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        * * *

      

      KHUYÊN HADN’T EXPECTED to ever come back to her birthplace.

      She’d run away from The Nightjar, Thirsting for Water when she was sixteen. She’d left behind the ruined mindship and her endless travel between the stars, her desperate hurtling away into the vast darkness of space, her steadfast quest for a refuge that the Numbered Planets—ravaged from decades of war—couldn’t provide. Khuyên had left behind, too, her family and their unshakeable devotion to the ship’s demands and needs.

      And now, here she was.

      Because Grandmother was dead, and Khuyên’s colleagues—like her, all officials in the service of the Dragon Throne—had spoken of duty. Of the value of honouring one’s ancestors. Of the necessary period of mourning. And because—on some level—Khuyên still felt guilty for running away—for failing to do her duty to uphold the order of the world, for abandoning her family.

      Khuyên had taken an imperial mindship to the periphery, and from there a shuttle to the isolated planet where Nightjar was due to dock. And when Nightjar had arrived—when she had loomed out of the darkness of space, shimmering like some monster out of myth, the rusted paint on her pitted and cratered hull glittering as white as funeral clothes, as white as sorrow—Khuyên had fought the spike of fear that sent her heartbeat faster and faster at the thought of facing those she’d left behind.

      She’d reminded herself, again and again, that she was a magistrate of the Đại Quang district on the Sixty-Fourth Planet, and her duties lay elsewhere. That she’d made a choice to leave all of it behind—family, ship, and everything else—and that she’d felt few regrets over the past four years.

      It had helped, but not that much.

      Now Khuyên was in the old reception room with her bots clustered around her, feeling naked and vulnerable—as if everyone could see her elevated heartbeat, the sweat on her skin—the roiling mass of fear and guilt within her that threatened to burst out.

      “You haven’t touched your tea,” Mother said.

      Khuyên sipped it. It was served in celadon that looked too smooth and new—and the tea itself tasted of sharp grass. She felt the rough surface of the cup beneath her fingers: Nightjar had been badly damaged in the war and had only fragmentary overlays, most of her non-critical processing powers being reserved for animating avatars and appearance overlays. Unlike most mindships Khuyên had seen as an adult, Nightjar didn’t project an avatar, human or otherwise, to mingle with people. In fact, she couldn’t speak to anyone except in her heartroom, where so few had been trusted to enter.

      So there was nothing to feel or see in Khuyên’s hands but the cup itself—no sweeping ornamentations, no vivid imprint of animals moving across the surface, no smell or sound of water or of the stars. The cup felt stark and bare and devoid of artifice, and the reception room likewise was the inside of a ship’s cabin: a table of polished steel and two utilitarian chairs, a metal floor and metal walls with only a few physical pictures.

      Nevertheless, Khuyên could still feel Nightjar around her; the weight of the ship’s presence; the soft patter of her bots in the vents and in the walls; the multiple sensors she had watching them, two people in a single room on a single floor, among the thousands of people scattered on Nightjar’s long and cavernous eighteen floors. She was watching them even with all the privacy locks Khuyên had raised before she went onboard—and Heaven only knew what she made of all of this. Of any of this.

      “How have you been?” she asked, bracing herself for a nebulous blow.

      Mother looked unchanged: her hair a little grayer, her lean face a little more hollowed-out, but she still carried herself with the same poise, the same elegance: her topknot flawless, the gold ornaments glittering in the dim light; wearing a soft pink five-panel dress as if it were imperial garb. In overlay, the peaches on Mother’s dress glittered and went from flower to seed to stone, to fully ripe fruit. “We’ve made do.” Her gaze was sharp: she held Khuyên’s until she had to look down, obscurely ashamed. Mother’s bots—two things small enough to fit on the back of her hand, half-broken sensors glittering in the dim light—wrapped around her wrist, their multiple, spider-like legs gripping the peach silk cloth. “I hear you’ve been making your way in the world.”

      Khuyên gripped the cup. “Really? I thought news of outside didn’t reach you.” It wasn’t quite true: news did filter in, fragments of newscasts and official Empire vids, picked up as the ship neared planets to refuel. Some people ignored them; some people gloried in the devastation outside, and in the knowledge they were safe.

      “Sometimes,” Mother said. “Just as news of the funeral reached you.” She sipped her own tea. “You were always such a bright child.” She sounded grudgingly proud.

      The praise was unexpected, like water given to the thirsty or knowledge to the ignorant. Mother had given so little of it when Khuyên was a child: sometimes it felt like Khuyên couldn’t move or breathe without drawing criticism.

      “Of course, you were less interested in anything to do with social. Tell me, do you have a partner?”

      Khuyên looked up, startled. “I⁠—”

      “Ah, never mind. Of course not. And no descendants. I should have known.” Mother set the cup down. “Well, no matter. The funeral is tomorrow, and I have many things to prepare for. Good night, child.”

      Khuyên’s voice seemed to have dried up. She said, finally, “Tell me.” It felt unsteady and weak, not at all like that of a magistrate.

      Mother paused in the doorway, one hand lingering on the metal frame. “Yes?”

      “The Tribute.”

      Mother turned, watched her. Weighed her.

      “Is it still going on?”

      A silence. “Why? Are you going to denounce us? To bring the might of the Empire down upon us?”

      The thought sent chills of panic into Khuyên’s chest—that Nightjar would be arrested, her family taken away to jail or the lacerators, all because of what she’d said— “No! Of course not.”

      “So you haven’t totally strayed from what is right. Good.”

      “That’s not—” Khuyên found her hands shaking. She thought of the missing children. The ones taken. She thought of Bảo—eight years old and always running lopsided, always singing at the top of his voice no matter how out of tune he was. Of Phi Phi and the way she’d always chew on her bots when trying to work out a particular problem, and the way they’d helped each other with their topknots as twelve-year-olds. Of the way, one day, they just hadn’t been there anymore. “That’s not what I’m asking.”

      “You were always better with written words,” Mother said. And, more softly, “You know the Empire you serve has no sway here. Never has had. It has broken into ten thousand pieces, and I suppose the best it can send is you.”

      “I’m here for a funeral,” Khuyên said, firmly, except that she felt sixteen again, as if she’d been caught stealing money. “Grandmother’s funeral. And then I’ll leave.”

      Mother watched her, unmoving. “Of course,” she said. “Paying your respects. Good,” Mother said, and left, without turning back—and Khuyên dug her fingers into the palms of her hands, because she wanted so badly to call Mother back.
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        * * *

      

      THAT NIGHT, KHUYÊN dreamt of the ship.

      Not of the wreck making its inexorable way through space, but of something else: of herself, barefoot and young, making her way through Nightjar’s corridors. Light flickered around her, and she could hear the sound of her own breathing, mingling with the slow gasping from one of the dying air filters.

      They’d left behind the crowded areas of the ship, the marketplaces redolent with the smell of fried food and the sweet scent of pandanus cakes and the sounds of shrieking children racing each other in the run-down intersections—the din of adults gossiping with each other; all the aunties and uncles—not Khuyên’s blood and guts relatives, the more distant acquaintances whom her family saw from time to time—laughing at clever and incomprehensible jokes. Now there was just silence, and the reminder of how broken everything was underneath.

      “Are you scared?” Cousin Bảo asked.

      “Pff, no,” Cousin Anh said. She was younger than them and trying to be more adult than she was. “Are you?”

      The child Khuyên had been wasn’t, hadn’t been, but the adult, the one tossing and turning and struggling to breathe, knew that she should have been. “No,” she said.

      “Good,” Anh said. She pointed. “Here. That’s where we’re going.”

      “Really? That’s a bad place,” Phi Phi said. She was five, the youngest of them—following them, with a plush owl perched on her shoulder in appearance overlay.

      “Pff. Don’t be defeatist,” Anh said. And, when Phi Phi looked at her blankly, confused by the word she didn’t understand, “Don’t say we can’t do it before we’ve even tried.”

      “She has a point,” Bảo said, slowly.

      Ahead was only darkness and silence: the light abruptly ended, and all they could hear was a faint sound, like the patter of a couple bots, nothing like the myriad ruined ones that patrolled the ship. “Here?” Bảo asked, dubiously. “That’s⁠—”

      “A dead zone. I know!” Anh smiled. “Your mother told me that if you get past it, there’s a fountain. I mean, it’s encrusted with rust and dead bots, but just think about it…” Her eyes shone with fervour. “An actual fountain.”

      Khuyên stared, again, into the darkness. “Mother wouldn’t tell you that.”

      Anh grinned. “That’s because she knows you’re too much of a scaredy owl.”

      “I’m not!” Khuyên said. “And why would she tell you?”

      Anh’s eyes glinted. “That’s because I’m not.”

      Khuyên—scandalised and hurt, but somehow not surprised by Mother’s opinion—made one last effort. “People who go into dead zones don’t come back.”

      “Only if they’re children,” Anh said. “And then it’s one fewer person for the Count.”

      “And how would you know if you are?” Khuyên asked.

      In the dream, Anh flashed Khuyên a look that was Mother’s and Aunt Vy’s, and Khuyên’s superior, Prefect Như. “Come on,” she said, and Bảo and Phi Phi followed her.

      Khuyên just stared. “No.”

      “No? So you are scared. You can stay here if you want,” she said, and turned, and headed into darkness—it swallowed her whole, without a trace, and Bảo and Phi Phi followed after her.

      Khuyên remained alone in the light, waiting for the sound of a fountain that never came.
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        * * *

      

      KHUYÊN WOKE UP with a start, still hearing voices from her childhood.

      A dream. It was just a dream.

      But it wasn’t, was it? At least, some of it had happened. She’d remained alone in the dark, waiting for them to come back. She’d crept back into the lived-in areas of the ship—past Uncle Ðạt’s roast duck shop and Auntie Hồng’s engineer repair compartment, where Hồng’s two teenage children Khánh Ngân and Khánh Ngọc, clustered around a broken air ventilator, had waved at her, yelling at her to come in and have tea. Khuyên, too ashamed, had ducked her head and gone on back home. Back to the reception room, where she’d found Mother looking at her with burning eyes, as if she knew—not about going into dead zones, but about staying behind, about being good at her studies but not adventurous, not good with people—unlike Anh, who saw the world as something to be vigorously attacked and dissected.

      And later, much later, they’d lost Bảo and then Phi Phi, the way they always lost children.

      Khuyên found herself mouthing a litany of names—the thirty children lost since Nightjar had started her flight—the old ritual recited in classrooms and at festivals. Mậu Xuân. Dạ Thi. Lệ Băng.

      She stopped herself before she could finish—before the names turned into a paean for Nightjar and her safekeeping of her people. She tasted acid on her tongue.

      She needed to calm down. She needed to⁠—

      There was someone else in the room. A flicker of movement; but when Khuyên raised her gaze, she saw nothing. And whenever she lowered it, it would flicker into life again. Someone dressed in a wide five-panel dress, carrying herself with the same poise as Mother’s.

      “I’m not scared,” she said, aloud, and of course it was a lie. “I’m not scared.”

      All she had to do was get through the funeral, which involved one further visit to Grandmother in her room, and one procession to the cemetery quarter of Nightjar. And then she could go home. She touched the band of mourning on her forehead. She’d chosen a physical one, because it had felt more meaningful. The rough feeling of hemp on her skin felt almost alien.

      She checked her messages. There was one from Thiên Lan, her academy-mate and friend.

      “How is it going?” Thiên Lan asked. The message was stamped from two bi-hours ago, and it had barely arrived. relayed through the periphery’s uncertain comms-network. The lack of access to anything, even the Empire’s fragmentary comms, made the ordeal worse. “I can still come, if you want.”

      Khuyên hesitated. She should lie. Pretend everything was fine, because the thought of Thiên Lan onboard Nightjar—of the way Mother would look at Thiên Lan and find her lacking, of how the ship would weigh her presence and whether to remove the irritation—was utterly terrifying. The risk to herself was…acceptable in a nebulous way. She wouldn’t be risking anyone else, least of all a friend. “I’m coping,” she said, which she wasn’t sure was true but at least had the advantage of being vague. “Can you keep an eye on things in my tribunal for me?”

      Khuyên sent the message, thinking it would be another two bi-hours at best before she got a reply, and sat in the darkness. There was nothing there anymore: just a room, and the ever-presence of Nightjar, the ship’s attention on her, the girl who’d dared to run away, who’d dared to come back.

      “I’m not scared,” she said again, and sat in the dark for the longest time, trying to go back to sleep.
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        * * *

      

      THE ROOM WHERE Grandmother’s corpse lay was bright. It looked unlike any of the mindships Khuyên had been on since she’d left: the walls were pristine with no holes or bent metal, the bots numerous, and the metal itself was a silver grey, with a faint oily sheen of deep spaces. There was even a faint overlay: a courtyard of what Khuyên guessed was the Golden Peacock pagoda, the buildings in faint transparency behind the corpse, and a dim background of fliers and shuttles dancing around the spires. And silence too; the corridors outside were filled with the usual people going places—to their work, to their meetings, to the marketplace—with the shriek of children, the hubbub of adult chatter. But here, in this place only, a functioning sound overlay was dimming all the outside noises.

      It looked new. Undamaged. Untouched by the war.

      The world outside Nightjar, the one Khuyên had come from, was ashes and ruin. Habitats had gone to cinders, planets were masses of ruins and iced-over, toppled towers. The usual routes were littered with the debris of blown-up mindships and open-the-voids, and whenever fireworks went off, people flinched, going taut with the desire to hide. Food was scarce: even the rice Khuyên received as her salary was flecked with dirt, and fish sauce everywhere on the Numbered Planets was a sharp, fetid mass that was both too salty and too overpowering, making every dish taste the same, like a spike of flavour driven through the roof of one’s palate.

      Here…

      Here, the dipping sauce was the perfect mixture between salty, sweet, and acid, the fish sauce underneath it textured and delicate, like the one from the Fertile Land on Old Earth. Khuyên picked a fried roll and held it, breathing in the smell—and felt, for one moment only, an absurd and terrible longing for the life she’d left behind.

      Khuyên’s grandmother had been stern and iron-willed, and absent, more preoccupied with the political affairs of the ship than her family. Khuyên remembered the steel of her embrace—and the way she’d stood, reminding everyone of how proud they should be, how great an honour it was to give to the ship in thanks for their continued safety in a war-torn galaxy.

      Nausea welled up, sharp and biting.

      The Tribute.

      The children Nightjar asked for as part of maintaining herself. The great honour of being chosen, of being dressed in silk clothes, of being sent into dead zones. Of never being heard of again.

      It was everything Grandmother had overseen, everything Khuyên had run away from.

      The people on Nightjar had aged, which made her feel even more distant from them than she’d been as a child. Her blood and guts relatives, and all the others, too. Most of them wouldn’t look at her, the same way the single in the landing dock hadn’t looked at her—the one who’d left the ship, who’d shamed them all.

      “You’ve changed,” Auntie Hồng said. She was older, wrinkled and a little more stooped than she’d used to be, and her two children, Khánh Ngân and Khánh Ngọc, were older too—no longer gangly teenagers but adults, with the round gold necklaces of married women. They were all in virtual presence: physically on another part of the ship, projecting avatars that Nightjar’s network materialised. Their bodies were slightly transparent: if Khuyên reached out to touch them, she would feel a faint pushback routed through Nightjar’s perception filters, simulating physical touch for her. Their avatars were surrounded by dragons: ghostly and large serpentine animals rising from the floor to the ceiling and wrapped around them like a shield, their manes shimmering in an invisible wind.

      “Old Auntie,” Khuyên said, using the respectful term of address for an older woman. Hồng wasn’t a blood and guts relative, and they weren’t even that close. But seeing her uncomfortably reminded Khuyên of walking past the engineer repairs shop, of Hồng’s children waving at her. Of being young and in thrall to Nightjar. “It’s odd to see you again.”

      Auntie Hồng gave Khuyên a sharp look. “Yes,” she said. “I thought you’d left.” She sounded grudgingly admiring.

      “So did I,” Khuyên said. She didn’t know what to make of the conversation.

      “Not everyone has the guts to do that,” Khánh Ngân—the eldest of the children—said. The overlay dragon protecting her avatar laid their head on her shoulder, watching Khuyên with small, beady eyes.

      “You mean others did?” Khuyên asked. She’d never heard of anyone else leaving.

      Grim laughter from Auntie Hồng. “And were promptly rendered outcast and erased from memory. It’s a choice. Some of us choose to stay instead.”

      A grimace from Khánh Ngân. “Maybe.”

      “You’re always free to leave,” Auntie Hồng said.

      Panic, on Khánh Ngân’s face. “Leave everything behind and face the outside? No.”

      “I thought so,” Auntie Hồng said.

      Every sentence felt like a trap waiting to spring shut. “How have you been?” she asked Auntie Hồng.

      A sharp look. “Enduring.”

      They went on like that for a while, making small and excruciating conversation that Khuyên wasn’t sure how to navigate. At length she excused herself, unable to bear any more of it.

      Khuyên inhaled more dipping sauce, trying to steady herself. Trying to look away from the blank-faced corpse, the unnatural stillness of Grandmother’s bots. She could hear Mother’s voice in her thoughts. Can I tell you one thing? And, without waiting for agreement, You should move less and pay more attention to your grandmother. People are going to think you don’t care. And you don’t want that, do you?

      The nausea was unbearable. She needed to get out, to find some fresh air. She needed to…

      “Thought I’d find you here!”

      Khuyên looked up. It was Anh.

      Her cousin hadn’t changed that much: she was older—fifteen or sixteen—but she moved with the ease of someone who thought the world would give way to her. Like a vacuum blade carving through a damaged hull. She was wearing a mourning band and plain clothes: no appearance overlays, and only a few bots on her shoulders and down her hair, which she wore unbound to her hips, unkempt—it felt like teenage rebellion, a refusal to conform to societal norms and bind it in a topknot.

      “It’s been a long time,” Khuyên said. She was still struggling to breathe, but focussing on someone else made the panic recede.

      “Since you left?” Anh had never been one to dance around the truth, either. They’d been close as children, always hanging out in each other’s houses. But then Khuyên had left, and run, and kept running.

      “Yes,” Khuyên said. She tried not to feel embarrassed or ashamed. “How have you been?”

      “As usual,” Anh said. She made a peculiar face, staring at the sauce. “That old thing again? You’d think they’d come up with something new. You don’t happen to have brought something from off-ship, have you?”

      Khuyên was taken aback by the frankness and directness. Few people spoke to her that way as a magistrate—and, in a world where war seemed to have broken everything, few had the confidence to claim or challenge anything. “Only these,” she said, and got out a packet of candied lotus seeds.

      Anh stared at them for a while; and then at the still body of Grandmother and her bots. Mother was rearranging something on the large sleeves of her robes. Behind her, fliers wove in and out of the sky as if dancing to the plaintive funeral songs. “I’ll save them for after the funeral,” Anh said.

      “Good,” Khuyên said. “I’ll be gone by then.”

      Anh cocked her head. Her bots shimmied up her unbound hair. “Will you?” she said.

      As if Khuyên wouldn’t be able to leave. As if Nightjar would keep her the way she’d kept the disappearing children. Shock travelled up Khuyên’s chest. “Why wouldn’t I be?” she asked, feeling a fist of ice close around her innards.

      Anh looked, again, at Mother—and at Second Aunt, her own mother. “Mmm,” she said. “Follow me, will you?”

      “Now?” Khuyên asked.

      Anh laughed. It was sharp and bitter. “No, not now. But you’ll know when.” And then—before Khuyên could collect herself or work out what she’d meant, Anh was gone. Khuyên looked up, hoping to see someone else familiar among the crowd. Mother and Second Aunt were shepherding Anh back towards Grandmother’s body, whispering urgently at her. Telling her not to spend so much time with the family disgrace?

      But all she caught a glimpse of was that fluttering thing, like a ghost forever moving out of sight—the one that got her heart to rise up in her throat. Nightjar, watching her? She didn’t know, not anymore.

      She was too old. Too hard to get. Too valued by the Dragon Throne. And none of it meant anything here.

      “You know where she asked you to follow, don’t you?”

      Startled, Khuyên looked up. The person who’d spoken was someone she didn’t know.

      She was a woman slightly older than Khuyên, with the faint traces of an expensive rejuv treatment—a barely visible, pale halo around the roots of her hair. Her skin was dark and rich, her eyes wide and her gaze luminous. Her lips were still slightly parted around the sentence she’d spoken—straight, plump lines that immediately drew Khuyên’s gaze and held it. She held herself with a quiet, unchallenged confidence, the small, sleek bots on her shoulders and on her topknot glinting in the light and adding to that something that radiated from her. It seemed absurd that the entire room just wasn’t turning to watch her.

      Snap out of it.

      Khuyên hadn’t come here to flirt. And she definitely hadn’t come here to listen to mysterious pronouncements.

      “Who are you?”

      “My name is Thảo. It means ‘grass’,” the woman said. She was in avatar presence. The áo dài she was wearing fluttered in an invisible wind: it was a stark mourning white, but she wasn’t wearing a band of mourning or any of the other signs that would have marked her as family. So, not a distant cousin. Her accent was hard to place: not quite the shipyards on the edges of the Đại Việt Empire, but not any of the Numbered Planets either. Khuyên’s bots were having trouble parsing it. She sounded like an outsider—one of the people brought onboard by the promise of safety as adults, the ones Khuyên hadn’t really understood—why come to Nightjar in the first place, when they could have avoided it?

      “That’s not information,” Khuyên said.

      “I disagree. It’s just not the information you’re asking for. You are Magistrate Kim Khuyên, are you not?”

      “Everyone on this ship knows who I am and when I arrived. You can hardly miss me,” Khuyên said.

      “Let’s talk somewhere a little quieter, shall we?” Thảo was pointing to outside the compartment—towards one of the corridors. On the ship and away from the funeral. Khuyên fought a wave of revulsion.

      “I’m hardly going to kidnap you,” Thảo said. She sounded amused.

      Khuyên gritted her teeth, and followed her outside, a little away from the door. Thảo leant against one of Nightjar’s curved walls, her áo dài reflected in the smooth metal—the reflection of her avatar distorted and alien, wavering with swathes of oily sheen across it, everything erased by Nightjar. Bots scuttled, overhead; people passed by, unconcerned by the private chat taking place. “Who are you and why are you here?”

      “You haven’t answered my question,” Thảo said. “Do you know where Anh wants you to go?”

      “How is this relevant to anything?”

      People were leaving the room, their well-wishes over. Auntie Hồng flashed a questioning glance at Khuyên. Khuyên nodded, not trusting herself to speak. She didn’t know how to talk to Hồng, and it was clear to her that Hồng didn’t know how to talk to Khuyên or to her own daughters. And it occurred to Khuyên that Nightjar and the society onboard the ship didn’t just keep them isolated from the outside, but also from one another—until they stood in a room like this like strangers, unable to say anything meaningful to each other. And Khuyên was older now and should have known better, but the thought of fixing any of this, of having a heart-to-heart, honest chat with Hồng, sent her heart beating into a frenzy of panic that she’d been caught out, that she’d have to explain why she was talking to Hồng and face Mother’s and her aunts’ judgment on her less than ideal relationships.

      The hour was creeping towards night, where there would be fewer well-wishers. The grand procession towards the cemetery quarter was tomorrow. Only the wealthiest on the Numbered Planets were buried anymore: on Nightjar, it would be a cremation and a preservation in a series of drawers onboard the ship that reminded Khuyên of nothing so much as a tech-repair shop’s depositories—cramped places where broken and useless things went.

      “Because I know who you are.”

      “So I see,” Khuyên said. She was growing tired of those games, and she had enough stress for several lifetimes. “If you’ll excuse me, I’ll go back to my rooms.”

      Thảo inclined her head. “Of course,” she said. Her voice was low and ironic. “Until we meet again.”
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        * * *

      

      DINNER WAS A series of tableaux that Khuyên only distantly attended: she sat on a dais next to Mother, and other relatives she didn’t remember. Sometimes, Nightjar’s perceptual filters would falter, and the full din of the other tables crashed over her like the onslaught of light waves from a supernova. There were more people than she remembered—there must have been a hundred people in the room, and Khuyên didn’t recognise them all from her childhood. They were blood and guts relatives, by-marriage relatives, and friends of the family; people present physically and virtually in avatar form. Not everyone onboard Nightjar: that would have been closer to four thousand people. More if outsiders had come onboard or children had been born since she left—and the thought was uncomfortable, on the verge of making her nauseous.

      Everything tasted odd, too strong, too overpowering. Even the rice was an explosion of taste in her mouth, too white, too soft, its floral taste stabbing her tastebuds again and again.

      “We’ve heard a lot about you,” an aged auntie was saying. “Magistrate!” She sounded grudgingly impressed. Her avatar had translucent flowers, sprouting from her back and her topknot, the red of New Year’s envelopes and good fortune; the red of blood. “But of course you had to leave the ship.”

      Khuyên looked up, desperate for support. At one of the other tables, Uncle Ðạt, a distant friend of Grandmother’s, was talking to three other people from the Azure Sky marketplace—one virtual, two physical—nodding sharply at what they were saying. The next one held the avatars of distant relatives from the local school, maintenance department and the hydroponic farms, grim-faced and looking at their translucent food. The one after that was closer family: Second Aunt, Anh’s mother, Second Aunt’s wife, and Third Aunt and Uncle—but they were studiously ignoring what was happening on the dais. No support to be had anywhere.

      She was alone, as she’d always been.

      “What’s it like outside?” another auntie asked.

      Khuyên, choking on the cloying sharpness of the pickled carrots, struggled to find an answer.

      “Outside is a ruin,” Mother said, sternly. “You know this.”

      A sigh, from the second auntie, who was plump and white-haired, her hands thin and curved like claws. She appeared slightly taller in her appearance overlay than she physically was, every one of her gestures emphasized by a faint glimmer of rainbow colours. “She definitely looks starved. You should eat more.”

      “Do you have a partner?” the first auntie asked.

      “She doesn’t,” Mother said. “Of course not. But she’s a very talented child all the same.”

      It didn’t sound like a compliment. Maybe it had never been a compliment.

      “She did come back,” Anh said. She was sitting, not with her parents, but on the dais, a little away from everyone, leaning against the wall. Bots scuttled around her: not hers, but Nightjar’s—large and fat, moving in an odd, hypnotic pattern of fits and starts, each small, tarnished leg jerking a fragment of a blink before the next one. “A dutiful daughter.” Anh smiled at Khuyên. It was sympathetic.

      “I suppose four years is better than nothing,” Mother said. She looked at Anh; her face was softer, kinder. “But you stayed.”

      Anh inclined her head. She and Mother exchanged a look—something Khuyên couldn’t read, but which spoke of ease and familiarity.

      “A dutiful daughter,” Mother said, again. Khuyên felt it twist in her guts—that relaxed approval, that love, even grudging and small. Anh had stayed. She’d been there as Mother’s hair turned white and her face hollow, as Khuyên hadn’t been. Because Anh had been brave enough to not run away in the face of the Tribute. “Here.”

      “Here, Old Auntie,” Anh said. She’d picked up one of  the larger pieces of meat and laid it into Mother’s bowl.

      Mother smiled. It transfigured her face. “Perfect,” she said, and looked away from them both, at the bowl full of rice so white it hurt Khuyên’s eyes, at the smells that were too rich, too cloying, and yet reminded Khuyên of a childhood she’d sought to escape so long ago. Khuyên wanted, so badly, to be held. To be told that all was forgiven. She held herself still: it took a concerted effort to get her treacherous limbs under control.

      “Who was that woman at the funeral?” Khuyên asked.

      She couldn’t see Thảo anywhere. The tables were too far and they were blurring into one another.

      “Which woman?” Mother asked.

      “She was in avatar. Wearing a white áo dài.”

      “You’re hallucinating,” Mother said, sternly.

      Anh said, “No one is wearing white here except us.” She looked at Khuyên, her gaze filled with concern. “Are you all right?”

      Khuyên could still hear Thảo’s voice—still see her face and the way she moved, making the entire world stand still. “I’m fine,” she lied. “I’m sure she was here. She was in her early forties?”

      “There’s no one like this in the family,” the first auntie said. Her voice was pitying as her avatar stroked one of her bots, the one reserved for small children and misbehaving pets—her expression unlike Anh’s, disapproving and without any real affection to it. “You should sleep more.”

      “She’s hard enough to get out of bed in the morning,” Mother said, with laughter that was edged. “Unlike her younger cousin.”

      “Old Auntie!” Anh laughed. “Really.” But she didn’t sound displeased.

      Khuyên’s heart lurched again. Everything was too loud, too hurtful, too filled with barbed meanings.

      “Tell us about being a magistrate,” the first auntie said.

      Khuyên opened her mouth, closed it. Trying to fix what couldn’t be fixed, to fill gaping stomachs with starvation food, and to repair dying admin systems with slight, fragile patches that wouldn’t hold for more than a few months. “It’s necessary work,” she said. She brought a spoonful of noodle soup to her mouth—feeling the slithering wetness of the rice noodles, the way they kept wriggling as they descended into her stomach. Her throat felt aflame with spices that were too potent, a nauseating mix that was making everything contract around her: the numbing sourness of star anise, the overpowering citrus and woody taste of cinnamon, the harsh astringency of cloves. “Repairing the Empire.” Except so much had been broken.

      “Ah.” The second auntie’s face was pitying. “I see.”

      Khuyên ate more soup, willing herself to keep it down. To keep the growing nausea at bay.

      “Well, we’re glad to have you back,” the first auntie said.

      “Until she leaves again,” Mother said, sharply.

      The second auntie sighed. Colours sparkled around the contour of her head. “Children. What did you think would happen?” And it wasn’t clear if that was directed at Mother or at Khuyên.

      “Necessary things,” Mother said. She was staring at Khuyên the way she had that first night, disappointment and pity etched in every line of her face—and abruptly Khuyên couldn’t hold it anymore, and she bent over and vomited what she’d just swallowed.

      “Child!”

      She heard, distantly, the scramble as people got up—but all she could feel was the acrid taste of the broth and noodles coming back up—heaving again and again and retching again and again, nothing she did bringing any respite from the nausea that wracked her—except that her robes were stained and she stank and she’d brought disgrace on them all.

      “I’m sorry,” she said, or tried to say, but nothing would come out, and she was bent over retching with everyone’s eyes upon her, and everything fuzzed and went to dark.
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        * * *

      

      IN HER DREAMS she was running through Nightjar, looking for Grandmother’s funeral and not finding it—corridor after corridor of polished metal and distorted reflections, the smell of fish sauce and garlic getting stronger and stronger until she bent, trying to vomit but finding nothing in her stomach or throat.

      In her dreams, she was younger, and she and Anh were having a sleepover, the way they’d always done when growing up. They sat in the dark, telling each other stories.

      “The heartroom is silver,” Anh said. She’d just gotten her first bots, large and clumsy things that clung to her shoulders: she was six and with the intent seriousness of a child of that age. Khuyên, who was ten, couldn’t remember anymore what six felt like: it seemed like such a lifetime ago when she’d lain in the dark, staring at the walls and feeling the presence of Nightjar around her like a comforting embrace.

      “How would you know?” Khuyên said, sharp. Wounding. Because Nightjar didn’t deserve that wide-eyed admiration. Nightjar had taken Bảo and Phi Phi. Mother and the adults had said it was a great honour, a sacrifice consented to so that Nightjar could keep them safe a little longer; a litany of names memorialised in schools and recited at festivals. But Khuyên had looked at the way her world shrunk with every disappearance—at how lonely she felt, without half her friends—and all she felt was a nebulous thing, a sense that she was being pressed and squeezed—that around her, everything that made life bearable, away from a family that was slowly choking her in ways she couldn’t name—was slowly disappearing.

      “Because everyone knows!” Anh said.

      “You haven’t been there,” Khuyên said. “Is that more than my mom tells you?” The ones she wouldn’t tell Khuyên.

      Anh said nothing, for a while. “Your mom is nice.”

      She wasn’t. Not to Khuyên. “Well, you’re lucky,” Khuyên said, bitterly.

      “You sound very unhappy.”

      Khuyên sighed. “Maybe because I am.”

      “No one’s meant to be unhappy onboard Nightjar,” Anh said.

      Khuyên stared at a flicker of movement in the darkness—a bare hint of pale clothes, of flowing hair. Of outstretched hands, and a feeling—for a moment, a bare moment—that she could be loved, if only she did the right things. If only she could love Mother back, if only she could love the ship as the ship loved her.

      A moment only, and then it vanished, as it always did. An illusion or a dream, or something she couldn’t make sense of—not even her bots saw it. “Well, maybe I want to be unhappy,” she said.

      “You’re not allowed,” Anh said, with all the seriousness of a rules-abiding six-year-old. “Or the ship will find out. And then she won’t take you.”

      Back then, it hadn’t seemed that bad, as a fate.

      Khuyên woke up with a start.

      She lay in her bed with the faint smell of vomit permeating everything. She was wearing, not the mourning clothes, but a thin tunic over trousers. The clothes she’d worn as a teenager. Mother must have kept them. That awful pink and lime green, the characters from shows she and Anh had obsessively watched: this tunic had the Resplendent Phoenix on the front, their wings dragging planets, and on the back the silhouette of the Celadon Dragon, whose mane was nebulae and whose breath propelled ships through the vacuum. They moved faintly in appearance overlay, as if they were weakly struggling and on the verge of death. Khuyên couldn’t find a way to turn off that feature, no matter how hard she tried.

      It was wrong. Everything was wrong.

      She got up. The room spun, and she had to grip one of the walls to remain upright. Tottering step by tottering step, she pushed herself forward, towards the open door. She needed to get out, to get some air.

      She turned, looking for her clothes, the magistrate’s tunic and the belt she’d come to the ship with. They were nowhere to be seen.

      Where—

      A spike of panic through her. The Tribute. Nightjar. She’d cheated Nightjar of her due by running away as a child, and now Nightjar was making her powerless before keeping her.

      No. Focus. Leaping to conclusions wasn’t going to help her.

      Khuyên forced herself to stumble forward. She drew her bots to her—they felt slow and sluggish, as if they’d been knocked out as well—and their sensors kept picking up odd things, flickers of activity, images that weren’t there.

      Another step, and she realised what else was wrong: it was the silence.

      Because it was night? But the ship never slept.

      Outside her room, in the family’s quarters, everything was silent, and…

      The bots were gone. Not even a scratch in the vents.

      “Mother?” Khuyên asked.

      There was no answer.

      She pushed the door to Mother’s room, all the same: to find an empty bed.

      “Mother?”

      A rustle. A hint of something moving. But when Khuyên turned, she saw nothing. It was…it was hard not to feel vulnerable and raw. It was hard not to wish for Thiên Lan’s presence, or for someone—for anyone that she could talk to.

      She’d have asked if anyone was there, but she wasn’t the main character in a horror vid, the one who died because they were too inobservant to take precautions. So instead, Khuyên walked to the door leading outside of Mother’s quarters, and peeked outside.

      The same breathless silence.

      The same…she knew what else was wrong. That sense of presence; that sense of Nightjar watching them. The ever-present bots clustered on the ceiling and walls—all of it was gone.

      What had happened?

      Khuyên went back to her room, and looked for some shoes. She couldn’t find anything. Except… On the bed was a faint overlay of a vid: it fuzzed and shorted out, but it looked like a vid of the safety procedures onboard a mindship, the old ones from before they installed the critical safeguards that meant life support was going to be the last thing to go.

      Khuyên fought down another wave of panic. They couldn’t possibly be evacuating, not in a ship that dysfunctional. And they’d have told her if they were—surely, for all of Mother’s disinterest and disapproval, they’d at least come through if there was physical danger, instead of leaving cryptic hints in her cabin?

      They would.

      They had to.

      Right, so barefoot it was.

      Khuyên stood on the threshold of Mother’s quarters, and took a deep, deep breath before stepping outside. The floor was cold: it pulsed, faintly, with a distant heartbeat: Nightjar was still alive. She wasn’t sure if it was a relief. Khuyên felt like she was sixteen again—that breathless moment of sneaking through Nightjar to find a transport, of praying to long-dead ancestors that she be allowed this one thing. That Mother or Grandmother wouldn’t find her. That Nightjar wouldn’t abruptly decide she was Tribute and vanish her without a trace.

      The corridors were empty. Not just empty of people, but empty of breath, of air, of everything that made spaces feel lived-in. Like standing in the vacuum of space or the approach of a black hole: nothing alive, nothing thriving.

      It was profoundly disquieting. Where was everyone? Where were the skewer-sellers, the night-shows, the din of teahouses?

      Khuyên tried to call up a map overlay—bracing herself for the presence of the ship. What flickered into life were fragments—bits and pieces of corridors that led nowhere, tantalising hints of larger spaces. She didn’t even know where anything was. She’d followed Mother⁠—

      Wait.

      She knew where the funeral hall was.

      She could go back there.
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        * * *

      

      THE FUNERAL HALL was dark, and as deserted as the rest of the corridors Khuyên had walked through—but when she entered, the lights came on, casting harsh shadows on the hollows of Grandmother’s face.

      “Child.”

      Khuyên was only half-surprised to find Mother there. She was sitting a little away from the corpse, a cup of tea in her lap. She wore white and no jewelry, and she’d done something to her appearance overlay: every line of her body and clothes seemed sharper and more vivid, so sharp it hurt Khuyên’s eyes.

      “What’s going on?” Khuyên said. She couldn’t see anyone else—not the aunties or the mourners, or Anh for that matter.

      Mother gave her a look—and abruptly Khuyên was five and bent over her letters, and Mother’s disappointment when she failed to read a particular word was a palpable thing.

      And—as if she was still five—the words came welling out of her regardless of how advisable they might have been. “The vid on my bed. Ship in distress. You meant the Tribute, didn’t you?”

      Mother looked at her for a while. Silence stretched, slow, and uncomfortable. Khuyên reached for her bots, wrapped herself in their presence like fragile, pathetic armour. “You’re smart,” Mother said. And then, softly, “You asked how it had been. As well as ever, but⁠—”

      Another silence. Khuyên forced herself to remain still.

      “Tribute happens more and more frequently. And Nightjar—Nightjar withdraws.”

      “You mean like now,” Khuyên said. She wasn’t a Master of Wind and Water, but she could feel the ship’s absence, like a wound.

      “She’ll be fine,” Mother said. She moved; a flash of white so bright in overlay that it felt like a stab in Khuyên’s eyes. “When Tribute is received, she’ll come back. Make us alive again, the way she has always done.”

      When Tribute is received. No one knew, really, what happened to those vanishing children. Why they had to be children. The only thing they did know was that they didn’t come back.

      Khuyên fought a wave of nausea. “Who did you send?”

      Another of these sharp looks, from Mother. “You know who.”

      Follow me.

      On some level, she’d always known. “Cousin Anh. Why?”

      “I’d say you know why, but I’m not sure you do. Since you ran away.”

      “It was no way to live,” Khuyên said, slowly, softly. She couldn’t meet Mother’s gaze, and the casual disapproval in her voice hurt.

      “And is living in your war-torn, starving worlds any better?”

      Khuyên thought of falling asleep after yet another day of trying to fix what couldn’t be fixed—to bring back the dead, or food from defunct hydroponics farms, or bots from factories, or habitats burnt to cinders. Of being alone in the darkness, far away from the family she’d left behind—a terribly unfilial and cowardly daughter. “Leaving was worth it,” she said, and she wasn’t sure, not anymore.

      Mother made a dismissive gesture. “Not that it matters,” she said. “Anh will do what’s needed. The way she’s always done. Just wait here, and all will be fine.”

      Anh’s words welled up out of Khuyên’s memory. Follow me. “Was she willing?”

      A snort. “You’ve seen her.”

      Khuyên wasn’t sure what she’d seen.

      “She’s always been someone we can depend on,” Mother said. She was proud of Anh. Because Anh had stayed. Because Anh had left to give herself to Nightjar. And Khuyên… Khuyên so desperately wanted that. So desperately wanted Mother to look at her with that same expression of pride in her eyes. So desperately wanted to be loved.

      “Where did she go?”

      A flicker of interest from Mother. “You’ve always been too scared to ask.”

      “Are you going to tell me where she went?”

      “Up where people don’t go. Into the heart of the ship. You’re smart,” Mother said, and Khuyên wasn’t sure what to do with the genuine fondness in Mother’s voice. “Nightjar will guide you.”

      She thought—she thought whatever Khuyên did would make no difference; or that faced with the ship Khuyên would realise the error of her ways. Or be killed, or taken, or whatever happened to those who vanished. And she approved.

      Khuyên wanted to be angry, but the truth was…the truth was that it felt like an unknotting. Like something had come loose and made things easier and more desirable. Like she was seen, and it made her feel sick and happy at all the same time.

      “I’ll see you then,” she said, and left to find the heart of Nightjar.
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        * * *

      

      AS PART OF being a magistrate, Khuyên had walked through battlefields, calling up her bots to count corpses. She’d driven a shuttle through the devastated streets of the Sixty-Fourth Planet in the wake of a rebel lord’s attack, analysing the ambient noises to try and determine if the death-strikes were coming back, all the while directing medics and apothecaries to tend to the injured. She’d even walked through the corridors of a wounded mindship, quickly firing off instructions and warnings as the walls around her quivered and shook in a prelude to tearing themselves apart.

      None of this was as nerve-wracking as heading towards the heart of Nightjar.

      There was nothing, where she walked. Nothing, no one. No laughter. No sound of food. No lit compartments. Just empty corridors and closed doors letting no light out, and a spreading silence, as if the overlay in the funeral hall had spread everywhere.

      She was alone and vulnerable. She had her bots, but their readings made no sense. And the ship she was moving on was unresponsive in a way that was deeply disturbing: still faintly alive under her feet, the floors cold and sharp, and yet devoid of anything else, not even the familiar oily sheen of mindships everywhere.

      There was no map, just those faint hints of rooms shot through with the same static that kept creeping up and clogging her overlays. She tried turning them off. The static didn’t cease, and the overlays didn’t disappear: there was now a single, tear-shaped spot on the bottom right-hand of her field of vision—where her overlay for messages and her missing bots would have been. It was the size of her hand. Khuyên moved, shaking her head, trying to turn it off, to move it away. Everything shifted underneath it, but it didn’t budge, simply continued there: white visual noise, a salt-and-pepper pattern that kept spiking and shifting in her field of vision, blocking everything.

      That.

      That wasn’t possible, not unless the ship had elevated privilege access. Unless Nightjar had essentially hacked into her, and if she had done that, then what else could she do?

      No. No.

      She was going to find Anh, and then she was going to get out. That was her only responsibility, and she couldn’t afford fear for herself.

      Nightjar will guide you, Mother had said. To the heartroom, Khuyên guessed. Mindships like Nightjar were composed of two parts: Mind and body. The body was the metal of the hull and cabins and hangars, the corridors that Khuyên was walking in. The Mind—the equivalent of the brain for a mindship, the consciousness animating the body—was in the heartroom, a place most passengers never accessed. The Mind was the ship’s most vulnerable point, but also where it was the most physically present, and it made sense that the Tribute children would be led to the heartroom—to whatever fate awaited them there.

      Well, there was nothing but that unshifting spot of static—and empty, sharply gleaming corridors that all looked like each other as she walked through them, her own footsteps uncannily silent. Wait.

      There was something else. A sharper gleam of steel; a faint movement within that spot of static. She moved to where it was pointing: it shifted, pointing the way further on, towards a hexagon-shaped corridor. A twisted kind of compass.

      Guided.

      Led, like a captive to slaughter?

      “You’re headed into the heartroom, aren’t you. Going to find the Mind.”

      Khuyên looked up, with a start. She was only half-surprised to see the woman from the funeral, Thảo. The other woman was leaning against one of Nightjar’s bulwarks in a darkened corridor, her reflection blurred and chopped as if seen through a liquid.

      “Go away,” she said. She moved so that the spot of static was over Thảo. It failed to hide her, which didn’t improve her mood.

      Thảo raised an eyebrow. “That’s hardly welcoming for someone standing in the middle of an out-of-control ship.”

      Khuyên gritted her teeth. “I take it you’re not going to go away.”

      Thảo looked downright cheerful. “No. I’m following you.”

      “Why?” Khuyên said. It was stressful enough trying to follow Anh without having to deal with…with whoever Thảo was, and whatever she wanted.

      Thảo said nothing.

      “Aren’t you going to lie about why you’re here? And tell me you’re lying to me for my own good?” Khuyên asked.

      “I can’t do that.” Thảo’s voice was unusually blunt.

      Khuyên looked at her. Thảo was walking by her side—tall and magnetic. When she shrugged, as if powerless, her shoulders heaved beneath her áo dài in a way that made Khuyên want to touch her. And it was beyond annoying to be dealing with growing sexual frustration on top of everything else. “Can’t, or won’t?”

      “Can’t.”

      “What is it that you can tell me?” Khuyên said. Thảo sounded sincere, though it was harder to gauge with people who weren’t physically there. But why wouldn’t Thảo be able to talk to her? “How to get to the heartroom?”

      Laughter, from Thảo. “If I knew, I would.” And then, more seriously, “But you already know, don’t you?”

      “Mother said the ship was going to guide me.”

      “The ship, or Anh?”

      Khuyên thought of Anh. “Both. Either. I don’t know.” If it was the ship, it was too easy, but then again Mother hadn’t believed Khuyên could do anything to stop the Tribute. And if it was Anh…then surely she’d have wanted to make it as obvious as possible?

      Thảo laughed. “Then I’ll just follow you.”

      Was she, somehow, Nightjar? But no: the ship had never had an avatar. And Nightjar patently wasn’t there. Khuyên tried, again, to raise a map. There was only static; and static on her comms, too. She couldn’t raise Thiên Lan or any of the others. Not that the Empire was going to come for her—not now, not on this ship. But, still…

      Still, she felt more alone than she’d ever been.

      “You’ll follow me as I’m following Anh?” Khuyên asked. She stopped at the crossroads of two corridors, an X shape she didn’t recognise where something should have been—that mysterious fountain of her dreams, or some artefact in an alcove. Or something, anything. Instead it just felt empty and profoundly wrong, pulsing metal with the faintest of oil-spill gleams.

      “In a manner of speaking.” Thảo didn’t speak again: she merely drifted after her as Khuyên followed the patch of static.

      Oh, hells. Khuyên reached out, and tried to grab Thảo. She’d expected her hand to go through Thảo; or to get that slightly delayed touch provided by Nightjar’s perception filters. Instead, what she got was…a bounce. Not solidity, but the clear equivalent of a warhound baring its teeth at her.

      What?

      Why?

      “What do you think you’re doing?” Khuyên yelled.

      Thảo gave her a look. She shifted: the avatar moved in a way that didn’t involve any gestures from her, reappearing a thumb’s-width away from where she’d previously stood.

      Something was wrong.

      Khuyên reached out again, bracing herself—and felt again, that bounce and ghostly bite on her fingers—but this time she saw Thảo flinch.

      “You’re not doing it, are you?” Khuyên said. That was something she could take care of: a clear problem with a clear solution, as opposed to the vague dread and worry that it was too easy.

      Thảo stared at her again.

      Aren’t you even going to lie about why you’re here?

      I can’t.

      Oh, Ancestors.

      Khuyên looked at Thảo. Really looked—not at the annoying avatar, or the magnetic presence she was half-attracted to already. A tall, commanding woman with dark skin, the same dress she’d been wearing at the funeral hall, that stark mourning white. The bots on her shoulders, in the exact same space they’d been back at the hall.

      She hadn’t changed. Not one jot. People, even in avatar presence, did. Their bots shifted positions, they altered their clothes because they felt like it. She was either unusually rigid—which didn’t fit at all with what Khuyên had seen of her character—or something else was going on.

      “You’re not here,” Khuyên said, aloud.

      “Of course not,” Thảo said. “I’m an avatar.”

      “That’s not what I mean,” Khuyên said. Thảo wasn’t here, and she genuinely couldn’t talk. “Where are you?”

      Silence, again, from Thảo. That half-cocked face, a look that wasn’t baffled puzzlement or anger, but simply blankness. Of course. Nightjar was interfering with her overlay to prevent her from being rescued, but the ship couldn’t, or wouldn’t, believably splice emotions onto her avatar. Too much, and why would she do it? It was simpler to just…erase the bits that didn’t fit. Prevent Thảo from speaking.

      She wasn’t at the funeral. She was a prisoner, somewhere on Nightjar, and of course Khuyên couldn’t be sure, but she was likely following Khuyên only because she wanted to escape. Because Khuyên, in the whole of the ship, was the only person defying the existing order.

      “Why can I see you?” Khuyên asked. “The others can’t.”

      “The others don’t want to see me,” Thảo said. Her voice was blunt again.

      Khuyên weighed her options. She really didn’t have time for a detour, especially not one that would likely turn Nightjar hostile. And yet…

      Too easy. It had been too easy. Mother had said Nightjar was waiting for Khuyên; and Khuyên didn’t really know what that meant. Who she’d see. If Nightjar was going to let go of Anh.

      Nightjar was already hostile, it was just a matter of how openly hostile she was going to be.

      “You probably can’t tell me where you are,” Khuyên said. “But⁠—”

      Thảo, leaning against the bulwark, raised a hand. Ssh, it said without words. Her gaze became distant, the scattering of dragon scales on her cheeks never once moving. “What can I say,” she said. She was chewing on something. “My name isn’t Thảo, but it matters.”

      That made no sense. “Your name—” Khuyên bit back on a sarcastic reply. “What’s your name, then?”

      “I’m an avatar,” Thảo said, serenely.

      An avatar.

      An avatar of what?

      Oh.

      Khuyên said, slowly, carefully, “You’re not human.”

      “No,” Thảo said. Her image wavered for a fraction of a second, became flatter. The filters imprisoning her, unsure of whether they should react to this revelation.

      “A ship. You’re a mindship.” Like Nightjar. “How much of you is here?”

      Thảo moved, slightly. Khuyên reached for her bots to replay the last few blinks of interaction. Even with the static clogging up their sensors, it was visible that Thảo had been about to say something, and that something had intervened to cut her off.

      Think think think. She couldn’t tell Khuyên her name, which meant she couldn’t disclose her true nature. Why? Iron control from Nightjar? Of course Nightjar would hardly want another mindship interfering in her affairs.

      And a mindship meant the Empire. The same one Khuyên served. An ally.

      “You want to help me.”

      “I want to help myself,” Thảo said. “But perhaps we can both help each other.” Thảo was fading, fuzzing. The expression on her face didn’t move, but the last few words had been inflected differently. Surprise, anger.

      “Are you doing this?”

      No answer from Thảo. She wasn’t, likely. Nightjar’s attention had been drawn to them. To Khuyên and her feeble attempts to escape an orbit she’d escaped once before.

      Breathe. Breathe.

      She’d stood up to Nightjar once. She could do it again.

      “Where are you?”

      An enigmatic smile from Thảo, illuminating her entire face. Khuyên wasn’t sure whether to kiss or kill her. “I’m hard to hold in a single room, but it can be managed.”

      It was an answer. It was just not that informative. But of course Khuyên wouldn’t get something so simple as an answer. In a way, it was a lot like the investigations Khuyên did as a magistrate, wasn’t it? She just needed to find a way to make the narrative make sense.

      A single room. She was being held in a single room. Which probably meant some of her was physically there. Bots likely, or a shuttle. Somewhere Khuyên could find her.

      My name isn’t Thảo, but it matters.

      My name is Thảo. It means “grass”.

      Khuyên was a magistrate and a scholar. She shouldn’t have needed an explanation on the meaning of names. Thảo did mean “grass”. But not in Việt. It was a word from Chinese, from the language of their former colonisers on Old Earth.

      Why would Thảo tell her this?

      A Sino-Vietnamese word meant it had once been written as characters, not letters. And the character was 草, which meant…

      The fragmentary map Khuyên had was overrun with static, but she could see the shape of it. Down on the eighteenth floor, the lowest one: a three-branch shape, a series of two rooms squished together, a large room, an odd distortion of 草 that faded even as she watched. “Thảo,” she said, slowly chewing on the word. It was a small enough area that she could go there and see what happened. “I’ll see you there, then.”

      Laughter, from Thảo. A quick leaning-in, a fraction of a measure from Khuyên’s face—lips glistening in the dim light. Khuyên fought the urge to bend over and kiss her.

      “See that you do,” Thảo said, and vanished like a burst soap bubble.
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        * * *

      

      AS KHUYÊN WENT down towards that lowest level, the world shrank further: that odd static patch seemed to grow larger and larger, and were those other flickers in her field of vision further patches, or just her imagination? She had no way of telling. There was still no one anywhere. It felt like her nightmares come to life, dead zones filling the entirety of the ship.

      She was within the 草 shape now: past the three-branch and headed towards the centre of the character. There was still nothing: the floors under her quiescent, a total absence of bots, a spreading silence that made Nightjar seem dead.

      Wait.

      A flutter of movement, behind her. Khuyên turned, heart in her throat—caught only a glimpse of a pale silhouette that barely seemed human. “Ship?” she asked. “Thảo?”

      Nothing.

      Khuyên turned again—and again that flutter of movement came. She turned again, and saw it fade into static.

      “Child,” a voice whispered, and it wasn’t Thảo’s voice—deeper and more assured, conjuring memories of being a small child and lying in bed, feeling held by the ship. Feeling safe, the way Mother assured her was going to be forever. Of what it had been like, before the Tribute took her friends. “Child. Khuyên. At last, you come back to me…”

      No. She hadn’t come back. Or rather she had, but it had been a choice. But she was standing powerless on a ship—and for a brief moment, the floor came alive under her, the huge beat of a heart that climbed up Khuyên’s chest and throat, its steady heartbeat blanketing her panicked own. “I’m not yours,” she said. “Neither is my younger cousin.”

      Soft laughter. Nightjar’s presence disappeared like a burst soap bubble. If she had been there at all. If it wasn’t all the product of Khuyên’s overwrought brain generating illusions. Her bots hadn’t registered anything, just like they’d never registered anything onboard the ship when Khuyên had been a child.

      It didn’t matter. It shouldn’t matter, except that she was headed for the heartroom and that what was inside was her family. Or worse than her family.

      Ahead was a door, and it was…different, somehow. Khuyên stared at it for a long while, unable to pinpoint why it struck her that way. She strode towards it—and stopped again. Her bots were processing the images—as best as they could, with the encroaching static blocking off the lower right-hand corner of her field of vision—and something was wrong. Along the length of the door, there was a disconnect between the edges and the walls, a subtle but certain misalignment between the mass of dusty cabling on the metal and the dust pattern on the door.

      The door she saw wasn’t physical: there was an overlay masking the physical door. And the only reason why a door wouldn’t be physical, in this context, was because something else lay underneath. A tripwire, a trap? Her bots zoomed in, trying to see minute details. Nothing.

      Wait.

      There was a series of small cables that fuzzed in and out of focus: her bots trailed them alongside that eerily silent corridor, to a central unit that she couldn’t pinpoint the location of.

      “Thảo?” she asked. Only silence now. Nightjar had cut Thảo off.

      She could do this.

      She could—Khuyên breathed, and thought of that night when she’d lain alone in her room, watching for Nightjar’s presence—when she’d felt that overlay equivalent of a warm blanket, that absolute certainty that the ship would protect her against anything and everything—and known it, with equally absolute certainty, for a lie. When she’d gotten up and made her way to the shuttle hangar, where the supplies run came into, breathing hard the entire time.

      She was scared, but she could do this.

      Nightjar was an imperial issue mindship, ninety to a hundred years old, who’d started her flight from the Empire fifty-two years ago. Khuyên’s bots, even disconnected from the imperial network, could run possible scenarios based on standard outfitting of ships. It would be, by necessity, incomplete, but it would be a start.

      The most plausible hypothesis was butterfly lasers: a series of hypomobile lasers in the doorframe that would burn her to a crisp. The second most plausible one, given the overall shape and location of the room—on the lowest level, adjacent to Nightjar’s hull, and with a shape and dimensions that suggested some kind of hangar—was a war safeguard that would detect an intrusion, trigger the airlock mechanism and plunge her into vacuum.

      The main issue was that the butterfly lasers would be deactivated by cutting the small cables she’d noticed, but cutting those cables would likely trigger the airlock.

      In that odd, still bubble of time where only she and the problem to be solved existed, Khuyên weighed possibilities and risks.

      The asphyxiating wouldn’t be instant. The being burnt to a crisp definitely would.

      All right. Cut the wires, then.

      She positioned herself close to the door, and gave the order to her bots. Snip. Snip. One cable after the other—Khuyên braced herself, heart beating fast.

      Nothing. But then she’d only know if she went through the door.

      Khuyên took a deep breath—it burnt in her throat, with traces of stale motor oil and sharp metal—and pushed the door open.

      It gave way under her fingers, disintegrating—not like a veil, but a feeling of something that started as hard and crumbled into dust as she pushed—and as she did so, she heard the alerts the overlay had been hiding: the familiar noise of air pressure loss.

      Demons take her. Obviously the choice she made was the wrong one. Trust her to always go for the worst options.

      Khuyên didn’t have much time. She started running as her bots made calculations of how fast the air would drain, assuming the worst hypotheses on the dimensions of the airlock. It was going slow because they didn’t have network access.

      Inside was a huge hangar, filled with the wrecks of various shuttles and smaller open-the-void ships—they were littered across the metal floor, and her feet crunched on fragments of bots and hull and Ancestors knew what else, the fragments of the best in imperial engineering. The air roiled, with that particular tautness of ionized discharge—gunfire, except no discharge should have hung in the air for that long.

      “Thảo?” Khuyên couldn’t see any shadow-suits to protect her against the vacuum, which meant she was going to have a problem soon.

      The lights flickered, and the hangar changed: the walls became white, with calligraphied texts and starscapes drawn with forceful brush strokes, their sharp colours bleeding into the new white background. Like rice paper. The air smelled of lotus and pandan, and of tea, and nothing was crunching under her feet anymore: an overlay, and quite a strong one if it could override Khuyên’s own firewalls.

      In the space between the wrecks, tables sprang up, with a variety of dumplings and dipping sauces, and a faint sound of zither filled the background: a surreal mix between abandoned hangar and posh teahouse of the First Planet. Khuyên ran past a table laden with crab noodles and fork-roasted pork, breathing in the sweet smell of garlic and five spices. The air was starting to burn in her lungs.

      “Thảo?”

      At the end of the hangar, there was a table that held only a single teacup, and behind it, outlined in the wide opening of the airlock, limned by starlight, something…

      It must have been a shuttle, once, but it was crawling with bots—dead and alive, so many of them that Khuyên couldn’t even envision the shape that they masked. As she ran closer to them, in air becoming more and more rarefied, the bots slowed down, and finally stilled, the chittering of their legs merging with the static in Khuyên’s field of vision, until it was hard to tell which was which.

      “Thảo? Thảo! Big’sis!”

      She had half a centiday left, no more, and it had taken her that much time to run already.

      She couldn’t see Thảo anywhere. And then, as she ran closer to that eerily clear table: it hit her. She was standing in front of Thảo. The shuttle was Thảo, and Khuyên couldn’t raise her, because of the bots. Because of Nightjar.

      A spike of rage ran through her, so pure and so acute it left her shaking. How dare she?! How did Nightjar dare to take from her, again and again—how did the ship keep intruding, how did Khuyên find herself still in a vulnerable position after years of running away—how did Khuyên find herself, again and again, stripped of everyone who’d shown an ounce of sympathy towards her?

      She didn’t think. There wasn’t any space for any conscious thought; just pure, unalloyed anger as she sent her own bots straight into that preternaturally still mass. Disable them. All of them. All of it.

      The smell of ionised discharge filled the air. The floor under her shook, and Nightjar—the ship herself, huge and distant—reared in shock, a howl filling the hangar as the bots fell on the floor one by one, giving one last twitch before they became still.

      It was a shuttle, pierced all over by the legs of Nightjar’s bots, its cockpit windows broken, revealing a space that was full of boxes and instruments but had no chair for a human pilot. Five sleek, battered bots climbed out, as behind Khuyên the image of the teahouse wavered and faded, replaced by the hangar and its endless wrecks. The feed from Khuyên’s bots wavered and finally tapered off: they’d been too badly damaged as they neutralised Nightjar’s bots.

      “Your oxygen’s running out,” Thảo’s voice said, in Khuyên’s ears. Thảo’s bots clambered atop Khuyên—a brief moment as they fused with her overlays, and then Thảo’s hands, and her whole weight, were pushing Khuyên back, towards where she’d come from. “You need to get out. Now!”

      She ran, stumbling, air burning in her mouth. By her side, Thảo was coalescing into existence—long flowing hair that seemed spun out of starlight, eyes each holding a whirling galaxy, clothes of celadon hue that faded into the floor.

      “Faster!”

      There was no air. Just bots pushing her—it felt like she wasn’t breathing enough but she couldn’t stop.

      “Faster!”

      Khuyên stumbled out of the hangar, falling to her knees just as Thảo’s bots jumped off her, pushing at the door until it slammed. She inhaled air in great gulps, unable to stop herself.

      “You’re going to get sick,” Thảo said.

      “I—know,” Khuyên said. Decompression sickness. She’d moved too fast from a low pressure environment to a normal-pressure one. She’d be lucky if it was just joint pain—she could already feel the dull pain in her elbows, hips, and shoulders, and it would likely get worse. “I don’t really see a decompression chamber nearby. Do you?”

      “No.” Thảo’s voice was grim. “We’ll have to see about that once we leave this place.” She leant against one of the bulwarks of the ship—when had it got so dark? Khuyên didn’t remember every light being off when she’d left, but now there was just a profound darkness, in which Thảo shone. She’d have mistaken it for some drama flourish, but…

      “Something happened to Nightjar, didn’t it?”

      “You made it happen to her. You wounded her and forced her mind to abandon this section,” Thảo said.

      “Does that mean she’s blind here?”

      “Mmm. I think so.” Thảo smiled, bleakly and sarcastically. “Hello, by the way. Thank you for the rescue.” She reached out, holding out a hand so that Khuyên could use it to rise. Khuyên could see the bots moving beneath the translucent surface of her avatar—the way a single one of them was extending its legs to grab her hand and haul her up. Of course Thảo wasn’t there physically, which meant that any physical action she took needed to be undertaken by her bots. “Do you agree to continue granting me access to your overlays? I didn’t take the time to ask back there because it was a life and death matter. If you let me in, I can block Nightjar: she won’t be able to listen to our conversations.”

      Khuyên stared at her. The words made no sense. By which…they did, but— “People don’t usually ask. Especially if it’s for my own good.”

      “That’s never an excuse. People should ask,” Thảo said. She bowed. “By the way, my name is The Unmoored Sunflower. Sunflower for short.” Her accent was pure First Planet, and it was a deeply ironic name: the sunflower turned towards the sun as the inferior turned towards the superior. Adding “unmoored” hinted at someone who might not respect social conventions: it made Khuyên somewhat uneasy. Rebellious personalities like that were difficult to work with, and as likely to join the war rebuilding effort as to thwart it.

      She was still holding out her hand. Khuyên was having a hard time deciding whether she should take it—everything was slow and sluggish and her brain rebelled at the thought of making any decisions.

      “You’re a mindship,” Khuyên said. She looked up, at Thảo—Sunflower. She was tall—taller and larger than Khuyên, her hair bound in a half-loose topknot: it spilled towards the floor, and where it met the floor it fuzzed, becoming starlight, becoming the texture of a nebula, the sheen of motor oil on the hull of a ship—of Sunflower’s real body, which wasn’t on Nightjar, but somewhere far away from which she was projecting her consciousness and animating the bots that enabled her to perform physical actions. Her eyes, as she looked at Khuyên, weren’t brown-irised anymore, but black from end to end, with pinpoint galaxies whirling in their depths; and her lips were studded with pinpoints of starlight. She was beautiful and terrible, and Khuyên fought the urge to take that proffered hand and put it to her own lips—to kiss it slowly and gently, watching those dark eyes widen with surprise and desire.

      Khuyên closed her eyes. Now was not the time. Emphatically not the time. “Empire. You’re the Empire,” she said, trying to focus.

      “So are you,” Thảo—Sunflower—said. “You haven’t answered my question.”

      Which question? Oh, the one about the overlay access. “Yes,” Khuyên said. “But you may not keep that access if we go deeper into the ship.”

      A tight, ironic smile from Sunflower. “Oh, believe me, I know. I’ll let you know when I lose it. Or you’ll see.”

      “I don’t understand what you’re doing here,” Khuyên said.

      For a moment—a bare moment, suspended in time, as Khuyên’s lungs still burnt, as the pain in her hips flared out and her upper torso started itching—Khuyên thought Sunflower was going to deflect again. “I knew Nightjar.”

      “During the war?”

      “Before.” Sunflower’s lips quirked. “We were. Friends, I guess you could call it.”

      The idea that Nightjar was a person—not a falsely benevolent apparition or a black-hole-like presence—was a little difficult for Khuyên to deal with. “And so you came to rescue her?”

      Sunflower’s eyes narrowed, the minute galaxies in them growing more distant. “You mistake me. I came to end what she’s doing. Whatever it is that she’s doing. Surely the idea occurred to you too?”

      Khuyên stared at Sunflower, and then at herself. “I couldn’t—” she started, then stopped.

      “Couldn’t denounce her to the Empire?”

      Khuyên bit her lip. The thought of writing a memoir explaining what was going on—that her entire family would get stopped alongside Nightjar—that the Empire would arrest, or worse, kill Mother and Anh and the aunts…it was like a gravity well opening in the depths of her stomach.

      “Ah.” Sunflower’s gaze was pitying. “And how did you think she was going to be stopped?”

      Khuyên clenched her fists. “I don’t know. I don’t know. I never thought about it.”

      Silence, from Sunflower. “Well, we can sort this out after we get to the heartroom.” It was clear she was lying, because of course they’d need to know beforehand. Because it just wouldn’t do to barge in without a plan. Any plan.

      “I want my younger cousin back,” Khuyên said, plaintively. Her cheeks were burning, and she wasn’t sure if it was shame, or anger.

      “Yes. I know.” Sunflower held out her hand, again. “And I want to get to the heartroom so I can talk to her. Come on. Let’s go get your younger cousin, and my chat with Nightjar.”

      Khuyên finally reached out, putting her hand within Sunflower’s. It felt like being wrapped in beating, pulsing warmth—and her heartbeat quickened in answer to this. Sunflower hauled her up: for a moment they were staring at each other and uncertain what to say, and Sunflower’s face wasn’t sarcastic or judging, but soft, vulnerable. “I—” she said.

      “Sssh,” Sunflower said, and brought Khuyên closer—a little too close, a little too warm—before releasing her.

      Khuyên still felt the warmth of Sunflower’s hand on hers. “Let’s go,” she said, because it was better than anything else she might have said. Or done. The last thing they needed was Khuyên trying to kiss a mindship she barely knew on the dead floors of another.

      The last thing.

      It would have been nice if Khuyên had been able to believe her own thoughts.
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        * * *

      

      “TELL ME ABOUT Nightjar,” Khuyên said.

      They were going up again, in a lift that shuddered as it climbed—Khuyên was sure that said lift hadn’t been this rickety before, and the patch of static was now occupying around a sixth of her field of vision.

      “I’m not sure what I can tell you,” Sunflower said.

      “You came all this way. I’m not even sure where you are.”

      “In orbit around the planet where you boarded Nightjar, originally. But I’ve moved. I’m following her at a distance, otherwise I wouldn’t be able to project my avatar this far.”

      “Your bots⁠—”

      “My bots can only carry so much locally.”

      “I thought—I thought mindship bots were different.” They looked different from Khuyên’s defunct bots: sleeker and fatter.

      “Just more numerous. Theoretically.” Sunflower winced.

      “You lost the others?”

      “Yeah.” Sunflower ran a hand in her hair, stars twinkling between her fingers. Khuyên braced herself for something—she wasn’t sure what, until Sunflower spoke wistfully, and she realised she’d been expecting anger and lashing out at her. “Really should have known better, in hindsight.”

      They reached the ninth floor. The lift doors opened into a darkened corridor with an octagonal section, dusty cabling overrunning the walls. Empty and silent again. Where was everyone? Cowering behind closed doors, unwilling to be a witness to what Nightjar was doing? Or afraid Nightjar was going to take them too?

      Khuyên checked the patch of static: it had grown, so much that it was now impinging on the centre of her vision—and the centre of it clearly pulsed. Like a vein, or a beating heart.

      Nightjar.

      She fought back a wave of panic. She had Sunflower with her. It was company, if nothing else. Support.

      “Do you have a plan?” Khuyên said, as they left the lift and headed down the corridor. It was dark. And…she’d have said dead, but the floor was slightly spongious, and she could feel the static through the soles of her feet, echoing in her bones and in her teeth. Nightjar hadn’t left this section of her body. She was with them. Watching them, perhaps. Not listening—Sunflower had said she was keeping that out—but that was scant comfort.

      “Had,” Sunflower said. “It didn’t involve my shuttle being wrecked. Or my having to be rescued, really.”

      “And you hate it.”

      A raised eyebrow. “Why would I? You’ve got some odd ideas.”

      Because…because Mother would have hated it, because the aunties would have hated it: that idea that they weren’t superior, that they needed Khuyên of all people. It was an odd thought: Khuyên thought she’d left Nightjar behind, and it was beyond unsettling to discover she carried enough of her in her ways of thinking. “I had an odd upbringing. Are you going to tell me about yourself?”

      “About myself, or Nightjar?”

      “Either. Both.” The dull pain in Khuyên’s joints from the decompression hadn’t gone away: it mingled with the static until everything was hard to deal with. She felt slow and irritable, and terrified of what would happen if it went wrong. Because of course it was going to go wrong. Why did she think it could go otherwise?

      Soft laughter, from Sunflower. “We were both in the same squadron, in the war.”

      “I don’t know what mindships do in war.”

      A quirk of Sunflower’s lip, weighing Khuyên. “Ah. Yes. You’re too young, aren’t you.” She raised a hand. “I don’t mean you’re a child. Just that you weren’t alive when it happened. You’re the generation that has to live in the ashes of the fires we set.”

      Khuyên thought of planets scoured by rebels and dying mindships, of habitats waiting for the death-knell of some large weaponry. “There’s still fighting.”

      “Nothing like the war was, in the beginning.” Sunflower’s voice was grim. “Entire planets were dislocated, and that isn’t a metaphor. They just…stopped being because some engineer made a weapon that maximised kill efficiency, and no one along the chain of command saw more than a way to quickly end battles.”

      It sounded like some of Mother’s stories—the ones that had used to keep Khuyên up at night, heart beating faster and faster—until she’d remembered that it was safe, that Nightjar was watching over her. The lie that underpinned their whole society. “That’s what Nightjar is fleeing from?”

      “I guess.”

      “But why children? Why the Tribute?”

      Sunflower was silent, for a while.

      Khuyên was a magistrate, and part of her job was listening to the unsaid. “You know.”

      “I suspect.”

      “And you’re not telling me because? Because I wouldn’t be strong enough?”

      Silence. “Oh, lil’sis.” She looked up, and found Sunflower staring at her with something very much like hunger in her eyes. “Of course you’re strong enough. You left Nightjar. And even after you left, you came back.”

      “You think I should have denounced her.” Khuyên wasn’t sure whether to feel flattered or angry.

      A sigh. Then a soft touch: Sunflower’s hands wrapped around her, warmth travelling up her arms like a shock—eyes looking into hers, the slow whirling of galaxies transfixing her. “I shouldn’t have said that,” Sunflower said. “I didn’t stop her either, and I feel guilty about that. I shouldn’t have put it on you.”

      “You’re—”

      “Apologizing to you,” Sunflower said. Her voice was sharp. “Something you don’t get a whole lot, I would guess. Not on this ship.”

      “I left the ship,” Khuyên said, more sharply than she meant.

      “I know. But some things are like shells: you grow into them and it’s hard to escape the shape they molded you into.”

      “And what shell did you grow into?” It came out of Khuyên before she could stop it, claws meant to wound as deeply as Sunflower was wounding her.

      Sunflower’s gaze was grave. “I said I came here because of guilt. Ask yourself what kind of guilt I’m trying to purge.”

      Entire planets dislocated, she’d said. Because no one had stopped it. “You saw it.”

      “I did it.” Sunflower’s voice was gentle.

      “And Nightjar?” Khuyên stared into Sunflower’s eyes—and the wonder of it was that she didn’t feel small, or insignificant. The wonder of it wasn’t that there was pity and compassion in Sunflower’s gaze, but that Khuyên felt seen. Held.

      A sigh. Sunflower hadn’t let go of Khuyên’s hands, and her eyes were still looking straight into hers. “Mindships have to be maintained. Repaired. Bots wear out. Khi-elements become misaligned, and it becomes harder and harder for a Mind to reach out of the heartroom. A bit like…like people’s brains and neurons shrivel and die when they grow older, except a mindship can be fixed by a Master of Wind and Water. But they all work for the Empire, especially nowadays.”

      “Neurons.” Khuyên kept her voice flat, because the mental images she was getting were all more horrific.

      “Mindships are organic and electronic. If you can’t get one…”

      “So she’s using children as parts?” People. Bảo. Phi Phi. Anh.

      “Yes. Salvaging what she can and using it to repair herself. To keep going. What did you think was happening to them?”

      She—she didn’t know. Or she’d known, but never said the words out loud. It was nothing good. It could never be anything good. Why else keep it in the dark, why else bestow that twisted honour on children? “I think you’re wrong. I’m not sure I am strong enough for this.”

      Sunflower’s voice was bleak. “You’re going to need to be. Because when you reach the heartroom, that’s what you’re going to find.”

      “Body parts?”

      “I don’t know. Nightjar wants you there. That much is clear. She’s still guiding you, isn’t she? She’s using your younger cousin as a bait.”

      “Yes,” Khuyên snapped. “It’s not changing what I’m choosing to do.” But she was despondent, and it just made her angrier. “But she doesn’t you want you there, does she?”

      A small smile, from Sunflower. “I’m the Empire. The past she’s still trying to escape. Of course she doesn’t want me to be there.”

      “What does it make you feel?”

      “Sorrow,” Sunflower said, and released Khuyên’s arms. “Resolve.” She was still looking at Khuyên with that same odd hunger, the galaxies in her eyes distant, pinpoints of faint, dying light.

      Something welled in Khuyên—she wasn’t sure what—a swelling of anger and compassion and regret and sheer affection—and she closed the distance to Sunflower, her lips meeting Sunflower’s, her arms wrapping around her shoulders, feeling the overlay beneath her fingers, that diaphanous, delayed pushback against her skin that wasn’t quite physical but more intimate than a distant overlay, and beneath it the sharper and more solid touch of Sunflower’s bots. She tasted Sunflower’s lips—again with that slight, almost imperceptible delay—unfamiliar and pungent, leaving a sharp tang in her mouth.

      She was still staring into Sunflower’s eyes—and realised, horrified, what she’d just done. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry,” she said, pulling away. “I don’t know what came over me. I’m sorry.”

      Sunflower smiled, and it was slow and lazy and for a bare moment, illuminated her entire face. “Don’t be,” she said, and kissed Khuyên back, flooding her mouth with that same odd, unplaceable taste—her lips soft and pliant, desire arcing through Khuyên’s spine, drowning out the pain in her hips and elbows and the ever-encroaching static—and her arms, dislodged from Khuyên’s grasp, wrapping around Khuyên’s own shoulders, pressing deeply and with the unyielding hardness of metal from her bots’ legs.

      They broke, stared at each other. Khuyên was breathing, hard. What in nine hells had she been thinking about? What⁠—

      Sunflower raised a hand. “You’re probably wondering why you’re doing this.”

      “A little, yes,” Khuyên said.

      “I know exactly why I’m doing this,” Sunflower said.

      “Because you need a distraction?”

      “Because you’re attractive and I want you,” Sunflower said.

      “Is it really that simple?”

      “Not everything is complicated.”

      Such as heading down to face a vengeful mindship. “And what does it mean? For afterwards.”

      Sunflower raised a hand. “Let’s not talk about it now. Later.”

      If there was a later. If they survived, both of them, either of them. But…but nevertheless Khuyên felt the warmth of Sunflower’s lips on hers, and it was…wrong, profoundly wrong and yet comforting—and as they walked down that corridor it came to her that the reason it was wrong was because no one had ever taught her to value her own happiness.
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        * * *

      

      BY THE TIME they reached the next intersection, the pain in Khuyên’s joints was like spikes being driven into her shoulders and wrists and hips, and the patch of static occupied half her field of view. She couldn’t even lie to herself that it wasn’t a bother: she couldn’t turn it off, she couldn’t ignore it. It just kept growing and growing, and what was she going to do when she couldn’t see anything anymore?

      “Are you all right?” Sunflower asked. Khuyên heard her through a haze of growing static.

      “No,” Khuyên said. She couldn’t even hear herself speak. “I—” she opened her mouth to say something as Sunflower moved closer to her, her bots’ legs distantly clicking on the floor—and then fire sprang between them.

      It was ethereal and dancing, something without heat, almost without form; but its sound, mingling with that of the static, was the familiar crackling of things burning. Khuyên moved away from it instinctively; and saw that the fire had engulfed the whole of the corridor in front of her, and that the pulsing kept pointing to the heart of it.

      Sunflower was watching her through the flames.

      “They don’t burn,” Khuyên said.

      “For now,” Sunflower said. “I take it we continue?”

      Khuyên called up the map, half-expecting it not to come up, but it did. The same rooms except more and more overrun with static, the same shapes that kept fading as she watched—and, ahead of her, a clear path to the octagonal shape that had to be the heartroom.

      She’s waiting for you.

      But for what?

      “Let’s go,” Khuyên said, pushing through the fires, bracing herself for pain that never happened. And, as they moved, “How do you kill a mindship?”

      Sunflower grimaced. “That’s not⁠—”

      “What you came here for? All right. How do you stop a mindship then?”

      A shrug. “You saw it.”

      Driving Nightjar out by short-circuiting her bots. Except she no longer had bots, or anything she could use. But Sunflower had bots. “How much can you help me?”

      “You mean am I going to harm Nightjar for your sake?”

      “Something like that.”

      “I don’t know,” Sunflower said. “And it’s not because she’s my friend. It’s because⁠—”

      “You’ve harmed enough people,” Khuyên said, before she could think.

      A look, through the wall of flames. “Yes,” Sunflower said. “Exactly that.”

      The flames became warmer—were they going to burn her after all? But as Khuyên stepped deeper into them, they swept up, and then⁠—

      And then she was walking somewhere else.

      There was a noise like booming thunder, and the ground shaking beneath her, a feeling that everything was going to come apart. No flames, not even a ship, but darkness spreading absolute all around her.

      “Sunflower?”

      She couldn’t see Sunflower anymore. The ground beneath her feet was fractured—like land in a drought, except it was coming apart, and someone was screaming—people were screaming, for what felt like ten thousand years until it abruptly ended, as if some kind of blanket had been thrown over them.

      “Big’sis,” Khuyên whispered, and her voice echoed as if under very distant ceilings.

      “Once, there was a ship,” a voice said, in the darkness, and it was…it was Mother’s voice.

      Khuyên said nothing, because Mother wasn’t there. Couldn’t be there.

      “Once, there was a war.”

      Khuyên walked in darkness, and around her spun debris—distorted metal, fragments of habitats, broken hulls of ships—and drops of blood. She reached out for them, unthinking, and they spread over her hand like agar jelly—like red, liquid gloves. Liquid in zero gravity, just held together by surface tension.

      “It was a war that spanned planets and habitats and solar systems, a war that killed countless people and displaced countless others. A war that broke planets.”

      Khuyên was six years old, staring at the darkness in their compartment, the blankets held tight against her—listening to Mother’s voice telling the same story, over and over again. She was twenty-five and walking on planets, with the whine of warships above her—that noise she’d never again be able to hear as fireworks, bombs dropping off in the distance, every one of them breaking up a dome or a greenhouse or a spaceport.

      “It was the kind of war you’d have given anything to flee.”

      Beneath her, the ground shook again, and the patch of static grew larger and larger, extending tendrils throughout her field of vision. Large debris appeared, and darker patches: corpses in torn shadow-suits with bruised skin and eyes boiled away in their orbits.

      “The ship fled. To the farthest reaches, where the Empire held no sway. Where the rebel lords didn’t fight over who would be Empress.”

      Khuyên closed her eyes, but she could still see the static. It was everywhere now, in her bones, in her teeth, in her ears, and Mother’s voice went on. She focused on walking: one foot in front of another, the same way she’d walked towards the hangar to take the shuttle that would take her away from Nightjar. It didn’t feel like she was making any progress: everything was aching hips, aching knees, a floor that kept fragmenting under her.

      “And with her, the ship took people. The lost. The broken. The hungry. The grieving. All those who couldn’t countenance the war any longer.”

      Khuyên thought of her tribunal; of handing out food to a never-ending queue—too little rice in granaries, too little fish sauce in warehouses, and the rice flecked with black grit, the scattered bits of fried dough that had to pass as proteins. Of Thiên Lan and Prefect Như—like her, worn to the bone trying to take care of everyone, to provide food and peace in solar systems where both were too scarce, too out of reach, where rebuilding was a faraway dream.

      It was worse, in the early days of the war, Sunflower had said, and Khuyên could barely imagine it.

      “That ship was The Nightjar, Thirsting for Water. Nightjar. Our ship. And for fifty-two years now, that ship has been keeping us safe. Keeping you safe.”

      Khuyên opened her eyes. She was still in the corridor—still walking in spite of everything, under a wide arch that she could see on the map but not in the wildly flying debris and the darkness around her. Around her the static was running through everything, hairline cracks spreading from the central patch like the impact mark of a void-projectile on a shuttle’s cockpit window. They widened and widened and widened—and everything fuzzed, and her entire world was drowned.
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        * * *

      

      KHUYÊN OPENED HER eyes, and found herself staring at a shadowed ceiling. She was lying on a flat surface she couldn’t quite identify—when she rolled over, she saw that it was her bed, and over her was the darkened ceiling of her own bedroom.

      Home. She was⁠—

      No, she wasn’t home. It hadn’t been her home for four years. And—as she rolled over, she caught a reflection of light—and saw that it wasn’t the walls of the bedroom around her, but bots massed so tightly on the walls that they formed a continuous heaving surface, just like the ones she’d seen all over Sunflower’s shuttle. Their sensors glowed red in the dim light.

      “Oh, there you are.”

      It was Anh. She was sitting on the floor, where her bed had been when they’d been little and having a sleepover. She was wearing the same clothing as Khuyên—lime and pink, except hers had the Eternal Turtle navigating space on the front, and the same Resplendent Phoenix on the back. Kids’ vids, kids’ shows. Another lifetime.

      Behind Anh, the wall was a tight mass of bots, too. As she moved, their sensors shifted to follow her.

      Khuyên fought a wave of nausea. “Where⁠—”

      “The heartroom.” Anh smiled. It was the same smile she’d had earlier, bitter and unamused.

      “Nightjar—”

      Anh gestured to a door in the wall. Or rather, to a wall, and the bots flowed away, making the shape of a door, in the precise location that would lead into the reception room, if they were indeed in Khuyên’s old bedroom. The bots heaved, following the movement of Anh’s hand. “She’s that way.” A murmur of voices came through the door, too low to be distinguished.

      Khuyên’s stomach churned. Body parts, Sunflower had said. Children’s body parts.

      “You’re part of her,” Khuyên said.

      Anh raised an eyebrow. “Part of what?”

      Khuyên stared at the bots. At her room. Beneath her was the heartbeat of a ship, strong and omnipresent: here, and nowhere else, Nightjar was fully alive. “Nightjar.”

      “No,” Anh said. “Not yet.”

      But the bots had followed her hand.

      Khuyên stared at her younger cousin, and then back at the bots. Part of being a magistrate—and part of working in war zones, evacuating people—was coming to terms fast with unpleasant realities. And this one wasn’t so much unpleasant as obvious enough, and sharp enough, to poke a hole into her eye.

      She asked, all the same. Because it was important to ask. “Are you a prisoner here?”

      Anh’s face did not move.

      Follow me.

      Bait. She was bait.

      Willing bait.

      “I came to rescue you,” Khuyên said. It sounded almost plaintive.

      Anh’s face was… Khuyên couldn’t read her, not anymore. “You’re late,” she said, and her lips quirked up.

      “Too late?” Khuyên said. “Or without any hope of ever being on time?”

      A sigh, from Anh. “Four years. You were gone. You weren’t there.”

      “And that’s why you did this. No, actually, it doesn’t explain anything. I don’t even understand what you want.”

      “Oh, elder cousin. This isn’t about what I want, is it? It’s never been. We both know that. It’s about our own good. About what Nightjar wants.” Anh exhaled, hands on her tunic. She had no bots, and she looked…wrong. Not just brittle and vulnerable, but stripped of everything that had animated her at the funeral.

      Khuyên found herself thinking of Sunflower—of lips on hers, and breathing in sharp, pleasant tanginess.

      People don’t usually ask.

      People should ask.

      “It should be,” she said.

      Anh stared at her.

      “About what you want,” Khuyên said. “And I’m sorry it’s not.”

      A peculiar expression crossed Anh’s face, but she said nothing.

      Khuyên pushed herself up, wincing at the pain in her joints—towards that door with its conversation. Towards Nightjar.

      As she crossed to the door, it shrunk, the bots moving closer and closer until there was just a hand’s breadth between her and them—as if they were going to swarm her and entomb her, their legs piercing her as they’d pierced Sunflower’s shuttle. She—she had to breathe. She had to keep moving. Because she couldn’t do anything else.

      She walked out into the heartroom, except that it was not.

      It was an overlay of stars, and in the middle of it a single table—and behind it, the background of various buildings that Khuyên had seen in the old vids, the ones before the war. The White Horse Pagoda, the Purple Forbidden City, the West Clouds Monastery. She’d seen them. She’d seen them all, but they were ash-covered ruins, half their walls gone, crammed with people who used them as refuges. Here they were pristine, glowing in sunlight so bright and warm it felt alien. No falling dust, no acid rain, no noise of bombs.

      A little way behind the table was a darker shape: a throne hidden beneath veils of light, the sharp spikes and metal protrusions characteristic of a Mind, plugged deeply into the ship that was her body.

      Nightjar. Not the avatar, but her physical presence: the Mind. The mass of organics and electronics that was a mindship’s equivalent of a brain. Around her were scattered masses of electronics. No. It wasn’t that. They were small shrines, each of them with a name, and Khuyên knew all of them by heart—and when she moved closer to them they turned translucent, and she saw inside. She saw…

      Oh, Ancestors. It wasn’t bodies. It wasn’t even parts. Just…discarded matter. Splashes of blood, fragments of bones, bits and pieces of desiccated skin, but not enough for a whole body. There were chipped teeth in there, gleaming obscenely white in the light.

      There were thirty-six of these shrines. More than Khuyên remembered, but of course there had been further Tribute since then.

      Khuyên’s fists clenched. Thirty-six names. Thirty-six dead children. Thirty-six bodies taken apart for components.

      Too many.

      Too many.

      Khuyên walked towards the table. The two people sitting at it turned as she walked.

      “Ah, child. We were expecting you.”

      One of the people was Sunflower. She was sitting in a chair, head bent at an angle, bots scattered across the table, eyes unblinking. And the other…

      Khuyên wasn’t really sure what she’d expected Nightjar to look like, and even now, looking at her, she wasn’t really sure what Nightjar actually looked like, because she kept fluctuating. Her voice was Mother’s, and her face was Mother’s and Grandmother’s and the aunts’, a composite of too many people for her to keep track of.

      “What did you do to her?” she asked.

      “We were having a conversation I didn’t care for,” Nightjar said. She gestured again, and Sunflower…faded, her bots the only part of her remaining in sharp focus. “And I wanted to give you my full attention.”

      Movement, behind her. Khuyên turned, briefly, and saw Anh standing at the entrance to the heartroom, still standing in the space that Khuyên had occupied, the bots limning her still clustered in Khuyên’s body shape. She looked absurdly small and wrong-shaped.

      This isn’t about what I want, is it?

      “Your full attention,” Khuyên said.

      Nightjar picked up the teacup from Sunflower’s side of the table, and set it aside. She gestured and the table receded—became the banquet table at which Khuyên had sat, eating food that was too rich, listening to questions that were too hurtful. “Let’s talk,” she said.

      Khuyên clenched her fists. “I don’t think we’ve got anything to say to each other.”

      Ghostly images of the aunts shimmered into view, solidifying as Nightjar turned the cup this and that way. “You left,” Nightjar said, still in Mother’s voice—and looked up, and abruptly it was Mother’s face and Mother’s disappointment, and Khuyên felt she’d been struck in the solar plexus. “And why?”

      “So that I wouldn’t become—” Khuyên started, stopped. “I left because you took children. I left because you took everything and everyone from me.”

      Nightjar was moving towards her, and Khuyên backed away, trying to avoid those eyes burning into hers—and fell into the chair Sunflower had once occupied—except she was no longer there: only her lifeless bots remained.

      The smell of fish sauce burnt in Khuyên’s throat; the taste of jasmine rice clogged her tastebuds.

      “You left,” Nightjar said. “For what?”

      Khuyên struggled to breathe.

      “To become a failed magistrate in a failed empire, trying to fill the emptiness of your nights with the calculus of despair.”

      Do you have a partner? one of the aunties asked. Of course not, Mother said.

      I should have known.

      “A sad, lonely life,” Nightjar whispered. “But I suppose you can still remember familial piety.” She set the cup down, driving it into the table. It crunched, the sound echoing in Khuyên’s ears. “You can still come home.”

      “I didn’t⁠—”

      “Didn’t come because of your grandmother? Didn’t come to see how your mother was faring?”

      Khuyên tried to close her eyes, but they were gummed open. “I cared,” she said.

      “Of course,” Nightjar said. “A dutiful daughter,” she whispered in Mother’s voice, as Mother had back at Anh at the funeral banquet, and Khuyên felt the weight of that approval—the way her stomach twisted, because she’d craved it, even knowing it was grudging and conditional. Because she still wanted it so badly. “And you wouldn’t want to be unfilial, would you?”

      The bots were flowing across the floor, towards Khuyên. “You.” She struggled to breathe. “You got me here because you wanted me. Tribute. Why⁠—”

      “You ran,” one of the aunts said.

      “Tell us about being a magistrate,” the other one asked, as the room spun and spun and Khuyên’s mouth was filled only with sharp vinegar and overly sweet dipping sauce. “Ah, I see,” and there was pity in her gaze.

      “Because you cared,” Nightjar said, softly. “Because, deep down, you’ve always wanted to come back. Always wanted to be loved.”

      “That’s—” Khuyên wanted to say it wasn’t love, but she thought of Anh, of Mother’s face when she praised Anh for staying, for heading towards the heartroom. For being a dutiful daughter, for doing what needed to be done. Of how much Khuyên hungered for that look to turn her way.

      “You know what she would love you for,” Nightjar said. She made a sweeping movement, and Sunflower’s bots fell off the table. Her own bots climbed up, stopping a few handspans away from Khuyên’s nerveless fingers. “For keeping everyone safe.”

      Once, there was a ship. Once, there was a war.

      The bots flowed up Khuyên’s fingers, phalanx by phalanx—and then up the back of her hand, swarming her aching wrists and coating her forearms in a gleaming mass of metal. Nightjar’s face wavered and softened: it was Mother’s face, and she looked as she had when Khuyên had set out towards the heartroom—and Khuyên felt again that thing, the unknotting of everything in her belly, a sense of vast relief that everything had become simpler and easier—the way it was always meant to be.

      Held.

      Loved.

      Keeping everyone safe.

      It was worth it, wasn’t it? This small, insignificant sacrifice she’d always been fated for.

      “You promised.” A voice that made no sense. Anh. It was Anh’s voice, low and resentful. “You promised.” She’d walked out towards the table, behind the flow of bots that was now encasing Khuyên’s shoulders, their ten thousand pinpricks covering the deeper ache of the decompression sickness.

      Decompression. Sunflower. There was something⁠—

      Nightjar didn’t turn to look at Anh.

      Anh said, “She’s always been the favoured child.” There was envy in her voice. “She misbehaved and ran, and all that did was make her more worthy. More desirable. You told me I would be the one honoured. The one who helped you keep everything together. Keep everyone safe.”

      Honoured.

      Khuyên stared at Anh’s face. At Sunflower’s bots, scattered on the floor. And pieces clicked in her brain, as inexorably as a wall of mạt chược tiles tipping over.

      Honoured.

      “You take children because you need them to be willing,” she said, to Nightjar—to the face of someone who was Mother and a confused shifting between the aunts.

      Nightjar paused, staring at Khuyên. Bewildered. She didn’t know what to make of this, and Khuyên realised what she’d always known—that Nightjar wasn’t omnipotent or omniscient—but wounded and scared and she was hurting others.

      And of course it was so much easier to make children agree. To trick and force them into this.

      “It’s not that you want us to agree before you take us. You need us to agree.” The bots were encircling her neck now. Khuyên thought of Sunflower—not of the kissing, not of the taste that had flooded her mouth—but of what she’d said afterwards. That she’d done it because she wanted to. The way she’d said it: that casual belief that what she wanted mattered.

      What Khuyên wanted mattered, and she didn’t need love, or praise, or achievements, to be worthy.

      It wasn’t that she’d run. It was that, once, she’d stood up to the ship. To Mother and the rest of her family and her community’s disapproval.

      And she could do it again, because she didn’t want this. She’d never wanted this.

      Thirty-six children. Even one would have been too many.

      “Go away,” Khuyên said.

      Nightjar cocked her head. Behind her, the throne gleamed red.

      “Go away!” Khuyên screamed—and, as the bots flowed away from her—leaving a hundred, ten thousand bleeding wounds on her arms—she dived, to grab Sunflower’s inert bots.

      They lay in her hands as if they’d always been meant to be there.

      “Big’sis. Sunflower. Sunflower.”

      “She isn’t here.” Nightjar was drawing herself up, bots flowing to her—the table vanishing, the throne pulsing—the darker shape on it streaked with different colours, and if Khuyên thought for a moment of what these colours meant, all the children lost to the ship—the people she’d known—she was going to vomit or tear it all apart and die. She was in the heartroom, and even damaged and only partly functional Nightjar controlled almost everything.

      “Because you cast her out.” Khuyên weighed the bots. She felt a faint spark within them, a faint push. Sunflower, cast out, trying to get back into the room. But as long as Nightjar held firm, she wasn’t going to be able to get in. And Khuyên needed her to get in, because she needed the bots. She needed them alive—needed them to defend against Nightjar.

      “As I said—” Nightjar’s face was hard. “We were having a conversation I didn’t care for.”

      You’re the generation that has to live in the ashes of the fires we set.

      Khuyên thought of walking through spinning debris, of the ground dislocating under her. Of beginnings and endings. “You said I had a sad lonely life trying to fix what couldn’t be fixed. How do you see the future?”

      Nightjar stared at her. “The future,” she said.

      Khuyên pointed to the…thing (it was easier to think of it as a thing, and not a living being) entwined with the spikes of the throne. “You don’t know what it means, do you?”

      “I. I keep people safe.”

      “The future,” Khuyên said, again. “That’s what Sunflower wanted to talk about. Not the past. Not what you’re running from.”

      “There—” Nightjar was breathing, hard, and the entire structure was shuddering under Khuyên’s feet. “I keep people safe. There is no future. There’s—” She was shaking now, and as she did the bots within Khuyên’s hands danced for a bare moment, gleaming with the colour of spilled oil. For a mere blink Khuyên felt Sunflower with her, as if the ship had been standing by her side.

      “You’re running,” Khuyên said, softly. “Running from what you’ve wrought. From what you’ve lived through. It’s not safety you’re promising. It’s an endless escape. Flight.”

      An ossified refuge kept alive only by the sacrifice of children. And it was…enraging and illegal, but also profoundly sad—Khuyên had run away towards the Empire, but Nightjar wasn’t running towards anything. The flight had become its own purpose. She would not stop.

      “You lie,” Nightjar said. “You lie!”

      The room was coming apart now, the table completely vanished, the overlay gone, with nothing but darkness, and that hulking shape of the throne with the Mind on it, gleaming, pulsing, all the colours of some sick rainbow spasming through it.

      “You lie!”

      The bots came alive in Khuyên’s hands, and Sunflower shimmered into existence next to her. Her hair was starlight and nebulas, and it swept around her as she reached out, one hand tightening on Khuyên’s shoulder—a touch Khuyên couldn’t feel but which nevertheless steadied her. “What—” her eyes narrowed as she took in the scene—Nightjar still screaming, Anh standing next to her bewildered and resentful.

      “I need your bots,” Khuyên said.

      Sunflower turned to look at her—galaxies slowly whirling in her eyes—beautiful and terrible and yet so comforting. “You⁠—”

      “What I asked you, before we got separated. There’s not much time.” Nightjar wouldn’t stop. Which meant they had to stop her.

      Any moment now, Nightjar was going to recover and throw Sunflower out. And then…and then Khuyên wasn’t sure what was going to happen, but she probably wasn’t going to survive it, and neither was Anh.

      Sunflower’s face was oddly still. The galaxies in her eyes became larger: not just pinpoints but spiral shapes with arms, and black holes at their centre. She blinked, once, twice.

      “You asked me how I thought she was going to stop. You’re right: she’s not going to. And she’s not going to be talked into stopping. You said you’d harmed enough people. Then let me be the one who does that.”

      Sunflower raised a hand. “Enough,” she said. Her lips thinned, the stars on them flaring into more intense light—she bent, and laid a brief peck on Khuyên’s cheek. “They’re yours.”

      The bots pulsed in Khuyên’s hands—and abruptly they came online and alive for her, extensions of her will—like being able to breathe after too long a constriction. She turned back to Nightjar—to that ship that was Mother and Grandmother and the aunts and someone more besides. “Ship?” she said.

      Nightjar turned, to stare at her. On her face, that same bewilderment that Khuyên had seen once before.

      There was nothing left in Khuyên but grim pity. “It ends now,” she said, and sent the bots towards the throne.

      Disconnect her.

      Anh screamed, and threw herself towards Nightjar—too slow, too late. Sunflower’s bots—sleek and fat and of a different generation altogether from a ship that had been cobbling herself together for too long—found no resistance. The same smell as in the hangar—ionised discharge—filled the air—and the same sense of shock—except this time it wasn’t a recoil and a retreat but a deeper panic, and a screech that resonated in Khuyên’s bones. For a moment she heard Mother, screaming in pain, and Khuyên felt guilt and shame that she was bringing this upon them—and then she remembered, and grimly hung on until it had finally ended and the heartroom’s floor was inert, and nothing was left but the faintest of pulsings in the Mind.
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        * * *

      

      IN THE END, it was Sunflower who towed what remained of Nightjar to a numbered planet. To Khuyên fell the explanations to officials, and the prospect of paperwork—and catching up on messages from Thiên Lan and Prefect Như. The whole ordeal hadn’t lasted long enough for anyone to worry, which felt particularly surreal, as Khuyên herself felt wrung out and empty, as if she’d run an entire race without augments.

      She’d spoken to Auntie Hồng and her children—a brief, awkward conversation where they still hadn’t been able to put things in words, but where Khuyên had felt their relief like a palpable thing in the air. She’d also had to speak to various aunts and uncles and relatives asking for an audience with her. To them all, she showed the face of the Empire: the magistrate concerned with justice and showing no vulnerability. It was exhausting but paradoxically familiar work.

      That left only a visit she’d been delaying on before she left Nightjar for good.

      Khuyên went back to the family quarters, to see Mother.

      She found her and Anh in the darkened reception room, sitting side by side.

      “They’ll press charges against us all,” Khuyên said. She stood against the door, bots on her shoulders—she kept touching them, half-convinced she’d lose them. There were no overlays, no static, nothing. Nightjar wasn’t dead—but so diminished she controlled nothing on the ship. “But nothing too serious. They’ll want to move on.” The Empire was too busy dealing with shortages and rebel lords—and Nightjar, ultimately, was not even the worst thing it had seen by several orders of magnitude.

      Not that it would change their part in everything that had happened. Khuyên’s part—her silence which was complicity—and the family’s larger part.

      Mother lifted her head, to stare at Khuyên. Her eyes were rimmed with red, her bots unsteady. “I ought to have known,” she said. Her voice was acid. “Unfilial to the end. You’ll drive everyone away, until you end up old and alone and unloved.”

      It ought to have stung. To have hurt, the way her joints still hurt even after several sessions of decompression chamber, the way she still felt the sting of bots on her arms despite the hasty rejuv-patches she’d gotten from the local tribunal. Like ghost pain. But in daylight, with Nightjar gone, it felt so absurd. So completely odd that she’d once thought this was such a terrible threat—and at the same time so completely disturbing that Mother, even now, would reach for it.

      “If you say so,” Khuyên said.

      “You’ve never listened,” Mother said. “Never paid me or Nightjar respect.”

      “Old Auntie,” Anh said. “Please. Don’t make this into a war.”

      “She’s the one making it into a war,” Mother said, sharply. And then, when Khuyên still didn’t move, “I’ll leave, then.”

      And then it was just Anh and Khuyên, staring at each other. “She’ll change,” Anh said.

      Khuyên was tired, and disinclined to be diplomatic. “I don’t think she will.” She held up a hand to forestall Anh. “It’s not up to you to make things better.”

      Anh stared at her, for a while. “Or maybe it’s all I’ve left. I’m not sure you can understand.”

      Khuyên sighed. “You malign me. I do understand. But we made different decisions.”

      “Yes. We did, didn’t we.” Anh’s voice was bitter. “I’d say I’m sorry, but I’m not sure I am.”

      “That’s all right,” Khuyên said. She wasn’t sure how she felt, either. “Maybe we’ll work it out.”

      “And maybe we won’t.” Anh raised a hand, stared at it.

      “What will you do?”

      “Find a way to live with myself,” Anh said. She shrugged, smiled in a way that was so obviously forced it hurt. “Don’t worry about me. Go live your life, Khuyên.”

      Khuyên nodded. “Goodbye, younger cousin.”

      And she left, unsure of what to feel about any of it.

      “You look like you’re having enough thoughts for a regiment,” Sunflower said. She’d been waiting for Khuyên outside the room, the sweep of hair merging with the darkness of the floor.

      “How—there’s no network here,” Khuyên said, sharply.

      Sunflower’s bots gleamed in the darkness, the same colour as the nebulae in her hair and the flower headpiece crowning her topknot. “I’m parked right next to Nightjar for now. I can extend my own network to see you.”

      “To see me.” Khuyên’s voice was flat.

      “Well, to see how you are. It’s not an easy thing, to face one’s family.”

      “Neither is facing one’s friend,” Khuyên said.

      They stared at each other across the darkened corridor—and moved towards each other at the same time, standing close enough to touch. Khuyên stared at Sunflower’s lips, with their pinpoints of starlight, utterly mesmerised.

      “Thank you,” she said. “For the bots.”

      Laughter, from Sunflower. “Thank you for the assistance. I’m sorry about the way it ended.”

      Khuyên shrugged with a lightness she didn’t feel. “I don’t think there was any other way. What—what will you do, now?”

      This close in overlay, Sunflower brought trembling heat, and a faint thrumming like motors. When she raised a hand and laid it on Khuyên’s lips, briefly, that thrumming moved to Khuyên’s entire body, warm and electrifying. “I don’t know. What will you do?”

      Khuyên took the finger and held it, a handspan from her lips. She found words and thoughts were scattering. “Keep moving,” she said. “Forward. You were wrong before.”

      “Was I? About what?” Faint concern in Sunflower’s eyes.

      “We’re not living in the ashes of what you made. We’re trying to find our way out.” They’d never come back to what they had before the war and the devastation, but that wasn’t what mattered. “And—perhaps we can build something.” She lowered Sunflower’s finger, and kissed her again, deeply. When she pulled back she was flooded with an odd kind of feeling—that fragile happiness she’d felt the first time they’d kissed.

      “Is that really referring to your work as magistrate?” Sunflower said. She didn’t look concerned anymore; her smile was gentle, her eyes sparkling, the galaxies in them pinpoints of whirling colours.

      “You know what it’s referring to,” Khuyên said. “So?”

      Sunflower laughed. “It’s like anything, isn’t it? Worth trying to see what comes of it.” She pulled Khuyên closer to her, and kissed her back. And this time Khuyên allowed herself to hold that bliss—to feel it spread to her entire body—spine and chest and the rapid beating of her heart, and the trembling of her bots—and the thought of a future that she wholly wanted.
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