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SCATTERED ALONG THE RIVERS OF HEAVEN
I grieve to think of the stars
 Our ancestors our gods
 Scattered like hairpin wounds
 Along the River of Heaven
 So tell me
 Is it fitting that I spend my days here
 A guest in those dark, forlorn halls?
  
This is the first poem Xu Anshi gave to us; the first memory she shared with us for safekeeping. It is the first one that she composed in High Mheng — which had been and remains a debased language, a blend between that of the San-Tay foreigners, and that of the Mheng, Anshi’s own people.
She composed it on Shattered Pine Prison, sitting in the darkness of her cell, listening to the faint whine of the bots that crawled on the walls — melded to the metal and the crisscrossing wires, clinging to her skin — monitoring every minute movement she made — the voices of her heart, the beat of her thoughts in her brain, the sweat on her body.
Anshi had once been a passable poet in San-Tay, thoughtlessly fluent in the language of upper classes, the language of bot-handlers; but the medical facility had burnt that away from her, leaving an oddly-shaped hole in her mind, a gap that ached like a wound. When she tried to speak, no words would come out — not in San-Tay, not in High Mheng — only a raw croak, like the cry of a dying bird. Bots had once flowed to do her bidding; but now they only followed the will of the San-Tay.
There were no stars in Shattered Pine, where everything was dark with no windows; and where the faint yellow light soon leeched the prisoners’ skin of all colors. But, once a week, the prisoners would be allowed onto the deck of the prison station — heavily escorted by San-Tay guards. Bots latched onto their faces and eyes, forcing them to stare into the darkness — into the event horizon of the black hole, where all light spiraled inwards and vanished, where everything was crushed into insignificance. There were bodies outside — prisoners who had attempted to escape, put in lifesuits and jettisoned, slowly drifting into a place where time and space ceased to have any meaning. If they were lucky, they were already dead.
From time to time, there would be a jerk as the bots stung someone back into wakefulness; or low moans and cries, from those whose minds had snapped. Shattered Pine bowed and broke everyone; and the prisoners that were released back to Felicity Station came back diminished and bent, waking up every night weeping and shaking with the memory of the black hole.
Anshi — who had been a scholar, a low-level magistrate, before she’d made the mistake of speaking up against the San-Tay — sat very still, and stared at the black hole — seeing into its heart, and knowing the truth: she was of no significance, easily broken, easily crushed — but she had known that since the start. All men were as nothing to the vast universe.
It was on the deck that Anshi met Zhiying — a small, diminutive woman who always sat next to her. She couldn’t glance at Zhiying; but she felt her presence, nevertheless; the strength and hatred that emanated from her, that sustained her where other people failed.
Day after day they sat side by side, and Anshi formed poems in her mind, haltingly piecing them together in High Mheng — San-Tay was denied to her, and, like many of the Mheng upper class, she spoke no Low Mheng. Day after day, with the bots clinging to her skin like overripe fruit, and Zhiying’s presence, burning like fire at her side; and, as the verses became stronger and stronger in her mind, Anshi whispered words, out of the guards’ hearing, out of the bots’ discrimination capacities — haltingly at first, and then over and over, like a mantra on the prayer beads. Day after day; and, as the words sank deeper into her mind, Anshi slowly came to realize that the bots on her skin were not unmoving, but held themselves trembling, struggling against their inclination to move — and that the bots clinging to Zhiying were different, made of stronger materials to resist the fire of Zhiying’s anger. She heard the fast, frantic beat of their thoughts processes, which had its own rhythm, like poetry spoken in secret — and felt the hard shimmer that connected the bots to the San-Tay guards, keeping everything together.
And, in the dim light of Shattered Pine, Anshi subvocalised words in High Mheng, reaching out with her mind as she had done, back when she had been free. She hadn’t expected anything to happen; but the bots on her skin stiffened one after the other, and turned to the sound of her voice, awaiting orders.
  
Before she left Felicity, Xu Wen expected security at San-Tay Prime’s spaceport to be awful — they would take one glance at her travel documents, and bots would rise up from the ground and crawl up to search every inch of skin, every body cavity. Mother has warned her often enough that the San-Tay have never forgiven Felicity for waging war against them; that they will always remember the shame of losing their space colonies. She expects a personal interview with a Censor, or perhaps even to be turned back at the boundary, sent back in shame to Felicity.
But it doesn’t turn out that way at all.
Security is over in a breeze, the bots giving her nothing but a cursory body check before the guards wave her through. She has no trouble getting a cab either; things must have changed on San-Tay Prime, and the San-Tay driver waves her on without paying attention to the color of her skin.
“Here on holiday?” the driver asks her in Galactic, as she slides into the floater — her body sinking as the chair adapts itself to her morphology. Bots climb onto her hands, showing her ads for nearby hotels and restaurants: an odd, disturbing sight, for there are no bots on Felicity Station.
“You could say that,” Wen says, with a shrug she wills to be careless. “I used to live here.”
A long, long time ago, when she was still a baby; before Mother had that frightful fight with Grandmother, and left San-Tay Prime for Felicity.
“Oh?” the driver swerves, expertly, amidst the traffic; taking one wide, tree-lined avenue after another. “You don’t sound like it.”
Wen shakes her head. “I was born here, but I didn’t remain here long.”
“Gone back to the old country, eh?” The driver smiles. “Can’t say I blame you.”
“Of course,” Wen says, though she’s unsure what to tell him. That she doesn’t really know — that she never really lived here, not for more than a few years, and that she has a few confused memories of a bright-lit kitchen, and bots dancing for her on the carpet of Grandmother’s apartment? But she’s not here for such confidences. She’s here — well, she’s not sure why she’s here. Mother was adamant Wen didn’t have to come; but then, Mother has never forgiven Grandmother for the exile on San-Tay Prime.
Everything goes fine; until they reach the boundary district, where a group of large bots crawl onto the floater, and the driver’s eyes roll up as their thought-threads meld with his. At length, the bots scatter, and he turns back to Wen. “Sorry, m’am,” he says. “I have to leave you here.”
“Oh?” Wen asked, struggling to hide her fear.
“No floaters allowed into the Mheng districts currently,” the man said. “Some kind of funeral for a tribal leader — the brass is afraid there will be unrest.” He shrugs again. “Still, you’re local, right? You’ll find someone to help you.”
She’s never been here; and she doesn’t know anyone, anymore. Still, she forces a smile — always be graceful, Mother said — and puts her hand on one of the bots, feeling the warmth as it transfers money from her account on Felicity Station. After he’s left her on the paved sidewalk of a street she barely recognizes, she stands, still feeling the touch of the bots against her skin — on Felicity they call them a degradation, a way for the San-Tay government to control everything and everyone; and she just couldn’t bring herself to get a few locator-bots at the airport.
Wen looks up, at the signs — they’re in both languages, San-Tay and what she assumes is High Mheng, the language of the exiles. San-Tay is all but banned on Felicity, only found on a few derelict signs on the Outer Rings, the ones the National Restructuring Committee hasn’t gone around to retooling yet. Likewise, High Mheng isn’t taught, or encouraged. What little she can remember is that it’s always been a puzzle — the words look like Mheng; but when she tries to put everything together, their true meaning seems to slip away from her.
Feeling lost already, she wends her way deeper into the streets — those few shops that she bypasses are closed, with a white cloth spread over the door. White for grief, white for a funeral.
It all seems so — so wide, so open. Felicity doesn’t have streets lined with trees, doesn’t have such clean sidewalks — space on the station is at a ruthless premium, and every corridor is packed with stalls and shops — people eat at tables on the streets, and conduct their transactions in recessed doorways, or rooms half as large as the width of the sidewalk. She feels in another world; though, every now and then, she’ll see a word that she recognizes on a sign, and follow it, in the forlorn hope that it will lead her closer to the funeral hall.
Street after street after street — under unfamiliar trees that sway in the breeze, listening to the distant music broadcast from every doorway, from every lamp. The air is warm and clammy, a far cry from Felicity’s controlled temperature; and over her head are dark clouds. She almost hopes it rains, to see what it is like — in real life, and not in some simulation that seems like a longer, wetter version of a shower in the communal baths.
At length, as she reaches a smaller intersection, where four streets with unfamiliar signs branch off — some residential area, though all she can read are the numbers on the buildings — Wen stops, staring up at the sky. Might as well admit it: it’s useless. She’s lost, thoroughly lost in the middle of nowhere, and she’ll never be on time for the funeral.
She’d weep; but weeping is a caprice, and she’s never been capricious in her life. Instead, she turns back and attempts to retrace her steps, towards one of the largest streets — where, surely, she can hammer on a door, or find someone who will help her?
She can’t find any of the streets; but at length, she bypasses a group of old men playing Encirclement on the street — watching the shimmering holo-board as if their lives depended on it.
“Excuse me?” she asks, in Mheng.
As one, the men turn towards her — their gazes puzzled. “I’m looking for White Horse Hall,” Wen says. “For the funeral?”
The men still watch her, their faces impassive — dark with expressions she can’t read. They’re laden with smaller bots — on their eyes, on their hands and wrists, hanging black like obscene fruit: they look like the San-Tay in the reconstitution movies, except that their skins are darker, their eyes narrower.
At length, the eldest of the men steps forwards, and speaks up — his voice rerouted to his bots, coming out in halting Mheng. “You’re not from here.”
“No,” Wen says in the same language. “I’m from Felicity.”
An odd expression crosses their faces: longing, and hatred, and something else Wen cannot place. One of the men points to her, jabbers in High Mheng — Wen catches just one word she understands.
Xu Anshi.
“You’re Anshi’s daughter,” the man says. The bots’ approximation of his voice is slow, metallic, unlike the fast jabbering of High Mheng.
Wen shakes her head; and one of the other men laughs, saying something else in High Mheng.
That she’s too young, no doubt — that Mother, Anshi’s daughter, would be well into middle age by now, instead of being Wen’s age. “Daughter of daughter,” the man says, with a slight, amused smile. “Don’t worry, we’ll take you to the hall, to see your grandmother.”
He walks by her side, with the other man, the one who laughed. Neither of them speaks — too hard to attempt small talk in a language they don’t master, Wen guesses. They go down a succession of smaller and smaller streets, under banners emblazoned with the image of the phuong, Felicity’s old symbol, before the Honored Leader made the new banner, the one that showed the station blazing among the stars — something more suitable for their new status.
Everything feels … odd, slightly twisted out of shape — the words not quite what they ought to be, the symbols just shy of familiar; the language a frightening meld of words she can barely recognize.
Everything is wrong, Wen thinks, shivering — and yet how can it be wrong, walking among Grandmother’s own people?
  
Summoning bots I washed away
 Ten thousand thousand years of poison
 Awakening a thousand flower-flames, a thousand phoenix birds
 Floating on a sea of blood like cresting waves
 The weeping of the massacred millions rising from the darkness
  
We received this poem and its memories for safekeeping at a time when Xu Anshi was still on Felicity Station: on an evening before the Feast of Hungry Ghosts, when she sat in a room lit by trembling lights, thinking of Lao, her husband who had died in the uprisings — and wondering how much of it had been of any worth.
It refers to a time when Anshi was older, wiser — she and Zhiying had escaped from Shattered Pine, and spent three years moving from hiding place to hiding place, composing the pamphlets that, broadcast into every household, heralded the end of the San-Tay governance over Felicity.
On the night that would become known as the Second Ring Riots, Anshi stood in one of the inner rings of Felicity Station, her bots spread around her, hacked into the network — half of them on her legs, pumping modifiers into her blood; half of them linked to the other Mheng bot-handlers, retransmitting scenes of carnage, of the Mheng mob running wild in the San-Tay districts of the inner rings, the High Tribunal and Spaceport Authority lasered, and the fashionable districts trashed.
“This one,” Zhiying said, pointing to a taller door, adorned with what appeared to be a Mheng traditional blessing — until one realized that the characters had been chosen for aesthetic reasons only, and that they meant nothing.
Anshi sent a subvocalised command to her bots, asking them to take the house. The feed to the rioting districts cut off abruptly, as her bots turned their attention towards the door and the house beyond: their sensors analyzing the bots on the walls, the pattern of the aerations, the cables running behind the door, and submitting hypotheses about possible architectures of the security system — before the swarm reached a consensus, and made a decision.
The bots flowed towards the door — the house’s bots sought to stop them, but Anshi’s bots split into two squads, and rushed past, heading for the head — the central control panel, which housed the bots’ communication system. Anshi had a brief glimpse of red-painted walls, and blinking holos; before her bots rushed back, job completed, and fell on the now disorganized bots at the door.
Everything went dark, the Mheng characters slowly fading away from the door’s panels.
“All yours,” Anshi said to Zhiying, struggling to remain standing — all her bots were jabbering in her mind, putting forward suggestions as to what to do next; and, in her state of extreme fatigue, ignoring them was harder. She’d seen enough handlers burnt beyond recovery, their brains overloaded with external stimuli until they collapsed — she should have known better. But they needed her — the most gifted bot-handler they had, their strategist — needed her while the San-Tay were still reeling from their latest interplanetary war, while they were still weak. She’d rest later — after the San-Tay were gone, after the Mheng were free. There would be time, then, plenty of it.
Bao and Nhu were hitting the door with soldering knives — each blow weakening the metal until the door finally gave way with a groan. The crowd behind Anshi roared; and rushed through — pushing Anshi ahead of them, the world shrinking to a swirling, confused mass of details — gouged-out consoles, ornaments ripped from shelves, pale men thrown down and beaten against the rush of the crowd, a whirlwind of chaos, as if demons had risen up from the underworld.
The crowd spread as they moved inwards; and Anshi found herself at the center of a widening circle in what had once been a guest room. Beside her, Bao was hacking at a nondescript bed, while others in the crowd beat down on the huge screen showing a sunset with odd, distorted trees — some San-Tay planet that Anshi did not recognize, maybe even Prime. Anshi breathed, hard, struggling to steady herself in the midst of the devastation. Particles of down and dust drifted past her; she saw a bot on the further end, desperately trying to contain the devastation, scuttling to repair the gashes in the screen. Nhu downed it with a well-placed kick; her face distorted in a wide, disturbing grin.
“Look at that!” Bao held up a mirror-necklace, which shimmered and shifted, displaying a myriad configurations for its owner’s pleasure.
Nhu’s laughter was harsh. “They won’t need it anymore.” She held out a hand; but Bao threw the necklace to the ground; and ran it through with his knife.
Anshi did not move — as if in a trance she saw all of it: the screen, the bed, the pillows that sought to mould themselves to a pleasing shape, even as hands tore them apart; the jewellery scattered on the ground; and the image of the forest, fading away to be replaced by a dull, split-open wall — every single mark of San-Tay privilege, torn away and broken, never to come back. Her bots were relaying similar images from all over the station. The San-Tay would retaliate, but they would have understood, now, how fragile the foundation of their power was. How easily the downtrodden Mheng could become their downfall; and how much it would cost them to hold Felicity.
Good.
Anshi wandered through the house, seeking out the San-Tay bots — those she could hack and reprogram, she added to her swarm; the others she destroyed, as ruthlessly as the guards had culled the prisoners on Shattered Pine.
Anshi. Anshi.
Something was blinking, insistently, in the corner of her eyes — the swarm, bringing something to her attention. The kitchens — Zhiying, overseeing the executions. Bits and pieces, distorted through the bots’ feed: the San-Tay governor, begging and pleading to be spared; his wife, dying silently, watching them all with hatred in her eyes. They’d had no children; for which Anshi was glad. She wasn’t Zhiying, and she wasn’t sure she’d have borne the guilt.
Guilt? There were children dying all over the station; men and women killed, if not by her, by those who followed her. She spared a bitter laugh. There was no choice. Children could die; or be raised to despise the inferior breed of the Mheng; be raised to take slaves and servants, and send dissenters like Anshi to be broken in Shattered Pine with a negligent wave of their hands. No choice.
Come, the bots whispered in her mind, but she did not know why.
Zhiying was down to the Grand Master of Security when Anshi walked into the kitchens — she barely nodded at Anshi, and turned her attention back to the man aligned in the weapons’ sights.
She did not ask for any last words; though she did him the honor of using a bio-silencer on him, rather than the rifles they’d used on the family — his body crumpled inwards and fell, still intact; and he entered the world of the ancestors with the honor of a whole body. “He fought well,” Zhiying said, curtly. “What of the house?”
“Not a soul left living,” Anshi said, flicking through the bots’ channels. “Not much left whole, either.”
“Good,” Zhiying said. She gestured; and the men dragged the next victim — a Mheng girl, dressed in the clothes of an indentured servant.
This — this was what the bots had wanted her to see. Anshi looked to the prisoners huddled against the wall: there was one San-Tay left, an elderly man who gazed back at her, steadily and without fear. The rest — all the rest — were Mheng, dressed in San-Tay clothes, their skin pale and washed-out in the flickering lights — stained with what looked like rice flour from one of the burst bags on the floor. Mheng. Their own people.
“Elder sister,” Anshi said, horrified.
Zhiying’s face was dark with anger. “You delude yourself. They’re not Mheng anymore.”
“Because they were indentured into servitude? Is that your idea of justice? They had no choice,” Anshi said. The girl against the wall said nothing; her gaze slid away from Zhiying, to the rifle; finally resting on the body of her dead mistress.
“They had a choice. We had a choice,” Zhiying said. Her gaze — dark and intense — rested, for a moment, on the girl. “If we spare them, they’ll just run to the militia, and denounce us to find themselves a better household. Won’t you?” she asked.
Anshi, startled, realized Zhiying had addressed the girl — whose gaze still would not meet theirs, as if they’d been foreigners themselves.
At length, the girl threw her head back, and spoke in High Mheng. “They were always kind with me, and you butchered them like pigs.” She was shivering now. “What will you achieve? You can’t hide on Felicity. The San-Tay will come here and kill you all, and when they’re done, they’ll put us in the dark forever. It won’t be cushy jobs like this — they’ll consign us to the scavenge heaps, to the ducts-cleaning and the bots-scraping, and we won’t ever see starlight again.”
“See?” Zhiying said. “Pathetic.” She gestured, and the girl crumpled like the man before her. The soldiers dragged the body away, and brought the old San-Tay man. Zhiying paused; and turned back to Anshi. “You’re angry.”
“Yes,” Anshi said. “I did not join this so we could kill our own countrymen.”
Zhiying’s mouth twisted in a bitter smile. “Collaborators,” she said. “How do you think a regime like the San-Tay continues to exist? It’s because they take some of their servants, and set them above others. Because they make us complicit in our own oppression. That’s the worst of what they do, little sister — turn us against each other.”
No. The thought was crystal-clear in Anshi’s mind, like a blade held against starlight. That’s not the worst. The worst is that, to fight them, we have to best them at their own game.
She watched the old man as he died; and saw nothing in his eyes but the reflection of that bitter knowledge.
  
White Horse Hall is huge, so huge that it’s a wonder Wen didn’t see it from afar — more than a hundred stories, and more unveil as her floater lifts higher and higher, away from the crowd massed on the ground. Above the cloud cover, other white-clad floaters weave in and out of the traffic, as if to the steps of a dance only they can see.
She’s alone: her escort left her at the floater station — the older man with a broad smile and a wave, and the second man with a scowl, looking away from her. As they ascend higher and higher, and the air thins out — to almost the temperature of Felicity — , Wen tries to relax, but cannot do so. She’s late; and she knows it — and they probably won’t admit her into the hall at all. She’s a stranger here; and Mother is right: she would be better off in Felicity with Zhengyao, enjoying her period of rest by flying kites, or going for a ride on Felicity’s River of Good Fortune.
At the landing pad, a woman is waiting for her: small and plump, with hair shining silver in the unfiltered sunlight. Her face is frozen in careful blankness, and she wears the white of mourners, with none of the markers for the family of the dead.
“Welcome,” she says, curtly nodding to acknowledge Wen’s presence. “I am Ho Van Nhu.”
“Grandmother’s friend,” Wen says.
Nhu’s face twists in an odd expression. “You know my name?” She speaks perfect Galactic, with a very slight trace of an accent — heard only in the odd inflections she puts on her own name.
Wen could lie; could say that Mother spoke of her often; but here, in this thin, cold air, she finds that she cannot lie — any more than one does not lie in the presence of the Honoured Leader. “They teach us about you in school,” she says, blushing.
Nhu snorts. “Not in good terms, I’d imagine. Come,” she says. “Let’s get you prepared.”
There are people everywhere, in costumes Wen recognizes from her history lessons — oddly old-fashioned and formal, collars flaring in the San-Tay fashion, though the five panels of the dresses are those of the Mheng high court, in the days before the San-Tay’s arrival.
Nhu pushes her way through the crowd, confident, until they reach a deserted room. She stands for a while in the center, eyes closed, and bots crawl out of the interstices, dragging vegetables and balls of rolled-up dough — black and featureless, their bodies gleaming like knife-blades, their legs moving on a rhythm like centipedes or spiders.
Wen watches, halfway between fascination and horror, as they cut up the vegetables into small pieces — flatten the dough and fill up dumplings, and put them inside small steamer units that other bots have dragged up. Other bots are already cleaning up the counter, and there is a smell in the room — tea brewing in a corner. “I don’t —” Wen starts. How can she eat any of that, knowing how it was prepared? She swallows, and forces herself to speak more civilly. “I should be with her.”
Nhu shakes her head. Beads of sweat pearl on her face; but she seems to be gaining color as the bots withdraw, one by one — except that Wen can still see them, tucked away under the cupboards and the sink, like curled-up cockroaches. “This is the wake, and you’re already late for it. It won’t make any difference if you come in quarter of an hour later. And I would be a poor host if I didn’t offer you any food.”
There are two cups of tea on the central table; Nhu pours from a teapot, and pushes one to Wen — who hesitates for a moment, and then takes it, fighting against a wave of nausea. Bots dragged out the pot; the tea leaves. Bots touched the liquid that she’s inhaling right now.
“You look like your mother when she was younger,” Nhu says, sipping at the tea. “Like your grandmother, too.” Her voice is matter-of-fact; but Wen can feel the grief Nhu is struggling to contain. “You must have had a hard time, at school.”
Wen thinks on it for a while. “I don’t think so,” she says. She’s had the usual bullying, the mockeries of her clumsiness, of her provincial accent. But nothing specifically directed at her ancestors. “They did not really care about who my grandmother was.” It’s the stuff of histories now; almost vanished — only the generation of the Honored Leader remembers what it was like, under the San-Tay.
“I see,” Nhu says.
An uncomfortable silence stretches, which Nhu makes no effort to break.
Small bots float by, carrying a tray with the steamed dumplings — like the old vids, when the San-Tay would be receiving their friends at home. Except, of course, that the Mheng were doing the cutting-up and the cooking, in the depths of the kitchen.
“They make you uncomfortable,” Nhu says.
Wen grimaces. “I — we don’t have bots, on Felicity.”
“I know. The remnants of the San-Tay — the technologies of servitude, which should better be forgotten and lost.” Her voice is light, ironic; and Wen realizes that she is quoting from one of the Honored Leader’s speeches. “Just like High Mheng. Tell me, Wen, what do the histories say of Xu Anshi?”
Nothing, Wen wants to say; but as before, she cannot bring herself to lie. “That she used the technologies of the San-Tay against them; but that, in the end, she fell prey to the lure of their power.” It’s what she’s been told all her life; the only things that have filled the silence Mother maintains about Grandmother. But, now, staring at this small, diminutive woman, she feels almost ashamed. “That she and her followers were given a choice between exile, and death.”
“And you believe that?”
“I don’t know,” Wen says. And, more carefully, “Does it matter?”
Nhu shrugs, shaking her head. “Mingxia — your mother once asked Anshi if she believed in reconciliation with Felicity. Anshi told her that reconciliation was nothing more than another word for forgetfulness. She was a hard woman. But then, she’d lost so much in the war. We all did.”
“I’m not Mother,” Wen says, and Nhu shakes her head, with a brief smile.
“No. You’re here.”
Out of duty, Wen thinks. Because someone has to come, and Mother won’t. Because someone should remember Grandmother, even if it’s Wen — who didn’t know her, didn’t know the war. She wonders what the Honored Leader will say about Grandmother’s death, on Felicity — if she’ll mourn the passing of a liberator, or remind them all to be firm, to reject the evil of the San-Tay, more than sixty years after the foreigners’ withdrawal from Felicity.
She wonders how much of the past is worth clinging to.
  
See how the gilded Heavens are covered
 With the burning bitter tears of our departed
 Cast away into darkness, they contradict no truths
 Made mute and absent, they denounce no lies
  
Anshi gave this poem into our keeping on the night after her daughter left her. She was crying then, trying not to show it — muttering about ungrateful children, and their inability to comprehend any of what their ancestors had gone through. Her hand shook, badly; and she stared into her cup of tea, as hard as she had once stared into the black hole and its currents, dragging everything into the lightless depths. But then, as on Shattered Pine, the only thing that came to her was merciless clarity, like the glint of a blade or a claw.
It is an old, old composition, its opening lines the last Anshi wrote on Felicity Station. Just as the first poem defined her youth — the escaped prisoner, the revolution’s foremost bot-handler — this defined her closing decades, in more ways than one.
The docks were deserted; not because it was early in the station’s cycle, not because the war had diminished interstellar travel; but because the docks had been cordoned off by Mheng loyalists. They gazed at Anshi, steadily — their eyes blank; though the mob behind them brandished placards and howled for her blood.
“It’s not fair,” Nhu said. She was carrying Anshi’s personal belongings — Anshi’s bots, and those of all her followers, were already packed in the hold of the ship. Anshi held her daughter Mingxia by the hand: the child’s eyes were wide, but she didn’t speak. Anshi knew she would have questions, later — but all that mattered, here and now, was surviving this. “You’re a heroine of the uprising. You shouldn’t have to leave like a branded criminal.”
Anshi said nothing. She scanned the crowd, wondering if Zhiying would be there, at the last — if she’d smile and wish her well, or make one last stab of the knife. “She’s right, in a way,” she said, wearily. The crowd’s hatred was palpable, even where she stood. “The bots are a remnant of the San-Tay, just like High Mheng. It’s best for everyone if we forget it all.” Best for everyone but them.
“You don’t believe that,” Nhu said.
“No.” Not any of that; but she knew what was in Zhiying’s heart, the hatred of the San-Tay that she carried with her — that, to her elder sister, she would be nothing more than a collaborator herself — tainted by her use of the enemy’s technology.
“She just wants you gone. Because you’re her rival.”
“She doesn’t think like that,” Anshi said, more sharply than she’d intended; and she knew, too, that she didn’t believe that. Zhiying had a vision of the Mheng as strong and powerful; and she’d allow nothing and no one to stand in its way.
They were past the cordon now, and the maw of the ship gaped before them — the promise of a life somewhere else, on another planet. Ironic, in a way — the ship was from the San-Tay High Government, seeking amends for their behavior on colonized stations. If someone had ever told her she’d ride one of those as a guest…
Nhu, without hesitation, was heading up towards the dark tunnel. “You don’t have to come,” Anshi said.
Nhu rolled her eyes upwards, and made no comment. Like Anshi, she was old guard; a former teacher in the Mheng schools, fluent in High Mheng, and with a limited ability to control the bots. A danger, like Anshi.
There was a noise behind them — the beginning of a commotion. Anshi turned; and saw that, contrary to what she’d thought, Zhiying had come.
She wore the sash of Honored Leader well; and the stars of Felicity’s new flag were spread across her dress — which was a shorter, less elaborate version of the five-panel ceremonial garb. Her hair had been pulled up in an elegant bun, thrust through with a golden phoenix pin, the first jewel to come out of the station’s new workshops — she was unrecognizable from the gaunt, tall prisoner Anshi remembered, or even from the dark, intense leader of the rebellion years.
“Younger sister.” She bowed to Anshi, but did not come closer; remaining next to her escort of black-clad soldiers. “We wish you happiness, and good fortune among the stars.”
“We humbly thank you, Your Reverence,” Anshi said — keeping the irony, and the hurt from her voice. Zhiying’s eyes were dark, with the same anger Anshi remembered from the night of the Second Ring riots — the night when the girl had died. They stood, staring at each other, and at length Zhiying gestured for Anshi to move.
Anshi backed away, slowly, pulling her daughter by the hand. She wasn’t sure why she felt … drained, as if a hundred bots had been pumping modifiers into her blood, and had suddenly stopped. She wasn’t sure what she’d expected — an apology? Zhiying had never been one for it; or for doubts of any kind. But still —
Still, they’d been on Shattered Pine together; had escaped together; had preached and written the poetry of the revolution, and dared each other to hack into Felicity’s network to spread it into every household, every corridor screen.
There should have been something more than a formal send-off; something more than the eyes boring into hers — dark and intense, and with no hint of sorrow or tears.
We do not weep for the enemy, Anshi thought; as she turned, and passed under the wide metal arc that led into the ship, her daughter’s hand heavy in hers.
  
In the small antechamber, Wen dons robes of dark blue — those reserved for the mourners who are the closest family to the dead. She can hear, in the distance, the drone of prayers from the priests, and the scuttling of bots on the walls, carrying faint music until the entire structure of the hall seems to echo with it. Slowly, carefully, she rises, and stares at her pale, wan self in the mirror — with coiled bots at its angles, awaiting just an order to awaken and bring her anything she might desire. Abominations, she thinks, uneasily, but it’s hard to see them as something other than alien, incomprehensible.
Nhu is waiting for her at the great doors — the crowd has parted, letting her through with an almost religious hush. In silence, Wen kneels, her head bent down — an honor to the dead, an acknowledgement that she is late and that she must make amends, for leaving Grandmother’s ghost alone.
She hears a noise as the doors open — catches a flash of a crowd dressed in blue; and then she is crawling towards the coffin, staring at the ground ahead of her. By her side, there are glimpses of dresses’ hems, of shoes that are an uneasy meld of San-Tay and Mheng. Ahead, a steady drone from the monks at the pulpit, taken up by the crowd; a prayer in High Mheng, incomprehensible words segueing into a melodious chant; and a smell of incense mingled with something else, a flower she cannot recognize. The floor under her is warm, soft — unlike Felicity’s utilitarian metal or carpets, a wealth of painted ostentation with patterns she cannot make out.
As she crawls, Wen finds herself, incongruously, thinking of Mother.
She asked, once, why Mother had left San-Tay Prime — expecting Mother to rail once more at Grandmother’s failures. But Mother merely pulled a low bench, and sat down with a sigh. “There was no choice, child. We could dwindle away on San-Tay Prime, drifting further and further away from Felicity with every passing moment. Or we could come back home.”
“It’s not Grandmother’s home,” Wen said, slowly, confusedly — with a feeling that she was grappling with something beyond her years.
“No,” Mother said. “And, if we had waited too long, it wouldn’t have been your home either.”
“I don’t understand.” Wen put a hand on one of the kitchen cupboards — the door slid away, letting her retrieve a can of dried, powdered shrimp, which she dumped into the broth on the stove.
“Like two men carried away by two different currents in the river — both ending in very different places.” She waved a dismissive hand. “You’ll understand, when you’re older.”
“Is that why you’re not talking with Grandmother?”
Mother grimaced, staring into the depths of her celadon cup. “Grandmother and I … did not agree on things,” she said. “Sometimes I think …” She shook her head. “Stubborn old woman. She never could admit that she had lost. That the future of Felicity wasn’t with bots, with High Mheng; with any of what the San-Tay had left us.”
Bots. High Mheng — all of the things that don’t exist anymore, on the new Felicity — all the things the Honored Leader banished, for the safety and glory of the people. “Mother…” Wen said, suddenly afraid.
Her mother smiled; and for the first time Wen saw the bitterness in her eyes. “Never mind, child. This isn’t your burden to carry.”
Wen did not understand. But now … now, as she crawls down the aisle, breathing in the unfamiliar smells, she thinks she understands. Reconciliation means forgetfulness, and is it such a bad thing that they forget, that they are no longer chained to the hatreds of the past?
She reaches the coffin, and rises — turns, for a brief moment, to stare at the sea of humanity before her — the blurred faces with bots at the corner of their eyes, with alien scents and alien clothes. They are not from Felicity anymore, but something else — poised halfway between the San-Tay and the culture that gave them birth; and, as the years pass, those that do not come back will drift further and further from Felicity, until they will pass each other in the street, and not feel anything but a vague sense of familiarity, like long-lost families that have become strangers to each other.
No, not from Felicity anymore — and does it matter, any of it?
Wen has no answer — none of Mother’s bleak certainties about life. And so she turns away from the crowd, and looks into the coffin — into the face of a stranger, across a gap like a flowing river, dark and forever unbridgeable.
  
I am in halves, dreaming of a faraway home
 Not a dry spot on my moonlit pillow
 Through the open window lie the stars and planets
 Where ten thousand family members have scattered
 Along the River of Heaven, with no bridges to lead them home
 The long yearning
 Cuts into my heart
  
This is the last poem we received from Xu Anshi; the last one she composed, before the sickness ate away at her command of High Mheng, and we could no longer understand her subvocalised orders. She said to us then, “it is done”; and turned away from us, awaiting death.
We are here now, as Wen looks at the pale face of her grandmother. We are not among our brethren in the crowd — not clinging to faces, not curled on the walls or at the corner of mirrors, awaiting orders to unfold.
We have another place.
We rest on the coffin with Xu Anshi’s other belongings; scattered among the paper offerings — the arch leading into the Heavens, the bills stamped with the face of the King of Hell. We sit quiescent, waiting for Xu Wen to call us up — that we might flow up to her like a black tide, carrying her inheritance to her, and the memories that made up Xu Anshi’s life from beginning to end.
But Wen’s gaze slides right past us, seeing us as nothing more than a necessary evil at the ceremony; and the language she might summon us in is one she does not speak and has no interest in.
In silence, she walks away from the coffin to take her place among the mourners — and we, too, remain silent, taking our understanding of Xu Anshi’s life into the yawning darkness.
“With apologies to Qiu Jin, Bei Dao and the classical
 Tang poets for borrowing and twisting their best lines”



EXODUS TIDES
Mother never spoke about the sea.
She’d been very young at the time of the exodus, Aunt Albane said: a mere smolt, able to swim on her own but not yet ready to mate or bear offspring. Father had dragged her from the depths as the Dark King raged, and they fled together, ahead of twisted, shadowy shapes with harpoons and tridents — never stopping till they reached the safety of the seashore.
“But how did he swim?” I asked. I couldn’t imagine Father — small and portly with a shock of pale white skin, out of breath when he climbed the stairs — as someone who had ever been at ease in the sea-depths.
Aunt Albane laughed, a sound like breakers on the shore. “He had an armour. Grey and green like a lobster’s shell.” Her eyes had that distant look that suggested she wasn’t there anymore, but somewhere underwater, amidst algae and fish and the familiar currents of her childhood.
“And a sword?” I asked.
She looked startled. “Yes. I guess you could call it a sword.”
I pictured Father as some kind of knight: like Sir Roland in the Pyrénées, holding back the Saracens with his blade Durandal — a palpable halo of light around him as he swam with my mother in his arms, away from the spreading, choking darkness.
I imagined it was only later, when they’d touched the shore, after my mother and her people had been resettled, that the glow had died.
  
There were words for what we were, not all of them kind: fish-heads, brine-breaths, dead-skins. The boys whispered them to me at recess when I walked past, my skin too grey and opalescent to be ever mistaken for human. They laughed and swaggered and said the country was all going to waste if they let my kind settle there.
Jamila told me they were blockheads, the lot of them, and that I shouldn’t pay any attention to their babbling. That it was the Republic, and that we were all equals, Muslims and Asians and mermen. That I was no merwoman, but born on French soil, and as much of a Frenchwoman as Jamila was.
The boys teased Jamila, too, about her dark skin colour; but never for very long, for Jamila had an acid tongue — and an older brother, Toufiq, who was quick to come to her defence, showing off his muscles and his willingness to use them to preserve her purity.
Jamila was curious about us. She’d ask me all sorts of questions about a country I’d never known, about what it had been like to swim in the depths, if we’d had clothes or toys or books.
“I don’t know,” I said, shrugging. My toys were a battered red teddy bear, and a small piano that made crystalline sounds when you hit the coloured keys; and all the other things you could find, going into any toy shop in Paris. “We have them now.”
“Silly, I wasn’t asking about now.”
No, she was asking about back then — the times we’d been blessed and chosen by the sea, before the exile, before the Dark King and the exodus that had reduced us to those small, awkward beings who just couldn’t seem to fit in anywhere on dry land. But I didn’t feel up to voicing the shame of that.
“Did you have books, back in Morocco?” I asked.
Jamila shrugged. “Mom had some. But not many. Just the Qur’an and some cheap paperbacks. She carried them with her when she crossed the Mediterranean.” She twisted one finger in the hem of her veil, in a thoughtful grimace. “Gave them all to Toufiq, who never reads them anyway.”
In the sea it had been the women who ruled, Aunt Albane had said, because the males, seized with the mating frenzy, couldn’t remember who they were half the time. And, when the currents kept changing, altering the feel and smell of places, you needed some anchor. The women provided it, until it all changed.
  
I liked Uncle Hervé because he brought me trinkets every time he visited: polished sea-shells and boxes overlaid with mother-of-pearl. His packages smelled of raw fish and iodine: a weak, quivering smell always on the edge of vanishing, which always made me hunger for more. I’d open them, alone in my room, hardly daring to breathe for fear I’d break something beyond repair.
My parents didn’t like him. Whenever Uncle Hervé came, there would be that particular edge around the dinner table, as we dug into the veal blanquette and the mashed potatoes. Uncle Hervé himself, who had refused to have even the simplest of reconstructive surgeries, always wore a mask over his face and a flask at his hip, connected to the mask via translucent tubing: the mask sprayed water into his throat at regular intervals, to keep his gills moist. He seldom ate; and spoke little. At least, when I was there.
After dinner was over, the adults would send me to bed, and speak in the living room around coffee and biscuits. Some evenings, I managed to creep back in and crouch in the kitchen, lapping up what words I could hear.
“You shouldn’t bring her gifts,” Father said. “You fill her head with nonsense.”
“That’s rich, coming from you,” Uncle Hervé said. “Do you really think you can turn her into a human?”
“She’s human, Hervé,” Mother said, quietly. “As much as she’ll ever be.”
“My name’s not Hervé.” His voice was low and fierce. “Neither is yours Bénédicte. You should know this.”
“We said —”
“I know what you said. I know what little bargains and pacts you made. You’re swaddling her in baby-clothes and hoping she never wakes up to half her inheritance. Do you think she’ll thank you later?” He stopped; there was a wet, squelching sound as he put the mask back on his face and inhaled — and another squelching sound as he took it off.
“She’ll have fitted in.” Father spoke as if he were still wielding a sword. “Become a true Frenchwoman. We all know there’s no future left in the sea.”
Uncle Hervé laughed, sharp and bitter. “You’re one to talk.”
“Hervé —”
“We both know what you did, all of it. What you humans did.” He spat the word “human” like a rotten shrimp. “Anyway, you only have to look at her to know she won’t ever be French. Grey skin and gills.” He snorted. “She takes after us, not you.”
“You’re the one who doesn’t understand,” Mother said. Her voice was taut with fear — as if she’d stretch in one fluid, easy kick, and run to the door before anyone could stop her. “If she doesn’t belong, they’ll just send her away. They’ll send us all away, back to the sea and what’s waiting for us there. Do you want to go back, Hervé?”
He was silent, then. “No,” he said; but it didn’t sound like a “no.”
  
The first time I was in the water, it was a revelation.
I’d never liked sports: racing or basketball seemed needlessly tiring, with my lungs contracting to take in searing, dry air that didn’t sustain me. Always out of breath, I was always last — the last runner on the track, the last one to be picked up for the teams.
But swimming was different.
The school took us to sports at the local swimming pool. We lined up, twenty awkward girls in swimsuits and bathing caps, feeling as flat as flounders. I felt encased in stretched cloth, hardly able to draw in breath; and the others were looking at me oddly. They had never seen so much of me — without the turtleneck sweater I used to hide my gills, and the long sleeves I wore in every season, covering the patches of shimmering, iridescent skin above my wrists.
“Come on, sleepyhead,” Jamila said. She leapt into the water with her legs drawn under her, making a splash big enough to drench every lane.
I leapt after her, eager to dispel the others’ gazes. The water rose up to meet me, shimmering in the winter sunlight; and then it swallowed me. It kissed my skin and blessed it, and the dry itch I always felt receded. The water pressed against me, warm and comforting, an embrace I had always longed for. I breathed in — in and out, and my gills distended, taking in the grace being offered — my legs stretched in an expansive kick that felt instinctive, and I dived deeper. The pressure grew greater; it took me and shaped me and made me whole as I swooped and swum, turning lithely above the blue tiles at the bottom of the pool. There was a faint aftertaste of chlorine, not salt; but I didn’t care. I felt … at peace, at home, finally back where I belonged.
When I emerged, everyone was staring at me — including Jamila, though her gaze wasn’t hostile.
“What the matter?” I hissed, swimming closer to her.
“Do you know how long you were in there?” She maintained herself afloat with awkward kicks of her legs.
“No.” I said. It had barely been a moment; and already I craved diving again.
She rolled her eyes upwards. “I didn’t count, but it’s got to be minutes, Em. Minutes.”
I tried to shrug, but it was harder in the water. “I am what I am.”
“Sure.” Jamila nodded, but I could tell I’d somehow breached the boundaries of what she considered normal.
When Mother came to pick me up later, and asked me how my day had been, I almost told her. But she stood there waiting for me, her grey skin shimmering in the sunlight: prim and correct, with a green cashmere cardigan and a pair of silk trousers around her surgically reconstructed legs — the epitome of French chic, from her Lancel handbag to the discreet gold pendant around her neck. Yet, somehow, I couldn’t find the heart to share any of this.
  
Aunt Albane wouldn’t speak much about the sea, either; but she did tell me a few things whenever I went to her house.
Unlike my parents, Uncle Hervé and Aunt Albane had never settled in a city; but had instead chosen some god-forsaken place in the middle of the countryside, in a commune of other merpeople. Small houses, so far away from each other that you could barely guess at their presence. They were spread out in a circle around a field, with trampled grass and a few bits of coloured cloth tied to the trunks of trees: it might have been a shrine, it might have been a meeting place. I didn’t know enough to tell.
I could see Mother relax every time we drove there, when the wide expanse under the sky replaced the narrow, high streets of the cities — when everything became wide and limitless, as it had been before.
Their house wasn’t exactly French: they’d used their resettlement money to knock down all the walls they could in order to make a single, wide room with barely any furniture — not even a TV or a computer. Everything had the same smell as Uncle Hervé’s packages; but here it was strong enough to permeate everything. My gills breathed in brine and algae; and the pores of my skin opened wide, trying to store enough water before we went back to the dry, polluted streets of the city. This was the true thing, or as true as it could be — not like the spray I kept in a drawer of my bedside table for those days when I couldn’t sneak off to the swimming pool.
My parents always seemed drawn into arguments with Uncle Hervé, so I took refuge in the kitchen, helping Aunt Albane cook. She walked in slow, tottering steps — she’d had the surgery for her lungs, not for her legs, and those were weak and stunted within her walker. I helped her fetch garlic and fish-sauce, and spread it into a cooking pan — she only cooked for our benefit, since the pan always looked brand-new, and I could see the jars of salted fish above the stove. I didn’t think they ate any cooked food; just fish, as we had done under the sea. Their friends, I guessed, did likewise.
“It used to be different,” Aunt Albane told me. “We followed the currents and the shoals, and took our sustenance where we could.”
“You never had cities?”
Aunt Albane snorted. “Buildings, sometimes, for one ceremony or another. But not so many as here. Buildings are a human thing.” She didn’t sound as though she approved. “We don’t need roofs over our heads, or walls to protect us from the cold.”
“Predators,” I said, leaving the question half-asked.
“Sharks and barracudas, sometimes. The weak died; the strong survived. That’s how it had always been.”
“But it changed,” I said, cautiously. She was quick to share her stories of the time before; but she almost never told me about the exodus that had sent hundreds of them staggering onto the shores of France.
Aunt Albane’s eyes flicked to the stove. “Salmon, please.”
I took two chunks of salmon from the freezer, and handed them to her to put into the pan. Oil sizzled and sang where the flesh touched the hot metal.
Aunt Albane nodded, not moving from her place at the stove. “It wasn’t much, at first. We ignored the signs. Babies born with deformed limbs — without eyes, without gills —”
“The Twisted Ones,” I said. The Dark King’s servants, the ones that had chased Mother and Father all the way to the shore.
“Yes,” Aunt Albane looked stubbornly at the salmon, turning pink in the pan.
“And the King,” I said.
“Yes.” Aunt Albane’s gaze was distant. “If not for your father and his companions, we wouldn’t be alive today.”
“Companions?” I asked. In my mind’s eye, Father was always alone — battling monsters with his sword, dragging Mother and Aunt Albane out of the sea. “Like the Knights of the Round Table?”
Aunt Albane shook her head. “They were cleverer than your knights. Not strong or tough, but smart. Has he never shown you his papers? He and his colleagues saw the end coming long before we did, and planned for it.”
“Papers? What was in them?” It didn’t sound like something Father would do. Then again, swimming underwater with a sword didn’t sound like him either.
“Mathematical formulas and charts — their plans to rescue us, laid out so meticulously.” Her lips twisted. “Scientists. And it all worked.”
“Why shouldn’t it have worked?” I asked, slowly. I couldn’t understand. I’d always thought Father had been a knight; a lone hero. Companions were one thing; but scientists in a research laboratory, with flasks and white coats, and the smell of ammonium and bleach?
“Take all the mermen out of the sea, bring them all onto the shore?” Aunt Albane shook the pan as if it had offended her. “It’s not an easy thing, or a simple one.”
“Then…” Then it was all right; and Father was just another kind of hero. Not a knight,; not a scientist who paved the way to the stars; but our saviour all the same.
Aunt Albane made a dismissive gesture. “You worry too much, Emilie.”
How could I worry too much, when I understood nothing? I wanted to tell her that, but in that moment Mother came over, a frown on her face. “Albane,” she said. “Do you know where the forks are?” She saw me crouching by the stove and threw Aunt Albane a look that said they’d talk about this later. “Émilie, come on, help me lay the table.”
I rose and left, bursting with a thousand unanswered questions.
  
We went to Brittany once, when I was ten — because that was what the French did — left for two weeks in July and drove hours through traffic jams to some sleepy little town smelling of brine and pine needles. I walked among the market stalls, my mouth watering every time I passed the fishmongers’ displays with the fresh, raw fish lined up on ice, their open eyes glistening in the sunlight. The lobsters and crabs were still alive, their shells a healthy, tantalising brown — a food fit for the nobles of the sea. I could imagine how they’d taste — how it would feel to have their legs kicking feebly against my palate in that brief moment before my teeth closed down on them. But then I remembered that we didn’t eat raw flesh, not in the Republic.
Mother retreated into the backyard of the house where she cooked shellfish and haddocks and salmons with a vengeance: the rooms filled with the smell of oil and the curiously bland odor of cooked fish-flesh.
I went to the seaside.
They’d forbidden me, of course, but I slipped away early one morning while they were all sleeping. I crept along the fir-scented paths, past the bunched-up houses with their white paints and grey slate roofs stained with greenish moss. The sky overhead was unbearably blue, the light sharp and unforgiving; not the gentle, shimmering veils I’d seen underwater.
The beach was deserted: I climbed down the stairs from the road, and took off my shoes and socks to stand in warm sand. I stood for a while, where the sea met the shore — breathing in the wetness of the air, my pores expanding to take it all in. There were algae and fragments of broken seashells by my feet, crunching when I stepped over them, and the sand was wet and clinging to my skin. I don’t know what I’d expected — the Dark King, looming out of the deserted surf to snatch me, laughing manically all the while; some squad of twisted, leering merpeople with harpoons, unfolding from Aunt Albane’s nightmarish accounts.
Or perhaps the sea itself, the blessed Abyss gaping out between the waves, its shimmering depths reminding me of my purpose in life, of the past that must not be forgotten, that would be restored someday.
But the sea remained silent. A few families had spread their bags and towels on the sand, and their children were busy digging holes in the dry sand, daring each other to breach their fortresses and castles. No one swam: the water had ceased to be a friendly place, with the rise of the Dark King — what the French had called the Black Catastrophe, spouting excuses about global warming and greedy corporations, as if they knew anything about what had really happened under the sea.
I wanted, more than anything, to immerse myself in the water, to be cleansed by salt and iodine; but there was no telling what might happen.
I walked back home feeling as though a piece of me were missing.
  
Uncle Hervé knocked at the door of our flat late one night. He stood framed in the doorway with a plain white parcel bearing the logo of the local bakery, his skin glowing a faint blue under the corridor’s lights. He held his mask in one hand, and his mouth was full of small, sharp teeth: he looked both terribly familiar and terribly alien.
He didn’t bother with greetings. “Em, are your parents home?”
I was about to show him into the kitchen, but he looked so … changed, so feral, that the words were out of my mouth before I could think. “Is this — about the sea?”
He looked at me for a while, his eyes shining with the grey-green of storms. He smelled of brine, and of wet sand; and of a thousand things that didn’t belong in small, cramped flats locked within Parisian suburbs. At length he shook his head. “I always told your parents they sheltered you too much.” He snorted, water gurgling up through his gills. “Your father was always so good at making decisions for other people.”
“I don’t understand,” I said slowly — with the feeling that I was dancing on the edge of the blessed Abyss, that the right words, the rights gestures would finally cause the Abyss to open and show me the treasures in its depths. “Did Father do something wrong?” Father was a hero, a knight in armour; Mother’s rescuer, no matter how or with whom he had done it. Surely…
Uncle Hervé’s face had gone flat — with the particular edge of a merman’s anger. “Your father is a fool.”
“He rescued the mermen…” I started, but Uncle Hervé cut me with a dismissive gesture.
“Do you think we came willingly, Em? Ask yourself what he did.”
He walked past me, into the kitchen; I trailed after him, hoping for more. It was more than the glow; he seemed transfigured altogether, his gestures more fluid and more expansive than I’d ever seen, as if some great energy moved beneath the surface.
They sent me to my room; but I listened in, just the same.
“It’s late for a courtesy visit,” Mother said.
Uncle Hervé didn’t jest or protest, as he might have. “The way is open again.”
Silence spread outward from those few words, as if we had all moved underwater where sound took more time to travel. “It can’t be true…” Mother started.
Uncle Hervé inhaled noisily through the mask — letting the moment stretch, I guessed. “They say they’ve cleansed the waters. That the pollutants are gone.”
“That’s not possible. Scientifically speaking —” Father sounded … thoughtful, angry? I couldn’t tell; couldn’t understand half of what they were talking about.
“Impossible?” Uncle Hervé growled. “You destroyed our homeland, Erwan. And when that was finished, when nothing was left to salvage, you lured us out of it. You called it saving us, but the fact remains: you took us out of the sea. You sang to us and called us, and you marooned us on dry land. You gave us money, later on. You helped us resettle. But you can’t change what you did, and you can’t lecture me.”
“Hervé —” Father said, pleading; and the world twisted and died a little, for Father never begged.
“I’ve heard it from reliable sources. I’m going back to the sea.”
“For all you know —”
“Oh, please. For the Abyss’ sake, spare me your childish fears.” He sounded enraged, as if he’d been holding everything back for too long. “What wouldn’t you give to go back home?” He made a sound in the back of his throat; it was only later I realised he was speaking Mother’s name — not the French one she’d taken, but her true one, the one from the sea.
“There’s no going back,” Mother said, and it seemed to be the end of the conversation.
  
When Uncle Hervé was gone my parents looked at each other.
“Do you think — ?” Father asked, but Mother shook her head.
“I’ve seen it, Erwan. The sea that became black and stuck to our bodies, the buildings crumbling under the weight of tar. You know it can’t be reversed.” Her voice was taut again, with the same fear I’d heard in Aunt Albane when she spoke of the dark times.
“I guess it can’t be,” Father said. But afterwards I heard him pace in the bedroom; and I crept and stood hidden in the carpeted corridor. He pulled something from under their bed: a long, weather-beaten chest that might have belonged to any sailor. When he opened it, the smell of the sea wafted so strong I had to stifle a moan of pleasure. I stood on tiptoe as he lifted the lid higher, but saw nothing but pieces of yellowed papers, and cross-hatched maps. Father meticulously set those aside until at last he lifted something that had rested at the bottom of the box, like an unfathomable treasure.
The sword, I thought, as he laid it across his knees — but it wasn’t shaped like one. It was short and oblong at one end, with a single piece of string stretching over all its length. I had seen something like this — not a sword, but something else…
A guitar, with a narrower resonance box.
It didn’t look beautiful or sleek: rather, it looked like someone had tried to copy a design from under the sea, perhaps one of the age-old instruments Aunt Albane had once described to me; and that they’d got all the proportions wrong. It was green — not like live lobsters, but like military fatigues — and at the end of the handle was a white square of paper with a barcode and serial number.
Father ran his fingers over it; it made no sound, but there was a smell like a salt-charged breeze; and for a split, endless moment I heard in my mind the song of mermen, the desperate calls of lone men under the sea, the rich, inviting chant of women in the mating season.
Do you think we came willingly, Em? Ask yourself what he did.
I saw men in grey-green armour, swimming at the bottom of the sea — dozens of them, wielding the swords in front of them, and the mermen hearing the song, following it out of their tainted hunting grounds — until the sea ran out, and they took their first stumbling steps on dry land, in air so devoid of humidity it burnt in the gills and crinkled the skins, like fire.
I thought of knights; and how easily they could become raiders, and invaders, and cattle-drivers; and how the world seemed to have altered, and I no longer knew where I stood — the Abyss yawning under me, revealing nothing but utter darkness — and I with nowhere to go, no seawater to uphold and sustain me, or show me any path I could take.
Mother had always said the sea wasn’t a safe place; and it wasn’t something that would ever be cleaned. The Dark King had destroyed everything, until all that remained to us was this shabby exile. Clearly not a good thing, but was there ever really a better course?
We would have died if they hadn’t come — if it hadn’t been planned, that rescue. Mother wouldn’t be here; Uncle Hervé wouldn’t be here… I wouldn’t be here.
I didn’t know what to think, not any more.
At length, Father put the instrument back into the box and piled the papers on top of it. He looked old and grey and fragile; infinitely more tired than I’d ever seen him. He stared inside the box as if it held the answers to everything he’d ever longed for, and there was such pain in his face that I wanted to run to him, to kiss him and tell him everything was going to be all right.
I did none of this; like a dutiful daughter, I crept back into bed and lay for a long while, trying to lull myself to sleep.
  
Uncle Hervé never came back home.
After a few days, Aunt Albane came to our flat, tall and unbending — but somehow walking even more slowly, even more painfully than usual. She spoke in a low voice with my parents; and they all left. When they came back, it was with a soft-spoken man who said he was a policeman, and who asked me dozens of questions about Uncle Hervé and what he’d said. He was ill at ease during the whole interview, I could tell; and when I spoke of our home, he turned away, as if I were still a child who had to be managed.
He never came back; and neither did Uncle Hervé.
Jamila wasn’t surprised. “Men will be men. Always ready to do the stupidest things.”
“Uncle Hervé isn’t like that,” I said, horrified.
“Toufiq isn’t like that either,” Jamila snapped. “And yet here he is, bringing us this tosh about proper women remaining inside — about how it’s all in the Qur’an, and we’ve been living like heathens here.” She brought her dark hands together forcefully. “Sorry, Em. That idiot boy’s been driving me crazy.”
“Don’t worry. It doesn’t matter,” I said. But Toufiq wasn’t Uncle Hervé, who had lived there under the sea; who knew all the ways to snatch fish from shoals, all the hiding places under the rocks, the ways to forage, away from the cargo ships and super tankers that had claimed the sea’s surface. Surely he wouldn’t go back, just to die.
But then, if he hadn’t died, what was I still doing here?
  
The first hint we had that something was wrong with Father was when he fainted in the kitchen. He’d never been quite himself since Uncle Hervé’s departure, but I’d thought it was grief, or anger, or a mixture of both. We tiptoed around him, sister-in-law and mother and daughter; but when he swayed, and fell in the midst of a conversation with Mother on a bright Sunday afternoon, we knew it wasn’t grief.
The SAMU ambulance was quick to arrive, and Mother and I rode the metro to the hospital. She was silent by my side, her head bent, her long, tapered fingers joined together in what seemed to be a prayer. She smelled of sour fear, of water imprisoned in some lake or pond, stale and unmoving. I’d have prayed, too, if I’d know which gods were mine anymore.
At the hospital, they took Mother aside to give her the diagnosis. I only caught snatches of their conversation, with words like “tumour” and “operation” wafting up to me, freezing my heart in my chest; but when Mother came to sit by my side she was as much as she’d always been, her eyes remote, the same pearly-white as dead things.
“He isn’t well,” she said.
“How unwell?”
“I — I don’t know. There —” She inhaled; the gills on her neck distended, sharply. “You know your father was in the sea, when he was very young.”
“When he saved you.”
Mother grimaced, but nodded her head in a jumble of iridescence, and went on. “He caught something then. It lay low all those years, like a slowly-festering wound. It … it’s spread.”
“Can they do anything?” I asked.
“They’ll open him up and cut it out,” Mother said. “But there’s so much of it —” Her voice drifted away — focused again, and her eyes shifted from dead-white to grey. “He’ll be fine. You’ll see.” She didn’t sound like she believed any of it.
It was the Dark King again, reaching out, spreading his shadow over our family, even from the past. “In the sea —”
She raised a hand. “Don’t. I know what your aunt and uncle have been telling you, the wild tales they’ve filled your head with. It’s past time for those.”
“Then what time is it?” I asked, almost screaming. “You’ve never told me anything, anything at all!”
“Émilie.” Her voice was firm. “The time for being a child is past. Now, will you be a good girl and fetch me some things from home?”
  
Alone at home, I crept into my parents’ room, expecting at any moment that someone — Father, Mother, Uncle Hervé — would stop me, grab me by the shoulders and turn me around and ask me what in the name of the Abyss I thought I was doing.
But there was only silence; and the sound of my breath, stretching the gills in my neck. Carefully, I wedged myself under the bed and pulled out Father’s box.
It had no lock and opened easily, as if eager to disgorge its secrets. Inside were all the papers Father had pulled out, with diagrams and crosshatched maps, and formulas that swam under my eyes. There was a diagram of the instrument, too, and meticulous explanations on its making and mass production — talk of pheromones and mating season, and other words that made no sense.
I read a few more of the papers: the language was equally archaic, like that of old romances, and speaking of things like the spread of pollutants and the growing rate of mutations and the number of years left before the seas became unviable for plankton, for fish — for mermen.
Aunt Albane had called them clever; but all I saw, in those words and sentences I could barely understand, were yet more explanations from a foreigner’s eye, from someone who hadn’t understood a thing about the sea or the blessed Abyss; of what it meant to be a merman. From someone who had married a merwoman and done his best to turn her human — and done the same to her child in turn, telling her nothing of the past or the lost country.
At the bottom of the chest were two things: Father’s armour, a green-and-grey suit cut for a much thinner man than the one he’d become over the years. It clung to my skin when I unfolded it; and the hood had a small mask inside, which released oxygen when I pressed it against my skin.
And the sword.
It sang when I lifted it — a sound without sound that vibrated in my bones like the sea’s embrace, as if I had become the instrument’s resonance box myself. Slowly, carefully, I ran my fingers over the handle, seeing reflections form under my fingertips, memories of mother-of-pearl and fish-scales — and all the while the sound grew, until it seemed to fill me from end to end.
With this, Father and his companions had sung the mermen out of the sea, and tied Mother to the shore. With this, our exile had started; and I was nothing but the product of it — someone who would never be at ease on dry land, in choking air. I could live out the rest of my life like Mother, dwindling further and further away from the sea and what she had been, or…
Or, like Uncle Hervé, I could have faith in the blessed Abyss, and follow the way home.
In my mind I heard Mother’s words: the time for being a child is past.
And she was right. I had been sheltered; I had been frightened; I had been lost.
But no longer.
I thought to call Jamila, but it was past the point when she’d have understood any of it.
Instead, I dialled Aunt Albane’s number — it seemed to ring for hours while she dragged herself to the living room to pick it up. “Em?” she finally asked.
I didn’t leave her time to think. “You know where he went.”
“I don’t approve,” Aunt Albane said.
“Please.”
When she didn’t answer, I said, “He went home, didn’t he? Back to Brittany.”
There was silence on the other end of the line, and it told me all I needed to know. “You know home is here,” Aunt Albane said.
“I know I should have a choice. No one gave me any.”
She made a sound in her throat, like the whistle of a fish, but by then I was already hanging up.
Home. He’d gone home — to wind and surf, to brine and fish — to the familiar currents and the never-ending pull of the tides.
I would find him, and everything would be right again with the world.
I gathered Father’s maps, my heart hammering against my chest — and went to look up the train timetable to Brittany.
  
I left the small duffel bag with Father’s armour and sword in a locker at the Montparnasse train station, and made my way back to the hospital with the things Mother had asked of me.
They’d moved Father into a large room where other people lay sedated, moaning quietly in their sleep. Partitions of cloth were all that gave the illusion of privacy.
I found them by the smell, which I could find even through the sour ones of sickness and rotting bodies — a hint of sea-salt, of brine-laden wind, like a caress; like a promise, once broken, now made whole again.
Mother sat in a plastic chair, half-turned away from me. I walked noiselessly and she didn’t turn when I arrived. I slid the bag down to the floor in silence, groping for words I could say — for excuses, but there was nothing left.
She was watching Father’s still form, her whole body taut with a terrible intensity. In that moment she looked like a princess from the depths, wild and terrible and elemental, with the fury of the sea in her grey gaze — and then the moment was gone, and she was only a frail old woman in a hospital room, waiting for death’s visit.
I turned, without a word, and left — running towards my train, and the waiting sea.
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SERVANT OF THE UNDERWORLD



Chapter 1
Odd Summonings
In the silence of the shrine, I bowed to the corpse on the altar: a minor member of the Imperial Family, who had died in a boating accident on Lake Texcoco. My priests had bandaged the gaping wound on his forehead, and smoothed the wrinkled skin as best as they could; they had dressed him with scraps of many-coloured cotton and threaded a jade bead through his lips — preparing him for the long journey ahead. As High Priest for the Dead, it was now my responsibility to ease his passage into Mictlan, the underworld.
I slashed my earlobes, and drew thorns through the wounds, collecting the dripping blood in a bowl — and started a litany for the Dead.
“The river flows northward
The mountains crush, the mountains bind…”
Grey light suffused the shrine, the pillars and the walls fading away to reveal a much larger place, a cavern where everything found its end. The adobe floor glimmered as if underwater; and shadows trailed, darkening the painted frescoes on the walls — singing a wordless lament, a song that twisted in my guts like a knife-stab. The underworld.
“Obsidian shards are driven into your hands, into your feet,
Obsidian to tear, to rend
You must endure—”
The copper bells sewn on the entrance-curtain tinkled as someone drew it aside, and hurried footsteps echoed under the roof of the shrine. “Acatl-tzin!” Ichtaca called.
Startled, I stopped chanting — and instinctively reached up, to quench the flow of blood from my earlobes before the atmosphere of Mictlan could overwhelm the shrine. With the disappearance of the living blood, the spell was broken, and the world sprang into sudden, painful focus.
I turned, then, not hiding my anger. A broken spell would have left a link to Mictlan — a miasma that would only grow thicker as time passed, darkening the shrine, the pyramid it sat upon, and the entire temple complex until the place became unusable. “I hope you have a good reason…”
Ichtaca, the Fire Priest of the temple and my second-in-command, stood on the threshold — his fingers clenched on the conch-shell around his neck. “I apologise for interrupting you, Acatl-tzin, but he was most insistent.”
“He?”
The curtain twisted aside, and someone walked into the shrine: Yaotl. My heart sank. Yaotl never came for good news.
“I apologise,” Yaotl said, with a curt nod of his head towards the altar, though clearly he meant none of it. Yaotl answered only to his mistress Ceyaxochitl; and she in turn, as Guardian of the Sacred Precinct and keeper of the invisible boundaries, answered only to Revered Speaker Ayaxacatl, the ruler of the Mexica Empire.
“But we need you,” Yaotl said.
Again? Even though I was High Priest for the Dead, it seemed that Ceyaxochitl still considered me little better than a slave, to be summoned whenever she wanted. “What is it this time?”
Yaotl’s scarred face twisted in what might have been a smile. “It’s bad.”
“Hum,” I said. I should have known better than to ask him about the nature of the emergency: Yaotl enjoyed keeping me in ignorance, probably as a way to compensate for his station as a slave. I picked up my grey cotton cloak from the stone floor, and wrapped it around my shoulders. “I’m coming. Ichtaca, can you take over for me?”
  
Yaotl waited for me outside the shrine, on the platform of the pyramid temple — his embroidered cloak fluttering in the breeze. We descended the stairs of the pyramid side by side, in silence. Beneath us, moonlight shone on the temple complex, a series of squat adobe buildings stretching around a courtyard. Even at this hour, priests for the Dead were awake, saying vigils, conducting examinations into suspicious deaths, and propitiating the rulers of the underworld, Mictlantecuhtli and his wife Mictecacihuatl.
Further on was the vast expanse of the Sacred Precinct: the mass of temples, shrines and penitential palaces that formed the religious heart of the Mexica Empire. And, still further, the houses and fields and canals of the island city of Tenochtitlan, thousands of small lights burning away under the stars and moon.
We walked from the bottom of the steps to the gates of my temple, and then onto the plaza of the Sacred Precinct. At this hour of the night, it was blessedly free of the crowds that congregated in the day, of all the souls eager to earn the favours of the gods. Only a few offering priests were still abroad, singing hymns; and a few, younger novice priests, completing their nightly run around the Precinct’s Serpent Wall. The air was warm, and heavy, a presage of the rains and of the maize harvest to come.
To my surprise, Yaotl did not lead me to the Imperial Palace. I’d expected this mysterious summons to be about noblemen: the last time Ceyaxochitl had asked for me in the middle of the night, it had been for a party of drunk administrators who had managed to summon a beast of shadows from Mictlan. We’d spent a night tracking down the beast and killing it with obsidian knives.
Yaotl walked purposefully on the empty plaza, past the main temple complexes and the houses of elite warriors. I thought we were going to the temple of Toci, Grandmother Earth; but then Yaotl bypassed it completely, and led me to a building in its shadow: something neither as tall nor as grand as the pyramid shrines, a subdued, sprawling affair of rooms opening on linked courtyards, adorned with frescoes of gods and goddesses.
The girls’ calmecac: the House of Tears, a school where the children of the wealthy, as well as those vowed to the priesthood, would receive their education. I had never been there: the clergy of Mictlantecuhtli was exclusively male, and I had trouble enough with our own students.
I couldn’t imagine, though, what kind of magical offences untrained girls would commit. “Are you sure?” I asked Yaotl, but, characteristically, he walked into the building without answering me.
I suppressed a sigh, and followed him, bowing slightly to the priestess in feather regalia who kept vigil at the entrance.
Inside, all was quiet, but it was the heavy calm before the rains. As I crossed courtyard after courtyard, I met the disapproving glances of senior offering priestesses, and the curious gazes of young girls who stood on the threshold of their ground-floor dormitories.
Yaotl led me to a courtyard near the centre of the building. Two rooms with pillared entrances opened on this; he went towards the leftmost one, and, pulling aside the entrance curtain, motioned me into a wide room.
It seemed an ordinary place, a room like any other in the city: an entrance curtain set with bells, gently tinkling in the evening breeze, walls adorned with frescoes of gods — and, in the centre, a simple reed sleeping mat framed by two wooden chests. Copal incense burnt in a clay brazier, bathing the room in a soft, fragrant light that stung my eyes.
And everything, from the chests to the mat, reeked of magic: a pungent, acrid smell that clung to the walls and to the beaten-earth floor like a miasma.
That wasn’t natural. Even in the calmecac, there were strictures on the use of the living blood, restrictions on the casting of spells. And this looked like the private room of a priestess, not like a teaching room for adolescent girls.
“What happened—” I started, turning to Yaotl.
But he was already halfway through the door. “Stay here. “I’ll tell Mistress Ceyaxochitl you’ve arrived, Acatl-tzin.” In his mouth, even the “tzin” honorific sounded doubtful.
“Wait!” I said, but all that answered me was the sound of bells from the open door. I stood alone in that room, with no idea of why I was there at all.
Tlaloc’s Lightning strike Yaotl.
I looked again at the room, wondering what I could guess of the circumstances that had brought me here.
It looked like a typical priestess’ room: few adornments, the same rough sleeping mat and crude wicker chests found in any peasant’s house. Only the frescoes bore witness to the wealth of the calmecac school, their colours vibrant in the soft light, every feature of the gods sharply delineated. The paintings represented Xochipilli, God of Youth and Games, and of his Consort Xochiquetzal, Goddess of Lust and Childbirth: They danced in a wide garden, in the midst of flowers. The god Xochipilli held a rattle, His Consort a necklace of poinsettias as red as a sacrifice’s blood.
Dark stains marred the faces of both gods. No, not only the faces, every part of Their apparel from Their feather-headdresses to Their clawed hands. Carefully, I scraped off one of the stains, and rubbed it between my fingers. Blood.
Dried blood.
I stared at the floor again — at what I had taken for dark earth in the dim light of the brazier. The stain was huge — spreading over the whole room, soaking the earth so thoroughly it had changed its colour.
I’d attended enough sacrifices and examinations to know the amount of blood in the human body; and I suspected that the stain represented more than half of that.
What in the Fifth World had happened here?
I stood in the centre of the room, and closed my eyes. Carefully, I extended my priest-senses and probed at the magic, trying to see its nature. Underworld magic, and yet… No, not quite. It was human, and it had been summoned in anger, in rage, an emotion that still hung in the room like a pall. But it didn’t have the sickly, spread-out feeling of most underworld magic. Not a beast of shadows, then.
Nahual. It had to be nahual magic: a protective jaguar spirit summoned in the room. And, judging by the amount of blood in the vicinity, it had done much damage.
Who, or what, had been wounded here?
I had been remiss in not taking any supplies before leaving my temple — trusting Yaotl to provide what I needed, which was always a mistake with the wily slave. I had no animal sacrifices, nothing to practise the magic of living blood.
No, not quite. I did have one source of living blood: my own body.
With only my blood, I might not be able to perform a powerful spell; but there was a way to know whether someone had died in this room. Death opened a gate into Mictlan, the underworld, and the memory of that gate would still be in the room. Accessing it wouldn’t be a pleasant experience; but Huitzilpochtli blind me if I let Ceyaxochitl manipulate me once more.
I withdrew one of the obsidian blades I always carried in my belt, and nicked my right earlobe with it. I’d done it so often that I barely flinched at the pain that spread upwards, through my ear. Blood dripped, slowly, steadily, onto the blade — each drop, pulsing on the rhythm of my heartbeat, sending a small shock through the hilt when it connected with the obsidian.
I brought the tip of the knife in contact with my own hand, and carefully drew the shape of a human skull. As I did so, I sang a litany to my patron Mictlantecuhtli, God of the Dead.
“Like the feathers of a precious bird
That precious bird with the emerald tail
We all come to an end
Like a flower
We dry up, we wither…”
A cold wind blew across the room, lifting the entrance-curtain — the tinkle of the bells was muffled, as if coming from far away, and the walls of the room slowly receded, revealing only darkness — but odd, misshapen shadows slid in and out of my field of vision, waiting for their chance to leap, to tear, to feast on my beating heart…
“We reach the land of the fleshless
Where jade turns to dust
Where feathers crumble into ash
Where our flowers, our songs are forever extinguished
Where all the tears rain down…”
A crack shimmered into existence, in the centre of the chamber: the entrance to a deep cenote, at the bottom of which dark, brackish water shimmered in cold moonlight. Dry, wizened silhouettes splashed through the lake — the souls of the Dead, growing smaller and smaller the farther they went, like children’s discarded toys.
They sang, as they walked — cold whispers, threads of sound which curled around me, clinging to my bare skin like snakes. I could barely make out the words, but surely, if I stayed longer, if I bent over the cenote until I could see the bottom of the water…
If I…
No. I wasn’t that kind of fool.
With the ease of practise, I passed the flat of the knife across the palm of my other hand — focusing on nothing but the movement of the blade until the image of the skull was completely erased.
When I raised my eyes again, the crack had closed; the walls were back, with the vivid, reassuring colours of the frescoes; and the song of the Dead had faded into the whistle of the wind through the trees of the courtyard outside.
I stood, for a while, breathing hard — it never got any easier to deal with the underworld, no matter how used to it you became.
Still…
I had seen the bottom of the cenote, and the Dead making their slow way to the throne of Mictlantecuhtli. I had not, however, made out the words of their song.
The gate to Mictlan had been widening, but not yet completely open: someone in this room had been gravely wounded, but they were still alive.
No, that was too hasty. Whoever had been wounded in this room hadn’t died within — yet I didn’t think they’d have survived for long, unless they’d found a healer.
““Ah, Acatl,” Ceyaxochitl said, behind me. “That was fast.”
I turned much faster than I’d have liked: with the memory of Mictlan’s touch on my skin, any noise from the human world sounded jarringly out of place.
Ceyaxochitl stood limned in the entrance, leaning on her wooden cane. She was wearing a headdress of blue feathers that spread like a fan over her forehead, and a dress embroidered with the fused-lovers insignia of the Duality. Her face was smooth, expressionless, as it always was.
I’d tensed, even though she had barely spoken to me — preparing for another verbal sparring. Ceyaxochitl had a habit of moving people like patolli pawns, deciding what she thought was in their best interests without preoccupying herself much with their opinions — and I seldom enjoyed being the target of her attentions.
“I don’t particularly appreciate being summoned like this,” I started to say, but she shook her head, obviously amused.
“You were awake, Acatl. I know you.”
Yes, she knew me, all too well. After all, we had worked together for roughly nine years, the greater part of my career; and she had been the one to campaign at the Imperial Court for my nomination as High Priest for the Dead, a position I neither wanted nor felt comfortable with — another of her interferences in my life. We’d made a kind of uneasy peace over the matter in the last few months, but right now she was going too far.
“Right,” I said. I brushed off the dried blood on my fingers, and watched her hobble into the room. “Now that I’m here, can we dispense with the formalities? Who was wounded here, Ceyaxochitl?”
She paused for a moment, though she barely showed any surprises. “Hard at work, I see.”
“I do what I can,” I said.
“Yes.” Ceyaxochitl watched the frescoes with a distracted gaze. “What do you think happened here?”
I ran my fingers over the traces of the skull I’d drawn on the back of my hand, feeling Mictlan’s touch cling to me like damp cloth. “A nahual spirit. An angry one.”
“And?” she asked.
It was late, and someone was in mortal danger; and I was tired; and no longer of an age to play her games of who was master over whom. “Someone was wounded — at Mictlan’s gates, but has not yet gone through. What do you want to hear?”
“The nahual magic,” Ceyaxochitl said, quietly. “I mainly wanted your confirmation on that.”
“You have it.” I wasn’t in the mood to quarrel with her. In any case, she was my superior, both in years and in magical mastery. “Do I get an explanation?”
She sighed; but she still didn’t look at me. Something was wrong: this was not her usual, harmless games, but something deeper and darker. “Ceyaxochitl…” I said, slowly.
“This is the room of Eleuia, offering priestess of Xochiquetzal,” Ceyaxochitl said. Her gaze was fixed, unwaveringly, on the hollow eyes of the goddess in the frescoes. “Most likely candidate to become Consort of the God Xochipilli.”
The highest rank for a priestess of Xochiquetzal. “And she was attacked?” What was Ceyaxochitl not telling me?
“Yes,” Ceyaxochitl said.
I stared at the blood on the frescoes — felt the anger roiling in the room. A nahual spirit would have had claws sharp enough to cut bone; and even a trained warrior would have had trouble defending himself against it.
“Did you find her?” I asked. “She needs a healer, at the last — if not a priest of Patecatl.” There were healing spells — meagre, expensive things that the priests of the God of Medicine jealously hoarded. But a priestess such as Eleuia would surely have a right to them.
“I’ve had my warriors search every dormitory. We don’t know where Priestess Eleuia is. No one has been able to find her, or to find her trail. She is the only missing in the whole calmecac, though.”
My heart sank. If it had been a beast of shadows … there were ways, and means, to track creatures of the underworld. But a nahual… There were too many of them in Tenochtitlan at any given time: any person born on a Jaguar day could summon their own nahual, though it would take years of dedicated practise to call up something material enough to carry off a human, or even to wound.
“I can try to track it,” I said, finally, even though I knew it was a futile exercise. Nahual magic was weak to start with, and the coming of sunlight would completely annihilate it. We had perhaps four hours before dawn, but I doubted that would be enough.
Ceyaxochitl appeared absorbed in contemplation of the brazier: a studied pose, it suddenly occurred to me.
“I still don’t see—” I started, with a growing hollow in my stomach.
She turned, so abruptly I took a step backward. “I arrested your brother tonight, Acatl.”
Her words shattered my thoughts, yanking my mind from worries about Eleuia and the nahual to something much closer to me — and much more unpleasant. She had — arrested my brother?
“Which one?” I asked, but I knew the answer, just as I knew why she’d asked about the nahual magic, and why she’d waited for my confirmation before telling me anything. Only one of my brothers had been born on a Jaguar day.
“Neutemoc? You can’t arrest him,” I said, slowly, but Ceyaxochitl shook her head.
“He was in this room, covered in blood. And there was magic all over him.”
“You’re wrong,” I said, because those were the only words that got past my lips. “My brother isn’t—”
“Acatl.” Her voice was gentle, but firm. “When the priestesses arrived, he was searching the room, overturning the wicker chests and even the brazier. And I’ve never seen so much blood on someone, except on the Revered Speaker after the Great Sacrifices. Your brother’s hands were slick with it.”
I finally dragged my voice from wherever it had fled. “My brother isn’t a killer.”
That made no sense, I thought, trying to close the hollow deepening in my stomach. Neutemoc was a successful warrior: a member of the elite Jaguar Knights, a son of peasants elevated into the nobility after his feats in the Tepeaca war. My parents had all but worshipped him, back when they had both been alive. He could do no wrong. He had always been the precious, beloved child — whereas I, of course, was less than nothing, a humble priest who had never had the courage to seek wealth and honour on the battlefield.
But of course he was a warrior. Of course he’d know how to kill.
But surely … surely he wouldn’t do such a thing?
“I’m sure your brother can explain what he thought he was doing in her room. So far, he hasn’t been helpful.” Ceyaxochitl’s voice was ice again. She disapproved of Neutemoc’s arrogance, but I wasn’t sure why. Knowing my brother, he’d have said the wrong things to her. The Duality knew it didn’t take much to anger her those days.
I tried to think of something to say, but couldn’t grasp any meaningful words.
Ceyaxochitl tapped her cane against the clay of the brazier, with a hollow sound. “You’re the High Priest for the Dead, in charge of the Sacred Precinct. A case like this is your province, and mine.”
Guardian, and priest: a Guardian to wield the magic of the Duality, and a priest that of the underworld. We’d done it before; many, many times, both here and in the smaller town of Coyoacan. But this was different. I couldn’t…
Not Neutemoc. Duality, no. We’d parted ways four years ago, and the last thing I wanted was to see him again. I had left him alone in his grand house with his success, freeing him of the burden of my presence. His acts, in any case, had made it painfully clear that he might not completely share my parents’ disapproval of me; but that he would do nothing to change it, that he would not even speak up in my defence when Mother was screaming at me from her death-bed.
The hollow in my stomach wouldn’t close.
I should walk away. That was the sensible option. Leave him to face the magistrates on his own, as he no doubt wished.
But if I did this — if I ran away from him, at this moment — then I would be no better than him. I would prove, once and for all, that Father and Mother had been right: that I was a coward, unworthy of the battlefield.
Tlaloc’s Lightning strike Neutemoc. What had he been thinking of?
“You want us to take the investigation,” I said to Ceyaxochitl.
She said nothing for a while. “No,” she said. “Not quite. I didn’t call you here at night for my own amusement, despite what you might think of me.”
“You don’t know what I think of you,” I protested, which was not quite true. I was wary of whatever she offered, with good reason.
Ceyaxochitl turned, slightly. Her face in the brazier’s wavering light was a statue’s: majestic, expressionless. “I could have dealt with this on my own. After all, guilt has already been established—”
“It hasn’t,” I protested: a reflex that surprised me by its vehemence.
“It has,” Ceyaxochitl said. She banged her cane on the floor; its deep sound punctuated each of her words. “Listen to the end, young man. As I said: I have no need for you. Strictly speaking, nahual magic isn’t your province, and it dissipates in daylight anyway. There has been no encroaching of the boundaries.”
“No,” I finally admitted. Aside from saying the death-rites, I maintained the boundaries: the fragile balance between the underworld and the world of the Fifth Sun. I dealt with the minor gods of Mictlan: the Wind of Knives, the Owl Archer, the Faded Warrior. “But—”
Ceyaxochitl banged her cane, a scant hand-span from my exposed foot. I winced. “Be silent. I summoned you to do you a favour.”
As you did by pushing my name for promotion at the Imperial Court? I thought, and bit my lip before the words could escape me.
Ceyaxochitl saw me, all the same, and smiled grimly. “You might not think it’s much of a favour. But the fact is, Acatl, I have no time to investigate this as it should be investigated. Either I end it rapidly by condemning your brother on scant evidence, or I leave it to you.”
“No time?” No time for my own brother — after all I’d done for her? No time to find a priestess who might be, if not dead, in mortal danger? “What’s so important?”
Ceyaxochitl grimaced. “Revered Speaker Axayacatl-tzin is ill. All the healers are by his bedside day and night. And, as Guardian, my place is with them.”
That the Emperor was ill wasn’t news. But, still, I had to ask. “Do you think it’s—”
“Magical?” She shook her head. “No. But he’s a man, Acatl. He may be Huitzilpochtli’s agent on earth, but even a god’s powers don’t guard you against wounds, or fatigue.”
“And so that takes precedence,” I said. Again, not a surprise. The Imperial Family always took precedence over us: a bitter, but necessary thought.
“It has to,” Ceyaxochitl said. “The fight for his succession has already started among the Council.”
The Imperial succession wasn’t my concern. Whoever was elected Revered Speaker would still want the dead to be honoured, and the balance to be maintained between the Fifth World, the underworld Mictlan, and the Heavens. Neutemoc was the one I needed to focus on. “So what you’re telling me…”
“… is that you can take that case, but, as I said, you’ll be on your own. I’ll offer resources, but I can’t do more than that, or I risk my own position.” She didn’t sound thrilled by that consideration. But then she’d always been independent, like me.
“You know I can’t refuse,” I said.
Her gaze was sceptical. She knew exactly the state of my relationship with my family, and the grievances between Neutemoc and me.
I owed nothing to Neutemoc — nothing at all. I could just walk away…
There was a tight knot in my belly; a constriction in my throat, as if I would vomit. I couldn’t let Neutemoc be executed. I couldn’t stand by and do nothing.
“Very well,” I said. I crouched on my haunches in the middle of the room, trying to forget the nausea in my stomach. “I assume you’ve sent search parties out into the Sacred Precinct.”
“Yes,” Ceyaxochitl said. “With jade amulets.”
I shook my head. “Jade won’t be of use against a nahual.” But it couldn’t hurt, either. “What can you tell me about Priestess Eleuia?”
Ceyaxochitl’s cane tapped against the frescoed walls. “An ambitious woman,” she said. “Still beautiful, considering that she was five years older than you.”
Thirty-five. For a woman, definitely past her prime.
“And—?”
“All this is hearsay, of course,” Ceyaxochitl said. “Gathered from those few students bold enough to talk to me. But the head of the calmecac school, Priestess Zollin, wasn’t overjoyed about Eleuia’s being forecast as the next Consort of the God Xochipilli. Zollin had ambitions of her own.”
“Was she born on a Jaguar day?” I asked.
Ceyaxochitl shrugged. “That can be verified. She could have hired someone to do the summoning, though.”
I shook my head, still feeling the roiling anger in the room. “Too much rage in here. Whoever did this had personal stakes.”
Ceyaxochitl moved to lift the reed mat from the ground with her cane. “Mmm. I’ll defer to your expertise in such matters. What else? You’ll want to know about the people present in this section of the calmecac school. Surprisingly few, considering how spread-out the place is.”
“You can’t account for them all,” I said.
“You’d be surprised,” Ceyaxochitl said, “at how many priestesses are awake at night.”
Of course. They would be going through their devotions, just like the priests in the other temples: blowing their shell-conches at regular hours, burning copal to honour their goddesses, and kneeling on the cold stones to pray for the welfare of the Fifth World. “So who was here?”
“In the vicinity of this room,” Ceyaxochitl corrected. “A handful of students. Another Jaguar Knight, Mahuizoh. And, of course, Zollin, whose rooms are just next to Eleuia’s.”
“A Jaguar Knight?” Men in the girls’ calmecac weren’t rare or forbidden, but they usually left by sunset.
“Visiting his sister,” Ceyaxochitl said. “The girl says he didn’t leave her side.”
“She would.”
Ceyaxochitl nodded. “Of course. Blood stands by blood.” Probably another jab at me.
Or perhaps I was being too sensitive about the whole matter. The idea of Neutemoc arrested and tried had rubbed me raw, and I wasn’t really fit to judge Ceyaxochitl’s actions.
“What was Neutemoc’s reason for being here?” I asked.
Ceyaxochitl shrugged. “He won’t tell us.”
I turned, took a good look at the room. “I guess you’ve already searched it?”
Ceyaxochitl didn’t move. “Yaotl did. But if you want to see for yourself…”
I nodded. Yaotl had no magical sight; it was possible he might have missed something, though unlikely.
But it was a brief search: like all priestesses, Eleuia had been living in near-poverty. In the wicker chests I found a few personal belongings, and an unfolding codex on maguey paper, which opened with a rustling sound, to reveal the history of the Fifth World: from the primal fire from which Tonatiuh the Sun God had emerged, to the very end: the Celestial Women and monsters that would consume us before the earthquakes tore the land apart.
Aside from that … a few tokens, safely hidden under a pile of embroidered cotton skirts: an exquisite chalcedony pendant set in silver, in the shape of a dancer entwined with a warrior; and the same kind of pendant, this time in coral, with the dancer alone. Presumably, a third pendant with another type of inset stone, depicting the warrior alone, would complete the set. It was a fairly safe guess, though, that Eleuia had had it around her neck.
I walked out of the room with Ceyaxochitl in tow, wondering how to proceed.
Outside, the night was dark, with only a few stars winking in the sky. Like all the rooms in the calmecac school, Eleuia’s quarters opened onto a courtyard with a small garden — in this case, a pine-tree. There was faint magic in the courtyard: traces of a nahual, though without living blood I couldn’t place it more precisely.
“Satisfied?” Ceyaxochitl asked.
I took a quick look at the layout of the place. Only two sets of rooms opened on this particular courtyard: two wide entrances flanked by painted pillars, their curtains painted with the same dayflower design. The first were Eleuia’s, which I had just searched; I guessed that the others had to be those of her rival Zollin.
I would have to talk with Zollin, to see what she’d really thought of Eleuia, and whether she’d summoned the nahual. I would also have to talk to Neutemoc — and Huitzilpochtli knew I wasn’t looking forward to this.
But the most urgent thing was tracking the nahual. Which meant I needed to cast a spell; and unlike Ceyaxochitl, who was the agent of the Duality and had been entrusted with some of Their powers, I could only rely on my personal magic. Other than magical obsidian, our patron Mictlantecuhtli, God of the Dead, did not give His powers into human hands. Without the gods’ help, I could only work magic with living blood.
For this, my own blood would not suffice: I needed much more than I could spare.
“Do the priestesses have supplies here?” I asked.
“For using the living blood?” Ceyaxochitl rose, as regally as an Imperial Consort. “That depends what you want. They’re mostly small animals — birds, rabbits…”
I shook my head. For what I had in mind, I needed an animal connected with Mixcoatl, God of the Hunt. “I’ll go back to my temple, then.”
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