren’t? Lavinia didn’t play these sorts of games, pretending to help just to gain advantage. She was too straightforwardly vicious for that. And Kensuke was too obedient to his imperial masters, too apathetic to pursue something like this on his own.

Which left Michiko herself. Ojo studied her, not bothering to hide his curiosity. She’d been quiet since losing to Kris in the Gauntlet. Kris was an excellent bladecrafter—no shame in a loss like that, nor any real surprise—but Ojo hadn’t forgotten that Michiko had been Kris’s final opponent. All Rumika’s hopes had rested on her defeat . . . and Mertika’s hopes had rested on her victory.

What if she wasn’t quite the model subject she appeared to be?

What if she resented the ignominious death of the Golden Lord far more than she let on?

What if . . .

He couldn’t spare any attention right now for the possibility of dissent within the colonial ranks. All his concern had to be for Quloo and this rift with Rumika, the plans of the High Skies faction, and how these matters would fall out within the Circle. But if Michiko’s loyalty was in fact cracking, then accepting her assistance would be a good move. And if this was actually a Mertikan ploy, better to keep an eye on it anyway.

Ojo said, “Virtually every nation might be a suspect. Quloo itself has been accused—as if we would have any need to steal or destroy something that was on its way to us regardless.” He kept his tone insulted and disbelieving, hiding the worm of suspicion curled around his heart. We wouldn’t steal it for profit. But the High Skies faction . . . they want something else.

Michiko nodded. “And Rumika has likewise been accused, on the theory that they wish to avoid paying for your support in the Gauntlet, and stole back the aerstone before sinking the ships to cover for it. Mertika would benefit from conflict between your two nations. Herroki pirates are always a possibility. Tsukisen . . .” Her litany faltered. “I confess, it seems difficult to suspect Tsukisen of anything.”

Ojo managed an approximation of a smile. “A suspicious mind would say that makes them the ideal suspects. But it would run counter to their history of isolation. Speaking of a suspicious mind . . . One of the empress’s colonies might stage such an action, in the hope of directing the blame at Mertika itself.”

Michiko inhaled sharply. “You accuse Kakute?”

“Or Ikaro.” Ojo spread his hands in placation. Her instinctive recoil suggested she wasn’t aiming to frame the empire with this investigation, but it didn’t rule out the possibility that others had staged the attack for that reason. After all, someone had gotten the Golden Lord out of prison and across the sky to Twaa-Fei. He said, “I accuse no one, at least not yet. You asked me who might be responsible. The truth is, almost anyone could be.”

“What about Vania?”

He’d been trying not to think about that. “I don’t think the Vanian Matriarchs would condone such a thing. Battlemistresses are, if anything, honorable to a fault.”

“Not every battlemistress lives up to the ideal.”

Not everyone is Penelope. She would never do anything like this, a sneak attack to set everyone at each other’s throats. Ojo wished profoundly that she were still on Twaa-Fei . . . and was just as profoundly glad that she wasn’t.

“There are other Vanians beside the battlemistresses,” he admitted reluctantly. “Every nation has its zealots. Penelope told me . . . there’s a faction of Vanians whose feelings toward Rumika go beyond mere ideological disagreement. The Apolytoi. They have no official support—not these days—but that doesn’t mean they couldn’t have done something. I can ask around.” Shun stayed far away from those people, but the teahouse wasn’t Ojo’s only source of information. Yochno might be willing to help.

“You’re up to your neck in this situation,” Michiko pointed out. “And you’ve been on Twaa-Fei for years; people know your face. You’ll attract far too much attention. Tell me where to go, and I’ll look into it for you.”

Her offer seemed genuine, and it wasn’t like he could prevent her from making her own inquiries. But he still had to ask. “Why? Mertika and Quloo aren’t friends, and if you’re not acting on Lavinia’s orders, she’ll be furious when she finds out. Why would you offer to help?”

Michiko laughed quietly, as if at a private joke. “It’s what my ancestors would want.”

 

Chapter 6

Michiko

 

She hadn’t lied to Ojo. Her ancestors did want her to investigate. In fact, it was the only thing they’d agreed on since the Golden Lord joined their ranks.

Of course, they wanted it for completely different reasons. All of her ancestors knew Mertika would be among the main suspects—and with good cause. The loyalists wanted her to clear the empire’s name. The Golden Lord was hoping she would prove its guilt.

Michiko didn’t know what she hoped for, or what she would do if she discovered the truth. She just hated the uncertainty, the feeling that someone had pulled a trick on the entire sky and was laughing as they all blindly lashed out at one another. And she hated watching Ojo and Kris hurt by it, when neither of them deserved to be in the center of this storm.

She wasn’t some sneak agent from Kakute’s glory days, to skulk around in shadows or disguise herself as a Herroki bravo, but she had the sense not to wear a warder’s finery down to the lower island. With her hair braided up under a kerchief and her clothing a motley assortment of pieces from various nations, she didn’t obviously look like Kakute’s junior warder. And if what Ojo said was true, she’d fit right in where she was going.

The noise was audible before she even reached the doorway, rising up from the depths of a warehouse’s cellar. Voices shouting in encouragement or frustration, and then the brassy clash of a gong, after which the roar subsided to only half of deafening. She’d found the right place.

Two women stood on either side of the door, one in a short Vanian gown and shin wraps, the other dressed much like Michiko. According to Yochno, this club had been started by Vanians—not battlemistresses, but their junior officers, looking for a place to hone their skills during shore leave. These days it attracted a wider clientele, but if she was looking for a place to find Vanians, he said it was a good place to start.

She hadn’t said outright that she was looking for hard-line anti-Rumikan zealots, but she had a feeling he’d guessed it anyway. As Ojo had predicted, Twaan neutrality didn’t prevent him from answering a question, so long as it was plausibly innocent.

The Vanian door guard nodded at Michiko’s blade. “You planning to fight?”

“Possibly,” Michiko said, doing her best to blur her Kakutan accent into something less easily placed.

“Entry fee is a single, a triple if you want to fight. And no, you can’t pay a single now and the rest later—you make up your mind now.”

I might as well give myself the option. She dug five singles out of her pocket and handed them over. Yochno had given her plenty of useful advice, including the fact that waving around the higher-denomination coins known as triples—for their emblem, the tiered islands of Twaa-Fei—would attract too much attention. What was she doing here, in a place where even something as simple as paying for entry with the wrong coins could get her into trouble?

But retreating now would attract attention, too. The other guard pressed an inked seal to the backs of both of her hands, then waved her down the stairs.

The cacophony below was almost tangible. On a raised stage in the center of the room, two women faced off. One Mertikan, one Herroki. The latter kept flourishing her sword in ways that looked impressive, but the Mertikan just waited patiently for her opening. It came before Michiko even made it to the bottom of the stairs: a swift slap of blades, sending the Herroki’s flying wide, and then a thrust to the shoulder followed by a contemptuous kick. The gong sounded as the Herroki crashed to the floor.

The Mertikan accepted her winnings and left the stage, followed shortly by her defeated opponent. A Twaan girl, no more than ten, scurried out with a long knife and executed a sigil Michiko had never seen before. In response, the Herroki’s blood rose from the floor and sank into a large cotton towel that obviously had already seen use that night. With the stage cleaned, the ringmistress called out for the next two combatants to come up.

The ringmistress was the reason Michiko had decided to come here. Yochno had told her that Phaedra Kouris permitted men to enter the club—excluding them would cut too much into her profits—but not to enter the ring. That wasn’t enough to definitively mark her as Apolytoi, but it meant those who were might drift toward her club.

It had seemed like a good plan at the time, but now that she’d arrived, Michiko was much less certain. Even if there were Apolytoi here, she could hardly expect them to stand around gloating about how they’d destroyed the Rumikan fleet—and even if they did, she didn’t stand much chance of overhearing them in this clamor. A thick ring of people surrounded the stage, watching and betting on the fights; more clustered around small tables, enjoying what food and drink the place had to offer. But they had to lean in close and shout to be heard even by their own companions. The only way Michiko could hope to eavesdrop was if she sat under the tables themselves—and they would certainly notice her there.

She drifted clockwise around the room, trying to look like her attention was on the stage. Maybe if she bought something to eat, then asked to share space at one of the tables? But unless she knew which group to approach, that would be nothing more than a shot in the dark.

There might not even be a group to approach. She was searching a haystack, with no certainty it even contained a needle.

Someone stepped into her path.

Michiko pulled up short, looking for another way through the crowd. Then she realized the man blocking her progress wasn’t a stranger—though she’d never seen him like this before.

Takeshi hadn’t disguised himself the way she had, with mismatched clothing and a kerchief over his hair. He’d just made himself . . . nondescript. His neatly trimmed beard looked mildly scraggly, his high-collared shirt and straight trousers a little shabby. Not to the point where anyone would wonder how he could afford the entrance fee to the club, but enough that nobody would take notice of him.

It was the body language, Michiko realized. Takeshi might not be the greatest bladecrafter in the Circle, but like the rest of the warders, he moved like a swordsman. Not here, though. He slouched, he shuffled; he behaved as if he’d never been in a fight in his life.

“What are you doing here?”

He asked the question before she could, leaning in so she could hear him. “I could ask the same thing of you,” she called back, pitching her voice just over the noise. “You go to Vanian dueling clubs for fun?”

“I like to watch,” he said. “Here—follow me.”

Takeshi led her to the corner farthest from the bar, where it was marginally quieter than the rest of the room. “It’s interesting to study them,” he said, once he could speak without straining his voice. “I don’t get many opportunities to observe certain birthrights in action.”

Her shoulders stiffened. “Aren’t the duels just to first blood?”

“Not all of them. Especially not when both combatants are Vanians.” He jerked his chin toward the stage, where two women were testing each other’s defenses.

Michiko whistled silently. The Vanian birthright was sheer physical toughness: stamina, pain tolerance, and a resistance to infection that meant they often survived injuries that would cripple or kill anyone else. If the ringmistress here allowed duels to go past first blood, this was the best place outside of warfare itself for Takeshi to study the effect.

So why did she get the feeling he wasn’t telling the whole truth?

“You haven’t answered my question,” Takeshi said.

No, she hadn’t. Michiko weighed her options swiftly. “The fleet,” she admitted. “I think . . . a certain country . . . might be behind it. Or at least people from that country. And this might be a good place to find out.”

Unfortunately, Takeshi was too smart to take that answer at face value. “Yes—but how do you know that? It’s obvious you’ve never been down here before. Someone told you about this place. Lavinia?” He shook his head before he was even done saying her name. “No. Yochno.”

“What makes you think that?”

He grinned. “Because he’s the one who told me, a year ago. But why didn’t he . . .” Takeshi caught himself. “No, that makes sense. I’m not sure why you’re getting involved, though.”

What had he not said? This conversation was shaping up to be more hole than cloth. Michiko herself could hardly tell the whole truth, not with the Golden Lord hoping for Mertikan guilt.

But she could say a few things, at least, while leaving her ancestors out of it. “Because the two key parties are currently pointing fingers at each other, but it won’t be long before they start pointing them at our side. I’m hoping to give them reason to look in another direction.” There—that should be both plausible and innocuous.

Takeshi nodded, drifting off into thought. Between his unassuming manner and the way Bellona and Lavinia treated him, it was easy to forget that he was the senior Ikaran warder—had been for more than a year, and without a junior to support him. He might prefer aerstone theory to duels or politics, but that didn’t mean he was useless at the latter. He said, “How exactly were you planning to accomplish that?”

Here she had nothing but the truth to offer. “I don’t know.”

He didn’t mock her for it. Instead he said, “Behind me, over my right shoulder. See the three women leaning against the wall?” Michiko nodded. “The tallest one is Dione Galanis. She’s the kind of person you’re looking for. But if you want to talk to her, you’re going to need to prove you’re worth her time.”

In a place like this, his meaning was obvious—which was not the same thing as sensible. “You want me to challenge some random Vanian officer to a duel of blade in an underground club?”

A faint grin touched his mouth. Takeshi shrugged and leaned against the wall as if settling in for some entertainment. “You’re the one who decided to fly into the Mists. I’m just telling you which way to sail.”

 

Chapter 7

Takeshi

 

Takeshi couldn’t hear Michiko’s conversation with Galanis, but he watched the body language of the two women, and Galanis’s companions. The Vanians went from bored, to annoyed, to interested. So: Michiko had the sense not to start by insulting Galanis. It would have gotten her a duel, but not an entry point into Apolytoi circles.

After a moment, Galanis belted up her gown to a more practical length for fighting and led Michiko over to Phaedra Kouris, the ringmistress. Kouris entered them into her book, and Takeshi settled in to wait. It wouldn’t take long; Kouris had a habit of prioritizing Vanians, especially Apolytoi, who wanted to fight.

“Are you going to place a bet?”

He recognized the voice without turning around. “I never bet, Joshi. You know that.”

She leaned against the wall next to his seat, arms folded. Her gaze was on the stage, not him. “Yes, but this seems to be an unusual night. Friend of yours?”

It wasn’t a real question—not when she asked in that tone of voice. But Takeshi was never sure just how much Joshi knew, and how much she was pretending to know in order to lure someone else into spilling more than they should.

He said, “If you want to bet, be my guest. I’d put my money on the newcomer.” Galanis was good, but not in Michiko’s league.

Joshi merely shrugged. “I came by to see how you’re doing. You haven’t been at the clinic much lately.”

Training with Kris had eaten into Takeshi’s spare time. He still couldn’t believe he’d told them the truth—that he didn’t have a birthright. Even Joshi didn’t know, though he sometimes wondered if she suspected. They’d been friends since Takeshi first arrived on Twaa-Fei, as the junior warder to Fuwa no Yae. Joshi was a native of the tiered city, and the reason Takeshi had gotten involved with the clinic on the lower island, lending his medical knowledge to the work they did for Twaa-Fei’s poor.

There was no reproach in her tone, but Takeshi still felt guilty. “I’m sorry. Things have been . . . Well, there was the Gauntlet, and now we’re all adjusting to having a seventh warder. And then this business with the trade fleet—you heard about that?”

This time he was sure her nod wasn’t a pretense. “Is that why your friend is down here, delivering a very tidy thrashing to a Vanian officer?”

Takeshi’s attention had wandered badly. Michiko and Galanis had taken the stage, and true to Joshi’s description, Michiko had the upper hand. She could have won by now, he suspected, but she was holding back so as not to humiliate Galanis, who’d clearly had more to drink than she should have. The Vanian birthright didn’t do anything to mitigate the effects of alcohol. When Galanis bore down, Michiko evaded and counterattacked only once, a cut to the knee that was easily parried. If she’d pressed, she could have put Galanis back on her heels, off-balance and easy prey.

Takeshi might not be very good at focusing in his own battles, but he was perfectly able to analyze other people’s.

He shrugged in response to Joshi’s question. “That’s her business, not mine. Would you like me to introduce you?”

“No, that’s all right.” Joshi’s gaze was distant, calculating, as she watched the fight. “But I’ll make you a wager—no money, just a prediction. This will turn out to be a Quloi scheme in the end.”

“You’re only saying that because you don’t like Quloo.”

The look she turned on him was as cold as steel. “A country that once sank an entire island wouldn’t hesitate to destroy a few ships. Don’t forget that, Takeshi . . . because I guarantee you, they haven’t.”

The gong clashed. Michiko had won. Takeshi stood, applauding, and by the time the combatants had left the stage, Joshi was gone.

 

Chapter 8

Michiko

 

“Well fought,” Dione Galanis said after they settled into a booth. Seating might be hard to come by in the club, but the booth’s occupants had vacated without hesitation when Galanis arrived. She snagged the bottle they had left behind and poured Michiko a cup of something that looked like water and smelled like alcoholic licorice. “Though I wouldn’t expect anything else from the junior Kakutan warder.”

“You know me,” Michiko said, hoping Galanis couldn’t tell her heart had just given a painful thump.

Whether she had or not, Galanis snorted. “Did you really think you wouldn’t be recognized? When you’re the reason Rumika has a seat in the Circle now?”

Damn it. Michiko hadn’t even thought of that, and should have. She let her fury at herself color her voice, to make her next words more convincing. “Not by choice. It was my duty to stop them, and the fact that I failed keeps me awake at night.”

“Poor babe,” Galanis said dryly, and knocked back a healthy swig from her cup.

Michiko might have earned a modicum of respect from the woman for her performance in the ring, but that wasn’t enough. With a silent apology to Kris, she said, “Why do you think I came here tonight?”

That got Galanis’s attention, finally. The Vanian woman rolled her cup between her fingers, studying Michiko. “We’re not used to getting approached by Mertikans.”

We. Michiko held on to that word, letting it distract her from the complicated sting of being called Mertikan. It was the first Galanis had let slip that she represented more than just herself. “My senior warder wouldn’t exactly be welcome among you,” she pointed out. “Warder Junius might be—but that would require her to admit anything of value can be found beyond Mertika’s borders.”

This time Galanis’s snort was more amused. “Which Vania isn’t—not yet, anyway.”

“I’m not either of those people,” Michiko said. “I’m neither apathetic nor blind to the world around me. And I know there’s more to Twaa-Fei than just what happens on the top island. With connections down here . . .” She picked up her own cup, raising it to Galanis in toast. “There are ways and ways of interfering with someone’s efforts in the Circle.”

The drink burned like licorice someone had lit on fire. Galanis waited until Michiko had choked it down, then said, “Bold words from a junior warder who hasn’t even been on Twaa-Fei for a year.”

Michiko resisted the urge to wipe her streaming eyes. Galanis might not be a battlemistress, but she was clearly the kind of woman who despised weakness. “The more effective I make myself here,” she said, “the sooner Warder Junius and the people back home will notice they could be represented so much better in the Circle.”

To her surprise, the words weren’t even a lie. She could do better than Kensuke—because she could bother to do anything at all. Even if she failed, that would be more than he’d accomplished.

Galanis considered that for a long moment. Then she lifted her cup, returning the toast. “To ambition, then—and the prospect of new allies.”

 

Chapter 9

Cassia

 

On a subconscious level, Cassia almost didn’t expect the sigil to work. She’d practiced it hundreds of times before with her own blade; she’d watched Penelope carve it with the ritual sword of the Vanian warder. But this was the first time she’d done it for real, with that sword in her hands, inscribing a quartered ring and its four inner marks over the water of the communion pool in the Warders’ Circle.

The surface rippled, changed, settled. And she saw Vania.

The communion chamber there, anyway. Cassia hadn’t seen Vania itself in years, and unlike Penelope, she didn’t miss it. Twaa-Fei was much more congenial, with people from a hundred major and minor islands passing through.

She returned the ritual sword to its sheath and saluted. The water reflected the images of the Trine, the three most senior and powerful battlemistresses who ruled Vania. They returned her salute, and Ione Nissou, the eldest of them, spoke. “Warder pro tem Petros. We hope you have a full report prepared on this matter of the missing fleet.”

“I do,” Cassia said, taking a sheaf of paper from a leather folder. Penelope had never required notes, but Penelope had years of experience under her belt. Cassia didn’t want to rely on memory and forget something, humiliating herself in her first communion with the Trine.

The three women listened in attentive silence, only breaking in with clarifying questions twice. When Cassia finished, the other two looked at Nissou, who nodded crisply. “Thank you, Warder pro tem. That was succinct and well ordered. Is there anything else you feel it is necessary to add, before you receive your orders?”

The word “orders” felt like a chain settling over her shoulders, but Cassia didn’t let herself sag beneath the weight. “No, Xifos Nissou. That is everything.”

“Very good. Then your instructions for the time being are to refrain from any action that might be construed as showing support for either Quloo or Rumika in this conflict.”

As if the Matriarchs would ever give orders to publicly support Rumika. Cassia saluted again. “I understand. Until we know which of them is responsible, we can’t risk allying ourselves with either one.”

Nissou frowned. “Do not leap to conclusions, Warder pro tem. It may be that neither of them is responsible. We are currently investigating the possibility that zealots among our own people may be behind this.”

She flushed in embarrassment. I should have known better than to speak up. Zealots—the Apolytoi? Anton had run into a crowd of them once, and as usual his smart mouth had gotten him into trouble. But it was a long lunge from harassing one man to attacking an entire fleet.

“I will be circumspect,” she promised. As orders went, these were the best she could have hoped for. Unless this turned out to be the work of Vanians after all—she prayed it wasn’t—then it wasn’t really Vanian business. Penelope would have gotten involved for Ojo’s sake . . . but Penelope was gone.

“See that you are,” Nissou said, commanding her gaze. Cassia quailed under the old woman’s regard. Did she somehow know about Anton? Or was that just a general admonition, a reminder that Cassia represented her nation now?

Either way, there was only one response. “Yes, Xifos,” she said, and saluted one final time before drawing her blade and ending the communion.

 

Chapter 10

Anton

 

In the peaceful light of afternoon, it was hard to imagine that anything had ever gone wrong here.

The Engwehin Rocks floated off the port bow of the Blue Knife, rugged and mostly lifeless. Here and there pockets of earth allowed grasses and flowers to cling, but mostly they were bare rock, with traces of aerstone veins gleaming through. Given the rumors about Quloo, Anton was surprised the Engwehin cluster hadn’t already been mined, the dead rock allowed to fall into the Mists far below.

He was closer to Quloo than caution would recommend. The Quloi had gotten more and more defensive of their territory as their home island faltered, allowing very few foreign ships in, and most of those Tsukiseni. The suspicious-minded said that was because they didn’t want anyone to see how far they’d sunk. The differently suspicious-minded said it was because the tales of sinking were greatly exaggerated, played up for sympathy and to keep anyone from seeing Quloo as a threat.

Anton felt a brief stir of curiosity at that thought. I bet I could sneak in. . . .

But that wasn’t why he’d come here.

This long after the destruction of the fleet, there wasn’t much left to see. A few bits of wreckage had drifted and been caught on the rocks, but the rest had long since dropped from the sky, taken by the Mists.

The rocks themselves, however, were still there.

Anton lifted a spyglass to his eye, surveying the cluster. “That high one, three points to starboard,” he told his helm. “Take us in close.”

The Blue Knife eased its way in among the rocks, his bladecraft navigator practically dancing with her greatsword to keep the wind from driving them into a collision with the islets. It was a close fit, even for a ship and crew as nimble as Anton’s—but it could be done. Swarms of pinnies sheltered within the archipelago, detectable to the human eye only as an opalescent sheen in the air, rippling like curtains as they darted away from the ship.

The afternoon’s light grew richer as the sun descended and the Blue Knife continued to explore. “You could do it,” his first mate Aline said at last, dragging the kerchief from her hair and retying it more securely. “But it would be tough.”

Anton nodded. There was room to hide an attack fleet behind the Engwehin Rocks and send them swooping out at the trade flotilla in a pincer move. “Holding station while you waited for them to pass through would be the hardest part.”

Aline shook her head. “Not if you’re clever. Use the aerstone in the islets to bracket yourself; they’re close enough. Balance of Forces.”

He was a better bladecrafter than his first mate when it came to combat, but she knew navigational sigils better than he did. If she thought it could be done, then it could.

Now the question became: Who had the ability to pull it off? The ships, the navigators, the captains necessary to make a move like this work?

“Captain!” The shout came down from the crow’s nest. “I see something—that long, flat rock dead astern!”

Anton’s skin jumped. An attack? “What do you mean, something?”

A pause from above. Then the lookout said, “It looks like a person!”

Maneuvering the Blue Knife through a 180-degree pivot without cracking against anything would have been impossible. Anton ordered the ship to lift out of the rocks, then tacked through an arc that brought them down toward the islet in question. As they drifted overhead, he took his own spyglass to the rail and searched.

Wreckage dotted the rock, driven there by the winds or the blasts of bladecraft that had taken out the trade fleet. And a few pieces of it, Anton realized, had been assembled into a crude shelter.

“Aline,” he said, “the command is yours.”

Before she could object, he flung himself from the ship.

The Herroki birthright flickered briefly, trying to keep him aboard, but gave up in recognition of his choice. Anton scribed a sigil as he fell and hit the islet like a spring, his legs coiling and then lofting him into the air once more. In three bounds he’d crossed to the shelter, and there he stopped, blade out.

There was someone inside, their feet just visible at the edge of the shelter. But they didn’t move.

Anton decided he’d been cautious enough. Sheathing his sword, he called out, “Hey! Are you alive?”

No answer. He came closer and nudged one of the feet, resigned to finding a corpse—

—and heard a faint groan from within. Like it came from someone who had spent weeks clinging to life on this rock, and was about to lose their grip.

Anton stared. Then he backed up, scribed Voice of the Storm, and shouted up to the Blue Knife, “I found a survivor!”

 

Chapter 11

A-Sky

 

Few captains would be bold enough to fly with all sails spread on a moonless night. Although they had no need to fear running aground, as river barges did, the sky held its own hazards: manaks regularly hunted in the dark, feeding off the water-rich pinnies clustered together for warmth, and the Mists always rose higher with the cooling air, bringing a greater threat of fiends.

Nor were monsters of the sky the only reason to exercise caution. Dirt-huggers thought of the sky as being vast swaths of empty air, with relatively few islands scattered throughout it. Sailors knew better. There were countless minor islands, most of them too small to support habitation, and even smaller masses that amounted to little more than floating boulders. In the skies around Quloo, the mining guild had captured almost all of these and stripped them of their aerstone, but elsewhere they still abounded. Colliding with one could damage a ship.

The biggest risk, though, was navigational. Those boulders and minor islands were vital to the calculation of altitude. In the dark of a moonless night, with visibility cut short, it was all too easy to veer off course. A captain who flew too fast might miss their target entirely.

This captain was one of the best her country had to offer. She did not miss.

Silent as a mist-fiend, her ship moved into position: narrow-bodied, sharp-prowed, built for speed. Blades gleamed up and down her deck as the initial wave readied themselves. On a hissed cue, they moved in unison: the sigil for Aerstone Stance, which would let them survive the drop to the ground far below.

Then the bladecrafters charged the rail of their ship and leaped into the air.


•••



They struck before dawn, and at first it was a silent fight.

Most of the attackers broke into the low, sprawling building that dominated the small island’s only settlement. They didn’t bother kindling lights to guide their search; instead they dumped every document they could find into sacks, for later sorting. The remaining three broke off and headed for the nearby houses.

But the silence didn’t last. The facility had guards, and the houses had a man who, suffering from insomnia, had decided to go for a quiet walk. Both sounded the alarm before the attackers could take them down.

It was bloody, but brief. Soon everyone was awake, the defenses mustering. The invaders beat a hasty retreat, leaving with only half of what they’d come for: papers, but no prisoner.

 

Chapter 12

Kris

 

The ritual sword was a heavy weight in Kris’s hands. They remembered the first time they’d used it, communing with Rumika after their victory in the Gauntlet, announcing the plans for the deal with Quloo. It wasn’t that long ago, but already the happy memory had faded, like a painting exposed too much to the sun.

Everything had gone so bad, so fast. People accusing Rumika, people accusing Quloo—Kris even found themself looking at Ojo with suspicion, when not that long ago he’d seemed like their best ally in the world. Adechike kept trying to smooth things over, but the fleet had been destroyed and its cargo had vanished, either stolen or lost to the skies. How could anyone mend that?

Kris took a deep breath, resting the point of the blade on the stone at the edge of the pool. The sword was dull; it didn’t need an edge to make the sigil work. And there was no one there to see Kris using it as a crutch, leaning on it while they tried to gather their wits for the upcoming conversation. People back home would want to know what progress Kris had made, whether there was any news on the fleet—and what could Kris tell them? A Mertikan colonial was investigating. That would hardly reassure anybody.

Delaying wouldn’t make it any better. Kris settled their hand on the ritual sword’s hilt, raised it in a salute, and carved the sigil of communion.

As soon as the face of Vyk Jann rippled into view, they knew something was wrong.

Formality splintered into fear. “What happened?”

Vyk looked haggard, as if they hadn’t slept all night. “Quloo attacked the facility on Orsa.”

“What?” Kris grounded the sword’s point, supporting knees suddenly gone weak.

“It was a raid. They broke into the processing plant and stole documents—looks like they took everything they could get their hands on. And they tried to take Lee, too. If she’d been in her house, they’d have her. Thank the gods she has a lover—she was at Elowen’s house that night, instead of her own.”

Orsa. One of the aerstone processing facilities. The secret to Rumika’s sudden rise: not a particularly pure vein, but a way of purifying normal ore, increasing its effectiveness so they could do more with less.

Quloo had attacked.

How had they known?

“I was going to ask you that,” Vyk said grimly. Kris hadn’t even realized they’d spoken the thought out loud. “Have you left any files lying around where others might see? Have there been any Rumikan captains in port who might have let something slip? Have you said anything?”

Sickness sank into Kris’s gut. “I—I don’t know. Maybe. I can’t be sure.”

“You’ve got to find out. If the Quloi know where the other facilities are, they might attack those, too. Files, Lee—it’s clear they want to steal the secrets of the process from us. They might keep trying. And even if they don’t . . .”

The damage was already done. Quloo had attacked an outlying Rumikan island. This wasn’t just about a missing fleet any longer.

It was war.






Episode 7
 Dreadnought

By Cassandra Khaw



Chapter 1

Michiko

 

The markets of Twaa-Fei fascinated Michiko like nothing else. Not even the largest of the Mertikan ports boasted of such excess in experiences. Not these sounds, these audacious flavors. Who knew that you could have spicy ciders, accented by wasp honey and blackberries? And to enjoy the sensation of málà in desserts? No cook in Kakute would dream of such blasphemy.

Every stall, no matter how shabby its exterior might seem, revealed another pinhole into something unfamiliar. And there was no one to tell the shopkeepers that this was inappropriate or that was inefficient. No bureaucrat with threadbare smiles, full of persuasive reasons to edit an inventory. Under different circumstances, Michiko might have devoted a life here, become a priestess of its streets and read joy in every new shipment of goods from afar.

Michiko tugged at her collar, self-conscious, and smoothed a palm along her scalp. At some point in the future, she would need to ask Kensuke about his hairdresser. If she were to one day take over his position, she would need to look the part, and the byzantine customs surrounding warder aesthetics demanded an entourage to navigate.

But that was a problem for another day.

She searched the alley for signs of Adechike, frowning. The crowd thickened as lunch hour poured a hundred fresh bodies into the narrow lanes, and the air sizzled with voices demanding congee, adobo, grilled pork knuckle, dumplings of every variety, accoutrements of fried pork skin, sides of pickled onions, roasted yam, broccoli served six ways. Michiko could see nothing through the throng of diners, crammed together on wooden stools outside carts the size of her closet in the embassy.

Michiko wove past two Vanian women, both casually garbed. Traditional black togas worn over hakama trousers, the latter a nod, perhaps, to Mertikan influence, or some memetic souvenir from the colonies. Gladiator sandals. Armored epaulets on their left shoulders, support for the broadswords they bore. Neither paid Michiko any attention, although the Quloi traders Michiko passed did.

“Are you looking for Warder Kante?” asked a lean young man, his features blunt, hair a voluminous halo. He propped an elbow atop the massive crate he stood beside; the container was sternum-high and four times his width. Michiko studied him. In complexion, he was much paler than both Adechike and Ojo, freckled along the cheekbones, but Michiko could see a commonality in facial structure. Not that it mattered or had mattered since the ignorant past, when ethnicity was still a barometer of authenticity.

“No. Not exactly.” She searched the traders’ faces, committing each countenance to memory, their individual tics and demeanors cataloged for future reference. Despite the embassy colors that they wore, the traders—from the languidly smiling girl with cornrows to a stout man with the manners of a mercenary, his muscle knotted with fat—were strangers to Michiko. Guilt prickled at her then. She should know them. She understood this. But perhaps she’d been spending too much time looking inward. “I was looking for his understudy. Adechike.”

A rumble of conversation in a dialect that Michiko couldn’t decipher, more vowels, more rhythm than even the norm. She steadied a hand against the hilt of her sword, a warning in the motion. This was business. Michiko would not tolerate any obstructions and neither would Kakute.

The movement had its intended effect. It brought the traders’ eyes down to Michiko’s blade, their smiles closing into polite expressions. “You’ll find him in the warehouse, ma’am.”

That subtle inflection curled Michiko’s lips. Whatever welcome she’d once possessed, it was gone now. She jerked her chin down, performed a Quloi salute that earned no reciprocation, only cool looks and silence. Flushing at the blatant discourtesy, Michiko turned and fled down the road to the warehouses.
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“Adechike!”

The myriad islands kept their storage facilities in close proximity, the traffic policed by Twaa-Fei authorities. Ostensibly, it was to promote a sense of a community, the idea that regardless of where one might come from, everyone required the same things: food, water, basic comforts, things that reminded you of home. But as Lavinia once pointed out to Michiko, it was really to minimize the risk of sabotage.

The Quloi youth looked up at Michiko’s exclamation, his face immediately coming alive with his easy, familiar smile. He stood in the tide of workers and traders, the fulcrum of nearby activity, his arms heavy with clipboards. Quloo was moving something into their warehouse. A lot of potentially valuable somethings. Enormous blackwood crates, triple-locked against whatever catastrophe they feared.

What could they possibly be doing? Michiko filed the thought away, suddenly disconcerted, as she jogged to a halt in front of Adechike, the latter already spreading his arms for a hug.

“Michiko.” He broke her name with a pause, kissing her once on each cheek. “What are you doing here? Can the Kakute hear thoughts? It was just a moment ago that I was standing there, thinking about how nice it’d be to see a good friend, spend a moment—”

Despite herself, Michiko laughed. “Flatterer.”

“Hardly flattery if it’s true,” Adechike protested, palming his breastbone. Today he dressed like any of the municipal workers, bereft of even Quloi colors. No sword, nothing to signify his office. The ensemble made Michiko feel overdressed and, to her surprise, slightly resentful. “I have missed you. With everything that’s going on, all the chaos, it feels like I haven’t seen any of my friends of late. I miss those early days. Don’t you? When it was all so simple?”

“I understand completely.” Halfway words that housed no favoritism, no indication as to whether Michiko agreed or disagreed with Adechike’s opinions, only that she acknowledged them. She smiled thinly. “Actually, I was hoping to speak to—”

Footsteps, crisp and deliberate. The two turned to find Takeshi striding up to them. Takeshi, who was long-boned and pallid from his monastic lifestyle. Takeshi, who seemed unthreatening even in the height of the Gauntlet. Today, however, he seemed . . . different. 

“Ah. Just the man I was hoping to see.” Adechike untangled from Michiko to stride forward, arms already parted for an embrace. “Your timing is impeccable, my friend. Our cargo shipments just arrived, and imagine my surprise when I was told that they’d found a cache of—”

Takeshi unsheathed his blade with a single fluid motion and carved the Dying Silence into the air before anyone could react. The space around Adechike imploded into shards. Filaments of violet, each no wider than a hair, circled his throat. The Ikaro warder twitched his sword down, and Adechike stumbled forward, choking, dragged down by that web of light.

“What do you think you’re doing?” Michiko snarled, drawing her blade.

The Ikaro warder ignored her. His voice shook as he spoke, his manner stilted from emotion. “Adechike, I pray that you understand that I take no pleasure in this or what I’m about to say. Your friendship was deeply valued. But beginning today I must ask that you keep your distance from the Ikaran embassy. Whatever agreements were made by our predecessors shall continue to be honored. However, I am hereby nulling any arrangements we have personally made. While I treasured our interactions, I simply cannot expose Ikaro to a fox-throated traitor any longer.”

Silence swallowed the square. Adechike blanched at the accusation, mouth gaping, eyes going wide, while Takeshi’s face remained impassive.

“I apologize that it has come to this. But I will not risk the safety of Ikaro for the friendship of someone so untrustworthy. Understand that Ikaro will continue to uphold its promises to Quloo, but for both of our sakes, I suggest you keep your distance.”

He slit the sigil apart with a jerk of his wrist, sheathed his blade, jaw and posture tensed. Adechike sprawled across the cobblestones, shuddering, air swallowed in gulps.

“I will not go easy again.”

Above, a shadow pulled itself across the skies, unnoticed in the echo. And swallowed by the gloom, unheard by anyone save for the owner of an unpopular bar, a figure sighed and said:

“Damn it.”

 

 

Chapter 2

Kris

 

“Adechike.” Kris rapped their knuckles against his door. Guiltily, at first. But the awkwardness receded as the silence lengthened, the noise of the knocking cushioned by the inch-deep carpeting.

They struck the door again, this time with a fist. “Adechike.”

Still no answer.

Kris swore under their breath in every language they could remember, the bridge of their nose pinched between two fingers. It hadn’t been a good day. This week had been a catastrophe, a nightmare of unexpected circumstances. First, it was Anton and his endless questions, his insistence that Kris accompany him on ill-advised quests for low-cost physicians. So much wasted time. Then it was the trade deal.

Kris had expected, even hoped, that the trade deal would propel Rumika into a seat of authority, that the alacrity with which Kris had facilitated the arrangement would be seen as representative of his nation’s resourcefulness. This would have been their moment.

“Adechike!”

The quiet held.

“You know what? Forget it. I hope you’ve got clothes on, Adechike, because I am coming in!” Not for the first time, Kris found themself grateful for Alyx’s boundless paranoia. They’d insisted, among other things, that Kris learn how to properly kick down doors: aim at the side of the lock with the heel of your foot, be exacting with the pressure applied. No theatrics. Nothing fancy. It had to be precise.

The door swung open after the first blow, only minimally damaged. Alyx, as always, had provided excellent advice. Through the gap, Kris caught their first glimpse of Adechike’s room. Canvases hung from the ceiling by silver strings, spinning lazily in place. The images contained within were otherworldly. The skies in palettes that could never exist in nature. Faceless bodies suspended mid-combat, their muscles described by minimal brushstrokes. And more nebulous splendors, vivid abstractions rendered in gilt and colored wax, batik corporealization of ideas half formed.

Were those Adechike’s creations? Kris wondered as they slunk into the room, marveling at its neatness. The furnishings were sumptuous, more lavish than Kris would have expected of Adechike. The bed, in particular, was a study in excess. Kris couldn’t conceive a reason to have so many pillows, so many extraneous layers of glimmering fabric. Something he’d inherited from Ojo, maybe? Or another warder.

Who knew? It occurred to Kris then that they had no inkling as to who Adechike really was, no idea as to what he enjoyed outside of hibiscus wines and long evenings in the teahouse, asking question after question, as though answers powered the engine of his heart. When was the first time Adechike had argued with his parents? Where did his religious beliefs lean? Did he dream of becoming a warder because he was dazzled by the romance of it, or was he looking to martyr himself in the name of Quloo?

Everything Kris knew about Adechike felt like it’d been curated, picked through by a careful hand, all the parts coming together to craft a public persona that was universally likeable. Even Adechike’s flaws were endearing. They made him human. Gave the world a reason to bond with him, to develop rapport.

A cold frisson rolled down Kris’s spine to pool in their belly. Nausea followed after. Suddenly they felt stupid, hopelessly naive. Why hadn’t they realized this before? Why hadn’t it occurred to them that Adechike’s warmth, his puppyish enthusiasm for everything, could have been an act?

Because Kris had wanted—no, needed—him to be a friend.

They swallowed the thought, bile-bitter against their tongue. Kris prowled through Adechike’s room, carefully pulling out drawers and rifling through the folders neatly stacked across every horizontal surface. Their heart plunged as they discovered handwritten dossiers: observations about the warders, about their juniors, about Twaa-Fei.

About Kris.
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“Warder Kante, I do hope you’ll forgive me for barging into your chambers so late at night, but I found these documents in Adechike’s chambers, and—”

“Did you have permission to enter?”

Kris halted, a palm flat across the papers cradled in an arm. Ojo’s voice held a quality that they’d never heard before. A flatness like a fillet of old turkey breast: stringy, serviceable, and bereft of any personality. It wasn’t Ojo’s voice, wasn’t the rich bass that rang with a thousand nuances, expressive as any stage performer’s.

Ojo took his time in rising from his chair. He shut his ledger first, smoothing a wine-dark ribbon into place, before he set the book aside. Then he rose, every inch the politician surprised in his own home. His expression was courteous but cold, his eyes placid. Under the lens of his regard, Kris felt uncomfortably like an intruder.

They drew a step back. The shadows were syrupy and velvet, absolute save for the dim corona of light wrapped around Ojo’s seat. The warder had been working by the flame of a single candle. Briefly, Kris caught themself wondering what had demanded so much careful attention that Ojo couldn’t wait for the day to return or tolerate more luminance in the space.

“Did Adechike give you permission to enter?” There it was. The kindness that Kris remembered, only tempered, tamped down. Clinical.

Kris swallowed. “N-no. He didn’t. He—”

 

“You broke into his quarters, then.” Ojo paced forward, hands behind his back. The emphasis was subtle but clear, a gleam of light along the guillotine’s curve. Ojo’s meaning might as well have been written in block letters above his head. “I hope you had good reason.”

“The shipment.”

Ojo’s voice was cold, absent of any interest in Kris. “What about the shipment?”

“You”—the words tangled—“you—”

“And what about Adechike? What has Adechike done to warrant this gross violation of his private space?” Ojo strode up to Kris, stopped a palm’s breadth from contact. It was an insult. A challenge. It had to be. Before, Ojo had been nothing but conscientious, careful to observe correct behavior in the presence of the various nations. He knew every honorific, every genuflection, every do and don’t-do archived in history. To have Ojo violate Kris’s personal space like this, with full knowledge of what it meant, it had to be intentional.

The Rumikan warder curled their fingers around the hilt of their blade, conscious at last of the possibility that Ojo, despite his reassurances, might have never been fighting at full capacity, that Kris had never seen Ojo pushed.

They drew a shuddering breath. They could smell sandalwood and frangipani. Floral scents, heady and suffocating, overlaid the odor of bone-ink and polished metal. “I have reason to believe that Adechike may have betrayed Rumika’s trust.”

“Oh?” Almost casually, Ojo unsheathed his blade and held the weapon atop his palms, hands tipped this way and that, the light sluicing over the runes embossed upon the steel. Kris had always admired the weapon, always envied Quloo and the artistry of their smiths. Every nation, of course, knew how to craft weapons. But it was Quloo who’d hollowed their soil of aerstone, who made the most beautiful swords of all. “How is that?”

Kris stiffened. “That is private information.”

“Well, you have my apologies, Warder,” he said, the title uncurling like an epitaph. “I am concerned to learn that you feel this way about a member of the Quloi ambassadorial staff. If you locate any evidence to support your case, I invite you to return—”

“Ojo, why are you doing this? You know I’d never say anything like this about Adechike unless—”

“—to the embassy and provide said evidence,” Ojo continued, relentless. “Until then, I am forced to ask that you leave the premises. Were it not for the fact that Rumika and Quloo enjoy such a strong relationship, I’d have requested your arrest. You trespassed. You also stole vital documents from a representative—”

“Ojo, please. You know I intended no harm—”

“—of my nation. Under any other circumstances, Warder Dente, there would be dire consequences. But again, I value the relationship between our nations. Now”—his voice dipped into a rumble—“leave.”

“No.” Kris slid a step backward, blade freed, the tip held to Ojo’s throat. “You’re going to listen to me. You’re— I challenge you to a duel. Right here. Right now. For the right to let myself be heard.”

“Really?” Ojo slitted his dark eyes, a smile crooked at the younger man. “I accept.”

There was no contest. Kris was faster than Ojo, more athletic, but Ojo had the advantage of familiarity. He knew the space, its dimensions. How far his blades could stretch, where they’d tangle in the curtains, where the furniture might serve as a barrier, where they functioned as obstacles, how the architecture might impede his opponent for a gasp of a second. Kris possessed nothing of that. Each sigil that they fired, every one sloppier than the last, muddied by emotion, was countered, over and over, parried by Ojo’s blades.

In desperation, they chiseled Spider’s Grip into the air, and ran up along a wall, spinning in time to catch Ojo’s swords along his own weapon.

“It’s over,” Ojo murmured.

Too late, Kris recalled the versatility of Ojo’s preferred style, the real use of the smaller blade. They could only watch as the Quloo warder carved the sigil for Return to Earth, could only let out a shout as gravity punched a hook through their belly and pulled them down into the carpet. Impact brought an explosion of stars, a ringing in their right ear, and the world pendulumed in Kris’s vision, its edges greased with violet.

Ojo crouched down beside Kris, even as the doors to the office opened and attendants in neat uniforms filed into a semicircle around the prone Rumikan. Expressionless, Ojo plucked the sword from Kris’s nerveless grip and passed it to an aide, who held it with the reverence of a man who’d watched a god die.

“This doesn’t make me happy, you know,” Ojo said.

Kris did not reply.

“None of this. I’d have much preferred that we’d kept to what we know, to the rituals and the routines we’ve come to enjoy as a community in Twaa-Fei. But unfortunately . . .” His voice ebbed. Kris’s view gyred as they were lifted to their feet, propped up by two men who said nothing, their manner surgical. No undue cruelty, no unwarranted compassion. Their duty was to migrate Kris from embassy to exterior.

“This is war, my friend.”

 

 

 

Chapter 3

Michiko

 

Though not even torture could wring the confession from her soul, Michiko had always believed that the Kakute embassy was superior to all others. Unlike the other consulates, it possessed innumerable gardens, small ponds that housed catfish and little emerald frogs, places that could be used for private meditation and communion with one’s ancestors. There was even a small flock of imperial swan-cats, bronze-bodied and sleek. Even the offices themselves were spacious, built of polished wood, carrying the faint smell of incense.

Today, however, it all felt claustrophobic.

Michiko ringed her throat with a hand. “You’re— You— What?”

“I’m”—Kensuke looked out the window, mouth pursed, his long frame tiger-striped by the morning’s light—“nothing, actually. As of several minutes ago, I am merely another civilian, nameless and unimportant in the colonies.”

“How? I— Did Lavinia relieve you of your duties?”

“No.” The barest smile curved his mouth.

“Were there orders? What—what happened? I don’t understand. I—”

“I am stepping down. It is as simple as that.”

Michiko barked a rough laugh. Somehow, the room seemed to be shrinking. “You can’t.”

“I can.”

“This is wrong.”

“This is exactly right.”

“There are procedures. There’s a process. We—we have to tell Twaa-Fei authorities. Contact Kakute. This needs to be approved by at least seven of Mertika’s senior officials. Not to mention the fact that we’re supposed to—”

“Those are guidelines.” Kensuke shucked his formal coat, undid the belts that attested his office, removed the badges, the hair ornaments he’d worn since his appointment as warder. The sword followed next. The ceremonial shinai. Everything that embodied the station of warder. He laid them across the desk with a ritualistic precision, before looking up at Michiko. “Those are not the rules.”

“I can’t be warder.” Michiko dropped her hand. “I’m not ready to be warder. There is no way. I can’t. I’m not— I’m not ready for this.”

For a heartbeat, Kensuke’s gaze gentled. “I really wish this could be different.”

“Why are you doing this? Are you under orders from Lavinia? Warder—”

“That isn’t my title anymore.” Nonetheless, Kensuke stroked his hand across the coat he’d worn for years, fingers walking the brocade like the road to a childhood home. His expression reflected a similar sentiment. It held a wistfulness, an inward-facing melancholy, a sense that wherever Kensuke was looking, it wasn’t at the present. He sighed. “You’re the warder now, Michiko.”

“I can’t be the warder.” The words felt leaden, stupid.

The older man shrugged, a loose clatter of his shoulders. “You are now.”

“Kensuke.” Michiko gnawed down on her pride. “Please. I need—”

Her hands spasmed, fingers curving around the truths that Kensuke wouldn’t yield. Anything, she thought desperately, and wondered if it’d make a difference if she paid him with the humiliation of such a revelation. Decorum didn’t endear a person to another. Adechike had taught her that.

Michiko flicked her gaze up to Kensuke’s face, his visage blank, bereft of anything that approached sympathy. For all of its grief, none of it was for her. She swallowed and scissored her shoulders back, righting her posture. “For Kakute’s sake, I’ll do what I must.”

More platitudes, more nonsense words, more sounds that meant nothing at all. Outside, distantly audible, the clack of wheels and hoofbeats, the murmur of Twaa-Fei stirring. A Vanian call to prayer in a gorgeous alto. Children’s laughter, shrill and careless. Life continued its orbit. Michiko couldn’t help but resent the world for its indifference.

“I’m sure you will.” Kensuke undid his topknot and allowed his hair to free-fall along his back, a sheet of oiled darkness, the patterns shaved into his skull now hidden. Bereft of his accoutrements, dressed down in taupe and fawn, he seemed smaller, somehow. Diminished.

“Michiko—”

A stutter of noises, stillborn words.

“Yes?”

Kensuke inhaled. “For whatever it is worth, understand that this isn’t personal. This has nothing to do with Mertika, either.” A beat. “Not directly, at least. As for the answers you want, well, the office is yours now, Michiko. I hope you find what you’re looking for.”

 

 

Chapter 4

Anton

 

Nothing was going as Anton had planned.

Not his life. Not his travel plans. Not his business. Not his relationship with Cassia. Especially not his relationship with Cassia.

Anton stared at the doors of the Vanian embassy, his stomach writhing with an unfamiliar emotion.

Anxiety, he thought.
 Or possibly, an excess of spice. Anton spent half a heartbeat weighing the two possibilities before nodding to himself. Definitely an excess of spice. He wasn’t worried. Fear was for Mertikans, for Quloi, for Vanians and their labyrinth of rules, those stupid rules, legislating an existence that should be spent on joy instead of endless exercise and boring, boring combat drills.

Herrok were never afraid.

“Anton?”

In answer to the invocation of his name, Anton leaped three inches backward, hand slapping against the scabbard of his rapier. “En garde!”

Harjo let out a low, exasperated sigh. “Have you been licking barnacles again, Anton?”

The captain of the Blue Fang furrowed his brow, even as he plucked at the folds of his shirt, a silken delight with ruffled sleeves, more decorative than he preferred, but he’d hoped Cassia would be charmed by the flamboyance. Faced with Harjo’s scrutiny, Anton suddenly found himself with second thoughts.

This, much like the unease that’d colonized his belly, was quickly attributed to a poor choice in gastronomic pleasures.

“No.” Anton then added, “That was a strange thing to say. No one licks barnacles for pleasure. Not unless they’re cooked. Even then, it seems like a much better idea to eat them, although, why anyone would try to eat barnacles when they could have—”

Harjo strode forward, a specter in indigo, his attire despairingly functional save for the flash of golden hoops at his ears. “What are you hiding, Anton?”

He crossed his arms. “Why do you think I’m hiding anything?”

“Because you, old friend, can’t keep a secret to save your—”

“I can absolutely keep a secret!”

“You can’t.”

“Yes, I can.”

“No, you—” Harjo exhaled loudly. “We’re not having this discussion. More important, I’m not letting you pretend you did not completely ruin that last deal we were—”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about.” Keep him talking, thought a voice in Anton’s head, one quieter than all of the rest. It was his Penelope voice, he’d decided some time ago, measured and amused and lethal. Keep him talking, it repeated, as Anton two-stepped away from Harjo.

“Because you won’t let me finish.” The other Herrok drew his sword, banged the flat of the blade against a fluting column. “Stand. Still.”

Anton frowned again. “No.”

“I know you’re hiding something. I know that look on your face. You’re a lot of things, Anton, but you’re a terrible liar.” Harjo growled, stalking forward.

“But you’re the worse duelist.”

Harjo froze, dismay and a kind of confused reproach warring for space on his countenance. He sighed again, shorter and sharper than before. “I— Don’t change the subject.”

“But it’s true. You’re terrible. You’ve never won a match with me.” Possibly because Anton had made it a point to avoid unnecessary conflict. No reason to put his reputation at risk, after all. “And now you’re hoping I’ll forget all about it and focus on your silly, completely unfounded suspicion that I might be hiding something.”

“For once in your life, be reasonable and stop playing the jester. I know you’re hiding something. Is it the girl, Anton? Do you know where she is?”

She has a name, Anton almost snapped before he caught himself, hopping atop the black-iron balustrade that wrapped around the Vanian embassy. The fluttering in his abdomen cooled. Of course Harjo would be involved. He’d do anything for money. Even sell out the desperate.

“Maybe. But even if I did, I’d never tell you.” Anton saluted Harjo and kicked from the rails, an elegant backflip that he transitioned into triple somersaults, knees held to his chest. As the sky yawned beneath him, hungry, Anton thought to himself, not for the first time, that he was very lucky to be Herroki.
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To say that the former warder of Kakute had left a mess would be to lie, Michiko decided grimly, even as she sorted through the detritus of his departure. His office was a travesty. Kensuke had never been what anyone would call immaculate, but this went beyond commonplace untidiness. Drawers sat upturned across the wooden floorboards, bleeding documents. Closets had been thrown open; safes were ransacked of their contents. Whatever Kensuke had been looking for, it had to have been important.

And whatever he was running from, Michiko reflected as she shuffled a pile of manila folders into the crook of an arm, it had to have been big. Perhaps he’d been involved with the Vanian zealots, after all.

She spread the folders along the desk she’d inherited, its edges framed with sky mantas, opening each in turn. Most held letters from Mertika officials, transcripts of conversations, and coded missives addressed to Kensuke from Lavinia’s staff. Nothing from Vania, however. Traitorous as it felt, Michiko knew that her heart would survive Mertika’s involvement—Mertika, after all, had a history with such things—but the idea of Vania being entangled in this mess had sickened Michiko. The thought of a world war was beyond her.

She raked her eyes over her discoveries again, attention lingering over the letters. At least half had sections blacked out, or strips of paper carefully torn from the whole. But what could it all mean?

A sigh unspooled as Michiko gathered the pieces she’d earmarked as most relevant, feeling the whole time like a thief in her own house. There were people she could consult, surely. Yochno. Ojo. Kris. Takeshi. Resources abounded. But in the time it took to breathe again, Michiko strangled the idea in its crib.

No. Not them.

Here and there, her eyes snagged on their names, glaring between the lines of gibberish. Maybe these were intelligence reports. Perhaps not. No reason her friends could not be complicit in Mertika’s schemes. After all, Kakute had its heroes too. Michiko swallowed against the implications, suddenly cold. Until she had more ammunition, it was likely best to keep her revelations to herself.

Absently, she ran a thumb along the soft corner of a vellum sheet. The alphabet of ciphers used was old, older even than the span of Michiko’s careful education, something straight from Kakute’s past, the one that Mertika had pared and pruned, snipped of contentious branches and stitched up like a mouth that wouldn’t cease auguring truths.

An epiphany flexed. When all else failed, there was always family.

Michiko collected her ritual paraphernalia from her bag. But not all of it. She needed to be quick, and a full conference with her ancestors would invariably become mired in petty politics. Michiko lit her candles, a triage of joss sticks in grip. No time to consecrate the area either or procure offerings. Ordinarily, she’d be aghast. But, Michiko thought as she folded cross-legged atop the floor, it’d likely be the Golden Lord who came howling into view first. And any opportunity to annoy him was one she gleefully welcomed.

The air stirred with their murmurings, and Michiko breathed deeply as the ghosts of her past woke to her summons.

 

 


 

Chapter 5

Ojo

 

Ojo shaded his eyes as he clambered onto the landing platform, the sun a featureless white, the air sticky and warm on his skin. Through the slats of his fingers, he could see no clouds, nothing to obstruct that lacquered blue, save for one thing:

The dreadnought.

Its silhouette was broader than most Quloi warships, broken in places where the cannons protruded, tumorous bulges riddling the hull. It was uglier than anything he’d ever seen, Ojo thought, dropping his hand as his eyes adjusted to the glare of the noonday. Clumsy, callously built, intended for artillery function and nothing else, a thing of deaths, a relic scraped from its grave and put back in the firmament.

He was ashamed. The realization, blooming hot along the back of his neck and rancid in his mouth, left Ojo dumbfounded. The site of the warship shamed him. It stood antithetical to everything he’d built, everything that Quloo had advocated, had fought for in the recent past. But idealism was always the first casualty of conflict.

“Warder Kante,” Yochno’s voice came from the east, stilted with anger. “I was hoping you could explain the meaning of this.”

“Old friend,” Ojo said, then hesitated. The truth lay trapped between his teeth, viscous, indignant at the lie that pressed against the roof of his mouth. I wish it hadn’t come to this. I wish this wasn’t necessary. I wish I could tell you everything. Sentences died midway to articulation, duty murdering them in the birth canal. “It isn’t what you think.”

Yochno cocked his head, his regard glacial, his mouth thinned to a line in the sand. “Really? Tell me what I should think, then, Warder Kante. Tell me what”—he slashed at the air with the side of his palm—“this is if not a show of power.”

“A precaution,” Ojo lied, smoothing his expression.

“A precaution,” Yochno repeated, his voice fraying into a bark of angry laughter. “That is what you’re going with then, Ojo. I thought you’d have respected me enough to at least come up with a better lie. But I see.”

Ojo breathed deeply. “We’ve known each other for a long time, haven’t we?”

“This isn’t the occasion to reminisce.”

“Since I first took up office. When we met—your predecessor was alive, was he not? What was his name?” Ojo glanced at Yochno, the latter’s arms folded beneath the drape of his peony-trimmed sleeves.

“What is your point, Warder?” A new inflection in Yochno’s voice, a brittle formality that curved through Ojo’s gut like a fishhook.

“My point is that I value our friendship, that I value Twaa-Fei. When have I ever been anything but an advocate of the nonaggression policies here? I have fought for what Twaa-Fei believes in. I have stood my ground against Lavinia and everyone who would upturn the laws that had been set down. You, of all people, should know. So believe me when I say that I have no intention of seeing this fragile peace destroyed. The dreadnought is a precaution—”

“Clear it out of the airspace.”

“It’s out of my hands.”

“But you are Quloo’s warder, Ojo.” Yochno started forward, a palm bent and raised, as though he cupped the world in his grasp. Today he seemed older than he’d ever been, the sun mapping the webwork of wrinkles bordering his eyes, his skin there pebbled with liver spots and moles. Under its veneer of powder, his flesh was almost translucent, crawling with veins of blue and emerald. “Surely, you can do something?”

“I am a messenger,” Ojo replied. “I am the voice of my people. Nothing can be done without consensus. Whatever power you think I might have, none of it is mine. I act for Quloo.”

“Then let us speak to Quloo.”


•••



It would solve nothing. Ojo knew it was pointless from the moment Yochno proposed the idea. Nothing would change the mind of the council, least of all an audience with a foreigner. He longed to dissect the Quloi class system for Yochno, explain the ways in which capitalism had molded their cultural sensibilities, what that meant, how their society was weighted toward those possessing of a fortune, and how people like Yochno, compassionate and selfless, were regarded as lesser. Inept, naive children who’d waste their brief lives in servitude.

Yochno wouldn’t stand a chance. Quloo was a mercantile nation. It made sense that Ojo’s island would revere the savvy and the pragmatic, those who’d barter sentimentality for the willingness to do what was right.

And what was right would always be what was best for Quloo.

The High Sky party conferred between themselves, the four representatives garbed plainly, an insult that Yochno did not decipher. In silence, Ojo continued his vigil, occasionally correcting the eddies of the viewing pool with a slant of his blade, refreshing the runes where required. If nothing else, at least he could provide Yochno with clarity.

Guildmaster Nenge murmured a word in a dialect that Ojo had almost forgotten—fool—and allowed her mouth to climb into a smile. The space between Yochno’s brows pinched.

“Master Seneschal.” That was not Yochno’s title. Not that Nenge cared in the slightest. “We appreciate your concerns and we will discuss the ramifications.”

“I’d appreciate if it was possible to expedite the procedure. Is there any way that you could communicate my concern to someone of senior rank? This is an urgent matter. If we do not attend to it now, the situation may devolve into an international emergency.”

“Yes.” The guildmaster traced her tongue over plum-dyed lips, teeth white against the bruise-dark color. Her cohorts kept their silence. “Absolutely.”

To his credit, Yochno saw through the charade, mouth and forehead tightening further, his distaste for the council as evident as their disdain for him. “But will you?”

Here, Izebry, rounder now than when Ojo had first encountered him in their youth but no less imposing, expelled a booming, brassy laugh. “I see that you’re not entirely uneducated in politics.”

Ojo winced. “Guildmaster, I’d advise that you maintain civility. Yochno—”

“You bring us a servant to discuss matters of state,” Nenge interrupted. “I believe we’ve offered more civility than is decent.”

Beside Ojo, Yochno sucked in a harsh breath, his frame growing rigid. The conversation had slipped its gloves. No more niceties would be traded. The guildmasters smiled at Yochno’s discomfort, satisfied as cats.

“Apologize, Guildmaster Nen—”

“Or what?” Her eyes dilated, her expression eager. “What will you do, Warder Kante?”

Briefly, Ojo contemplated an argument, the words unsheathed in a hiss. But what was the point? He’d known from the moment that Yochno had proposed the idea. There was nothing either of them could do. Not like this. If he spoke against the council, he might be discharged, neutered of any ability to alter circumstances. If he kept his silence, if he held still as Yochno quaked in their polite laughter, Ojo might yet steer the destiny of his country.

Sohe said nothing. Ojo only breathed, only schooled his face for impartiality, only held his place, eyes downcast, grip white-knuckled around his sword, as Yochno executed a bow, elegant even in his degradation.

Nenge made a low, lazy noise. Placated by Ojo’s silence, perhaps, she returned her attention to Yochno, smile cloying. “To answer your question properly: yes. Yes, we could. But as we are currently the highest authority—”

“What happened to the Truth of Steel?”

The guildmaster cocked a strange look at Yochno, even as Izebry and gaunt Edokwe, his hair a rooster’s comb of black braids, leaned together to whisper banalities between themselves, anecdotes about local restaurants, trading tips. Only Amewezie, youngest of the four, maintained the pantomime of interest, her eyes darting guiltily between her companions.

“They failed their country. As is the case with weak, useless things that contribute nothing to their societies, they were removed and replaced with something better. Now, as I was saying before, we absolutely can forward your request of the highest authorities.” Her smile was pure malice. “I’ll let you know if they show any interest in dignifying it.”

Abruptly, the viewing pool went dark, the surface so still that it might as well have been a lamina of the night sky, chiseled from the heavens and installed into a circle of marble. Ojo sheathed his sword and stood in silence with his old friend, until Yochno broke the quiet in a whisper.

“How has it come to this, Ojo? How did this all happen?”

“I don’t know,” Ojo replied, gazing at his reflection. He could not recognize his own face in the pool. “But if it was your country at risk, I imagine you would do the same.”

Yochno said nothing for a long, long time. When he spoke again, it was with the lilt of a stranger, his voice pared of familiarity. Still warm because Yochno was incapable of being anything but courteous, decorum inlaid into his very bones. But Ojo understood the truth of it. Whatever friendship had existed between them was gone now, payment for Ojo’s silence.

He did not turn around as the doors clicked shut behind him, only stared into the pool, silent even though a sigil in the waters flickered to life.

 

Chapter 6

Kris

 

Kris had heard a thousand stories about Lavinia, and they did not believe a single one. That afternoon, however, they found themself revising their skepticism. Perhaps some of the myths could be true. Because how else could Lavinia stand alone like that in the shadow of the looming dreadnought?

“In the name of the empress and the Mertikan empire, I order you to depart from Twaa-Fei airspace!” she bellowed for the fifth time, a blot of polished armor against that herculean mass. Yet there was no fear in her expression, no hesitation in her stance, nothing that a ordinary human might exude in a similar situation.

Not even defiance, Kris realized, even as they searched the landing area. Lavinia carried herself with the air of someone who was not just assured of their place in the world, but certain that they were the axis of the sun’s rotation. In another individual, such bravado might have been arrogance, but arrogance intimated the possibility of doubt. And if Lavinia had ever experienced doubt in her life, Kris, they decided, would bread, batter, fry, and eat their boots.

“Do you hear me?” Impatient, Lavinia struck the ground with her sword three times, each impact conjuring a bloom of sparks, every one larger than the last. It wasn’t until Lavinia’s volume became amplified threefold that it occurred to Kris that she’d been performing bladecraft, her movements so minute that they’d missed them entirely.

“You will move,” she snarled, her voice thunderous, “or you will be moved.”

“Kris? What happened to you?”

The Rumikan warder dropped their gaze at the sound of a familiar voice, their hand fluttering up to close over their bruised cheek. There was Adechike, looking as though someone had carved the hope from his breast, his eyes bright with a yearning to do something, anything at all, so long as he could right this wrong that had entered the world.

How many times did he practice to get that expression right? Kris searched Adechike’s countenance, looking for signs, Alyx’s warning ringing in their ears. Be careful of kindness, Kris. Be wary of smiles.

They’d been careless before. It wouldn’t happen again.

“Ojo and I had a disagreement.”

“Those bruises. He— Ojo did this?” Adechike’s voice softened, its timing of theatrical precision. He ran his palm across his fleecy hair, sweat already beading his dark skin, his eyes still clutching that consternation, that put-on compassion, and Kris found themself marveling over how quickly love could pivot to loathing. “D-did you duel? Even if so, this is ghastly. There’s no reason for Ojo to have been so brutal. He’s not Lavinia—”

Kris let the words bleed from them: “At least Lavinia is honest.”

Adechike gawked fish-mouthed at Kris for a palmful of seconds before realization dawned, his expression transforming from stupefaction to a kind of disbelieving horror. He reached for Kris, who rolled a shoulder away, sidestepping Adechike’s fingers with a graceful quarter turn.

“Kris. My friend, you know I’d—”

Kris drew a smile in place, jaw flexing. “Don’t call me that.”

They looked away then, even as the cannons of the dreadnought pointed toward Lavinia. The air crisped with anticipation. The Mertikan warder stood uncowed, sword driven into a crack in the landing platform, both palms braced atop the hilt, chin tipped at an insolent angle. A breeze twisted the hair from her face and Kris watched as Lavinia’s mouth wrenched into another snarl.

A tinny voice emanated from the vessel: “Quloo claims the right to use the neutral airspace.”

“Quloo warmongers,” Lavinia roared back, “gave up their right to anything when they tore an entire island from the skies! So long as Mertika stands, I will not permit you vultures such a feast of atrocities again.”

And she cemented her point then with something Kris hadn’t expected to see. Lavinia did not back down. Lavinia did not call for reinforcements, even though a dozen bladecrafters stood waiting, every last one of them tensed like hounds at the cusp of the hunt. Instead—

The way she moved! If Kris had ever nurtured fantasies that they might one day outdo Lavinia, might one day see the Mertikan warder beaten and bowed, those fancies were gone now, dissolved like a dream. Lavinia had been toying with him in the Gauntlet, her movements bored and somnambulant compared to the precision Kris was now witnessing, the strength.

They’d never cared much for the cognoscenti who’d speak only of bladecrafting’s aesthetics, had always seen such individuals as pompous, even foolish, pseudo-intellectuals who only wanted another topic to trot out in conversation, as if bladecraft were a thoroughbred to be admired. But Lavinia’s performance could not be described in any terms but those. It was art. It was beauty. It was the kill lengthened into a choreography.

Lavinia whirled her sword above her head, carving the air into patterns, the light distorting where it broke against her blade, deepening to lilac and the darkest of rose. The colors thickened with every pass, every turn, Lavinia’s sword lettering the world with shadows. Her power, for all of its animalistic fervor, tasted to Kris’s tongue of mulberries cooked to a syrup, of marrow, of oak burning atop a low fire.

Another calligraphic flurry of movements. The sigils had to be proprietary, like nothing Kris had seen before, too complicated to have been developed by consensus. This spoke to them of the luxury of time, something only a person like Lavinia might waste. Between the release of Kris’s last breath and their inhalation of the next, the Mertikan warder completed the final stroke.

A ring of scimitars twitched to life, their bodies devised of Mertikan colors, and hung in midair like words unspoken. Lavinia raised a hand—two fingers extended, the others curled—and gestured toward the dreadnought. The blades leaped skyward. Almost immediately, the crew in the ship supplied their counter, a honeycomb of shields juddering into being. Faces lined the railings, anger and fascination evident in their expressions. How many would stand alone against a dreadnought?

“Cease your assault or we will be forced to retaliate,” came the voice again, distorted by distance.

Lavinia only laughed.


•••



“Whatever you think is going on, it’s not—it’s not whatever you think it is. Whatever happened with Uncle, I promise—”

They jolted back to the present, head snapping to the right. Adechike stood beside them—a respectful distance away, thank the Shifting Faces—and wrung his hands, looking for all the world like a dog that’d been left out in a storm. Kris bit down on the impulse to extend comfort, reminding themself, over and again, that this was an act, an affectation engineered to elicit sympathy.

“Stop. Adechike. Just. I need you to stop.”

Adechike twitched his head up. “What?”

“I need . . .” Kris tore his eyes away as Lavinia began her second assault: a multiplicity of Ten Thousand Serpents, the sigils transformed into recursive patterns, every new layer built into the bones of the last. “I need you to stop, all right? I know the truth. I know everything.”

“I still don’t understand.” Adechike jerked forward and Kris withdrew in simpatico, while the world around them lit up in flashes. Distantly, the thunder of cannonballs rolling across a deck, Yochno’s voice barking against across the din, demanding a cease-fire.

Kris swallowed their how-could-yous, drew themself tall. “I saw your notes.”

“What note—” Adechike’s objection sank to a murmur, hand coming to rest atop his breastbone, his eyes wild and afraid. 

Got you, Kris thought bitterly.

“No, it’s nothing like that.”

“Nothing like that? Are you certain? I saw what you wrote about me—”

A razoring of a sob in his pleading, the words tumbling over themselves, falling too fast for the tongue to mold. Adechike tripped over his protests; he stumbled another three steps forward. “I have a terrible memory. You know that. We’ve spoken about it. I write these things down so I can remember—”

“Remember what?” Kris spat. “Remember our weaknesses? How best to disarm your friends? You kept records. Psychological profiles, all neatly divided by weeks. You took note of how we altered over the months, our favorite snacks, our—our sleeping patterns. You were studying us like—like we were animals.”

“No. That was never it.”

“No. You’re absolutely right. That was never it. You weren’t studying us like we were animals. You were studying us like we were prey.”
 Adechike flinched as though slapped.

“Everything I told you about Rumika was recorded in those notes. All of it.” The air did not hold its breath. It seemed to invert instead, collapsing onto itself, emptying the universe of sound, of meaning, of anything but Adechike’s wounded visage. Kris thought they could hear his breath scraping in his lungs, the wet motions of Adechike’s tongue as it worked to mold a new excuse. “I trusted you. Those things I told you—that was between friends. You weren’t supposed— You . . .”

Adechike could only repeat himself. Behind him, Lavinia, transfigured by bladecraft, was a smear of flickering light, zigzagging through the air like an enraged swallow. She was laughing still, exultant. “I never meant any harm. I never—I am so sorry, my friend. If I’d known—”

“Don’t call me that,” Kris whispered. Not one of the cannons had fired yet, they thought dimly. Likely because Lavinia was moving too quickly. “Ever. We are not friends, Adechike. We stopped being friends when you—”

“No. Please. Kris—”

“—betrayed me. And if you ever put Rumika at risk again, I will cut your throat and throw you from the highest tower of Twaa-Fei. Do you understand me?” His words were nearly drowned by a world-shattering crack; Lavinia slammed into the ground, cratering the frescoed stone.

“Please.” Adechike wedged his fist in his mouth. “It wasn’t like that.”

“Intention means nothing to a burning world. Good-bye, Adechike. I wish you luck with the rest of your life.” Kris turned from him, from the sight of Lavinia battling a dreadnought, from everything limned by the sun, and began their long walk back down into the dark.

 

 

 

Chapter 7

Michiko

 

Boom.

A wound irised open in the hull of the warship, clean, a perfect oval the shape of the projectile that Lavinia had fired. She stared at her handiwork, satisfied. From where Michiko stood, she could see how Lavinia’s blow had seared through the strata of plating, the innards of the ship maintaining its integrity despite the hole gouged into its side. And despite the ludicrousness of the event, the knowledge that Lavinia had taken on a dreadnought and its crew, Michiko found a moment to marvel at the Quloo vessel, and the fact it stubbornly remained airborne despite he damage sustained.

Lavinia was less than impressed.

“Pathetic,” she growled. “And the Quloi claim their shipsmiths are the best in the skies. A paper tiger would be more resilient, don’t you think, Bellona?”

“I trust in your experience, Warder,” Bellona responded, polite and bland. Lately she’d begun to seem different, somehow. Michiko couldn’t quite put a finger on it, but Bellona seemed more . . . subdued, perhaps. Meditative. Although, for what reason precisely, Michiko was uncertain. Perhaps, like everyone else, she’d finally tired of Lavinia’s antics.

“And you, little mouse? What do you think?”

Michiko startled from her rumination. Lavinia was watching her, sword propped along the broad ledge of her shoulder, smile disarmingly kind. Bellona stood an inch behind the older woman. As she and Michiko made eye contact, the young Mertikan drew a thumb across her throat, a warning silently mouthed.

“What do I think?” Michiko repeated, stalling for time. Once, a lifetime ago, she might have lunged for this opportunity to curry Lavinia’s favor, but Michiko could no longer muster anything but a faint resentment. Even here, even as Twaa-Fei stood gaping at this show of power, Lavinia insisted on being worshipped. “I think there is nothing like Mertika craftsmanship.”

A careful answer bereft of opinion, Michiko’s smile as much a performance as the matinee in the teahouse.

“Clever girl,” Lavinia purred, and it was difficult to say if it was a compliment or admonishment, the woman’s expression equally performative, absent of anything that might be construed as genuine emotion. Her eyes roamed up to the dreadnought again. “I suppose it isn’t—Empress take them.”

Michiko trailed Lavinia’s attention to the warship. Light bled and dribbled from its ruptured frame, ribbons of palest jade, the rivulets coiling upward, webbing the battered ship. As the women watched, the light became wood and girders of steel, and the air thrummed with the chorus of a hundred bladecrafters in concert.

“All that hard work and they’d undo it. No appreciation for art.” Lavinia shook her head. “Come on, little mouse. Your turn. Time to show the world what Kakute can do.”

“With all due respect, Warder.” Michiko had been preparing for this precise moment. She bowed low, body curved as far as it could go. “I can’t.”

“What?” Lavinia’s reply might as well have been hacked from a block of ice.

“I can’t,” Michiko repeated, straightening. “The rules of my new office forbid my participation in such activities.”

“Kakute be damned. When Mertika tells you to jump, little mouse, you—”

Almost, she smiled. Michiko held Lavinia’s wrathful gaze and almost, almost she broke, glee turning against the branches of her ribs. “It is Mertikan law.”

“I am the law, Oda no Michiko. I am the voice of the empress. And what I say goes—”

“Except when it comes to matters decreed by the empress herself. As her proxy, you are permitted to do anything so long as it doesn’t challenge her personal edicts. And the empress,” said Michiko, “has decreed that all new Kakute warders must enter a probationary period in which they may only perform secretarial duty for their superiors.”

What a joy it was to worm that victory from Lavinia’s trove, like a mouse who’d burglarized a dragon. Michiko could hardly maintain her neutral expression, excitement trilling in her bones. Great-Aunt Reiko had been right. This was a loophole that Michiko could use to her advantage. And until the probationary period ended, Michiko would possess more freedom than she’d ever had.

More important, it allowed her to make a fool of the Mertikan warder, a triumph that’d warm her even in the grave. Lavinia growled her frustration—a jaguar’s shriek—and began barreling down on Michiko, who could only tremble at her approach. There was no point in putting up a fight.

“Unfortunately, she’s right. There’s not much we can do about it.” Much to Michiko’s surprise, Bellona stepped between the two women, her bulk eclipsing Michiko’s own. Despite Lavinia’s wrath and her own display of insolence, Bellona’s posture was similarly relaxed. “But I could be of service, Lavinia.”

Was that it? A grab for influence, a self-serving desire to cultivate Lavinia’s favor. Maybe. It wouldn’t be out of character for Bellona. But Michiko couldn’t help but wonder.

The Mertikan warder sighed exaggeratedly, although not before looking both Bellona and Michiko over, perhaps in pursuit of a conspiracy. The two younger women, neither turning to gaze on the other, permitted the inspection without complaint. At last, Lavinia surrendered, teeth bared in a grimace. “Fine. You can help. As for you—”

Lavinia’s sword was at Michiko’s throat before fear could even register.

“I won’t forget this.”

Michiko let her smile widen into something scintillant. Victory was a wine in which she’d been steeped, the world rose-dark and giddy. “I look forward to receiving your guidance.”


•••



When all this was done, Michiko decided, she’d have a conversation with Kris regarding the amount that they drank. Quietly, the new Kakute warder padded into the teahouse. It was late, and most of the customers had retired. Those few who remained were entranced by their respective companions, passed out, or drinking their way down into one of the two former conditions.

Kris, of course, belonged to the last.

“Your liver is going to rot out of your stomach,” said Michiko as she sat herself at Kris’s little table in the corner. Empty pitchers filled the surface. They’d been drinking for hours. Dragon fruit brandy, as far as Michiko could tell, piquant and largely unripe. Nothing for anyone with class, but it’d been a long day. The dreadnought, at least, was gone, summoned to purposes more impressive than mere intimidation.

They hissed at her. “Go away, you prude.”

“If you die of liver failure, who is going to stand for Rumika in the council?”

“Don’t care. Not my problem.” Kris punctuated each word with an erratic little shake of their fist. “Everything’s burning and it’s all Quloo’s fault.”

Michiko filed the information away. “Quloo? How so? No. Don’t tell me yet. We’ll get to that in a moment. Let’s get you back to the embassy. Alyx must be worried ill.”

 

Chapter 8

Ojo

 

In all of his time as warder, Ojo had never seen the scrying chamber so crowded, so thick with angry civilians of every social standing: dockworkers and noblemen, merchant princes and their aides, all jostling for the opportunity to speak.

A balding man who’d never seen a day of fear in his life, his shoulders draped with diamonds, was speaking. “But my family had precedent—”

A woman—tall, slender-hipped, muscular in that way that spoke of a deep-rooted pragmatism—cut him off. “Shut your mouth. Our clan has fought in Quloo’s name for a thousand years. Generations have died in service of our nation. If there’s anyone—”

“My niece. She’s so young. She’s just a child. Please.”

Please. The air filled with a million permutations of the word. Ojo lost track of individual requests, nodding where he could, platitudes doled out like pieces of his soul. Please. His people were desperate. Although he’d instructed his aides to take comprehensive notes, Ojo knew there was no real point to this. At the end of the day, it was always the same thing: 
 Save them. Save the ones I love.

The council members from the High Sky party gazed down on them like impartial gods. Because of the sheer number of attendees, Ojo’d been forced to project their image onto the wall, leaving them ghostlike and enormous. Nenge, he thought, was delighting in the effect.

Ojo ground his teeth as she smiled down at the petitioners, empty promises spilling from her mouth, caveats threaded into every statement. The people here were too desperate, too frightened to take notice of how everything she said was contingent on something else, conditions that Ojo knew would never be fulfilled. He longed to correct them. But this wasn’t how he’d fight this war.

The hours passed. More bodies arrived. Representatives from the other nations. Cassia, sharply dressed in black, presented Vania’s withdrawal from no less than six trade agreements. Takeshi removed Ikaro from two. There were delegates from the smaller islands too: faces and names that Ojo knew he should recognize but did not. Nevertheless, he took their requests, filed their complaints by order of priority, and passed them on to the guildmasters where appropriate.

It wasn’t until the arrival of a representative from one of Mertika’s smaller conquests, an island that had once had a name of its own, that things grew ugly.

The delegate, flanked by a convoy of Mertikan bladecrafters, strode into the room and arrowed toward Ojo, a rolled-up parchment in her grip. “Six of our smallest provinces,” she said.
 “Excuse me?”

She flashed her teeth. The woman was tall, taller even than Ojo, and, while spindly, was anything but graceless. “Six of our smallest provinces were stolen by your armies.”

The door slammed open again before Ojo could reply, and the room fell silent, their attention riveted by the group silhouetted in the light. There were seven figures, all members of the Rumikan embassy. Kris at the vanguard, an accompaniment of bladecrafters to either side. All of them held their swords at ready. This, Ojo knew, would not be an easy conversation.

“Warder Denn,” Ojo said.

“Rumika has grounds to believe”—no introductions, no formalities, straight to business; Kris stalked forward as they spoke, restless as a storm—“that Quloo has been acting in bad faith. We have evidence that proves that Quloo had always intended to violate the treaty that was—”

“What is this child doing here, Ojo?” Nenge’s voice.

Ojo slid a glance over his shoulder. “Warder Denn is not a child.”

“But he”—Ojo flinched at the choice of pronouns; Nenge was on the offensive—“acts like one. No greeting. No genuflections. Not even an appointment. Did you invite him here, Ojo?”

“No,” he answered. She’d spoken his name the way another might talk about the village idiot. “But as the Rumikan warder, they”—Ojo stressed the word—“possess the right to—”

“Tell him to leave and to approach us through formal channels.”

“Guildmaster, I’d advise that you—”

Kris’s voice crested over theirs. “I am standing right here, Guildmaster. If you wish to speak about me, you should address me directly.”

“You are not worth my time, boy.” Nenge flicked a look down at the Rumikan warder. “When we wish to speak to you, we will—”

Light, concussive. The air flexed and roared. Ojo threw an arm up to protect his eyes as the world emptied to white. There was no sound at all. Not even the thump of his heartbeat or the breathing of the crowd. Only silence and the salt-white glare. Slowly, it dissipated, fading away, and Ojo lowered his arm, blinking in the aftermath.

He saw:

Kris standing at the edge of the stairs to the viewing pool, sword extended. Their expression was one of incredulity and fear. Their shoes, Ojo noted with some confusion, were damp. As whispers poured across the room, the reason for the moisture clicked. Ojo jerked a look behind him, startling at what he saw.

The guildmasters were gone. The viewing pool was empty. Whatever Kris had done, they’d blasted all of the water from its place. Ojo dragged his eyes back to the Rumikan warder, who’d begun to withdraw, their expression ashen. Wars had been waged for lesser things.

“What have you done?” Ojo whispered.

“You said it best, Ojo.” Kris smiled without humor, their eyes hollow. “This is war, my friend.”






Episode 8
 Refugees


By Malka Older

 


Prologue

 

The raft swayed almost at Mists-level. The shards and pebbles of aerstone studded into its lashed-together wood frame were barely enough to keep it in flight, and the teenage navigator was so exhausted, they could barely manipulate their blade. Their russet head dipped with exhaustion, and the raft dipped too, but the people on board were too worn-out even to gasp. The navigator recovered their wits and cut a quick sigil of loftiness, bringing the raft briefly higher, but it was clear they were almost at the end of their strength.

Then something did awaken the drained emotions of the passengers. A cry went up, first at the front of the raft, then traveling across the dozens of crowded families. The navigator raised their bloodshot eyes and saw, rising in front of them, the unmistakable tiered islands of Twaa-Fei.

The Mists around Twaa-Fei were notoriously treacherous. The navigator gazed doubtfully at their shaking hands, then made a decision, and carved the Fire Flower sigil, adjusting it to communicate a stylized maelstrom, the traditional distress signal. With the last of their energy, they added a second burst of sparkling light above the foundering raft, this in the shape of the Rumikan Chimera.

For what felt like dozens of minutes, they drifted. The navigator felt their extremities going cold with exhaustion. Then, once more, the cry went up from the front of the raft, and on the next surge of current, a ship—no, three!—appeared from the direction of the islands. They were small airships for fishing close to harbor, but the fisherfolk were skilled navigators and made straight for the raft, slinging out ropes to drag it in to port.

As soon as the raft was secured, the navigator let themself drift into a semiconscious state. They roused slightly as they were being helped off the raft and onto solid landmass, enough to note that their rescuers were a mix of Rumikans and others. They were heaved onto a cart with other passengers from the raft, and drawn through lanes that seemed impossibly narrow, between buildings rising like small cliffs. By the time the cart reached the warehouse that had been repurposed as an emergency shelter area, the navigator was once again unconscious.

“Will she survive?” asked Miho, a young woman stirring a vat of tea over a fire in a corner.

“They,” answered her Rumikan colleague. “They are just exhausted. They should be all right with rest. Still, we had better call a healer to be sure. Do you know any?”

“Of course,” answered Miho, with a wink. “We Zenatai are the best healers. Try asking Takada no Yuki, over there.” She pointed out an aged woman making the rounds of the refugees with a pull-cart of broth and poultices. “And now,” she added, “I’ll be off. I’ve got to get to work.” She relinquished her ladle and untied her apron. “I’ll try to come back later.”

“You’ve already helped a lot,” her Rumikan friend told her. “Thank you.”

The Zenatan shook her head. “We, too, know what it is to lose our land to the Quloi.” Miho grasped her colleague’s hand, then set off through the streets of lowest Twaa-Fei. She took the lift to the top level, then followed her usual route through the much wider, cleaner, and well-lit boulevards of that island.

Miho let herself in through the servants’ entrance in the back of the Circle, and changed into the uniform she was required to wear at her job. Once dressed for work, she took her instructions from the duty steward, and set about making tea again, this time a far smaller batch and a far finer blend than she had served to the refugees. She arranged the tea, clover honey, and milk on the amber tray, and carried it carefully into the scrying room, where she set it down on the table, bobbed a quick obeisance, and departed back into the kitchen.

Ojo barely noticed that the tea had arrived, although he certainly needed it badly. He had hardly slept the night before, trying to think of arguments that might work with the High Skies leadership.

“No one will condone this action!” he said as forcefully as he dared. “We will become isolated; Mertika will have no difficulty finding allies against us.”

“Let them!” said Nenge. “Once we have figured out the Rumikan trick and have access to a substantial flow of aerstone again, we will be able to face them all.”

“It is hardly wise,” Ojo argued. Much less moral, he added internally.

“Our spies tell us Mertika has long been searching for an excuse to attack us. Cutting them off before they do is certainly wiser than the alternative,” said Edokwe.

“But this—this is a drastic move—”

“Desperate times,” Nenge said with something that sounded very much like satisfaction. “Desperate measures.”

 

 

Chapter 1

Anton

 

The survivor’s condition worsened through the night, and Anton knew he needed to find help for her, even if it meant risking exposure to Harjo and whoever was paying him. But where could he take her? None of the doctors Kris had suggested were useful; thinking of the stink in the office of the last one he visited, Anton shivered with remembered unease. He tried to think of who else he could ask. Shun would know the best doctors, but Anton wasn’t sure he wanted to bring him in on this, at least not yet. No doctors then. Someone who could do some healing, quietly. An embassy! All the embassies had doctors in their employ, and they would be discreet. Anton’s feet turned instinctively to the Vanian embassy, but he shook his head. He needed to see Cassia, needed to talk to her about everything, but he didn’t want to risk complicating the discussion with the problem of a witness to an international crime.

Takeshi! Takeshi had always been respectful and willing to listen, and the Ikarans placed value on self-reliance, so he might even have the necessary medical supplies on-site. The Herroki turned swiftly and made his way to the Ikaran embassy.

Takeshi answered the door himself, and greeted Anton courteously. “Good morning! Have you eaten?”

“No time now, Warder,” Anton exclaimed, pushing into the embassy. “I need your help. I have a very sick, badly injured, um, crewmate, and I need someone competent to heal her.”

Takeshi didn’t protest or even show surprise. “If it were something simple, I could try to help here, but if it’s that serious—”

“It is, my friend, very serious, extremely urgent,” Anton broke in.

“Then your best bet is the clinic on Inkulpet Street, on the lowest level,” Takeshi went on. “Do you know it?”

“In Little Zenatai! Yes, of course!” Anton hadn’t realized they had a clinic there, but it was perfect: the Zenatai were notoriously closemouthed. They wouldn’t give the survivor up to Mertika or Quloo or whoever Harjo was working for. And the fact that it was on the lowest island was a relief: Anton had been thinking about the difficulty of getting the survivor up the lifts unnoticed, and the only alternative would be an illegal moorage on one of the higher islands. It wouldn’t be the first time the Blue Fang unloaded cargo in defiance of Twaa-Fei law, but it would be an added complication. “Thank you, Takeshi!” Anton clasped his hands. “I owe you one!”

Takeshi shrugged into an outer robe. “I’ll meet you there,” he said. “I know the clinic staff; I can help.”

By the time Anton got back to the Blue Fang, hustled up people to help with the stretcher, bundled the survivor up sufficiently, and got everyone to the clinic, Takeshi was already there to greet them at the entrance. He took one look at Xan and rushed her into the back room.

Anton told the stretcher carriers to return to the ship and, feeling suddenly lighter than he had in weeks, strolled back and forth in the tiny front parlor of the clinic. Clearly, harboring the survivor of an international incident had been weighing on him overmuch; he was going to have to find something to do with her, if she made it through the clinic visit. He couldn’t be responsible for holders of highly sensitive state secrets! Not for more than a few weeks, anyway. He had his own business to attend to, journeys to travel, adventures to advent, people to fight—

As if on cue, the door to the clinic swung open. Anton leaped backward. “En garde!”

“Again?” Harjo pulled his sword out with a sigh. “Come on, barnacle breath. The gig is up.”

“What gig?” Anton yelled. “I’m just here to visit my . . . my sister. She has a touch of mist-throat and”—he slashed wildly—“you’ll never get her!”

Harjo lowered his blade so he could put both hands on his knees and laugh heartily. Anton hovered just out of sword’s reach, staying on his toes while he waited for Harjo to stop chortling. “What?” he asked finally.

“Do you know who runs this clinic?” Harjo wheezed.

“The Zenatans,” Anton said cautiously.

“Yes, or to be more specific, the Resurgents.”

Anton’s eyes went wide. He didn’t pay much attention to Twaa-Fei politics, but he did try to keep up with most of the radical, crazy, and unpredictable rebel groups floating around the sky, and the faction looking to restore Zenatan nationhood definitely counted in that number.

Harjo nodded, seeing his recognition. “Also known as my current employers.”

Anton thought about that, then whipped around and made for the treatment theater.

“Wait, wait!” Harjo yelled, catching Anton’s arm. “You can relax,” he added as Anton threw off his grip. “I was only supposed to find information about her.”

“What do you mean?” Anton was still suspicious. “You weren’t trying to nab her?”

“My orders were just to find out what was going on and whether she knew anything about the attack.”

“You could have told me that!” Anton exploded.

“You wouldn’t talk to me,” Harjo said. “Besides, the game was more fun.”

Anton snorted and put up his sword.

“So does she know anything?” Harjo asked conversationally while he sheathed his own blade.

“I don’t know yet,” Anton said, watching the door of the treatment theater. “She was too sick to speak coherently.

“I guess you’ll just have to wait and see,” Harjo said, tipping his plumed hat as he headed for the door.

“Where are you going?” Anton cried. “Don’t you at least want to know if she survives?”

“My contract is finished, Herroki,” Harjo answered. “I don’t care about the fate of nations.”

 


 

Chapter 2

Michiko

 

Michiko was getting tired of being called to the Mertikan embassy at all hours of the day. Her stress at seeing the embassy courier had gotten so bad that she had fallen into the habit of cutting a quick sigil of calm during the short walk. It was an embarrassing waste of resources for something she should have been able to manage, but Michiko told herself that with the extra tension of the Golden Lord visiting her every time she channeled her ancestors, it was understandable.

Summoning her three hours after sunset was ridiculous even by Lavinia’s standards, and then being kept waiting for another fifteen minutes was just insulting. Michiko wondered if Kensuke had been treated like this; if, maybe, years of this kind of disrespect had made him what he was. But she didn’t know what else to do, so she went, careful to scrub all resentment from her face before she was finally ushered into the small meeting room.

It didn’t matter, because Lavinia didn’t even look up from whatever she was writing. “You’re here,” she said. “Took you long enough.”

Michiko bit her tongue on the retort that she had been waiting to be shown in. Was it possible that this had been an error of the servants rather than Lavinia’s design?

“I know you’ve been talking to Ambassador Kante.”

Michiko made sure her face betrayed nothing, but she could feel her pulse quickening. Could Lavinia know she had been investigating the disappearance of the Rumikan fleet? Suddenly the fact that they were alone in the room, without even Bellona as a witness, seemed frighteningly significant. She thought frantically. Who could have told Lavinia she was asking about the fleet?

“I want you to cultivate that relationship,” Lavinia went on. “We need to know where that dreadnought went and what it is doing. They didn’t bring it here just to loom over us! They have plans.”

Michiko was too guarded to feel relieved that Lavinia had not accused her of investigating the fleet disappearance. For all she knew, the Mertikan warder was merely delaying the attack.

“I am not on such terms with Ambassador Kante as to discuss their plans,” she said. “And even if I was, I’m not sure he knows—”

“Nobody suggested you ‘discuss’ it with him!” Lavinia snapped, finally looking up from her desk. “Discuss something else and use the conversation to find out. Or snoop! That seems to be something you’re good at!”

Again, Michiko kept her expression neutral. Was Lavinia playing with her? “I don’t know what you mean by that, but I can try to find out where the dreadnought is. I can’t promise I’ll be successful.”

Lavinia fixed her with a long stare before finally turning back to her papers with a sniff. “Well then, I suppose it will be war.”

“War?” Michiko had been expecting war for weeks now, but the casual way Lavinia had said it still gave her chills.

“Which reminds me.” Lavinia pulled one of the papers off her desk with a flourish. “We will of course be instituting a conscription in all the colonies. Here is the directive for Kakute.” She held the paper out, but didn’t release her grip until Michiko’s eyes met her own, and then she smiled. “I’ll let you pass it on to your country as you think best. But do it soon. I expect we’ll see fighting within the ten-day.”

 


 

Chapter 3

Anton

 

Waiting at the clinic gave Anton plenty of time to think about what to do with the survivor. He couldn’t keep protecting her much longer. Hiding her had already caused problems in his relationship with Cassia, and he needed to resolve those so that he could get back out in the Mists, where he belonged!

Islandless themselves, the Zenatans were often sympathetic to the Herroki. And since they were stuck on Twaa-Fei, he could see why they might be more interested in the machinations of the great powers than he was. Done! He could give the survivor to the Zenatans!

As he came to this conclusion, Takeshi walked out of the treatment theater, accompanied by an older woman.

“Takeshi!” Anton said, rushing over to shake his hand. “This is perfect. I—”

Takeshi blinked at him, swaying with exhaustion. “Anton, your crewmate is going to be fine.”

“Oh.” Anton had forgotten about the possibility that she might not survive. “Yes, that’s wonderful! But also—”

“I’m sorry, Anton. I need to rest,” Takeshi said, extricating his hand from Anton’s grip. “Doctor Takada here will tell you more.”

Anton and Doctor Takada eyed each other as Takeshi made for the door.

“Very interesting and valuable ‘crewmate’ you have, Herroki,” Takada said finally.

“Ah good, I don’t have to explain,” Anton said. “So you’ll help her?”

“We already helped her!”

“She needs a place to stay,” Anton explained. “Protection. A way to tell her story. A way to get home! I can’t do all that for her; I’m a pirate!”

Takada was already shaking her head. “I’m sorry, but we can’t keep her here. The Zenatan community is always the scapegoat when anything goes wrong—”

“Not more than the Herroki!”

“The Herroki a-sky, the Zenatans in Twaa-Fei,” Takada said firmly. “With the refugee crisis growing, we can’t take a risk right now. Besides, we have other concerns.”

“But you had Harjo trying to find her!”

“Because we wanted to know what she had to say. And now,” Takada said with a smile, “we do.” She inclined her head toward the door. “Why don’t you go have a chat with her and then figure out what you’re going to do next?”

 

Chapter 4

Kris

 

Kris had never been inside the Tsukisen embassy before. As if in echo of their famously isolationist and aloof tendencies, it was tucked behind a high hedge of spalur, leaves now glossy and dark. When Kris pulled the bell, they were allowed in only to a small courtyard surrounded by the same hedge—they couldn’t even see the door of the embassy proper.

Maybe it was an intentional reference to their secretiveness.

Kris had met a fair number of Tsukiseni at inter-island tournaments—in fact, isolationism had, ironically, been a form of common ground between Tsukisen and Rumika. They had always found that charm worked as well on Tsukiseni as on anyone else. Kris wasn’t sure it would be enough to get them what they wanted in this case, but they hoped it would at least get them through the door. While they waited, pacing the courtyard, they flipped through their knowledge of Tsukisen culture: all the common jokes and puns, the latest stars of song and stage. Warder Hii probably wouldn’t react much to that sort of reference, but it might help with the younger diplomatic aides.

Get in the door, Kris told themself. You’re a warder. Get in to talk to him, and then take it from there.

It wasn’t a young Tsukiseni who finally came back out through the inner gate to meet them, but the same servant who had let them into the courtyard initially, an expression of regret on his face. “I’m so sorry,” he said. “The warder is unavailable now.”

Kris felt panic rising. “Can you tell me when I might come back to see him?”

The servant was already shaking his head, guiding Kris’s steps back to the main gate. “He will send word when he is ready to speak with you.”

Determined not to let anyone in the Tsukisen embassy see how disheartened they were, Kris set off at a brisk pace. No time to waste. They had other embassies to visit.

Kris had thought Tsukisen might be an easy win, because of the tenuous cultural ties. With that out of the way, though—their steps quickened as purpose buoyed their mood again—might as well move on to the most critical. Kris was almost sure Vania would not sit out the war; everyone said they could not resist battle, and everything they had seen since of Vanians on Twaa-Fei reinforced that.

Well, everything they had seen of Penelope. Kris could imagine Cassia happily missing out on a war, but she seemed to be somewhat atypical.

Assuming the Vanians joined the conflict, it was absolutely vital they joined on Rumika’s side. Even Mertika might hesitate to face the combined might of Quloo and Vania; it would spell certain doom for Rumika.

Cassia at least was willing to let Kris into the embassy, and even to listen to what they had to say. She received them in a small office draped with symbols of Vanian power: crossed battleswords on the wall above the desk, finely wrought ornamental gauntlets on the cabinet, a rug depicting the bloody victory at Poinkat, some three hundred years ago. Cassia, curled up on the chair in her pale robes, didn’t quite seem to fit the decor. Kris noticed that she was twisting her fingers as she listened to their plea, and tried to take strength from it. Even I’ve been a warder longer than she has, Kris thought. She’s still nervous.

But when Cassia spoke, her voice and syntax were both firm. “I can’t give you an answer now. I must speak to my government.”

“Even if you could just promise to not ally against us—” Kris began to argue, but she cut them off.

“I am not empowered to make such promises. Not yet. And if I were, I would still wish to wait for further evidence.”

Evidence! Kris couldn’t understand how anyone could believe Rumika might sabotage their own ships. “Maybe I could present my case to your government directly?”

“That is not how we do things,” Cassia said with finality, and rang for the servant to see them out.

Kris tried again to get their energy back up by pacing away with determination, but the effectiveness of the technique was fading. They were keeping up the long stride and straight back for appearance’s sake when their peripheral vision caught something coming out of the alley between the Vanian embassy and the florist shop next to it. Kris jumped sideways, pulling their blade as they did.

“Heeeey, easy there, friend,” Anton said, putting his hands up and stepping back a few paces. “Just wanted to say hi; I’m not trying to start an international incident or anything.”

“Good thing,” Kris muttered, sheathing their blade and resuming their walk of power. “We have enough of those going around already.”

“Indeed.” Anton matched Kris’s stride. “There does seem to be something in the Mists lately, doesn’t there?”

Kris snorted, annoyed with the facile and blameless framing of the situation. “You mean like unprovoked attacks, colonialist rhetoric, stronger powers ganging up on the weak? Yes, I’d say something is going around.”

“None of that feels new or unusual to a Herroki,” Anton pointed out. The fact that it was probably true did not improve Kris’s mood. “But I wanted to talk to you about one specific international incident,” Anton went on, and hemmed with unusual hesitancy. “The loss of the Rumikan war fleet—”

“Trading fleet!” Kris yelled, stopping in the middle of the street. “Manak’s tooth, it was a trading fleet, not a war fleet! Whoever attacked them did so entirely unprovoked, in defiance of all the conventions. . . .”

“Yes, indeed,” Anton said. “And about that—”

“Was it you?” Kris asked, hand on their hilt again. “Did the Herroki make our ships disappear? Why?”

“No, of course not.” Anton laughed. “Six well-armed ships is not exactly our style.”

Kris wasn’t entirely convinced by that argument, but for the moment they had no reason to believe otherwise and they felt too exhausted to jump into another morass, so they contented themself with muttering, “Good thing.” Kris started walking again. What embassy to try next? Should they talk to Kakute and Ikaro, or go straight to the Mertikans?

“But about that attack—”

“Look, Anton.” Kris rounded on him again. “I’m happy to see you again, but I’m a little busy right now trying to prevent war from escalating.”

“Ah yes, I saw you just came out of the Vanian embassy.” Anton dropped his eyes for the first time in the conversation. “Did you, ah, happen to see that paragon of elegance and ferocity, my lovely Cassia? Is she well-rested, well-fed? She seemed worn and weary last time I—”

“I. Don’t. Have. Time. For. This,” Kris ground out. “If I can’t find allies soon—allies for war, not just friends to drink with—my homeland is doomed.” They walked away again, and this time Anton didn’t follow.

“Something else the Herroki are used to,” the pirate muttered, and then turned away.

 

 

 

Chapter 5

Bellona

 

Although both of them would have been surprised to know it, Bellona had taken to using the same calming sigil that Michiko did whenever Lavinia demanded her presence.

In this case, at least, Lavinia wasn’t angry at something Bellona had done, or not done. Bellona knew that as soon as she walked into the mauve study, because Lavinia continued with her paperwork instead of turning on Bellona with those ferocious eyes. That didn’t mean whatever was coming would be pleasant, though, and Bellona was glad of the magic keeping her stomach acid from roiling.

“Right,” Lavinia said finally, crossing off one final note and turning her gaze on Bellona. No, she didn’t look angry, but her stare gave the impression of deep disappointment, and Bellona steeled herself. “I’m leaving.”

That was not what Bellona was expecting, and she clenched her teeth to keep her jaw from falling open.

“You’ll be acting warder, inevitably,” Lavinia went on, “but you are under no circumstances to consider it a promotion. You will observe and report to me. You will consult me before making any decision, no matter how minor it may seem to you. Is that clear?”

Even Bellona’s well-practiced Yes, Warder Junius reaction was failing her. “But—the communication difficulties—”

“I doubt there will be anything so urgent that it cannot wait a day or two for you to get in touch with me. And if there is, stall.”

“Why are you leaving then?” Bellona blurted out. It was a breach of etiquette, but for once Lavinia didn’t seem to mind.

“Going where I’m needed, my dear,” she answered, lips curved in a smile. “War will begin outright any day now, and the best commanders are all being recalled to lead the fight.”

Bellona’s face heated as though she had been slapped. True, she had never in any of her lives held a command position, but surely the valor and battlefield brilliance she had shown in her last incarnation merited an opportunity! Even returning to war as a common soldier would be acceptable, because it would offer her a chance to distinguish herself. But this?

Bellona wanted to say something cutting yet dignified and forceful enough to recall her wartime exploits, but the words she managed to choke out sounded plaintive. “If you don’t trust me enough to let me make decisions here while you’re away, why don’t you stay as warder and I’ll go to war?”

Lavinia’s smile widened. “What a ridiculous idea. Right now, you see, war is far more important than diplomacy.”

 

 

 

Chapter 6

Kris

 

Kris decided to continue with the Ikarans, not because they had any real hope of help from that quarter, but because at the moment they couldn’t bring themself to face Lavinia or even Michiko. Going to see Takeshi, somehow, wasn’t as painful a thought. Maybe it was because Kris had gotten to know him a little better during their practice sessions. Takeshi was always reserved, but in the sweaty aftermath of a rigorous training he was more likely to laugh at a joke, or even crack one himself. And he always seemed pleased to see Kris.

He seemed pleased now, even though he had to know that the visit promised some level of uncomfortable conversation. He invited Kris in immediately, and ordered tea for them both in his odd turret room. None of his experiments were actually bubbling at that moment, but Kris peered at some of the tubes and strangely shaped glass bowls holding mysterious substances.

“Any progress?” they asked.

Takeshi answered with his usual half smile. “Hard to say. Sometimes in this work, you don’t know. What seems useless may be helpful later.”

Kris opened their mouth to answer but was distracted by the idea that Takeshi’s statement might hold true for diplomacy as well. They were already feeling guilty about being so rude to Anton. “I know you’re very busy, so I’ll get to the point. I’m hoping to rally support for my country. We are under attack, unjustly, and so far no one seems to be willing to stand with us against our attackers!” Kris had told themself to be calm, to not get their hopes up, but they couldn’t help becoming agitated when they talked about it. “Without help . . . I just don’t know how long we can hold out. I am hoping that Ikaro could provide us at least some kind of support, if not troops than perhaps logistical or financial . . .”

Takeshi stood, head turned away, and began fiddling with the dials on one of his magnet contraptions. Finally he lifted his eyes to meet Kris’s gaze. “I’m sorry. I have to wait to see what Mertika will do. I wish I could say something different, but this is the reality for my people at this time.”

Kris felt despair rising in their chest. “Don’t be sorry,” they choked out. “It’s not your fault.”

“If it helps,” Takeshi said, “I believe Mertika will support you.”

Kris remembered Lavinia’s boot crashing into their injured arm. “Really?”

Takeshi looked mildly amused. “Of course. Do you think they will side with Quloo?”

Kris shrugged. “I guess I imagined they’d find a way to humiliate both of us.”

Takeshi laughed. “I’m sure Lavinia will try. But you have to remember, Lavinia is not all of Mertika. Most of them care more about the practicalities of maintaining power than enjoying it in such sadistic ways.”

Kris let themself sag into a chair. “I’m not sure that being in debt to Mertika counts as being saved.”

“You are not wrong,” Takeshi replied. “But it is still better than outright destruction.”
 They sat in grim but companionable silence for a few minutes, sipping their tea. Kris was reluctant to bring up the other matter on their mind, but they felt they needed to. “I heard about your altercation with Adechike.”
 The Ikaran warder’s eyes grew dark. “What of it?”
 “Takeshi, you nearly choked the life from him.”
 “I did no such thing,” he scoffed. “I merely made sure I had his attention.”
 Kris frowned. “Still. I know you liked him. I did too.” They chose their next words carefully. “Adechike wronged all of us. But I know that you acted out of loyalty to me, and I don’t take that lightly.“
 Takeshi lowered his eyes abruptly. “I . . . ,” he began, then breathed out, and started over. “As you said, he wronged all of us.”

Kris smiled and rose. “I’ll leave you to your work. But please know your friendship means everything to me.”

Takeshi stood and answered with a slight bow. “I hope you will still have time for training this week.”

“Count on it,” Kris said, grasping his hand.


•••



Kris had only gone a few blocks from the Ikaran embassy when they heard their name called, and turned to see Alyx hurrying toward them. As Alyx got closer, Kris saw that he had undergone the change, and was now masculine. Kris was immediately annoyed with themself for forgetting; they should be aware of their colleagues’ schedules.

It was clear that Alyx had more substantive issues on his mind. “There’s something you need to see,” he said, and guided Kris along the fastest route to the lifts.

Chapter 7

Michiko

 

Sitting in the office that she could not help but think of as Kensuke’s, Michiko crumpled another failed attempt at composing the conscription notice. Part of her wanted to present Lavinia’s order in its cold, condescending entirety, for the anger it would bring. But people would suffer enough through the conscription; if she could soften that by composing a better order, one closer to Kakute concerns and values . . . But of course that was what Lavinia wanted her for, to make this seem like a local initiative rather than one forced by Mertika.

Michiko sighed and set aside the order. She was not going to get any further with it in this mood. Wishing only to stop this horrible slide into war, her thoughts turned to the disappearance of the Rumikan fleet. If only that had never happened, the situation would be so different now. Or perhaps if she had managed to find out who was responsible. So far, however, all her investigations had led to nothing: no indication of guilt. There had to be something she was missing.

Michiko stood, and reached for her wrap. She would go see Ojo. Maybe at this point he would be willing to tell her more.

Besides, she thought as she trod the familiar path to the Quloi embassy, she was worried about him. Every time she saw Ojo, he looked more haggard and sorrowful. And, come to think of it, she had only seen him recently at official warder business. She hadn’t seen him at the Leaf in ages.

Michiko was ushered into the warder’s office in the Quloi embassy almost immediately. Ojo’s desk was piled with paperwork, but he stood quickly to greet her.

“Michiko!” he said, hands out. “How are you? Everything all right?”

For a moment she caught a glimpse of the solicitous, warm man she had met, and distrusted, when she’d first arrived in Twaa-Fei. Odd that now, when Ojo had so much more reason to deceive her, she was much more ready to believe him. “I’m fine,” she answered as lightly as she could. “Discovering all the joys of being a warder.” She nodded at the mounds of paperwork with what she hoped was a wry smile. “More important, how are you?”

Ojo grimaced, the weight falling back onto his shoulders. “I’ve been better.”

“Warder Kante,” Michiko said hesitantly, “I’ve been thinking about how quickly these problems have worsened, and how much of it comes back to the disappearance of the Rumikan trade fleet. Is there anything more you can tell me about what happened or where I might look to understand it better?”

Ojo stared at her silently for so long, Michiko began to worry she had offended him, but when he finally spoke, it was not to demand an apology but to offer one. “I’m sorry. At this point I’m surprised that anyone is willing to take my opinion on the matter seriously.”

Michiko flushed, feeling that she had done something wrong or, worse, stupid. “I never thought you were in favor of this conflict,” she blurted. “But the true story of the ambush could justify action as well. Somebody harmed you. Wouldn’t it be better—”

Ojo waved his hands to stop her. “You don’t need to convince me.” He thought for a moment. “I suppose you have looked for suspicious circumstances among the most obvious suspects?”

“I haven’t been able to find anything,” Michiko said. “Which doesn’t mean there isn’t anything to be found, but . . .”

“And . . . I’m sorry to bring this up, but when you took over from Warder Heike, you didn’t find anything . . . unusual?”

It was Michiko’s turn to hesitate. “Nothing that I can be sure has any bearing on this subject.” Even as she said it, she knew she was giving away too much of her uncertainty, but Ojo did not show any undue interest.

“Of course,” he said. “I have my theory. Perhaps the best way to explain my thinking is to ask: Who has the capability of covering their tracks so thoroughly?” He waited for her to think it through, then went on. “If I had the resources and freedom to investigate the ambush, I would try to imagine where the evidence might be if it were Mertika that had perpetrated the act, and I would look there.”

Michiko hadn’t expected him to be so blunt, and she didn’t know how to respond. Then she remembered Lavinia’s request. Suddenly she was angry. On impulse she decided to match Ojo’s bluntness, a tiny rebellion Lavinia would never know about. “Warder Kante, where has the dreadnought gone? What is it doing?”

She hadn’t thought Ojo’s face could get grimmer. “You’ll find out soon enough.”

 

 

Chapter 8

Kris

 

Kris wandered the warehouse in a state of shock. “There must be hundreds of people here.” Hundreds of Rumikans, all displaced and desperate. And it was in part because of Kris’s actions. They couldn’t believe they’d ever thought being a warder would be glamorous and exciting.

“Three hundred and twelve at the last count,” said the woman who was guiding Kris and Alyx around. Miho, she had said her name was. “Most of them arrived in the last week.”

The warehouse had no flooring, just packed dirt, and cheap Ikaran carpets had been laid out. As they walked, Kris noticed that the woven squares not only covered the ground but also served as makeshift territorial divisions, with families and groups settling themselves within the borders of one or two carpets. It was chilly in the vast space, and some families had wrapped themselves in additional carpets, giving the entire scene a patchwork feel that, for all the bright colors, was oddly desolate.

“I had no idea,” Kris said, turning to her in an intensity of guilt. “I had heard that a few people fled after the Quloi attacks, but I didn’t know it was so many. I didn’t know they’d come here.”

“How did they get here?” Alyx asked.

“Mostly on small boats, a few on rafts.” Miho didn’t need to say that many must have foundered into the Mists. “Some of the arrivals have found other places to live; we think the total number that made it to Twaa-Fei is over four hundred.”

On a red-and-blue carpet a few steps in front of them Kris saw a young Rumikan, their hair and garb signaling the same androgyny that Kris preferred, huddled in a carpet. Their gaze struck Kris as even more hopeless than the others.

“That’s the navigator of the raft that came in yesterday,” Miho said, following their eyes. “They exhausted their energy during the trip, and they were completely unconscious when they were brought on land.”

“Will they recover?” Kris thought of all the times they had complained of exhaustion or congratulated themself on training beyond normal endurance. This youth had truly pushed themself to the brink, and for a much more important cause than Kris’s efforts to improve their bladecraft.

“The medics saw them earlier, and they should be fine. But,” Miho said, lowering her voice as they approached, “the medic said the exhaustion will make the adjustment to new circumstances much more difficult emotionally.” She sighed a little, and Kris glanced at her. “I am Zenatan,” Miho explained. “We have learned painfully that the destruction of a home isn’t the end of life, but when I look at these people, I can’t help remembering what we have suffered, and everything that they are likely to endure.”

Kris’s grip tightened on the hilt of their sword. Rumika was not going to become another Zenatai, not if they had to fight every warder on the island again to prevent it.

As they walked past, the young navigator turned their wan face up to look at them, and on impulse Kris dropped into a crouch beside them. “Greetings,” Kris murmured. “My name is Kris Denn. I wanted to thank you for your heroic efforts in bringing people here safely.”

The navigator looked blank for a moment then shook their head. “There was nothing heroic about it,” they said, voice bleak. “I didn’t have a choice.” Before Kris could think of an answer to that, the navigator, as if remembering the pleasantries, put out their hand. “Arin Mot. I’m from Omber.”

That sent another chill down Kris’s spine. “Are people evacuating from Omber?”

Arin managed something like a smile, although it was bitter. “No, not yet at least. I live—I was living in Ull.”

Kris hadn’t heard of any attacks on Ull, either. “What made you decide to flee?”

Arin stared at them in disbelief. “Everyone is leaving Ull, everyone who can. Some are going to Omber, but we thought—if we move, and then we have to move again—it was better to go all at once.” They were silent for a moment, gathering their strength. “The Quloi ships pass every night, back and forth. Sometimes they fire munitions. The army said they were just blanks, that they were war exercises meant to intimidate us, but—well, it worked. Anytime they want, they can attack Ull. We have no protection.”

Kris swallowed, but could say nothing to contradict this. “And here? Have you received everything you need?”

Arin looked around the warehouse, and Kris was struck again by the hopelessness in their eyes. “Everything we need? Yes, I suppose so. People have been very kind,” they said as an afterthought.

Kris thanked Arin and stood, their own blood burning with the shame of needing assistance from strangers. “I’ll do something about this,” they promised, addressing Alyx and Miho, though neither of them had spoken. “I’ll talk to Yochno about improving the conditions here, and I’ll talk to the council. Quloo must be made to face what they’ve done.”

 

 

 

Chapter 9

Bellona

 

Becoming a warder—even a joke of a temporary warder with no power—required a lot of paperwork, process, and pomp. Bellona spent most of the afternoon receiving endless instructions from Lavinia—the bulk of them not even about diplomacy, but just about how to run the embassy and seat people for state dinners—and then spent the evening standing for the tailoring adjustments to official robes, choosing stationery, and filling in forms. Four hours after sunset she still hadn’t finished the latter, but she needed a break. Lavinia might not be asleep yet, but she was shut up in her room, and this might be Bellona’s last chance for some time to herself before the full weight of wardership descended upon her. Bellona set off for the Falling Leaf.

All that effort, only to continue to work under Lavinia’s thumb! Bellona fumed as she walked the narrow streets toward the teahouse. And the worst of it was that she was being sidelined from the war. It was as if her past selves had done nothing of note at all. So much for the gratitude of the empire. Not for the first time, Bellona was grateful she did not have the Kakutan birthright of communing with the dead: dealing with additional generations of disappointment and resentment was unthinkable.

As usual, her mood improved the moment she stepped into the teahouse. There was so much going on: tables of merchants celebrating sales or building new deals; mid-level Twaa-Fei bureaucrats drinking off another day of what Bellona could only imagine was mind-numbing work; a theater troupe getting rowdy at the long central table. Her gaze lingered on a table in the corner, protected by partially drawn drapes. Was that one of the embassy servants? Well, no matter. Even servants were entitled to relax, once their tasks were complete. Besides, Bellona had just caught sight of something much more interesting: Adechike sitting alone, a tankard of persimmon-tinged ale in front of him. She couldn’t help smiling as she sidled up to his table and slid uninvited into the seat across from him.

“Adechike!” she exclaimed as he raised his reddened eyes in surprise. “I haven’t seen you in so long! How are you?”

“Fine,” he mumbled as Bellona raised her arm to signal a waiter. “That is . . . not so good, really.”

“Crème wine,” Bellona told the server, and turned the focus of her brilliance back on Adechike. She was feeling better already. “What’s wrong? I’m sure things must be difficult in your embassy right now. . . .”

Adechike grimaced but didn’t rise to the bait. “I thought I had so many friends here, and now no one will talk to me. Kris thinks I spied on them, but I didn’t. I just . . .” He shook his head, almost spilling his glass in the process, and Bellona noted that he was more than a little drunk. “I have a terrible memory and I write things down! And I thought I could trust . . .” The server reappeared, and Adechike stopped long enough for him to put Bellona’s drink down. As soon as the server was out of earshot, Adechike went on, “I just got here, and somehow I’ve ruined everything.”

Bellona looked at her glass and took a slow meditative sip in case he would be embarrassed by her seeing his tears. “I’m sure it’s not that bad,” she said to the air beside his head. “You just happened to arrive during a rough time. But people will come around. It’s not your fault that . . . certain people are behaving irresponsibly in the international sphere.” Quite proud of her formulation, Bellona took another mouthful of the crème wine. “You know,” she began, and stopped. For a moment her vision shifted, and she saw not Adechike, her young enthusiastic friend, but instead a representative of the country that was almost certainly about to be her avowed enemy. But Bellona shook it off. After all, being close to someone in the Quloi embassy could only be helpful. And Adechike needed someone.

“We’re going to fix this,” she said, reaching out to pat his shoulder with the hand that wasn’t holding her glass. “Don’t worry. I’ll come up with something amazing to reintroduce you into warder society.”

If Adechike protested, Bellona was too energized to notice, and he was too drunk to persist.

 

 

 

Chapter 10

Michiko

 

The ancestor ritual had felt oddly lonely since Kensuke had left. It wasn’t really any different, because he always gave Michiko her privacy, but now she was more aware of the darkness of the embassy around her. Maybe it was the weight of responsibility. Her ancestors seemed to think so.

“How is it going, Warder Oda?” Uncle Hiroaki asked jovially. “Any important decisions today?”

“We didn’t have a council meeting today, Uncle,” Michiko said, avoiding his question.

“Are you taking care of yourself, dear?” Aunt Aiko asked. “It must be a lot of stress.”

That question was so apt that it brought tears to Michiko’s eyes, but she blinked them away. “It is no more than I have trained for, Aunt.”

“Mertika is up to something, of course!” grumbled the Golden Lord from his usual corner in her mind. “What have they done now?”

“Leave her alone!” Aiko retorted in an surprisingly daring response. “Obviously she’s troubled.”

“Obviously she is, and I’ll wager it’s their fault. Come now, Granddaughter, you must have the need to consult.”

Michiko hadn’t thought consciously about discussing the conscription order with them, but now that it occurred to her, she realized it must have been in the back of her mind the entire time. The desire to talk about this horrible choice was too powerful for her to resist.

“They have . . . Warder Junius ordered me to put forth a conscription mandate for Kakute.”

“War?” Uncle Hiroaki crowed into the following silence. “That is excellent, my dear. A chance for us to prove ourselves again! You should tell that warder that conscription won’t be necessary for Kakute.” But his voice faded into uncertainty at the end of his boast.

“This is an outrage!” Michiko heard Aunt Aiko sigh faintly, as though she had been waiting for the Golden Lord’s explosion. “They are using our people to prosecute their vile colonialist plots and forcing you into complicity. And they have the temerity to suggest we are lacking in courage? Why, those Mists-born scum don’t have the valor of . . .”

As the Golden Lord rambled on, Aunt Aiko whispered close to Michiko’s ear: “You are not comfortable with this, my dear.”

Michiko just shook her head, unable to trust her voice. The Golden Lord’s ranting was giving her a piercing headache.

“You are the warder,” Aiko whispered. “And no one else.”

Michiko jerked, surprised by even such oblique approval, but before she could respond further, the Golden Lord wrapped up his monologue. “You must not do this, Granddaughter,” he said, his bluster suddenly replaced by an almost melancholy quietude. “Think of the suffering. Generations of suffering. There is no honor in dying for someone else’s war.”

Chapter 11

A-Sky

 

The Rumikan island of Ghusp was unpopulated but for a few hardy skinks and their insect prey. Scarcely larger than the grand theater hall in Omber, Ghusp was the farthest-flung of a spray of tiny hillocks of rock and aerstone that stretched from Rumika’s northwest peninsula. It was not normally visible from the main island.

The dreadnought, however, was.

Its massive bulk had appeared around dusk, leaving the villagers who happened to see it uneasy but unsure that it was not simply a cloud or an extraordinarily large mist-fiend, or perhaps a ship passing by unusually close to land. At dawn, however, the metallic hull shone dully on the horizon, too big and too still to be anything but an engine of war. A luckless local official was dragged from her bed to witness it, and immediately sent runners to the capital.

By that time, however, it was too late. Long before the national government had any inkling of what was happening, the dreadnought had shifted into motion, riding the Mists inexorably west. The villagers gathered on Acron Hill had expected the gargantuan warship to come straight toward them. Why us and not Omber? had been the most frequent comment.

Their relief was short-lived. The official with the spyglass began to shout. “Ghusp!” she yelled. She dropped the spyglass, staring into the distance as if that would somehow elucidate what she was seeing, and then raised it again, cutting a quick Eagle Eye sigil to supplement it. In its trembling circle, the rocky hillock was clear enough to distinguish massive chains wrapped around its peak.

The island shuddered. The crowd gasped as it became obvious even to those without augmented sight that the island was moving. Curls of mist swirled in its wake as, slow but irrefutable, Ghusp followed in the wake of the dreadnought, in the direction of Quloo.


 

Chapter 12

Kris

 

“The refugees need help!” Kris tried to keep their voice level. They remembered Ojo’s advice when they’d first arrived: With Yochno, always be respectful. He puts much value in the proper forms and tones of address. Mists, but it seemed like years ago. “Have you been to the warehouse?”

Yochno raised an eyebrow. “My associates have visited, and have reported back to me. And we have not been insensible. Perhaps you are not aware that the warehouse is Twaa-Fei property?” That silenced Kris briefly, and Yochno went on. “We are also providing food—”

“Only one meal a day!” Kris jumped in again, and Yochno frowned.

“Our coffers are not inexhaustible, Warder Denn.” Kris heard the emphasis on their title; Yochno was reminding them that this was a formal situation. Ojo had been right, of course. Kris felt a stab of regret for the loss of his kind mentoring. But of course it had never really been kind, had it? Just a way of getting the advantage of Rumika.

Yochno was still talking. “. . . and with the added defenses required by certain recent events, we simply cannot spare any further assistance at this time.” He paused. “Perhaps this is something you would like to bring up with the council?”

“That will take days, weeks perhaps, for funding to be allocated.” Kris pulled at their hair in frustration.

“Perhaps not,” Yochno replied. “Pursuant to chapter ninety-three, paragraph eight of the legal code, in emergency circumstances, certain budget procedures may be abridged, for example . . .”

Kris left the Twaa-Fei government building an hour later, not very enlightened by the jumble of legal statutes but determined to at least try raising funds through the council. “Although we need more than money,” they griped to Alyx. “We need a resolution to this crisis! These people need to go home!”

“Indeed,” Alyx agreed in the way that indicated Kris was missing something. “And in the meantime? Shall I allocate some funds from the embassy?”

“Yes, of course,” Kris said. “Maybe . . . What do you think they need most now? Blankets? More food?”

“I will consult with the people working there,” Alyx suggested.

“Immediately, please,” Kris said. “I’m going to the Kakute embassy. Perhaps I will find support there for the refugees, if not for our larger cause.”

“Good luck,” said Alyx, and peeled off toward the lifts.

Kris had been delaying going to see Michiko. Realistically, they didn’t think there was much chance that she would defy Mertika to help Rumika, and they didn’t want to lose their tenuous friendship over an impossibility. But remembering the way she’d acted during the Gauntlet, Kris didn’t think they could pass up the chance to ask.

It felt odd to see Michiko behind Kensuke’s desk. Kris had to smile, if ruefully, and on impulse they discarded their carefully considered opening statement. “Who would have thought that so soon after we arrived we’d both be full warders?”

Michiko seemed to hesitate, but then she matched Kris’s smile. “Strange times,” she murmured.

“Strange and difficult,” Kris agreed. They straightened, taking on the formal trappings of a request. “I know you are in a difficult position now, Warder Oda, but so is my country. I want to ask for your support in this unjust and unprovoked conflict.”

“I—” Michiko stopped. “We continue to consider ourselves great friends of Rumika. . . .” She stopped again. “I believe that in the near future we may find that the actors in the conflict have . . . increased in number, perhaps in a way beneficial to your country.”

Kris stared at her, trying to parse.

“I can’t speak plainly now,” Michiko said, a little exasperated at their denseness. “But I hope . . . Well, you know, Warder Denn—Kris, I would like to support you, but I would like far more for there to be no war at all.”

Kris frowned. “The war is not my doing, nor Rumika’s.”

Michiko sighed. “Maybe not, but—maybe, if we can find some explanation for the fleet’s disappearance, maybe you can help to stop it.”

Kris smiled sadly. “I think it is too late for that, Michiko. Everything that’s happened . . .” There was a pause as they both thought over the past few weeks. “And now I have learned that the number of refugees who have arrived in Twaa-Fei from Rumika is even higher than I thought, with who knows how many more lost in the journey. We have to do something!”

“But maybe that something shouldn’t be aimed at Quloo,” Michiko said urgently. “Maybe—”

She was interrupted by a quick pounding on the door, and a servant burst in almost before the word “enter” had left Michiko’s mouth.

“Warder Oda,” he said, gasping, then flicked a glance to Kris and then back to Michiko’s frown. Even so, he barely hesitated. “There is news, extraordinary news that we thought you should know at once!”

Michiko hesitated for the barest second, then nodded. “Warder Denn, if you will excuse us for a moment?”

Uneasy, Kris stepped out to the anteroom. As the door closed behind them, they heard: “From a ship that just arrived—” They paced the room twice, wondering if they should go back to their own embassy to get whatever this news was there, but before they could transit the small space a third time, Michiko burst from the door.

“Warder Denn, I’m afraid this news concerns you as well.” She took a breath. “There are reports that Quloo has stolen an outlying island from Rumika.”

Kris went entirely blank for a moment. “Which one?” they managed finally.

Michiko glanced at the servant, then shook her head. “All I know is that it was uninhabited. Presumably the Quloi are attempting to make up for some of the lost aerstone. But I never imagined they would be so desperate as to do something like that.”

Kris was still stunned. “But stealing a whole island . . . and even that, it will not net them nearly the amount of aerstone discussed in the deal.”

“Perhaps it is more a show of force,” Michiko said grimly. “If you would like, you could accompany me to the lowest island. I would like to interview the crew of the ship that brought this news personally.”

Kris agreed gratefully, pausing only to send a message by courier to their own embassy. Probably they should have gone themself to contact their government, but they were itching to do something, and the fast pace that Michiko set through the city streets did something to satisfy that urge.

“It’s a ship called the Green Parrot,” Michiko told them as they cut through an alley. “They were traveling from Tsukisen with a cargo of fabric and happened to see—” She stopped as they came to the crowded area around the lifts, and they rode downward in silence, Kris chafing at the enforced stillness of the ride.

As soon as they dropped below the middle island, Kris smelled smoke.

“What is that?” Michiko asked, wrinkling her nose as the scent became more pungent. “Surely . . . surely they won’t have attacked the witnesses?”

Kris shook their head. Anything seemed possible. Although . . . “It seems like too much to be one ship. And too close to be in the docks.” They peered from the windows of the lift, but the angle didn’t let them get much of a view of the lower island.

Then the lift landed, and its doors opened on chaos.

“What is going on?” Michiko gasped. The plaza in front of the lifts was seething with people, and as the two warders slipped out of their carriage, the mass surged forward, trying to board.

“They’re trying to get off this level.” Kris heard the tremor in their own voice. Their hand had moved automatically to their blade, and they saw that Michiko was also holding the hilt of hers.

“Come on,” she said, and led them around the edge of the plaza. When they reached a place with a little more breathing room, she grabbed at the sleeve of one of the women milling toward the lifts. “What is it? What’s going on?”

The woman turned with a face full of fear. “It’s that flotsam from Rumika,” she cried out. “Clamoring for more and more, as if we hadn’t helped them! And now they’ve set the warehouse row on fire!”

“What? No!” Kris took off, pushing their way through the crowd toward the refugee warehouse.

“Kris! Wait!” Michiko called, but the mass of frightened people was already closing between them.

 

Chapter 13

Michiko

 

Michiko pushed against the crowd of people funneling toward the lifts, but she was getting nowhere. She usually tried to avoid using bladecraft in public, but she was getting shoved from all sides. Michiko almost panicked when the press of bodies prevented her from getting her sword out of its scabbard, but she swung her elbows until she had enough space to pull it out almost vertically and then, holding the tip toward the sky, carve Aerstone Stance.

She felt dizzy with relief as she leaped into the chill air above the crowd, landing lightly on a rooftop on the edge of the plaza. She rested there, breathing deeply and feeling the sweat cool on her skin while scanning for Kris. Michiko didn’t know where the refugees had been located, but that woman in the crowd had said the warehouse row was on fire, so when she had gotten her breath back, she started leaping rooftop to rooftop, in toward the column of black smoke in the western sky.

She found Kris two blocks down the street, standing on a windowsill, trying to talk to a yelling mass of angry people. Michiko had to jump down to stand on the windowsill next to Kris before she could understand what they were trying to say.

“The refugees are not a threat!” Kris was shouting hoarsely. “They need our help.” Their voice was barely audible against the rumble of the mob.

“Kris!” Michiko yelled. “This is useless! We need to get out of here!”

Kris didn’t seem surprised to see her there; Michiko wasn’t sure they’d noticed that they’d gotten separated.

“These people are angry at the refugees,” they said, sounding astonished. “They think the refugees set fire to their own shelter. Why would they do that?”

Glass shattered somewhere, and Michiko felt something rattle down over her. She curled instinctively, covering her head with her arm, and saw the shards fall below her. A second later there was a thud as another rock hit the wall beside them.

Kris was staring at the crowd furiously, and Michiko grabbed their shoulder and shook them. “Kris!” she yelled. “Tell me about the refugees when we’re back on the top island!”

“Right,” Kris said, snapping out of it. Drawing their sword, they cut Spider’s Grip, resheathed, and scrambled up the wall. Michiko leaped into the air, and the window where they had been standing shattered below them.

“What is going on?” Michiko asked when Kris reached the roof where she was perched. “I always thought of Twaa-Fei as—”

“Safe.” Kris shook their head, dazed. “I don’t know. It almost feels like . . .”

“Like what?”

“Like the war has spread even here.”






Episode 9
 Assassination

By Malka Older

 

Prologue

 

The open space around the lift station on the lowest level of Twaa-Fei was always crowded. There were the people waiting for the lift for transport to the middle or upper islands. Thrice a ten-day there were formal markets that took place in the plaza, and there were always at least a few vendors taking advantage of the traffic.

This crowd, however, was an entirely different beast.

Standing in the center of the plaza, Yochno, Seneschal of Twaa-Fei, observed the situation. Barricades of scavenged materials—tables, small boats, even a few manak bones—blocked off two of the smaller avenues out of the plaza. Twaa-Fei security forces were arm-linked at the mouth of another, a roaring, chanting crowd behind them. A messenger ran up and handed Yochno a folded note. He read it and turned to the captain standing beside him. “Send more troops to Bard’s Neck and coordinate with the dockers’ union. I’ll be back in three hours.” The captain saluted as Yochno, drawing his robes around him, withdrew to the single lift still authorized for travel to and from the lowest island.

The air grew noticeably sweeter and cleaner as he rose. Despite himself—because Yochno tried not to play favorites among the citizens of Twaa-Fei, even when some were busy destroying things—he found his shoulders relaxing and his breath coming easier when he stepped off the lift to the pleasing and strife-free boulevards of the upper island. He walked briskly to the council building, entered, and navigated the corridors to the circular chambers. The warders, unused to being kept waiting, turned to him immediately when he entered, wearing expressions of varying degrees of irritation or eagerness.

Without letting his eyes stop on her in his survey of the room, Yochno noted that Bellona was seated in Lavinia’s place. At this rate, none of the older warders would be left.

Clearing his throat, Yochno stepped to the podium. “I have come directly from the lowest island to inform you of the situation there.” He let a modicum of exhaustion into his voice; he had been with the security forces all night. “The unrest has spread. While the initial disturbance came from a small group of Rumikan refugees unhappy with the assistance they’d received, the riots have now become a catchall for any number of discontents. Twaa-Fei residents have been fighting in the streets; we have confirmed reports of”—he glanced at his notes—“Quloi and Rumikan citizens scuffling. There have also been attacks on the Zenatai community. We’ve identified Kakute and Vanian gangs, and there may be others.” He glared out at the warders. They had all been looking at Kris, but almost all of them were implicated. “Warders. I ask you to each fulfill your role and calm your populace.” After a moment of heavy silence, Yochno continued. “However, please use caution. Some of these groups predate the current unrest and may be armed. In addition, the dockworkers have been agitating for higher wages. It is not a full-on strike yet, but it may reach that point by the end of the day. If so, I need not remind you, not only goods transfer but communications will be heavily impacted. We have only minimal food stocks on the triple islands. It is imperative that we keep the docks open.”

Yochno removed himself from the podium in a flurry of robes and seated himself in the chair allocated to him against the wall of the room. There was silence, and he found himself hoping that he had impressed the seriousness of the situation on the warders, so many of them callow and young.

Kris Denn rose. They looked as though they hadn’t slept, hair sticky and lank and eyes bloodshot. “Fellow warders,” they began, “we have many issues to discuss. I had hoped to come before you today to ask for your assistance with the refugees who have been driven to Twaa-Fei by violence beyond their control, and who are in need of sustenance and shelter, and, as the seneschal has told us, that question has become only more urgent over the last day.”

Yochno saw Bellona’s lips moving, and imagined she was muttering something to herself about the impudence of refugees who burn down their own shelter to ask for more. If it had been Lavinia, he would have been sure; but then, Lavinia wouldn’t have let her lips move.

“However,” Kris said, and their voice become more strident, “a yet more egregious atrocity has occurred, in complete disregard for the system of balance and justice that has been constructed here in Twaa-Fei.” Kris’s rhetoric had certainly improved since they’d become warder, Yochno noted, approving. Then he saw Kris’s fingers shuffle: note cards. Yochno sighed. This was a diminished era of diplomacy. “Some of you may not yet know that yesterday morning a Quloo dreadnought, in defiance of all international norms, removed an entire island from Rumika’s skies.”

Yochno’s eyes flicked up in surprise. An island? He glanced at Ojo; the Quloi warder’s eyes were fixed on his lap, his face still and drawn. Yochno felt a stab of sympathy for his old friend. Perhaps he really did have little agency in what was occurring, because surely he would never have authorized something so shocking and, at the same time, so desperately foolish.

“We demand that the island be returned! We condemn this action, indicative of the worst type of colonialism and violence! And I ask you all to stand with me!” Kris’s voice was rousing, their face glowing with passion as they stood, their arm outstretched and waiting.

There was no response. Michiko seemed frozen to her seat. Bellona had a slight contemptuous smile. Yochno’s sharp glance caught Takeshi shifting uneasily. Cassia looked surprised, but she didn’t move. Taro appeared perfectly comfortable, as though listening to a toast at a dinner party. The silence stretched and hardened.

“I demand some action on this point!” Losing their composure, Kris ran a hand through their hair, shifted their weight to the other foot in a way that was almost like stomping the floor. “It could be one of your islands next!”

Bellona’s scornful smile deepened.

Yochno wondered if Kris would call a duel. Their hand was on the hilt of their blade, knuckles white. When they had arrived, that certainly would have been their play. And Lavinia was not here. But Kris was going to have many further disputes with the council in the near future; perhaps they had realized that calling duels at every council meeting was not the most politically effective course.

After a long, uncomfortable silence, Kris finally sat down. Taro let the silence draw out even longer before rising himself and announcing mildly, “If there is no other business, we shall adjourn.”

“A moment.” Bellona stood. Taro seated himself again, glaring at her. “As you have all no doubt noticed,” Bellona began, “Warder Junius has temporarily been recalled to Mertika. We are standing in the defense of our neighbor Rumika, unfairly attacked and under threat of unjust war.”

Kris’s head shot up, fury written on their features: she let them twist without allies, waiting until they had been completely humiliated to announce that Mertika was supporting them. Yochno allowed himself a tiny shake of his head, but he couldn’t help feeling a twinge of admiration as well.

Ojo had also looked up, but more slowly. He was not surprised, Yochno thought, reading his steely expression. He was ready.

“As such, Mertika declares war on Quloo. We invite our allies to join us.” Bellona stopped, and let her gaze rest on Ojo, waiting for a challenge. Yochno could not hear a single breath drawn in the room. Ojo against Lavinia would have been difficult, but Ojo could probably beat Bellona. The question was, what good would it do him? Unlike policy, a declaration of war could not be countermanded by a duel.

“Thank you,” Bellona said finally, her smile still in place.

Taro cleared his throat. “Meeting adjourned.”

 

 

 


 

Chapter 1

Michiko

 

Michiko stepped out of the council building and into the warm sunlight of the upper island. She had a sudden memory of boarding the Silver Sparrow, the ship that had brought her to Twaa-Fei. At the time, a council meeting on subjects of importance seemed the height of accomplishment, and the idea of a declaration of war—a war she was being pressured to participate in—would have shocked her to the core. Now what she felt instead was galvanized. It had finally happened. Everything Mertika had been doing had led up to this, and now it was out in the open.

Now she could act.

“It’s finally happening.” A voice beside her echoed her thoughts. Michiko looked up and saw Takeshi. He had the same amiable, slightly weary appearance as always, but Michiko was no longer fooled by his shyness. Takeshi could be one of her strongest allies; certainly his situation was closest to hers. That doesn’t mean he’ll stand up to Mertika, Michiko reminded herself. After all, she wouldn’t have when she had first arrived.

Without saying another word, they walked together away from the council building. When they had reached a small park where any eavesdroppers would be visible, Michiko paused. “What are you thinking?” she asked in a low voice.

Takeshi raised a hand, then drew his blade. For a terrified second Michiko thought he was going to accuse her of treason and strike her down, but instead he cut the sigil of Shrouded Voices around them. Smart. No one could approach without being seen, true, but a bladecrafter could augment their distance hearing. Maybe Takeshi had more experience with conspiracy than she thought.

“It is not exactly a surprise,” Takeshi said.

“Did you receive a conscription order too?” Michiko asked.

Takeshi’s eyes widened. “No. You did? They probably don’t think Ikarans are worth drafting,” he added bitterly.

“More likely it is a test of my loyalty.” Michiko wanted to pace, but in case anyone was watching, she didn’t want to draw attention.

“What will you do?”

“I don’t know yet,” Michiko said, but she had to do something besides going back to Kensuke’s—her—office and staring at the order. “What about you?”

“I’m sure we will be drawn in soon enough,” Takeshi said. “In the more immediate term, I thought I would go down to the lower island.”

Michiko stared at him. “To do what?”

“You heard Yochno. Try to help where I can. I have a number of Zenatai . . . friends.” Takeshi paused. “Perhaps they can help us too. In any case, maintaining peace on Twaa-Fei is critical.”

Intriguing. “I was down there last night.” Michiko rubbed her forehead. “It was . . . messy.” The plaza in front of the lifts had been so packed with furious people that she had thought she and Kris might have to climb the lift shaft using Spider’s Grip—a daunting prospect—but they had finally managed to talk their way on using their warder badges. But it should be calmer today. And she never had spoken to the witnesses about the theft of the island. “Let’s go.”

 

 



 

Chapter 2

Ojo

 

“They declared war?” Adechike was disbelieving, and Ojo was too tired to give him the patience he deserved.

“Of course they declared war!” he snapped. Why had he never realized before just how naive Adechike was? “This is what they have been building up to for months. This is the purpose of everything they have done.” He paused. “With the exception of a little extraneous humiliation on the side, I suppose.” He wondered if Bellona’s cruelty stemmed from prejudice against Rumikans, personal animus against Kris, or just a general hatred of all non-Mertikans. Or maybe after her time with Lavinia, being cruel was all she knew how to do.

“But don’t they understand what this means?” Adechike was as distraught as if he himself were about to be called up to fight. “It will be incredibly destructive, costing thousands of lives, not to mention the disruption to trade, the destruction of homelands . . .”

“You do realize we are already at war, do you not?”

Adechike shook his head. “I don’t entirely agree with what we’re doing in Rumika, but it’s an incursion, a small-scale conflict with clearly defined goals based on a real threat. This? Mertika joining means that Kakute and Ikaro will be forced into the war as well. Old resentments will be reborn. And to what end? In their best case . . .” He stopped, face stricken.

“That’s right,” Ojo said. “If they win, Quloo will become just another colony of the Mertikan empire.”

“And they could win, Uncle!” Adechike yelled this as though Ojo didn’t already know. If Ojo were a betting man and a traitor, his money would be on Mertika in this fight.

“It’s all the High Skies’ fault! They are nothing more than warmongers! And now this ridiculous stunt with the Rumikan island! For what? Enough aerstone for one ship, perhaps?”

Ojo had never seen Adechike so worked up. “Even that small quantity of aerstone will help keep us afloat,” he pointed out.

Adechike scoffed. “We are so desperate that we need to steal islands to mine now?”

“Yes, Adechike, that is exactly how desperate we are!” Ojo grabbed the younger man’s shoulders. “If we don’t get aerstone, we will sink beneath the Mists. Not in fifty years, not in thirty years, but in ten or fifteen! And not only that, but we will be completely incapable of defending ourselves while it’s happening. Pretty soon Mertika won’t even need to fight us.”

Adechike stared at him in disbelief. “Surely, it’s not so—”

“Surely,” Ojo stated deliberately, “it is.”

“Come now, Uncle,” Adechike said. “I understand you’re upset, but exaggerating doesn’t help anything.”

“I am not exaggerating.” Ojo tried to order his breathing and his tone so that Adechike would believe him. “The situation is far worse than most people know. We are in dire risk of losing the entire island.”

Adechike kept shaking his head, as if that way he could convince Ojo it wasn’t true. “That’s not possible! I have never even heard of an island disappearing into the Mists! Besides, my father would know about it.”

“Your father does know,” Ojo said as gently as he could.

“And he didn’t . . .” Adechike’s voice trailed off, because there was really nothing surprising about his father keeping something from him. “And you!” Adechike’s eyes refocused on Ojo. “You didn’t tell me either!”

“It wasn’t precisely my secret.” But whether to tell his apprentice was his decision. Ojo tried again. “You didn’t need to know, and I gain no pleasure from sharing such horrifying news.” His silence was harder to explain than he had thought.

“Didn’t need to know? You never took me seriously as a warder at all, did you?”

“All I meant was that it seemed still far in the future. But now you need to understand why the High Skies faction is doing what they are doing in Rumika.”

Adechike shook him off. “It doesn’t matter. Nothing justifies what we are doing. Nothing!” He glared at Ojo. “I know you know that.”

“We are fighting for our survival.” Ojo spoke calmly, but his pulse was pounding in his ears.

“That does not justify this!” Adechike growled. “Nothing does.” He turned and slammed out of the room.


 

Chapter 3

Michiko

 

The situation at the lifts was far less chaotic than it had been yesterday, but possibly more disquieting: the emergency situation had become official. When Michiko and Takeshi explained their errand, they were guided to an area cordoned off with silk twists to wait for the lift that had been commandeered for the exclusive use of city officials managing the crisis. How long does Yochno expect this to last? Michiko wondered, looking at the neatly lettered signs on the other lifts, indicating that they were locked from descending to the lowest island.

When they disembarked on the lowest level, it felt similar: more organized but also worse. There were barricades—actual barricades!—closing off some streets, and the rioters had set up puppets along the tops of them to flutter and bob mockingly at all the newly arrived. A small platform and draperies had been used to set up a command post in the middle of the plaza, and there was a woman with the three hollyhock blooms of a colonel standing beside it, conversing with an aide.

“You can take Biskr Street,” she said, when Michiko approached her for information. “It’s been cleared as far as Dangran Boulevard.”

Michiko hovered, unwilling to admit she didn’t know any of the street names on this island.

“That one.” The colonel pointed it out, then gave Michiko and Takeshi a quick assessing look, lingering over their blades. “Be careful,” she said. “While the worst of the rioting has quieted, some of the more organized street gangs have taken advantage.” She nodded at the barricades. “It’s mainly an attempt to win some concessions from the government and take tolls from locals, but I don’t think they’d be above ransom if it fell into their hands. And they’ve been careful to paint the upper islands as the enemy.”

“What kind of gangs?” Takeshi asked.

“The Iron Pigeons are a local group, but we’ve had some trouble from the Zenatan Stone Fish gang as well. And the Apolytoi.” She frowned. “And I recommend you stay away from the dockworkers.” The colonel nodded to them and then turned back to her aide.

No attempt to dissuade them. Then again, they were warders. They were supposed to be able to take care of themselves.

A cold wash of fear roiled Michiko’s innards.

There were a few Twaa-Fei soldiers standing around on the first block of Biskr Street, out of the lift plaza, but after that the island was eerily quiet. They saw no one, and nothing moved but a lone cat skittering under a garden gate as they passed. Michiko sniffed the air: it smelled ashy, but she couldn’t tell if something was still burning or if it was residue from the night before.

“This is strange,” she whispered.

Takeshi was frowning. “It is dangerous.”

Michiko brought her hand to her hilt but gave him a questioning look: she didn’t sense any immediate threat.

“I mean dangerous for the idea of Twaa-Fei. This place is predicated on the idea of neutrality and safety for everyone.” Takeshi glanced at the scorch marks on the white plaster walls of one of the houses lining the avenue. “But it seems not everyone felt equally safe.”

Michiko had never thought of Twaa-Fei in that way. She had seen the conflict in terms of national battles or personal drama, but the idea of losing the fundamental locus of diplomacy filled her with dread.

They came to a large cross street. “Dangran Boulevard?” Michiko hazarded, looking down it both ways. No one was visible. “I’m going to try to find the ship that witnessed the island theft.” She managed a grin. “I guess I’ll just avoid the dockworkers. Are you still going to see your Zenatan friends?”

Takeshi was pensive. “I am interested to hear what they know about what’s going on here, although I must admit, hearing of a Zenatan gang makes me wonder if it might not be the best time to visit them.”

“I notice she didn’t mention a Mertikan gang,” Michiko said lightly. “Do you think—”

Takeshi grabbed her arm, but Michiko had already stopped talking: she heard it too. Shouts and clatter from behind them. She spun around, and a moment later a dozen women, suited in Vanian blue gowns and carrying poles, spears, and at least one sword, burst out of an alley a block down Biskr.

“I guess we found the Apolytoi instead.” Takeshi’s tone was mild, but his hand tightened on her arm. “They seem a little less controlled in this environment than in Phaedra’s club.”

“They’re coming this way,” Michiko said, and realized she was nervously inching her sword up and down in its scabbard.

“Stay calm,” said Takeshi, which didn’t help.

“Hey!” one of the women roared. “A man! An Ikaran!”

More and more women were pouring into the street. Not all of them were Vanian, but they all seemed to have bought into the movement, wearing similarly styled gowns—although clearly not everybody could afford true Vanian blue. They were turning toward Takeshi with fury in their eyes.

“Aren’t you going to do something?” Michiko muttered to Takeshi.

“I—” But Takeshi didn’t get a chance to complete his answer.

“What are you doing here?” The yell was loud enough to cut through the ambient growl of the crowd, and Michiko looked up. The front line of the mob was only a few dozen steps from them now, and with a shock Michiko recognized the woman in the front: Dione Galanis.

Michiko’s first thought was I beat her once; I can do it again. But this wouldn’t be a fight in a ring, maybe not a fight at all: Galanis was backed by tens, maybe more than a hundred believers.

“You are here to support the Rumikan invasion, aren’t you?” Galanis yelled, racing ahead of the mob toward them. “I knew not to trust you!” Her mouth broke into a grin as she drew a short sword.

Michiko thought about the ways she could cut Galanis down: by miring her in mud, or turning her fist to ice, or shouting at her with the breath of a tempest. But that would mean getting enmeshed in this mob, and besides, Michiko found herself loath to use craft against someone she had dueled blades with fairly. She carved Gale Step, turning to Takeshi as she did. “Are you with me?”

“They’re using bladecraft!” yelled one of the women behind Galanis. “Quick! Grab them before they bring down lightning on us all!”

Michiko hesitated, not wanting to leave Takeshi to the mercy of the mob, but his sword came out in a breath. He started to cut a sigil, and before he had finished three strokes, she recognized it as Split the Sky.

With the power of Gale Step bolstering her, she was on a roof and heading east before the sigil flashed.

 

 


 

Chapter 4

Takeshi

 

Split the Sky was Takeshi’s favorite tactic, and he had refined it precisely to create different effects based on his needs. In this case he was careful not to scorch anyone. The lightning shocked the mob: most of them dove for cover and the rest dropped what they were doing to look up or run in the other direction. Takeshi took off down Dangran Boulevard. When he glanced back, a few of the women were pursuing him, but he had also practiced carving Gale Step while running, and he outpaced them quickly.

It took him some time to get his bearings enough to find his way around to the Zenatan neighborhood. He ended up going all the way down to the docks, where workers were muttering uneasily in clusters, and then working his way back up to Little Zenatai, near the northern coast.

Naturally, no one was visible. Takeshi walked up and down the street twice, wondering what to do. Usually there were people sitting on the giant wooden benches along the street or standing on the corners. He didn’t know exactly where Lenata, one of his embassy servants, lived, and pounding on the door of people’s homes seemed rude. Takeshi turned the corner, remembering the small restaurant where he had eaten with Lenata once. The door was closed, but there he didn’t mind knocking, and after a few pounds it creaked open to reveal a slice of a balding man’s anxious face.

“I’m looking for Lenata,” Takeshi said diffidently, slipping easily into his harmless and timid persona. “Or maybe Miho? Or Yuki?”

The door opened wider. “Miho’s off with the refugees. Lenata might be around.”

“I can wait,” Takeshi said.

Ten minutes later he and Lenata were seated in the restaurant, sharing a pot of mediocre tea. “I just wanted to see if there is anything I can do,” Takeshi said. “And also learn what you’re seeing of the situation.”

“Thank you,” Lenata said. “It’s bad down here. There have been two attacks already, and most people are hunkered down in their homes. Maybe if you can bring it to the attention of the seneschal . . . ?”

“He’s how I heard about it,” Takeshi answered. “Are the security forces not helping?”

“They are more concerned about the docks,” Lenata answered. “I don’t think they believe we are in real danger, but we are—and the refugees are too.”

“Why did the refugees burn their shelter?”

“They didn’t!” Lenata was indignant. “It was a gang of Apolytoi who wanted to get rid of the refugees. Of course they bungled the arson, but somehow it turned out even better for them, because everyone blamed the refugees for it.”

“That story I can try to spread around, because nobody has heard that.”

“We keep trying to talk to the government, but of course we don’t have a representative on the council, so . . .” Lenata shrugged.

“I’ll see what I can do,” Takeshi promised.

“They ignore us, but these islands won’t work without us. The warders, the rich merchants, all the fancy people in the upper islands need us. They’ll see over the next few days.” Lenata leaned forward. “That power? We can use it to harm. But we could also use it to help someone. Help them gain power in this city. If they helped us.”

Takeshi wasn’t ready to respond to that, so he changed the subject. “And these attacks . . .”

“They destroyed shops, stock, tried to burn a house down. They want us to leave, but where should we go this time? Where can we go?”

“Have there been many injuries?” Takeshi asked, mainly to avoid questions he had no answer to. “Do you need more help in the clinic?”

“We can handle that type of healing,” Lenata answered with a wan smile. “We’re Zenatan.”

“What do you mean?” Takeshi asked, louder than he’d intended.

“Oh, you know, it’s something of a joke.” Lenata eyed him. “Healing was the Zenatai birthright. Of course we lost it, along with our island and our homes, in Quloi aggression, but people like to believe we still have the knack.”

“I didn’t know that was the birthright,” Takeshi answered numbly. All his studies, and maybe he had been asking the wrong questions.

“Most people don’t bother to know anything about Zenatai. As far as they’re concerned, we no longer exist.”

Chapter 5

Michiko

 

Michiko charged along the rooftops, adding agility and speed sigils, and in one case levitation, as needed, to get herself to the docks without setting foot on the ground. When she reached the vast rows of warehouses that faced the seaport, she floated herself down off a low-hanging roof eave and looked around.

At least the docks weren’t as forebodingly empty as the streets. She saw guards in front of the nearest wharf, and in front of them knots of men standing around as though waiting for something. Had the work stopped already? Michiko approached the nearest group. “Excuse me, could you direct me to the Green Parrot?”

The four men turned to look at her. “You looking for passage off this island?” asked one.

“No, I just have a few questions for the captain,” Michiko answered. She was feeling less and less certain that this was a good idea.

“Jamer, isn’t that the ship docked over in 18B?”

“It’s the ship that saw that island get pulled away,” put in a third man, looking Michiko up and down. She ignored him.

“18B is . . . that way?” Michiko tapped her foot surreptitiously to see how much Gale Step was left in her.

“That way.”

Michiko started walking.

“You won’t get in, though,” the man called after her. “They’ve blocked everything off!”

“Better get off this island before it’s too late!” his friend yelled.

She kept going, wondering how Takeshi was faring with the mob. Hopefully he’d gotten away quickly. The Split the Sky trick was not a bad—

Michiko jumped backward and had her blade out again before she knew what had triggered her.

“Whoa there, I’m not trying anything. Just saw you passing and wanted to say hello.”

Michiko sheathed her blade. “Sorry, Anton, I guess this atmosphere is making me a little jumpy.”

“It should be,” the Herroki answered. “The dockworkers are striking, and any minute now the shipowners’ union is going to be down here with scabs and it’s going to look like a mist-fiend in the Maelstrom.”

“Really?”

“Not a problem.” Anton laughed. “Come on—we’ll wait it out in here.” He caught Michiko’s arm and ushered her through a dark, overhung door. The room was tiny and dim, lit only by two miniscule windows and a whale-oil lamp. Five stools and a couple of packing crates were the sum of its furnishings.

“What is this place?” Michiko asked. “Your pied-à-terre in Twaa-Fei?”

Anton laughed again. “No, Warder, it’s a tavern.” He went to the back of the room and banged on the wall, and a moment later a disgruntled-looking woman with a runny nose appeared, holding a pint glass in one hand. Seeing Michiko, she ducked back through the door and returned with another one. She set both glasses down on one of the packing crates, touched her forehead in Anton’s direction, and backed out again.

“We can talk here,” Anton said, pulling out a stool and straddling it. “As a matter of fact, I was very happy to chance a meeting with you, Warder Oda.”

“Why is that?” Michiko asked. She remained standing.

“I heard you are looking into the attack on the Rumikan fleet.”

“Who told you that?” Michiko asked. She had tried to be discreet.

Anton ran a fingertip along the curve of his eyebrow in the sign for conspiracy. “I have my sources,” he said. “Golden sources, some of them.”

Michiko stared. He could not mean . . .

Anton grinned at her. “We Herroki have our ways of talking to ghosts,” he said. “Kin or not. In any case, my sources tell me you are interested in finding the truth about the fleet, wherever it may lead?”

“I am,” Michiko said. Outside, someone yelled, and a moment later she heard a thump and more raised voices.

“Good,” Anton said. “Because there was a survivor. She’s been living on the Blue Fang since it happened, and I need someone to figure out what to do with her.”

Chapter 6

Bellona

 

Bellona used to suspect that Lavinia passed most of the drudgery of wardership on to her. She had labored over endless reports, adjusting her penmanship in rewrite after rewrite; calculated the trade impacts of various decisions on the Mertikan empire; prepared invitations and chosen gifts for visitors.

Now that she was warder—temporary, powerless warder—she knew that she’d only seen a fraction of it.

Lavinia had kept the final version of most decisions to herself, and never even consulted Bellona about the most sensitive issues. How often did she need to change the code word for communications by ship? What merchant should be selected for refurnishing the second salon, and thereby also act as an information source on Twaa-Fei port politics? In the aftermath of the council meeting, Bellona now had to not only write the standard summary report she always used to do, but also the top-secret analysis that Lavinia had never even told her existed before it was demanded of her.

At least that meant she could frame it to her own advantage.

Surely, Lavinia used to do the same.

When she’d finished portraying herself as the decisive savior of Twaa-Fei’s squabbling underclasses and statesmanlike declarer of war, Bellona moved to the next task on her list.

Organizing a monthly dinner for embassy staff? Why couldn’t the majordomo do that? Bellona had trouble imagining Lavinia planning a dinner for servants. Maybe she had invented this to keep Bellona busy.

Annoyed, Bellona pushed the list away. She had just been sitting still too long, she decided. As her own boss, she could decide on her own breaks. She flounced out of her office, although she couldn’t help a little twinge of transgression as she waved to the guard at the door on the way out. Guard schedules—that was another thing on her list. Would she need to upgrade the security at the embassy in light of the recent unrest?

Bellona was still thinking through that problem when she passed the park and saw Adechike sitting under a tree.

“Adechike!” she called.

He looked up dully. “Aren’t we at war?”

Bellona was taken aback, and covered it with a laugh. “Adechike. In this time of madness, it is part of our responsibility as diplomats to maintain rational and cordial relations.” At least, she hoped so. She hadn’t mentioned her previous meeting with Adechike to Lavinia. She could tell her when it bore useful fruit.

“You are the one who declared war on us!” Adechike complained.

Bellona laughed again. “Surely, you don’t think that was my decision? Adechike. You know how this works as well as anyone. Our government tells us what to do, and we do it. But we can create change by working in the margins of what they don’t tell us, like this.” It had started as babble to bridge the awkward situation until Adechike got over the declaration of war problem, but Bellona was warming to her idea. “We should be interacting more, not less. That could be how we find the solution we need!” The solution for how to be truly recognized for her abilities and dedication, at least.

Adechike, meanwhile, was still reacting to the first thing she’d said. “It’s true, isn’t it? Ojo was just doing what they told him to do.” He shook his head. “Still, though. He didn’t have to defend them. And . . .” Adechike stopped suddenly.

Bellona waited, but he wasn’t going to go on. Still, he had been about to say something sensitive, something potentially important, she was sure of it. “You need something to take your mind off all these problems,” she said. “We all do.” Bellona clapped her hands. “I’ve got the perfect idea! We’ll throw a dinner for you!”

“A . . . dinner?”

“A dinner party.” After all, if the servants got dinners, why shouldn’t the warders? “I’ll host it at the embassy. It will be a way to bring together the warders—only the young, fun ones, I think?—in an informal way, to build bonds of affection that can cut across the strife of war.”

 

 


 

Chapter 7

Cassia

 

Penelope, seen through the scrying glass in the Vanian embassy, was stretched on a gravidity couch, specifically designed to encourage circulation to the fetus. Penelope could make anything look regal, but Cassia had worked with her for years, and she could tell when her boss was miserably uncomfortable.

“So Mertika is throwing their might behind Rumika,” she mused.

“We knew they would,” Cassia reminded her.

“Yes, but the timing is interesting. And this stunt with the island . . .” Penelope sighed. “The Matriarchs meet tonight. I will do what I can to influence them.”

Cassia did not ask in which direction.

“I have been discussing this with the Matriarchs, and we think it best that I remain in Vania to support any fighting that may arise.”

“You’re not returning after the birth?” Cassia hadn’t realized how much she was counting on Penelope coming back and taking over every aspect of this crisis, letting Cassia go back to her old life. To Anton, for example, whom she hadn’t seen in weeks.

“Not for a while, although I would expect to return to my post after the war.”

After the war. What a strangely optimistic phrase.

“You’ll be fine, Cassia,” Penelope was saying. “You are ready. And I’m always here if you have questions.”

“Thank you,” Cassia whispered. It wasn’t lack of faith in her own abilities that was upsetting her, although she felt that, too. But being a warder was terrifying and, when it wasn’t that, boring and also hard work. Especially now with this war.

Penelope opened her mouth but hesitated before speaking, and Cassia knew before the words came out what the topic would be. “How is Ojo?”

“Not well,” Cassia said bluntly. Maybe it would make Penelope come back sooner. In any case, her boss had never liked sugarcoating. “He looks like he hasn’t slept in weeks. I’m sure he’s having difficulty with the Bright Chamber.”

“Hmm,” Penelope said, as if to herself. “Perhaps it’s not his decision.”

“I would guess not,” Cassia said.

“Keep an eye out,” Penelope advised her, and cut the connection. Still that ritual of hierarchy, Cassia thought, and then remembered that she was now the top Vanian on Twaa-Fei, and likely to remain so.

It was an unpleasant thought. Cassia couldn’t understand how people like—Bellona, say, or Michiko, or . . . really everyone—wanted to be in charge. Except maybe Takeshi. And Anton, of course.

Remembering the last time she saw Anton gave Cassia a pang of guilt. She should go find him. Her written report on the Twaa-Fei unrest could wait.

Cassia walked past the gardens Anton favored, his favorite restaurant—specializing in rabbit, since he always said he got enough fish while at sea—and even went down to the middle island to check at the Falling Leaf, but she didn’t see him anywhere. Surely, he hadn’t set sail again without saying good-bye? She wanted to check the shipwrights’ quarter, where he sometimes went to coordinate repairs, but there was only one lift going down to the lowest island, supposedly for residents and people on official business, and she didn’t think looking for her Herroki pirate-sometime-lover qualified.

 

Chapter 8

Kris

 

“A dinner?! She’s throwing him a dinner!” Kris crashed through their dressing room, unintentionally overturning a box of decorative pins. “They are at war. What is the point of this?”

“It’s supposed to be an apolitical event,” Alyx said with the blandness that indicated disbelief. “And she did invite you, too.”

“Oh yes, she invited me to her mist-blasted dinner after completely humiliating me at the council meeting. How dare she?” Kris worked themself up again. “Mertika is supposed to be on our side in a war, and now she’s throwing a dinner party for the enemy! Did Otswold invite Lorinth for brunch? Did the empress have the Golden Lord over for cocktails?”

“You used to be friends with Adechike,” Alyx pointed out.

“Yes. Before he betrayed me and our country and started a war.”

There was a knock on the door and Nik came in, glancing at the disarray without comment. “Warder Ueda here to see you.”

Kris shrugged. “Send him in.”

Takeshi strode in, gowned in august gray with cobalt accents, as different from his usual aspect as a molted cribber.

“You look amazing!” Kris gasped. “All this for that silly dinner party?”

Takeshi swept his gaze around the dressing room. Kris noted that it hesitated over Alyx, who had been female the last time Takeshi had seen him, but only briefly. That reminded Kris that in their current aspect, most cultures preferred greater modesty, and they pulled their dressing gown into order. “So you’re actually going to this thing?” Kris asked, to cover their distraction.

“Of course,” Takeshi answered, leaning against a bureau. “Aren’t you?”

Kris made a face. “It’s some gambit by Bellona! She’s trying to make a fool of me, or of Adechike, or possibly both. Or maybe just gain an advantage by having everyone happy and chattering incautiously.” As they had once with Adechike.

“Then I suppose the approach would be to be cautious with your chatter and listen to everyone else’s,” Takeshi said mildly. “And if she is plotting something, wouldn’t you rather be there to see what happens rather than hearing about it secondhand?”

“And then needing to report back to the government on what happened when the Mertikan embassy burns down, yes, I suppose so.” Kris began to dig through the mounds of cloth with renewed purpose.

“Besides, it may give us the opportunity to build other alliances.” Takeshi paused. “I stopped by so we could walk over together. I wanted to tell you about my conversation with the Zenatans.”

 


 

Chapter 9

Michiko

 

“Are you sure this is necessary?” The floor beneath Michiko’s feet was uneven, like brick or small paving stones. She could trail the fingers of her left hand along a damp wall. Anton, who had insisted on blindfolding her before taking her to the location of the survivor of the Rumikan fleet, was clasping her right hand to guide her, but from the way he was walking slightly in front of her, she suspected it was a narrow passageway.

“I can’t take any chances with this information,” Anton said, but there was a lilting note to his voice that made Michiko think it was just his flair for the dramatic. That, or she was walking into a trap.

She gritted her teeth. “Are we almost there?” He had also insisted on doing it tonight, at the same time as Bellona’s bizarre dinner party for Adechike. While Michiko did not exactly regret missing what would certainly be a boring and uncomfortable evening, she couldn’t help chafing at the idea of things happening without her.

On the other hand, this was happening too. And if Anton was telling the truth, it would be much more important.

“Almost . . .” His guiding hand rose, and Michiko found the steps with her toe. Up three, broad and shallow, then— “Big step here!” Anton told her, and she was on something that swayed.

A boat. Of course. “Where are we going?” Michiko asked, reaching for her blindfold.

“Just a moment,” Anton said, his hand catching hers. She waited, berating herself for being a fool, listening to the creak of wood. “All right,” he said, and pulled the scarf off her eyes. Michiko looked around wildly, but the dark bulk of Twaa-Fei’s lowest island loomed not far away, flickers of candlelight here and there giving no clue what part of the island she was looking at. Greater illumination glowed from around the edges of the upper islands. “Sorry,” Anton was saying with a grin, “but I can’t let anyone know the location of the Blue Fang.”

Michiko spun around to see where the small lighter was headed. “That’s your ship?” The Blue Fang looked like a baroque temple more than a boat, strange bulkheads of scavenged aerstone extending in unexpected outcroppings from the broad hull, which was striped with what looked to be whale ribs. Michiko counted three projections that looked like cannon mouths, and that shape on the back—could that be a trebuchet?

“Best in the skies,” Anton replied with pride. “Up we go.” The bladecrafter in the back of the lighter had navigated them deftly to a rope ladder hanging from the side of the ship, and Anton followed Michiko up to the deck. “She’s in the medical bay, such as it is, poor sod.”

The survivor, a young Rumikan currently in female form, was sitting up, at least. There were bandages wrapped around her head and one eye, and she had an arm in a sling.

“She’s had a bit of, er, medication,” Anton whispered to Michiko as they entered the tiny cabin, and Michiko noted the flush to the woman’s face and her unfocused eyes.

“This is Xan,” he said, more loudly. “How are we feeling today?”

“A bit better,” the woman managed.

“Can you tell this person here about what happened?”

Xan turned her dull gaze to Michiko. She needed no encouragement “We had just entered the Engwehin Rocks, and three Mertikan ships came out from behind a crag. We didn’t think it would be too much of a problem—we were six, and with guards and extra bladecrafters. But . . .” She shook her head, then buried her face in her hands.

“What did they do?” Michiko asked, fingers cold.

“They focused their craft in some way I had never seen,” Xan said. “I don’t know; I’m not a bladecrafter. But the ships just splintered apart, all of them. I was just lucky: I happened to be caught on one of the larger fragments, a chunk of aerstone, and even so I would have perished if . . .” She gestured at Anton.

“Are you sure they were Mertikans?”

“They were all flying Mertikan colors,” Xan answered. “And the ships had the empress prow—at least, the one closest to me did. I could see the carving of her hair, the stones in her eyes.” Xan shuddered, and closed her own eyes. “Yes, short of speaking with them, I’m as sure as I can be.”

“Satisfied?” Anton asked her.

Michiko nodded. Xan was weeping openly now, and had turned her face away. “What will happen to her?” Michiko asked in an undertone.

“She hasn’t decided yet,” Anton murmured. “It’s too dangerous for her to be wandering around Twaa-Fei. We can return her to Rumika when we ship out, or find her passage on another ship, but she needs to recover more first. And besides . . .”

Besides, war was coming to Rumika. “She’d be more valuable here,” Michiko said.

“Are you volunteering to guarantee her safety?” Anton asked, and Michiko realized this was what he’d been angling for the whole time.

“I—” She hesitated, then remembered she was a warder. Showing uncertainty was a luxury she wasn’t allowed. “Nothing can be guaranteed. But I’ll take her under Kakute protection.”

Anton snorted eloquently.

“Fine,” Michiko said. “My personal protection.”

“And what are you going to do with her?”

Michiko had a brief vision of crashing Bellona’s party with Xan in tow, but that had some obvious drawbacks. “I’ll think of something.”

“Think of it quick,” Anton told her.

Michiko stared back at him. “Why? What’s your interest in all this?”

“War between nations never works out well for the Herroki. If more of you would trust us enough to use us as mercenaries, that might be different, but instead we tend to get caught in the cross fire, resources get short, blah, blah, blah. Oh, and”—Anton shrugged—“it’s upsetting Cassia.”

 

 

 

 

Chapter 10

Kris

 

No one could say Bellona didn’t know how to throw a party, Kris thought sourly, taking in the twisted silk bunting along the ceiling of the Mertikan embassy hall. True, the flickering light from the chandeliers did make them look a bit like a shadowy spiderweb, but the colors were festive. The table was overflowing with artfully designed leaves and bird feathers, and the aroma palette, engineered with meticulously plotted potpourri placement, was at the height of fashion.

Still, they were bored. To their surprise, Takeshi had drifted off to speak with Adechike, whom Kris was still avoiding, and Michiko was nowhere to be seen. Was she absent on principle, as Kris should be? Or had Bellona not invited her? They knew she hadn’t invited Ojo, because she’d been talking loudly about that when Kris had come in. “This is just for the younger diplomats,” she’d said, fluttering at herself with her fluffy plumed fan. “Especially in the face of conflict, we have to be unified and hopeful.”

It was so disingenuous that it made Kris gag, but Adechike didn’t seem to mind Ojo not being around. From their distant hovering perspective, Kris could see that Adechike didn’t look much healthier than Ojo had at the council meeting—he had definitely lost weight, and there were shadows under his eyes—but at least he was smiling.

Kris glanced sidelong past Cassia to catch another glimpse of that smile. They couldn’t imagine what Bellona was saying that could make Adechike look so pleased and relaxed. They remembered laughing with Adechike about Bellona’s quirks—gently, because Adechike never really wanted to see the bad in anyone.

Kris wondered whether Adechike held to that when it came to them.

“How are you doing?” Takeshi asked, materializing at Kris’s side.

“Hmm,” Kris grunted. “I see you’ve made amends with Adechike. You aren’t angry with him anymore?”

“Please don’t think I’m any less loyal to you.” Takeshi took a sip from the cinnamon-scented drink in his hand. “But I’m coming to realize that mending rifts and working together is the only way we’ll get through this.”

Kris snorted. “You are a healer.”

Takeshi didn’t laugh, and when Kris looked over, he was shaking his head. “I don’t think it’s true,” he whispered. “It doesn’t make any sense. It would mean—”

A bell rang, and in the middle of the salon Bellona clapped her hands. “Time for dinner!” she trilled.

The dining room adjoined the salon through a set of open double doors. Trying to avoid Adechike and Bellona, Kris was the last to step through, and when they had torn their gaze from the extravagant array of candelabras on the table, they saw that everyone else was busy examining tiny cards by each plate.

“Please find your seats according to the arrangement,” Bellona was saying. “Ah, here I am.” She plumped herself down at the head of the oval table. “And let’s see.” She peered at the card for the place next to hers, then raised her head with a devastating smile as Adechike settled in on the other side of the empty place. “Kris? This is you.”

Kris felt the blood heat their face in a rush. They were too incensed to speak. In that moment of rustling silence, they heard a sudden clamor from the hall.

“Warder Avitus!” A servant slid into the dining room, looking terrified. “Warder Avitus, come quickly!”

“What is it?” Bellona rose, her face a study in fury and concern.

“It’s Warder Kante! He’s been hurt!”

Bellona moved, but Adechike was there before her. “Where is he?” he demanded, and followed the servant out in a half run.

Kris passed Bellona and caught up to Adechike by the embassy entrance. “Is he badly hurt?” they asked. The servant didn’t answer, and Adechike didn’t glance at them; Kris didn’t know if it was a snub or if he was simply unaware of their presence.

It had started to rain since they’d entered the embassy, and the pavement outside was dark and slick, reflecting the glow of the whale-oil streetlamps. Kris turned up the collar of their coat, but they didn’t have far to go. Trembling, the servant pointed to a crumpled heap just outside the pool of light from a streetlamp a block away.

With a cry, Adechike ran toward it—him. For as Kris got closer, they could see it was Ojo, curled on his side in a puddle of slowly spreading blood.






Episode 10
 Shattered Blades


By Marie Brennan

Chapter 1

Ojo

 

Pain. His thoughts lurched back to it, again and again, a volcanic force that would not let him think of anything else. The world swam every time he opened his eyes, red-hazed and indistinct; it was so much easier to just close them and let the pain claim his undivided attention. But every time he did that, he felt himself slipping, red giving way to black. And so he clawed his way back up, again and again, fighting against the current that wanted to drag him down forever.

 In those moments, fragments came through.

 Adechike. On his knees, reaching out in horror, and some delirious part of Ojo’s mind wanted to tell him that he was ruining his clothing, blood soaking up to stain the fabric forever. Even the embassy’s laundry workers, accustomed to dealing with bloodstains, would have trouble with that.

 And then an eruption of white-hot agony from his right arm, while Adechike whispered, Gods, Ojo, stay with me—we have to stop the bleeding—

 No, it wasn’t Adechike. It was someone else, a woman he recognized, but her name wouldn’t come to him. He wasn’t on the ground, lying in a pool of blood; he was in bed, and he’d just had the most terrible nightmare. He wanted to tell her about it, but she was tipping a cup of something thin and bitter down his throat, so he couldn’t talk. When he coughed up half the liquid, she just tried again.

 You have to save his arm.

 That wasn’t her. Someone else. Takeshi? Ojo couldn’t see. His eyelids were too heavy, like Quloo stripped of aerstone.

 I have to save his life. Everything else comes after that.

 Penelope, that was her name. Ojo’s sister Ihuoma laid a cool cloth on his brow, and he smiled up at her. What was she doing here? Or was he home on Quloo at last? Takeshi held him down when he tried to get up. Normally he could pin Takeshi with one hand tied behind his back, but he was weak, so weak. Like all the life had drained out of him. The darkness was beckoning again, and he couldn’t resist it any longer.

 But at least the pain didn’t follow him down.


•••



When he opened his eyes again, the world still swam in his vision, but he could think.

 The pain had faded to a medley of dull and distant aches. Only one stood out: his right arm. But when he tried to lift it and see, Takeshi was there, stopping him with a gentle hand and an expression that said he’d done this more than once already.

 A bitter taste lingered on Ojo’s tongue. Laudanum. He struggled to speak. “I’m . . . alive.”

 Takeshi let go and brought him a cup of water. Even swallowing that was almost too much; the laudanum made it difficult to breathe, like a ramwhul was sitting on his chest. He had to pause for air between sips. Finally Takeshi set the cup aside and said, in a rough, strained voice, “What happened?”

 Someone had taken the memories and tossed them around like confetti, but they were still there. Veiled attackers. Too many of them for Ojo to hold off, even with two blades. He’d sold himself as dear as he could, but in the end . . .

 Telling that took even longer than drinking the water had, for the same reasons and more besides. “Who were they?” Takeshi asked when he was done.

 Ojo shook his head and immediately regretted it. Even that small movement sent a rush of pain down his arm and made the room waltz around him. “I didn’t see faces.”

 “But there must have been something. Their fighting style, maybe, or their clothing—”

 Assassins wouldn’t be foolish enough to wear identifying marks. And it was one thing to analyze style while facing someone in the dueling arena; quite another to do it while defending against what seemed like a dozen blades at once.

 But there was something.

 “Their voices,” Ojo said.

 Takeshi sat up sharply. “You recognized them?”

 He remembered in time not to shake his head. “Not directly. But when they called out to each other—their accents—”

 The rest caught in his throat. Even hazed with laudanum, he knew these words would start him down a path he couldn’t come back from.

 No—not start. He’d said it already, in his delirium. Takeshi must not have heard him; had anyone else?

 You can’t hold it back. Not this. Not now.

 Ojo whispered, “They sounded Rumikan.”

 Takeshi’s expression settled like stone. He might not be the best in a duel, but he was no political innocent, unable to read the implications of that for himself.

 Ojo couldn’t face those implications. Not right now. “Where’s Penelope?”

 A muffled sound burst from Takeshi. “You’re not saying she was—”

 Was what? One glacial step at a time, Ojo pieced it together. “She— No, no, gods no. I thought . . . She helped treat me. Made me drink the laudanum.”

 The other warder sagged back in his chair. “No, that was Maduenu. Your physician. Penelope is still on Vania.”

 His words snuffed the tiny flame of hope that had burned inside Ojo. Of course. Penelope was on Vania, where she was needed. Needed by people other than him. He knew that.

 In a dust-dry whisper, he requested more water. “I should let you sleep,” Takeshi said afterward.

 “Were you there?” Ojo asked.

 “Was I where?”

 “Here,” he said, none too clearly. “I thought I remembered you. When I was . . .” They both knew what had nearly happened. Ojo made himself say it: “Dying.”

 Takeshi’s expression was haunted. “I—I tied off your right arm with a tourniquet to keep you from bleeding out. I did what I could until Maduenu got here, but it—” He stood abruptly, bowing low. “Please forgive me. I should have done more.”

 Ojo’s throat closed up. He’d been trying to ignore it this whole time, but now he made himself lift his head and look down at his own body, swathed in bandages.

 His arm was still there.

 “You’ll keep it,” Takeshi hurried to say, realizing what Ojo had thought. “Maduenu says so, anyway, though she wasn’t optimistic at first. But—it’s damaged. A bad cut to your forearm. The muscles and tendons may not recover.” His face crumpled again. “I’m so sorry.”

 It wasn’t his fault. Ojo tried to say so, but the words wouldn’t come. After an agonizing moment, Takeshi said, “I should tell Maduenu that you woke up.”

 He was almost at the door when Ojo found his voice again. “Where is Adechike?”

 Takeshi didn’t turn to face him. “Gone. Once he knew you would live, he—he left.”

 Adechike wouldn’t do that. Wouldn’t abandon Ojo. Not unless duty required it somehow . . . or he’d heard something he shouldn’t.

 The dead, heavy feeling came back. “Where did he go?”

 Takeshi’s answer was nearly too soft to hear. “After the assassins. And Kris.”

 

Chapter 2

Michiko

 

The shrine was empty, but Michiko knew that was, in a sense, an illusion. It was the home of the ancestors: not just her own, but all of Kakute’s. Any trueborn child of the island could kneel here, call upon their forebears, and be answered.

 She had spent months dreading this place, avoiding it whenever possible. Fearing what the Golden Lord would say to her, and how her other ancestors would respond.

 Now her hands were steady as she removed the lid from her lacquered box.

 The candles needed refreshing. She set new ones in place of the old, then straightened the little stand that held her family banner. It was toy-sized compared to the great banners carried onto the battlefield, and hung unmoving in the still air of the shrine. But thanks to the Golden Lord’s memories, she knew what the great ones had looked like during the war against Mertika.

 She took a stick of nakul from her box, lit the incense, and set it before the banner. Then she draped her prayer beads over her hands, set her palms against each other, and recited the incantation of remembrance.

 They came to her, all her ancestors—Aiko, Hiroaki, Takao, Megumi, Reiko—stretching to the fringes of those who could be called. Beyond two generations, it was usually impossible to make contact. She wished she could have spoken with more of those before her grandfather—those who had known Kakute as it was before Mertika came.

 Perhaps they sensed something in her mood, because they did not immediately bombard her with questions or commands. Instead they waited, until at last the Golden Lord said, “What is it, child?”

 Michiko’s posture was flawless, her hands as steady as the sun. She said, “It was Mertika. They destroyed the fleet. They began this war.”

 Whispers and ghostly shudders. She could feel the Golden Lord’s pleasure and wrath: pleasure that his suspicions had been proved, and wrath against his hated conquerors. The rest of her ancestors, those loyal to Mertika, were less sure how to respond. Finally Hiroaki ventured a cautious reply. “Quloo is a great threat, after all. They once cut Zenatai from the sky—”

 “Hundreds of years ago,” Michiko snapped. “And now they are sinking. Should the whole island be condemned for the crimes of their ancestors? And what of Rumika? What have they done to earn this kind of conflict—other than be successful? Mertika should admire their achievement. But the empire is riddled with hypocrisy, approving only of excellence when it benefits them. I discovered what they have done. Who wants to wager that they’ll applaud me for it?”

 Silence from most of her ancestors. From the Golden Lord, a rich laugh.

 “And you,” Michiko said, turning the force of her attention on him. “You may have ruled Kakute once—but you are also the man who lost. Who surrendered to Mertika, because you weren’t strong enough to beat them. I will accept your advice as I find merit in it, but do not think that I am about to bend my neck to your every demand. I know Mertika better than you do, because I have learned their ways.”

 She expected fury. And for an instant there was a flicker of it, because even decades in prison had not acclimated Genji no Nobu to being commanded. But when he spoke, his tone was quiet. Even proud. “You have found your steel at last.”

 Aiko’s quavering voice cut in. “But what are you going to do?”

 Michiko’s hands tensed within their cage of beads. “I am going to tell the truth.”

Chapter 3

Kris

 

The Warders’ Circle wasn’t just empty. It was deserted.

 Kris felt the absences. Kensuke, retired to Kakute. Penelope, returned home for the sake of her child’s birthright. Taro, so removed from the affairs of the Circle that he might as well not be on Twaa-Fei. Lavinia, gone to war—and good riddance to her, except that she would be lethal wherever she went, and now she wasn’t anywhere Kris could keep an eye on her.

 Ojo. Rumor said he was dead; rumor said he had lost his arm; rumor said a thousand things, none of them good, and half of them blaming Rumika.

 The Warders’ Circle was supposed to prevent this kind of thing. It gave the nations a way to settle their disputes without warfare, with the limited and ritualized violence of a duel. But that only worked if people believed in it. It was a game, and everyone had agreed to play by its rules.

 Until they didn’t.

 Sure, there were still warders on Twaa-Fei. Juniors thrust into the role of seniors, unwilling and unprepared and, worst of all, unsupported. Their nations had abandoned them to play out what remained of this farce, while behind that disintegrating cover of civility they prepared for and carried out war. What was Adechike here for, except to spy? What was Bellona apart from the empress’s mouthpiece? What could Cassia do, when her Trine wouldn’t even grant her the permanent title of senior warder?

 What could Kris do?

 They approached the table, one dragging step after another. The ritual swords lay in their grooves, radiating outward like a star. Seven swords. Less than a year ago it had been six.

 Maybe it should have stayed that way.

 Kris’s hand hovered just above the hilt of the Rumikan sword. If they had never come to Twaa-Fei . . . Before, there had been balance. Six warders, often deadlocked, but even stagnation was better than what the sky had now. Seven was unstable. That had been the proudest day of Kris’s life, winning the Gauntlet, joining the Circle and seeing the tablet expand, striking the trade deal with Ojo.

 But everything they’d done had just made things worse.

 “I should never have come,” Kris whispered. The words drifted through the silent, deserted chamber like a wind ghost. Rumika was better off before it had a warder. Or the Elders should have sent someone else—someone who wouldn’t have made Kris’s mistakes.

 Their fingertips brushed the hilt of the sword, then wrapped around it. The blade was light as a feather in their strong grip, and yet it felt infinitely heavy.

 The Tsukiseni had a sigil for moments like these. Kris had thought it pointless when they read about it; who would ever want to use such a thing? But now they understood. When you had failed this badly, when your deeds rendered everything the blade in your hand stood for into pitiful mockery . . . then perhaps the only right thing to do was to break it.

 Kris’s grip tightened. The sigil was simple, just two crossing slashes, a grand circle above the head, and then a strike directly downward, driving the point to the floor. The work of a few seconds, and it would be done.

 They couldn’t do it.

 Biting their lip so hard it ached, Kris returned the blade to the table. Maybe someone else would pick it up someday and use it for good.

 Then they turned and left the chamber, adding one more absence to the rest.

Chapter 4

Cassia

 

Cassia hated sickrooms. Penelope always insisted that a proper battlemistress should visit her soldiers when they were wounded, but that was just the seventy-ninth reason why Cassia would never be a proper battlemistress. It was one thing to inflict a wound in the heat of battle; afterward, when the rush of the fight had faded, the thought of it nauseated her. Flesh gaping open, or held together by silken stitches. The telltale foulness of an infected wound. And people lying helpless, so that she was never quite sure where to look or what to say.

 But she represented Vania for now, and if there was one point on which she could live up to her people’s ideals, it was facing her duty.

 All the embassies had guards, but in the Quloi complex, they were usually just a token presence. Now the place made the Mertikan embassy look undefended. They’d failed their warder once by nearly letting him get killed; they weren’t going to let that happen again. Cassia approached slowly, keeping her hands in sight, and announced herself to the pair who detached themselves from the gate. One took the message inside, while the other kept watch over her, and two more continued to guard the entrance.

 Step by cautious step, she was transferred through the layers of defense. The last doorkeeper was a woman Cassia had never seen before, who introduced herself as Maduenu Nagokwuka, the embassy physician. “If this is merely a sympathy call,” Nagokwuka said, “I will tell him you came. He isn’t strong enough to receive many visitors right now, and we need to save his energy for necessary matters.”

 Would she have come in the middle of the night just to offer sympathy? Cassia held back the urge to snap that at the physician. “It’s necessary. I’m the warder pro tem for Vania, and the Trine has tasked me with conveying a message to Warder Kante. I will keep it as brief as I can, but unless Quloo has appointed Adechike as interim warder while Warder Kante recovers, I need to speak with him as soon as possible.”

 Nagokwuka might be a manak in defense of her patient, but she wouldn’t stand in the way of official business. “Let me see if he’s awake.”

 He wasn’t, but Cassia said she was willing to wait. Not long after that, Nagokwuka returned and beckoned for her to follow.

 It was even worse than she expected. His skin looked dull and thin, as if he had aged twenty years in the blink of an eye. His left hand was wrapped in bandages, as was his entire right arm; the sheet over him did not lie smooth, but rippled where other injuries had been bound tight.

 His eyes were the worst, though. They gazed half through her, as if he couldn’t muster the will to even focus. That might have been the laudanum, but it felt like more.

 Like Ojo Kante had given up.

 “Cassia,” he said. Then: “Warder Petros. Warder pro tem. I’m sorry. Maduenu said you had a message. From the Trine.”

 Even if the physician hadn’t reminded her to be quick, Cassia would have cut directly to the point, just to give him some shred of hope. She said, “On behalf of the Trine of Vania, I have come to tell you that our battlemistresses and our fleets will join you in your struggle against Rumika and Mertika.”

 He blinked. And again. And said nothing. Maybe the formal language wasn’t getting through the laudanum. Cassia said, “We’re allying ourselves with you.”

 His lips trembled. “H-how? Why?”

 The Trine had given her a formal statement, which she would deliver in the Circle tomorrow. It was important to watch the phrasing of such things, to make sure they said only as much as the government wanted, in the way they wanted. Who knew how many clerks had sweated over writing it, handcrafting every phrase about Mertikan aggression and Quloo being the first and worst victim of the loss of the fleet?

 Cassia reached into her sleeve for the document, and stopped.

 She couldn’t think of him as Warder Kante. Not when he was like this. He’d always been the kindest and most generous of the warders, the one most dedicated to camaraderie within the Circle. Now it was all falling apart, war across the entire sky, half the senior warders gone, the remainder at each other’s throats. And she’d heard the rumors before she ever arrived at the embassy. It wasn’t true that he’d lost his arm . . . but would he ever fight again?

 Her hand curled into a fist. Then she removed it from her sleeve and said, “Penelope.”

 Life sparked in his eyes.

 “The Trine has been sitting on a fence for a generation and more, arguing over whether they should beat down Mertika while they still can or stay out of it for Vania’s own safety. Battlemistresses.” Cassia snorted, letting her disgust show. “They like to talk as if they could conquer the whole sky if they weren’t too noble to do it, but half of them are cowards at heart. They’re afraid of Mertika—and with good reason.

 “But not Penelope. She stood there in the council chamber, big as a ramwhul, and told the Trine that if they aren’t willing to support Quloo and stand up to Mertika, their honor isn’t worth a piss in the Maelstrom. And she convinced them.” Now she did take out the document, and held it up for him to see. “I have the proof right here.”

 Ojo trembled. His mouth worked silently for a moment before anything would come out. When he finally spoke, it was just two words. “Thank you.”

 Cassia saluted him formally. “I’ll be announcing it tomorrow, but you needed to know first. And now I should go, because I think your physician might poison my tea if I keep you talking for too long. Take care of yourself. Rest well. I’ll, uh—I’ll see you later.”

 Then she fled. If there was one thing she hated more than sickrooms, it was watching people cry.

 

Chapter 5

Michiko

 

Takeshi wasn’t at the Ikaran embassy, and none of the staff knew where he had gone.

 “Please, Warder Oda—you have to find him,” the chief secretary said, clutching at her sleeve in his panic. “He was supposed to be at the Mertikan embassy, but he isn’t there anymore. They’re saying the Quloi warder has been killed. If Warder Ueda is dead, too—no, no, he can’t be. Please, will you search for him?”

 Michiko recoiled, her skin crawling in horror. “Ojo is dead?”

 “That’s what they’re saying! Assassins in the night—here, on Twaa-Fei! I knew it was a mistake to let those refugees come here. . . .”

 The rest of his words faded behind her as she set off at a run for the Quloi embassy. Soon her steps slowed, though, as the import of the secretary’s words sank in. Granted, rumor tended to exaggerate—but even so. If the chaos on Twaa-Fei had gotten that bad, then she couldn’t afford to race blindly ahead. Not even here on the upper island, where she ought to be safe. And the guards at the embassy certainly would not thank an armed woman for running toward their gate when they were on high alert.

 Besides, what about Takeshi?

 She stopped and cast a glance over her shoulder, considering the layout of the upper island. The secretary had said he wasn’t at the Mertikan embassy anymore. Would he be with the Rumikans? She knew he’d been practicing with Kris, the two of them growing oddly close. Or maybe at the Quloi embassy, trying to find out if the rumors held any truth. Or not on the upper island at all; maybe he went to the teahouse, looking for information.

 Too many possibilities. But whatever was happening with Ojo, she couldn’t do anything about it. He needed to know the truth about the fleet, and so did Kris . . . but she was first and foremost the warder for Kakute, and that meant she had to attend to her own country’s needs.

 Before her indecision could resolve itself, she heard footsteps. One hand went to the hilt of her sword, then hesitated. Had it really come to this? Drawing steel in a darkened street just because she heard someone approaching?

 “Michiko?”

 Her hand sprang away from the blade as if it had been burned. “Takeshi. What are you doing here?”

 “Heading home.” Takeshi came close enough for her to see him as more than a weary-shouldered shadow. “Where have you been?”

 “Searching for you,” she said. It was at least partly true. “No one at your embassy knew where you’d gone. Is it true what they’re saying—that Ojo’s dead?”

 Takeshi sagged against the nearest wall. “No. Though it was a near thing. I’ve been helping take care of him, but at this point there’s nothing I can really do, so Maduenu sent me home.”

 Michiko’s heart thudded with relief. “What happened to him?”

 He shook his head. “Don’t know. I mean, he woke up and told us what he knows; he got jumped by a group of people in veils.”

 Then he pushed off the wall and drew his blade. Michiko’s was halfway out of its sheath before he gestured for her to stop. With precise, elegant movements, he drew the sigil for Shrouded Voices, dampening the sound around them.

 When that was done, Takeshi resheathed his blade. “Ojo said they sounded Rumikan.”

 Michiko spat a bitter laugh. “I doubt that.”

 Takeshi frowned at her. “I know you and Kris are friends, but—no. You aren’t just saying that. What do you know?”

 The cool serenity she’d felt when communing with her ancestors was gone, replaced by fire. “Anton picked up a survivor from the trade fleet. She was nearly dead when he found her—injury, starvation, dehydration—but she’s recovered. And I spoke to her.”

 Takeshi’s lips shaped a soundless curse. “So . . . the survivor saw what happened.”

 “It was Mertika,” Michiko said. “They sank the fleet.”

 What had she expected? For that fire to leap from her into Takeshi, so that he drew his blade with righteous fury and declared that justice must be done? That wasn’t who he was. Instead he swayed on his feet, putting one hand out to steady himself against the wall. “The empire . . . you’re saying they started the war.”

 “They at least wanted to break the alliance between Quloo and Rumika.” Michiko’s lip curled in a snarl. “The war may just be a nice side benefit. Gives them an excuse to start conquering again.”

 “But—” He started another half dozen replies, and each one of them died unborn. “This isn’t even conquest. It’s chaos.”

 “Do you think the empress cares?”

 They both knew the answer to that. The glory for the war would go to Mertikan generals; the cost of it would fall on everyone else. Takeshi finally said, “Who have you told?”

 Michiko was still wearing her ancestral communion robes. She smoothed the front of the crossed collar, shook out her square-cut sleeves. It felt odd to walk around in traditional Kakutan garb—but also right. She couldn’t do what she must while wearing a Mertikan tunic. “My ancestors, and you. Whether you’re loyal to the empire or not, you deserve to know whose lead you’re following. And I know I can trust you to tell the others, if I don’t get the chance.”

 Takeshi was far too clever to miss the implication buried in those words. He said, “Why? Where are you going?”

 “To the Mertikan embassy,” Michiko said, dropping one hand to her sword hilt. “It’s time Bellona and I had a conversation.”

 

Chapter 6

Takeshi

 

When Michiko was gone, Takeshi slumped against the wall at his side and sat down right there in the street.

 In a moment he would get up and do . . . something. Some vague sense of colonial duty tried to tell him he should go stop the oncoming confrontation between Michiko and Bellona, but that, he decided, was between the two of them. And between Mertika and Rumika and Quloo—his thoughts gave up. It was too large to deal with right now.

 Everything had gotten too large.

 He stared at his hands. He’d washed them thoroughly at the Quloi embassy; Ojo’s blood was long gone. But Takeshi could still see it, and the mangled wreck of the warder’s body, with Adechike frantically trying to stop the bleeding.

 You have to save his arm.

 I have to save his life. Everything else comes after that.

 Maduenu was right. With that much blood loss, Ojo was lucky to be alive. And if he had any use of his hand after that—

 It was more than just luck.

 Like all bladecrafters, Takeshi had studied anatomy, because you had to know how bodies worked in order to do the most damage to your opponent’s. He knew which muscles in the forearm controlled the fingers . . . and he knew that Ojo’s had been completely severed. He’d seen the bone gleaming white through the gash.

 But when Maduenu stitched Ojo up, the muscles were still connected. Damaged, but there.

 No one had ever been able to invent a healing sigil, though countless bladecrafters had tried. Takeshi had read all manner of theories as to why. In the end, the only things that could mend the body were herbs, the surgeon’s needle—

 —and the Zenatan birthright.

 It was impossible. Quloo had cut Zenatai from the sky two hundred years before. No one had been born on the island since then because there was no island to be born on. The Zenatans on Twaa-Fei defined themselves by ancestry and choice, not any link to the soil of their ancient home. Even if Takeshi’s mother had lied about where she gave birth, he couldn’t possibly possess that gift . . . the ability to heal.

 Takeshi beat his head gently against the wall behind him. Absurd. He was imagining things. Ojo had been injured, yes, but not as badly as they’d feared; he didn’t bleed out before Maduenu got to him because he was a tough old bastard and not that easy to get rid of. Takeshi had overestimated the damage to his arm. All of that was a far simpler and more plausible explanation for what had happened than Takeshi secretly having the lost Zenatan birthright.

 But he wanted it to be true. Because then at least he would have a birthright. He would be an impostor still, but one keeping a secret about what he had, rather than what he lacked.

 He remembered Ojo’s blood pulsing weakly through his fingers as Adechike begged him to do something, anything.

 He remembered . . .

 Focusing.

 Like he had focused after he wounded Kris in the Gauntlet. Like he had focused when treating a half-dead Rumikan sailor, suffering from cuts and starvation and dehydration. Like he had focused on other occasions, thinking only that he was concentrating, and he was good at patching people up because he’d studied so hard.

 Takeshi’s hands began to shake.

 Shrouded Voices was still in effect, though it would fade soon. Takeshi braced his elbows on his knees and addressed the empty street, knowing no one could hear him. “All right. Think this through. Your theory is that you have the Zenatan birthright. How? Unknown, and irrelevant if it turns out that you’re wrong.”

 The street listened patiently. The next step was obvious, but Takeshi still had to force himself to say it. “Therefore, you should find out whether you can heal.”

 Small injuries, things where he could clearly see the extent of the damage and measure how much he’d affected it. Maybe at the clinic on the lower island—no, that might attract too much attention if it worked and someone noticed. He was better off experimenting on himself. Or maybe Kris, if they were willing.

 Not tonight. Maybe not even tomorrow. Mertika had destroyed the trade fleet and someone had tried to assassinate Ojo; this was not the time to be conducting trials with flesh and blood.

 But he had a feeling the war would give him plenty of opportunities soon enough.

 

Chapter 7

Michiko

 

The Mertikan embassy was like a kicked anthill, staff swarming everywhere and the guard out in force. Michiko wondered cynically how many of those people were doing anything useful, and how many Bellona had sent off on errands just so she could be seen giving orders and taking action. Or maybe they were all keeping busy to avoid Bellona’s eye.

 None of them tried to stop her progress through the halls, though she got more than a few curious glances for her Kakutan robes. After all, wasn’t she Mertikan? A poor colonial copy, of course, striving toward an ideal she could never reach, but still just another cog in the imperial machine. Whatever task had her striding with purpose toward Lavinia’s office—Bellona’s office, now—surely it was dedicated to the greater glory of the empire.

 The office was deserted. But past the disgusting waste of the floating aerstone screen, the door to the garden was open, letting the cool predawn air through.

 Bellona was outside, standing in front of one of the meticulously groomed rose beds, fingering a half-open blossom. Her chin tucked low, she seemed to be deep in thought, and unaware of Michiko’s presence.

 She was armed, as all of them were always armed, and so Michiko deliberately slammed the garden door behind herself as she went outside. Bellona shot upright with a jerk and reached for her sword, but Michiko was still far enough away that she didn’t register as an attacker, and so Bellona relaxed. “Oh, it’s you. Where in the sky have you been? Of all the times to vanish! Bad enough if you only missed my dinner party, but it’s gone far beyond that. I have a dozen things you ought to be doing, and I’ve had to do them myself!”

 When Michiko first arrived on Twaa-Fei, those words would have hurt. Back then she had wanted nothing more than to prove her use. Now she only laughed. “Poor Bellona—having to actually do the work herself. Lavinia might as well still be here, giving you orders.”

 It shouldn’t have been possible for Bellona to stiffen more. “What did you just say?”

 “I mean that you’re her lackey,” Michiko said contemptuously. “You always have been. You’re a paragon of Mertikan excellence, Bellona—a most excellent dog, leaping at your mistress’s command.”

 Bellona left the rose bed behind and stalked toward her, heels stabbing into the grass with each step. “Are you drunk? Or have you just lost your mind?”

 “Found it, I should say. And a great many other things besides. Like a survivor from the trade fleet, someone who saw the Mertikan fleet descend and cut the cargo ships from the sky.”

 That stopped Bellona mid-stride, staggering.

 Michiko smiled coldly at her. “Did you carry those orders for Lavinia? Did you help send out the ships to sink Quloo, to push them to such a desperate point that they’d do anything to survive? Because Mertika is frightened of Rumika and their rise, frightened of Quloo’s strength, frightened of anything that might threaten their assumption of supremacy. You imperials like to pretend you’re so admirable, but you’ll resort to the dirtiest tricks available just to maintain your own power. Did you send the assassins, Bellona? Did you set the attack up to frame Rumika? Are you the reason Ojo nearly died tonight?”

 Was the shock real? Before Michiko could decide, Bellona regained her composure, like a steel mask slamming down. “So now you stoop to spreading rumors and wild speculation. A survivor of the fleet? How convenient. They must be utterly trustworthy, this person—there’s no chance anyone could have paid them to slander the empire. And Ojo?” She sneered. “If I wanted him dead, I’d face him in a duel.”

 “You could never beat Ojo,” Michiko snapped. “You aren’t Lavinia, Bellona, no matter how much you try to live down to her example.”

 Bellona’s laugh held a wild edge. “Live down? Oh, little Michiko. That’s almost funny, coming from a pathetic little colonial like you. No matter how much we try to extend opportunities to Kakute and Ikaro and all the rest of our possessions, even the best of you can never truly match a Mertikan.”

 “I’m done trying.”

 She watched the words strike home. Bellona’s eyes went wide, staring as if she might find some sign that this was all a terrible joke. And then a wave of disbelieving hurt—because for all her arrogant ways, Bellona had, in some twisted fashion, thought that the two of them were allies. Even friends.

 And then, as inevitable as thunder after lightning, the fury of betrayal.

 “You will bleed for this,” Bellona snarled.

 Michiko drew her blade, the movement slow and deliberate. “I am the daughter of Oda no Genzo, who was the son of Takeda no Achie—and of Genji no Nobu, the last Golden Lord of Kakute. For the honor of my ancestors, I will bend my neck no more.”

 And they began.


•••



Bellona opened, as she so often did, with a sigil meant to enhance her speed, because she was used to civilized duels where the combatants prepared themselves before launching an attack.

 Michiko whipped her sword through the sinuous, sweeping lines of the Grass-Scything Cut. But she didn’t aim it at the manicured lawn beneath her feet, which would yield nothing of substance; instead she targeted the rosebushes behind Bellona.

 The thorny branches tore free and swept past Bellona in a whirlwind, raking her arms and her face and tangling in her hair. Bellona shrieked, concentration broken, dropping her sigil before it was complete. In that moment, Michiko coiled her back leg and closed the distance with an explosive lunge.

 She hadn’t wounded Bellona seriously with the rose branches. And the Mertikan was too disciplined to lose focus completely. Bellona stepped into and past Michiko’s lunge, levering her blade in an awkward parry that nonetheless did the job. “Traitor,” she spat—as if it needed to be said. “Turning against us in a time of war? I thought Kakutans had some notion of honor.”

 Michiko didn’t waste breath on speech. Instead she pressed her momentum, trying to keep Bellona on her heels and off tempo. Her own style shifted with each move, as if she was shaking off the strict geometry of the Mertikan True Way, reverting to the Island Styles from which it had evolved. Was the Golden Lord with her somehow, guiding her hand?

 Bellona kept up her spiraling retreat, constantly forcing changes of direction that denied Michiko an opening. And Michiko couldn’t afford to back off to the range that would favor the Island stance, because this was no formal duel of blade, with craft outlawed; given a moment of breathing space, Bellona would use it to carve a sigil.

 Or even half a moment. What she thought was a mistake from Bellona, stepping too close, turned out to be a maneuver. Bellona’s foot hooked Michiko’s own, and although Michiko managed to keep from falling, her stagger was opening enough.

 An arc of flame raked along her left side, narrowly missing a direct strike. Michiko dove behind a cluster of bushes as a second and third blast seared the air. She hastily scribed Impervious Air around herself, just in time; a moment later, the bushes detonated into splinters and smoke.

 But with that sigil armoring her, Michiko could afford to take a few breaths to further augment herself. She got through Gale Step and Eye of the Needle before Bellona slammed her own blade down through the Fury of Sky and Stone, shaking the ground beneath Michiko’s feet. This time Michiko did fall. But from her prone position, she managed to carve Eagle’s Talon and yank Bellona’s feet out from under her.

 They rolled upright at the same time, already breathing hard. The quick victory Michiko had hoped for was gone; now they were in it for the duration. She made the split-second tactical decision to sacrifice any opening in favor of bolstering herself with Eternal Wind, and fought down the irrational urge to laugh when Bellona did the same.

 Movement caught her eye. Of course: they couldn’t wreck the garden and not attract attention, especially on the night when the Quloi warder had nearly been assassinated. Michiko’s heart sank. So much for the endurance granted by Eternal Wind; once the guards involved themselves, this would be over very quickly.

 But Bellona whirled and carved another sigil, not aimed at Michiko. A shimmering wall of force sprang up, cutting the two of them off from the rest of the embassy, with the guards on the far side.

 Bellona turned back, smiling viciously. “Your blood is mine. No true Mertikan needs help to cut down a pathetic traitor like you.”

 Foolish arrogance—but Michiko couldn’t deny her own moment of foolishness, failing to strike while Bellona’s back was turned. She whispered a quick prayer to her ancestors and closed again.

 On empty air. When had Bellona scribed Aerstone Stance? She soared over Michiko’s head, and only a quick dive roll forward saved Michiko from the flames that thundered down from above. But she came up on one knee and carved a Mud Pit just as Bellona returned to earth, then laughed in satisfaction to see the other woman sink to her knees in the sucking morass.

 Not for long. The hilt of Michiko’s sword grew scorchingly hot in her hands. Hissing in pain, she tried to hold on, but her body wouldn’t obey; her palm and fingers began to blister, and the instinct of self-preservation forced her to drop the weapon.

 Bellona should have taken that moment to finish her. But Mertikan dignity meant she focused instead on climbing out of the pit. And while she did so, Michiko snatched out her belt knife and cut a sigil with its tiny blade.

 She could barely feel the resonance guiding her as she shaped the form. But she’d seen knifecraft all over Twaa-Fei, on the lifts, in the dueling club, and if it wasn’t as powerful as the effects one could achieve with a full-length blade, it didn’t need to be. She just needed to cool her sword enough to pick it up again.

 “What are you doing?” Bellona snarled—too late.

 Michiko’s blistered hand screamed at the contact, but she snatched up her sword and hurled herself into range, and Bellona chose the wrong direction to try circling away. They wound up body to body, too close for any proper form. Michiko threw an elbow into Bellona’s face, striking one of the cuts opened by the roses’ thorns, sending blood into her eye. At the same time, a burning line traced itself across her calf—maybe not even a deliberate attack, just Bellona’s sword swinging wild as she stumbled. They broke apart and came together again, technique disintegrating as they hammered each other with any weapon that came to hand, from blades and hilts to hands and feet to whatever brief sigils they could carve in the gaps.

 They’d trained together too much. Both of them fought clear long enough to scribe something, and in that instant they chose the same sigil: Thunderstorm Front. The two effects slammed together and detonated, knocking both of them across the ground.

 Michiko rolled and came to her knees, gasping. On the other side of the garden, Bellona did the same.

 Beyond the wall of force, the guards were preparing. The sigil’s effect was a clear message, but they weren’t about to let their warder die in an unsanctioned duel; as soon as it faded, they were going to come through. And Michiko couldn’t keep this up for much longer.

 But neither could Bellona.

 They both remained where they were, in mirrored poses, on one knee with the other foot planted to rise. They were bleeding and filthy and burned; Michiko could barely grip her blade. Whoever made the next mistake would pay dearly for it—but it was a coin toss which one of them it would be.

 Bellona isn’t my target.

 She wasn’t Michiko’s friend, either. But it wasn’t worth dying here in the garden of the Mertikan embassy just for the chance to take Bellona out. The real enemy was elsewhere, and bigger: the empire itself.

 The instant Michiko moved, Bellona surged to her feet, drawing a defensive sigil. But she miscalculated, because Michiko’s own sigil wasn’t an attack.

 Aerstone Stance carried her up and over the garden wall, into the street behind the embassy. As she came down, Michiko carved another sigil, this one to hide her from view, but it wasn’t necessary; no one followed. She staggered off down the street, body aching as her augmenting effects faded.

 She hadn’t won. But she hadn’t lost, either . . . and the war had only just begun.

Chapter 8

Adechike

 

Tears kept blurring Adechike’s vision, but he refused to let them fall. Crying wouldn’t help Ojo. Crying wouldn’t stop the war. Nothing could; Maduenu and Takeshi had done everything in their power for Ojo, and the war was out of anyone’s hands, in too many hands at once for any hope of control.

 The only thing Adechike could do was hunt down the people responsible, and make them pay.

 If the assassins had been more cautious, they would have split up. But questioning one of the lift operators revealed that a group of five people had gone down to the lower island right after the attack on Ojo, armed and out of breath. “Rumikans?” Adechike asked, his gut tight. The word had slipped out of Ojo in his delirium.

 The young woman tilted her hand from one side to the other. “Couldn’t say. They were dressed Twaan, and they all looked pretty clearly male or female. Didn’t say anything, either.”

 That proved nothing. Rumikans could choose to shape themselves to one form or the other just as easily as something between.

 He hated the way the lift forced him to stand still. Every time he stopped moving, every time he let himself think, he saw Ojo again in his mind’s eye, helpless and bleeding out.

 Ojo. Who had done more than anyone on the three islands to uphold the ideals of the Circle.

 Ojo, whom Adechike had turned his back on. Their last conversation had been a fight. If Adechike had listened to what Ojo had to say—if he’d gone home to reconcile with his uncle instead of attending Bellona’s stupid dinner party—

 He choked down those thoughts. They wouldn’t do anybody any good now.

 “Hey!” the lift operator called as they reached the lowest island and the few passengers stepped off. “Is it true the Quloi warder—the other one, I mean—was attacked?”

 Adechike’s fingernails cut into his palms. “Yes.”

 She hesitated, glancing around. Then she beckoned him closer. Adechike approached warily, ready to defend himself; the young woman was Twaan, not Rumikan, and armed with only a tiny knife, but he couldn’t take chances anymore.

 “Somebody met them in the street,” she said softly, as a handful of people boarded the lift. “Then they all headed toward the docks.”

 Or toward the refugee camp. “Was that person Rumikan?”

 She shook her head. “No. Zenatan, I think.”

 His blood chilled. A descendant of the people whose island Quloo had cut from the sky.

 “Thank you,” he said, by reflex. Then he headed for the docks, not quite at a run.


•••



A thick fog was drifting through the streets, making Adechike’s skin crawl. Nights like this were a time for conspiracy, for madness. For murder.

 The hour was late enough that it was almost early again. The various stalls and businesses that lined the streets were closed, but a thin trickle of people was beginning to flow, preparing to open them up again. Some of those people recognized Adechike, and it was clear from the whispers that word had spread.

 Some looked sympathetic. Others—the Rumikans—didn’t.

 He moved quickly, but not without caution. It would be the easiest thing in the world to ambush him down here, in the fog. Adechike kept his hands near the hilts of his blades. Up ahead were the docks, the low, hulking shapes of warehouses and the piers beyond them, stretching like long fingers into the fog.

 And then he did run—even though by then it was far too late.

 A ship was disappearing into the fog. No sensible captain would set sail in weather like this, when the Mists had risen and anything could be hiding in their depths—but there it was, a merchant ship just too solid to be mistaken for a phantom, the Twaan flag flying from its stern.

 Adechike skidded to a halt at the edge of Twaa-Fei, heart thumping with thwarted fury. A nearby dockworker stared at him, and Adechike whirled to grab the front of the man’s jerkin. “That ship! Whose is it? And were there passengers on board?”

 The old man stammered, and Adechike fought the urge to shake him until his teeth rattled. Finally he said, “That’s the Remembrance. Captain Winouhe’s ship. And yes—he took on some people.”

 Winouhe. A Zenatan name. And a Zenatan had met the Rumikans at the lift.

 Adechike’s fingers went nerveless and limp. The dockhand pulled himself free and ran, leaving Adechike there, staring into the fog. It was beginning to thin out, but the ship was gone, barely a shadow in the growing light of dawn.

 It was gone—but something else remained.

 Someone stood at the far end of one of the piers. An androgynous silhouette, staring out into the sky, their left hand resting on the blade at their hip.

 Adechike’s stride lengthened and gained speed as he approached. Kris had their back to the island; Adechike was halfway down the pier before they heard his footsteps or felt them shaking the boards and turned. By then, there was nowhere to flee—except into the empty air.

 Kris didn’t flinch at the sight of Adechike. They looked bone-tired, spine slumping uncharacteristically. When they spoke, their tone was flat, barely carrying over the sound of the wind. “What are you doing here?”

 “Chasing your assassins,” Adechike said. Rage thickened his voice. “But it looks like you got them safely off Twaa-Fei before I could catch up.”

 Kris shifted back a half step, suddenly wary. “What do you mean?”

 Adechike’s shoulders ached with tension. “That ship, the one you’re watching sail away! You’re going to stand there and pretend you had nothing to do with it?”

 “I—I didn’t! What ship? I mean, I saw it leave, but—”

 “It was Rumikans, Kris! Ojo said so himself. And you’ve been down in that refugee camp, talking to people—I bet it wasn’t even hard. Just tell them it’s all Ojo’s fault, even though he tried harder than anyone to stop this.”

 Kris’s body jerked at the accusation, and in turn they lashed out. “Oh, he’s so innocent, is he? Tell me this: How did the Quloi ships know to go after the refinery?”

 Adechike flinched.

 And Kris saw it. Their jaw clenched tight in a snarl. “Or maybe it was all you. Such a nice guy, everybody likes Adechike—is that why Quloo sent you here? Because they knew it would be easy for you to get close to me? This whole time you pretended to be my friend, but your real goal was to get me to spill Rumika’s secrets so you could sell them onward. Did you do that on Ojo’s orders, or was all of that your idea? How much of this did you plan from the start?”

 Even with all the fury and pain boiling inside him, Adechike almost apologized. He hadn’t meant to betray Kris like that, truly—he just wasn’t used to Twaa-Fei, where information was the most priceless currency on the three islands. He wasn’t used to keeping secrets.

 But everybody else felt fine keeping secrets from him. Even Ojo had done it, hiding the truth of how badly Quloo was sinking.

 Kris shook their head in disgust. “You know what? I don’t even care anymore. I’m done with this.” They strode forward—but Adechike sidestepped to block them.

 Kris glared at him. “Out of my way.”

 Adechike stood his ground. “I’m not going to let you get away like this.”

 “Damn it, Adechike—”

 He didn’t even make a decision. His sword was just in his hand, as if of its own accord, its point trained on Kris’s heart.

 The wind gusted around them both, rising with the sun, tearing the fog into shreds. This was a stupid place to duel—out in public, on a narrow pier where one wrong move could send someone to the Mists—but Adechike didn’t care anymore.

 Bleakness settled into Kris’s eyes. “Fine,” they said. “I guess this is how it ends.”

 They drew their blade, saluted Adechike—and attacked.

 

Chapter 9

Kris

 

It was just blades at first, lunging and parrying in a fairly strict line. Out here on the narrow confines of the pier, where any sigil that damaged their support might well kill them both, caution was the only sensible choice.

 But Kris had left sense behind a long time ago. They were past caring about consequences, when every strike felt like a cut to their own heart.

 A swift retreat bought them enough space to draw the Stonefoot Sign. It would limit their mobility, but that was preferable to losing their balance and falling until they vanished into the Mists.

 Out of lunging range, Adechike did the same.

 Kris was faster. A downward blast of wind made Adechike bend, but he finished his defensive sigil and then cut three swift lines that set off a flash of blinding light in Kris’s eyes. They flinched back and heard the heavy, sliding steps of Adechike’s approach. Blinking madly to clear their vision, Kris blocked the first strike more on instinct than knowledge, following it up with a full-body rush that kept them at too close a measure for Adechike to use his blade.

 But it was a mistake to come within wrestling range of a Quloi bladecrafter. Only the Stonefoot effect kept Kris from falling when Adechike tried to throw them, and their sword arm still ended up in a lock.

 As if locking Kris’s arm was enough to stop them. They scribed a tiny sigil with nothing more than a few shifts of their wrist—and Adechike’s body jerked as all the air was torn from his lungs.

 It should have made him let go. Anyone sensible would have dropped the joint lock and carved Freedom of Air, the counter to Absent Wind.

 But apparently Adechike had left sense behind, too.

 Only a vicious stomp to Adechike’s instep broke Kris free in time to dodge the incoming blow. By then they could see well enough to defend, and they retreated again while Adechike regained his breath.

 How many times had the two of them fought under Ojo’s tutoring eye? Never in anger, only in friendly competition and mutual learning. The laughter of those happier days echoed in Kris’s memory—before the Gauntlet, before the trade fleet, before everything went wrong.

 And Ojo . . . he was everywhere in Adechike’s movements, coloring the way the young man moved, the angles from which he tried to trap Kris’s blade and lever it against them.

 Ojo had beaten Kris in the Gauntlet. But Adechike wasn’t Ojo—especially not now, with anger undermining his tactics, driving him to the brutal move rather than the effective one. Adechike wasn’t Lavinia, either, to meld those two into a single lethal whole.

 All it would take was a gamble.

 Kris didn’t even hesitate. When Adechike retreated out of range for an instant to reset his feet, Kris made a swift, unobtrusive cut, canceling their own Stonefoot Sign.

 And then they leaped.

 A huge, ground-eating lunge, straight at Adechike. Who parried—but to the inside, letting Kris pass to the outside, ducking under their own warding arm and pivoting to face the direction they’d come from.

 Of course Adechike spun to defend himself. But he was still Stonefooted and slow, and there was a heartbeat where Kris could have sunk their blade into his unprotected back.

 They didn’t.

 Kris hesitated, and then Adechike closed the brief opening in his defense, and the fight went on.

 Why didn’t I strike?

 That question buried its teeth in Kris’s thoughts and refused to let go. They lured Adechike’s guard wide and could have disengaged to cut at his face. They had a chance to stop-thrust against a sloppy attack. Opportunity after opportunity presented itself and then vanished, untaken.

 Adechike didn’t notice. The longer the fight went on, the deeper he drowned in his fury, his movements getting wilder and wilder. But Kris’s own anger was slipping away, replaced by heartsickness. The two of them had been friends once. Did they really believe Adechike had betrayed that in cold blood? Would it make anything better if they stabbed him?

 No. Hurting him, killing him, would be the final mistake. Kris had come to Twaa-Fei to build a brighter future for Rumika, not through warfare and death, but through friendship and alliance.

 I’d rather die failing to achieve that, than live and cast it aside.

 And that meant there was only one thing to do.

 Adechike pressed them harder and harder, craft abandoned in favor of the blade alone. But Kris used one of Adechike’s own tricks against him, stepping close and then evading with a twist of the hip that let them slip past to the other side, and in that brief opening they carved the sigil for the Heart-Piercing Dart.

 Then they hurled their sword downward, the sigil driving it through the boards of the pier as if they were rice paper.

 And Kris knelt to Adechike’s blade.

           
•••



Kneeling saved them.

 The first strike parted the air where their head had been a breath before . . . and the second didn’t come.

 His voice so distorted it was barely recognizable, Adechike snarled, “Pick it up.”

 “No,” Kris said. Their chest heaved with exertion and passion. “I’m done. If you want me dead, Adechike, then go ahead. I won’t stop you. There’s no point in me fighting anymore.”

 “You have to fight!” Adechike’s hand shook. “You—you have to—”

 “Do what?” Kris looked up at him, slumping with weariness and sorrow. “Kill you? Hurt you the way Ojo’s been hurt? No. All that would do is make things worse . . . and I’m done making things worse. I hate what happened to him, to Quloo, to the entire sky. I want—” Their throat closed up without warning. “I want to go back to being friends.”

 It came out so quietly, they weren’t even sure Adechike could hear the words. But his expression trembled, the rictus of anger dissolving into something more fragile. “We can’t.”

 The hilt of Kris’s sword sat flush against the boards of the pier, creating the illusion that it was a weapon without a blade. “Why not? We both want the same thing: safety for Quloo, and for Rumika. We both want peace. And the only way we’re going to find that is if we work together.”

 “Our countries are at war.”

 Kris stretched out their hand, palm up and empty. “That doesn’t mean we have to be.”

 The tip of Adechike’s sword wavered. Then it dropped. His free hand came forward to grip Kris’s, dragging them to their feet. Exhaustion made Kris stumble and Adechike caught them, steadying them in an embrace. They rested their heads against each other’s shoulders until their ragged breaths smoothed out.

 When they finally let go, Adechike glanced down. “Are—are you going to leave that there?”

 For one delirious instant, Kris almost said yes. It would have made a hell of a gesture, a warder walking away from their sword.

 But there was a crowd gathered along the edges of the island, watching their duel and its concluding truce in the morning’s light, and if Kris left the blade thrust through the planks, someone would probably come take it as soon as they were gone.

 Besides, the sword stood for more than just death.

 Kris bent and drew it from the wood, then sheathed it at their hip. “Come on,” they said to Adechike. “We’ve got work to do, and I want to see Ojo. You can tell the guards at the embassy not to stab me.”






Episode 11
 All the Nations of the Sky

By Mike Underwood



 

Chapter 1

Takeshi



Bellona paced around the low table in the receiving room of the Ikaran embassy. She’d tried to cover the scratches on her face from several days ago with makeup, but he knew they were still there.

Takeshi had been surprised that Bellona accepted his invitation, thinking she’d insist he meet her at the Mertikan embassy as if she were the senior and he the junior. But something had changed for Bellona recently.

So much had changed. The assassination attempt on Ojo. The escalation of the war. And now . . .

“There’s far too much here for us to just sweep away and ignore, Bellona. With Lavinia gone, it is up to the two of us and Michiko—”

“Don’t talk to me about Michiko.” Bellona’s face was red with anger, her normally warm tones flushed into the colors of a raging fire. “We will deal with us, you and I. Block Kris from bringing their witness to the council, work with the agents here to discredit their account. But we may need to ask the fleet to take a more direct hand with the Rumikan leadership. With them in protective custody, we can keep Kris from destroying their country with these horrible lies.”

Takeshi took a deep breath. He wanted little more than to return to his laboratory, his books. To retreat from the world, be left alone to his research. But Lavinia was gone. Kensuke, too. He was the senior-most imperial warder.

He’d sat through enough meetings with Bellona that he knew there was a delicate balance between letting her get her anger out and letting her roll over you like a cavalry charge. You had to pick your moment, pick your position.

Takeshi stood and drew himself up as much as he could, casting aside his default slouch.

Bellona stopped, her head cocked in confusion.

“The truth will get out,” he said. “If we face it head-on, we may be able to salvage a working relationship with Rumika. The empress wants us to use this conflict to put Quloo on the defensive, force them back and show them that they should not stand in our way. But we cannot hope to do that without cooperation from Rumika. You and I should sit down with Kris and talk through this. I think I can get them to hold off on a public hearing—”

“Let them try. We’ll overrule them, and if that doesn’t work, I’ll force a duel to dismiss their witness’s testimony.”

Bellona had learned all of the wrong lessons from Lavinia, and seemingly none of the right ones.

“At a certain point,” Takeshi said, “you cannot bully everyone and expect to have any allies remaining. If Kris brings up the evidence, I will not vote to block their motion.”

Bellona stepped forward, her breath hot on his chin. “How dare you defy me, defy the empire?” She was trying to be Lavinia. But she had neither the presence nor the skill to back up her threats the way Lavinia did. Nor the authority.

“We’ve received no orders as to the evidence as of yet. Therefore, we have discretion in how to handle the situation. Talking may forge a way forward where threats and violence do not.”

“I’m surrounded by cowards and fools!” Bellona shouted, storming out of the room.

Chapter 2

Michiko

 

The first lights of dawn cut across the horizon, not yet warming the chill wind rolling through the streets of the lowest island of Twaa-Fei. Michiko drew her furs tighter as she sat on one of the only two wooden chairs at the noodle stand.

They’d seen this place during their hunt for the Golden Lord. Ancestors . . . how that felt like a lifetime ago. She’d been so hopeful then. Eager to please, ignorant of the brutal truth of what it meant to be part of the Mertikan empire.

Kris was late. She could have guessed. They’d never been an early riser, often hiding yawns as they walked into council meetings.

All around her were the familiar sights of the island. Laborers hurried to their posts, sailors staggered from their beds back to their ships. But unlike that daylong hunt, the streets were now filled with Rumikan refugees. They slept in alleys under makeshift fur and muslin tents, filled boarding houses five or more to a room.

If she did what she meant to do back home, before long, refugees from Kakute would be fighting for survival alongside these people. There was no war in history that didn’t produce orphans, that didn’t drive people from their homes.

But if she did nothing, her people would be the ones at war, making orphans and burning fields.

There were no easy answers, no quick fixes. But nothing about her life in Twaa-Fei had been easy or simple. If the Golden Lord weren’t her ancestor, she might have been able to keep her life simple. Serve the empire, devote herself to Lavinia’s will, rise in the ranks slowly as a good weapon in the hands of the empire.

Now she was her own weapon, wielded for her people and no others.

Kris emerged from the crowd, and Michiko saw why it’d taken them so long. Every step they took, a Rumikan refugee came to them asking for something. They passed out coins and gave the cloak from their back to a pole-thin parent who turned the cloak into a blanket for their child.

Her heart went out to Kris, and to everyone around her. But she knew she could do more in Kakute than by staying here and suffering under Bellona’s bullying.

Kris disentangled themself from the last cluster of refugees and approached. “Sorry I’m late,” they said to her. “Two breakfasts, please,” they said to the proprietor, who was still deep in morning prep.

“Tea is fine,” she said. That got a nod.

“Why did we need to meet down here?”

“Anywhere I step on the ambassadorial level will be watched. It took me the better part of the night to lose my tail on the middle level, even with illusion sigils.”

“What’s going on, Michiko?”

She pulled a small weatherproof bag from her satchel and handed it to Kris. “This is everything I’ve found out about what really happened to the trade fleet. Present it to the council, share it with your government, whatever you want. And you should leave a note for Anton at the Autumn Leaf. He’s hosting one of your countrypeople, who you really should meet. She tells the most amazing stories.”

Kris looked confused.

“You never know who is listening.”

Kris nodded, and Michiko hoped she’d gotten her point across. She’d included her own note about Xan at the top of the folder, and Kris was clever enough to follow through. “Mertika cannot be allowed to brush this under the table and keep pretending that their involvement is about anything more than opportunism.”

Kris’s eyes went wide. “This is amazing. Thank you so much. When we present this, they’ll—”

“You’ll present it. I’m leaving.”

The proprietor set two mugs next to them on the lip of the stall and poured still-steaming tea, dark and rich, an ironic mix of Quloi red bush and Mertikan imperial black. Michiko slid some coins across, which the proprietor pocketed with a nod. Payment for the tea, and for his discretion.

She took a sip, delighting in the taste even as the too-hot liquid burned her tongue.

“Go?” Kris asked. “Why? How? You can stand up to Bellona. I’ll back you—”

“I can do more good at home than here. I should have seen it earlier; I knew it but didn’t believe. While Kakute remains in the empire, I’ll never have real autonomy on Twaa-Fei, even as Senior Warder. The empress is preparing to send thousands of my people off to die so they can scare the Quloi. But there are forces at home, the people who brought the Golden Lord here, and I can help them. For my people, for our ancestors, and for all of the nations of the sky.”

Kris grinned, looking amazed. “What happened to the loyal Mertikan subject I met on that ship not so long ago?”

She grinned, the warmth of courage pushing away the chill of the morning. “Same thing that happened to the arrogant, careless bladecrafter. We must become more than we were, more than we ever thought we could be. And that’s why I have to go.”

“Will you come back?”

 “If I do,” Michiko said, “it will be with an army. Or in chains.”

Kris took their mug in hand, looked down as if divining from the tea leaves, searching for a revelation. “I . . . I wish you could stay. Mertika is helping us, but I don’t trust them. This whole war never should have happened! It all fell apart so quickly.”

“Now we have to pick up the pieces and do our part.” Michiko wanted to stay, to protect their friends, to thrash Bellona and take over the imperial delegation. She wanted to stand with her fellow warders against everything the empress could throw against them. But that was suicide. The path she’d chosen meant leaving the friends she’d made, Kris and the others, but it would have to be worth it. Michiko downed her tea in one long gulp to screw up her courage. “Don’t let this war turn friends into enemies. The more Rumika and Quloo fight, the more you and Adechike need to be friends.”

She stood, wrapped her arms around Kris’s shoulders in a tight hug, then set off for the docks, her resolve holding by a thread. She could not look back, could not doubt herself. The only way out was forward.

 


 

Chapter 3

Kris

 

Kris scanned the evidence over their tea.

Without the account from the sailor that Michiko had turned up, the rest of the evidence was circumstantial. Reports of troop movements, ships unaccounted for, time-marked reports of when the trade ships had checked in.

Kris stopped in with several groups of refugees before visiting the Autumn Leaf on their way back.

A note from Anton was waiting for them:

 

Kris, my friend! I met one of your countrypeople in my travels and I think you two would get on very well. Please meet me at the corner of the Four Winds at your earliest convenience.

 

Two hours later Kris and Anton escorted Xan to the Rumikan embassy, hands on their swords the entire way.

“Thank you, Anton,” Kris said. “Rumika is in your debt. I am in your debt.”

“I’ll hold you to that, friend. With some of that famed Rumikan aerstone, my ship would be the envy of the seven nations!”

Kris gave a polite smile. “Of course. But I can’t promise anything right now.”

“That’s perfectly fine. It’s better to hold on to debts for a little while anyway. Far more fun to extract some free drinks out of someone as interest along the way.” Anton winked.

Then Anton went on his way, leaving Kris to assemble the embassy staff.

They called Alyx and Nik, and together the three of them sorted through the evidence that Michiko had assembled and ran through Xan’s account what felt like a hundred times.

Kris turned to the sailor. “If you go through with this, Mertika will not soon forget it. I will protect you as best as I can—”

“I should be dead already, food for the mist-fiends. Let them come. I set sail for Rumika, and I’ll see this through.”

Kris beamed. Their heart soared to be surrounded by their countrypeople’s bravery. Their refugee neighbors, robbed of everything except their lives, the scraps they could carry, still clung to hope, came together to support one another.

This was Rumika’s true strength. Quloo could not take that from them, nor the empire.

“I will make it so that there is no room to question you,” Kris said. “We’ll make Ojo see reason. We can send the refugees home—”

“We can’t get our hopes up,” Alyx said. “Truth only matters in politics if you have the power to enforce it.”

Kris looked to their sword. “I can enforce it.”

“Will you fight every warder in the Circle? A whole new gauntlet just to force a perfunctory admission? Nothing changes unless Quloo calls their fleet off and returns the island.”

Xan’s eyes were wide. They should probably send her to quarters with her guard, but if she was willing to risk her life, she should know the context. Kris could imagine what it would be like to be an unlikely witness as she’d become, swept up in the winds of fate, and in Xan’s position, Kris would want to know everything.

“I don’t care if it won’t stop the war; we have to move forward. It might let me restart negotiations with Ojo, lead Vania to back off so we have time to reach a cease-fire.” Kris knew they were grasping, but when you were falling to your death, you grabbed hold of whatever you could get.

“I’ll make the summons,” Nik said, standing.

“We should keep working on this,” Alyx said. “I’ll have some locals follow up on the leads, try to corroborate some accounts.”

“And for you,” Kris said to Xan, “our chef makes the most amazing tarts. No good facing danger on an empty stomach.”


•••



An hour later Kris stood alone in the public council chambers. They looked at the clock and despaired. The others should have arrived half an hour ago. They’d sent runners via Yochno to remind the warders of the meeting, but there was no response.

Xan stood next to them, stepping side to side with nervousness.

Without a quorum of warders, Kris could not enter anything into the record. Xan’s testimony did not exist for the Circle if it wasn’t in the record.

I called using the proper channels. I used the system.

But they would not come. Not even Takeshi.

They waited another half hour, fuming as they looked the documents over again and again, the words burned into their mind like an undying sigil.

But no one came.

 

 

 

Chapter 4

Ojo

 

 

Ojo hung his head in shame as Adechike cut Distant Friends. Ojo could barely stand, and he definitely couldn’t craft.

The faces of Guildmasters Nenge, Izebry, Amewezie, and Edokwe appeared. Ojo hadn’t seen a face from back home other than these four since their High Skies faction had seized power.

“So good of you to answer our summons, Warder,” Nenge said.

“I was unavoidably detained,” Ojo said, wearing his best diplomatic smile. He stood, his left arm leaning on the strong oak chair at his desk, the right wrapped tightly in a sling. The doctors said that his right hand would never again be able to hold a blade. He’d waved them off, refused to believe it. He’d rehabilitated injuries before.

It was denial, but he had other things to worry about. The medication helped but left him in a fog, like he had to fight a battle of wills just to be able to read and write, to speak in complete sentences.

“You heard the report I gave,” Adechike said. “He was attacked! It’s a miracle he’s alive.”

“Hold steady,” Ojo whispered. “Let them be.”

Sweat soaked his robes and the mass of bandages around his arm. His mouth felt like it was stuffed with cotton, but he struggled through, over-enunciating.

“I understand that Adechike has provided reports during my absence. What news from the front?”

Guildmaster Nenge spoke through a scowl, her hair perfectly coiffed, her robes immaculate. “The Mertikan fleet has captured two supply ships and sent two cruisers limping home.” She glanced down at a report. “We’ve lost eighty marines, over two hundred sailors, and three bladecrafters in skirmishes so far. Without relief from the Vanians, our line would have collapsed a week ago. The dreadnought has been boxed in by a dozen ships. We’ve found no other gaps in their line, even with assistance from the Vanian fleet.”

Guildmaster Edokwe’s nostrils flared. “Mertika was ready for this, and they’re making us pay for every league of space we take.”

Izebry said, “But take it we will. We’ve already begun strip-mining the Rumikan island to forge the plates for a new wave of ships. The High Skies, a new battleship, will be ready to set sail in a week. Once it is complete, we will commit the reserves to back up the dreadnought. That fleet will break the Mertikan line and seize another island from Rumika, while ground troops search for the elusive scientists so that we may gain this Rumikan method.”

Ojo gripped the chair tighter, holding back rage. “That aerstone must be used to shore up the island! We cannot hope to save our people if we use it for war.”

“Quloo does not have time for half measures and stalling tactics. We use some aerstone now, and we will have the Rumikan method all the sooner. Then the rest of what we gain from Rumika’s outlying islands will let us stabilize Quloo and support our campaign against Mertika.”

Ojo started to speak, but Izebry cut him off immediately.

“That’s enough. We’ve been patient with you, Ojo.”

They hadn’t.

“We’ve tried to hold your hand and give respect to the work you’ve put in, misguided though it might be.”

If what they’ve given is respect, I’d hate to see the alternative.

“But we can no longer pretend that there isn’t a problem.”

For a heartbeat, Ojo dreamed that this meant the High Skies faction was stepping back. But he knew it wasn’t. Dread filled his mind like a cruiser blocking out the sun during a bombing run.

“Given your condition,” Nenge said, disgust smeared across her face, “it is clear that you are not able to serve. Quloo needs strong representation on Twaa-Fei, and more important, we cannot be yoked to the compromising, conciliatory traditions that for too long have guided our foreign policy. Your services are no longer needed, Warder Kante. Junior Warder Ekutu shall adopt your role, effective immediately. You are to return home on the next ship for reassignment.”

He saw them coming as sure as the most telegraphed lunge, but he had no defenses, no contingency plan, no power. The light went out of the room and he fell into the chair in a heap, all sense of balance and direction lost.

Adechike spoke, doubtless some words in his defense. But his voice was faraway, as if across a noisy battlefield instead of right beside him, still holding him with one strong arm.

“I can’t do it,” Adechike said, his breath on Ojo’s ear.

Ojo grabbed hold of the younger man like a lifeline. “You must. If you refuse, they’ll send a puppet. They may still.”

Focusing, Ojo wiped the tears from his eyes. He concentrated on the pool, his vision resolving again to show the unwelcome quartet that had cut his world out from under him.

“Thank you for the trust you’re placing in me, Guildmasters,” Adechike said, no trace of anger in his voice. Ojo thought himself flexible, savvy, but Adechike’s spirit was like the raging Ahra River: you could drop a boulder the size of a house in the middle, but the river would keep flowing.

Guildmaster Amewezie said, “We will have more orders for you shortly, Warder Ekutu. The winds are shifting, and if you serve well, your fortunes, and those of your family, will soar high during Quloo’s ascendance.”

“For Quloo,” Adechike said.

“For Quloo,” the four answered.

Adechike dropped the sigil, and the pool went still. The young man sighed, setting the blade down on the desk.

Ojo let loose a bellow of pain and loss and rage.

He did not care if the other warders heard him. He’d given his life to Quloo, turned every fiber of his being to the service of his people. He’d carved hope out of the hard rock of inevitability, and yet they tossed him away like the skin of an orange.

Anger made his movements shaky, worse even than the clumsiness he felt due to the medications the doctors had given him to dull the pain.

His arm would heal, or it would not. The High Skies had taken something more essential, more irreplaceable from him than his body.

They had stolen his purpose. His guiding star. If he was not a warder, what was he? Penelope was gone, most of his friends back home hadn’t seen him in a decade. The embassy was his world.

And now they wanted him to return to Quloo. And for what? To push papers in some back office, counting mail? Arbitrate arguments between farmers?

Adechike knelt to face Ojo eye to eye, his hand on his mentor’s unwounded forearm. “Ojo, I didn’t know; I’ll fight this. Maybe if it’s just me, I can convince them to let you stay until you’ve healed, make this change temporary. . . .”

Ojo squeezed the young man’s arm. “You are too kind, too joyful for the times we live in. You must guard that fire in your heart against the chill winds of war. They would turn you into a weapon against the others. You must remember what it means to be Quloi. What we stand for. If we lose our soul to save our people, do we deserve to survive?”

“I will do my best,” Adechike said. His eyes were red with tears. He felt everything so deeply. Was I ever so young? Ojo wondered.

“You will need to learn to hide your feelings better too.”

“To the Mists with that,” he said. “What now?”

“Now you tell Yochno what has happened. I am going to write some letters, and then I am going down-island to drink until I cannot think.”

 

 

 


 

Chapter 5

Kris

 

With Xan safely squared away in the Rumikan embassy behind heavy doors and protected by a half dozen guards, Kris went on the offensive.

Evidence in hand (backed up with a sigil of duplication), Kris marched across the ambassadorial grounds to the Quloi embassy. They followed the proper procedures, announcing themself and their official request from warder to warder, waiting when they should wait, and every other bit of propriety that could be used against them.

And they waited. And waited. But only the page answered.

“I’m sorry, Warder Denn, but the warder is not available.”

“What about his junior, Adechike Ekutu?”

“Again, I’m sorry. The warder is not available.”

It had to start with Quloo. If Quloo agreed with the evidence, it could end the war. Everything else was just to gather more support.

So they waited some more. In the council chambers they’d have Xan to give her testimony live, but even on paper, the picture was clear.

They just needed to get the others to see it.


•••



An hour later the page returned and brought Kris into the receiving room, where Adechike stood over a desk filled with papers.

Adechike grinned as Kris entered. “Good day.”

“Good day. Is Warder Kante available, or is he recovering? I’d like to speak to both of you, if possible. It’s very important.” Every inch of Kris wanted to just spill the bag out and start talking through the evidence, but that wouldn’t do. They would follow every Mists-damned protocol, leave no room for doubt or dismissal.

A shadow passed over Adechike’s face. “I’m sorry, he’s not. I am serving in his stead.”

“Of course. I hope he’s recovering well,” Kris said, sticking to the niceties as long as they could.

Adechike nodded.

“I’ve found it,” Kris blurted out. "The evidence that will end the war between our people. It was Mertika all along. I’m sorry I ever doubted you, doubted Ojo. But we will have justice.”

Kris walked Adechike through the evidence, shared every piece, every account, every scrap from every ledger.

And when it was done, they said:

“What do you say, friend? Shall we go end a war?”

Adechike looked to the papers, then looked to Kris. But his look was not one of hope, or relief. It was guilt.

“And this sailor, she is safe? She will testify under a sigil of truth?”

“Of course,” Kris said.

Adechike paced around the desk, his breathing intentionally slow. From the time Kris had spent with Adechike, training, talking, and drinking, none of these were good signs. “I can’t act without Quloo’s approval. I can present this evidence, but the decision is not mine,” he said finally.

“How can they do anything but end the war? We were deceived! We can claim reparations from Mertika and start over! I’ll make the Rumikan elders see reason. It will be like the war never happened.”

“But it did. And it may keep happening. I’ll let you know as soon as I have a response.”

The wind went out of Kris’s sails. It was supposed to be the three of them together, Kris, Ojo, and Adechike, the warders of Rumika and Quloo standing together once more to fix the terrible wrong that had pitted them against each other.

But there were other warders. And the further Xan’s account spread, the harder it would be for Mertika to maintain their lie.

“Of course. Just let me know.”

“Thank you, Kris. I hope . . . I hope you’re right, that we’ll be able to stop the war. I would like nothing more in the world than to go back to the way things were.”


•••



Next they visited Takeshi, hoping to go from friend to friend, that Takeshi could convince Bellona to come to the table. Especially with Michiko gone and the Kakute seat empty.

Takeshi met them immediately. His laboratory equipment was set off to one side, his desk half a mess of papers, half an immaculate and organized workstation. His chair was pulled to the clean side, but Takeshi was already standing when Kris entered.

Kris launched right in. “Thank you for seeing me. I called a meeting today, but no one came.”

“I’m very sorry I could not attend. Bellona has picked up where Lavinia left off in terms of dominating the agenda.”

“What I have to say must be heard. By every warder still on Twaa-Fei. And witnesses. The sooner the better. I have evidence—”

“I know,” Takeshi said. “Michiko confronted Bellona with what she’d found, but she could not make her see reason. Nor could I. Bellona will do what she can to prevent this from coming to light, and my hands are tied. The empire sidelined Kensuke for Michiko, and with her gone, if I’m removed, Bellona will soon have two good puppets and the lockstep unity the empress demands.”

“So what does that mean in practice? With Taro gone, I need Quloo, Vania, and then at least one imperial warder to appear for the Circle to have a quorum.”

Takeshi gave a mischievous grin, his face lively where so often it was reserved, watching the world, studying it, but not in it. “I am sparring with Bellona in the gardens this afternoon at three. It is, after all, not required that council meetings be conducted in only those two rooms.”

“You’re brilliant.” Kris grabbed Takeshi in a joyful hug without thinking. But once they were there, they smelled the spiced soaps Takeshi used, the scent of sandalwood, and the warmth of his chest.

Kris dropped the hug as quickly as they’d begun it. Now it was their turn to hold back. No time for that, not when things were so perilous.

Takeshi’s cheeks flushed, probably as much from surprise as anything. But hopefully not only from surprise, Kris thought.

Back home, those half glances and longing looks, those terrifying, delightful silences were fine. But the stakes were too high for such dangerous unknowns. Not yet, at least. Takeshi had opened the door for the meeting—that was enough. It’d have to be enough. They just had to convince Cassia.

“Thank you. I’ll see you this afternoon.”


•••



Kris left a note with Adechike detailing the special meeting location.

Cassia accepted their invitation with a raised eyebrow, but stayed very formal throughout. Not surprising given Vania’s declaration for Quloo in the war. But she did seem curious to hear Xan’s account in person, which was promising.

Out of formality, and to give Michiko as much cover as possible, they left a message with the Kakute embassy. Every hour of lead Michiko got on Mertika was another pace she could steal into their measure without response. Kris also left a letter for Warder Hii at the Tsukisen embassy. The letter argued that in a time of such crisis, Tsukisen could be a stabilizing influence.

But Tsukisen had weathered greater political storms than this by withdrawing, their nation the farthest from Mertika and on the other side of the Maelstrom from Quloo.

It’d be dangerous to forget them entirely, but for the moment, Kris had no illusions that Warder Hii would come sailing in at the fore of a fleet of peacemaker ships to push the Mertikans and Quloi apart.

Even with reports to read and letters to write, they could not help but feel the minutes stretch on into eternity. They went to the chamber to think, then walked out with Yochno to the gardens that bordered the Mertikan grounds.

Adechike arrived first, but without Ojo. Cassia came next. Takeshi walked in several minutes later, making a show of looking surprised by the meeting.

Four was all they needed. They nodded to Yochno, who called the Circle into session. Yochno had not been pleased by Kris’s request, but as they argued, if the warders would not meet a summons to the Circle, then to preserve the sanctity of the Circle, they needed to adapt.

“Greetings, Warders,” Yochno called in a loud voice, his words echoing. “Warder Denn has called a session, so they take the floor.”

Kris stepped forward.

“Thank you for joining me, Warders. I know it’s been a very hard few weeks and months for us, which is why it is even more important that the information—”

A shout rang out the other side of a hedge. “Stop!”

The light of a sigil flashed through the brush, then the shrub folded onto the ground, revealing a furious Bellona, sword in hand.

“Greetings, Warder Avitus,” Kris said. “Thank you for joining us.”

“Silence!” she called.

“Warder Denn has the floor,” Yochno said, his face blank, in the same tone he used when Kris was trying to barrel through something, the guarded neutrality Kris had come to appreciate more every week as the intricacies of the Circle became clearer.

“I know what they’re going to say, and it’s all nonsense. Give that trash to me so I can toss it into my fireplace, where it belongs.”

“Is it trash or is it kindling, Warder Avitus?” Adechike asked.

Cassia chuckled.

“Warder Denn is speaking. Procedure declares we must hear them out,” Takeshi added.

“Rumika calls upon the sailor Xan, the only known survivor of the lost trade fleet.”

From around the corner, Nik and Kris escorted Xan into the group. Xan’s hands gripped each other, and she looked terrified. She walked up to Kris, who caught her gaze. “It’s okay. Just tell us who you are and what you saw. You’re safe here.”

As if to specifically make Kris into a liar, Bellona stepped forward and raised her blade. “No! We do not know this Xan. Of course a Rumikan would say whatever Kris wants them to.”

“Her,” Kris said. “Xan has agreed to speak within a Circle of Banished Lies. You can draw the sigil yourself if you want to.”

That was risky. If Bellona were skilled enough, she could manipulate the sigil to make it provide a false positive. But there was no way she could do so without the others noticing.

“Spare me your grandstanding. This libel must not be allowed to enter the record. Mertika has Rumika’s best interests in mind, even if they’re too stupid to be grateful.”

Kris’s hand went to their blade. “Do you challenge her right to speak despite my invitation?”

“I so challenge.”

Good, Kris thought. They could use a fight to blow off some steam.


•••



Bellona all but slammed her ceremonial sword onto the altar of challenge. Kris answered as calmly as they could, though their ears were already growing hot with anticipation.

The two made their preparations on the field. The crowd was small, but all that mattered was Yochno and the other warders.

Kris stretched diligently, keeping the fire in their heart contained. In the Gauntlet, they’d gotten ahead of themself, played too loose.

They could not afford to lose here. They might hope that others would stand up for them, like Ojo and Hii had done on their first day in Twaa-Fei, but they couldn’t count on anything other than this one chance. Without Xan’s testimony, all they had was circumstantial evidence and supposition.

Bellona had trained with Lavinia for most of a year, but she lacked experience. Lavinia fought so many of Mertika’s duels that Kris had only seen Bellona duel for minor matters. Kris didn’t know her style, but they were well practiced and they had the right on their side.

Kris knelt for a moment and prayed, casting their thoughts back to their homeland, to the mountains and lakes, to the bustling streets and the orderly laboratories. They thought of every single person they’d met in their training tour.

Gods guide my hand, let me be the vessel of my people’s thirst for justice.

Yochno stepped forward, and Kris and Bellona shook. They agreed on a duel of bladecraft, fought to first blood, then returned to their sides.

Kris looked to Takeshi, to Adechike, and to Cassia. These colleagues who were sometimes friends, sometimes rivals, and who were all caught up in the same storm of change and uncertainty that had descended upon Twaa-Fei shortly after the Gauntlet.

Kris fought for Rumika, but they also fought for the Circle. For its validity.

And if they lost, Kris worried that the Circle might not survive.

Yochno’s bell rang, and the duel began.

They both opened with sigils of speed and agility. Bellona then moved to offensive sigils, which Kris blocked or countered as they closed. Bellona’s bladecraft was technically solid, but uninspired. Kris could read every sigil as soon as it started if not predict them ahead of time. Marksman’s Arrow, Thunderclap, Mud Pit. Kris countered them one by one, advancing all the while.

Don’t get cocky, they told themself as they beat Bellona’s blade aside, moving the fight into measure.

As Kris pressed her, Bellona showed her skill. She never yielded the center line to Kris, even as their footwork pushed Bellona left, right, and back. She always returned to center.

Skilled, but again, predictable.

Any time you knew where your opponent was going to move, you could exploit it.

Just as Kris was going to lay a trap, Bellona pressed.

Kris grinned. Come on, then. Try me, they thought.

The Mertikan cut high, disengaging into a low thrust when Kris moved to parry. Kris adjusted their block to push Bellona’s thrust aside. Barely. The thrust pierced their jerkin.

But that created an opening. While Bellona’s blade was halfway through their clothes, Kris passed their sword into their other hand and used the now-free hand to wrap around Bellona’s sword arm.

Now it was wrestling. And when Adechike and Kris weren’t glowering at each other during bad times, they’d continued sparring. Which meant that Kris had picked up more than a few tricks. And perhaps more important, gotten comfortable with grappling. They sank into a stabler stance while Bellona flailed, punching with her off hand and trying to break free. Kris blocked the blows with the hilt and pommel of their sword, and Bellona gave up on that strategy quickly.

In a duel to the death, Kris would run Bellona through, or slit her neck. It would be so easy.

Kris thought of the dozens of Rumikans and Quloi who had died when the trade ships had gone down. The hundreds who had died since the pointless war had begun.

But killing Bellona wouldn’t bring them back. So instead, Kris aimed a shallow cut across the Mertikan’s calf, then pushed her away, resetting to center in case she tried to lash out in reprisal.

The bell rang twice, even as Kris continued to back off, still in guard.

Bellona took one angry step toward Kris, blade raised, then stopped. If she were Lavinia, she might press it. But for good and for ill, Bellona was not Lavinia.

The Mertikan woman lowered her blade and nodded to Kris. “So be it. Share your lies, and we’ll deal with them as they come.”

The trap sprung, Yochno reconvened the council in the private chambers.

Kris cut the sigil Circle of Banished Lies, moving slowly and precisely to show all present that their sigil contained no secret modifications, no tricks. The sigil flared and whirled into a six-foot-wide circle on the ground.

Xan stepped into the circle and spoke. She told them the story as she’d told it to Kris, practiced but not rehearsed. She spoke with her eyes closed, brow scrunched up as if forcing her mind to hold on to every detail.

“We had just entered the Engwehin Rocks, and three Mertikan ships came out from behind a crag. We didn’t think it would be too much of a problem—we were six, and with guards and extra bladecrafters.”

As she spoke, Kris distributed copies of the supporting evidence and the written version of Xan’s testimony.

Xan paused, looking awestruck. “Then they focused their magic in some way I had never seen. You’d know better, being bladecrafters. But the ships just splintered apart, all of them. I passed out and woke up lashed to a chunk of the hull that had enough charge in its aerstone to stay aloft until Anton found me.”

“How can you be certain they were Mertikans?” Bellona said.

“They were flying Mertikan colors,” Xan answered. “And every one of them had the crowned empress figurehead.”

 “This is still all circumstantial,” Bellona said. “Anyone could have flown Mertikan flags to frame my people for this.”

The expected counter. Kris had an answer, but they didn’t even have to respond.

Adechike asked, “How many Mertikan flags have you seen on ships in your days, Sailor Xan?” Adechike asked.

“Dozens. Maybe hundreds. Mostly in port, but sometimes passing in the distance. Nothing like that purple in all the sky, I tell you what.”

“It is very distinctive, I agree. Warder Avitus, can you remind us of why the Mertikan colors are so distinct?”

Kris knew, and so did most of the others in all likelihood. But forcing her to say it and to get it on the record was essential. Bellona’s cheeks grew more red by the moment.

“Everyone knows that,” she snapped. “The berries used to make the dye grow only in the highlands of Mertika. But that’s no secret. Anyone could procure the berries.”

Kris jumped in to keep control of the line of questioning. “What price do those berries fetch on the open market? Adechike, I imagine you’d know, given Quloo’s reputation for trade.”

Adechike shrugged at the simple question. “One hundred talons a bushel. Ten times the price of any other berry its size. Maybe ten bushels go on the market in any given year, and every one of them is tracked by Mertikan trade authority and verified here. Your embassy holds those records, Bellona. You’d know better than any of us. . . .”

Kris picked up where Adechike left off, speaking to the room. “And if you’re saying that there are truly three or more non-Mertikan ships flying your colors and fitted with the intricately carved crowned empress prow, and that they have not been caught and brought to justice for falsifying your colors, how can any of us ever trust those colors again? A Mertikan warship flying over Rumika claiming to protect us from Quloo might be a raider looking to pillage our countryside! I’m very worried about the implications of this claim you’re making,” Kris said, trying to sound as sincere as they could manage.

The nods from Cassia and Takeshi told Kris they’d made their point even as Bellona made a sound not unlike a teapot about to boil over.

Cassia spoke up, ignoring Bellona’s fuming. “I am also very concerned about Sailor Xan’s description of the bladecraft effect being used. It doesn’t match any techniques I’m familiar with.”

“Nor I,” Kris said. “Takeshi, you’ve spend a lot of time studying the history of bladecraft, so maybe you’d know better. The only things I’ve heard of that come close to this description are the accounts of massed bladecraft used two hundred years ago in the war between Quloo and Zenatai. Would you agree?”

“We’re working with limited information, so I can’t be certain, but it’s the most likely case.”

Kris prepared their finishing move. “So in one testimony, sanctified by a Circle of Banished Lies, we hear that the Rumikan–Quloo trade fleet was either attacked by Mertikans or by pirates with stolen Mertikan colors and Mertikan figurehead prows, and that those attackers, Mertikan or pirate, likely used massed bladecraft and were able to destroy six ships nearly all at once.”

Kris continued, “I don’t know about you all, but I’m frankly terrified. It’s not just about what happened to Rumika. Not just the fact that the war between my people and Quloo’s happened for no good reason, but the idea that some fleet out there may be resurrecting the practice of massed bladecraft? All while the nations are pulling apart and sending their senior bladecrafters to the war front.

“Not only do we need to see justice done for the true attackers against the trade fleet, we need to keep our nations from repeating the errors of our ancestors.”

The room was silent for a moment. Kris felt hollowed out. They’d prepared and rehearsed, tried to anticipate every possible counterargument. And the speech they’d given was maybe their best ever.

The testimony was given, doubts about the flags dimmed if not totally banished. Bellona could dispute the connection between Mertikan flags and a ship being under Mertikan command, but for there to be a half dozen ships, all with forged or stolen colors, was as much a stain on Mertika’s reputation as it was an alibi.

With no one speaking up, Kris went on. “My fellow warders, we have the chance to end the war before more lives are lost. Warders are known as duelists, but if we succeed here, we could become famous not as warriors but as peacemakers. Then we can go back to squabbling about trade agreements and hunting rights.”

“Of course you know we’ll have to corroborate these claims with our own investigations,” Cassia said.

“Of course. I just ask that you do that. If my interpretation of Sailor Xan’s account is accurate, what does that mean for the war, for our nations’ paths forward?”

“It’s all nonsense,” Bellona said, incapable of letting this go without taking one more shot. “Nonsense conjured up because Rumika is unwilling to fully accept the wisdom of fighting the war under Mertikan leadership.”

That’s it, Kris thought. “And arguing about it is a fabulous way to endear yourself to your ally.”

In a world where the Mertikans weren’t responsible for the convoy’s destruction, they’d have to put more effort into working alongside Bellona and Mertika to wage the war. But the idea of relying on the rapacious empire set Kris’s hair on end. When Mertika had taken Kakute, they’d claimed that they were on a “peacekeeping mission” and responding to factions within the nation that cried out to become part of the empire.

What was happening now was more than enough of an excuse to wrap the tendrils of the empire around Rumika and begin to squeeze.

Their business done, Kris yielded the floor and Yochno closed the meeting.

Kris had planted the seed. Whether it would bloom into action was up to their colleagues.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


 

Chapter 6

Adechike

 

Quloo’s private meeting chambers in the tower still felt like Ojo’s space. Adechike supposed that he’d have to put his own touch on the room, transfer some of the furniture and art from the embassy, if not for his comfort than to make the proper show of confidence and authority.

He knew that Ojo should still be the warder, even if no one else did. But for Quloo’s sake, Adechike knew he had to hold on to the position for as long as he could. Appease the High Skies where necessary and blunt their aggression whenever possible.

But that’s what Ojo tried to do, said a doubting voice in his mind.

And without the assassination attempt, he would have continued to do so. As long as Adechike walked the tightrope flawlessly, he would not fall.

There was a knock at the door.

“Enter,” he said. Cassia stepped into the office, carrying her copy of the evidence.

“We should talk about this,” she said.

“Of course. Shall we take tea?”

She nodded. Adechike rang the bell to call for their steward. “Greetings, Warder Petros,” the steward said as he stepped into the room.

“Hello.”

“Can you prepare a pot of the amber brush?” Adechike asked. “And whatever scones are still around.”

“I’m not hungry,” Cassia said.

“I am, unfortunately. Bad habit. I’ll need a long training session once we’re done with these papers. I’ve been doing too much sitting and pacing and worrying and not enough sparring.”

The steward nodded and disappeared to work magic with the ambassadorial staff.

Then they set to talking.

“If this bears out, Mertika will have to face consequences. But extracting concessions from them while we’re at war and they’re ostensibly allies of Rumika? This will be very messy. And the idea of massed bladecraft returning has me very worried.”

“If it were one problem or the other, it would make sense,” Cassia said. “Everything is pulling at cross-purposes. The Trine will demand utter clarity before they give their decision. I’ll make sure Penelope sees all of this. Maybe she can provide some guidance, especially on the bladecraft effect.” She paused. “How is Ojo?”

Adechike paused a moment, trying to decide how to answer. She was his ally, his peer. Keeping news from her would cut away at the already-tenuous trust between them.

The truth, then. “Did you hear?”

Cassia nodded. Even as allies, they had eyes on each other.

“He left to attend to some personal matters,” Adechike said.

Cassia raised an eyebrow. “If I were him, I’d be getting drunk right now.”

The diplomatic answer was easily at hand, but there wasn’t much reason to dissemble with Cassia. “I think that’s exactly what he’s doing. Which is a terrible idea, given his condition and the medications. But Shun will look after him.”

Cassia nodded knowingly. “What about Quloo? What will your leadership say about all of this?”

Adechike shrugged, but left off his usual smile. “Anything that can weaken Mertika is useful for the war effort. But some things, once begun, cannot easily be halted.”

“Vania’s support is not one of those things. If this information proves accurate, then Quloo’s excuse for war disappears like a broken sigil.”

“I know. What I can say is that Ojo’s dismissal was not because of his injury. There’s only so much I can do without upsetting the guildmasters.”

Cassia nodded. “Of course. The Trine has the courtesy to be open and vocal about their infighting, and gives us leave to do the same. But they’re not breathing down my back the way the guildmasters were Ojo’s.”

The tea arrived, and they set back to work, discussing the evidence and the account of the bladecraft, arguing possibilities, relative levels of confidence in each possibility, and so on.

Sometimes being a warder was about daring duels and expert swordplay. Sometimes it was veiled statements and secret meetings.

And sometimes it was detective work.

 


 

Chapter 7

Ojo

 

Ojo didn’t have to be the warder for Shun to give him a private room to drown his sorrows.

Two empty bottles stood to his side on the table, the last cup of amber liquor wafting its smoky fragrance to his nose.

To the other side was a small mound of crumpled-up parchment, cast-off drafts of the letter he tried to write even as his hand shook. The coals of the table’s inset barbecue still burned, fed where they should have been left to die.

My dearest Penelope . . .

Too familiar.

Dear Battlemistress Kyrkos . . .

Too formal.

He wanted little more than for her to be there, to be able to speak his mind in person. Not as warders, not as whatever they’d become when she left. As a man and a woman.

It was never supposed to get this complicated. Not with Rumika, not with Penelope. He’d cultivated a life where things made sense, and almost before he could realize, everything started slipping through his fingers.

He looked to his bandaged right arm.

You’ll probably never be able to lift a blade with your right hand again, the doctor had said.

His mind raced through a lifetime of memories: duels won and lost, endless letters penned with a practiced hand, countless hours training to perfect the two-blade style, Warder Ache’s voice guiding him through forms, tossing his niece high into the air with both hands.

He set down the quill and finished the cup.

“More!” he called, louder than he’d meant to.

Ojo pulled out a fresh piece of parchment and thought for a full minute before beginning. The liquor clouded his thoughts but failed to eliminate the pain in his arm.

This time he made it past the address, past the pleasantries, and into a several-paragraph rambling confession of his feelings, his shame over losing his post. He found himself pleading for her to return and bring stability to the Warders’ Circle.

He wiped the tears from his eyes, blinked, tried to clear his focus, and looked again. Nothing would hold still, nothing made sense, everything was ash and leather in his mouth and his heart.

If Penelope would just come back . . .

What? he asked himself. Can she force the guildmasters to return your seat? No. Can she end the war herself? No, he thought.

But then sorrow hit him once more like a gale.

“Another bottle!”

He stared at the letter, but before the next bottle arrived, Ojo folded the letter and dropped it into the still-smoldering fire.

Penelope was not a storybook hero to return and vanquish the evildoers. She, like he, was just a complicated person pulled in a hundred directions.        

She survived. He, however, had failed.

The next bottle arrived, and Ojo used the magic of self-loathing to crawl inside it and weep.


•••



Hours later the door to the private room opened again, but it wasn’t his server with another tray for cooking.

It was Kris.

“I’m sorry for imposing. But I have something to say, and I hope you’ll want to hear it.”

Ojo took a long sip from his cup. He’d gone past intoxicated into thoroughly drunk.

“I don’t want to hear it,” he slurred. “Will it give me back my honor, my status, or my arm?”

“I forgive you. I forgive Quloo. We were both tricked by Mertika. They orchestrated the attack. Adechike has the evidence. They must have seen an opportunity to sow dissent, to make a move while appearing righteous. They made a smoke screen and profited from it. I want to end the war. Come back; we can make it happen.”

Kris took a long, burdened breath. Ojo saw the hurt and regret in the youth’s eyes. They said, “I’m sorry about what I said, the things I did. But we can fix this.”

Ojo’s ears were working perfectly well. Kris spoke in the same trade language they’d used to speak to each other since the day Kris arrived on Twaa-Fei.

But Ojo did not hear Kris. The words were lost in a labyrinth of sorrow and self-loathing and inebriation.

The fallen warder simply looked down at their cup and drank.

When he looked up sometime later, Kris was gone.


•••



A half hour after that, Kris’s words finally made their way through the labyrinth. The seed of meaning took root, and understanding bloomed.

In the distance, past the whirling storm that had swallowed his life, he saw the barest glint of hope.

And he would not find it here, wallowing.

A moment later the server arrived with another plate of meat.         

“Thank you,” Ojo said. “Water, please. And bread.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


 

Chapter 8

Adechike

 

The communion pool flashed, but Adechike was still reading. He pulled out one of the earlier documents and cross-referenced the dates and the names.

The guildmasters might not change their minds, but he would ensure that they had all the information correct. They might divert some energy to propaganda campaigns against Mertika. In that way, at least, Quloo and Rumika would be collaborating, not fighting.

Assuming that the Elders didn’t override Kris the way the Guilds had Ojo.

The flash came again. Adechike took a long breath, arranged the documents so that he could walk through them easily, and then he grabbed his sword.

“Greetings, Guildmasters,” he said as the image resolved. This time, Guildmaster Izebry was absent. Which probably meant that something important was happening with the fleet. Yet more reason to get the truth out, to plead for peace.

Guildmaster Nenge said, “Greetings, Warder. I trust you are prepared to receive orders?” A veiled threat that meant: Are you ready to follow orders?

“Yes, Guildmasters. But first, I must apologize, because there is information you will want to hear, and it may impact these orders, so I would request that we discuss it first.”

Guildmaster Nenge crossed her arms, narrowed her eyes. “What is it?

He told them. The short version, but he repeated Xan’s account word for word, as well as citing the supporting evidence, the comments from the other warders. He needed them to see that this was more than one friend vouching for another even though their nations were at war.

Which was, on its face, a very strange thing. Not something Adechike thought he would ever have to worry about.

“And you received this information from the Rumikan?” Nenge asked.

“The sailor Xan relayed this account from within a Circle of Banished Lies.”

Nenge shook her head. “None of this solves Quloo’s aerstone problem, young warder. So why should it change our course of action?”

Instead of throwing the truth in their faces or pleading with them, Adechike told them what they wanted to hear. Framed everything in terms of advantage.

“It gives us a new way to attack Mertika. One that does not require that we commit more soldiers, but instead lets our scribes and spies strike at our enemy. The more this information gets out, the more pressure we can exert. The more likely it is that Tsukisen will speak out against the empire. The more that revolutionary forces in Mertikan colonies will be able to recruit dissatisfied subjects. This report can turn public sentiment against Mertika. And if we can force them to withdraw and fight their internal squabbles, we will be able to do what we must to save Quloo.”

Guildmaster Amewezie nodded. “Well said, Warder. Send everything to us, and my people will put it to work.” Amewezie was the master of the Scribe’s Guild. Which in Quloo, included spies and propagandists. War was Quloo’s business now, with every one of its industries turned to the nation’s survival.

“Now, here are your orders,” Guildmaster Amewezie said.

He was to cut off all private contact with Kris and anyone from Rumika. He could only speak to them in Circle meetings or in front of the guildmasters. He was to clear all voting intentions with the guildmasters.

“Of course,” he said to the order. “But I do note that doing so may undermine the perception of my usefulness as a warder to the other nations, so I will endeavor to conceal this policy with other matters to ensure that we are not perceived to be weak. If I’m seen as a pawn, I will not be able to be as much use to Quloo.”

“Wisely spoken,” Amewezie said. But the order remains. We trust your cunning.”

Guildmaster Edokwe added, “And we will be sending new staff to support you so that you may have a fresh start and clean break from your predecessor. This will of course include a new junior warder to support you.”

Adechike’s mind filled in the unspoken addendum: and to replace you if need be.

He would wear the blindfold they handed him. He would walk the tightrope. And he would make it to the other side.

Because if he failed, the puppet they’d send to replace him would only make things worse.  

But first he needed to speak to Ojo.

 

 


 

Chapter 9

Ojo

 

Flatbreads were a gift from the gods.

Several jugs of water and a large meal later, Ojo had his wits back. The pain medication still pushed at the edges, slowing his mind. But slow and precise was worse than slow and sloppy.

And it was far easier to stay sharp with company. Especially Shun. Today they wore their hair down, braided, with wire-wrapped gemstones woven throughout, playing off their purple eye shadow and dyed goatee.

Between them, a pot steeped for their next cups of tea. A half dozen plates of sweets and finger food were spread across the table. Ojo could barely think about eating more, but Shun’s presence was like a safety net. So many of his best memories of Twaa-Fei were memories of speaking over meals shared and mugs of tea poured for friends here at the Autumn Leaf.

“Things were already very bad, but when the leadership won’t listen to its warders? Quloo is sinking, six of the seven major nations are at war, and the guildmasters are using abominations to steal entire islands. What can I do? A broken man with one good arm, cut off from his people.”

“There is a great deal you can do, Ojo. Especially now. Even while you’ve served Quloo, you’ve done well to be a force for balance; you’ve respected the traditions of Twaa-Fei and its people. If you go home, they’ll take you off the board entirely. You were a warder to one nation, but if you want, now you can fight on behalf of all peoples. Even those without a nation.”

Ojo stopped and looked at Shun. To many, they were a background figure, even as bold and changing as they presented themself with clothes, makeup, jewelry, and their body language. Even Ojo at times had thought of Shun as a functionary, almost an analogue to Yochno. The person that facilitates, a helper in other people’s agendas.

The same way he’d treated the people of Twaa-Fei when he’d first arrived. The same way the Mertikans treated everyone not their status superior.

The point of the Circle was to work as equals. Even when opposed. To build together, make a common space. The Circle should make room to imagine more, to see the nuance. To create possibility.

Steam rose from the pot, the tea ready to be poured. “Let’s say I wanted to do this,” Ojo said. “What would it look like? I have no power. My resources are Quloo’s resources.”

Shun poured the first round of tea, an old Zenatan tradition. This pot’s worth would be taken outside and poured out on the street, another old Zenatan tradition honoring the past and serving as a reminder that the best things took time and repetition.

Functionally, it meant that they avoided the bitter taste of the strong black tea, but the tradition was touching. “You have connections up and down the islands. Do you think that the guildmasters of the High Skies will let Adechike keep your staff? That they won’t be cut off with the same blade that traced the sigil of your dismissal? Anyone cast out can find a home here. I’ve been doing what I can to keep things stable on Twaa-Fei, especially since the start of the war. And I am far from alone. I have friends here and beyond, and we are in agreement that this war must end before it consumes us all. If you would join us, then gather your staff. Bring them here in ones and twos. We’ll get them integrated into our network. I’ll get you set up with housing wherever you like, though I cannot recommend the ambassadorial level.”

“Of course. If I continue to move in those circles, the High Skies will hear of it. And I do not want to interfere with Adechike. He has enough weight on his shoulders.”

“Of course. And you’ll be able to help him. And Kris, and the others,” Shun said.

“So what do we do first?” Ojo asked.

“First, we drink this cup of tea, and we talk about whatever else you want to talk about. Then, when you’re healed, body and soul, we will get to work.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


 

Chapter 10

Kris

 

Kris sat in the private chambers of the Warders’ Circle, head in hands. Before them, the Rumikan ceremonial sword lay on the table alone. The other six spaces and seats were empty, leaving Kris as alone as they’d ever been. Without real allies, real leverage, or anything resembling hope.

They’d laid out the evidence, and hours later there were no responses to their request to reconvene and discuss.

It seemed that even the ream of evidence Michiko had gathered was not enough when each nation had its own reasons to dismiss it. They could demand sanctions, but what good would sanctioning their ostensible ally do if Quloo brushed off the evidence? The only way things would change was if Adechike were able to convince the High Skies faction to turn on Mertika while leaving Rumika be.

Footsteps approached and Kris sat up, wiping away the tears of despair.

Adechike. Kris stood to greet their friend and now-peer. “What did the guildmasters say?”

The lack of warmth in his eyes told Kris what they needed to know. “They won’t call off their ships.” Adechike approached and stood by his seat on the Circle. “I’m sorry. But they did tell me this. If Rumika shares the method of aerstone refinement, perhaps they would call off the ships, return home to use this knowledge to save our people.”

“The method is the only card we have to play. If I give it to you, especially if the information passes through Twaa-Fei, we have nothing left. Quloo’s forces could take more islands and use the method, turn Rumika’s islands into a battlefield, our rich lands stained and sullied by the blood spilled between Quloo and the empire. If Quloo were to withdraw, join my effort to censure Mertika, seek reparations for the trade fleet, then we could work up an armistice—”

“I do not know these High Skies guildmasters well, not nearly as well as Ojo knows Guildmaster Chigozie. But I know that they will not pull the ships back for anything less than the method.”

“So nothing changes?” Kris asked.

“No. This evidence changes the winds against Mertika. We can beat them back, take the method if you’re not able to give it, and then we’ll have what we need from Rumika. My people are looking for a way to survive. Not to conquer.”

“Is there anything I can do to help you convince the guildmasters?” Kris asked. It was a reach, but worth asking. If they were to be friends even as their countries were enemies, then it could not hurt.

“Get the others to believe. Especially Vania. And, of course, if you could get concessions from Rumika, even an official admission of guilt, that could change the conversation.”

“I can’t convince them if they won’t come to meetings. With Tsukisen’s seat absent, we need Cassia and at least one of the imperial warders to do anything.”

“My duty is here. I will not go without a fight.” Takeshi stood tall in the doorway, hand on his sword, hair back and up, not down and mussed. As he walked, the slump began to return, but he still looked more the warder than he had when Kris had arrived. “Without the Circle, this war could make mist-fiend chum of all of us. I came here to serve Ikaro. I will not abandon that duty.”

“Nor I,” Cassia added, filling the doorway. “The war goes on, but we can do good here.”

Takeshi and Cassia took their spots, and the four assembled warders sat. Four seats. Four blades. They had a quorum, even if three seats lay empty. It would be enough.

“I suppose that’s everyone,” Kris said.

“Hardly,” Bellona said, striding into the room. “Mertika helped found this Circle, and Mertika’s voice will not be absent while business is being done.”

Kris wanted to throw her obstructionism back in her face. To lash out, to challenge, to have her censured from speaking until Mertika addressed the charges they’d laid out. But it was easier to trap an opponent once they’d committed to their strike.

Instead, Kris put on a diplomatic smile, trying to remember lessons learned from Alyx, but also Ojo, who had shown Kris that politeness and propriety could be weapons as impressive as swords or bladecraft. “Thank you for joining us, Warder Avitus.

“Warders, shall we begin?”

 

 


 

Chapter 11

Michiko

 

The trade ship The Emerald Knife cut through the sky, chasing the setting sun. Carrying a light load and guided by a skilled bladecrafter navigator, the ship was making excellent time. They were on track to arrive in Kakute late the following night.

Michiko stood at the stern, wind whipping her unbraided hair around like the sails. She was no longer a warder, no longer a servant, and no longer did she need to wear her hair as a good Mertikan should. Her great-aunt had worn her hair loose or in simple braids, in the style of their ancestors.

The Emerald Knife was a Kakute merchant sloop. Captain Yamada no Ishi was an old friend of the Silver Sparrow’s captain and a fellow supporter of the late Golden Lord.

The killing of the Golden Lord was a defeat for the rebellion, but it had also turned him into a martyr. And when Michiko revealed herself as his heir, she would rally the people, give them a new figure to invest in, a way to see the traditions of Kakute upheld. She would become a symbol again, but this time she would be a symbol of resistance, a symbol of tradition, and a symbol of individuality, rather than a symbol of compliance, of servitude, of cultural annihilation.

The empire had made her a puppet. A yes-woman. Lavinia had bullied and battered her for months. Michiko had smiled and nodded along to Bellona’s subtle derision and outright harassment. She’d taken it and turned inward. Time after time.

But all of that was done now. She’d served alongside them, learned how they played the game of diplomacy, the sigils they kept back for the most pivotal of duels.

And now she would turn all of that against them.

Michiko had set off on her journey to Twaa-Fei alone but arrived with a new friend. She’d left that friend in Twaa-Fei as she returned, but she hoped not to arrive alone. If she was able to do what she’d planned, she’d be the opposite of alone. Crammed into safe houses, sleeping in barns alongside fellow revolutionaries, moving under the cover of night and taking meetings by candlelight with farmers and washerwomen in hushed tones.

A revolution was, by necessity, a collaboration. But instead of niceties and negotiations, her tools here would be secrecy, logistics, propaganda.

Perhaps it was not so different, after all.

She drew her sword, watched the fading lights play across the polished blade in reds and pinks and oranges, like steel aflame.

The Golden Lord’s escape had lit a spark in Kakute, and now Michiko returned home to become the flame that would ignite the revolution.

Kakute will be free once more, she thought. Even if I have to cut Mertika from the sky.
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Episode 1: Arrivals


    by Ellen Kushner 
    

    In the highest room of their splendid family townhouse on the highest part of the Hill, Diane, Duchess Tremontaine, sat in a window seat and surveyed her city.


    Below the sweeping lawns of Tremontaine House the river roiled under the dull grey skies of a windy, rainy day. Across the river, prosperous houses sent up trails of smoke from their many chimneys. But beyond them, in the older part of the city, only some of the ancient buildings of the University bore these flags of prosperity. Many students went cold for their learning. But for a clever man not born to land or riches, what else was there?


    Diane smiled. Her husband the duke loved the University. He believed in clever men, and he had some pretensions to learning, as his extensive library testified. He served on the University’s Board of Governors, and was happier there than in the halls of the Council of Lords. She didn’t object. It gave him something to occupy his mind, while she occupied hers with weightier matters.


    She clutched the sheaf of papers in her hand and craned her slender neck, looking down the river past the Council buildings to the docks, where every day she hoped for her salvation.


    The docks were impossible to see from the Hill, of course. The river bent through the city like a bow, crossed by bridges connecting the older side of the city to the new. And the Everfair was lost; the papers told her that, leaving no room for hope any more. But there was a Kinwiinik Trader ship due in soon. There always was, this time of year, daring the first of the spring storms, bringing things exotic and delightful to the city’s inhabitants: bright feathers, exotic spices, colorful cloth . . . and chocolate. These things were always welcome. But this time, the duchess had a particularly urgent use for them.


    There were footsteps on the stairs. She shoved the papers under the generous folds of her skirts.


    “Diane?”


    Her husband knew she loved it up here. The servants had instructions not to trouble her when she was in her retreat—her “bower,” William romantically called it; or, sometimes, her “gentle falcon’s nest.” But he could visit when he liked.


    The little door opened. She did not turn her head. Let him find her lost in thought, gazing dreamily out the window.


    William Alexander Tielman, Duke Tremontaine, bent his long body to her. When his lips touched her neck, she arched it and smiled lazily, leaned into the warmth of his chest, then turned her lips up to his.


    “I thought I’d find you here,” he said. For a moment, they looked out over the city together. William rubbed her satin-clad arm. “It’s gotten cold,” he said gently. “Your fire is low, and you haven’t even noticed.”


    “No,” the duchess said; “I hadn’t. What a good thing you came.” She snuggled into his coat again. “So why are you here? Surely you can’t be missing me already!” They had spent the better part of the morning sporting in bed for so long that their morning chocolate had grown cold, and they had to ring for new.


    “Why should I not?” he said gallantly. “But I wouldn’t disturb you for that. I just wanted you to look over my speech for tomorrow’s Council. My man Tolliver’s drafted it according to your notes, and I’ve tweaked it here and there  . . . but I’m not quite certain yet. Will you . . . ?”


    “With pleasure.” She sat up briskly, folding her hands on her lap. “Read it to me, why don’t you?”


    But he made no move to produce notes from his pockets. “And there’s something else,” he said.


    “Really?” She had to struggle to make it sound like a question. She’d known he wanted something else from the moment he’d entered.


    “It’s Honora.” The duchess waited, expressing just the right mix of politeness and disinterest. “She’s had another child.”


    “Already? It must be the country air.”


    On the subject of their married daughter, the duchess was intractable. But the duke pressed on: “It’s a boy, this time. They’ve named him David—for the old duke, of course, the King Killer. The family hero.” He risked a smile, inviting her to join him. “He’s David Alexander Tielman.”


    “. . . Campion,” the duchess finished sharply. “Don’t forget the Campion.”


    Duke William sighed. “You haven’t forgiven her, have you.”


    The duchess bit her lip, and turned to look out the window. “No,” she said, “I haven’t.”


    “But Diane . . .” He stroked her shoulder. “Honora does seem happy in her new life. If you could find your way to—”


    “I am very glad that she is happy, William. Truly.” She did not try very hard to keep the rancor out of her voice. “In time, I am sure I will get over what she did to us.”


    “I’m sure you will,” he said softly. His charm was in seeing the best in her, even when it wasn’t there.


    “Oh, William!” She threw her arms around him, allowing herself the luxury of tears. “I had such hopes! The years I spent, preparing to bring her out to make a good—a fine, an excellent—marriage! The alliances, the parties, the dresses we could ill afford—”


    He stroked her carefully arranged curls, and she let him.


    “And then, to fling it all in my face! To ruin every plan I had for repairing our fortunes! To run off with that ridiculous country nobleman, not even halfway through her first season!”


    “Raymond Campion seems a decent man. His estates, though small, are in order.”


    “I’m sure they are, my dear. As far as they go.” She lifted her head, wiped her nose, and patted her hair back into place. “It could have been worse, I suppose; she could be begging us to support her and some impecunious nobody.” She looked at her husband with sudden suspicion. “She hasn’t been asking you for money, has she?”


    “What? Oh, no, no. Not money.”


    “What, then?” the duchess asked, more sharply than she had intended.


    He sat by her side and took her hand. “Don’t you think . . . a little visit . . . just to see the children . . .”


    She did not pull away, but every part of her stiffened. “No. Absolutely not. Honora made her choice, and she must stand by it. She knew her marriage was critical to the future of Tremontaine.”


    “But surely—”


    “She did not consider us; why should we consider her? I’ve no wish to see her, or to see what Raymond Campion begot on her.”


    That was not entirely true. If he lived, this baby boy would most likely be Duke William’s heir, given Diane’s and her husband’s unsuccessful attempts to produce a male themselves. But Honora’s and that Campion fellow’s boy was bound to be a disaster. She might have to take him in hand someday.


    Diane stroked her husband’s brocade sleeve. “I’m sorry, William. Of course they must be acknowledged. People have had a glorious time gossiping about the runaway Tremontaine daughter; it wouldn’t do to have them talking about the babies, now, poor mites. Go ahead and send them something; silver, perhaps, with our swan on it. Something from the cabinets; we can’t afford new, and anyway, it will seem more important if it’s family silver, crested.”


    “Goblets?” He smiled. “Or rattles?”


    “Whatever you like,” she said warmly. “I trust to your selection.”


    Her husband squeezed her arm. “We’ll come through, my love. It wasn’t all on our daughter’s shoulders.” The duchess wisely held her tongue. He did not know about the wreck of the Everfair. Nor did he know what she had mortgaged to fund that expedition.


    “Tremontaine’s been leaking cash for years,” the duke went on blithely. “But no tradesman in this city will refuse credit to us, or to any other noble for that matter. Why, some of our friends—”


    The duchess shuddered. “You know how I feel about credit, William. I do not like to owe anyone anything. And it does not become the House.”


    “Another loan, then . . . ?”


    “And I know how you feel about loans!” She put her fine hand over his big one, gave it a squeeze. “When we put the Catullan vineyards up for security against that loan for the improvements at Highcombe, you didn’t sleep a wink until they were completed, repaid, and the vineyards out of danger.”


    He looked down at both their hands. “Not a bit!” he said softly. “I knew we’d made the right decision. Couldn’t let my father’s house go to ruin. I spent some happy years there . . .” He smiled at something she couldn’t see. “And then we got that phenomenal Catullan harvest, as you predicted—and what a laugh, to pay them back with profits from the very vineyards they were hoping to get their paws on if we failed!” He grinned at her, a boy’s grin. “I’m only sorry I couldn’t share the joke with everyone I know.”


    The duchess squeezed his hand harder. “But you know you mustn’t, don’t you? Not ever. For anyone to know we were taking out loans, much less putting up Tremontaine land for them . . .” He nodded. But she pressed on. “We can enjoy the joke together, the two of us, my darling—but that’s as far as it goes.”


    He lifted her hand and kissed it. “You keep a most careful house.”


    “Because I must, William!” The duchess smiled ruefully. “The cook and the staff all hate me, because I make them do so very much with so very little. To their credit, they always come through. But the ball for Honora’s presentation was a triumph of ingenuity over penury. And how I’m going to manage our Tremontaine Ball this year, I do not know. I’ve got the musicians all hired at reasonable rates, but there’s the invitations all to be handwritten and . . .”


    “Why not have them printed? There are some fine engravers.”


    “William.” She looked at him with her clear grey eyes, a tiny frown between them. “Tremontaine does not print invitations. To anything.”


    Her husband smiled. “Sometimes I think that you are more Tremontaine than I am.”


    His duchess chuckled. “You were born to it. You didn’t care.”


    “I cared. But my father was such a dreamer. He wasn’t at all practical. I think he spent his time longing for the old kings, and the lost glories of Tremontaine.”


    His hand wandered up from her shoulder to stroke the exposed white stem of her neck. “But that was in my favor, in the end. If the old duke hadn’t been so set on the family’s glorious past, he would never have insisted that I marry the only remaining daughter of a dying branch: a very young girl, with very little fortune beyond her wit”—he kissed her ear—“her grace”—kissed her brow—“and her beauty.”


    Duke William tweaked one curl of his wife’s perfectly coiffed head, careful not to disarrange anything. “I’m sure my mother objected to that match every bit as much as you do to Honora’s. So you see? It’s a fine old family tradition.”


    “Thank you, William.” His duchess rested her head against his brocade-clad chest, despite what it did to her curls. “I am sure I do not deserve you.”


    Her husband kissed her nose. “And I am sure you deserve far more.”


    “Now,” the duchess said briskly, “let us go downstairs. I shall get my maid to tidy me up, while you read me your lovely speech.”


    It was not difficult to slip the papers in her petticoat pocket, nor—when she got to her rooms—to close them in a cabinet drawer before her maid could find them.


    • • •


    Ixkaab Balam, first daughter of a first daughter of the House of Balam of the Traders of the Kinwiinik, stood on the dock enjoying the feel of the land still moving under her like a ship on the waves. She knew it was an illusion. A Trader and a daughter of Traders, she was used to ships. She could sail one herself, if she had to; she and her cousins had grown up coaxing the nimble river ships around the Ulua’s turgid bends to their family’s home in the mountains when the elders were occupied at sea, or at war.


    She’d been at sea before, herself, though never for as long or as far as these ninety days past on the merchant ship Wasp, leaving the warm waters of Binkiinha behind for the cold north. She knew the sensation of rolling ground would pass, and figured she might as well take pleasure in the contradiction while it lasted. Ixkaab hated to be bored.


    She had tried not to be bored on the ship. She’d badly needed to be distracted on this voyage, while making sure that her particular skills did not rust. But there was very little of interest to glean on the Wasp about twenty-one gut-led Kinwiinik sailors, two Tullan outlaw runaways, a crippled old Xanamwiinik sailmaker, and a deaf-mute cook, on a cargo ship full of feathers and parrots, spices and maize flour, and a king’s daughter’s ransom in processed cacao beans—along with five Traders, each of whom she was somehow related to. Besides the obvious facts that Uncle Koxol’s sister’s son’s wife was pregnant, Mother’s Cousin Mukuy was already dyeing his hair, Father’s Cousin Chokan was sneaking twice his ration of tamales from the galley, and the captain wrote poetry to the cabin boy, what was there to learn?


    And so Kaab had wisely applied herself to studying everything she could about these North Sea people, these Xanamwiinik, amongst whom she was bound to dwell for a while, at least until her part in the disastrous affair of the Tullan Empire mission had blown over.


    It was a dismal prospect. This grey and smoky little backwater with its piddling river was hardly the broad, sunswept avenues of the Tullan capital, or even the flower-laced lanes of her sweet Binkiinha. Ixkaab set her jaw. All-knowing Chaacmul knew she’d seen uglier places—though not, so far, colder ones. As the Wasp had drawn nearer this side of the world, she had finally understood why everyone insisted she bring all her quilted clothing. “A damp cold,” Aunt Saabim used to write her mother, and now Kaab knew what she meant. Of course, there would be Local clothing to put on, better suited to the climate—she eyed the ship’s agent’s heavy wool jacket, which he wore unbuttoned in defiance of the chill. It looked scratchy. What kind of animal made wool like that? Would she be forced to wear it? Why hadn’t her people tried importing decent fabric to this place—something with some color in it . . . Spoken like a Trader, little bee, her mother’s voice said in her head. Now, think like an agent.


    An agent whose wrists are bound by one mistake, Kaab argued with her mother in her head. What else is there to find out here? Two generations of Kinwiinik Traders had surely learned everything there was to know.


    She feared that there was nothing for her to do here.


    “. . . And that, milady, up there on the right, is our Hall of Justice.”


    She carried the map of this new city already in her head. But she let the kindly ship’s agent explain it all to her anyway: “It was built in the days of the old kings, but is now the seat of our noble Council of Lords.”


    It was hard to understand his accent. Had he really said all the kings were old? She shook her head. Of course not. These people had no kings. He meant “old” as in “previously had been there but now were not.”


    Ixkaab badly needed to immerse herself in the daily speech of Xanaamdaam. She had tried on the voyage, but her relatives spoke only basic merchant Xanam, preferring to remain amongst their own kind in the strange city that so loved cacao. Her many shipboard conversations with the toothless old Xanamwiinik sailmaker had given her seven fistfuls of curse words, a profound knowledge of what a Riverside prostitute would and would not do for money, and many ways to defend herself with a canvas sail needle (including where to slip it in to kill and leave no trace, which Kaab was too polite to say she knew already). She had also spent hours in her cabin reacquainting herself with their clever system of alphabet letters to make words; and she and Cousin Chokan had practiced some dance steps that the sailmaker swore were just what decent Xanamwiinik ladies did in public—even though this involved holding hands with men who were not their relatives.


    It would come to her, she was sure. She just needed to talk with more locals. Kaab was good at languages. As a child she had learned this one from a family servant who’d worked for Aunt Saabim here. Her mother had wanted her daughter’s tongue to be as swift as one of the little chameleons that flitted across the sunny courtyard—her mother, who, Ixkaab realized now, had also been one of the great movers of the chocolate trade across the North Sea passage to this land. But her mother was gone to the houses beneath the earth. Instead, it was Ixmoe’s younger sister Ixsaabim who dwelt here with her new husband, keeping the Balam family at the forefront of the Northern chocolate trade. And here Kaab would stay, in the Balam family compound, until her father called her home.


    “The old kings were terribly corrupt,” the agent was saying.


    “So now you are ruled by the Lords of Council.”


    “The Council of Lords!” The agent laughed with the patronizing amusement of one not used to hearing his language imperfectly understood. What a hick! “But here I keep you chatting, when I’m sure you are tired and would like to go home to your family.”


    “I am not in the least tired,” Kaab said. “Pray, continue your most delicious explaining.”


    Because, in fact, Ixkaab Balam was not at all eager to arrive at Aunt Saabim and Uncle Chuleb’s before they had had time to read her father’s hastily written letter, the letter that had accompanied her on the Wasp, the letter explaining just what she was doing there, and why she had had to leave home in such a hurry.


    • • •


    “Your hair was perfect already,” the Duke Tremontaine said, standing awkwardly against the passementerie on his lady’s boudoir wall. It was one of the things she loved about him; the way he always seemed to feel out of place, no matter where he stood, everywhere except in his leather-filled library. When Diane had traveled here almost twenty years ago, a callow girl about to be married to the young heir to Tremontaine, she had been so afraid that he would turn out to be cold, or arrogant, or even dull. Duke William was none of those things. “I don’t know why you must spend so much time on it.”


    The duchess’s maid knew better than to smile. It was her lady’s place to contradict her husband, when she chose.


    Lucinda had had cosier employers: rich, titled ladies who wanted sympathy, gossip, or even mothering from the woman who tended to their looks, their clothes, and their personal comfort. But the lady’s maid preferred to work in silence, paying perfect attention to each curl, each ribbon, each fall of lace; to the placement of each jewel on the shining bodice or tight-laced sleeve. And the duchess repaid her efforts: Diane de Tremontaine was the shining star of every social gathering. She had a certain something no one could safely imitate: a simultaneous air of fragility and confidence, of grace and poise and hesitance, the desire to please and the fullness of being pleased . . .


    The Duchess Tremontaine suited Lucinda very well. She made no demands other than to be turned out perfectly every time.


    “Now, madam,” the duke said, “since you are sitting quite still for the foreseeable future, would you be so good as to listen to the notes for my speech at this afternoon’s Council meeting? You know I dread these things like a visit to the tooth surgeon’s.”


    “I know you do.” Diane nodded her approval of the second set of enameled hairpins Lucinda set before her. “But you always perform splendidly. I wish I could come and see you in the Council of Lords. I could watch from the gallery. But I must get dressed up and attend that dreadful chocolate party at dear Lady Galing’s.” Diane frowned down at her lap. “I don’t know what I will wear; everyone’s seen all my afternoon gowns so many times already!”


    “They won’t notice the gown; they’ll be looking at you.”


    “You’re a darling. Clara Galing will notice. She has an eye for such things.” Diane turned a ruby ring on her finger, contemplative. “She isn’t well, you know. Who can say how many more times we will be called upon to listen to harp music in that blue salon, while balancing those tiny saucers on our knees?” She snapped her fingers in annoyance. “If only Honora had held out, she might very well have been contracted to Galing, and have been lady to the Crescent Chancellor before she was twenty!”


    “With a husband twice her age?” The duke, less than ten years his wife’s senior, shook his head. “And anyway, Galing’s besotted with Asper Lindley, now.”


    “Oh is he? With Lindley? I would have thought Asper a bit long in the tooth to attract Galing.”


    “Well, that’s just it.” William leaned back against the armoire, comfortably sure of his facts. “When we were boys, new come to town—thinking ourselves fine young men, of course—Galing took quite a fancy to Asper. But Asper wasn’t having any ‘dry old politician’—his very words, as I recall—he was too busy chasing other men’s wives. Someone had told him they were easy, and he was . . . eager for experience.”


    Unable to nod under Lucinda’s ministering hand, the duchess pressed her lips together in amusement. “And with that shock of gold hair, and that delicate mouth, I’m sure they were only too happy to oblige him. Land!” She laughed aloud. “What a pair you must have made! The scarecrow and the ivory god.”


    In the mirror, she saw her husband blush. Interesting. He’d been awkward on their wedding night, but not entirely ignorant. She’d made a point never to ask him how he’d learned, nor yet with whom. She covered her sigh with a yawn. Asper Lindley! Fancy that. Well, Lindley had her coloring, after all. No wonder William had been so enthusiastic when he met her. “What changed his mind now, I wonder?”


    “His ‘dry old politician’ is not as old as he appeared to us then. And Galing is now the Crescent Chancellor of the Council of Lords. So Asper, having satisfied his taste for pretty girls (while still refusing to wed any, much to his mother’s despair), well, Asper has moved on to men of influence, while he still has power to attract them.”


    It all lined up, even her husband’s slightly sarcastic tone: he wouldn’t understand why a pretty boy would play with him and then move on. William loved deep, and William loved true.


    “You should see the two of them in Council,” he went on. “Sometimes I think the Crescent isn’t paying attention to anything anyone’s saying, he’s so busy staring across the room at Asper Lindley’s golden hair. I doubt he’d have looked twice at our Honora.”


    “Oh, darling. Galing looks twice at everything. I’m sure we could have arranged it.” The languid duchess grew suddenly brisk. “Now, then, let’s get your notes, shall we? If you can convince the Council to lower the tax on barley water, it will be very good for us. Our barley crop has done extremely well this year.”


    • • •


    In the River Street Marketplace, a girl named Micah kept her eyes firmly on her turnip stall. It was a grey and muddy day, “the arse end of winter dragging its dirty tail behind it,” as Uncle Amos liked to say. Winter’s end was mucky and messy enough at home on the farm; in the city it was worse. Not ten times worse—though that was what Aunt Judith always said. As if the multiple of “bad” was always ten! Micah liked people to be more precise. So, with the part of her that was not watching the stall, she calculated how much worse the city was, exactly.


    On the farm, you pretty much knew what you were getting into, or how to avoid it—as long as you wore your clogs in the farmyard. You knew what season to plant things, and when to put the chickens to bed. The way to the pasture didn’t change, and the cows had worn a deep, clear rut over the years between it and the barnyard where they came to be milked.


    The city, though, had streets tumbled about in no particular order. If cows had laid out the streets that wandered and crossed each other, Micah hoped never to meet them. And then there were the buildings, with their different shapes and sizes and ornaments: One was a house where people lived and one was a shop where people sold things and another was a place to get beer and another to get grilled meat, but because the shop had once been a tavern it still had those little windows taverns have, and somehow you were supposed to know what was what by the pictures hanging on boards over the doorway, though why a place with a horseman on the sign sold wine, while a sailing ship sold cloth . . .


    Micah did make a map of the streets in her head. She added new ones to it every time she went anywhere in the city. But she couldn’t do anything about the houses.


    In the city you couldn’t always see the sky, and there were no trees at all. And underfoot lay all kinds of garbage that people tossed, not just dog- or cow-poop, and nobody saved it to put on the fields. Because there weren’t any fields. Just a big open square where Micah and Cousin Reuben came every week to sell what the family grew, alongside lots of other farm folk from miles around, people who lived close enough to the city to make it there and back between sunrise and sunset. Micah’s family was a little farther out, so they brought blankets to sleep in the cart overnight and leave for home the next day.


    Weather-wise, Micah put the city at about four times worse than the country. In terms of the number of people, though, shouting and crowding, it was easily one hundred and ten times worse. So Micah kept her eyes on the stall, where all the bunches of sweet little turnips were arranged in the most beautiful patterns. By her. By Micah. Five on the bottom, then three, then two, then one. Eight rows like that.


    And every time anyone bought some, she had to rearrange the whole thing. It kept her busy.


    • • •


    Kaab had convinced the agent to run her a little up the river in a skiff under the bridges, just to get oriented. Maps were all very well, but they didn’t really show the details of a place: the height of a wall, the width of an alley. As it gave him a chance to show off his city and his knowledge to the exotic foreigner, the agent was happy to do it. A boatman did the rowing, of course, moving them northwest against the slow current.


    Kaab pointed to the river’s west side, on the opposite bank. “What are those funny—those pretty little roofs? With all the little chimneys?”


    “Oh, that?” He looked away. “That’s nothing.”


    “Nothing? But people live there . . . ?”


    “Pay it no mind. It’s called Riverside. A lawless place.”


    “Do you say so?” But Kaab knew all about Riverside. Her friend the sailmaker had many stories of the little island in the middle of the river, old in stone and old in mischief, the haunt of—


    “. . . thieves and pickpockets,” the agent was saying, “fences and forgers, card sharps and keen beggars, and, ah, very bad women.”


    Kaab shook her head sadly. It amused her no end to play the innocent stranger with him. “And swordsmen?” she asked doucely. “Are these famous fighters of yours there, too?”


    “The worst of them are,” he said darkly. “These Riverside swordsmen are desperate men. Some do use their talents to move up to a better life, working as guards or duellists for the nobles. But the worst of them . . . well, they kill each other on the street just to try their blades.”


    “I did not know this city was so perilous.”


    “Oh, only in Riverside, lady,” he hastened to assure her. “Don’t you think of setting foot there! Why, the City Watch doesn’t even go there. But anywhere else, you’re safe as houses.”


    She let the funny phrase pass; his tone and his earnest face made the meaning clear. Like everywhere else she’d ever been, it was a nice city, they said, a good city, run by decent people. You’d only get in trouble if you did something stupid. Or failed to follow the seven hundred and thirty-three unspoken rules of conduct that of course anyone should simply know. Fortunately, Ixkaab Balam was a quick study.


    “But must we all cross this terrible Riverside to get to the Middle City on the other bank?” she asked. “The very fine shops are there, no? And then one may climb to the Hill, with its stunning houses of the great nobles of the land.”


    He chuckled. “Never you fear, milady! You need never set foot in Riverside. There is a modern bridge upstream, just past the University, that will take you to the new side of the river, where the shops and the people are very fine, indeed. It is a bridge so wide, mark you, that two carriages may pass each other on it!”


    “Stunning,” Kaab murmured. It seemed to be the right answer to everything.


    She wondered how quickly she could shake this fool and get to Riverside.


    • • •


    “Micah!” Cousin Reuben wanted her. “C’mere, boy!” She had to let him call her boy when they were in the city, because that way people wouldn’t bother her. She even wore boys’ clothes, and had her hair cut short. Aunt Judith had put a big bowl over her head, and cropped around it. Once she got used to the feel of nothing covering her neck, though, Micah liked it; long hair was a big nuisance to take care of, and sometimes tickled you when you didn’t want it to.


    A woman with a basket was buying turnips, and Cousin Reuben was trying to count change. He wasn’t very good at it.


    “It’s clear as the nose on your face!” the woman with the basket was saying. “I give you a quarter-silver for these, and you give me seventeen brass minnows back.”


    “Eighteen,” Micah said.


    Reuben didn’t seem happy. “You don’t even know what she bought!”


    “Yes, I do. A bunch of the little ones. Right there. I’ve got them in order, so I know. It would be seventeen minnows,” she told the woman, “but you took the littlest ones, so we owe you eighteen instead. Did you want bigger? It would be seventeen, then.”


    The woman smiled. “You’re an honest lad. Not like some of them kids. Yes, give me the bigger ones.”


    Carefully, Micah rearranged the stall to get the right bunch and put the wrong ones back. The woman stamped and blew on her fingers. “Hurry up,” said Reuben, but the woman said, “No, take your time, honey. I know you’ll pick a good bunch out for me.”


    “They’re all good,” said Micah, “but these ones cost more.” The woman didn’t say anything else. But Cousin Reuben gave her the right change.


    “Well, she was a prize,” Reuben grumbled. He looked at the sky. “Sun setting in a bit. Get ready for the ‘Oh-no-I-forgot-dinner’ rush.”


    “If we sell everything,” Micah asked, “can we go home tonight?”


    “Naw, sugar. Too dark to see, this time of year. You don’t want old Rhubarb breaking her leg, do you?” He patted the head of the roan plough horse, who doubled as wagon-puller. “That would make you sad.”


    “Yes, it would. I love Rhubarb. The horse, that is, not the plant. I like rhubarb pie, but that’s about it. Sally likes fresh rhubarb dipped in honey, but—”


    “Dear God! Turnips!” A voice like a trumpet sounded in their ears. “You don’t know what this means to me! You saved my job—possibly my life. Yes, my life for sure.” The speaker was a big man with a beard tucked into his belt, who hardly paused for breath. “How much? See, I’m not even bargaining. I’ll take everything you’ve got.”


    Micah looked at her piles. “Six and a half silver and thirty-two brass minnows.”


    “Why don’t we make it a straight six?”


    “Because that’s not what they cost. If we sold every single bunch, we would get six and a half silver and thirty-two brass min—”


    “My boy’s real good at numbers,” Reuben said, ruffling her hair. “It’s all right, master. You can have the lot for six. And then we can go home, eh, Micah?”


    “Not if Rhubarb breaks her leg! We can’t go home in the dark, Reuben, you said—”


    “Now, now, no one’s going home in the dark.”


    The big man looked at all the turnips. “I shall have to make two trips. Unless . . . ?”


    Reuben looked at Micah. Micah nodded.


    “No trouble, mister; my boy will be glad to help you.” He winked at Micah, which meant “be sure to ask for a tip.” And to her he said: “You just help the nice man carry them all home, and I’ll stay right here and take care of Rhubarb, make sure she gets fed and rubbed down, and make us a nice, cosy bed in the cart for the night. And then we’ll head out at first light, and be home by noontide.”


    “Well.” The man drummed his fingers. “That’s very kind of you. Offering help, I mean. It’s not far—just down River Street and into the University.” Reuben started putting their stock in sacks, while the man explained, “I’m Harcourt Onophrion, cook to the Horn Chair of History. A great man, Doctor Fleming, and he’s throwing a little feast for some other University masters tonight. Something about some dead poet, and they all get drunk and sing and recite. I had a splendid meal all planned for them—not that they notice what they’re eating once the Ruthven red starts flowing—but a very good meal. I was just going over the menu with Doctor Fleming—and he nearly burst a blood vessel when he saw I didn’t have mashed turnips on it. Who knew? Turns out you can’t properly celebrate Dead Poet without Mashed Turnips. Won’t be made a fool of in front of his colleagues. Swears he explained all this to me, but I am here to tell you, he may remember ancient history, but he’s clueless about two days ago. Thank you . . . Yes, yes, that’s very good. I’ll use some greens for salad tomorrow, and pickle the rest of them.”


    Reuben filled one sack and started on another. “I had to come myself,” Master Onophrion explained. “My boy is down with the quinsy, and I wouldn’t trust Fleming’s manservant to find a black cat in a snowstorm, much less the right kind of turnip. I really am very grateful.”


    “That’s all right. Micah, you take these—not too heavy for you, are they?—and just follow the gentleman. You’ll find your way back, right?”


    “Right,” said Micah. “I’ve been to university. Last time was fifty-nine days ago, when we made that carrot and potato delivery to Nan’s Cookshop. I remember that way. And if this one is different, I’ll put it on my map.”


    “Good boy.”


    “Come, then,” said the cook, “Dead Poet won’t wait forever!”


    • • •


    Back on the dock, Ixkaab thanked the agent profusely, pleased that she would never see him again.


    Oh, don’t thank me, always happy to help such a distinguished visitor, so pleased the first ship is in after a hard winter, please give your uncle my best regards and tell him it’s a privilege to serve the Kin-Winny trading fleet . . .


    His words ran together in his enthusiasm, but she got the gist of it. Xamanek’s light, was he never going to finish? He was like one of the beggars lining the flower-strewn road to Ixchel’s temple . . . Kaab smiled to herself as she figured it out. Of course he was.


    “I will certainly tell my uncle when I see him.” (And not my aunt? She’d heard these people undervalued women. Well, so much the better for her.) “But, sir, please allow the immediate expression of my gratitude for your kindness.”


    Kaab and the agent did the dance of protesting, insisting, protesting, insisting—she made note that, as with the Bakhim, it was the usual three times before he conceded. Kaab dug in her sash for her pouch of cacao, and pressed a reasonable-sized chunk on him.


    He acted as if it were Nopalco gold, and not just a common-variety bean, barely worth a hot bath back home. So she’d given him too much. But what of it? She raised her chin. The Wasp was full of cacao; and she was a first daughter of the House of Balam.


    She let him bow to her one more time, waited until the agent’s attention was once again turned to the unloading of cargo (as it should have been all along), and went to where her personal luggage sat awaiting transport.


    Ixkaab was still wearing her shipboard travel dress: loose trousers and blouse under feathered vest under quilted jacket. Her thick, dark hair was decently wrapped atop her head, and she was grateful for the scarf that covered it all. Ever piece of cloth kept you warmer here.


    Traders, of course, were supposed to adopt the Local garb, to blend in. There would be plenty of time for that when she had presented herself at her family’s compound. For now, let the Locals think of her what they would! She was not planning to go amongst decent people anyway. Before she settled into being the dutiful daughter of a house of prosperous foreign merchants here, convincing all her kinsfolk that she would never get into trouble again, she needed to test out her newest skill, acquired on the ship from the old crippled sailmaker who had once been a swordsman.


    • • •


    “There!”


    The Duchess Tremontaine finished tearing the long, fine seam of her pale green silk skirt. Her maid was working on the other seam, but the duchess was not above putting her hand to fabric, if it would get the job done faster. And besides, the action of pulling the material apart, the sound of the careful stitches snapping under her hands, gave her satisfaction.


    “Yes, good,” she said. “All that green was getting vulgar. I’m going to wear dove colors this spring. They will look dreadful on poor Sarah Perry, but she won’t dare try not to follow, not if Lady Davenant takes it up, and you know she will. Lady Sarah is about to marry her homely daughter to Rupert Vernay, who stands to inherit Lord Filis and’s not inconsiderable estates someday. What a pity she’ll have the choice of looking either stylish or corpsy at their wedding this spring. Now fetch me the grey satin underskirt.”


    “I fear I have not yet gotten the chocolate stains out of it, madam.”


    “Have you not?” The duchess rested her hands for a moment. But her tone was contemplative, not angry. “Have you not, indeed? Lucinda,” she said with sudden briskness, “you will have to finish the task yourself. Run the seams up the green, so . . .” She bunched the fabric in her hands. “Yes, so it ruches naturally. You need not be precise. Just make sure it falls so that no one can see the chocolate stain on the grey.” Her maid nodded, taking the green silk from her. “I will be writing letters in my closet. I am not to be disturbed.”


    “Yes, madam.”


    The duchess paused at the door. “Just remember—I want a sense of deliberate carelessness. The way you did my hair for the Lassiters’ ball. A tumble of silk.”


    “Deliberate carelessness.” Lucinda nodded, and a slow smile spread across her face. “Madam, no one will be able to copy you.”


    “Well, they can try,” Diane said, with the most piquant of little smiles, the one she had when something genuinely amused her. “They can certainly try.”


    • • •


    The big man huffed and puffed as he walked with his sacks of turnips. He didn’t want to talk. Which was good, because it meant Micah could really concentrate on remembering their route for her map because of the way the old cows had laid out the streets. It took some thought, but she could do it.


    “Carry those for you, mister?” An enterprising boy tried to stop Master Onophrion, but: “No need,” the big man huffed. “We’re nearly there. You all right, then, little one?”


    “Yes, I am,” said Micah, without the breath to explain that she wasn’t that little: She had strong shoulders and a broad waist. “Cobby,” Aunt Judith called her. Like a good plough horse. But compared to the cook, Micah was pretty little, so she guessed he could call her that if he wanted.


    “Here we are.” He fumbled with keys at the door of an old, old house, and opened it. “Just drop them in here. Sa-a-a-a-am!” he roared. “Come help me with these!” He turned back to Micah. “I’d offer you a hot drink, but I must get to work for the Turnip Poet. Here. Get yourself one at the Ink Pot; it’s close by.”


    He handed her a handful of brass. And then the door was shut, and she was alone, stamping her feet on the cold stones of the streets of the University.


    It felt like a lot of brass. But her fingers were too cold to count it. She shoved the money deep in her pocket. A hot drink sounded like a really good idea. Micah started looking for the Ink Pot.


    The sun was still up, but the twisting streets were narrow, and the old houses hid most of the sky. Not too many people were about, and those that were, were hurrying through the cold, their black scholars’ robes clutched tight around them, their long scholars’ hair flying behind.


    “Ho-o-o-t taters!”


    A boy stood by a big tin that held bright embers with baking potatoes nested in them. They looked good to Micah, and so did the warm tin.


    “Get ’em while they’re hot!”


    She approached the fire, and rubbed her hands at it.


    “How many for you, friend?”


    A potato would warm her hands; but if she was going to spend the money, it would be better to be indoors. And besides, the cook had told her to get a hot drink. People sometimes got mad if she didn’t do exactly what they said. “Zero,” Micah told the boy.


    “Zero? ’Zat your name?”


    “No. It is a number that is less than one. Less than one half, even,” she hastened to assure him, in case he got the wrong idea. She didn’t like it when people tried to buy half a turnip, either.


    “‘Less than one’ equals fuck off, kid.”


    “Can I just warm my hands a little?”


    “No. Not if you’re not paying any.”


    “Fair enough. Can you tell me how to get to a place called the Ink Pot?”


    “The Ink Pot . . . hmm . . .” The boy stroked his chin, as if he had a beard. “’Zat where the poets hang out?” Micah didn’t know, so she didn’t say anything. “Let’s see . . .”


    The directions he gave were not very clear. He kept using street names—which wasn’t useful because there weren’t any signs—or else landmarks like “right by the bookseller’s with the picture of the dog in the window,” which were not that helpful either. But while he talked, Micah made all the turns a good pattern in her head, so when he finally finished she thanked him politely and set off.


    It was not as close as the cook man had said. Or else the potato boy was confused. When she got to where he had directed her, all she saw was a plain door; a door set in a wooden wall with a low shingle roof. Was this the Ink Pot? It looked a lot like an old stable. But she could hear voices inside. Maybe it was a secret tavern. But where was the tavern sign? What if it was somebody’s house? Micah was standing frozen when a young man in a black robe hurried up to the door. He stopped when he saw her.


    “Don’t be afraid, young ’un. Doctor Padstow won’t bite.” He opened the door, motioning her in with him to a place full of voices and warmth. If they didn’t have hot drinks, at least they had heat. Micah went in.


    The little room was full of benches occupied by black-robed scholars with slates, all grouped around a hot brazier. In the middle, a man with black-banded yellow sleeves was drawing with a burnt stick on the plaster wall.


    Micah stared. It was an eight-sided shape, perfectly divided into eight triangles. Around the outside, each line was marked with a letter a. The sides that made up triangles in the center were marked b. It made a fine pattern. But between each of these, a dotted line without a letter cut each triangle into two parts. Now, that was interesting.


    “The question, gentlemen, is this,” said the man with the burnt stick: “What is the total length of the lines bisecting the triangles—Bisecting, as you will remember, Master Smith,” he said pointedly to the student who had come in late with Micah, and was clearly wrong about Doctor Padstow not being one to bite, “being the act of dividing in half . . .”


    Bisecting, Micah murmured to herself. What a wonderful word for it!


    “. . . then: What is their total length, expressed in terms of a and b?”


    The young men all scribbled furiously on their slates. “Doctor Padstow?” One raised his hand. “If we were to connect the eight outside points to create a circle . . .”


    “It would create a very pretty picture, Master Elphinstone; but unfortunately, would not get you any nearer the answer.” A bell started tolling, a huge, heavy sound on the air outside. “And so I’m afraid I will have to leave you to ponder the question until our next lesson.”


    Micah felt jumpy, as if she had to pee. She couldn’t stop wriggling inside. She had to tell them, if they couldn’t see. “Squares,” she said loudly.


    Doctor Padstow looked up sharply. “Who said that?”


    “I think it was the kid.”


    “Because you’ve made the inside ones squares, and they’re all the same, so to find out, you just add them all up!”


    Everyone was staring at her. She really hated being stared at.


    “Are you a geometer, boy?”


    “No,” Micah said. “I have to go!”


    She turned and ran.


    Now the streets were full of people; men of all ages in black robes, scurrying about as though they were rats set free from a trap. The big bell must have released them. They didn’t see anything wrong with pushing to get where they were going, either. Micah really, really hated being pushed, or even being brushed, by strangers.


    She tried going back the way she’d come, but the black-clad rats wouldn’t let her. She was scared, now. She counted backwards from two hundred and fifteen by numbers divisible by three. That usually helped. But people kept bumping into her. She couldn’t see where the street ended so she couldn’t tell where to turn. She was losing her numbers. She was losing her maps—


    • • •


    “You all right, kid?”


    Micah looked up from where she was crouched in a doorway, her hands over her head. She didn’t remember getting there.


    “Don’t touch me!” she said hoarsely.


    It was a young scholar, almost as young as she was, maybe. “I won’t.” He drew back his hand. “Did somebody hurt you? Did your master beat you?”


    “No.” Micah felt in her pocket for the turnip cook’s coins. They were all still there. “Nobody beat me. I just got lost.”


    The young scholar smiled. “I did, too, my first month here. You’re from the country, aren’t you? I am, too. Can I help you find your way?”


    “The Ink Pot?” Micah said without hope.


    “I know it. Come on.”


    This boy did want to talk. But mostly he was telling her about himself. It didn’t matter, anyway. The streets were a giant tangle of yarn, like when the cat got into Aunt Judith’s basket. It would take her all night to untangle them. Eventually, Micah told herself, she’d find a street she knew, and she could start again. But she’d probably have to wait ’til dawn to find her way, unless she spent money to hire a torch to walk her through the night streets, and Cousin Reuben would be mad. She definitely had to have a hot drink, first.


    • • •


    Riverside felt dangerous to an experienced hand like Ixkaab Balam. There were a million hiding places amidst the close-together, leaning old houses of stone, where anyone could be lurking.


    But before she’d left her father’s house, Kaab had taken a little memento from the wall of his accounting room. It was one of the curiosities her kinsfolk had sent back from foreign parts. Since his duties left him no chance to travel overseas, her father liked to line his workroom with exotica.


    Her father might be annoyed to find the Xanamwiinik dueling sword gone, but surely he’d understand why she had carried it with her across the sea.


    The blade was long and heavy and bright. The Wasp’s sailmaker had shown her how to keep it from rusting during those months at sea.


    And he’d shown her how to use it, as well. His legs being as they were, he could no longer enact the moves, but by Ahkin, he could make Ixkaab dance! Up and down the deck, ’til the strange grip felt normal in her hand and the weight of the sword on her arm. And then its silver tip up and down the mast-that-was-her-enemy, until Kaab was sure her enemy stood no chance. But when the sailmaker lifted a marlinespike, and showed her what a clever blade could do to dance around her like a dragonfly in heat—Kaab smiled at the memory. It wasn’t a toy, after all.


    She was glad the Local sword hung at her hip now. There were very few people on the street, although it was nearly midday. But they had to be somewhere. Indoors, maybe? Few of the cunning, twisted chimneys gave forth smoke.


    The Riverside stone still exuded coldness from the night; and judging by how the houses nearly met across the narrow, filthy streets, the sun probably never reached between them long enough to warm them. On one street Kaab went down, most of the houses looked abandoned: wooden doors rotted, shutters and glass gone from the windows. Ancient staircases up to nowhere.


    Kaab headed for a street where she could see wash lines hung across the road between houses. The sheets on them were yellowed, the underwear torn—but between them were bursts of color, like parrots roosting in a tree: a bright scarf, a frilled skirt, a stripy stocking . . . Poor people. But ones who liked some flash and dazzle.


    Ixkaab counted dozens of mangy cats on the streets, the roofs, the doorways, cats of all sizes and colors—some new to her—all of them scrawny, many of them patchy and bitten; but she didn’t see a lot of rats. Good for you, kitties! she thought.


    I know my love by his way of walking


    And I know my love by his way of talking


    And I know my love by his steel so true


    And if one love leaves me, I’ll seek a new!


    A woman was singing vigorously to herself, loud enough to be heard around the corner. Kaab slowed and took the side of a house, to see before she was seen.


    The woman was leaning against a wall, catching a bit of sun on her pale, pale face. But her hair was aglow already. Kaab blinked. It was no trick of the light: the woman’s hair was the color of clouds at sunset, of a good ripe mango, of a hunter’s fire. If not for her face, she would be a creature of fire—but no: The woman heaved a long sigh, and her bosom rose like Ixel’s pale twin moons from the top of her gown.


    Kaab let her breath out slowly. Was this a Riverside prostitute, waiting for customers? Was her song some kind of signal to let people know? If so, where were they all? Why weren’t the streets lined up five deep to taste the nectar of this woman’s lips, bright and pink as the blush on her pale cheeks . . . to unbind those twin moons and let them sail the skies of pleasure . . .


    “I’m going to kill you, Ben!” the street goddess yelled up at a window above her.


    A bright head popped out of it. “Not if I kill you first!” A young man’s face, pretty and delicate as Chamwiinik porcelain, capped with tousled golden hair that just had to be fake. “You’ve hidden my best striped jacket!”


    “I’ve pawned your ugly jacket!” Her hands on her hips, her head tilted up to the window, the sun-haired, moon-bosomed woman turned her back to Kaab. Her buttocks . . . well, there might be some padding under that skirt. Against the cold, maybe. But then, there might not.


    “It wasn’t funny the first time, Tess, and it isn’t funny now! Come up and get me my goddamned jacket! Or I swear I’ll—”


    “Get it yourself,” she sang. “It’s under the bed, where you flung it last night sometime between when you got that message from your father, and when you finally stopped drinking.”


    “Very funny.” But his head ducked back inside. The words wafted faintly out: “I looked under the— Oh.”


    “Oh.” The woman Tess smiled to herself with those ripe guava lips. She leaned back against the wall, picked up a skein of her glorious hair, and started braiding it into tiny braids.


    Kaab murmured a Tullan verse to herself: “If I were your sweet sister, I would braid your night hair into as many strands as there are stars in the sky . . . and if it took all night, and the next night after that, then who could fault or interrupt us?”


    The door sprang open, revealing the gold-haired Ben in a fine, bold jacket of green and red stripes, buckling on a sword. At last! Kaab thought. Some clothes with color! But any approval she had for this Ben vanished when he seized Tess roughly by the arm.


    “Let go of me, you sot!” she said.


    Of course! He must be the man who sold her love, to pay for his vainglorious jackets. Pimp, that was the word. Local custom or not, Kaab couldn’t stand it. And hadn’t he also just threatened to kill this glorious woman? She had come to Riverside to try her sword, and this was her perfect chance.


    She stepped forth from the shadows.


    “The brightest of mornings to the one of you, and a heap of trouble to the other.” Kaab didn’t know how these people issued a challenge, but he could hardly mistake her meaning.


    The pimp stared at her. And then he laughed. “Nice outfit, sister,” he said, “but the Riverboaters’ Masquerade was last month.”


    Masquerade? Oh, he meant her clothes. Kaab tightened her woven sash ostentatiously, and showed him the scabbard at her side. “I do not joke.”


    “I do not care,” he mocked.


    “Shhh!” Tess pulled at his sleeve. “Ben, she’s one of those chocolate people!”


    He grinned. “Chocolate, huh? And does your rich Trader mama know you’re out here in big bad Riverside, little girl?”


    Kaab breathed in slowly through her nose. She had no trouble understanding Ben’s language. His accent was like the sailmaker’s, and he spoke as loud as a village priest.


    “I will be clear,” she said distinctly. “You trouble this lady. You insult my people, my mother, and my dress. You have a sword. I have a sword. Is more clearness needed?”


    “‘Is more clearness needed?’” He seemed to be mocking her accent. “Well, that depends.” He put his hand on his hilt. At last. “I might need to see what color your blood is.”


    “Ben!” The glorious Tess was actually pulling on his arm. “That cart won’t wait forever! Do you want to see your father before he dies, or not?”


    “This won’t take long.” He shook his woman off.


    Decency required that Kaab just let him go to attend his father’s deathbed—but her liver-spirit was too stirred up to care. If he’d rather fight her, let him. She’d make short work of him and his insults. She drew her blade, all thoughts of formal challenge gone. And Ben drew his.


    Like buzzards scenting meat, people were flocking to the space around them, making a rough circle for them to fight in, shouting incomprehensible things. It was crude, it was bizarre, it was outlandish—and Ixkaab Balam felt alive, for the first time in weeks.


    Ben lunged at her at once—in a hurry to catch his cart, no doubt—but she knew this one; the sailmaker had taught her. Her wrist moved, and his blade slipped off hers with a grinding noise that made her grin. Take that, you mangy little pimp!


    “She knows what she’s doing, Ben!” Tess cried. “For godsakes, stop!”


    Kaab’s wrist finished the move, twirling her point around his to target his chest. But Ben was not to be had so easily. He stepped back, then came at her again, as if he couldn’t believe it hadn’t worked right the first time. Again she countered him, and this time her point reached closer to his chest.


    The people kept yelling, again with no respect for the fighters, as if this duel were a servants’ tavern brawl. Above them she heard Tess’s voice blaring: “First blood! First blood!” What was she talking about? Kaab wasn’t bleeding, and Ben wasn’t either. “I’m the cause of the fight, and I’m calling it just to first blood!”


    Circling Kaab, Ben growled, “Shut up. I’m going to kill her.”


    “No you’re not! You haven’t got time! Just pink her and go!”


    Kaab’s body was hot, but the fight was cooling her liver-spirit, and her head-spirit was reasserting itself. Ben was distracted. Maybe his woman was even doing it on purpose, to help Kaab rescue her from her pimp. It was the perfect time to try a special little play her shipboard friend had taught her, a trick he said would never fail: a fake thrust that led the enemy to aim for your shoulder, while you blithely went in straight to his heart.


    It failed.


    She felt a wasp-sting in her right arm. “Rose-torn demons of hell!” Kaab shouted, dropping her blade.


    “First blood!” All around her, the people were crying it out, like an incantation. Kaab didn’t trust them. Her sword had skidded west. She reached down for it—


    A burly old man had his foot on the blade. “You know the rules,” he told her. “Or if you don’t, you shouldn’t be here.”


    Kaab looked up at him. “Are you of honor?” It came out wrong, but the grey-head nodded.


    “This is Riverside, honey. We know no honor but the sword.”


    He stepped back a pace.


    “Now, pick up your blade; and go back to whatever traveling sideshow you came from, girl. And if you ever want to come here again, I advise you to take a few more lessons, first.”


    She risked a look across the circle. Ben stood there, panting and grinning. The perfidious Tess pulled at his arm. “Now, Ben!” She spoke to Kaab directly: “I’m sorry,” she said. “He’s mean when he’s hung over.”


    “I was provoked!” Ben objected.


    “Provoked to fight a girl?” someone jeered. So the sailmaker had been right. Women did not fight here.


    “He’ll tell you all about it,” Tess said pointedly, “when he gets back from visiting his dying father.” She shooed people away like flies. “Stop gawking. Haven’t you got anything better to do?”


    But Kaab was a curiosity, now that the fight was over, and they would not depart. “Where you from, lady?” the voices came at her. “Where’d you get them clothes? What’ll you take for that stripy head rag? Who taught you to fight?”


    It was the kind of situation Kaab always enjoyed, Xamanek help her. A new city, a new role. She could tell them anything, and they’d most likely believe it as not.


    She lifted her head, trying to look like the carving of Xkawkaw on a temple gate, and announced: “I came on a great ship from the west, on the Road of the Wind. An old god taught me to fight, and I honor him by shedding my blood on your soil. Lord Ben, you have served me well. I give you leave to depart.”


    She nodded imperiously at him. Much as he might like to, he would not attack her again; the glorious Tess would see to that. And indeed, she was rushing him off as quick as she could, berating him all the way.


    Ixkaab Balam smiled. Her shoulder stung, but she’d had worse. It was a good first day in the new city.


    Such a play-actor! her mother’s voice said fondly.


    And the Riversiders parted to let her pass.


    • • •


    The Ink Pot was a very nice place. It was pretty clean, and not too crowded. There was a good fire going, and people were laughing and even singing in one corner of the room. Nobody seemed mad, and no one was looking at her. Lots of them were drinking things, mostly from pewter or earthenware mugs.


    The boy who had guided her said, “I’ll have one with you, if you like.”


    “All right,” said Micah.


    “Where’s your brass?”


    “In my pocket.”


    “Give it to me, then.”


    “Why?”


    “So I can go get the drinks, you gubbins! What are you having?”


    “I like hot cider,” Micah said. “But you can’t have my money. It’s mine.”


    “They won’t give me drinks without money! Don’t be stingy. Didn’t I bring you here? This place is for poets, and I’m a geographer.”


    “Don’t call names,” Micah said. He should at least be polite.


    She looked around for someone selling drinks. She’d never actually been in a tavern by herself before, and Cousin Reuben always got the drinks.


    “How much are they?” she asked the boy. When he told her, she nodded. She certainly had that much, and a little left over. “All right,” Micah said. “I’ll give you the money if you get the drinks.” It seemed fair—or at least, a price worth paying so she didn’t need to wade into the throng and figure it out herself. She counted out exactly the right amount, and watched her helper head towards the bar.


    “Come on!”


    The voice behind her was loud and startling. Micah whirled; but they weren’t shouting at her. Four young men sat at a round table, playing cards by candlelight in the low-roofed tavern, beer mugs at their elbows.


    “Rafe, are you in or out?”


    “I’m in.” The tallest and darkest of them put some silver on the table.


    Wow! Micah thought. They were betting with real money. She and her cousins only played with acorns.


    Drawn to the game, she edged closer to the table, standing behind the dark-haired one, Rafe. She could see his cards. Not a bad hand, but it was more important to know what the others held. He couldn’t bet against them if he didn’t know. Each player had one card showing faceup on the table. The others had a Sun, a Comet, and a Two of Beasts. Rafe had a five, so at least they knew that. The betting went round again, and then another set was dealt.


    The boy who had guided her handed Micah her drink, but she hardly noticed. She was following the patterns of the cards. She pretty much had them when Rafe laid more silver on the table and said, “All right. Everyone show.”


    They started laying their hands out, but she couldn’t stand it. “Fold! Fold! What are you, stupid?”


    Everyone was looking at her again. But she hardly even cared. How could he be so dumb?


    Rafe turned a sharp face to her, and said kindly, “It’s all right, young ’un; I’ve got a pair of Beasts, a pair of Crowns and a Celestial. They can’t beat that.”


    “Yes they can! It’s so obvious!” She had that needing-to-pee feeling again, only it was needing to talk, to explain. “Look! He’s got a Celestial showing, and he’s got two cards down and he’s betting high. There are only twenty-two cards left undealt, and the chance of one of them being a Celestial is five in a hundred, so that guy clearly has one more in his hand, which means he’s got two and you lose!”


    There was silence. Then, one by one, each man laid open his hand on the table.


    “Holy Mother!”


    She was right, of course. She always was. Her cousins wouldn’t even play her anymore unless she played blindfolded.


    “What’s your name, son?” Rafe asked her, and she felt so sorry for him she didn’t even bother to tell him she wasn’t his son.


    “Micah.”


    “Just come to town, have you?” She wasn’t wearing a scholar’s robe. And her hair wasn’t even very long. But Rafe seemed to think she was one. “Well, Micah, would you like to join us for a hand or two?”


    Five games later, Micah had a nice little pile of brass and silver in front of her. After the sixth, the other guys wanted to quit. “It’s all right,” Rafe told her. “We can go elsewhere. You’re not tired, are you, Micah?”


    “No,” Micah said. This was fun. She’d already made four-sevenths of what she and Reuben had made all day selling turnips at the market.


    “There’s usually a good game going at the Gilded Cockatrice. Rich boys, too. Do you play Constellations?”


    “No. What’s that?”


    “I’ll teach you later. It’s a fancy game, you’re right; not as much fun as Seven-Card Slap-up. We’ll go to the Blackbird’s Nest instead. Full of historians who don’t know a Celestial from a hole in their bum, and fancy themselves card sharps. Easy pickings. And if there isn’t a game going, we’ll get one up.”


    They walked together through the twilight of the streets. Micah liked the way Rafe knew where he was going all the time. People just got out of his way.


    In the Blackbird’s Nest, she bought them both drinks, because that was what you did when people guided you somewhere, and she had plenty of money, now. Rafe got a rum punch, and she got more hot cider, because it was the only thing she knew the name of that she liked.


    Three men were playing Hole in the Corner. Rafe asked one of them, a man called Lawrence or possibly Larry, if he and his friend Micah could get in on the game. The other two were named Thaddeus and Tim. They moved aside on their benches for her and Rafe.


    At first she hated betting her money, because once she had silver she wanted to keep it. But then she started getting some of theirs, and when they switched to Slap-up she got even more.


    “I’m out,” said Tim. She didn’t like Tim. He bluffed a lot, and she could never tell when people were bluffing. It didn’t make sense. It was a crazy thing to do.


    “What about you, Micah?” asked Rafe. “You getting tired?”


    “No,” she said. It was just getting good, really; she’d figured out that Rafe always thought that three of a kind would beat anything, even when it wouldn’t. She felt bad about taking his money, but rules were rules.


    Larry leaned forward. “Hey!” he said, but in a friendly way. “I remember you now. We went into Introduction to Geometry together this afternoon.” He didn’t look familiar to her; but all these men with long hair and black robes tended to look the same. “You’re the one who knew about squaring triangles. Doctor Padstow wanted to meet you, but you ran away like the Hundred-Skin Maiden. Guess you realized you were in the wrong lecture, eh? You want a more advanced class.”


    “I like numbers,” Micah muttered.


    “Whose classes are you taking? Or don’t you know yet?”


    “I don’t know yet.”


    “Well, we can help you. Thaddeus here did a lot of math before he realized he was a history man.” Thaddeus had bought everyone another round. She’d had something that was like hot cider but with a special taste in it. It was good.


    “And Tim can tell you where to get your robe for cheap, if you don’t mind used.”


    “I don’t mind.”


    “Your warmth is heart-melting,” Rafe told his friend. “But we’re here to play cards, Larry. You in?”


    “Nope,” Larry said cheerfully. “I’m the King of Losers in Loser City. If I lose any more, I’ll lose my next term’s fees, and then I’ll be back to digging ditches for Lord Trevelyan like my dad.”


    “Me, too.” Thaddeus rose. “But another time, maybe. Your luck can’t last, Micah. I’ll win it all back from you, see if I don’t.”


    “Do you want to bet?” Micah asked him. Back on the farm, she wasn’t allowed to bet, but here at University nobody knew that.


    Thaddeus leaned across the table. “Bet what?”


    “Bet I can beat you eight games out of ten or better?”


    “Eight hands, or eight full games? And why eight? Why not seven, or nine?”


    “Because eight is—is the right number,” Micah said.


    Thaddeus rolled his eyes. “Mathematicians.” He gathered up his books and wrapped a scarf around his neck. “I’ll see you at home, then, Rafe. Don’t stay out too late.” He rapped his friend on the head in passing. “Or if you do, don’t kick over the slop bucket and wake everyone—”


    “I only did that once, you loser. And only because you and Joshua got drunk and left it in the middle of the floor.”


    “Because you were stone sober, of course . . . Where is Joshua, by the way? I thought he was supposed to keep you out of trouble.”


    “Off getting into trouble of his own, I hope.”


    “You need to find him some.”


    They were a lot like her big boy cousins.


    After Larry went away, Thaddeus left, too, and Rafe and Timothy started talking about stuff Micah wasn’t interested in.


    She counted the money in front of her again, and gasped. Now it was more than twice what she and Cousin Reuben had made all day in the market, even including the turnip cook—


    Then Micah gasped again. She’d forgotten all about Cousin Reuben.


    She tugged on Rafe’s black sleeve. “What is it?” he asked lazily. His breath smelled a little funny, like her cousins’ at Year’s End. She wondered if he’d had too much to drink. Drunk people didn’t talk right, and did bad things. Jackson on the farm down the road got drunk and beat his wife, and his children never had shoes. But Rafe was still perfectly clear and understandable, and still nice.


    “I have to go back to the market,” she said.


    “The market’s all closed up, kiddo,” Timothy said. “Shops, too, by now. What do you need?”


    “I’ll take care of him.” Rafe swept a sleeve around her shoulders, and she let him because he didn’t know any better about how she didn’t like being touched and she didn’t want to hurt his feelings. “Micah’s new in town. Come on, son; got all your winnings?”


    Micah carefully put them in her pouch, tucked that inside her boys’ breeches where Cousin Reuben told her nobody could lift it, and followed Rafe out of the tavern.


    It was dark out. Really dark, except for the light from the torches stuck in brackets on the walls in front of all the taverns and cookshops that were still open, even this late.


    Rafe leaned down to look into her face. “So what’s this about the market?”


    “My cousin is there. His name is Reuben. I came with him today. He’ll be worried, and then he gets mad.”


    He peered at her in the flickering light. “What was he doing there?”


    “Selling turnips. Only by now he might be asleep.”


    “You’re a farmer?” Rafe kept looking, and then he slowly smiled. “But you found your way to Padstow’s class. You want to study here, is that right?”


    “I need to go find Reuben. He’ll be mad, and I’ll get yelled at.”


    Above their heads, the bell tolled. But the streets remained quiet and still, except for the noise from the tavern, spilling out the windows along with the bars of light.


    “Look,” Rafe said. “Micah. It’s really, really late. You can’t go running around the city at this hour. It’s dangerous, see? There’re bad people out.”


    “Oh,” said Micah. “Well, all right. But where can I sleep, then?”


    “In my rooms. You’d be welcome. There’s three of us there already; one more won’t matter, as long as you don’t mind sleeping under the table.”


    “Well, all right. As long as I can tell Reuben in the morning. He’s not stupid. He can see it’s dark.”


    She trotted to keep up with Rafe. But at a low window along a twisty street, with good smells trickling out of it, he paused. “I haven’t eaten. And I bet you haven’t, either.”


    It wasn’t a real bet, because he’d been with her for hours. But Micah realized she was ravenous.


    Rafe grinned. “Ever had tomato pie?”


    • • •


    Micah hadn’t realized that cheese could be so good, all melty and drippy on top of tomato goop on top of flat bread baked in an oven. She usually hated goop, but this was so salty and chewy and, well, friendly, you couldn’t mind it.


    A barmaid brought them both beers. It was thin and nasty; nothing like the warm brown ale that Cousin Seth brewed each fall. Micah gave Rafe hers.


    The barmaid came back. She had big titties, and she drooped them in Rafe’s face, like a cow, which made Micah giggle.


    The barmaid ignored her. “Anything else you need, Rafe? I gave you extra cheese.”


    “I know you did, Margery, and I’m grateful.” Rafe tilted his stool back and looked off into the distance. “Mannerly Margery, milk and ale. That’s a poem.”


    “A poem? For me?”


    His stool came down with a thunk. “Thing is, Margery, I’m wedded to my studies. And Astronomy is a cruel mistress.”


    “Cold up there in the sky, is it? Maybe you need a nicer mistress, then.”


    “Probably. But I’ve got plans. Big plans. I—”


    “Big plans.” She snorted. “Big ones. Bigger than everyone else’s? Right.”


    Margery went away. She wasn’t interested anymore.


    But Micah was. “What plans, Rafe?”


    “Oh, Micah.” Rafe spread his hands on the table. “Did you recognize the poem?”


    “I don’t know poems.”


    “There, see? I want everyone to know poems! Poems, and philosophy, and astronomy and geometry and mathematics and—and poems. Beauty. Complexity.”


    “How?”


    He leaned forward, and his voice got lower. “I’m going to found a school. A school that’s dedicated to teaching—to letting everyone learn beautiful, complex things! First in the city, and then, maybe, all over the land.”


    “If you think farm people are stupid, we’re not. We can read, and write, and cipher.”


    “Yes, and so can my father! He’s a merchant, with ships and countinghouses. But he might as well be a farmer, for all he knows or cares about the finer things in life. A farmer of the sea, a farmer of coins and—and money.” Rafe finished his beer and started on hers. “And will he support me in my venture? Hells, no. He wants me to study law, and accounting. To join him in his miserable little life of crates and bales.”


    “Will you?”


    “Hells, no!” he said again. “I’m going to have to get a job, as soon as I become a Master. I’ll need money, and lots of it, if I want to teach the poor.” He was moving his hands around in the air. “Sure, I’ll probably have to earn it tutoring some noble’s kiddies at first, but I’m no climber. I won’t be secretly hoping to be noticed by Lord Papa and raised to a secretarial position on his political staff, so I can help the nobles keep things the way they are. Not me!”


    Micah stared, fascinated. “What, then?”


    “I’ll write pamphlets about my theories. Then people will come flocking to me—”


    “Like sheep?”


    “Yes!—No! Not like sheep. Like . . . like . . . Like true men and scholars! To spread knowledge throughout the land.” She didn’t quite know what he meant, but he made it sound nice. “Micah.” He leaned across the table to her, a little too close. “I want you to promise me something. You have a thirst for learning. I know it. Stay here. Stay here and learn.”


    “But I don’t want to know poetry.”


    “Not poetry.” He leaned back to wave his hands again, and she breathed a sigh of relief. “Mathematics. Start there. But not Padstow. Padstow’s for beginners, and you’re not one. I don’t know who your tutor at home was, but there are doctors here more worthy of your knowledge. Men who can teach you something. Men you can study with. You have to join us here. You have to stay, and study what you love. Will you promise?”


    She had never seen anyone whose face lit up as much as his. His eyes were like stars, like the first stars of evening that appeared while the low sky was still blue around the edges. Micah always wished on the first stars.


    “Promise me,” he said again. “Not just: Sure, Rafe, anything you say, if you’ll let me go. Promise me you’ll give it a chance, to dedicate yourself to learning with me.”


    “All right,” she said breathlessly. How could she not? “But just for a week. Just ’til next market day, when Reuben comes back. Then I have to go home.”


    “Sure,” Rafe said. “Sure, Micah, that’s fine.” He gave her another starry smile. “And maybe you can teach us, too.”


    “How do you mean?”


    “Your cards—the way you play, I mean. There’s some kind of method, isn’t there? You’ve figured something out?”


    “Well, kind of. It’s all in my head. But maybe I could draw you a chart . . .”


    “Could you?” He gripped her hands harder. “Would you? So I could start winning, too? I could pay all my debts—buy all my friends food—stand the fees for my oral examinations . . . Oh, Micah! If you could do that for me! And I will help you. I swear it. You can bunk in our rooms, I’ll help you find good classes, and find your way round . . . You belong here. I promise.”


    He rose suddenly, and slapped some coins on the table.


    “Shouldn’t I pay, too?” Micah asked.


    “Your first tomato pie? It is an honor.”


    That was so nice of him. When she had won all that money, even some of his. And he had shown her all around, and found her card games. You should pay people for their help, she knew that. Micah fished for her pouch. She’d give him fifteen—no, seventeen—percent of tonight’s earnings. And in the morning, she’d start writing him up her likelies tables, so he could start winning, too.


    • • •


    Facing her family was a lot harder than facing the Riverside swordsman.


    They knew exactly who Ixkaab Balam was, and what she’d done, and there were no pretty stories to tell them.


    Instead, Kaab let herself be scolded by Uncle Chuleb, and examined by Aunt Saabim, and fussed over by various older female relatives whose names she couldn’t even remember—if she’d ever known them—but who all exclaimed about how she’d grown, and how long her hair was, and how much she resembled her mother (may she never be extinguished, may she never disappear) and laughed or tutted at the state of her clothes, according to their natures. The family’s children wanted presents, the teens wanted to hear about the voyage, the older folk wanted the news from home . . .


    Finally, Uncle Chuleb had the sense or the courtesy to deliver the formal welcome: “The Sun shines upon your arrival, Ixkaab Balam, first daughter of my wife’s sister.”


    Aunt Saabim picked up her cue: “In a week’s time, we will feast your arrival. (Did your father remember the extra achiote I asked him for?) But now, we welcome you to the House of the Balam in Xanaamdaam. It is your home as long as you respect the laws of gods and humans. Our life for your life.”


    Kaab placed her hand on her heart, and bowed deeply. “And my life for yours.”


    “What you ask for shall be given, though we must walk the Road of the Sun to get it.”


    Everyone bowed to her now, even the littlest kids. Kaab looked around at them all, her people, old and young, women and men, some outlandishly dressed in Local clothing, but all with faces with the right expressions, skin the right color, eyes that knew her and welcomed her because she belonged to them.


    She had to say something in response. But she was all out of words. She had been nearly ninety days at sea, and every day felt suddenly like a year.


    “I would like . . .” Ixkaab Balam said. They nodded encouragingly at her, all smiles and welcome. She ought to ask to drink a welcome cup to toast them, or ask for prosperity on the house, or any number of things that meant nothing at all at the moment.


    “I would like the longest, hottest, soapiest, scented bath it is within your power to provide.”


    The sound of their laughter welcomed her at last.


    • • •


    All eyes were upon the Duchess Tremontaine as she entered Lady Galing’s drawing room. She was dressed in a marvelous confection of sea foam and lace that made her look like a water nymph, treading the land on little silver shoes, shoes with the smallest of bows and the sweetest curve of the heels. Instead of the elaborate jewelry of the other ladies, she wore a string of small pearls like bubbles of water, and bracelets of fine silver. Individual pearls peeked from her hair, upswept save for the few fair curls that tumbled down her neck, caught by a silver ribbon.


    The men who were in attendance this afternoon—younger sons not called to sit in Council, older men who thought that they could skip a day this once—felt that something had changed in the room, that the air they were breathing was suddenly cooler, like wind off the water; the day more like one from childhood in the country, finding a patch of wild mint . . .


    The ladies gasped at her splendor and audacity. Some sighed at Diane’s ability to pull off something they could not. Even those who recognized the green dress from its previous incarnation could not but admire the effect. Some smiled at the sheer pleasure of seeing their art so well done.


    And some did not.


    “She looks like a window shade,” Lady Davenant muttered to her friend Aurelia Halliday.


    “She looks like a classical painting,” Aurelia murmured in return.


    “Something from the walls of Tremontaine House? I hear they’re strapped for cash again. Maybe it’s an advertisement,” Lady Davenant said wickedly.


    “Darling, everyone’s strapped for cash. The harvest was bad or something; my husband explained it to me, but it doesn’t really make sense. Why should a lack of grain mean I can’t have a new carriage? It’s not as though we sell the stuff!”


    “But your tenants do. If they don’t make money, how can you?” Lady Aurelia paled. Her friend patted her hand. “Don’t worry, it’s not as bad as all that. Ask him again.”


    “You explain it much better than he does,” Amelia pouted.


    “Oh, not about the flour. About the carriage. Wear a low-cut bodice. They can’t resist it.”


    “Can you?”


    “Darling, it is all I can do not to ravish you before the chocolate is served. But I do require some sustenance. Biscuits and barley water just will not do. I wonder what Clara is waiting for? Afternoon chocolate is a serious affair.”


    Clara, Lady Galing, was seated in a carved chair of some magnificence, propped up with many cushions. Her skirts were quilted for more warmth, her head was wrapped in a turban of silk, pinned with an emerald ringed with diamonds, and around her shoulders were scarves in deep tones meant to make her color look less sickly and pallid. Lady Galing was indeed not well—in the less reputable gaming houses, bets were even being placed as to whether she would last out the year—but she took her position as wife to the Crescent Chancellor, head of the Council of Lords, very seriously, and gloried in her chance to be an important hostess whose parties everyone wished to attend. If the ladies had been so vulgar as to bet on another’s health, they would have bet that Lady Galing would drop dead presiding over one of her own musicales.


    “My dear!” Lady Galing attempted to rise to greet the duchess. Her two manservants hurried to assist her, but before she could rise, Diane rushed to her hostess in a ripple of silk and took her hand.


    “Lady Galing! How well you look! And how kind of you to provide us with delightful entertainment at this most dull season of the year.”


    The guests were standing around the room, talking, admiring the view from the tall windows onto the garden, flirting and chatting. It wasn’t much of a view; the last of winter gripped the landscape, and much of the Galings’ fine topiary was still wrapped up in burlap. But watery sunlight broke through the clouds from time to time, and here and there at the bases of statues peeped an impertinent crocus.


    “It is the least I can do,” Lady Galing said, twinkling, “when my husband keeps half your husbands locked up in the Council debating whatever urgent matter afflicts his mind today!”


    “Indeed!” Diane laughed a musical laugh. “Without you, I don’t know what we would do for amusement.”


    “Or for refreshment.” Lord Asper Lindley was suddenly at her side.


    Diane assessed him carefully. Lindley was one of those delicate blond men, a spun-sugar confection, whose appeal was obvious. But such men’s beauty did not last. She thought he had very few years left before the delicacy began to sag.


    “Ah! Asper!” Lady Galing turned to him with every appearance of delight. “I have been waiting chocolate on you. Now that you are here, we can begin.”


    Lindley raised his perfect eyebrows. “You will give me too great an opinion of myself, dear Clara. For the Duchess Tremontaine”—he bowed to Diane—“one waits chocolate. For me”—and he shrugged well-tailored shoulders—“well, all I can say, dear Clara, is that I am deeply honored.”


    It was a magnificent performance, thought the duchess, on both their parts. Poor Lady Galing! Asper and Lord Galing were having a spectacular affair—and the astute were aware that, throw as many parties as his lady pleased, the real way to the Crescent Chancellor’s power and good opinion was through Asper Lindley, now. Perhaps that was Lady Galing’s strategy, too?


    Or perhaps she was one of those women who thought her dignity and status were best served, when faced with her husband’s infidelities, by behaving as if they did not exist?


    Lady Galing clapped her hands; the footmen bowed and hurried out to bring in the chocolate.


    As Lady Davenant had said, chocolate was a serious affair. It was usually the first thing to pass anyone’s lips as they lay in their great beds in the morning (or afternoon, if they were recovering from a particularly late-night ball or supper party or gambling or amorous adventure). Some people insisted on making it fresh themselves, but most were happy to be handed a pot of it by their maid or manservant, ready to pour into little china cups just the way they liked it.


    But at an afternoon party, no noble would dream of drinking ready-made. Afternoon required the full regalia: The great pots of hot water, suspended over spirit flames. The chocolate itself, lifted with tongs and grated (with gloved hands) with silver graters made to look like fanciful creatures, into individual cups—or, at large parties, as in this case, smaller pots into which the hot water was poured, then whisked together with silver whisks until it foamed. Only then was the fragrant dark brew poured into the small cups and handed round to the guests, who each added sugar and cream to taste.


    In the mornings, the Duchess Tremontaine took her chocolate black; but in the afternoon, she permitted herself a little sugar and a great deal of cream.


    She watched to see how Asper Lindley took his, and was rewarded with the sight of him being singularly honored by his hostess herself serving him with lump after lump of brown sugar.


    “Thank you, Clara,” he said. “I’ll tell you when to stop.”


    She saw Clara Galing’s hand shake as it returned to the silver sugar bowl again, saw her face, hidden for a moment from all but Diane, contort in rage and disgust.


    The truth was plain. Lord Asper Lindley might as well have had a scroll above his head, written in Lord Galing’s hand: You will show him every courtesy.


    And Clara Galing obeyed to the letter. Out of love, out of fear, who knew? Lindley was a notorious gossip. Lady Galing’s behavior concerning himself would be reported directly back to the Crescent Chancellor. Between the sheets, probably. Diane shuddered, ready to blame it on a chill from the window, if anyone asked.


    “And how is dear William?” Lindley, with his sugary chocolate, had made his way to the duchess’s side, not even bothering to offer to fetch her a cup. Fortunately, Lord Humphrey Devize had already claimed the privilege. He knew just how she liked it.


    “My husband is well,” the duchess said. “Although I think you see him as much as I do, being both so occupied in Council.”


    “Yes, we are quite grown-up now,” said Lindley. “Grown-up and responsible.” He gave her what was meant to be a charming smile. “We were boys together, or should I say young men, when our fathers first saw fit to bring us to the city and put a little town polish on us.” He waited for her to say how much younger than that he looked. But she simply kept an expression of pleasant inquiry upon her face. “Would it be indiscreet of me to say that we discovered some of its more recondite pleasures . . . together?”


    The duchess smiled. “No, as long as you don’t enumerate them.” Lindley’s jibes were inexpressibly tedious. He was not a man of wit. It galled her to know that she could demolish him with a few well-chosen words, and that she must on no account do so. And it galled her to know that she must not only continue to endure his conversation as long as it pleased him to afflict her with it, but must pretend to enjoy the experience. Usually she found it restful, talking to idiots; it required so little of her actual attention. But Asper Lindley had a certain social cunning. He knew when he was being ignored; indeed, the duchess thought he needled largely to make sure that it never happened.


    She looked Lindley in the eye, so that her peripheral gaze could scan the room for Humphrey with the chocolate, and said, “But, as you say, you are all grown-up and responsible now. And a credit to your houses. In truth, I am surprised to find you here this afternoon, Lord Asper. I know your great interest in politics.”


    “Ah,” he said. People always said Ah when they needed extra time to think. He was probably trying to figure out whether she’d insulted him or not. He must have decided not, since he went on. “Well, today the Council of Lords is set to discuss barley and shipping. My father’s lands are mostly in cows and sheep, so I thought I might be spared for a little socializing. And besides, poor Clara . . . who knows how much longer we may have the pleasure of her company?”


    Over his shoulder, Diane saw the rather large Lord Humphrey wheezing his way through the crowd, balancing her chocolate. It wouldn’t be long now. But Lindley had time for a parting shot: “By the way, I love what you’ve made of that dress.”


    “Oh?” The duchess raised her delicately shaped eyebrows to give him time to wonder if she was going to take umbrage or not. “You don’t think it’s too much?”


    Lord Humphrey caught the last of this. “Too much?” he blustered. “Never! Too much of you would still be not enough, sweetest lady!”


    What an old dear he was. He flirted with her shamelessly. Diane turned her attention to him. “You’ve brought me chocolate! And just the way I like it, too.” She sipped delicately, and Asper Lindley took the hint. He bowed and went off to bother someone else.


    Diane did not even look after him.


    “And now, gentles!” Lady Galing coughed delicately into a handkerchief, drew a deep breath and announced: “Let us withdraw into the Blue Salon. Our dear Miss Sophronia Latimer has consented to soothe our cares and refresh our spirits with a little harp music.”


    Lord Humphrey had the pleasure of escorting Diane, Duchess Tremontaine, into the Blue Salon. He was tremendously wealthy, and had the Horned God’s own luck with cards. She had been considering asking him for the cash to ransom Highcombe and put her back on her feet. He might do it just to be gallant. But men had hidden depths, even amiable men like Lord Humphrey. He was just as likely to expect her to sleep with him, and that she would not do. She had spent her life making sure she owed no one anything.


    Diane de Tremontaine settled her green, foamy skirts around her in the small velvet salon chair, and took her cup and saucer back from Lord Humphrey. The long harp recital would give her plenty of time to think. She took a sip of the thick rich chocolate, and considered the letter on her desk, waiting to be sent. It was either a good idea, or merely a clever one. It was certainly a gamble. But the Duchess Tremontaine was very used to winning.
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