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“You shot through a scale,” I said. “How?”


“You must know. Gunpowder. Bullet. Load and pull the trigger. Or do you have some magic way of making a gun fire?”


“Don’t treat me like a fool. No bullet can go through scaleglass.”


I couldn’t see the man’s face, yet I was sure he grinned. “How very much I would love to stay and enlighten you, to tell you how wrong you are about everything you think you know, but since your friends will soon be here, I suggest you listen if you don’t want this to happen again.” The man lowered his pistol, and with the immediate threat removed, some of the tension eased from my limbs. Either that or the iishor was fast draining out of me, leaving my knees weak.


Stepping closer, the hooded man pushed aside the barrel of my rifle. “You must take a message to your masters,” he said, thrusting his pistol into its holster. “Tell them they have gone too far this time. Tell them they will get only this one warning. We will no longer be your waste pile, your garden, your mine, your slaves. No longer will you take from us and throw back what you do not want. Your next ride will be your last. All of you.”
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Tesha




Afternoon Bulletin


To all criers for announcement throughout Learshapa


Grievous blow for the city as a second critical scale shipment fails to arrive from Therinfrou Mine. Attacks by Lummazzt soldiers to blame.


Emergency council meeting called to discuss rising border tensions with Lummazza, despite initial plans not to meet again until after next week’s vote. “We would be stronger together,” says Reacher Sormei.


Nine ritual carvings have gone missing from Lord Sactasque’s public gallery. It is the second such incident this month. Information is sought regarding this assault on Celessi history.
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The shatter of warm glass hitting stone has a particular tenor, a sound that reaches deep, more feeling than noise. It touches every memory of broken glasswork and shattered dreams, of beauty lost and time torn away. Even when it’s Assistant Jul’s ugly carafe that looks better as a pile of shards.


“Sweep it up!” Master Hoye called over the roaring furnace. “Life is glass!”


“Life is glass,” the boy mumbled back, the lesson still too sharp to fit into the ugly-carafe-shaped hole in his heart. Likely it would be a few more years before he realised what our master’s favourite phrase really meant. Not that glasswork was all we lived for, but that life was glass. Like life, glass is infinitely malleable when warm and well-tended, yet fragile enough to shatter at a single wrong move. It can be moulded by any hands into any shape, but the more skilled and prepared the hands the better the outcome. Even the addition of scale for strength was akin to the way people gathered wealth and resources about themselves and called it resilience.


I’d been staring out the back window, lost in thought, but as broken glass tinkled into the scrap bucket I shoved the last bite of honey-crusted bread into my mouth. Outside, the slice of Learshapa that had been my lunch-break companion went on unchanged. Overhead, sunlight reflected off whitewashed walls beneath an endless blue sky, yet little light reached the courtyard of faded tiles on the other side of the window. Once it had been a fine atrium, but now it was full of dusty, cobwebbed pots owning lethargic plants more grey than green.


I licked my fingers and wiped the sticky residue down my apron as Master Hoye called, “The gather won’t shape itself!”


To Master Hoye, everything was about glass. He likened his desire not to rush out of bed in the morning to glass being stronger when cooled slowly in vermiculite, and the suffering of stress to the drawing of thin canes. Even wrong words spoken at the wrong time earned a hiss from him, like hot glass being dunked in a quenching barrel.


Back at my workbench, I gathered materials for the next job. Cobalt. A pinch of scale. Sand bed. Two moulds. Even with the scale shortage, there was a lot to do. The upcoming vote to decide Learshapa’s place in the Celes Basin seemed to have energised the city, sending everyone bustling about with renewed purpose and a determination to finish long-neglected projects. That afternoon, my list contained a dozen replacement armour scales, two matching brandy glasses, a trio of scaleglass blades to fit carved handles, and twenty unification badges I would rather have smashed on the floor. Unification. I sneered as I laid everything out ready. It was a fine word for conquest.


As I prepared to gather molten glass from the furnace, an arrival sent our bead curtain tinkling. “Good afternoon,” a young man said, unclipping his veil and casting his gaze around the large, smoky space.


“Good afternoon.” Assistant Borro hurried forward, wiping his hands on his apron as Master Hoye always did. “What can we do for you?”


“I’m hoping to leave a small pile of flyers on your counter in support of the vote.” As he spoke, the man handed Borro a paper-wrapped sugar curl from a basket he carried. “Is there perhaps someone more senior I could speak to?”


A glance back found Master Hoye in the middle of shaping a vase and shouting at Assistant Jul, both dripping sweat, and poor Borro rolled his gaze my way.


I strode over, but before I could speak, the young man thrust one of his sugar curls into my hand—a traditional Memento curl of skulls and suns. “A Memento Festival token for next week’s Memento Eve vote,” he said, all bright cheerfulness. “Might I leave a small pile of flyers here for your customers?”


I glanced down at the flyers, able to make out only two words at the top of the page: Stronger Together. “I take it you’re supporting the ‘conquer us, please, we can’t take care of ourselves’ vote then,” I said, utterly failing at what Master Hoye called civil indifference.


Likely the man had a ready response for most arguments, just not one so blunt. For a long moment he stared at me and I stared back, sugar curl growing sticky in my warm hand.


Behind him, the glass-bead curtain tinkled again, heralding the arrival of two women, arm-in-arm as they let down their veils. “Good afternoon,” I said, grateful for the distraction. “Can I help you?”


“We’re looking for scaleglass wedding bands,” the younger said, a shy glance thrown at her companion. “I know scale is in short supply, but, well, we’re asking around anyway.”


“Wedding bands?” I scoffed, the disgusted words escaping before I could swallow them. The women froze—a startled tableau of horror.


With a hiss mimicking hot glass hitting water, Master Hoye stepped forward. “That’s not Apprentice Tesha’s field of expertise,” he said, patting my arm with one hand while wiping his damp brow with the other. “Best to speak to me about that. I’m Master Hoye, and you’re right, scale is …” His words trailed off as he guided them to the other side of the entry space, away from the ever-present roar of the furnaces. Neither young woman glanced back to see my heated cheeks.


“Oh, so you’re that kind of Learshapan, are you?” the man said, finding his voice again. “Traditional. Against all change.”


“You say that like change is a neutral term,” I snapped back. “Like taking up a new fashion is the same as giving up our ability to decide our own future, because that’s what this is. A vote for unification is a vote for assimilation into the Emoran empire.”


“And a vote for separation is a vote to stay weak and risk further Lummazzt attacks!”


“Bullshit!”


Master Hoye and the two women broke off their low-voiced conversation, all three turning to stare at us. Cheeks reddening for the second time, I leaned over the counter, bringing my fury face-to-face with the flyer man’s. “Lummazza has never attacked us and has no reason to now. But if you give Emora the power to make us in their image there will be no Learshapa. And certainly no Memento Festival.” I crushed the softening sugar curl in my fist, snapping its artistry like tiny bones. “The answer is no, you can’t leave your flyers here.”


“And you think I’m the fear monger,” the man scoffed, and in a flurry of skirts, he spun away, pushing through the glass-bead curtain and out into the bright heat before he’d even clipped his veil into place.


“That went well.”


I turned to find Master Hoye watching, the two women having departed, leaving our entry empty.


“I’m sorry,” I said, anger chilling to regret in a heartbeat. “I ought not to have lost my temper with him. It’s not good for business.”


“No, but neither is complete Emoran rule, so you’re forgiven.” There was nothing more to be said, yet he remained watching me.


“What is it?” I said, instantly breathless with worry.


“You need to be more respectful when people come in looking for wedding bands, but I think you know that already, don’t you?”


I closed my eyes and gave a solemn nod. “It’s just so ridiculous. Especially in a scale shortage.”


“Times have been rough.” His voice sank to a quiet murmur. “Who am I to judge what people choose to make them happy?”


“Marriage? Family?” I all but spat the words. “You know as well as I do how dangerous those customs are to our communes and care groups.”


Master Hoye dropped his hand on my shoulder. “These are concerns for the meeting house, not my workshop. And yes, I know you haven’t been attending meetings, like I know you’re a fool who can’t find her place in the world, but I’d say it’s been long enough, huh?”


I nodded slowly, shame at my outbursts weighing me down. “I’m sorry, Master. I will take more care.”


“I know you will.”


Again, he patted my shoulder, and would have turned back about his work had not a question burst from my lips. “What did you mean when you said I was ‘a fool who can’t find her place’?”


“I meant exactly what I said.”


“I’m happy here. And in my care group.”


“For now, yes. But happy has never been what you’re looking for, has it?”


With a wink, he turned away, already calling for Assistant Borro to ready his punty. It was his way of ending conversations that had run out of usefulness, a sure sign that asking what he had meant a second time would earn no better answer.


As I returned to my work, hoping no one else would step through the door, a registered crier passed by in the street shouting the afternoon bulletin. “… scale shipment fails to arrive from Therinfrou Mine. Attacks by Lummazzt soldiers to blame,” she called, her voice carrying well in the narrow street. “Emergency council meeting called to discuss rising border tensions with Lummazza, despite initial plans not to meet again until after next week’s vote. ‘We would be stronger together,’ says Reacher Sormei …”


Her voice faded away on the reacher’s name, leaving me with the bitter taste of it in my mouth. Reacher Sormei, leader of Emora and the rest of the Celes Basin. At that very moment he was somewhere in Learshapa campaigning for the unification vote so he could rule us too, and people like that idiot with his flyers wanted to help him do it.


A long time ago the Celes Basin had been home only to roaming Apaian tribes, who had done nothing more with the basin’s vast scale deposits than carve death mementos into the stone. The discovery that it could be mixed into glass to create a substance stronger than any metal had changed everything. With scaleglass, the Apaians had built permanent settlements, water catchments, and roads that crossed the basin’s empty stones, even made an early form of blasting powder that dug the pits of our great cities—Bakii, Orsu, and Learshapa. Perhaps it would have stayed that way had the Emorans not been forced from their own lands into the basin, or perhaps they would have attacked anyway, coveting the scale and all it could do. Either way, as the Lummazzt conquered Emora, Emorans had conquered the basin and built their own city—Emora—from which to govern. The war had been brutal, but so long ago now it hardly seemed real. Only Learshapa had kept any form of democracy when the Emorans finally took over, a concession earned through bloodshed that some were now ready to vote away.


Returning to my abandoned tasks, I couldn’t extricate myself from the fear that grew daily. What if the unification vote won? What if my home was about to change forever no matter how tightly I clung? What would become of us then?
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I might have relaxed had the day continued like any other, but in the middle of the afternoon it became even less like any other when Sorscha sauntered in, all at ease. His visits to the forge weren’t rare enough to herald trouble, but I hadn’t seen him for weeks. Not since I’d stopped volunteering at the west quarter meeting house. Not since I’d walked out on Uvao.


“Tesha. Master Hoye,” he said, shaking out the dark hair he loosed from his veil. “A fine afternoon to you both.”


He leaned on the counter, possessing none of the nervousness I felt at his arrival. As though I’d forgotten how to stand or smile or what to do with my arms. The urge to ask after Uvao was strong.


“Afternoon, yes. Fine, I’m not so sure,” Master Hoye said, handing his work to the boys and striding over. “What can we do for you, Sorscha?”


“Always business with you, Master Hoye.” Sorscha’s smile held a mocking edge, and his single-slit brows hovered low and sleepy. “I’m well, thank you for asking. Though the heat out there is quite something. Almost as bad as the heat in here.”


Despite his complaint, he looked cool and at ease, his dark hair ruffled in a careless style and his blackened leather tunic laced tight—as tight as the three brass bands constricting one arm. His glance flicked my way, his mocking smile unmoving, and I could only hope I looked untroubled lest he report my embarrassment to Uvao.


When Master Hoye didn’t answer in kind, Sorscha sighed and pulled a folded paper square from his skirt pocket. “Here then,” he said, unfolding it with painstaking diligence. “Something to keep you busy for the rest of the afternoon.”


“This afternoon? I’m full up.”


“Then give this one to Tesha.”


“No.”


Master Hoye’s sharp refusal was entirely expected and yet utterly disappointing—a feeling for which I ought to have been ashamed. The jobs Sorscha sometimes brought in were not only illegal but flouted our customs. Learshapa had always sustained itself by being a collective political community in which decisions were made together, but with that on the verge of change there was much allure in being able to just … do something about it. Quickly. Quietly. Changing the world.


With a silky hush, Sorscha slid the paper across the counter. Before Master Hoye snatched it up, I caught the words identical wine glasses, fast-acting poison, and illness. “And you need it tonight?”


“The client will accept tomorrow morning.”


“Then tomorrow morning it is. Come at opening, not before.”


“Naturally. Before would mean being up far too early.”


Master Hoye grunted and walked away, leaving me facing Sorscha, who remained leaning against the front bench. “Long time, no see, Tesh,” he said in his lazy way. “Arguments at the meeting house haven’t been as fiery without you. Will you be attending tonight?”


A shrug was all I could manage. Mere weeks ago, I would have been there every night helping out, but accidentally uncovering Uvao’s identity had changed everything. No matter how often I might wish, as I lay awake at night, that I’d never found out at all.


“This second scale shipment failing to arrive has everyone on edge,” Sorscha went on, thankfully unaware of my thoughts. “Even more on edge than the coming vote and the presence of Reacher Sormei walking the streets shaking everyone’s hand, that is.”


For people who didn’t know him, it was unnerving witnessing Sorscha’s shift from charming insouciance to serious political discussion. I’d spent too long in his company to be shocked, but it sent a thrill up my spine every time. “I think we’d all be better off if someone killed Reacher Sormei and let us get on with our lives,” he added. “And no, before you ask, that’s not the job I just gave Master Hoye. Unfortunately. At least we get to vote, huh? Imagine living in Bakii and having no say over anything at all.”


We both grimaced, momentarily in accord as he readied his veil to depart. “Catch you around, Tesh.”


“Wait, before you go. Tell me … how do you think the vote will go?”


“Are you asking me as me, or asking me as someone whose friend turned out to be an Emoran lord who knows more of what’s going on than we do?”


“Both.”


A soft laugh brushed his veil as he drew it up, pinning it to his hair. “It’s the same answer anyway. I don’t know, so I find myself grateful that I’ll be at least somewhat protected from the worst of the fallout by said friend turning out to be an Emoran lord. Same place you would be in if you hadn’t made such a pointless moral stand when you found out who Uvao was.”


“Pointless?”


“You asked,” Sorscha said, and with a little wave, he headed for the door, skirt swishing. “Goodbye, Tesh.”


He was gone on the words, leaving me stunned and flustered with an increasing urge to run after him and argue. An urge quashed only by Master Hoye dropping half a dozen jobs on my bench.


“No time for daydreaming, Tesha, we’re swamped,” he said, before retiring to the back of the workshop alone. There, the box he always used for Sorscha’s special jobs already sat out. It was flat and rectangular, little bigger than a book, but with wooden panels so finely decorated it would have been worth a fortune even without the secretive contents. Master Hoye had never told me what was inside, but over the years I’d come to believe it was all poisons—poisons over which his hands danced with ease, each vial touched with the gentleness of old friends.


Having chosen vials from the box, he turned to make a fresh gather, and I spun away. Nothing was as sure to incite his ire as curiosity about his box of poisons and the glassware he sometimes put them in for money.


Despite my worries, there was so much work to do that for the rest of the day I lost myself in glass and heat and sweat. For a time, the mysterious box was forgotten, as was the vote, Uvao, Sorscha, and the political plays of Reacher Sormei, each melting away beneath the singular focus of practising my craft and practising it well.


By the end of the day, I was worn out but satisfied and had started tidying the workshop when a registered crier passed, calling the evening news. As always, we all paused in our work to listen.


“—to the scale shortage, yet another shipment of sand has failed to arrive as scheduled due to ongoing blockades between Orsu and the northern mines. Learshapans advised to ration their glass needs,” the crier shouted, slowly passing the open portico. “After this afternoon’s emergency council meeting, Lord Councillor Angue is expected to address crowds in the chamber square at sundown, while Reacher Sormei …”


Her voice faded as she moved on, once more taking with her the Reacher’s dreaded name and much of the air left in our stifling workshop.


“Sand too,” Master Hoye grumbled. “I’ll have to go through the orders and see what can be put off.”


What more was there to say? With a huff of breath, he waved a hand at the assistants, both elbow-deep in the washing tub and looking miserable. “Go on, run along home, boys. I’ll wash up tonight. You too, Tesha. I need to think.”


Waved away with a preoccupied scowl, there was nothing to do but swap apron for veil and head out into the street, leaving him to his thoughts.


Although the sun was setting, the air outside still held the day’s heat, drying everything it touched. Learshapa could get as hot as our forge, but the city never smelled of burning paper and coal and wax and scale; rather the street held tangs of life, of cooking food and warm earth and sweat, of water and flowers and spilled date brandy. It was all so very Learshapa that I breathed deep.


At the end of the street, the public house was already full of noise, all chatter and laughter and the squeak of worn sandals on the glass-tiled floor. A tangle of vines shaded the outdoor plaza, where cooler air gathered around the spill of a central fountain.


It took a few moments to find an empty table near the netting edge, but I soon had a tall glass of brandy laced with benki flowers and my very own sticky cake I utterly deserved. Overhead, the sky was turning pink with the setting sun, which meant Lord Councillor Angue would be speaking soon in the chamber square. I tried not to think about what he might have to say, tried not to think about the vote and its consequences, not to think about war with Lummazza or Reacher Sormei or scale and sand shortages, and ended up thinking about them all. Around me, people chattered and laughed and shared drinks, but not everyone was cheerful. Little knots of argument broke out here and there, each akin to the conversation I’d had with Flyer Man earlier that day. The sense that whatever the vote’s outcome, Learshapa was fracturing couldn’t but worry at me, and though I drank my brandy and ate my cake, I tasted neither.


Perhaps I ought to go to that evening’s meeting after all.


While I weighed my desire for political debate against what I told myself was an aversion to seeing Uvao again, a scuffle broke out near the entrance of the public house. An argument over who was next in line for a table perhaps, fierce enough that someone was shoved against the netting, causing a wave to flow across the sheer roof—a sheer roof beyond which the sun had set. In the upper city, Lord Councillor Angue would already have spoken.


A knot of apprehension tightened in my gut as people at nearby tables rose to stare at the spreading disagreement in the entryway. Whispers hissed around me like a buzz of insects, abruptly cut off as someone cheered. Another screamed. Shouting broke out and patrons turned on one another, fingers jabbing into faces and spit flying, and for a moment all I could do was sit, frozen in place, holding tight to my terror.


At the next table, an old man who’d been drinking with a friend rose to his feet looking as confused as I felt. “What in dragon’s breath is going on?” he demanded of no one in particular, but he needn’t have.


Rising above the noise came the clear tone of a crier. “Due to the imminent war with Lummazza, the council have used their executive power to accept Reacher Sormei’s treaty,” she called. “There will be no vote. Learshapa is to unite with the rest of the Celes Basin.”


The words rolled over me, along with a tide of shouts and cheers and cries I knew couldn’t be real. The Learshapan people had a vote because we’d always had a vote; that was how the city worked. Yet someone threw a punch, others cried, and a group danced on their table while drinks were thrown at them. And amid the noise I found my gaze meeting that of the old man, his horror what made it all too real.


They’d sold us out.


Chest tight, I was up before I had a plan, pushing my way through the chaotic crowd. The crowd pushed back, all manic energy, but I needed to get out, needed answers, so I turned my shoulder and cut my way through, brandy splashing my skirt and fingers catching in my hair.


Outside was little better. Learshapa had erupted, equal parts joy and anguish and hissing with rage wherever the two met, but I had mind only for my destination, and for the question burning my tongue. A question only one person I knew could answer.


I hardly saw the city, hardly felt my own steps, time seeming to freeze and yet speed ahead like it had become untethered from the world, spooling away into nothing. One moment I was pushing through the crowd, the next I was at the back door of the meeting house—the door out which I’d walked when I’d cut Uvao from my life. Now I dared not think what I would do if he wasn’t inside.


The moment I pushed it open, a sweet-scented bundle crashed into me, slowing the world to its natural pace. “Tesh! You came back!”


“Jiiala!” I returned her tight embrace, grateful for the moment of comfort. We were alone in the narrow back room, a tiny air pocket in a world of noise that thrummed through the surrounding walls. “I heard the news. Is … is Uvao here?”


Still holding my arms, she looked up, lips parted upon words she couldn’t utter—words lost as the door into the main meeting hall opened and closed upon a short burst of noise, spilling Sorscha free. He’d been bright and full of charm earlier, but this was a Sorscha buckling under unexpected weight.


“It’s bad out there,” he said, ruffling his hair and dropping onto the bench. “I guess it was always going to be if this happened, but not getting any warning …” He trailed off and blew out a heavy breath. “If you’re here to shout at Uvao, Tesh, pick a better time.”


“No, I—”


With another short burst of noise, the meeting hall door opened and closed again, wafting the scent of dusky panawood into the room. My chest constricted an instant before Uvao appeared in the corner of my vision—a memory at which I dared not stare. Seemingly as intent on ignoring me, he sighed. “What a fucking nightmare.”


“Ought I go back out there?” Sorscha lacked all enthusiasm for his own suggestion.


“Maybe later, if the crowds stick around. I have to go, but I should be back in—”


“Go?” I blurted, forgetting the question that had brought me. “Something is more important than the council surrendering Learshapa?”


Uvao didn’t turn, but his dark, tired eyes glanced my way in the barest acknowledgement. “Of course there is,” he said. “You don’t think my hair stays this nice without constant appointments with a pommadeur, do you?”


Jiiala gave a hearty sniff. “Don’t listen to him, Tesh. He’s just being silly.”


“I would never dare be silly, Jii,” Uvao said, grabbing his veil from its hook. “Such a thing is, of course, entirely beneath my exalted position.”


Ignoring this jibe my way, I unlatched myself from Jiiala. “And what are you planning to do about all this, given that exalted position of yours?”


He turned then, anger simmering in his bright eyes. “Why, I’m going to wave a magic wand and fix it to my liking because that’s what lords do. Strange I didn’t think of that when you walked out on me. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I really do need to go.”


“Where?”


Uvao didn’t look up from tying his veil. “To a meeting, if you must know. About all this that you want me to fix.”


“A meeting of the council?”


Uvao barked a humourless laugh. “Hardly. Now I’ve let you throw your darts, Tesh, so goodbye.”


“No!” I cried, desperation throwing me between him and the door. “No, please. I’m not trying to throw darts. I need to know what we can do. What … what I can do. This wasn’t supposed to happen, not like this.”


Caught there between him and his way out, it was all I could do to hold the fiery heat of his gaze as it raked my features, all anger but for a tiny hint of need that sent my thoughts wheeling back to a better time, when I’d been crushed to the wall by his passion, breathless and ecstatic. That heat boiled all air from the small room, silencing even Sorscha, and though I knew myself a fool for having come, I would have made the same choice given it again. Somehow in this moment he was the only one I trusted to give me answers.


At last, he gave a careless shrug. “Come then, if you must. Behind the old playhouse on Fourth. Twenty minutes. You make your own way.”


“That’s it?”


“That’s it, Tesh, take it or leave it, just get out of my way.”


I stepped aside, heart and mind racing with possibilities as he pulled open the door. A nod to Jiiala, a word to Sorscha, and he was gone, leaving me unsure if I still remembered how to breathe.


A clink startled me as Sorscha poured himself a drink. “Better you than me,” he said, and raised the glass. “But I guess we all get what we deserve one way or another.”


“Shush,” Jiiala snapped at him. “Don’t be more of a shit than comes naturally, Sorscha. And don’t pour a drink without pouring one for me too.” Two steps brought her to my side, and she squeezed my arm. “You’d better hurry if you’re going, Tesh.”


“Yes. Thank you, Jii. I’ll …” I gestured to the door. “I guess I’ll be going then. Yes.”


Sorscha snorted. “Yes, do. Goodbye, Tesh.”


Once again out in the warm evening air, the streets through which I hurried were packed with people and a breathless unease. Fear of imminent war sat on the tip of every tongue, and even those grateful for unification decried our lack of choice. The city itself hadn’t changed, yet I couldn’t shake the feeling I wouldn’t recognise it come morning. Somewhere in the upper city, Reacher Sormei would be smiling at the chaos he had wrought—and at the expansion of his empire.


Behind the old playhouse, Uvao had said, and following his instructions I found a run-down, rambling house, built at a time when space hadn’t been so tight. It looked empty, dead, but unpinning my veil, I knocked before fear could stop me. The dull sound of knuckles upon stained scaleglass faded quickly, but my thumping heartbeat continued the rhythm while I shifted foot to foot.


The door yanked open, letting free a whiff of stale korsh smoke and date brandy. “What do you want?” came a snap of high-born impatience, and I knew I was in the right place.


“Uvao invited me.”


“Ah.” The disembodied voice pulled the door open in somewhat reluctant welcome. “Hurry up, don’t dawdle.”


“I wasn’t planning to,” I muttered, stepping into the darkness. Inside, the heavy, musky scent had a physical presence, so strong I could taste it. “This place stinks.”


“An infelicitous observation,” the voice said as it strode deeper into the house.


“Only if it’s infelicitous to be honest.”


He stopped abruptly. “You know what infelicitous means?”


“You’re surprised?”


“Only because Uvao’s … friends have a tendency to be commoners, even the pretty ones.”


“That doesn’t mean uneducated” was all I managed before the man strode on, out into an atrium where moonlight sheared through the arches, lighting a garden filled alternately with dead plants and vigorous weeds, tumbling from their beds.


As my guide stepped into the light, I caught my first glimpse of his face—the face of a stranger who nevertheless looked vaguely familiar.


“Don’t think you can take note of our identities and use this against us,” he said, catching me staring. “It would end very poorly for you.”


“That,” I said, “would require you to be well-enough known for me to recognise you.”


His loud laugh echoed around the atrium, a broad smile manifesting a completely different man. “Well struck, Miss … ?”


“No Miss, just Tesha.”


“Tesha. Like the Tesha who strode the brightstorm’s fury in Creshen’s Heart? How very fortuitous.”


“Like what?”


A smirk teased about his lips. “I thought you said you were educated.”


“Educated in important things, not in poetry.”


His brows lifted—thin, shaped brows with the half a dozen slits of the upper nobility cut through them. “Are you telling me poetry is not important? To speak your heart in verse is to fly free, at least so Kamadan said, and he’s considered quite knowledgeable about such things.”


“Emoran men always are,” I murmured, earning another grin. It didn’t last, however. This Emoran seemed incapable of sustaining the appearance of humanity for more than a few moments at a time before his expression sank back in something I could only call punch-worthy.


“We’re through here,” he said, gesturing to a door on the far side of the atrium—a door that seemed to open into another house entirely. Lit with pink and gold glass lanterns, the room beyond owned a handful of men in padded chairs, each with a broad back like a petal shaped in twisted cane. Despite a lack of finery, the men were unmistakably Emoran, each layered linen skirt and tight, sleeveless tunic so finely sewn they had no need of the armbands and bracelets they would usually wear to mark their station.


At my arrival, their conversation stammered to a halt, every pair of eyes staring at me from beneath brows slit half a dozen times.


There was no sign of Uvao.


“This is Miss Tesha,” my guide said. “One of Uvao’s friends. She knows what the word infelicitous means, and I don’t think she likes us very much.”


The man in the chair nearest the door laughed bitterly at that. “I often don’t like us very much either, so she’s welcome.” He gestured to a chair as he spoke. “Get her a glass, Reve. Once Uvao arrives we can start.”


Swallowing the urge to ask what exactly the meeting was about and who they were, I perched on the closest empty chair and tried not to exist. Conversation about the plans they’d dropped to be here murmured around me, cut off upon Uvao’s arrival a few minutes later—he able to walk in without the mercurial escort. A perfunctory glance my way and he settled into the remaining chair like one well used to the shape of its cushion.


“I suppose we ought to begin since we’re all here,” my guide said. Reve, one of them had called him, though that didn’t tell me which of our Emoran families he belonged to. “Unfortunately, the news isn’t good. Firstly, nothing can be done about the executive order. It’s been in the agreement between Learshapa and the ruling council since the beginning; they’ve just never openly used it because of the chaos it might cause.”


“They were right about that,” grumbled the man beside me. “We’ll be lucky if the whole city isn’t on fire come morning.”


“Half of that noise is celebration, Jet,” Uvao said. “There was always a chance the unification vote would win even without this.”


“Then why pull this trick? That’s what I don’t understand. For weeks people have been talking about nothing but this damn vote, and now—”


“Because Sormei sweetened the pot, and they couldn’t risk the city voting to remain independent.” As all eyes turned back to Reve, my soul thrummed at being allowed to hear such secrets. “Father has been busy with Reacher Sormei here, so, you know me. I listened, I snuck around, and I found out things I wasn’t supposed to know. Like that the council has been meeting frequently in secret, even before today, under pressure from Sormei to do away with the vote and accept the treaty offer.”


A few jaded grumbles suggested this was no surprise, though one said, “Meeting in secret? Surely not. That’s all right for us, Revennai, but not the council.”


Revennai. Lord Revennai Angue? I didn’t know many Emoran lords, but as the head of the council, his father Lord Councillor Angue was the most notable around Learshapa.


“You’re right so far about the terrible news,” said one of the older men present, owning a few greying hairs and a weary expression. “What’s the rest?”


Lord Revennai sat back in his chair with a sigh. “That although it’s just been announced, I think they agreed to the treaty at least a week ago. Plans for the treaty marriage are already underway. Sormei has put forward his candidate, but I haven’t been able to find out who it is yet.”


“It’s Lord Kiren Sydelle.”


Uvao spoke quietly, yet he might as well have shouted for the shock that rippled through the room.


“What?” Lord Revennai snapped. “His brother? Are you sure?”


“Quite sure. Highest possible bid on the table so the council will fight over him.”


The man beside me—who I was starting to suspect must be a son of Lord Duzeunde by the symbols on his tunic—dropped his head into his hands. “No wonder they caved and accepted the deal.”


I stared at the play of light on the brandy glasses as they threw the conversation back and forth like a ball going over my head. The political customs of our Emoran elite had always been a mystery to me, but as each man sagged with defeat, panic began to worm its way into my gut.


“Right, well, that’s it then,” said the one I was coming to think of as the Old. “Our hands are tied, because no matter what we suggest, the council will refuse. They’ve already made their decision. Right up to the point of having a marriage treaty with fucking Lord fucking Kiren fucking Sydelle on the table.”


“Fucking is not really his forte,” Lord Revennai murmured. “But yes. Something like that.”


They lulled into silence, nursing their brandy glasses and glancing sadly at one another, because they had that luxury. Because this decision wouldn’t turn their whole world upside down. “Are you telling me there’s nothing you can do?” I said. “You’re Emoran lords!”


The Old gave a derisive laugh and drank deeply, a few grumbled, and Uvao shot me a warning look. “And you,” I added, pointing at Lord Revennai. “Your father is the head of the damn council!”


“We are sons and minor lords, and in Emora that makes you nothing,” Lord Revennai said, tone subdued. “Not even trusted by our fathers most of the time. We aren’t powerful.”


I scoffed, too angry to stay silent. “Not powerful, but certainly protected. You won’t have to worry about being conscripted into Reacher Sormei’s wars or being forced out of a job when the need to compete with the other cities brings automation to every industry it can. You won’t even have to worry about losing your way of life, your culture and communal care networks, because it’s your way of life that will take over.”


“We wouldn’t be here if we didn’t care about this city,” snapped the man beside me. “We started meeting long before this damn vote, when Sormei began squeezing Learshapa with his excise taxes that—”


“Sormei,” I repeated. “When you’re on first-name terms with the tyrant, you’ll do just fine.”


The man swung his incredulous look toward Uvao. “Why is she here again?”


“Because as annoying as she is, she isn’t wrong.”


A collective outburst exploded from their puffed chests, but before I could discern individual words from the aggrieved roar, Uvao held up his hands. “Yes, thank you,” he said in his best meeting-convenor voice. “But there is actually something we can do, it just isn’t … nice. Not even safe. If you’re in you have to be in all the way; if you can’t do that, then you’re welcome to leave. No hard feelings.”


“Unsafe how?” the Old asked through his glare.


“Potentially reputation ruining. On the other hand, if we can make it work, anyone involved would be a power broker under a new reacher.”


“Who?” came Lord Revennai’s sharp question.


The Old scoffed. “Lord Romm, obviously, Reve. His father is making another bid for power. In which case, I’m out. No offence to you, Uvao, but you know how it is.”


Two others rose from their chairs, followed by two more, each setting down their glasses and mumbling apologies. Uvao nodded to them, his expression blank, all the anger he ought to have been feeling roiling in my gut instead.


When the room settled once more into silence, only three of Uvao’s companions remained—Lord Revennai, Definitely Lord Duzeunde’s Son, and a man whose name I hadn’t yet caught. The nameless one leaned forward, eyes bright. “So, what’s the plan?”


“Father dearest wants to pull off an insult bride.”


“A what?” the nameless one said.


“Yes, it’s perfect.” Lord Revennai’s lips stretched into a grin with a predatory edge. “It hasn’t been done for so long that no one will even think of it, especially since the council practically invited Sormei to take control.”


“But what is it?” said Lord Duzeunde’s Son.


“The substitution of a commoner in place of a high-born marriage candidate.” Lord Revennai’s eyes burned bright. “A last-ditch effort to force renegotiation when families were cornered into accepting deals they didn’t like. Think of it like a fake relative.”


Son of Lord Duzeunde and the Nameless One stared, their disbelief mirrored in the restless churning of my stomach. It sounded risky, a back-alley mugging in political clothes.


“The plan is that my father will deal with the rest of the council to ensure our candidate is most favoured for the match,” Uvao said, the four remaining men all leaning forward in their chairs, heads close. “He’ll also make the necessary arrangements to pass off our insult bride as a genuine member of the Romm family. My job—our job—is to find an insult bride and train her as fast as possible in everything she’ll need to know to pull this off.”


A few solemn, thoughtful nods met this, but I’d missed the part that made it all make sense. “But what will it achieve?” I asked. “It sounds like it will just make Reacher Sormei look bad.”


“Looking bad is political death in Emora,” Lord Revennai said, not looking around. “And even if he weathered it, if Lord Romm has everything in place he could trigger a conclave—that’s the election of a new reacher. Likely Lord Romm, especially given how close he came to winning last time.”


The Nameless One let out a bitter laugh. “At least he can’t send you to the Shield if you fail, Uvao. He’d have no sons left!”


Ignoring this, I looked to Uvao. “And would your father reverse this decision?”


“It’s unclear if that’s still possible.” He shook his head slowly. “But the treaty conditions would be renegotiated, and having a Learshapan reacher would be far better for ensuring the city is neither sucked dry nor used as a shield in a Lummazzt war.”


“So we’d just be getting a better dictatorial leader?”


He sighed. “If you’ve got a better idea, do let us know.”


I didn’t, because all my ideas relied on the council having no secret executive power to do away with Learshapan democracy.


“Right, well, I’m in,” said the young Lord Duzeunde. “I’ve got nothing to lose, and if Lord Romm is going to put this on you for his own fucking deniability then we’ll make damn sure it works.”


Uvao gripped his lips tight and nodded, and it was all I could do not to reach out my own comfort like I’d done when he’d been just Uvao. When he would have taken my sympathy into his arms and held me close, whispering thanks into my hair.


“I’m in too,” said the one whose name I didn’t know. “So what do we need? I suppose she has to be pretty. And clever enough to learn what she needs to do.”


“Has to speak well,” Lord Revennai added. “We don’t have time to train her out of a slum accent.”


They went on talking, but I was no longer listening. I was thinking of a home I would no longer recognise, of a Learshapa lost to war, of Master Hoye’s box of poisons and a deep yearning to do something just as powerful that could change the world. Because the woman they were describing was me. Foolish to volunteer for such a scheme, to throw myself into the world of Emoran politics, yet every possibility was an intoxicating whisper. I could do what they needed me to do, but once inside I could do so much more. Once inside, I could bring down Emora.


“Maybe if we—”


“I’ll do it,” I said, getting to my feet. “I’ll be your insult bride.”


Four shocked expressions turned my way. I met each with a defiant glare, except for Uvao, who pulled his gaze away to stare at the ceiling. “I could do it,” I said into the silence, reassuring myself as much as them. “I am everything you’re looking for with the bonus of not having to waste time looking elsewhere.”


“She’s not wrong,” the Nameless One murmured. “Better the bee we have than the dragon we don’t.”


“That,” I said, jabbing a finger at him, “is a very infelicitous remark.”


A laugh burst from Lord Revennai, and though he shook his head, he grinned. “But not infelicitous that you came. I think she’ll do very well. Uvao? In fact I think she’s perfect.”


For a moment that stretched to eternity, Uvao didn’t move. Didn’t speak. His silence seemed to draw all breath from my body, tightening my chest until, at last, he nodded. “Perfect,” he said, the word owning all the tenor of hot glass shattering on stone.
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Morning Bulletin


To all criers for announcement throughout Orsu and the Shield


Dozens of attacks from The Sands have been thwarted by Shield Riders in the last few weeks. Monster numbers on the rise a cause for concern, the citadel masters say.


Eleven southern scale mines have been attacked by Lummazzt forces in what authorities are calling a concerted effort to weaken Celessi defences ahead of a likely war.


Red dye in short supply throughout the Celes Basin as trade relations with Lummazza plummet.
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Smoke billowed as I lowered my pistol, Manalaii’s impressed whistle cutting over the explosive rhythm of the shooting gallery. “Perfect aim,” he said, smile appearing through the haze. “And faster than last time. That’s quite the pistol.”


I lifted an eyebrow. “Don’t you mean that I’m quite the shot?”


“Well, yes.” His smile took on a lopsided quality. “That too. Of course. Here, I’ll reload.”


I let him take the gun and wiped both hands on my divided skirts, drying sweat and streaking stray powder onto the dark fabric—an unacceptable habit back home, but thankfully the Shield Citadel was not Emora.


“You should be on your third round by now!” Commander Jasque called over the noise. “Anyone who isn’t has to stay back after the session and do timed reloads!”


To my left, Luce grumbled. “Does he want us to just empty the barrel as fast as possible, or actually hit the target?”


Farisque snorted as he handed a pistol to his watcher. “Both, Lucie. Both.” He flicked a glance my way, as full of scorn as wariness. “Or get yourself an Apaian watcher like Ashadi’s.”


“Is that your secret?” Luce said, turning wide eyes toward Manalaii. “I didn’t realise the old natives were so good with guns.”


If Manalaii heard, he didn’t show it, just stood with his back against the wall while with long, deft fingers, he checked my pistol’s loading mechanism and filled the chamber with ball and powder. He made quick work of it as always, despite the pistol being a recent acquisition. He had always been the kind of watcher who practised his craft far more than I practised mine.


“No secret, Luce,” I said. “Just hit where you aim and you’ve got it.”


“Frabre! Does that look like a killing shot to you?” Commander Jasque shouted farther along the row. “We aren’t trying to tickle monsters; we’re trying to stop them eating our families. You miss that target again and you’ve got extra rounds.”


While Farisque sniggered, Mana pressed the newly loaded pistol into my hand. “Lord Ashadi,” he said, relinquishing it with a nod and stepping back. With hardly a thought, I raised the pistol, aiming at a target beginning to look more like pumice than paper, and emptied the six-shot repeater in a few glorious seconds.


“Excellent work, Romm!” the commander called, his heavy tread halting behind me amid the tang and bite of smoke. “Romm has emptied seven full pistols already, and every shot a direct hit. If any of you have been wondering why he gets to ride loose, this is why. We’re going to keep this up until I have a whole pack of Romms!”


Grumbling met this announcement, and Manalaii took my empty pistol back with a quiet grimace. Raising his pistol beside me, Luce said, “Next time, please miss one. Deliberately, if you have to. You know. For me.”


“Just work at it, Lucie!” Farisque laughed, waving away a cloud of smoke as he handed yet another empty pistol to his watcher—a man as dour as Farisque was reckless. “You don’t get to be this good by asking other people to be shoddy,” he went on. “You can be better than Ashadi if you try, and you don’t even need to put up with the creepy death cult stuff.”


This time Manalaii couldn’t have missed the gesture in his direction had he tried, but while the small painted skull on its leather band around his neck seemed suddenly to glow with the force of our stares, he shrank his attention to the gun in his hands.


Whenever I thought we might finally have moved past jibes at my choice of watcher, someone was determined to prove me wrong.


“You say that like you’re better than Ashadi,” Luce retorted, turning on Farisque rather than emptying his pistol at the target.


“Impugning my skill, Lucie?”


I turned from the brewing argument to find Mana waiting with my loaded pistol. I ought to have said something, have apologised for them, but I didn’t. “Thank you,” I said instead. “Let’s load that new seven-shot too, see how she plays.”


“Yes, Lord Ashadi.”


He hurried away, and as I waited, I realised my error. Luce and Farisque were still arguing, loud enough now to catch the attention of others along the row. “I was talking about Ashadi, since he’s the best here,” Luce was saying.


“I am quite as good as Romm,” Farisque scoffed. “He just has fancier toys.”


Glances flitted my way at this, and I fought the urge to join in to Farisque’s detriment. And failed. “Come now, Farisque,” I said in a bored drawl. “You know that’s not true. Better than Luce, yes. Better than me, no.”


Laughter greeted this—our audience seeming to grow by the moment as riders sought more interesting entertainment than being shouted at by Commander Jasque. Unfortunately, the commander was at the other end of the room, a fact Farisque also noted with a glance and a growing grin. “You’re so sure of that?” he said. “How about a little contest then?” He pointed at the new pistol Mana was loading. “Your flashy new pistol against my old reliable. No money on the outcome—neither of us needs it. Let’s bet an extra callout instead.”


Better to ignore such challenges, but whatever I had hoped upon first arriving, the citadel was just like Emora. Hierarchy. Money. Power. There, one’s name was everything, friends were a weakness no one could afford, and mercy tended to backfire.


I sighed and took my new pistol from Mana’s hand. “As you wish. I have a few minutes to show you how wrong you are.”


“A bet!” Luce cried, loud enough to cut over the remaining noise. “A bet is on! Farisque and Ashadi are shooting for a callout!”


Regret flared, but before I could even consider backing out, Commander Jasque strode over. “Now this is sport!” he said, rubbing his hands together as riders and watchers alike drew close in a press of chatter, oil, powder, and sweat.


“What were you thinking?” Batien demanded of Farisque with a laugh, his folded arms bulging muscles. “Didn’t anyone warn you when you arrived never to challenge Ashadi?”


“I certainly wouldn’t dare,” Luce agreed, causing a trickle of amused derision.


“Perhaps losing is good for the soul.”


“An extra callout? You like hard work and throwing up, huh, Farisque?”


“I’m willing to lay odds on a greater than ten-point difference; any takers?”


I stood heeding none of it, determined to at least appear like a steady rock within the whirlpool while Farisque enjoyed the attention and laughed along, lazy looks beneath his lowered lids sending daggers for my chest.


“Are you sure you want to do this?” Manalaii said, drawing close enough that his words were a breath by my ear. “You could cry off.”


“And impugn your honour, my dear?”


“My honour?”


I raised a brow at his confusion. “I’m well aware the watchers have a secret betting pool that ranks riders, so don’t deny it. Sadly, your secret is not very secret; it’s just that nobody cares to stop you.”


He mumbled something I didn’t catch as Farisque proclaimed his readiness, forcing Mana to step back into the excited buzz.


I had never set out to become some kind of infamous peril people had to be warned against. In my former life, I would have revelled in the thrill of being the best, but here my obsessive shooting practice was born from pain, not joy.


“What good is trauma if you can’t profit off it?” I murmured under my breath, adjusting my grip on the new pistol. It was the finest I owned, a newly crafted seven-shot repeating flintlock, something in its precise construction allowing it to fire off seven shots in the same time as other repeaters fired six. Since Farisque carried a slower six-shot, he must have been hoping I wasn’t yet used to this new pistol’s vagaries, but while today was the first time I’d tested it on the range, his hope reckoned without my insomnia and all the holes in my bedroom walls.


I rotated the loading lever, and with the pistol cocked and ready, let it hang loose at my side.


“Score is by both speed and accuracy,” Commander Jasque was saying, his eyes bright with the thrill of precision scoring. “The total of your rings plus the inverse of your time. Four for—”


“With all due respect, Commander, we know how to score,” I said. “Can we get on with this so I can get on with my life?”


More sniggers.


“That’s one point off for insubordination, Romm,” the commander said. “But if you’re both ready.”


I lifted my arm, levelling the cocked pistol at the distant target. “Farisque?”


“Ready when you are.” His grin was a forced rictus, sweat beading on his brow.


“Right then. On three,” boomed the commander’s voice around us. “One. Two. Three!”


Whatever the realities of being up in the skies, with a stationary target it was possible to unload all seven bullets in mere seconds, cranking the lever between each shot and adjusting sight down the barrel—the whole a smooth, single motion from the first pull of the trigger.


Except when someone ran into the gallery in the middle of the third shot and shouted, “Learshapa has been surrendered!”


I pulled my aim as the words struck me, sending shock rippling through my body. Had I not been well-practised in maintaining focus under pressure I would have lost more than one shot off into the stonework. As it was, the last shots seemed to take forever, each crank of the loading handle and squeeze of the trigger stretching to an age as questions swirled like powder smoke.


I lowered my pistol as the last shot ripped from the barrel. Mana called time, more than a second before Farisque’s watcher called his despite my extra shot. Smoke and sharp questions filled the air, both tasting bitter in the aftermath.


“Surrendered?”


“Did Lummazza attack?”


“No, you idiot. He means the people voted to join the rest of the Celes Basin under Reacher Sormei.”


“Wasn’t the vote next week?”


“Hey, Ashadi, your lands are near Learshapa, aren’t they?”


Annoyance bubbled through me. As riders we weren’t meant to be members of our families anymore, were meant to be neutral, protecting the basin from outside threat without taking part in its politics. It was true only until something reminded us it wasn’t.


I loosened my all-too-tight grip on the pistol. “They are,” I said, turning to face the rest of my pack, their interest having shifted from the witnessing of one trauma to another, gazes hungry. “Though I’m hardly the only one here from out east.” Not wanting to think about the news, I thrust out my empty pistol without looking, grateful Mana was on hand to take it. “Did I win?” I asked, words forcefully bright.


“It’s hardly fair when we were interrupted,” Farisque grumbled.


“It’s the only way you’ll ever get me to pull a shot, so take it or leave it,” I said.


This earned some laughter from the tangle of talk as Commander Jasque tallied the score and Farisque went on grumbling, but the world seemed to have faded behind the sheen of smoke. Even Mana’s voice sounded distant.


“What?” I snapped.


“Do you want it reloaded?” he said.


“No.” I shook my head, thoughts fuzzy. “No, I need some air.”


He stepped aside as I strode toward the gallery balcony, only to be brought up short. “Romm by three,” Commander Jasque cried. “Everyone except Romm has to shoot two extra rounds. You’re allowed to leave only when you get a personal score of at least twenty-five!”


I looked back over my shoulder amid the sudden outcry and complaints of favouritism. “Forget the callout, Farisque. Just don’t waste my time again.”


Leaving the uproar in my wake, I stepped out onto the balcony, gaining peace and space to think. The integration of Learshapa into the basin had felt inevitable for a long time; it had just taken Sormei Sydelle levels of ambition to make it a reality—a reality that worried at me as I stared out at the barren slopes of the Shield Mountains.


My fingers trembled as I took out a roll of korsh and my striker. The movements were as well-practised as aiming and pulling the trigger, and yet it took me more attempts than I was willing to admit to get the roll alight. Once it was, I shoved the striker back into my pocket, fixed the hang of my pleated skirt, and took a long drag.


The sweet tang of korsh smoke trickled warmth through me, easing my ever-present aches to a slightly more manageable level. Still, I leaned against the stone railing to take some weight off my joints, not at all minding that, for anyone who glanced out, it helped me look broody and inscrutable, staring out at the distant horizon. Others would think twice before trying to talk to me.


“Everything all right, Lord Ashadi?”


Except Mana.


I drew in a breath of korsh and turned, blowing the smoke out as I said, “Are we going to have this conversation again? Ash is fine.”


His gaze flittered in the direction of the open door and the collection of riders and watchers still running through practice shots. “It is for you, but not for me. Lord Ashadi. Keeping my job means being respectful.”


“Fine, and yes, I’m all right. I’m always all right.”


“Always?” His turn to raise his brows in amused question.


“Yes. Always.”


It was a ridiculous statement for any rider, yet with impressive faux solemnity, Mana agreed. It was all I could do not to bark a laugh that would have felt like breaking bones.


Suppressing a smile, he came to lean against the railing, just out of reach. Such was the respect expected of watchers, yet I couldn’t but wonder if he preferred distance whenever proximity wasn’t required of him, so meticulously did he maintain it.


“Are you thinking about what will happen to Learshapa now?” he said, staring at the same nothing at which I stared. “Are you worried for your family?”


“Oh no. Can’t say I care very much what happens to them.”


Perhaps I shouldn’t have said it, but I’d never been good at thinking before speaking, and at least he was well used to that by now. Yet he grimaced, once more glancing at me in that quick, furtive way he had, seeking to gather as much information about my mood and meaning in as little time as possible. “Isn’t family important to Emorans? No matter what? Duty, and all that.”


“Only for rich ones.”


“You say rich like it’s a dirtier word than beggar.”


“Because it is.”


Mana’s brow crinkled. It was adorable and entirely unfair. “Isn’t your family rich?”


“Yes. Very.”


“One day I will understand the inner workings of your mind.”


I blew korsh smoke out on a laugh. “Stars, I hope not.”


He grinned and I grinned back, a moment of simple companionship I feared as much as I craved. It lingered longer than usual, long enough to make my chest constrict in the annoying way it had when faced with Mana’s decency and care, and this time it was I who looked away.


“Have you ever been to Learshapa?” I asked, breathing in another lungful of korsh.


“No, never. Only Bakii. And before that, our commune, which is halfway to everywhere yet in the middle of nowhere.”


“That’s a very poetic description,” I said, glancing sidelong at him as I breathed out more smoke. That he was one of the few true Apaians left seemed to be all people noticed about Mana, as though the row of dots tattooed in a curved line beneath his left eye obscured everything else. People wondered why he was around, why I hadn’t chosen a “normal” watcher, and even questioned his loyalty to the cause. For three years he’d been my watcher, his work no different to that of any other, yet still he stood out as an oddity.


Ashadi’s Apaian.


“Poetic?” he said, brows raised. “More likely we just give directions very differently to you. The way to Learshapa from my home is east of the sun four mornings and starfall.”


“Now you’re just stringing me along.”


“Am I?”


His stare was all challenge and I held it, unable to decide and unwilling to fail. As I chewed over an answer, the wind tousled his hair and fluttered his simple skirts—a wind I hadn’t noticed until I saw the ways it touched him.


“I think—”


The gong sounded through the citadel like the beginning of a cursed song, ringing into being a world I would rather not join. Even before the third tone rang, signalling my pack, I had the sinking feeling that always came before a ride.


I stubbed the end of my korsh roll on the railing and blew out a last lungful of smoke, catching Mana’s worried look.


“I’m fine,” I said, or lied, depending on your point of view. “Let’s go.”


[image: ]


The armoury was already bustling when we arrived, Commander Jasque shouting information at the top of his lungs, not because it was necessary, but because he believed in getting the blood pumping with a good shout.


“—coming in from the northeast, but Frabre and Vibluz will be on circuit duty to check all those tricky dark spots the watchers can’t see from the tower,” he was saying as I strode toward my armoury chest. Manalaii had darted ahead to unlock it with the key he wore with the skull around his neck.


“—the rest of you will be on offensive,” the commander went on, already dressed in his armour at the head of the room. “We’re still waiting for a proper estimate on enemy numbers, but if the last few rides are anything to go by, they won’t be small.”


Being laced into his armour beside me, Luce glanced over. “That’s never a good sign, huh?”


“That we’re being called out at all is never a good sign,” I said, watching Mana unpack my chest plate and long bracers, helmet, and boots.


“Well, yes,” Luce agreed. “But if the number is so large that it’s hard to count?”


We shared a grimace, but there wasn’t time to say more. Mana held up my chest plate, and I slid my arms into it before turning to give him better access to the lacing. He worked quickly, each tightening tug punctuated with brief touches as he slid his fingers beneath the laces—the gentle dance of his hands down my back keeping my attention from the bruises still lingering from the last ride. And the one before that. And the one before that.


With Commander Jasque having finished shouting for now, the armoury was abuzz with low talk as each rider prepared, donning their armour, priming their weapons, and stretching muscles for the ordeal to come.


Ordeal. Perhaps the iishor ought to be renamed to something as honest.


Mana patted my shoulder to show he was finished and had one of my bracers ready before I even turned. Made of thick, hard leather, they were as flame-proof as possible, like the rest of the armour, though I wasn’t fool enough to think it would make any difference if I happened to fly into dragon fire.


Manalaii soon had me laced into my bracers too, leaving me to fit my helmet and strap on my holsters while he checked and primed all six pistols, and the two rifles that would hang from Shuala’s saddle. As he finished each one, he set them at half-cock and slid them, one after another, into my holsters, slowly weighing me down. It always felt odd to walk into the room dressed in a light divided skirt and sleeveless tunic only to walk out again weighing so much that setting one foot in front of the other became a gruelling task. At least once I was in the air the weight wasn’t mine to carry.


Clinking glass heralded the iishor’s arrival. With both of my rifles slung over his shoulder, Mana fetched my glass, the murky red liquid within a promise of what was to come. He returned with his usual grimace. He tried to hide it, to look excited or pleased or … whatever he was going for, but he always failed spectacularly. Given the mess he would soon have to deal with, it was no wonder he looked forward to this as little as I did. Yet at the first hint of the iishor’s scent, a twisted rush of euphoria flushed through me, its power calling to some deep, dark part of me I refused to acknowledge.


I took the glass from his hand, reluctance warring with need, though I told myself it was duty that won out. I was a rider of the citadel, and this was my sole purpose now. Protecting the cities of the basin from all that came thundering across The Sands.


I lifted the iishor to my lips. A moment of sweetness, then its bitter heat rushed upon my tongue. All around me glasses were smashing, and before the sane part of me could resist, I tipped it all into my mouth and gulped it down, fighting the urge to gag as the last lumpy, tinny fragments slid down my throat.


The glass fell, smashing about my feet—an old tradition. Some riders threw them hard against the walls sending shards flying, but even under the iishor’s growing influence, that seemed like all too much effort.


“Lord Ashadi?” Mana stood before me, his words already beginning to quicken, colours shifting. “All well?”


He always asked. I nodded rather than speak, sure my voice would already be slow to him as his was speeding up for me. Just like everything else, from the dance and flicker of lantern flames to the pulse raging within my chest and the movement of riders heading for the door, time sped faster and faster like it had spun loose.


“May the Skies keep you,” Mana said, thrusting the pair of rifles into my hands. I took them without thinking, letting my body sink into its practised patterns while my mind unspooled from one reality and sought a foothold in another.


Mana had once asked me what drinking iishor was like. “Like being drunk but nowhere near as fun,” I’d said, and it was almost true.


He was gone before I finished my thought, and dragging the weight of my armour and my holsters, my rifles, and my whole self, I started the walk along the passage with my pack. Sometimes the walk dragged like the weight, seeming to take hours, every step a slow, painful thing despite the speeding of the world around me, but other times it was gone in a blink, and there were the lights of the undercroft and the snuffling and scraping and clinking of dragons moving about.


I was there now, everything smelling of old blood and soot and oily wool fresh from pakkas in the high fields. Light glinted and gleamed, and I found myself blinking fast, or perhaps only thought I was because I was still in the awful transition before everything settled. Untethered from any sense of time, I strode the familiar path to Shuala’s den, carved into the undercroft along with all the others—each dark arch a dragon’s cave.


As I approached, Shuala lifted her head from the shadows and drew a great breath in through her nostrils only to let it out in a disgruntled huff.


Oh. You’re back.


She shifted, stretching a foot toward me from the comfort of her woollen bed, claws scratching stone. Behind the claws her glass scales glinted.


You know I get no sleep around here. Someone is always coming and going, and the breeze through the archway is terribly cold.


“You’re about as far from the arch as it’s possible to get,” I said. “And I can feel the warmth of that wool from here.”


Oh, that would be right, kicking me out of my bed now too?


“Hardly.”


How do you scrawny things even keep warm? She rose as she spoke, stretching out both front legs and lifting her head. I could always light a nice fire upon your feet.


“You know what?” I said, stepping back to give her space to emerge. “I think I’ll pass. Permission to saddle up?”


You always say that like you’re going to do it.


“Yes or no, Shu, we’ve got incoming.”


Then how can I say no?


I pinched the bridge of my nose and blew my frustration out upon a heavy sigh. Around us wings were already beating, and shouts of “Clear!” rang through the undercroft. Shuala just glared at me, her golden eyes seeming to reflect some of my own anger.


At last those golden eyes flicked away. Fine. Yes. Permission granted. Let’s go burn things and see if I can’t shake you loose somewhere or scrape you off on a passing mountain.


“So kind, Shu, you don’t know how much I appreciate it.”


I gave the signal, and one of the stable hands came running. Growing up on an estate outside Learshapa, stable hands had often been young boys or wiry old men with an affinity for mules, but here they had to be tall, muscular, and indestructible—the kind of men who seemed to be hewn from stone. This one was called Borden. Or … Broden. Or maybe Boroden.


Maybe Boroden heaved Shuala’s saddle down from its hook as she slunk reluctantly out of her den, shaking loose the clumps of wool caught to her scales. Her shaking made music like a dozen glass windchimes in a sharp wind, before settling to a gentle tinkle. She eyed Probably Boroden standing patiently beside her.


Why are they always so silent?


“You know the answer to that. Please lie down and let the man do his job.”


She gave a little snort. Why don’t they just give these men the drink too?


“Because it’s shit.”


At last, she lowered her body onto the stones and let Hopefully Boroden throw the saddle over her wing joint. Working quickly, he adjusted its placement, before scrabbing about on the floor to tighten the thick leather straps, taking care not to cut himself on any of her underscales. Something else a stable hand here needed—very stable hands. I grinned to myself, annoyed Mana wasn’t around to roll his eyes at that one.


Once it was done, I thanked the man with a nod and stepped back to allow Shuala to fully stretch out, scales clinking. They were glorious things, each about the width of a finger, protruding enough from her skin to make an overlapping pattern of smoky glass, which the iishor turned faintly blue. She wasn’t the largest or the strongest or the fastest dragon in the pack, but I’d almost swallowed my tongue the first time I saw her unfold from her den. From a sleepy, shimmering ball she had uncurled into the largest animal I had ever seen, twice my height at the wing joint, standing on four legs each ending with talons of sharpened glass. All the dragons were similar in proportion, with short necks, broad shoulders, and long tails ending in devastating spikes. And then they unfurled their wings.


Job done, Boroden—maybe—dashed out of range while I slid my two rifles into their holsters high on Shuala’s back. She made no complaint about the weight or the shifting of the holsters against her scales, but I would check their placement once I was up. I didn’t need to be a dragon to know that having something rubbing your scales the wrong way would be uncomfortable.


A touch to each of my pistols and I gripped the saddle, hauling myself up the glinting mountainside that was her back. One leg thrown over, boots hooked into the forward stirrups, reins in hand, and I was all but ready. Luce was ahead of me, making for the archway, so I took a moment to do a final check and be sure neither the saddle nor the holster was making any of her scales stick up.


Are we going or what?


“Excuse me for caring about your well-being. By all means, let’s go if you’re ready.”


If you really cared for my well-being you’d go die somewhere, she said, striding toward the arch as Luce’s dragon spread its wings and leapt.


“Someone else would just get assigned to you. Maybe someone not as nice as me.”


Is that a threat? It sounds like a threat.


I sighed, though the sound was crushed beneath the thump of her steps and the scrape of claws on stone. “Not a threat, just an observation.”


Like when I observe that your body would look lovely squished flat and not breathing.


As we approached the archway, a sharp wind whipped in, playing music across her scales and making me shiver. Another effect of the iishor was that I was always cold no matter how hot the day—a feeling that was beginning to follow me into my downtime, like my bones were slowly turning to scaleglass.


Reaching the precipice, Shuala unfurled her wings—the only part of her where shimmering glass scales gave way to taut, pale skin, each flap like the cracking of a brightstorm. Half a dozen heavy wing beats and she leapt, launching us both into the deep blue sky. Chill air ripped past my ears, small sounds lost amid the roar of the wind and the crack of wings, even the clink of her scales nothing but memory.


With the iishor humming in my veins, the world came to me in hues of blue and green, only living creatures like the other dragons and riders owning the red and orange of warm-blooded life. They gathered like a flock of red birds just beyond the citadel, and Shuala flew to join them, every fierce flap of her wings pushing us higher. Below, the citadel shrank away while to the south the jagged slopes of the Shield Mountains kept the Celes Basin from view. On this side of the mountains there was just The Sands, stretching as far as the eye could see. And a thickening line of red upon the horizon.


They were coming in fast.


Offence. Ready in one, Shuala said, passing along Commander Jasque’s orders with her usual lack of enthusiasm.


“And?”


Flame lines, then you can play.


Standard tactics. Some dragons shared more details with their riders, but I had learned to trust that Shu knew what she was doing. However the dragons communicated with one another, they were capable of flying and burning in formation with no input at all from us.


When the minute was up, Commander Jasque’s dragon shot forward and the rest of us followed, Shuala’s frenzied flapping sending us into a rapid dive. All I could do was hold tight with both hands and thighs, and grit my teeth as the wind roared past. And on the horizon, the patchwork of blues that made up the world broke upon a mass of bright red monsters. From the open sands they sped toward the foothills, snouts low to the ground and stubby tails wagging. Without the iishor, they were brown, creatures larger than bull pakkas, with leather hides and skinny, misshapen arms that doubled as legs, helping them to balance as they half hopped, half dragged themselves along the uneven terrain at a speed that ought not to have been possible for anything so ungainly.


As we drew close their lines fractured, scattering them off in every direction like a chaotic firework. “Shit,” I hissed. That was new, and if we didn’t rake them with flame soon some would—


Shuala’s back rumbled beneath me, flame readying as we dropped within range. It was like sitting on a boiling pot, every rising bubble vibrating through her scales and into the saddle. As the air grew hotter, I pulled down the tinted glasses hooked onto my riding helmet, muting the white-hot scene as the commander’s dragon let out the first gout of flame. It roared free, followed by others, Shuala’s head shooting forward as she added her fire to the flames raking through the monsters’ splintering ranks. Sparks and hot drops of molten glass flew up from the sand, one landing on my right bracer, but worse than if it had touched skin was the ambient heat. Even high above the fire, it turned the world to a wobbling heat haze, bright and searing upon both flesh and eyes.


Reaching the end of the pack, Shuala wheeled around, banking at such an angle I couldn’t but think of her ongoing threats to shake me off. Their first flames had left behind trails of molten glass and scorched earth scattered with dead and dying monsters. The air stank of charred skin and flesh and hair, but half a dozen clusters were still running for the mountains. In formation, the dragons loosed their second gouts, far less powerful but enough to devastate anything that got in their way.


That felt good, Shuala said, pulling out of her dive, heavy wingbeats carrying us back up into the sky. Hunting time.


I flipped my glasses back up and surveyed the scattered remains of the horde. Those running off back into The Sands were a problem for another day or another pack, but those sprinting toward the mountains had to be stopped. Far too many had gotten past our initial onslaught, each a bright red blotch of heat upon the otherwise pale bluish landscape. With no time for panic, I drew my first rifle and chose a target.


The first time I’d shot from the back of a dragon I’d cried out at the thrill and the ease, at the speed and strength with which Shuala could carry me through the sky, target to target. Whatever our differences, Shuala responded to the lightest of touches while I cranked the loading lever and fired round after round into the glaring red monsters climbing the foothills toward the citadel and beyond.


The thrill remained no matter how many times we’d done this. I sighted along the barrel and fired at the first target. The warbling squeal of a hit was as satisfying as the click and crunch of the loading lever dropping another ball and powder into the chamber while I sighted the next. They were everywhere, spreading out over the foothills like an army of ungainly fire ants, the air thick with the crack of beating wings and flying shot.


My first rifle clicked empty and I shoved it back into its holster, drawing two pistols in its place.


“Take us lower!” I shouted, and Shuala complied, her recalcitrance saved for the comfort of the undercroft.


Holding her wings still, Shuala soared down. The ground sped by sickeningly fast, each shot I took at a searing red sand monster more instinct than skill, yet screeches rose in our wake. I urged her on, more monsters scattering ahead. A fresh pistol—this my seven-shot—and she dove down close once again, all but able to blow them over with a flap of her wings.


I felled a small clutch of them, yet despite how far we’d flown from the initial group more still stretched ahead.


“How did they get this far? Was this a second group?”


Commander says we’re to take them out.


She topped a rise as she spoke, and the few more ahead turned into dozens scattered over the next hill. “Tell him we’re going to need backup!” I shouted into the wind.


On our own. Lots of groups got through.


“Shit.” I drew another pistol from its holster. “Might need your claws for some of these.”


I have a third flame brewing.


“Save it for if we find a pack.”


Like that one, she said, topping a second rise to find a dozen clumped together, making for one of the many wider passes.


“Yes, like that one.” I flipped my glasses down as her belly began to rumble, and banking back around, she came at them along their longest axis, spewing flame in a roar. The heat made the air waver, and here away from the sand there was no molten glass, only the scorching of rock and dirt and the squeal of monsters as they fell.


I’m out.


“Let’s hope I have enough shots then.”


She flew on, weaving through the peaks and tracks of the pass hunting individual monsters, scrabbling along on their curved dark claws.


A dropping sensation in my stomach was the first warning the iishor’s euphoria was wearing off. Ride by ride it was lasting less time. I needed my dosage increased, an increase I wasn’t sure my body could handle. Not a fear I’d shared with Mana. Not a fear I dared dwell on even now.


“Iishor’s going, Shu,” I said. “Let’s finish this up as fast as we can.”


Shall I tell the command—


“No.”


I could feel her disapproval, but that she’d even asked meant she knew something was wrong. We should head back.


“There’s still some more ahead. We have to get them first.”


If we go much farther, you’ll run out before we can get back.


“Can’t be helped.” I cranked the loading lever, dropping the last ball of the second rifle into the chamber. “Let’s finish the job.”


I sighted along the barrel as another monster came into view, scrabbling with its misshapen arms up a slope of scree. I fired, hitting it in the back and sending it sliding off balance, Shuala’s pace too quick to see if it had died in one shot or would be left bleeding out.


Every time I was sure we’d found the last, the bright red flare of another would appear and we’d press on. Around us the bright blue hue started to drain, revealing the world’s rightful colours—colours that spun slowly as nausea built in my gut. I gritted my teeth and pushed it down, drawing my last pistol.


“Almost out, Shu.”


Of shots?


“Of everything.”


She knew what I meant. Knew she would be making the flight back on her own, a grumble all the answer I got.


The all-too-large group of monsters had finally thinned to a couple making for one of the passes, and I took them out with a hasty shot and reload as Shuala snaked us through the jagged peaks faster than was safe. Heaving a sigh, I was about to turn her back toward the citadel when another appeared a little way on. Waiting until we were in range, I levelled my pistol, hand shaking, arm unsteady. The shot went well wide and I cranked again, cursing my body’s weakness, cursing the iishor and its side effects, cursing these damn monsters and their determination to get within our borders.


A second shot went wide too, and a third clipped its foot, barely slowing it down, and that was it. I was out of shots, without resorting to throwing the pistol at it and hoping.


Thankfully, before my hazy brain could decide this was a good idea, Shuala dropped, extending her front claws in a blazing streak of bright, reflective glass, and swept the creature up in her talons. Barely had it squealed than she tore it asunder, dropping the pieces in a fountain of bloody beads that sprayed across her scales.


With no more monsters appearing, there was nothing to do but hope that had been the last and turn back. My light tug upon the reins wasn’t needed. Shuala was already banking steeply, beating the air with her great wings and propelling us up, out of the mountain crags and into the sky.


Holding tight, the flight back seemed both far quicker than the flight out and yet interminable. My churning stomach refused to be ignored, and a headache began long before the citadel came into sight.


Silent now, Shuala sped toward one of the undercroft’s open archways, taking the entrance much faster than usual. The frantic beat of her wings as she sought to slow filled the space with rushing wind, and her claws scraped the stones as we finally slid to a halt.


My teeth chattered as I pulled my boots from the stirrups and half slid, half fell out of the saddle, one hand on Shuala all that kept me from overbalancing. With the iishor gone, I could no longer hear her, but likely she was saying something snarky about how much trouble I was.


I breathed a delirious laugh and started toward the crowd of onlookers crammed into the doorway.


“Ash!”


Mana. Relief flowed through me. I was going to be all right. “Mana, I—”


I made it only two steps before my legs collapsed, Mana’s waiting arms the only reason I didn’t hit the floor.
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