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“The axe of rebellion is poetry,
its oxygen is dreams,
its step is a deep,
comprehensive culture,
and its goal is the eruption
of beauty into the universe.”

Aḥmad Belḥāj Āya Wārhām
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18+ Take care of yourself, reader; your wellbeing is of utmost import~♡ If you find throughout the reading experience that a content warning is missing, please do not hesitate to reach out to the author.


DISCLAIMER


This novel is not intended to be a true-to-life representation of any languages or cultures coded, mentioned, or alluded to in any degree of detail throughout the novel—text proper or footnotes—appearing in approximately this order: Venetian, Sardinian, Izwawen (Kabyle; Algerian Amazigh) and Algerian, Etruscan, Roman, Western Armenian, Erromintxela (Romani), Basque, Kalbelia, Ḥijāzi, Turkmen, Polonè-Ayisyen, Aragonese, Georgian, Northern Sámi, Balóch, Friulian, Maltese, Greek, Mongolian, Yamato, Nama, Milanese, Norwegian, Ovimbundu (Angolan), Danish, Sephardi (Haquitía), Nicaraguan, Irish, Albanian, Pontian, Tigrayan, Zunda, Scottish, Assyrian, Neapolitan, Sicilian, Palestinian, Bámáná, Cypriot and the Eteocypriot language, Lebanese, Persian, Chuvash, Sumerian, Lydian, Ilmen Slovene, Khmer, Welsh, French, Northern Kurdish (Kurmancî), Xi’an Han Chinese, Luoravetlat, Sicilian, Senegalese Fula, Telugu, Norwegian, Andamanese, Avar, Emilian-Romangol, Griko, Ryukyuan, Tibetan, Afghān Hazara.



While SWANAn, Eastern European, and Central Asian, with this book being in part Own Voices for multi-ethnic representation, the author does not fall under all of the aforementioned identities. The author does not subscribe to any of the religions underpinning the inspiration to those featured in-text. One pivotal in this novel is inspired in part (though not entirely) by Gnosticism. Certain aspects of Gnostic theology have at times been appropriated by a violent alt-right subculture of USAmerican conspiracy theorists. This practice is rooted in Antisemitism, Orientalism, and anti-Mandaean racism by proxy. The author condemns all alt-right conspiracy theories, as well as any form of bigotry therein or elsewhere.



Some characters’ internalised descriptive prose in this novel may read like a romanticisation of cigarette smoking. Please do not smoke.



Do not take any of the material featured in this book as unaltered cultural, theological, linguistic, or historical fact. That was never its purpose.



If you find issue with the portrayal of subjects, peoples, etc. in any capacity, please reach out to the author.



This is an adult book.


WEEKDAYS IN FAUSTINIAN





	Monday


	díem auróra


	‘dawn day’





	Tuesday


	díem sóle


	‘sun day’





	Wednesday


	díem zenítis


	‘zenith day’





	Thursday


	díem tramòne


	‘eventide day’





	Friday


	díem crepúsca


	‘dusk day’





	Saturday


	díem lunéra


	‘moon day’





	Sunday


	díem stelláre


	‘star day’











MONTHS IN FAUSTINIAN









	January


	Acásce


	‘Creation’





	February


	Cechásu


	‘Binding’





	March


	Velcítna


	‘Healing’





	April


	Aprésa


	‘Consecration’





	May


	Ampíles


	‘Thriving’





	June


	Acále


	‘Refinement’





	July


	Tranéa


	‘Ratification’





	August


	Ermìus


	‘Kindling’





	September


	Celí


	‘Glorification’





	October


	Sàref


	‘Assurance’





	November


	Capéni


	‘Harnessing’





	December


	Màsan


	‘Realisation’



































The map illustration relevant to this book can be viewed on the publisher website here.


VENCENZANI MASKS




[image: A chart of masks referencing Venetian and Sardinian tradition; masks will be named and described in-text.]


FAUSTINIAN MILITARY SIGILS

[image: A chart of Fastinian military emblems; will be named and described in-text.]





DRAMATIS PERSONAE (far from exhaustive)


Giorgianna Damiani

The heroine of our tale. A wrathful woman scorned—a deranged maenad hellbent on revenge for the murder of her beloved childhood friend in an attack by three men, and her dissident father’s execution by the tyrant of the city-state of Vencenza, Governor Crescenzo Zuane De Tullia.

Cesare Ramiro Agostini


The revolutionary of the city state; a myth hiding behind the mask of The Bauta. At the end of Non Serviam, he was stabbed in the eye by Davide, a bandit blackmailed by the tyrant to bring The Bauta to “justice”.


Eligio Liwạr Commegno

The elder twin. The caretaker and the sweetheart. Painter.

Lissandri Sardûk Commegno

The younger twin. The sardonic and sour one. Clockmaker and bookworm.

Rosalia Trine Dalgaard


A foreign girl taken in by the twins’ late parents (killed by the state) after her own parents’ arrest by legionaries for laughter during their visit to Vencenza. Had strongarmed her way into living at The Sunrise theatre with Cesare and the twins before it was burnt down by the Governor’s men (informed by Davide).


Basilio Lanuza


A wealthy aristocrat and current owner of The Crescent, one of Vencenza’s “six hearts”, or its six theatres. Giorgianna’s ex-employer who framed her for treason, resulting in her banishment from the city-state.


Ygạl Najm

The Dóminus of The Boars and Hounds—condottiére parties ruling districts of the Antrum, a subterranean city beneath Vencenza which had once served as the innards of a pagan temple and has now been repopulated with the outcasts of society.

Lucrezia Montefiore


The former cosmetics artisan at The Crescent and a sleeper agent for Ygạl’s condottiéri. At the end of Non Serviam, she was shot non-fatally by Basilio in the torso. Ygạl’s basically-wife.


Isaia Caruana


Once a member of The Hounds before its subsumption into Ygạl’s Boars. Now the head eavesdropper and Ygạl’s right hand.


Fabio Amadi-Spýros


Captain of The Salt Hydras smuggler band and former playwright and owner of The Sunrise. Long-time close friend of Giorgianna’s late father, Ludovico.


Emanuela Vehanush Airaldi


Giorgianna’s childhood best friend and the initiator of her vengeful wrath. A strangeling. Murdered by General Manuele Dioli during her and Giorgianna’s attack by him, Erminiu Matracia†, and Abramo Sessa two years prior to the commencement of Non Serviam.


Abramo Sessa


A former employee of The Crescent; once an Imperiálus of the Governor’s elite soldiers.[1] The one who broke Giorgianna’s fingers during the attack.


Irene Falco


The sadistic Madáma of The Arum “brothel” (it is not a true brothel) where Giorgianna had at one point been “employed”.



AN ABRIDGED GLOSSARY

Óssium

Literally “bone”. A euphemistic way of referring to the city-state of Vencenza.

Córpus

Literally “body”. The outer structure of a theatre.

Víscera

Literally “flesh”. The interior of a theatre.

Ossíi


Literally “of the bones”. The citizens of Vencenza (i.e. the óssium).


Vìtae


Literally “souls” (archaic). Multiple theatre staff (e.g. “three vìtae”).


Vìtus


Literally “blood” (archaic). Either one individual theatre staff member (e.g. “that vìtus over there”), or a theatre’s staff as a whole (e.g. “the vìtus of The Nox”).


Court of Secrets

The slum district of Vencenza’s oldtown. Strange magic lurks there.

Antrum

A secret subterranean city built beneath Vencenza into what had once been an underground pagan temple. Only accessible via the Court of Secrets and by the very few in the know.

Carnesíi

Literally “of the innards”. The denizens of the Antrum.

Azoth


The life force within each fleshbearer (living being), as well as the source of a magus’ magic; expenditure of azoth for magic shortens one’s lifespan.







Take note that this book is very heavy on worldbuilding and conlang and is written in poetic, metaphorical, at times archaic-esque and abstract language, something which some readers may find detracts from immersion for them. This is the author’s stylistic choice, as she deliberately writes in English the way she would in her first language, and is reflective of her authentic artistic voice.



Artists whose works are featured in this book (who are not the author) are credited in the Acknowledgements.


reading is political


ACT I


rather than see this devastating, cankering, enslaving system you call «social order» go on…



“It must be considered that there is
nothing more difficult to carry out,


nor more doubtful of success,

nor more dangerous to handle,

than to initiate a new order of things.”


—The Prince, Niccolò Machiavelli



PROLOGUS

DUES


FAUSTINA, VENCENZA, 1762, 18TH CENTURY, 9TH CENTIMILLENNIUM ZE (ZEPHYRUS EPOCH)


autumn


A FACE WITHOUT A NOSE WAS A MOUNTAIN WITH NO PEAK—it gushed sweltering red ichor like nobody’s business.


But in time, the ruption peters out. Ichor coagulates to viscous tar. Hardens into the obsidian of volcanic rock.

Or the pasty ivory of Abramo Sessa’s physiognomy.

Lightning fulmined across a weeping sky swollen as a beat-up eye, striking the desilvering mirror, and into view of Abramo’s cerulean gaze swam a face perforated with a pair of holes where an up-turned nose had once crowned a rough-hewn terrain of features.

The sky clapped stridently enough to set Abramo’s ears a-ring.

He skimped on his bills over the past three weeks, so the landlord cut the alchemy to his dingy upper óssium apartment, leaving celestial light his only illumination.

Concluding the expedition to explore his scabs wasted, Abramo swayed for his bed, eager to pass out for the night. With a swig of water from the chipped cup on his nightstand, he slumped on the creaky mattress without disrobing.

The clock ticked. Lightning stabbed through belluine thunder’s hide. Rain bucketed beyond the lidless eye of the window.

Snarling, Abramo went to turn onto his side.

But he could not.

Eh?

His limbs from the neck down weighed a mountain each, nerves tingling with a revolting buzz.

He flung his head leftward, vision centring on his cup.

Shooting a gaze into the darkness of his dank room, he found his mark in a black silhouette perched atop the iron footboard. Levin kindled the sky, illuming the apparition into a female form. Hair whiter than snow streamed in a glossy avalanche to what must have been her calves.

Alarm spiked Abramo. “What the—?”


“Smite,” the intruder spoke in a voice dim and lulling as autumn dusk. “Of the genus Prasinum. An unsightly flower, but insidious.”


As she tipped her head, that howlite-pale hair coiled into an endless mane of spirals, darkening to caramel, and recognition pleated Abramo’s brow into a contemptuous scowl.


“What’d you want, harp—?”


A yowl cleaved his sentence short as splintering agony ruptured through the knuckles of his hand—its middle and index fingers bent grotesquely out of shape.


“Don’t interrupt me.” Giorgianna unfurled her fist into slender fingers. Flesh tailoring… “Three species fall under this genus: goldarus, angustia, accidia.[2] Accidia numbs every nerve. Every muscle, cell, turns lifeless; insensate. Torpor. Angustia numbs all but the eyes; no speech or somatic movement is possible. Yet you feel everything. Harrow.”


Abramo went to retort.


“Goldarus—”


The man’s throat loosened another shriek as a rib snapped. The tartness of blood spritzed his tongue.


“What did I say?” Giorgianna’s blacked-out eyes crucified Abramo. “Goldarus numbs from the neck down. And yet… you feel… everything.”


Snap!

Abramo gave up a full-bellied wail. Serrated shin bones protruded from torn skin and cotton.


“A smite, for instance.” A simper slashed Giorgianna’s lips—almost equally indented on the bottom as the bow.


Abramo gulped. “The fuck d’you need, harpy?”


Giorgianna rested her elbows onto her knees. “Enlighten me, Abramo Sessa. Was your employment at The Crescent merely a means to finish the job you and your friends failed two years ago?”



“You don’t know sh—”


Splitting pain cracked open his kneecap.


“I know it was you and Erminiu Matracia who restrained me that winter solstice night. Who forced me to watch as General Manuele Dioli murdered my friend. Emanuela Vehanush Airaldi.” Her jaw flexed in the levin-graced darkness. “You remember, I’m sure. How could you forget? How could I, when I have every mark to remind me?”


Abramo scoffed. “You want an apology or something?”

“I want an admission of guilt.” Giorgianna’s tone tempered when she added, “And your dues will be repaid.”

“Fine. Have it,” groused Abramo. “It was me and Matracia who mangled you.”

Black ink washed the night. Yet, even beneath its grime, he saw Giorgianna’s eyes burn blood-red. “Why was Emanuela murdered?”


“I don’t know; I was doing a job! Weren’t briefed—just how that shit goes. Figured they wanted you both dead and just happened to kill her first, then you got away which wasn’t planned, obviously, and ‘cause you were so bloody nosy and cussed with getting answers, the Governor decided to bump you off another ways. Hence me and The Crescent. That’s all I gathered. Wouldn’t trust what fuckers tell me, though—lying every chance they get, cunts.”



“Oh don’t fret. I’m beyond accustomed. What of The Sunrise’s burning?”


“Not on me. Arsonists were sent by Davide to blaze up the place if he didn’t come back from Smugglers’ District by a negotiated time.”

“And you know these arsonists?”

“Blokes called Alphaeus, Mircea, and Cataldu. Supposedly fucked off to the District someplace after Davide got done in. Part of his gang.”


“Commegnos’ Curios?”



“There, I was. With Imperialíi. Davide’s orchestration, more or less.”


“Basilio?”

Abramo’s eyes spun hard. That pampered little oofy man had brought him nothing but grief. “I pitied the snivelling bastard, so I hauled him to a medic. He’s all back together. Heard he’s useful to the Governor, by some miracle.” A begrudging chuckle. “You made a righteous mess of the twat, gotta hand it to ye.”

Giorgianna waited out the clap of thunder. “Any more admissions I should hear?”

Abramo attempted to jerk free. “Let me go, harpy!”

Hopping off the footboard, Giorgianna stood to her considerable height, sweeping heavy curls down her back. A velvet jacket trimmed with ruffles dressed her slim torso and broad, angular shoulders in red, her long legs and wide hips sheathed in tight black trousers and knee-high boots.


“A shame indeed that, of all people in this slaughterhouse of a world, you were the one willing to answer my questions.” She neared, halting at Abramo’s middle. “I’m eternally indebted.” From the harness at her thigh, she unsheathed a baselard, its tarnished gold hilt encrusted with a pair of garnets—an eye at the pommel and a teardrop as the crossguard. “I am rather the proponent of retributive justice, you know,” she added.


“You said my dues’ll be repaid!” Abramo cried out.

Her blade glistened as she angled it to catch the lightning’s flash. Then thunder clapped, and Giorgianna impaled it into Abramo’s navel.


She stepped closer. Squelch. pop! pop! pop!


Hot agony radiated through him, morphing into a scream to the tune of every bone making his skeleton snapping. Ribs distended from his abdomen, twisted vertebrae skewering the bed as she sawed through him as if he were meat.

Cracking open his sternum like a glittering scarlet geode, Giorgianna stopped by his chest and leaned closer. Bloodthirsty pupils devoured her eyes, the scent of roses on her person bitter as funeral flowers.

“And they will be,” she cooed, then yanked Abramo by the collar and hauled him onto the floor—a boned, gutted fish of a man, his opened stomach spewing entrails across mildewed floorboards.

Giorgianna mounted him, dagger in a reverse grip. Lighting silvered her face in time with her blade impaling his throat.

“Blood—” thunder knelled “—does not wash off.”

And she tore his head from his neck.


SCENE I

KYBALION

Cesare | Giorgianna


SIX.


A throwing knife, sharp and slim as a willow leaf, glinted in Cesare’s long fingers.

Training his left eye on a target etched upon a wall decorated with sailor flotsam and jetsam, he angled his arm and swept it in a swift arc. The knife slipped free.

Steel cleaved the salty air, burying three rings from the bullseye.

Agitation nipped Cesare’s fingertips.


Five.


He sipped the blood off his teeth and swallowed dryly, retrieving the knife from the wall and returning to his position.

Centring his one-eyed gaze once more, he repeated his ritual.


Four.


Four hundred hours on díem lunéra and Cesare had only just returned from his shift at Iyad’s docks, skull a-clang with tinnitus.


Fourth straight day of no sleep and barely a bite of food effected the grottiest sensation, and Cesare’s ruinous ways spiralled only deeper each turn following the massacre at the Curios and the burning of The Sunrise over a month prior.


He retrieved his throwing knife, restless fingers fiddling with the strap of his square eyepatch.

“Bastard’s been wailing for weeks,” Ygạl’s smoky voice shoved Cesare from the oubliette of his ruminations into the captain quarters upon The Salt Hydra’s galleon.

The amazonian woman’s carob-brown eyes appraised with distaste the storm beyond the heavy teal curtains half-swathing the sweeping aft window. In her gold-beset fingers, tipped with filigreed zhǐjiǎtào nail guards, sat a tumbler of Ziliesu rum. An ankle-length thawb of black cotton embroidered with agate and sequins adorned her sturdy frame.

Cesare aimed for the target. “Weather tends towards autumn this time of year.”

He released a dagger.

It skewered the target two rings from the bullseye.


Three.


“Damn right!” Scraggly Eyepatch Dan, with his bandana and dark blue rattail, sat on Korneli’s massive shoulders—the one-handed, black-bearded quartermaster reclining on a sofa—and picked grains of sand and dried tatters of seaweed from the quartermaster’s tricorn. “Started growin’ mould in the hold.” Danilo clapped his knuckly hands, one tanned fist pumping the air and the other smacking his ribbed chest. “Lyrical maestro, I tell ya!” His shoulders swayed in a dance.

Cross-legged on the floor beside ver sword and sharpening whetstone, first mate Risten fixed Danilo with pale pink eyes. “You disgust me.” Ve stroked ver fingers along the grains of a waist-length platinum braid, the rest of ver hair cut into a short bob round the ears.

Danilo pulled a mocking gurn at Ren, prompting ver eye roll and Korneli’s deep snicker.

Cheek between his teeth to hinder his jaw’s grinding, Cesare swung his arm and flung a knife.


Two.


He retrieved it.

Across the window from Ygạl stood Fabio, hands pocketed in his turquoise greatcoat. “Likely some of the last good rain of autumn, this is.” Greying chin-length curls curtained the stern lines of an ageing face anointed with a seafarer’s tan. “Getting cold early this year…”

Lissandri, hands folded on Fabio’s cluttered desk and chin resting on his knuckles, roamed exhausted eyes along the pages of a hefty book standing upright on the table. He was usually fast asleep at this hour.

Cesare’s gaze snared on Eligio who sat across from his twin, his brow creased and a colombína in the process of being painted gripped by his fingertips. His fluffy halo of brown coils had grown to his shoulders much like Cesare’s own dark waves, now pulled into a loose tail at the nape of his neck. Eyes like polished acorns, lined by somnolent darkness, regarded Cesare with acute worry.


Over the preceding month, Lissandri’s cynical demeanour soured, bittered to anger, whilst Eligio withdrew, quietened, every shadowed smile of his hiding tears. Meanwhile, Rosalia had taken a liking to the undertaker’s work—much to Libitina’s endless vexation—and opted to spend her nights at the mortuary to observe the embalming of bodies set for cremation or burial.[3]


Shaking Eligio’s fretting eyeline off his own, Cesare aimed for the target and swung.

“Can you cease?” Ygạl reprimanded.

The throwing knife skewered the target three rings from the bullseye, wood spitting splinters.

One!


Cesare pivoted. “Make me, Najm!”


The Dóminus of The Boars and Hounds scrunched their face. “What’s your problem, Agostini?”

Cesare’s eye flung wider. “Are you fucking kidding me?”

“Enough,” Fabio interjected. “Much remains to be discussed by way of band affairs, but best have Giorgianna here for it.” He paced to his desk, tracked by Eligio’s condemning scrutiny. The artist opted to sit beside Korneli and Dan when the captain neared. “As it stands now,” continued Fabio, “only a couple smuggler bands are willing to ally against the legions, though I remain to receive confirmation—should do in the coming days, with hope. Convincing anyone else holds a tenuous chance at best, or is an outright impossibility, what with most amicable bands asea for the foreseeable future and the worst bunch left around.”


“Worth an attempt,” said Cesare. Adviser Clario Barsotti had sent for him and Giorgianna a week ago, requesting they convene on the night of the turn yet to commence at Stalker’s Barge in oldtown. The one to approach them named herself Ioana De Rege,[4] Centúrion of the Adviser’s Guárdia. “We need The Morettae.” He stifled the urge to scowl.



Korneli shook his head. “Can’t believe we oughta cooperate wi’ ‘em menaces.”



“You’re not the ones forced into verbal negotiations.” Kel-Kech was at least agreeable, albeit wavering, but Lorita remained stubborn to the point of irrationality, and Cesare was yet to be convinced she wasn’t playing that game with intentional malice.



Korneli whistled. “Bless your soul, dzamiḳo.[5]”



Cesare retrieved his throwing knife for the final time and slipped it into the inner pocket of his waist-length leather jacket. Thus concluded his besetting knife-throwing ritual for the day, awaiting to be commenced anew to-morrow. Six uninterrupted throws, three with his left and three with his right, or he felt as if something cataclysmic would happen. And every throw reminded Cesare of his maimed eye. If Etenesh doesn’t receive that ano-apozem shipment soon, I’ll entirely madden.


“Regardless,” he fidgeted with his eyepatch, “communication demands establishment within the city and Antrum both, and The Morettae further the former.” Try as he might, he couldn’t recover the light in his voice, but a revolution was due to be carried out.

“Still finessing the latter,” admitted Ygạl. “Isaia should be sending word soon.” She sipped alcohol, pursing her scarred lips. “I dispatched an envoy to Lucanus.”

Cesare’s brow rose. “Shall I retell what befell your last envoy?”

“Strung up on meat hooks, dismembered, disembowelled.”

“And those members and bowels strewn upon your district’s territory.”

“Holding out for Lady Luck’s smile this turn.”

“All right, that’s it.” Lissandri slammed his book shut with a profound thud and swept it into his arm, standing. “Off to bed.” His voice rang sharper, tetchier, angrier. Cesare’s stomach tied up.

Eligio frowned. “It’s four hundred? The sun will be on the ascent soon and our shift starts at seven.”


“I didn’t sleep, because lyrical maestro over here decided to serenade the moon with his mouldy accordion.”


“Ya know ya love it!” Dan cheered along to his tumble onto the sofa as Korneli rose with a complaint of a sore neck.

Lissandri levelled a withered gaze at master gunner. “Not as much as beauty sleep.”

“Would you like my valerian?” offered Eligio.


“Not that desperate.”


“Cesare.” Fabio materialised beside him. “Step outside with me.”

The two sheltered from the autumnal downpour beneath wide eaves. Silver shards of rain forked the night, the moon’s ghostly sickle futilely fighting to cut through thunderclouds.

“What is happening with you?” asked Fabio.


“Well…” Cesare crossed his arms. “I am only recently recovered from a blood infection an entire month later considering the whole butchered spleen fiasco.” At least he was no longer bedridden. Rot, Manuele.


“That’s far from all of it,” correctly noted Fabio.

Cesare replied with silence.

Fabio sighed. “You didn’t kill Lậlẹn and Micheletto.”


“Didn’t I?” Cesare returned fire. “I may not’ve swung the blade but I was the reason for their targeting; they wouldn’t be killed if not for their connection to me, you cannot refute that. I’ve caused this before.” Bringer of death just like Chiara said.



“Don’t be ridiculous!” reprimanded Fabio. “You are not the reason sick, depraved people choose to commit sick, depraved acts. No one blames you for this but you.”


“So they’re mistaken.”

“You are impossible.”


Cesare clicked his tongue. “I have been called a prideful bastard.”


Fabio snorted. “Running through your head without rest, that one.”

A frown. “I’m sorry?”

Lips nudged by a furtive smile, the captain produced from the inside of his ocean-worn greatcoat a box of sigaréttae, taking one before offering Cesare. “Always soothes the soul.”

Inclined to agree, Cesare accepted and reached for the trusty lighter always carried within his jacket. Holding it to Fabio’s sigarétta, he struck open the flame.

Boom!
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IN ALL MY LIFE, I had never conceived that I’d one day scour journals from my father’s youth for answers to political riddles.


Years and maritime elements had not been kind to those dossiers. Hardened paper, ink faded upon its stained canvas, crinkled against my cello-callused fingertips, some documents all but destroyed by the fire Davide had set, or the rain that had beaten through the tear in the ceiling which Korneli and Danilo were kind enough to help mend.

Placing a quire of miscellaneous court records onto an oaken desk, I trawled deeper through the bookshelf’s uppermost slot, brows meeting when my fingers brushed something silky. I pulled free a sheaf of six letters bound by a thin ribbon of sapphirine satin.

Curiosity eagerly pushed my hands to unbind the sash and open one of the envelopes. Candleflame flinched at my movement; distorted my silhouette upon the star-chart-wreathed walls.

Unfolding the note, I yet again beheld father’s studious hand.

My brow softened as I traversed the tiny letters, heeding the way my father’s ‘c’ often looked like an ‘i’ with no crowning dot, or his ‘v’ tending so thin it resembled an ‘r’.

A line snared my attention.

‘Deathless sleep is a heart’s undying melody.’

My stomach kicked as more prose floated into my grasp.


Love letters… And they were unsent.


‘In life and death, I love. For tides ebb and flee. Flames diminish with their tinder. Winds are eternally ever-changing. And you
are the moon.’

The moon…


Father’s features—my near-exact simulacra—would always ignite at the sight of the planets. He seemed to know everything about the inhabitants of our Seren system. To the stars he put a purely analytical mind, dark erudite eyes and lips pressed into a stern line, treating the sun no differently. But it never escaped me: the dimness upon him when he gazed at the desaturated nighttime luminary. Was this why? Did the moon remind him of my mother? My mother who reviles him. Reviles me.


Sorrow reclaimed its hold on my heart, so I folded the letter into its envelope and slipped it among the shelves.

On the desk, beside the boundless documents, lay a jacket I’d discovered among my father’s old clothes. Belted at the waist, its hem sat at the pelvis in the front, dropping to the knees as it snaked around to the back—trimmed with frills. A quartet of tarnished gold clasps fastened the torso and one pinned the frilly neck from which a miniature cut-out looped down, shaped like a teardrop and adorned with lace. Long sleeves puffed at the shoulder and cinched tight to the arm, flaring to long pagoda sleeves. Blood red. I never took Ludovico Lounès Damiani for a wearer of the heart’s crimson, and I supposed the pristine state of the jacket adjudicated in favour of that assumption.

Lightning slit the storm and thunder lashed out angrily. The waters of the firmament drew my eye to their plummet. I pulled a stool to the south-gazing window and sat on my haunches on it, folding my hands on the sill into a cushion for my chin.

The lazulum hadn’t ceased weeping over the last forty turns, the city’s aqueducts racing with nature to tap rising water from the canals.

I traced my fingers along the glass. A gentle frost of azoth gusted through my veins, behind my eyes, as I spoke to the water swilling the windowglass, catching a droplet wandering the pane and guiding it in swirling motions down.

My front door swung open, pulling me from the edge of the abyssal chasm that was pondering.

“Whatcha doin’, girl?” Sarnai stood in the doorway, a soaked black sentinel jacket held over her head and snow-white hair plastered in wet bands on the wide cheekbones of her tanned face. Grinning ear to ear.

I smiled; slid off the stool and crossed my legs on the floor. “Paging through notes.”

Sarnai wrung out her hair and discarded the daggers she kept dulled, joining me on the ground. “Amidst committing bloody homicide?”

I cocked my head. “One more name struck off.”

Her monolidded eyes widened. “You got him?”

“Earlier to-night.” My smile dropped. “Yet the dues owed to me remain unrepaid.”


Hours following Abramo’s execution, my heart still fluttered with the thrill of a bloodhunt, yet those in deepest debt—Basilio Lanuza, Grand Judge Giordano Veronesi, General Manuele Dioli—still walked, living their soulless lives. The blood on their hands would never wash off. And I shall avenge.


“Careful,” Sarnai pointedly warned. “Revenge is a narcotic. It turns you just as ravenous for another hit.”


My eyes flickered to the armillary sphere standing by the desk, the astrolabes adorning the walls like earrings, father’s old cello lounging in the umbrous corner—one I hadn’t dared touch yet. “Our inherent agenticity leaves so little of this world not a narcotic. And yearning in a human’s soul can never be abated, no matter by what instrument, for it is the ache of absence which begets it.” My gaze fell to the scars on my left hand, the pale tears along my knuckles. The grim reminders of the day everything aborted. Blood promised to myself. To Emanuela. To my father. My fingertips brushed idly over the gold-and-garnet bleeding eye necklace between my collarbones.


Sarnai giggled. “How funny when you get like that.”

My brows touched when I met her gaze. “Meaning?”

“All intense and…” she bunched her mouth to the side, “romanticist.”

I laughed. “Not just ‘romantic’, I see!”

She tapped a finger on her lips, eyes swerving ceilingward. “Figured a person like yourself called for something more apt.”


I propped my elbows on my knees and cupped my face. “What is such a person like?”


Sarnai leaned so close our faces nearly touched. “Murderously vengeful.” She shrugged. “Not bad on the eyes.”


And maybe I was the crook for wishing she would reply in likeness to the things I said, but Sarnai wasn’t that sort of person, so I wondered if we were ever destined to be one another’s beloved. We were neither together nor otherwise, still exchanged no more than kisses, and each day her affections towards Itxaro[6] grew more apparent.


Yet my wretched heart longed for love the way flesh longed for its skin. A burn longed for salve. A blade yearned for blood.


So maybe I was the crook—


Boom!

My heart juddered at the crackling explosion.

“Gunshots?” Sarnai asked.


I fired to my feet and shot for the window, peering through the rain towards Buccaneer’s Landing. Towards the commotion on the wharf between Antigone and Hangman’s Dowry.


Knots twisted my vitals. “Stay.” I grabbed my jacket, sheathed my rapier and baselard, holstered my revolver.

“It’s bucketing down!” protested Sarnai, but the threshold was already behind me.


SCENE II

SOVEREIGNTY


Cesare | Giorgianna



“WHAT IS GOING ON?” Ygạl exclaimed once the first gunshot drew everyone out on Antigone’s deck.



A good dozen Morettae attacked Hangman’s Dowry—masked, guns blazing and daggers drawn as they clashed with infuriated Blood Dahlias on the berth beneath the unrelenting rainstorm. Enraged Dahlia shouts pealed from the deck as Morettae clambered their way onto the dark caravel and charged at the crew.


Cesare bound his too-long hair, checking for the twin stilétti strapped into his thigh harness. “Ygạl, on me! We’re breaking this.”

“Quartermaster, first mate: with me.” Fabio emerged from the captain’s cabin with a cutlass and revolver. “Master gunner: on range.”


“¡A’right!” Danilo hauled his pair of massive muskets from the cabin. “Babies ‘ave been missin’ target practice!”


Cesare’s chest bundled. “Fabio—”

“Don’t be a hypocrite, boy.” The captain passed a dry regard and made for the gangplank.
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Blood was quick to stain the white ruffle of Cesare’s shirt as he cut into the dark throng of Dahlias and Morettae, stilétto in his left hand and revolver in his right, cautious to guard his sightless side. Immediately, he recognised both parties as foes.

Clinquant lòthmir opened a spewing gorge down an attacking Moretta’s neck. Whirling swiftly around his axis, Cesare shot another point-blank, narrowly avoiding a stab.

A step to his left, Ren—Fabio shielding ver back—skewered a Dahlia onto ver bident like a trout, Korneli decapitating them with his sword-arm before first mate sent their spurting champagne bottle of a husk tumbling off the pier.

Danilo shot down the Moretta Ygạl had gone to finish. The woman brandished a vulgar gesture at the gunner, leaving their lines open for a slinky Dahlia to swing her uchigatana in a broad arc for their head.

Cesare shot the Dahlia.


“Even with the eye,” Ygạl’s saif spiked a Moretta through the gut, “you’re not half bad, for a trim twat.”


Cesare thrust off the wharf a Dahlia, misjudging his range and crying out when cold metal razored his blind flank. The grip of a double-bladed polearm knocked his revolver from his hand.

Springing sidelong, Cesare swiped his stilétto at his attacker—Moretta—slicing their mask from their scarcely-freckled face but losing his foothold when they swung their polearm.

His head bashed hard against the wooden pier; the Moretta’s polearm bound with Cesare’s stilétto to pin him down.

Cesare grasped the polearm’s grip with his free hand. “What’s gotten into you people?”


“Not all of us are complacent like Kel,” the Moretta hissed. “We will nev—”


The Moretta spewed blood. The tip of a blade protruded from the base of their throat. Cesare shoved them off with their polearm, thrusting its bladed end through their chest and propelling their corpse into the frigid sea.

He met copper-bullet eyes. Petering raindrops ran down heart-shaped cheekbones and dangled from long curls of lashes. Giorgianna huffed, “Another due you owe me, bàuta,” tossing Cesare his revolver.

“We can negotiate the terms later.” He stood, the gun coming in good use when another Dahlia made a pass at his life. Giorgianna ran them through with her rapier and hauled them into an oncoming Moretta whom Cesare likewise shot.


“HOLD IT!” An indistinguishable voice roared.


All fighting on the wharf ceased.


Every eye trained onto Hangman’s Dowry.


On the caravel’s dark deck, a stocky older woman in a greatcoat black as squid ink embroidered with rubious veins of thread rigged up a squawking Moretta upside down with one of the innumerable ropes draping the masts, a misericorde in her fist. Gouged eyeballs cast in glass hung in baubles from Blood Dahlia’s ears and a string of torn-out teeth garlanded her waist. A black bicorn crowned blacker hair streaked with silver; a fringe cut straight across her brow.


“You think you can crawl aboard my ship,” Dahlia bellowed, her misericorde sawing open the Moretta’s stomach, “antagonise my crew,” she shoved her hand into the slick orifice of the man’s belly, hauling out ropes of intestines and heaping their gory mass over the edge of her ship; blood disgorged from the Moretta’s mouth like a broken faucet, “and get anything more than what you asked for?” Eyes blacker than nightmares hurled at Ygạl, at Cesare, threatening to devour. “You cadre tapeworms are parasites to our District. Waltzing onto territory that isn’t yours, thinking you have any right to it and any sway upon its operations? You have no place here.” She slit the Moretta’s throat. “No place to assume pleasantries from people you’ve only ever seen as beneath you just ‘cause we don’t have cushy homes and disposable coin!” She pointed her blood-sheathed knife at the Dóminus, gore too thick upon it for the rain to sluice off. “Crawl back to the festering pits of your filthy fucking home and leave Smugglers’ Cove out of your worthless politics.”


As if a denouement to her grand performance, she slashed cloth from the Moretta’s crotch and castrated him, throwing his penis down to the wharf beneath Ygạl’s feet who regarded the captain with abhorrence.

“Feed it to your dogs,” sneered Blood Dahlia and cut the rope suspending the Moretta’s mutilated corpse.

She left her final glance with the tight-jawed Fabio, spitting in his direction before departing.


SCENE III

IGNORATIO ELENCHI

Giorgianna


THE MORETTAE’S HIDEOUT WAS AN ABANDONED ARMOURY tucked at the base of an eight-hundred-year-old military barrack—a relic of the Empire days—not far from the bridge into Smugglers’ District and entirely gutted of the weapons it once housed. Most Morettae occupied one of the two storeys above the ground floor of the complex, its stone-carved walls gnarled by centuries.



It was in a ground-floor chamber once dedicated to melee weapons we gathered: the Sunrise vìtae, Kel-Kech and Lorita, Fabio and Ren, Ygạl with Isaia and Sarnai.



“This shouldn’t’ve happened—couldn’t’ve!” Kel stammered. Her eyes, limpid as aquamarines, darted from Fabio to Lorita to Cesare.



“Shouldn’t’ve; couldn’t’ve; did.” Fabio glanced sternly between the Moretta women. “What do you have to say for yourselves?”



Kel ran twitchy fingers along her close-cropped hair. “Truly, I—we do not und—”



“Don’t grovel, Kel,” Lorita heckled, small arms, draped in loose khaki sleeves, folded at her chest. Her dark honey eyes dripped poison at Cesare and Fabio. “We do not answer to you. I say those Morettae showed some spine in standing strong by their aims.”



Ygạl snorted. “Of what? Being odious pests?”



“Rebels!” bit Lorita.



“Against what?” Cesare fired. “Their own supposed cause? We need everyone with us if we want a chance at abolition and your inability to keep your people in check made negotiations even harder—we need the smugglers.”


“Quit acting like we’ll succeed with politicos and pirates beside us.”


I nocked a glare at Lorita. “Once more, I will question how far you have gotten without us. You self-admittedly have no organisation.”



“And no strategy following the overthrow of De Tullia,” Lissandri pitched in, coldly eyeing Kel.



“Your rogue Morettae made an assault on smuggler territory,” Fabio steered us back to the original contention. “You do not come there to provoke us, no matter whom you choose. How dim do you have to be to assault Hangman’s Dowry? The Blood Dahlias are the most territorial band—your people signed our death warrants.”



Lorita’s fair brow writhed with serpentine vessels. “Pray tell, did your people not sign our death warrants when your cadre buddies shot them upon that dock as if bloodsport instead of ‘cooperating’ as preached by your intellectualist—?”


The blonde woman flinched mid-earful when Cesare’s knuckles drove hard into the table. Its rattle struck an arrow through my gut. Cesare’s temper was welded of steel, his patience seemingly a bottomless crucible. But his fuse had been burning shorter and shorter over the recent weeks, flames of discontent bringing his anger to a boil.

In the breathless silence, I considered his insomnia-bruised eye, sunken and bleak, his too-lean jaw. Tension tautly bound his shoulders, bones protruding beneath the jacket where the passing month had mercilessly stripped his frame of flesh.

A frown etched deep into my brow as my gaze slipped along the gaunt curve of his high cheekbone. My innards cooled to ice.

Cesare was a dark mirror—unbearable grief had devoured me the same way, once.


He shut his eye and dragged a deep breath, rubbing his knuckles. “This will get us nowhere,” he asserted. “Communication within upper and lower óssium is vital, which includes The Morettae.” He flung a cursory glance at Lorita who received it like a dart. “A certain amount of class consciousness is missing among upper ossíi, owing to the Governor’s intellectual insulation—by design. Remaining ignorant of injustices only weaves them deeper into the fabric of society. One begins to unravel such a history by direct confrontation alone.”



Lorita snorted. “And I suppose you want our aegis?”



“Would sure be helpful,” sniped Cesare.



“All right, Agostini,” Ygạl swept in, “lay it out. How shall you unravel such a history?”



Elbows on the tall table, Cesare leaned against it. “The government keeps secret on secret stowed away. The higher those secrets stack, the more difficult they grow to hide, the more heavy-handed must become the government’s means of protecting them. Thus, demanded grows the employment of repression—an integration of ignorance directly into societal structure. We know this, we see this. Intellectual insulation by design, as aforementioned.


“De Tullia’s aim is to keep people ignorant to ideas he deems insubordinate. To do so, he instils fear of revolutionaries in the masses, and enacts tyrannical laws which dictate what ‘correct’ conduct is. However, keeping such an immense amount of information hidden is a volatile endeavour. Try as they might, secrets are prone to discovery, and ignorance is fragile.”


Cesare, with his honey-sweet voice and pianissimo Zargòsian lilt, spoke the way might read the ink-splotched pages of a philosophy book scribbled feverishly by a dialectician in the dead of an insomniac night, and somehow it seemed that I had begun describing him again.



“Thy point, yā scholar?” Ygạl’s sardonic urging spirited me back to earth.


“First.” Isaia’s flint-black eyes found me, his mouth and aquiline nose masked by black cloth and bronzen face shaded by a loose hood. “Your father’s documents?”


“Cover-ups of legionary-perpetrated crimes, liquidation of citizens on no basis, threats of violence against senators on condition of silence, private executions.” I folded my arms. “By hook or by crook, De Tullia wishes full autocratic control. This would grant him access to Grand Judge Giordano Veronesi’s court documents. De Tullia, Governor or not, has no right to said documentation, and Veronesi is essentially untouchable, for our Lord of Bless’ed Dominion holds nothing to earnestly blot the Grand Judge’s escutcheon. Through De Tullia integrating Veronesi into his Ministry as the Minister of Justice, Veronesi is similarly barred from political endeavours not concerning the judicial tribunal. Notwithstanding, Veronesi must hold a degree of freedom compared to the other Ministers, and could no doubt be a threat to De Tullia if he chose to be.



“Father never kept the information he gathered cohesively. Everything is disjointed, but there is a pattern to it. Like a cipher.” I beheld Fabio. “That which he took to the grave with him—a revelation so grim he couldn’t utter even to you, or whatever it may’ve been—I’m yet to uncover, at least I think, but this riddle I sense convinces me I near it. That it’s there. Somewhere.”


“What’s the pattern you note?” asked Cesare.

“Frequent mentions of High Priest Benetto Abelli.” I frowned. “Eye and trinity motif.”

Sarnai’s face scrunched. “Eerie.”

“I wouldn’t put it past the High Priest and his Clergia to be far more woven with the state than we fathom.” Morning sun streamed into the armoury through the clerestory windows I gazed toward. The battered armies of thunderclouds beyond retreated. “Votaries of the Order flock upper óssium streets,” I added. “It’s like a sea of blood.”

Yet it had nothing on the military checkpoints now erected at the mouth of oldtown. Them and the strappado together, the Solar Square was grim. With soldiers scouring for identification documents, contraband, fugitives, it wasn’t rare that lower ossíi were denied passage into upper óssium or vice versa (though vice versa was seldom a presented case), and reports of humiliation and abuse at the hands of soldiers grew by the day. As such, a few citizens in the vicinity permitted folks to traverse their living quarters to bypass the legions. Some took the approach of hopping rooftops, or climbing fences followed by lengthy detours. In the end, the checkpoints served only to further fragment and stratify the ossíi, and to further dehumanise the subjugated.


“So the point,” Cesare returned to Ygạl’s impatient and half-forgotten inquiry, “is that we utilise the fragility of ignorance and the volatility of secrecy to our advantage by disseminating our own ‘propaganda’. My primary contacts in city-proper are yet to cooperate, which I glean to be quite the pattern.” Lorita studied her gilt-coated rings in counterfeit obliviousness. Cesare clicked his tongue. “Nevertheless, they can help enlighten the people as information surfaces. No rumour flies better than upon the whisper of the common man.”


“What of the aftermath?” queried Isaia. “Once we’ve assembled?”

“Glad you asked.” Cesare cocked his head, standing to his full height with a glint of long-lost glee in his eye. “Donatello informed me that plans of a prison break stir in The Trabeculae, organised in part by one calling themselves ‘Laútni’, though they don’t claim a leadership title.”

I peered curiously. “Go on…”

“Donatello maintains contact with inmates confined to the southeastern wing of the prison: political dissidents and people who earned their jail time via a misplaced chuckle.”


Sarnai frowned. “How’s he communicating with inmates?”



“Donatello has a frightening way of cajoling gears.” Cesare rapped his over-long nails on the desk. “The prison break is scheduled to take place three months from now, give or take. We need arms, the support of the working people, and control of the government building if we want victory. So, with Giorgianna aiding to weaken the government from the inside, the rest of us watering the seeds of insurgence from the outside, condottiéri working the Antrum, and Morettae not fucking with our efforts, the prison break can be our decoy. All attention will be on the acropolis.”


“What of the smuggler bands?” Kel-Kech questioned Fabio.


“Most asea. The ones remaining are…” he pulled a face, “a bunch. The Black Tongues are out. Besides being nebulous allies with The Blood Dahlias, Sten detests intruders more than she and, unlike Dahlia, is absolutely willing to hunt them himself. The one thing about Sten is that he is completely sightless from birth. However, he is a blood singer, and a damn good one—can tune into the finest body movement through your blood flow and is almost impossible to sneak up on or away from. His quartermaster is Visolela. The White Lotus are just as unlikely to cooperate. Raffaele serves solely his own ends and convincing him to potentially jeopardise the affluence he’s accrued is a tall order. He’s in the same boat as Dahlia and Sten by way of tender mercies.”


“So no luck?” Lissandri grumbled.

“Cooperation of The Brass Teeth and The Grey Pearls is foreseeable.”

Light suffused Ygạl’s features, a smile tugging the scar running through their lips. “The Grey Pearls?”

“Fēngnà is willing to consider the offer, yes—her band is large and strong. Şirîn and her Brass Teeth are as good as a promise.”

Cesare expelled a sigh. “We meet Adviser Clario Barsotti to-night.”

Ygạl flourished his zhǐjiǎtào at him and me. “I’d like the pair of you at the Antrum to discuss Leone.”

Lorita nailed an iron glare to her, to Cesare, to me. “Go on and clear out, then.” She stormed for the door. Kel’s hand darted to touch her wrist but she recoiled. The slamming door announced the blonde’s exodus.

“Follow after your girl,” Lissandri hissed at Kel-Kech. “Since she’s not fucking neutered like the rest of your boorish herd of cows.” For that, he received an elbow from his eldest and a reprimand from me.

A storm obnubilated the turquoise sea of Kel’s eyes as she gazed at the door, as if her eyeline could reel Lorita back to her. Then she marched off without a word our way.


SCENE IV

UNA RONDINE NON
FA PRIMAVERA


Kel-Kech | Giorgianna



LIQUID VIVID AS AMBER strained through gauze, hot and perfumed with lemon for tang as it poured into an old metal tea pot.


Discarding the cloth, Kel-Kech poured chipped porcelain cups of the rooibos tisane for herself and Lorita, bringing them over to the creaky bed where the blonde lay blank-faced.

When Kel offered, Rita shook her head.


Kel-Kech staved off a sigh and sat beside her strange lover, sipping the tea of her lost homeland. Uncle Tsui ignited her love for rooibos. She had never been partial to it in her parents’ home, but she hadn’t been partial to much in that east-facing western |haru oms[7] within those transient settlements of theirs.


Lorita’s eyes veered to Kel. “His creepy insurrectionist character killed our Morettae.”

Kel swallowed a sip and cleared her throat. “Well… They hindered our cause, no?”


“Did they?” argued Lorita. “They were unwavering.”


“But also stubborn.”


“And they shouldn’t be?” Lorita buttressed herself on her elbows. Thick tresses, blonde as hammered gold, tumbled around her hard brow.


Kel eased the tension of silence with a gulp of tisane. “Not when they negate the goal of liberation, I don’t think…” her voice came out quiet. Halting.

Lorita sat up, beholding her with round eyes, doe-like and syrup-sweet. “But you hear me, don’t you, Kel?”


How could Kel-Kech tell her that she did not know? “I hear him, too.”



A frown reclaimed Lorita. “How can you hear anything over the sound of his altiloquence?”



And, once again, Kel-Kech couldn’t answer in any resolute way. She couldn’t answer, for she did not know—a vestige of a childhood spent holding a guiding hand. Instead, she set aside her cup of rooibos and reached for Lorita, entwining her slim fingers with the petite ones of the blonde. “I hold out hope that we will endure.” She went to press a kiss to Lorita’s knuckles.


“No.” Rita wiggled her hand free. “No, just stop.”

“Why?”


“Because it—” Lorita’s jaw quivered, her nose dragging in a stilted breath. She leaned back in and lowered her voice like someone might listen in. “Because it’s repulsive.”


Kel-Kech jerked back, affront piercing her heart. “What, my touch?”


“No! This…” The blonde wrung her fingers. “This urge.”


“I don’t understand you.” Kel’s cheeks burned. “You love me, no?”


Lorita’s lips hovered ajar for a pained heartbeat. “I love you…” But? “I just cannot abet… this.”


Kel-Kech crossed her arms. “The Lord does not speak on it,” she quoted Uncle Tsui—the words he would repeat against his brother Aemûs’ self-begotten bigotry.


“My church does,” retorted Lorita, launching to her feet and approaching the opposite window: a paltry thing perforating the stone wall, empty of glass. Beyond rolled oldtown rooftops and rose walls of adjacent edifices, all weathered and forgotten.


“The one which kicked you to the streets of Salvatrice and damn near forced your departure from that city altogether?” contended Kel-Kech, voice crescendoing.

Lorita whirled. “Watch it, Kel!” she bit, eyes flashing.

Kel-Kech’s brow smoothed. Her shoulders loosened with dejection. “Don’t you think Cesare speaks some reason?” she quietly raised.

“He reasons with extremism. Id est: not at all.”


“Well, what is your reason?”



All that outward zeal, and yet did Lorita know? Could she name where she stood? Did she stand for anything?


The golden girl stiffened to a statue, pallid as if carved of alabaster, her eyes glinting, jaw tense, unyielding, before marching for the door and slamming it behind her.

Kel-Kech loosened a breath heavy as a conscience, gazing into the warm darkness of her rooibos tisane.


Her father, Aemûs, had rejected her identity, not out of principle, but given his entrenched hatred for his younger brother Tsui whom he blamed for the death of their mother—a woman who died giving birth to Uncle Tsui—and waited with bated breath until he could out from the tribe. Kel-Kech’s love for the femme-akin proved enough for Aemûs to justify the expulsion of his eldest late into her sixteenth year, too. Her thirteen-year-old sister, Nū-Ûn,[8] chased her down in the night, claiming she wouldn’t stay if Kel-Kech couldn’t, so the pair embarked on a journey to Uncle Tsui’s settlement.


While Aemûs’ tribe practiced the old tradition of nomadic cattle herding, Uncle Tsui’s remained mostly sedentary, rendering them far easier to locate, even for a pair of adolescent girls with little tracking expertise. Uncle Tsui welcomed them with open arms, and their lives started tending towards near-idyll.


It always seemed to Kel-Kech as if Nū-Ûn was supposed to be the older sister, not she. The girl never dithered, never sought guidance, never fled a fight. That’s what got her killed at that assembly riot Davide tricked The Morettae into assailing. The pair had sought adventure in novel lands—largely on Nū-Ûn’s imploration, given Kel appreciated tranquillity—so they’d found themselves in Vencenza, only to be trapped with no way out, and roped into rebellious schemes.


Kel-Kech took a sip of tisane to soothe her throat, and wondered what Uncle Tsui thought of their lengthy absence, or how she could ever explain to him what happened to their little Nū-Ûn should they see each other again.
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THE TWINS HEADED OFF to Iyad’s docks whilst Cesare and I followed the condottiéri to the Antrum. Luckily, we had taken to keeping spare clothes at the Boar estate, so were glad to not be shivering in our rain-soaked garb.



I’d planted myself on a stool by the intarsia coffee table, massive swathes of hair draped down my chest and sprawled across my thighs, as Isaia’s tattooing needles finished inking the scarred lines of the dagger stigma branded in between my shoulder blades at The Arum.



My body was mine. And so my Malefactor’s Mark too would symbolise that I survived. Even if the body and mind I reclaimed were left with scars, with grim reminders, I had lived.



Isaia completed the tattoo on my arm two weeks prior: a cut rose branch, a half-bloomed bud reaching vainly towards my shoulder and the full, lush blossom beneath it cradling an eyeball. All illustrated across my Bedlamite scars.


Another symbol. Another memento mori.

Yet, equally, a memento vivere.

Ygạl set onto the intarsia a platter of white rice salīg, a bowl of dainty ball-shaped çakçak dough sweetened by apricot sugar, and a decanter of tart camel milk alongside fig pekmez, the air within their office a mélange of spicy and saccharine perfumes. “You have your uses,” they quipped at me and Cesare, kissing Lucrezia’s cheek and stirring a spoonful of molasses into their snifter of milk, the latter seemingly to their inamorata’s revulsion.

My tattoo patched up, I stood with thanks to Isaia and plopped onto a gold-trimmed sofa of rubellite velvet, legs bent towards my torso and chin perched on my palm. I chased Aengus’ feet out of my way—the man previously claiming the whole sofa whilst sipping Línmhar fuisce. An olivaceous shirt bared a slit of his freckled chest sprouting red hair.


Across the coffee table was a matching sofa on which Ygạl lounged in a billowing black çyrpy embroidered with sparkling tangerine threads, and a magenta bisht,[9] her hair wrapped into a citrine ommah. Supposedly prepared for a cadre assembly later. In her heavily-ringed fingers was a Dülúyan cigar she was trying losingly to acquire the taste for, and on his lap sat Lucrezia, a glass of limoo amani tea in her dainty white hand. Her loose ebony waves were trimmed into a pixie around her ears, a sheer fringe curtaining her brow and a silk peplos pouring down her buxom figure like molten smaragdine. After the gunshot she’d sustained at Basilio’s hand, Lucrezia hadn’t worn a single tight article of clothing.


Cesare’s eyeline flickered to me from where he sat smoking at the opposite end of Ygạl’s sofa. A gossamer shadow of a smile flitted in the corner of his lips as he leaned his temple onto his slim knuckles. Aurous alchemy melted into the silken dark waves of his shoulder-length hair. “Quite the allure, too.” He looked Ygạl’s way. A tongue-click. “You wished to speak of Leone?” He inhaled sigarétta smoke.

Even with the confectionary before him, even with his own white ruffled shirt grown too loose upon his willowy frame, he refused to eat.

Ygạl coughed, pulling a face and discarding the cigar into an ashtray, and opted for the camel milk sweetened by pekmez. From a drawer in the coffee table, she produced a decorated envelope wrapped in pale pink silk. “The Serpent requisitions we make an appearance in his district to-morrow night for one of his ‘consultations’. Valentina is promised to be present.” He tossed the letter onto the intarsia. “No guards.”

Cesare knocked his head back with a sigh. “Joy…”

Lucrezia’s rainstorm eyes slitted behind her gilded pince-nez. “What’s the issue?”

“He’s a pervert.”


“Every time you claim that.”



“And every time, my claim holds water.”


Ygạl imbibed. “The slippery wanker would rather eat, fuck, and make merry than keep his district leashed.”

My eyebrows gathered. “Why should we rely on his aid, then?”

“His Serpents have always been allies.”

“One swallow does not make spring.”


“But it does bode warmer skies.”


Isaia sat beside me, a plate of salīg in hand. Aengus stretched his legs across the eavesdropper’s muscled thighs. “The Serpents are tight with The Hyacinths.


“If we have Leone’s backing,” Ygạl took Isaia’s prompt and carried forth, “we’ll have Valentina’s. That’s two out of the four other cadres on our side and therefore increased reinforcement for the Antrum should legions try anything. Leone has… longwinded ways of hosting conclaves. If a single change with him slips through our fingers, we’ll never grasp another. So, whatever he asks for, just play along and look alive.” Ygạl reached for alcohol. “Now what’s all this about contacts failing to cooperate?”


“Their affection towards one another is simply none,” explained Cesare, tone flighty. “Donatello and Iyad are prone to friction, and I’m astonished Anukka hasn’t taken her sickle to Donatello’s throat yet.”


Lucrezia tsk’d. “How is Tello? It’s been a while.”



“I doubt Donatello could answer such a question.”


“Glad to hear he’s well.”

Aengus urged Isaia to hand him his own portion of rice, asking, “So which one’s a Centúrion for, ‘gain?”

“The Guárdia,” I clarified. “The Minister of Emissaries’—the Adviser’s—personal faction of legionaries. I believe there are about one hundred in the ranks?” I wordlessly consulted Cesare.

He adjusted his gold nose ring in contemplation. “Closer to seventy, by now. General Dioli isn’t partial to not holding absolute command over all soldiers, and Ioana presents an issue on that front.”


“I cannot imagine the likes of him being thrilled that a woman wields authority, either.” The thought of him, the man who stole from me my most beloved friend, was like a shucking knife to my skin. You will pay your dues in blood, scum.


Cesare clicked his fingers. “Wouldn’t be surprised if he keeps a close eye on her in court, just as well.”

“Another potential dimension to examine?”

“How fortuitous that you should be so well-versed in riddles then, vólto.”

I plucked and bit down on a çakçak. “I’d extol your contribution if it were not also a scourge.”


“I do think of myself as something of an enigma.”



“A liar that I now see him for, one means.”


“That’s my girl.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“How do you know the Adviser won’t try anything?” Lucrezia broached, striking me with the mortifying realisation of mine and Cesare’s raptness in each other.


“As I have said,” Cesare’s eye at long last diverted from me, and a coldness seized my body as if I were deprived of firelight, “he knows his secrets are at stake: his journal remains in my possession. One skewed move, and that little notebook finds itself on De Tullia’s escritoire. If a trap is what we are destined to walk into, it will not be to-night.”


Lucrezia’s face screwed up. “What kind of answer is that?”


“My point is that we have loopholes. We need to get inside the government building. So, an appropriate intermediary is called for. Barsotti presents an adequate solution.”


“In theory,” I murmured.

“And to-night, we shall learn if said theory holds practical functionality.”


Isaia put down his cleared plate. “Araya will be stationed by the apothecárium from twenty hundred until midnight. It’s close enough to Stalker’s Barge for him to swing by.”


I clasped my hands at my heart. “Thank you.”

Isaia nodded, stone-faced as per his wont. He never failed to offer aid, and I couldn’t be more grateful.

Ygạl topped up their snifter with more camel milk. “Bit the bullet and sent an envoy to Vitture whilst the one to Lucanus takes her sweet time.”

Discarding his filter tip in the ashtray where that cigar was relegated, Cesare rose and shrugged on his blazer. “Anything else?”


The Dóminus lifted his drink, tapping a zhǐjiǎtào against it with a crystalline ding. “I’ll relay what my envoys report.”


“If they have the tongue and hands to do it with.”

Before I could breach the threshold of the Dóminus’ office, Lucrezia pulled me aside. “Remember what I said of my surgeries performed by the High Priest at the behest of my father?”

I crossed my arms. “Unfortunately, the atrocity is not especially forgettable.”

She bumped up her pince-nez. “Well, alongside everything, I’d like it if you could keep a look out for Magister Ilenia Farnese, the Minister of Scholars, given she was rumoured to attend those sessions. I’m wondering if she knew something.”


“If you think it might be enlightening,” I agreed, admittedly intrigued. “Has ‘Spagyrism and Spellwerk’ been useful, at all?” I couldn’t fathom what divinity made it so Nashĭgostu Kurilit Gostiata’s magnum opus didn’t perish in the fire at The Sunrise. I resented the tome for it, and was content with Lucrezia holding onto the wretched thing.


Lucrezia beamed. “You don’t know how much I appreciate that. And yes, it’s been… a slog, frankly, but illuminating.”

I glimpsed the empty doorway. “Before I go, I’d like to request a small pouch of çakçak.” A smile found my lips. “I’m quite keen on the sweet.”
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The Antrum’s mechanical not-sun basted the thrawn stacks of buildings and the colossal arms of ancient colonnades in the greasy glow of icteric serum, the lucifugous underbelly of Vencenza every inch an abstract painting.

Cesare tied up his hair as the two of us started down an alley leading away from the estate. “Etenesh will be expecting me for Bloodletter upkeep,” he half-muttered.

“When is her apozem shipment expected?”

“To-morrow.”

Cesare’s taciturn replies irked me arguably more than his incessant talk, but the past five weeks steeled my tolerance enough.

We proceeded past the yellow egress into the umbrous hallways within. Alkalinity soaked the dank atmosphere, bleak alchemy illuming dark brickwork. The ascending passage branched, dripping, rippling water a ghostly echo haunting the warrens.


The spirit of inquiry, my faithful familiar, compelled me to ask: “What is the deal with Leone?”


“He likes to put his hands where they’re unwanted.” Cesare’s starlight voice collided with a vaulted ceiling wrought with grotesques and ouroboroi. “Leone seeks out peoples’ hurt regarding touch and intimacy, and exploits it.”


“And why is that whom Ygạl trusts enough to approach directly and bend over backwards to appease?”


“Ygạl is a creature of habit.”

We turned a bend.

I kicked a chip of brick into the poppling duct. “I’m wondering to what extent the cadres are unlike the Ministry. The Boars are an oligarchy on paper; in practice, I’m yet to see Ygạl truly consider outside input by way of district rule.” Isaia’s authority was a ruse—he was demoted to a lieutenant-equivalent the day The Boars absorbed The Hounds.

Disengaging the latch on an iron door at the end of the final corridor, Cesare and I ducked through, finding ourselves in the innards of an oldtown canal terminal.

“In the end,” Cesare addressed me as we passed solomonic columns guarding the abandoned station, “Ygạl is a politician. As is every Domíne. They will look out for their own ends first, and the ends of the politicians will never be to the benefit of the masses.”

“Then what use are they for our means?”

He slipped his hands into his pockets. “Steel is one of the Court’s only currencies.”


My eyes lifted to the skirmish of clouds gyrating in the firmament. “And when it turns on us?”


Cesare walked a half-pace ahead and revolved on his heel, continuing backwards along the unpeopled flagstone whilst fixing me with a wearily amused look. “Knife tricks serve us all, princess.”

The switchblade lines of his lips slit into a smile, and my gaze deserted his as indefinable tension pushed in between my ribs.


“Um…” I tucked fugitive curls behind my ear, hastening my pace to walk beside Cesare. “I noticed you didn’t have anything at Ygạl’s—of food, I mean. So, I held onto some çakçak for you.” From a pocket, I plucked a small organza pouch, handing it to Cesare. “It’s very little, and hardly real food, but I know you like sweets, and…” I silenced at the recognition of how my every word sounded more and more juvenile.



Cesare’s tongue clicked. “You know…” In the thump of silence, he wreathed his long arm around my shoulder, the silver cufflink cinching his ruffled cuff glinting like a tanzanite star. “You secretly enjoy my company, vólto.”



My cheeks nipped, heart baltering. “Really, you are the one who flatters himself.”



His features creased in counterfeit rue. “Must you add insult to injury when I am so defeated by melancholy as it were?”


“You are nothing if not a melodramatic diva.”

“You are nothing if not willing to shoot me through the heart.” His fingers grazed the curls swirling around my temples, quickly snapping shut as he snatched his hand away.

“You need not trouble yourself.” I frowned at the stained-glass mosaics of vermeil Şahmaran and cyanic Leviathan decorating circular windows within the sgraffito façade of a building we passed. “Providing to-night bears fruit to our tastes, I shan’t be around to bruise his majesty’s ego for a while.”


Arm still around me, Cesare didn’t answer. You are a coward.



SCENE V

I SAW THE DEVIL

Giorgianna


MYRRHIC AROMAS OF MEDICINAL SALVES and herbal tinctures anointed Etenesh’s apothecárium, humidity weighing the ether.



‘Venomcraft’ by Imetsáli[10] toxicologist Tsíra Paloúriou Tanailíḏis lay open on the cypress counter in front of me. Etenesh had supposedly spent absurd money on the thing in her first year at the very institution that was my own alma mater, only to never once open it for it was barely relevant to her curriculum. She’d gone back and forth between Faustina and Ṣh’ovvā for years, working in damn near every major city of both countries, yet her copy of ‘Venomcraft’ followed her every step of the way despite everything.



In a halo around the tome arose a measuring cylinder of distilled water; two small ceramic bowls, one holding clear, sticky birch sap and the other heaped with ferruginous bloodroot[11] powder; a box of matches; a metal spatula. To-day, I unsnarl this mystery.


Across the counter sat Cesare, his bloodwork being examined under the scholarly auspices of the forty-one-year-old apothecary. An ankle-skimming shemma ḳemis the colour of eggshell adorned her tall figure, embroidered with yellow around the yoke and elbow-skimming sleeves. Her fluffy hair wove into albaso braids to reveal shield-shaped gold earrings, the back left unbound as if a cloud settled on her broad shoulders.


“Well, your infection is resolving,” the woman appraised, “but I will ask you to continue taking ínyan[12] for the next two weeks to ensure no recrudescence.”


With the spatula, I heaped four lots of bloodroot into the birch sap, stirring them as I asked, “How did it ever progress like that?”


Etenesh went about tidying. “See, the klis[13] is a common environmental dweller around still, brackish water, and the vast majority of people—especially in Vencenza—have at some point been infected with it, usually in childhood.” I scooped up a generous dollop of the bloodroot-sap and stirred it into the water in the measuring cylinder, tinting it to rust as the viscous substance dissolved. “The klis’ sole tropism in the body is blood,” Etenesh continued, “but with a functioning spleen, the protozoan is destroyed, and most people experience only short-term symptoms, unpleasant as they are. The difference with Cesare is that he has no spleen.”


Cesare snorted wordlessly, resting his cheek against his hand and toying with his earrings.


He’d expressed joint pain so acute he felt crucified, and his fever had once reached such a height that we’d feared his organs might boil inside him, his state of mind driven to the point of amnestic delirium. The twins’ polarised sleeping tendencies proved favourable, for there could always be someone looking over Cesare. Eligio always kept Fabio at an arm’s length. Unlike Lissandri, he couldn’t bring himself to forgive the old man for letting Cesare stay at The Sunrise by his lonesome. However, there remained a stretch of deepnight when nobody was awake, so I’d slink into Cesare’s room and sit at the foot of his bed. I stopped doing it when his sickness began to abate, when he grew cognisant. I didn’t know how I would explain myself had I been questioned. I didn’t even know my own reasoning.


While Etenesh sanitised her hands, I finished mixing my concoction.

“The shipment is due at approximately five hundred to-morrow,” she informed. “I’ve reserved a one-hour timeframe at seven for you.”

“Thank you, Etenesh.” Cesare stood, tightening his bound hair and brushing back the loosened bangs. The upward movement of his arms bore starkly the alarming wane of his form. His collarbones protruded like twigs; the already slim column of his neck lay bare each tendon and vessel as if grooves of a moribund tree. Yet, the transient flicker of light in Cesare’s eye did not evade me, as if his soul sought to ignite again—that unbearable burn his sole sustaining force.


I swapped out the spatula for a matchbox and struck a match alight. Here goes nothing.


“I apologise in advance.” Remorse softened Etenesh’s brow. I touched the flame to my concoction. “It mightn’t prove wholly restorative, but half is better than nought.”

The meniscus fizzed and sputtered, bubbles surging along the sides of the cylinder like magma up a volcano’s conduit only to plummet back down and peter out. A growl broke from my throat.


“What are you doing?” Etenesh questioned.



“Trying to work with Myrabella.” Why won’t it work with me?


Etenesh frowned. “The what?”

“An amalgam of bloodroot and the sap of whispering birch.”


Etenesh’s eyes widened. “Sanguinaria is an escharotic!”



“So one avoids skin contact with raw Myrabella, yes.” I dipped my chin. “When dissolved in water, a near-undetectable solution is formed, one purportedly flammable as paraffin and which emits a scarlet yet innocuous vapour.” I hunched my neck so my eyes were level with the meniscus. “The trouble is, I cannot ignite it. I’ve tried every ratio, every volume, temperature, concentration, yet all that I get is this.” I repeated the attempt. The liquid only hissed at me.


“Give that here.” Cesare beckoned for the matchbox.


I made a face. “What would you know?”


“Resident pyro.”


Etenesh crossed her arms. “You people are not setting fire to my apothecárium.”


“Do you have a rock and a trough?” Cesare asked strangely.


Etenesh blinked, “Y—yes…?” but retrieved the items.


Cesare poured water into a brass basin, half an inch in depth, and positioned a palm-sized chunk of basalt into the centre. Using a transfer pipette, he doused the rock in Myrabella.

My curiosity peaked as the igneous surface absorbed the solution.

Cesare struck the match on the side of the table with skilled swiftness and touched it to the basalt. The stone ignited in rutilant flames, breathing plumes rich as alizarin into the air.

I gawked. “How did you know?”


Cesare raised one shoulder. “A Vyrl’išā’i[14] bloke once helped me decipher a cuneiform slab I nicked from The Encephalon.”



Etenesh snatched her netela and wrapped it around her shoulders, clutching the shemma to her face. “And you’re sure this smoke is innocuous?”


“Yes,” I reassured. “The hue is for the dramatics.”

Cesare tucked his fingers under the stone and upended it, unflinching when his cuff almost caught ablaze. The flame drowned.


Etenesh puffed. “Well, many thanks for compounding my stack of dishes.” She walked the basin towards the back of the chamber. “I shall see you to-mo—” She jerked to a halt at the slender window; the deep brown of her sculptural cheeks blanched. “The General!” she whispered harshly.


My heart dropped like a deadman.

“With an Imperiáli entourage.” Etenesh scrambled to clear away the benches, Cesare whisking on his jacket and tricorn whilst I shoved my rapier under the front counter.

Light glinted across the treen facets of walls in a ghastly presage.

I threw myself in front of Cesare.

Chin tucking to my collarbones, I screwed shut my eyes and projected azoth from the crevices between my lungs into my bloodstream.

Hideous pain gored my eyes as if jagged lancets slowly scraped off my corneas. Tears burned down my cheeks. I clamped on a whimper, nails sinking into the soft cloth of Cesare’s sleeve.

When the transmuted azoth expended, I dashed away my tears, every blink abrading my eyes as if sand lay trapped beneath their lids. From my scalp cascaded an outpour of tarnished gold waves. The colour of my eyes mattered not, only that it was not amber.

The doorknob twisted.

Etenesh tugged her netela over her head on instinct, folding its border over her right shoulder and smoothing her ḳemis. “Just customers,” she hissed at us.

Three Imperialíi forwarded in, their immaculate armour wrought of gold filigree, eyes cold and void behind gilded colombínae and elegant helms. Hernias of pauldrons boated their wide shoulders from which draped heavy flavescent capes inaurated with intricate wing detail. Cuisses tapered up their powerful thighs. Spathae and pugiones hung sheathed at their hips. The emblem of The Imperiálum—a pair of crossed swords within a nimbus of wings all behind a glorious griffin—embossed their vambraces.


At the centre prowled the golden lion General Manuele Dioli, his half-obscured face itself as if moulded of gold—a sharp, masculine jaw, sculpted lips, a tan gracing his cheek only just. The sides of his ornate helm fanned rearward into golden wings, and every inch of his herculean body seemed stripped of fat, only honed muscle burgeoning beneath a resplendent uniform. At his colossal back I sighted the hilt of an equally titanic flamberge, effulging the celestial light of a luminary. Lòthmir…


I took a backward step. The bandage concealing my Malefactor’s Mark tattoo pressed into Cesare’s shoulder.


Etenesh bowed. “General Manuele Dioli, officéri del Imperiálum, bon merìdi.[15]”


“Apothecary Etenesh Asmeret?” Manuele’s voice was dark molasses and smooth bordeaux, its husky rumble reverberating through my bones until I wanted to empty my guts and rend my skin in crazed, vile hatred.

He was the genesis of my pain, the one who stole from me my dearest friend and left me with purulent wounds where festered wrath and its vengeful progeny. Where teeth grew serrated and hungry.


You will die, Manuele. Even if I die with you.



“Correct, signóre.[16]” Etenesh tethered me to the material.



Manuele ambled closer, too graceful for someone so mighty. He regarded Etenesh with a disdain vivid as the haüynite of his eyes. “I have been directed by High Priest Benetto Abelli, illúxito am issúsu ramnúna,[17] to communicate to you that your name has been drawn up among Vencenzani apothecaries. You are expected to report to the basilica at sixteen hundred this eventide to assist in the conduction of a surgery on an injured Illutóre.” He handed her a neat scroll belted with a rubineous ribbon. “Bless’ed be the poor sod subjected to vivisection at the crooked hand of a female.” Manuele’s dulcet voice grated against the disgusting words his mouth spewed at Etenesh, and I wanted to claw his tongue out for her.


His eyes shot me a sickening once-over, briefly flicking to Cesare where they stalled. I unhanded his ruffled cuff and grasped his wrist.

“Am I to be escorted,” Etenesh swept in, “or shall I make my way to the basilica on my own accord?”

“Report to where set forth by the designated time and hand the document to an Illutóre. Illuteríi will direct you therefrom.” I sensed Manuele’s mounting impatience in his clipped tone, in his tightening fists where gold claws stood proud of his gauntlets’ knuckles.

Etenesh dipped her head in falsified reverence. “Many thanks, Minister.”

The piercing azure of Manuele Dioli’s eyes centred on me, and dread scuttled down my skin as if ticks looking to feast. His lip twitched, gaze feeling down to my chest and hips. “They really do cry so much.”


Slender fingers entwined with mine. His hands are never so cold…


As if noting the fine movement, Manuele looked to the dark-haired man he had already seen. Already heard speak. Already almost murdered.


“Pity about the eye,” he jibed, and my grip steeled. I swear to the Gods, Cesare, do not open your mouth.


With a lecherous leer thrown in my face, Manuele and his entourage departed.

I clasped my hands to my eyes, enduring the agony of tailoring until the revolting tension loosened from my irises and my shoulders bore once more the weight of a coiled mane.

But the tears streamed even when the pain receded.


“Gods…” A breathy sob ripped from my chest. The edge of the counter rammed into my spine as I staggered backwards and sat up onto the bench with reason abandoned. Only hot, consuming panic endured. “Gods, Gods, Gods, he was too close he was too close nonononono I can’t do this please Faces I cannot do this—”


“Vólto!” My cheeks seethed against cold skin as hands grasped my face. “Vólto, listen to me. He is gone. You are safe, you are present, there is nobody here to hurt you anymore.”


My ribcage lurched with a sob, fingers cramping as I latched onto Cesare’s forearms. “I’m sorry…” I will always be too afraid.


“What?” Cesare shook his head, careful hands tucking curls behind my ear. “This isn’t your fault.”

I gasped arduous breaths, stomach in nauseating knots.

“Do you need to leave?” Etenesh’s sturdy hands soothed my shoulders.


I nodded. “I want to see The Sunrise.”


“Ḥafti,” wariness underscored Etenesh’s voice, “are you s—?”


“I want to see The Sunrise,” I repeated and, with a shuddering inhale, wiped my cheeks, blotted my eyes, hopped to the floor.


“Do you know why they chose you?” Cesare asked the apothecary.


Etenesh sighed, netela fallen across her shoulders. “They do a luck-of-the-draw of all Vencenzani apothecaries—standard Códice Erudíti practice.” She snorted. “I suppose this round brought my ‘luck’.”


“Let Araya know.”

“Will do.”


SCENE VI

BUTTERFLY EFFECT


Giorgianna | Ygạl



AFTERNOON CHASED THE STORM AWAY, the sky already painted with ruddy aquarelles where the gilden disk of Seren’s sun descended for the eastern horizon. Quiet oldtown streets scintillated with the distant hubbub of checkpoints as we turned into the shadows of familiar warrens under the paperweight of silence.


“Are… you certain you want to go through with this?” Cesare tentatively asked.

“I’m fine.” A terse retort from me.

“I mean the government building. You will be close to Dioli.”

“This time around caught me off guard.” Irritation crackled down my nerves. “I will be prepared when I go inside.”


“When it does that to you?”



“This isn’t about me!” I snapped.



“What are you saying? Yes, it is.”


“It’s about Ema.” Pique shoved me into a brisker pace. “Dioli will pay for her death.”

Cesare halted behind me. “How much will your surety amount to if he kills you as well?” His whetted tone shot through me.

I stopped. Pivoted. “You really do think so lowly of me, don’t you?”


He flinched. “No, I—”



“Forgive me,” I sauntered closer, “that my prowess with swordplay, or my aim, aren’t up to par with his majesty’s.”



“Vólto, that’s not my point—”



“Stop.” Fury lashed me. “Calling me that!” It took me everything to keep my voice hushed in these streets where the walls were living flesh. “I have a name!”


“I am being serious!”


“And I am not?” I chided. “You spent an entire month treating me like I was dead, and you cannot even do so little as refer to me by name? Am I an inanimate object to you, Cesare?”



“Fine, fine!” He raised his palms. “You’re right. I’m sorry.”



I crucified him with flaying scrutiny, waiting for him to keep talking, to say something—anything—else. Yet I was met with null. Prideful bastard like no other.


Gaze plummeting with my heart, I wrapped my arms around myself, “Perish the thought,” and walked on.
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The crumbling carcass of The Sunrise wrung within a cavitation of charred sandstone, its gutted superstructure echoing as we paced through its ash-sown halls, our silence splintered only by the groans of the córpus’ scorched skeleton and the crunch of crumbled concretions beneath our boots.


My ribs clenched unbearably tight with recollections of the glimmering etchings of faces and salt seas upon rustic wooden panels once dressing the winding corridors. The rose and yellow gold twirling hand-in-hand across the ornate balusters of the auditorium’s mezzanine, its balconies. The illusionistic fresco with its gold quadratura oculus gazing into a rosolite sky awash with clouds of ouro. Those elysian curtains sewn from blushing dawn.

Black-brown cinders and pallid rubble were left.


Items fashioned of metal survived the conflagration—weapons and Cesare’s cufflinks too, some of his earrings—but most were surrendered in exchange for some measly coin. Cesare held onto his tanzanite cufflink, the twins keeping a dagger each, Lissandri his brass knuckles and chamkạli. Most Vencenzani vendors refused to take worn earrings, so Cesare couldn’t sell all of his, whilst Lissandri was forced to relinquish most of his remaining tools. All of his beloved books perished just like Eligio’s art supplies and masks. Commegno’s Curious was immediately seized by the state, so the grieving twins weren’t permitted to retrieve a single item of their parents’.


Cesare’s footfalls shuffled to an abrupt stop. “Do you see that?” His attention affixed the terminus of an offshooting capillary.


I sighted among the ruins… an arm?


We cleared the narrow hallways and rounded the bend.


I clutched a gasp in my palms. “Gods…”


Two bodies lay battered and livid. Bullous scabs of caramelised sanies puckered around their throats—dealt by strangulation.

“Nara and Eluisa…”


The lavìre from The Arum who’d been my first clue to finding Stalker’s Barge. The nursemaid from the vicinal slums.



Veins slithering in Nara’s emaciated arms still ran dark and bulged with pollution yet her auburn hair gleamed even in death, her skin sun-embraced. Cinders soiled Eluisa’s pistachio-and-buttercream empire gown and freckled skin, glaucous eyes gazing sightlessly at the paunched ceiling. They were innocent…



My chest tore. I wanted to scream. You are always innocent!



Coldness grazed the back of my neck. Elenedda.


There was no explaining how I knew, but she was in danger, and despite everything, I couldn’t let her be. I couldn’t let her die.


“Call on Libitina,” I ordered, “then wait for me at Three Suns,” and ran towards the àtrium.


“Where are you going?” called Cesare.

“My mother!” Heart in my belly, I dashed beneath the nimbus of smiling faces weeping golden tears, and bolted from the oldtown.
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THE TRANQUIL AMBIENCE OF YGẠL NAJM’S BOUDOIR and a glass of fine amaretto always soothed her spirit after a meeting with the cadre. Being the Dóminus of the largest district in The Antrum came with a price, and sometimes that price was peace.


Ygạl sat at an escritoire tucked into a corner perpendicular to the wood-carved door and mulled over misdemeanour reports from the district, köz earring rolling between the pads of her fingers. Decorated columns flanked the nook, rugae of muqarnaṣ wheeling above and tulle the orange-magenta of an imperial topaz swathing it.
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