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	To enjoy good health, to bring true happiness to one’s family, to bring peace to all, one must first discipline and control one’s own mind. If a man can control his mind he can find the way to Enlightenment, and all wisdom and virtue will naturally come to him.

	Just as treasures are uncovered from the earth, so virtue appears from good deeds, and wisdom appears from a pure and peaceful mind. To walk safely through the maze of human life, one needs the light of wisdom and the guidance of virtue.

	 

	Bukkyo Dendo Kyokai–The Teachings of Buddha



	



	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	
PROLOGUE: AN INCLEMENT FORECAST


	 

	 

	TAKODA COULDN’T LOSE this harvest. The hay was all he had. So, with the whip of fear at his back, he moved too quickly through dawn’s meager glow. He didn’t bother to pace himself against his thumpy, bumpy heart, he didn’t stop to wipe the grit and sweat out of his eyes…

	 

	…and he didn’t notice the dark things creeping through the shadows beyond his field.

	 

	Takoda had lost a harvest once before to marauders, but that was way, way back. Back when his clubbed tail had barely finished blooming to spikes. He had been a younger, stronger man back then, with them quick little fingers and a real slippery tongue. He could probably find a way to get by if things came to that this season, but he was so close to market, you know? Thunder and hail, he was so close… Having to go back to picking pockets and smooth-talking wallies after a harvest this fine?

	Well, that would be a real ugly thing indeed.

	Dawn of the first harvest was always a bad morning, but today was downright urgent. It was them nasty weather predictions. He’d been talking with some of the other farmers, and they were all just as skiddy, diddy scared as him, you know? From what the outlanders could tell, the storm’s front looked bad. Real bad. Like a bad batch of potatoes bad. The day before had been sweaty, and the evening that followed had been calm as a cold knife. That meant the chilly morning breeze against Takoda’s itchy neck was just going to keep getting worse and worse. Black gales, thrashing sands, and a shredded, scattered, useless harvest.

	Like so many outlander farmers, Takoda had poured the entirety of his savings into this year’s crop. So, with that fear still cracking at his back, Takoda did what his mama always told him to do when life got bleak.

	He sang.

	 

	“The sun was playing with her hair, when that wallie Vallin made me swear

	“That I would always love her till I died.”

	“He said son the world’s right bitter cold, and when you both are getting old,

	“Just keep love’s sunshine singing on inside.”

	“But storms they came with hail and snow. I cried to him where we gon’ go?

	“So Vallin built that wall for us to hide behind,

	“Yeah, Vallin built a wallie place to hide.”

	 

	Takoda smiled at the sad, lazy tune. It was a wallie song, for sure, but it was still a goodie, you know? Especially after he’d gone and spruced it up a bit. There was just something special about that silly, wallie legend. It made his insides get all soft and fluttery. And you didn’t even need a drum or nothing to sing the song! But singing songs without drums?

	Or dancing?

	Or roaring fires?

	Takoda shivered at the thought.

	What would his poor mama think? It was another one of them bad, Centile habits he’d picked up after he’d left his village. Maybe that was why his luck had been so rotten lately…

	Maybe he was starting to turn wallie on the inside too…

	He glanced up at the pearly, peeking gleam coming through the eastern mountains as he scooped another great armful of hay into his wooden cart. Were those clouds getting faster, or was he getting slower? He had been up most of the night already. Just watching, cutting, packing, waiting, stressing, and yet there was still so much to do, you know?

	Mi cola, there was still so much to do…

	So, Takoda kept on singing.

	 

	“And when my love was sick abed, I called for Vallin and he done said:

	“He’d find a way to cure her of her ill.”

	“He ran the whole world round, and then, he went and ran it all again,

	“And like the wind his feet went blurry, whirly shrill.”

	“With thunder, yeah, his voice was filled, and from his fingers lightning spilled,

	“But in the end, he healed her with his will,

	“Yeah, that wallie healed my true love with his will.”

	 

	Takoda snorted. “Feet like the wind, yeah?” he muttered. “Wouldn’t that be something…” He couldn’t help the icky, sticky bitter feelings bubbling up in his empty stomach as he thought about it. The plains of Centile were not a forgiving place to farm. Water was scarce, the heat was intense, and the winds could wipe out a year’s worth of labor in a matter of hours. Sometimes minutes.

	Poof. Nothing left. Just a sad farmer.

	Each season was a gamble. Some outlander farmers would be rich as inner-district wallies one year and then down-in-the-ditch-destitute the next. So much depended on luck, weather, and the will of the wallies that year.

	Takoda didn’t take no chances on trendy crops or fancy fields. He was perfectly fine sticking to hay: simple, stable, sellable hay. And he always cultivated it on his bitsy two-acre field. No money wasted on hired hands. No seasonal help. Just enough space to feed himself and reap a profit. And, with no family to support, Takoda was truly free to fend for himself. Free as the wind, you know? Yes sir, free as the plains! It was how a telak was supposed to live!

	But all that sparkly freedom sort of lost its appeal on mornings like this…

	So, with nothing else to fill the lonely, Takoda’s smoky voice rattled out the third verse.

	 

	“Them years went by and I had no bread, and Vallin came to my tent and said,

	“Take this seed and toss it on the plains.”

	“So, I took it from his shiny hand and in an instant, poof! All the land

	“Was filled with fruit and golden corn and grain.”

	“And from that rocky, grouchy soil, without no plow or sweat or toil,

	“He harvested the fields without the sun or rain,

	“Yeah, he harvested them fields without no rains.”

	 

	And as if on cue, a little spritzy, speckling of rain dotted his dusty cheeks.

	Takoda plopped his load into the cart and gave the sky the grumpiest look he had. He picked a couple of straws out of the buttons of his worn, cloth shirt and bent down again, compressing all four knees of his two double-buckling legs to take the strain off his crackly back.

	He had time. Rain or no rain, he had time.

	If he kept this pace he would be on the road before midday. Maybe even at the southern gate. He just had to keep pushing, you know? Keep distracting himself from the storm and the fear and the achy, shaky feeling in his bones.

	So, he kept on singing… Kept on distracting himself…

	 

	“And when that dark stuff gathered in, and all that’s good was lost to sin,

	“Dear Vallin… Vallin… something, something… dire?”

	 

	“Bah!” Takoda swore and spat. Thunder and hail, he could never remember that last verse. It was a weird one anyway, and he didn’t have no time for wallie nonsense right now. He wiped his brow, grabbed another armful, and stuffed it into the cart.

	* * *

	The sun was up now, and the plains stretched out like a sleepy cyove to meet it. More importantly, Takoda’s cart was finally loaded. He yanked against the last end of twine and cinched it down as hard as he could around a bent nail in the wooden side. He was tired, filthy, itchy, sweaty, and more than a wee bit stinky, but at least he wasn’t too cold no more. That was something, right?

	Got to look on them bright sides every once in a while.

	The chill of early morning work was the hardest part of farming. Takoda was quite certain. Telaks needed sun, you know? He stepped back from his cart and let the morning’s first rays flutter over his wrinkled, leathery face. The dawn hadn’t burnt off the clouds, though, and his grumbly, mumbly gut knew they would keep on building in the distance…

	No time to rest yet.

	He checked the bridles on his two lahartos one last time. He bundled up his cloth tarp and stakes on the seat of his cart, just in case. Then he checked the bridles on his lahartos one last, last time. The burly lizards stood cold and still on their pillar-like legs. They were grumpy and lumpy and rumbly about the drizzly rain, but they were good boys. Their faces were wide-mouthed and round, with blunt teeth, blunter snouts, dull yellow eyes, and stubby tails. Takoda patted one of the brutes and pulled his jacket over his tan, hay-scratched arms. The cold-blooded lahartos looked downright miserable about life, but Takoda had no sympathy for their whimpers. They’d warm up before long.

	He gripped the back of his cart and hoisted himself up onto the seat, carefully swiveling his tail around to his thigh. He picked out a stray piece of hay caught between the four load-bearing toes of his left foot using the toes of his right, then he flicked it away with a grouch and a snort. He flipped up his hood, guiding his long, pointed ears through their slits in the cloth, and pulled the reins up to his lap with a practiced snap.

	The grimy, grumbly red beasts snorted their guttural protests, but they obeyed. The cart jerked forward and pulled away from Takoda’s homestead. He winced at the blinding glare of the rising sun and glanced back at his cabin. It wasn’t much: porous stones, weathered beams, and cracked clay, but it was all he needed, you know? It took him too long to learn that.

	All them wasted years trying to live in the city…

	But that was in the past. He’d finally come to his senses and went crawling back home to Mama Mountains and Papa Plains. He couldn’t stomach all the wallie politics in Centile, you know? His name alone made most of them stuck-up Centileans clutch their purses and glance around for the nearest guard. And, they usually did it before he’d even picked any pockets! The nerve. Far better to trust the land than them brillo bigots under the shield.

	Takoda’s cart pulled up over the hill at the edge of his field. The rising sun was so bright he could barely see the dirt path in front of him. It made the world look dark and colorless, like it wasn’t quite real. He pulled down on the brow of his hood, squinted through the glare, and felt his icky gut finally start to settle. There were figures moving just over the next ridge. That had to be the caravan gathering on the main road. He’d actually made it!

	Takoda’s heart let out a big old sigh, relieved he wouldn’t have to deal with the gates all by himself. A single farmer could count on getting stopped by the city guard, but it was hard to bully two hundred outlanders rushing the sentries at once, you know?

	The smell alone was usually enough to make them brillos back off a pace or two.

	Takoda chuckled at the thought. Served them over-stuffed wallies right. It wasn’t like the farmers were going to do nothing once they got inside. They never stayed more than a night, just long enough to keep their wares safe under that sparkly shield of theirs. They’d sleep in the streets until the storm passed, trying their best to keep to themselves. After that, it would be off to the markets outside the city center, or to go restock the silos along the outer wall, or maybe to–

	 

	Something shot across Takoda’s path, making him jump right out of his toes and tail.

	 

	He straightened his back and swiveled his ears forward. The sun’s light had been too bright to see it clearly, and it had moved just under the glare cast off the ridge ahead. He wiped his eyes and brow. Maybe it was just some sweat blurring his vision. Maybe he was just seeing stuff. He had been up for a real long time, you know?

	Jumpy, jumpy, jumpy… he scolded himself. Maybe his tired eyes needed–

	 

	It moved again, much quicker this time.

	 

	Takoda yelped. It couldn’t have been a blur. Not twice in the same place. He strained his eyes, but it was gone now, whatever it was… Poof. Just a squeaky quick flash against the shadows. Takoda closed his mouth to keep his teeth from getting all chittery. He was used to seeing small, burrowing things hopping and scurrying across the plains, but that one had been so big…

	A cyove perhaps?

	No. He cast the thought aside. It had been roughly their size, and on all fours too, but it had been thinner than the big canines. And hairless. Its slender arms and round head had looked almost like a telak’s…

	Memories of marauders smacked him like a club-tailed toddler with a stick. Could there really be a raiding party out here? This was too close to the Centile for a pandilla, wasn’t it? Even the nastiest, gutsiest bandits wouldn’t strike along the city’s main patrol routes, would they? He snapped his reins three quick times, trying to rush the lahartos up over the ridge. Whatever it was, he didn’t want to meet it out of line of sight of the caravan.

	 

	Just as it began to pick up speed, Takoda’s cart jerked to a complete stop.

	 

	He felt the wood lurch beneath him as something real heavy pressed against the back of the cart, pulling hard on his lahartos, and harder on his buzzing heartstrings. The lizards grunted but settled quickly, too cold to protest with any passion.

	Takoda raised himself up on his palms, craning his neck to see over the mound of hay behind him. The spiked tip of his tail twitched like a pine in the wind. The bandits would probably let him go if he surrendered the cart without a fight. He could even run ahead to the caravan and warn the others. They might be so thankful they’d give him some money to cover the loss. It was worth a shot, you know?

	But only if he could avoid a slit throat…

	Wood creaked and popped as a tremendous load hefted itself onto the bed of his cart. Takoda was too trippy, dippy scared to be confused or curious. He stood quietly, his long toes curled around the front of the cart like a bird gripping a branch, ready to spring off into a sprint at any instant. He didn’t think he’d be able to get one of the lahartos free in time, but if he ran now he could probably avoid a fight…

	Or he’d take an arrow to the back…

	Stick. Splat. Plop.

	Was it worth the risk? Maybe if he waited a–

	 

	His thoughts stilled as something terrible came into view.

	 

	First, he saw only a face: hard and chipped and ashen, like sun-bleached bone on the plains. Then, he saw a body: grey and wiry, like the fetid limbs of a skinned corpse. Takoda watched in horror as the wretched thing slowly climbed onto the seat beside him. It moved with drawn, deliberate steps, like a prairie cat slinking low in a patch of grass. It crawled forward on all fours: stretched wrists leading to two massive fingers on each hand. It walked on its knuckles, with bulbous, barbed talons curled tight against its greasy, black palms. Takoda stepped away gently, staring into what looked like the lifeless eye sockets of an empty skull.

	In a frantic spasm, he turned to run, only to find another creature silently waiting on the seat beside him. With an empty yelp, Takoda felt the beast wrench his helpless body down, slamming him against the back of the cart like he didn’t weigh nothing at all. The barbs on its fingers pierced his flesh and Takoda felt an immediate, burning pain as the creature’s venom stung his nerves and poisoned his blood. He tried to scream, but the beast’s claws closed around his throat, choking out the sound before it split his lips. The burning sensation scorched across his neck and he clenched his teeth in agony. It felt like his throat was swelling shut, closing up as he struggled for breath.

	The rancid thing brought its face close to Takoda’s, stretching out its lower jaw and letting a long, black tongue slide out between chipped, brittle teeth. It slipped the putrid appendage across his face before silently glancing to the other. The second beast reached for the cloth tarp at Takoda’s side, delicately pulling it open and exposing the pile of rusty stakes within.

	In one perfectly coordinated motion, the first creature lifted a stake to Takoda’s chest while the other pounded its skull against it. In two hits, Takoda felt the stake drive through his skin and flesh and lungs, pinning his body to the wooden back of the cart. He choked but didn’t scream, feeling hot blood bubble up into his throat. He looked up in shock at the monstrosity before him. The creature’s forehead was dented and spiderwebbed with a hundred tiny fractures, yet the beast showed no signs of pain. Takoda looked into the monster’s empty eyes and saw a faint, white gleam.

	It somehow looked more alive, now that Takoda felt his own life seeping out his chest.

	The cart thrashed and heaved as something shifted its weight in the back. Takoda watched the spike slip in and out of his chest with the sudden movement.

	Surprisingly, it didn’t hurt.

	Nothing hurt.

	He felt completely cold. Perfectly numb. With mild curiosity, Takoda watched as his murderers meticulously placed the reins back in his hands and gently draped them over his lap. With nimble claws, they then adjusted his shirt, carefully pulling the cloth to cover the stake.

	I guess I’m going to the other side today… he thought, and his poisoned mind couldn’t feel sad or scared or… nothing. His limbs hung cold and limp from his torso, and he felt his flesh fail all around him as his eyes slid closed for the last time.

	* * *

	Beyond the ridge, the caravan was gathering. A slow trickle of farmers converged in sleepy streams, each cart slipping smoothly into their midst. Takoda’s lahartos knew the way. They pulled the cart along the familiar path and joined the others. Instantly forgotten, and instantly hidden. Together, the caravan meandered forward, steadily making its way to the city in the sun. Steadily approaching one of four stone gates that were the only path under Centile’s flowing canopy of golden light.

	The road advanced through the sky’s sheltering glare, while shifting winds played along the endless grass of the Centilean Plain. Hills as soft as memory rose and fell along a seared skyline, hiding the cracks and seams and jagged cliffs of a forgotten chaos. They sat as topographical mementos: tokens of the global ataxia from a long-dormant caustic age. It was an age that few telaks acknowledged anymore. An age that none who lived could remember.

	But it was also an age that was destined to be repeated.

	 

	Repeated, because it never truly ended.



PART ONE: THAT WHICH WAS LOST
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CHAPTER 1: AN ISLAND WITH NO NAME


	 

	 

	THE ONLY LIGHT guiding Olenka’s steps came from the sour, yellow glow of fish oil lanterns clinging to the warped lintels she passed. The storm’s crashing torrents were so relentless around her that they almost felt peaceful. It was an island that couldn’t be found on most maps, just a collection of shanties and taverns far from the trade routes used by most sirena and siokoy. In fact, it was a place that was actively avoided by all but the most unsavory of crews. Still, Olenka stepped with poise and precision in the gloom, her long, webbed feet lighting over the water as it streamed across the rusty nails and splintering beams.

	Her slight ankles stayed almost a hand’s breadth off the ground as she walked, aligning perfectly with her calves. It gave Olenka’s supple joints a high, exaggerated gait that seemed impractically elegant. In the water, however, the full length of her legs was employed in powerful kicks that rippled in fluid thrusts from the sockets of her hips all the way to the tips of her pointed, middle toes.

	Her people, the Bantay Tubig, were built for life on the Great Sea. Not just their feet, but everything about them was streamlined for an aquatic existence. Their skin was thick and smooth, keeping them warm in the dark of the deep and swift against adverse currents. Their bodies were completely bald, save for the hair on their heads, which they often shaved or kept contained in tight, fish-skin hoods. Their complexions were light and pearly across the face, torso, and inner thighs but faded at the ribs to a stark cobalt that painted their backs and shoulders as dark as the sea. The colors blended smoothly together except for an intricate pattern formed along the forehead.

	This kudori mark was the only real distinction between the four castes of the Bantay Tubig: the pampered kataw hiding away in their perfect city beneath the waves, the warrior sirena and siokoy braving the dangers of the sea, and the vast villages of farming, peddling ugkoy supporting them all. Each were fixed into their castes by their kudori, like the moon driving the tides where it pleased.

	 

	Olenka’s kudori had haunted her all her life.

	 

	She rounded a corner and marched deeper into the shanties, leaving the jagged edge of the boardwalk that jutted out over the sea. The seclusion made her uneasy. It was a unique claustrophobia she had acquired from three years sailing on a banca.

	Just visible through the curtains of fat raindrops, an old ugkoy woman sat smoking an elaborate ivory pipe in the corner of an alley while the relentless torrent pounded a taut, cloth canopy above her. She watched Olenka closely through grey, shallow irises, the coils of smoke curling up from her nostrils. Olenka didn’t make eye contact with her. There was only one person on this whole soggy rock she wanted to talk to. The rest were distractions at best and a slit throat at worst.

	The walkway snaked to the left, coming full circle around the island’s craggy wall. The entire landmass was little more than a fang of rock erupting from the tide. The collection of buildings was constructed on a series of wobbly beams fitted into drilled holes in the structure. They skirted the titanic slab like a siokoy’s shark tooth necklace, just brushing the hightide line and creaking miserably whenever the water pulled away beneath it. Olenka kept her eyes on the tavern signs. There were no words or names, useless as they were to the illiterate crews that lurked under their doors. Instead they bore simple images. She passed a crab and a scallop shell before she found the one she was looking for.

	The fire-fish sign swung in the breeze, the squeal of its iron hinges eclipsed by a million drops colliding with the ocean beyond. The image was crude and stylized, but the fire-fish’s striped barbs and frills were easily discernible. Olenka glanced up and down the walkway and then pushed the door open.

	The inside of the tavern wasn’t much quieter. The meager wood walls kept out the storm’s chill but none of its din. A rugged ugkoy couple sat behind the counter, eyes fixed on Olenka. The stench of pipe smoke and booze fumes was exceptionally heavy for such a drafty shack. A few siokoy crews were drinking at tables around the back, nothing but their tilted cups and tattooed shoulders visible in the yellow lamplight.

	Olenka stepped up to the counter and leaned back on one forearm. Her fingers, webbed to the first knuckle, gently rapped against the wood as she scanned the crowd. There were at least three distinct crews here: one passing pebbles along a board game on a wooden crate, one laughing and throwing something sharp at the wall, and a third crew way on the other side that–

	 

	Olenka turned away to hide the thrill in her eyes.

	 

	The crew in the back was the one. It had to be. There were four of them in total: three gnarled siokoy and a single sirena in their midst. That was the first clue. The only real difference between sirena and siokoy was gender, but mixed-caste crews were strictly taboo. Only pirates would flaunt their blasphemies so boldly.

	The second clue was the sirena’s attire. Most sirena, Olenka included, wore a tight fish-skin vest and a girdle of straps for holding knives, fishing spears, and whatever else the sea might demand. It wasn’t comfortable or attractive; it was practical. This sirena was not dressed for the sea, but for crawling the taverns. She wore a sweeping leather vest, open to a tight shirt of fine, pale cloth. Her neck and wrists were covered in tinkling ornaments, and she brandished a gaudy nose ring of traditional Bharatian stamped gold.

	She wasn’t a warrior. She was a captain. This had to be the crew Olenka was looking for.

	 

	“You orderin’ something, miss?”

	 

	Olenka turned to see that the old ugkoy man had risen to her spot at the counter. He had the worn, wrinkled face of a Bantay Tubig that spent too much time in the smoke and not enough in the sea.

	Olenka nodded. “Four shots of rice wine,” she said, sliding a silver barya out onto the counter.

	The old man chuckled, his gruff voice like crunching shells on wet sand. “We don’t get much of that around here, miss. I can offer you four shots of lambanog, though. That alright?”

	“Lambanog?” Olenka tilted her head and the old man dove under the counter, rummaging through the glass necks.

	“We make it with coconut sap,” he said with a smile. “Comes out strong and sweet. Perfect for a tough little thing like yourself.”

	Olenka rolled her eyes and peered over the counter. “Is it clear?”

	“Clear?” The ugkoy glanced up with a puzzled look but pulled out a long, glass bottle and poured a shot into a bamboo glass. The alcohol flowed bright and transparent, and a sweet, spicy scent bit Olenka’s nose, testifying to its potency.

	“That clear enough for you, miss?”

	Olenka nodded. “Should be fine. Get me one more glass of just water. Oh, and a tray.”

	“You know,” he muttered as he poured, “for a couple more bai I could set you up with a real nice spiced bottle. Cinnamon and raisins is our house spec–”

	“No.” Olenka slipped her coin pouch back into her girdle and cleared her throat. “This’ll be it.”

	The old man shrugged. “Suit yourself.”

	He slapped a metal tray up onto the counter and pulled a fifth glass through a basin of water.

	“Thank you very much,” Olenka sang, stacking the cups up onto the tray. “You know, now that I think about it, there is one more thing… I don’t suppose you know anything about that crew in the corner. The mixed one?”

	The old ugkoy’s face dropped and he shook his head. “Listen, little sister, I never ask no questions about my customers that I don’t need answers to. Spit and rain both fill the sea, ya hear me? If you pay your tab, then you’re welcome here. That’s all I gotta say about it.”

	Olenka smirked. “That’s not really what I asked, but you answered my question anyway.”

	Olenka swiveled the tray so that the glass of water was directly in front of her and stood briskly. Before she could leave, the old ugkoy’s hand shot out and grabbed her arm.

	“Listen,” he croaked, “I do know enough about them to not get mixed up in their business, alright?”

	Olenka shook off the man’s hand and glanced up into his worried eyes. Something seemed to click in his mind, and his gaze slipped up to Olenka’s intricate, swirling forehead.

	“You’re not no sirena, are you?”

	Olenka turned without a word, marching toward the table in the corner.

	“Guess you’ll just have to wait and see,” she whispered.

	* * *

	The mixed crew members were all bent over a sea chart when Olenka slid a seat over to their table. The siokoy to her right quickly rolled up the chart and all of them leaned back, staring storms at Olenka. She smiled and passed out the bamboo shot glasses in a very disarming way.

	“With all that chatter, I figured you four might want something to wet your throats.”

	A siokoy to Olenka’s left stood abruptly, nearly knocking over his chair as he grabbed her by the shoulder. His bare chest was a tangle of tattoos, leather straps, and jagged jewelry. Most were shark’s teeth, but Olenka spied a few squid beaks strung along the cords. The left side of his face was streaked with scars that ran to a stump that had once been an ear and an unnatural divot in the man’s trapezius.

	“Leave us.” His voice gurgled as he spoke, as if half the words got stuck in a flap of filleted flesh in his cheek. He pulled a thin, bone knife from a strap at his waist.

	 

	“Now, now, Hiroki. She’s just trying to be friendly.”

	 

	The siokoy turned back to his sirena captain then sat down. He released Olenka’s shoulder but didn’t sheath his knife. The captain leaned forward, resting her chin on her fist. Her nose ring caught the lamplight just right, throwing a brilliant gleam against the rows of ink in Hiroki’s chest.

	“What would a pretty minnow like you be doing out here in such… deep… water?” She drew out each word like Olenka was a little puddle pup who might not catch their true meaning.

	Olenka smiled and lifted her glass. “I’m here to propose a toast.”

	The captain smirked in amusement that was quickly fading to annoyance. “And what exactly do you suppose we will be toasting, little sister?”

	Olenka tilted her head toward the rolled-up sea chart being shifted off the table. “Well, for starters, how about a salvage contract?”

	The three siokoy stiffened, turning to their captain. Unlike the others, the sirena stayed quite still. She smirked and shook her head.

	“And what makes you think we have a contract for your ilk?” the siokoy holding the chart muttered.

	Olenka set down her cup and leaned back. “Word on the docks is you four are looking for a crew that can pull off a salvage dive. A deep dive. If you’re not too stingy about splitting the claim, then my crew will take the bid.”

	The three siokoy shifted toward their captain, uncertain of what to do. The sirena’s skeptical smile never faltered, and her eyes never left Olenka’s. She lifted her gifted glass and sniffed its contents.

	“You should know that I don’t take kindly to those who waste my time, little sister.”

	“We should get along just fine, then.” Olenka motioned to the chart again. “So, are we going to go over the details or just spend the night glaring and flexing?”

	The siokoy each twitched but suppressed their comments. The sirena captain laughed, glancing around at her flustered crew. “What’s your name, little minnow?”

	“Olenka. And you are?”

	“Omi,” the sirena whispered, her smile sharp as a knife. She slipped a stray strand of her matted locks back behind her ear as she leaned forward over the table. Her voice was low and tense. It was the voice of someone who was done being taken for granted.

	“This is your last chance to leave,” she whispered. “Walk away, and I’ll let this all blow over. Stay, and your crew will finish the contract or die trying.”

	A ripple of adrenaline fluttered through Olenka’s ribs. Not from anxiety or regret, but excitement. Olenka kept her eyes fixed on Omi’s, studying the sirena’s silver stare. Her eyes were like a crystal tide on an overcast morning. Omi waited, but Olenka’s gaze matched her resolve. So, the captain smiled, leaned back, and raised a hand to the siokoy with the chart.

	“Isko?” she prompted.

	He grunted and unrolled the scrap of leather.

	Olenka leaned forward on her forearms, taking it in. It was a map of all the currents and sea lanes down a one-hundred kilometer stretch along the northern coast. The ink scratched along the leather was harsh, but very precise. She quickly recognized the formation of islands depicted, but there were a few more marked here than she’d known existed. It was not a pleasing or elegant map, but, in the hands of one who could read the stars, it was priceless.

	“We are here,” the siokoy mumbled, pressing a webbed finger to a blotch near the bottom. Isko slid it along a current running north toward the shipping lanes. “There. Twenty kilometers from shore and about six cable lengths from these rocks.”

	Olenka nodded and looked up at Omi. “How deep?”

	“About two hundred meters.” She rubbed her eyes and sat back. “Two fifty at the most.”

	Olenka stared at the map as the adrenaline shot through her again. This time it was anxiety. She was used to great depths. Most of her childhood had been spent fifty to a hundred meters beneath the surface, but two hundred and fifty?

	 

	“You havin’ some second thoughts there, short fins?”

	 

	Olenka glanced up at Hiroki. The scarred siokoy was glaring at her, humor and contempt splitting his mangled features.

	“What equipment do you have?” Olenka turned away as she spoke, directing her comments to Omi. The captain was staring thoughtfully at Olenka, absently feeling the contours of her nose ring.

	“A diving bell mounted to our barge, a few compression vests, and we can get ahold of a couple lanterns,” she said, then she turned to the third member of her crew. “Weeping stones won’t make it that deep, will they Aroon?”

	The third siokoy scratched at his neck and shook his head. “Nah, that shrimp spit’ll fade too quick. They’d be goin’ dark before we got that bell halfway down there.”

	Omi nodded. “We’ll need the shells, then. Or perhaps live fire-spitters?”

	Aroon’s scratching hand climbed to his chin. “Probably be needin’ both, I’s thinkin’. Them clusterwinkles’ll be dim, but they’s steady, too. And the shrimp’ll help keep up the brights when they’s needing it. The boys an’ I’ll be gettin’ it all sorted, Cap’n. No worries.”

	Olenka nodded. “What’s the timeframe?”

	Omi shrugged. “We can have everything ready in an hour. Hit the mark in three. Your crew will ride out with us, and we’ll take you to shore once the salvage is compl–”

	 

	“No.”

	 

	Olenka’s voice seemed much louder than it was, and she glanced around the room to make sure she hadn’t attracted any unwelcome attention. Omi’s eyebrow rose sharply, and her three siokoy stiffened.

	“Excuse me?”

	“I said no.” Olenka’s response was flat and firm. “Tattered sails, sister. Do you think this is my first dive? We’ll take our banca and meet you three just off the rocks. You can take us out from there if you like, but there’s no buwisit way I’m running the risk of you stranding us twenty kilometers offshore, especially on a night job.”

	The table was silent for a moment, then Aroon chuckled.

	“I ain’t thinkin’ this one’s understandin’ us, Cap’n,” he croaked in his southern isles accent.

	Olenka twisted her head toward him, not even attempting to hide the disgust in her eyes. “And what exactly do you think this one ain’t understandin’? Hmm? That you’re all kaizo? That you killed a lost crew running a load from the tall miners? That you were sloppy and sank their banca before you got to the loot? If we’re going to do this, then you four need to stop playing games. This is business. You supply the gear and the location, I provide the divers. We split the claim fifty-fifty. Those are my terms. Accept them and we’ll get the job done. If not, you can go make that uzai dive by yourselves. Two fifty should be nothing for a group of bottom feeders like yourselves.”

	“Alright.” Hiroki stood again, his bone knife still drawn. “I’ve had enough of–”

	“Sit down, you buwisit,” Omi spat. Hiroki stopped, but he did not sit, and he did not take his gaze from Olenka.

	Captain Omi snatched up a glass of lambanog and eyed Olenka suspiciously. “You have the spirit of a tempest, little sister. I will give you that. Very brave and very, very foolish…”

	Olenka scoffed. “And you’ve got the heart of a shark, Omi.”

	The captain chuckled. “Well, flattery will get you nowhere, sister. Pretty minnow like you ought to know that by now.”

	Olenka raised her glass. “At the rock in three hours?”

	The siokoy grabbed their glasses and raised them, eyeing their captain. Omi’s face was calm and cold, like an eel peering from the corals. She nodded to Olenka. “Three hours it is.”

	They swallowed their shots, and Olenka hurried through the door.



CHAPTER 2: MORNING MISCHIEF


	 

	 

	A PEBBLE FLITTED through Corin’s window and slapped him against the cheek. He stirred and groaned and rolled over on his cot, but he did not wake. The second pebble was less subtle. Also, it wasn’t really a pebble. The rock pelted him with decided precision, drilling Corin in the temple and wrenching him from the same dream he’d had every night for the past week.

	Corin’s body thrashed, and someone giggled. He raised himself up to his elbow, his long, pointed ears swiveling toward the window. Even groggy as he was, he knew there could only be one culprit of such a heinous act…

	Adahy sat perched on the iron bar of the neighbor’s laundry rack. The eight long toes of his hand-like feet were curled around the railing, his spindly telak-legs balancing his weight on his hind set of knees. He wore the typical clothes of a tribal outlander: long sleeves of vibrant colors and patchwork patterns, skin-tight red shorts decorated with white paint, and beads and feathers of all kinds woven into the braided locks of his cedar hair, all of it wound and bundled up in a crimson headscarf. He held a long spear wrapped in small carved charms loosely across his lap. He had all the grace and plumage of a songbird.

	Corin sighed and threw his face into his pillow and groaned. “Why? What could you possibly want with me right now?” 

	Adahy laughed. “Wallie, wallie, my wallie…” he clucked, “this’ll be the highlight of your morning, yeah? Guarantee it.” His mahogany face stretched into an inviting grin. “Meet me out front!”

	Corin’s protest balled up behind his teeth as he watched Adahy bound away. He threw off the covers and swiveled his toes onto the warm stone floor as he rubbed his grubby, crusty face. He looked up through stretched, red eyelids and parted fingers at his barren room. A wooden shelf of clean clothes and a woven, reed basket of dirty clothes were his only decorations.

	He stepped up from the bed, pulling at the unruly shag of his sandy hair. He reached for a shirt but hesitated. The crumpled texture of the dark, wrinkled cloth reminded him of his dream. It was the only dream Corin could remember having that didn’t fade after he woke up. Instead it grew, drawing his thoughts out into something between fear and obsession, tainting his already weary mind with the most unsettling image. He saw it then: the long, black clouds of a fierce storm boiling across the horizon. There was something unnatural about them, like there was something terrible just beyond the edge of the closest cloud.

	Something coiling.

	Something writhing.

	Something elegantly hidden.

	Corin shook his head and dug through his pile of clothes. He thought briefly about bathing, but decided it wasn’t worth Adahy’s scorn. He sniffed a pair of grey shorts and pulled them on, first slipping them back, then forward over his set of opposing knees. He buttoned the fly in front, then fastened the strap over his tail set. He stepped out into the main room of the house, climbing into his linen shirt as he walked. Corin scoured the pantry for something to eat but found the bread and fruit bowls lacking. He settled for a handful of toasted wheat kernels in a clay jar by the wash basin.

	He stared out the frameless, paneless window as he chewed, taking in the sights and scents of the shabby street. The morning air somehow balanced the last hint of night’s chill with the dry scent of dust and cooking coals. The clamor of merchants and vendors pushing their carts to market was a constant roar against Corin’s skull, one he had grown impossibly numb to. The southern district of Centile woke very early and very abruptly.

	 

	Corin didn’t.

	 

	Contrary to his father’s, and pretty much everyone else’s, opinion, it wasn’t because he was lazy. He just had a hard time finding the motivation to face the exact same day over and over again. Every morning felt indistinguishable: as far back as he could remember and as far forward as he could imagine. The same dirt under his nails, the same afternoons spent in the workshop, the same lectures about his future…

	Maybe that’s why he let Adahy get him into so much trouble all the time.

	Corin brushed the chaff from his palms and stepped out into the alley. Three swollen barrels of rainwater were pressed against the side of the house. Corin dipped his hands in and took a long, cool draught. He used a second scoop to wash his hair and face and scrub the grit from the creases of his neck. He flicked his ears and wrists and tail and turned around to face his father’s workshop. Across the alley he could hear his old man banging away inside. Corin stepped over the worn dirt and pushed open the door.

	“Oh good, you’re up,” his father said. “Hand me that chisel there, would you son? The small one by the bellows.”

	Marcus’ face was peering down at an unfinished cobblestone clutched in his thick, leather gloves. He seemed to be trying to smooth a stubborn divot off the edge. Corin sighed and turned to the unkempt stack of tools on the table to his right. His father’s workshop was a tangled nest of perfectly structured chaos. Every meter dedicated to its own haphazard project, all of them in various states of incompletion. Corin picked the chisel from the pile with his toes and stepped over a casting frame. Marcus received the tool with a grunt and put it to use.

	“Late start, don’t you think?” Marcus blew some grit from the cobblestone and brushed at it with his gloved palm.

	Corin sighed. “I suppose. Are we in a rush?”

	“No more than usual.” Marcus shrugged and looked up from his work. “We’ve got this order of four hundred cobbles due tomorrow to the plaza. Not to mention those six axes. Can you run the grindstone while I finish these up?”

	“Actually,” Corin cleared his throat, glancing around for a place to sit down, “I was hoping to spend the morning with Adahy. I guess he needs my help with something.”

	Marcus squinted as he wiped a bead of sweat from his brow. “This morning? But we have your brother’s–”

	“I know,” Corin interrupted as he tried clearing a pile of nails from a stone block. They jangled and dangled a bit too precariously, so he gave up. “I won’t be late. I’ll run the grindstone when we get back.”

	Marcus’ rugged features deepened as he regarded his son. All telaks had rich, tan complexions, but his father’s russet face paled them all. Except maybe some of the outlanders. His skin was weathered and tough, blurring the lines between chin, neck, and leather apron. His clothes typically matched that haggard look, but today was special. His shirt was neat and pressed, with the suede strap of his collar carefully laced up in what could have resembled symmetry… at least from a distance.

	Corin looked carefully up and down his father, but there were no grease spots or sparks holes to be found on anything he wore. Merciful sun… he might have even run a brush through his hair this morning.

	There was something else, too: a subtle shine in the dark of his father’s eye.

	 

	So subtle, in fact, that no one but Corin would have noticed it.

	 

	“Well, Cor, I suppose it’s your choice,” Marcus grumbled, “but I was hoping we might forgo the shop tonight to celebrate with your brother.”

	“There’ll be time after. I’ll get it done.”

	Marcus scowled but nodded. “Well, just don’t be late, alright?”

	“No worries,” Corin called out as he slipped through the door. “I’ll meet you outside the square!”

	* * *

	The streets in front of Corin’s home were a smoky, sweaty river of wooden carts and hopeful merchants. The entire southern district seemed to be draining from their pressed, dirt roads, and sandy, clay hovels to line the streets along the way to Centile’s central district. Carts loaded with baked goods, dyed cloth, and carved jewelry scraped and swerved as merchants fought their way to the prime peddling posts.

	Corin turned, squinting in the morning sun, trying to spot his friend out somewhere in the bustling crowd. A telak dressed in all red should have been easy to spot amid–

	 

	In a heart-stopping smack, Adahy dropped onto the street in front of him.

	 

	He perked up, quickly biting into an apple.

	“Thunder and hail, man!” Corin gripped at his forehead. “It’s too early for that!”

	Adahy glanced down. “For an apple?”

	“No, of course I didn’t…” Corin sighed. “Why would I… Whatever.”

	Adahy chuckled. “Hey, you want one, yeah? I been smuggling it around just for you!”

	He held out the fruit, bright and crisp and perfect. Corin hesitated at first but then snatched it up.

	“So, who’d you swipe these from?” he said, polishing the peel on his shirt.

	Adahy’s eyebrows shot right up to his headscarf. “Swiped? What a wicked, wallie word, yeah? A wallie like you is gonna be talking to me about swiped? These, my doubtin’ Chiqalan, were picked out on my plains, grown from my soil, and made sweet by my sun, yeah? Wouldn’t you say that makes them my fruit?”

	Adahy sung his words with the subtle accent of the plains, each phrase arching a note too high at the end. It made his sentences sound correct and resolved, but also like there was an unspoken question drifting out the corner of his lips, as if every phrase held an impish caveat concealed in calming crescendo.

	 

	Usually that question seemed to be: You’re a baca-brained buffoon, aren’t you?

	 

	Corin rolled his eyes and bit into the apple. “Uh huh. And who picked all of your fruit?”

	Adahy took another bite and shrugged. “Don’t know. Some guy with a cart two blocks down.”

	Corin shook his head but kept eating. Reasoning with Adahy was like telling the wind to change directions.

	“So, is this what you got me up for?” Corin asked. “Needed an accomplice in your morning mischief?”

	Adahy smirked. “Well, yes and no. But we got way more important mischief to be mischiefing than some silly fruit, yeah? Come on!”

	Adahy crunched into the last of his apple and tossed the core. He compressed his legs and used his spear to vault up onto a nearby roof.

	“Seriously?” Corin groaned as the outlander flew away. “Can’t we just stay on the ground today?”

	Adahy twisted around and shot Corin a disgusted look. “Have you seen them streets? Huh? They’d run us down flat! Like ants, yeah? Squish! Come on! I’ll pull your wallie tail up.”

	Corin bit the last mouthful off his apple and wiped his palms on his pants. He held a hand to Adahy. “You know this is illegal, right?”

	“Don’t be stupid!” Adahy grunted and jerked his friend up the porous wall. “Listen to me, Chiqalan, a rule’s only a rule as long as it’s enforced, yeah? The guards? Pssh… Them brillos got better things to do today than run us down.”

	“Better than run me down? Maybe. But you?” Corin chuckled as he got back up on his feet, pausing to glare at the outlander. “I think they’d make an exception. And my name’s Corin, alright?”

	Adahy feigned nausea. “Wallie through and through, huh? What would your poor mama say?”

	Corin brushed some stray grit from his knees. “I think she would have said you’re a bad influence on me.”

	“Wow…” Adahy smiled and clapped Corin’s shoulder. “Thank you, yeah? My Chiqalan, that’s the nicest thing anyone’s said to me all day. Bad influence on a wallie, eh? Beautiful. Now, come on!”

	 

	And Adahy was suddenly two rooftops away.

	 

	“Where exactly are we going?” Corin yelled, but it was a gesture done out of principle. He knew Adahy wouldn’t respond. The outlander bounded off across the sandy roofs, hopping breezily over crowds and alleys alike. Corin sighed but followed, hating himself for liking these shenanigans as much as he did.

	* * *

	The two telaks skipped their way over the dusty slums, passing piles of broken crates and clay bread ovens, baked brittle in the relentless desert sun. They wound around to the northwest, skirting the inner wall.

	Dividing the outer districts from the city center was a shield of glistening, golden light. It rose from Vallin’s Tower at the heart of Centile and vaulted out in a great dome that enveloped the inner district. The buildings of Centile were squat and weathered outside the shield, but they surged up in stately grandeur beneath it. Sandy walls were replaced by molded brick, dirt streets with fitted cobblestone. And the wall of light ebbed and glistened in streams of sparks that bulged and stretched with the wind all around it.

	Adahy suddenly jerked to a halt, crouching down behind a stubby, stone battlement. Corin slipped up behind him, trying to track his friend’s gaze.

	“There we are, yeah?” Adahy pointed and whispered, his tail flicking furiously. “You see that big building out yonder?”

	Corin squinted and followed the gesture. Straight ahead was a collection of the city’s grain silos and several massive, brick warehouses.

	“Which one are you talking about?” he asked.

	Adahy swiveled up behind Corin, gripping his ears like handlebars and aiming his head. “Right down there! The big one with all the glass. You see it, yeah?”

	Corin pulled free of his friend’s clutches. “Okay! Yes, I see it. What’s your problem with it?”

	Adahy crouched down, suddenly somber. “My problem is with who’s in it, Chiqalan.”

	“Who?” Corin shook his head. “What are you talking about?”

	Adahy bounced his fingertips against his lips, contemplating the warehouse. “Two days ago, a big group of guards came by our village. Spears, cyoves, the whole brillo show, right? Now, normally my father would have shown them the way off, but he was… well, he didn’t, yeah? So, them nasty wallies went and rounded up half the baca herd! Just hauled straight them off the plains! Shoved ’em all up in that building.”

	Corin frowned. “Are you saying the city guard stole your tribe’s herd of bacas?”

	“Our herd?” Adahy smacked Corin’s arm with his spear. “This is the problem with all of you wallies! Walls! Always walls! Yours, mine, ours, theirs, everything is walls with you! Mi cola, you all so boxed up in here you can’t see the sky no more, yeah? No, they’re not our herd, but we take care of them and they take care of us. And the guards? They skin them all for leather and chop up the rest for cyoves, yeah? No respect for nobody…”

	Corin sat back and rubbed the sting out of his arm, trying to make sense of the situation. “So, what exactly are you suggesting? Wait… That’s the wrong word. What are you plotting?”

	Adahy smiled. “We gonna break ’em out, yeah? You and me.”

	“Absolutely not.”

	“Oh, come on! Chi–” He stopped himself and sweetened his pleading tone. “Corin, please. It won’t be that bad, yeah? I figured it out already! Look, look, look, come check it out.”

	Corin sighed and shook his head but slipped back up next to the battlement.

	“See?” Adahy pointed. “Count the guards. How many you see?”

	Corin squinted, the shield’s glare catching his eye off to the left. It looked like there were two fully armored soldiers at the door. Maybe a third through the warehouse doorway.

	“I don’t know,” Corin muttered. “You tell me.”

	“There are only four of them brillos,” Adahy sang. “Two outside and two inside, yeah? That’s nothing!”

	Corin laughed. “No, actually, that’s four.”

	“Yeah? Well it’s usually it’s a lot more, alright?” Adahy snapped. “But they all down at the plaza party waiting for all that shiny nonsense to come rolling in. This is our chance, yeah?”

	Corin stood up to walk away. “Do you have any idea how stupid this is? What if they catch us? What if they catch you?”

	Adahy stood too, placing both of his hands on Corin’s shoulders. “Corin, please. I’m asking you not just as friends, but as family, yeah? The tribe needs this, and I can’t do it all by myself.”

	Corin raised an eyebrow. “Yes, you could.”

	“Okay, maybe I could,” Adahy admitted, “but it would be a whole lot harder, yeah? Come o-o-on…”

	Corin shook his head, pressing his fingers into his eyes. “Why do I always let you talk me into this stuff?”

	Adahy smiled and smacked Corin’s shoulder. “Because deep down in that wallie, wallie heart of yours you know I’m right.”

	Corin slouched and shrugged off Adahy’s hands. “I assume you have a plan?”

	“No way!” Adahy cried. “Plans are too stiff, yeah? We got to be flexible. We gotta be the wind. Roll with whatever happens.”

	“I need a plan.”

	“I don’t want one.”

	“Then I’m out.”

	Adahy rolled his eyes and threw up his hands. “Ay, mi tonto! Alright, alright, alright… How ’bout this? I go start something with the guards on the inside. Get them all riled up, yeah? Then, you slip in and let out all the bacas.”

	“No way!” Corin let out a nervous chuckle. “That’s absurd. You want me to be the one to sneak in there?”

	“Would you rather be the distraction?”

	“Yeah!” Corin scoffed. “I would actually.”

	Adahy laughed. “Oh yeah? What are you going to do? Walk up to them and ask them how their day is going?”

	“I mean… maybe.”

	Adahy squawked and whispered something to the sky that Corin couldn’t quite make out, then he snapped back up into his friend’s face. “No! You listen to me, my wallie. I’ll get them all out of there, and you slip in and set the herd free, yeah? Sweet and simple as corn cake.”

	It was clear from his tone that further critique would no longer be tolerated. Adahy jumped up onto the battlement, crouched and ready to pounce…

	 

	…but Corin reached up and grabbed his tail just before the outlander leapt.

	 

	“Wait!” Corin hissed. “How am I supposed to get in? There’ll still be guards at the door, won’t there?”

	Adahy flicked the barbed end of his tail at Corin, pricking his forearm. “Then break a window!” he snapped.

	Corin recoiled and scowled. Adahy slipped off the edge, landing lightly on a crate below. Corin watched the outlander’s scarlet head bob off into the distance. He sighed and sat back, feeling his heart starting to race.

	“What am I doing…” Corin whispered to himself. “Am I really this bored?”

	And he slumped down to wait.

	* * *

	There was a piercing crash followed by the immense sound of stone tearing through glass. Corin jerked upright in time to see the two guards at the warehouse entrance rushing into the open doorway. His breath froze in his chest as he listened to the brawl echoing from within. Furious cries clapped out from the warehouse followed by the bright bang of metal.

	Corin hopped off the roof, rushing for cover behind a nearby wall. He peered around the edge and was just in time to see Adahy burst shoulder-first through a window around the side of the building. He was wearing what could only have been a guard’s helmet. He hit the ground and rolled up to his feet, his tail twirling in exhilaration as silver shards rained down around him.

	 

	Four guards rushed through the doorway behind him. Only three had helmets.

	 

	Two of the guards darted straight for Adahy, spitting obscenities and swinging spears with each step. The hatless one motioned for the last guard to stay by the door, and then joined in the pursuit.

	Adahy was absolutely glowing.

	He squealed with insane laughter as he threw himself into the race, dashing straight toward Corin’s hiding spot.

	“Good luck, yeah!” he sang.

	The outlander banked up the wall of the far building and juked off into a tight side street. Corin slammed his back against the wall and listened to the swearing, scrambling scuffle of three very flustered guards scraping their ironclad way into a cramped alley.

	The sound finally faded, and Corin slid down to a sitting position.

	He was used to his friend’s antics, but they had never involved the city guard before. Not so directly, at least. Sure, there had been that one time with the moldy corn husks… but that didn’t count.

	Corin took a deep breath and peered back around the wall. The last guard was still holding his post at the doorway. Understandably, he seemed on edge, but judging by the slant of his ears, he wasn’t very focused on the warehouse behind him.

	Corin wiped the sweat from his brow and crossed the street as casually as he could. The guard didn’t even notice. Trying not to move too quickly, Corin ducked behind some crates and into the shadows. He slipped to the back end of the warehouse, giving the building a wide berth. Judging from the debris, Adahy had smashed three windows in total: an entrance, an exit, and… maybe a third for fun?

	Corin scanned the empty street. The echoing thrum of distant crowds was strangely comforting against the silence of the area. Corin felt his nervous tail curl around his thigh. He stepped slowly and deliberately, letting the pad of each toe press in silence. Straight ahead was one of Adahy’s broken windows, situated directly above a barrel. Corin leapt up and peeked his head up through the opening, trying his best to keep his ears down.

	The warehouse was long but cramped with corrals. There was a narrow walkway down the middle lined with rows of stalls, each filled to capacity with squalling, baying bacas. On the far end was a small clearing by the doorway with chairs and a table.  He could see the guard’s elbow through the opening, but the room was otherwise clear.

	Corin leaned back and examined the jagged edge of the window. He picked out a few shards and then hoisted himself up to the ledge. It was tall enough for him to crouch in. His feet crunched the broken glass under his weight as he clutched the edge with his toes, but the agitated bacas covered the sound. Corin swallowed and dropped down with a gentle pat. His eyes shot to the guard’s elbow as soon as he landed.

	Nothing.

	With a nervous sigh, Corin inspected the baca corrals. There were four iron gates along the wooden fencing. Each was latched shut with a metal rod that fit into a hole drilled into the dirt, but none of them were locked. Corin reached for the first latch, but stopped, considering the outcomes.

	Best case scenario? The bacas would stay where they were.

	Worst? They would stampede.

	What a plan…

	Corin stepped back and glanced at the guard again. He had to get out of here. This was too risky. Maybe he could slip back out the window without him hearing–

	 

	“Hey Chiqalan!”

	 

	A yelp caught in Corin’s throat as the sharp, whispered voice sent a chill of adrenaline through his sides. Adahy hopped down from the window frame with a beaming grin.

	“What are you doing?” Corin hissed through his teeth. “Where are the guards?”

	“Guards?” Adahy looked perplexed. “I lost them, of course. Silly wallie. Now, how come them gates are all still closed?”

	Corin’s eyes kept dancing between Adahy and the guard’s elbow. “Because I don’t want him to notice! What if they all start running at once?”

	“Well, they better,” Adahy chuckled, “or we ain’t never gonna get them out of here, yeah? Come on!”

	Adahy quickly wrenched up one of the gate’s metal latches. There was a soft squeal of iron rubbing up on pressed dirt, but the sound was swallowed up by the growing grunts of the animals. Corin dug his fingers into the roots of his hair, shook his head, but jumped in to help. He pulled the gate open slowly, trying to stifle the metallic rasp of the hinges. Adahy bounced away to the next latch, totally unfazed by the noise he was making.

	A baca stared Corin down through the newly opened gate. Its long horns curled off its massive head behind watery, brown eyes. It stamped a hoofed foot and shook off some drool from its wet, bulbous snout. Corin backed away, letting the burly thing amble up to the opening.

	When he was certain he wasn’t about to get gored, Corin rushed the opposite gate and pulled it open as well, then he glanced around for Adahy. The outlander was busy brushing the black head of an exceptionally ambivalent baca, cooing to it gently.

	“This is stupid!” Corin whispered. “We’re never getting all of these lazy things out of here…”

	Adahy perked up, scanned the room, and nodded. “You right, yeah? These guys ain’t going nowhere yet. They’re too scared. Or maybe…”

	A wicked smile curled across Adahy’s lips and he jumped back up to the broken windowsill. Corin’s face drained of blood as the outlander sucked air into his bulging chest.

	“Aaayyyee! Yip! Yip! Yip!” Adahy belted the scream out, letting its shrill hits rebound through the warehouse. He then leaned forward and started smacking bacas with the blunt end of his spear. The guard at the entrance darted through the doorway, but nearly tripped over his tail as he was met by two hundred panicked quadrupeds rushing the narrow entrance.

	Corin grabbed at his face. “What have you done?”

	Adahy jumped down from the window onto the back of the baca he’d just been petting while Corin scrambled out of the way of the cascade of hooves bursting from the gates. One of the bigger horned animals thrashed its neck on the way out of the warehouse door, knocking the armored guard flat against the wall.

	“Get on! Get on! Get on!” Adahy whooped.

	Corin fumbled back against the corral’s fence and felt the hot side of a baca press against it. He pulled back and saw the beams bending and splintering against the building pressure. With no options left, Corin hopped the divide and pulled himself up onto the flexing shoulders of the nearest hornless baca. The wood finally snapped, and, like water through a broken dam, the animals surged out into the open streets.

	Adahy kept yipping and screaming, as the herd trampled through the warehouse and into the sunlight. Corin leaned forward, feeling the boiling blood pumping through the baca’s brown hide while he slipped back and forth along the thin peak of its spine. The sound of the stampede was so immense that Corin couldn’t even hear himself screaming.

	The herd peeled off into the streets, crashing back and forth through cramped alleys, tearing up dirt and crushing carts. Corin’s vision was a blur of horrified faces and whipped wind. His baca rammed into a clay oven, pelting his face with dust and gravel and crusty bits of burnt bread.

	 

	“Jump off! Chiqalan! Get up on the roof!”

	 

	Corin turned around. A few meters back, Adahy was pointing off to the right. Coming up, was a low roofed building with a patchy sunshade. Corin gulped, and rose to his feet, his long, thick toes gripping into the baca’s loose hide.

	He gauged the distance, compressed his knees, and he jumped.

	Corin flipped over the lip at the building’s edge and crashed onto his side, spinning and sprawling out onto the hot, sandy stone of the roof. Corin felt the air collapse from his lungs, tasting blood as he gasped. Adahy sprang up beside him with infinitely more grace. The outlander crouched low beside Corin, pressing a finger to his smirking lips and a sweaty palm to Corin’s gasping face. The stampede shook the building with outrageous cacophony that just kept going…

	When the commotion settled, they heard the panicked howls of four unhappy guards, sprinting through the dusty air, and then, finally, blessed silence.

	Adahy sat back, exhaled, and chuckled. He was about to say something, when the peal of distant bells perked up his long, pointed ears.

	“Hey, you better get outta here, huh?” he said. “You gonna be late for the shiny nonsense!”



CHAPTER 3: DEEP WATER


	 

	 

	OLENKA STEPPED OUT onto the boardwalk and let the rain clear her waterlogged senses. Her heart was pounding, her fins were trembling, and she felt like she was seeing and hearing and thinking everything through a fog. There was no going back now, and the thrill of the hunt was starting to blur into doubt.

	“Two-hundred and fifty meters…” she muttered to herself. A dive that deep was probably possible…

	 

	But was it possible for her crew?

	 

	Olenka exhaled and took stock of the moment, evaluating her senses to keep her grounded. It was a classic sirena trick to clear a troubled mind of distractions. She heard the tide thrash against the beams of the wharf, smelled the savory sting of pipe smoke in the air, felt the bloated, tropical drops pelt her shoulders…

	…but she also noticed the two shadows in the corner.

	Olenka’s fingertips brushed at the knife sheathed to her thigh as she pretended to be adjusting her girdle. She dropped to one knee and peered across the darkness over her forearm. Two siokoy were leaning against a tavern wall across the plaza. Their shark tooth necklaces glowed clear and white and wicked in the yellow light, like monstrous, pearly grins across their bare chests. Olenka stretched her shoulders, stealing a second glance. There were only two of them, but they were clearly watching her. She sniffed and resumed a casual pace, dipping off to the right.

	She didn’t need to look to know that they were following her.

	The pier was empty now, the haunting, smoking faces all retreated back indoors. Olenka quickened her steps. If she found the right spot, she could drop into the surf. She was a much better swimmer than fighter, and it would be easier to lose them in the water. She paused to scan the streaming edges of the planks, watching the water drain, and looking for a chum hole big enough to slip through. She didn’t see any prospects, and the creak of fin-falls on wood was picking up behind her. She glanced back and saw the two siokoy pushing through the oily glow, abandoning all subtly as they marched directly toward her. Olenka exhaled and kept walking.

	Then the siokoy started to sprint.

	So did Olenka.

	She darted frantically around corner after corner, quickly losing track of her way. The grid of shanties all looked the same and she wasn’t sure which turn led back out to the open dock. Her webbed feet slipped to a stop in front of a fork in the boardwalk. She panicked and ducked left.

	 

	That was her first mistake.

	 

	Olenka sped out over the walkway only to find herself cornered at the end of an alley. She swore and desperately looked up at the surrounding rooftops. There was nothing to climb, and the beaten, tin roofs provided no grip or traction. She swallowed and leapt toward a nearby lintel, trying to hoist her torso up onto the beam.

	But she wasn’t quick enough.

	A hand clenched around her ankle and wrenched her from the building, the edges of the rusty nails scratching across the skin of her arms as her slender frame was ripped off the wall. She smacked down against the boardwalk, all the air jolting from her chest. The two siokoy were chuckling, circling her as she crawled back against the wall. Olenka pulled her knife free and hopped to her webbed feet. The siokoy slowed for a moment of natural hesitation but resumed their sinister advance.

	“Go on, then,” one of them muttered. “Give it a try, short fins.”

	Olenka felt her jaw tremble as she exhaled. Her eyes darted back and forth between the two, unsure which one would come at her first. She took a step forward, swinging her knife at them to test her range.

	 

	That was her second mistake.

	 

	The two siokoy jerked back from the slash but quickly shot forward together. Olenka felt a shoulder sink into her chest as massive hands pinned her wrists to the wall. She struggled and screamed, but the men were too strong, and the rain was too loud. She felt their blood pounding through their flesh as they pressed their wretched bodies against her, and she heard her knife clatter to the boardwalk as the bones in her hand contorted together.

	“Hey, hey, hey… Shh…” the siokoy whispered, his lips brushing her cheek. “We wouldn’t want to wake up all these nice folks around here, would we?”

	He leaned his forearm against the wall, using his right hand to grip Olenka’s face. She felt her eyes trembling at the strain. She wanted to kick him, to bite him, to push her fingers into his uzai eyes, but the other siokoy had her pinned. She glanced between the two, searching for an opening. She flexed her thigh and slammed her knee into the gut of the siokoy to the left. He grunted but returned the blow with a solid fist to her abdomen. Olenka gasped as the icy shock branched up through the veins in her arms and chest.

	“This could be easy, you know. If you just keep still for a moment, it will all be–”

	 

	A fishing spear ripped through the rain, sinking into the siokoy’s flesh.

	 

	The spear pinned his hand against the wall, sending a spray of droplets from the swollen wood. The shocked fiend screamed, releasing his grip on Olenka to claw at his wound.

	The other siokoy jumped back, the whites of his eyes as bright in the gloom as the sheen of his twirling knife. There was a distant crash down the alley. The confused brute bought the distraction, and as he turned toward the sound, a sirena dropped from the rooftop behind his skewered companion. The maimed siokoy howled as his good arm was wrenched up between his shoulder blades and a bone knife was pressed up against his throat.

	Olenka coughed and clutched at her own throat as she crumpled to the pier. She stared up at the sirena. Her toned arms were tight and bare in her fish-skin vest. A long braid of matted locks divided the shaved sides of her head, accentuating the intricate tattoos that bloomed from her kudori and wove their way down her neck and shoulders and arms.

	“Thanks, Di,” Olenka managed as she stumbled against the wall.

	Diwala smiled and tightened the knife against the man’s throat, letting a thin line of blood run with the rain. “Did they hurt you?” Her voice was calm but strong, like a hidden riptide ready to sink a careless swimmer to the abyss.

	Olenka shook her head, picking up her knife. “You made it just in time.”

	Diwala smiled and pressed up on the siokoy’s elbow. The man bellowed as the pain in both arms tore through his spastic muscles.

	“You have one chance,” Di whispered into his trembling ear. “Leave us now.”

	The siokoy across the alley looked uncertainly between Diwala and his whimpering companion. Di pulled back on her captive’s torso, and the pinned rogue screamed again as his wounded hand slid a centimeter down the spear’s shaft.

	“Crushing depths!” he cried, frothing spittle on his quivering lips. “What are you waiting for? Gut her!”

	“Poor choice,” Di whispered as the armed siokoy rushed her from across the alley. In a fluid motion, Diwala slit her hostage’s throat and tossed his convulsing mass in front of her, ripping his hand free of her bloody spear. The attacking siokoy fumbled at the sight. His fins slipped on the slick wood, and he tumbled forward over his dying partner.

	Di caught the siokoy’s wrist as he desperately swung his knife at her belly.

	She turned her own blade up into his chest, letting the force of his fall slip it into his heart. He bellowed a hot, gurgling cry as he slumped into his pooling gore. Diwala pulled free of the carnage and tossed aside the broken handle of her bone blade.

	Olenka cracked her stiff neck and stepped up to the corpses. “I could have handled those bottom feeders on my own, you know. They just caught me off guard…”

	Diwala scoffed as she pulled her spear free of the wall. “Could? What is could? If they caught you off guard, then you did not handle them. Is this not so?”

	Olenka sheathed her knife and raised her hands to the warped walls. “Hey, it wasn’t a fair fight, alright? I got turned around and they cornered me in this buwisit alley. I was trying to make it back when–”

	“Do your excuses bring you comfort, dear sister?” Diwala was crouched down beside the bodies, searching through their tangle of straps. She pulled free a leather pouch and jingled it beside her ear.
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