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CHAPTER ONE


1648


YEAR OF THE GAME
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Barcetima


Uosti Sa Continent


The Planet Kator


It was a warm night in the Katish summer, full of dancing and music and laughter, and they used all of this as cover when they slipped into the bar and took a table by the windows. They sat facing the rest of the room and turned a memory coin in their fingers. They didn’t signal for a waiter. They had a perfect view of the road, which wended south and up—toward an estate on the hill that belonged to Ashir Doanye. From their place in the bar, they could see the estate, the grand house, its windows like yellow eyes. They flipped the coin once, but since its tail and head were the same, there was nothing to infer.


They imagined a head and tail onto the coin. If the coin landed on heads, they would give the coin to her. If it landed on tails, they would kill her.


They flipped it again. Impossible to know.


Someone jostled past them, bumping their chair. Easy as breathing, to turn toward the bump, to slip their hand into the woman’s coat and lift the coin purse off her belt. When she was gone, they held the purse under the table, digging through the contents. It was mostly Katish currency, plastic plae, but down at the bottom they found a Ma’kessn ingot. Pleased, they sat with the memory coin in one hand and the ingot in the other. One side of the ingot showed the face of the goddess Makala, fecund and lovely. On the opposite side of the ingot was an image of the temple Riin Cosas, the holiest site on Ma’kess. Heads and tails.


They flipped the ingot. Makala appeared. Hmm.


It was a noisy night, crowded. But they had picked their location wisely. The bar was attached to a very nice hotel, whose best rooms were reserved for a Kindom delegation that, even now, celebrated in the home of Ashir Doanye. A lucrative weapons contract had been signed, to the benefit of Kindom and warmongers alike. Rolling the memory coin between their fingers, they watched the road. They would be able to see the delegation come down from the estate. They would see her arrive, and slip from their table, and go to her on the street, and offer her the memory coin. Unless the ingot fell on tails. Then they’d kill her.


Flip. Heads. Hmm.


The trick was, she would be expecting it. Because she was always expecting it, always anticipating an assassination attempt. This was one of the things they had learned in the past few years of studying her life—that she never didn’t expect someone to try to kill her, and that it was this expectation that kept her alive. If they appeared out of nowhere, even just to give her the coin, she would expect a kill. So they had to be fast, so fast, faster than her. She was twenty-seven, practically old, surely not as fast as them.


Of course, if they tried to kill her and failed, she would definitely kill them. She might torture them first and figure out who they were, but what good was a failed assassin to her?


Or they might succeed in offering the coin, and still, she’d kill them. She had warned them, once, that it could go that way. Just the insult of startling her was worth a death sentence.


They flipped the ingot, and Makala’s face shone once more. They thought of the opposite side of the coin, the temple Riin Cosas. Symbol of the Righteous Hand, of the holy Clerisy. They had never wanted to be a cleric when they studied at the kinschool. Always they wanted to be a cloaksaan, even when Four tried to change their mind. The Cloaksaan, quiet and unnoticed. Brutal. That was the road for them. And it might all work out, if they gave her the memory coin and she accepted them into her cadre of novitiates.


It was all “maybes” now, and they felt somewhat clinical about the possibility of their own death. Not because they were indifferent, but because they had come up against death a dozen times. What was their alternative, now that this crucial moment had arrived? To walk away? After everything?


Yes, said Four in their thoughts, for Four was a pragmatist, and protective. Walk away.


Just then a new group came into the bar, taking the table nearest theirs with raucous laughter and congratulatory braying, saying a lot of things, like how well it went, and what a payday, and who should they fleece next? It wouldn’t have registered, except that one of them, a tall man with broad shoulders, said arrogantly, “That teacher was gagging to meet Doanye. It was a cinch, closing the deal.”


That name, Doanye, caught their attention. The man with the estate on the hill. Esek’s host, even now. The group ordered drinks, and the drinks came. But no one mentioned Doanye again, so Six lost interest and watched the road through the window. It was already near midnight. Surely the party wouldn’t go on much longer. Inside their jacket were two weapons: a pistol strapped under one arm, and a knife in an interior sheath. The knife had a long, curved blade, perfect for gutting fish.


The memory coin was another form of weapon. A crystallized moment in time. Or a half hour, to be precise. Revel Moonback, leader of the Moonback family and rival to the Nightfoots, was a cautious man, but someone betrayed him. Someone recorded him. Six didn’t even have to pay much, all things considered, and now they had a recording of him with his mistress, who also happened to be his niece.


It was sordid. And just the sort of secret that Esek Nightfoot would salivate over. If they chose to offer it to her. If they didn’t kill her instead. And she didn’t kill them.


“When do we get payment, Goan?” asked one of the saan at the table next to them.


The tall one laughed. “I already got the pay I care about. But the rest of it will be in this weekend. You mark my words; these people need us more than we need them. There’s going to be lots more contracts that come out of this.”


One of them, the smallest, said, “What do you mean you already got paid?”


A beat of silence, and the other four at the table were laughing, slapping their ignorant comrade on the back. Surly, he demanded, “Did you take another cut?”


“Just a finder’s fee,” said Goan, smug. “You know how it is with the kinschools.”


The word buzzed in Six’s ear, and though they had only been giving the group half their attention, now the saan had it all. But none of them noticed the teenager flipping the ingot.


Goan went on, “Those masters have more than money on offer, and it’s all about connections in this business. You know the right people, you get the best rewards.”


Everyone at the table seemed to hold their breath, waiting for the punch line, and Six, too, was waiting for it, wondering—


“A student,” Goan crooned.


It took a beat for his small friend’s eyes to widen in realization. “No!”


Goan nodded. “They wanted it to have an invitation to the party as well, so I asked to taste the merchandise. Sweetest thing, too. Fifteen, sixteen? Big gray eyes—like moons. Not much of a face, but those kinschool students are built like little gods.”


Six’s skin prickled with recognition.


“But it’s illegal!” the small one said.


They all laughed again. Goan was a big man; his hands were big. He squeezed his friend’s shoulder so hard Six imagined bruises spreading like ink in water.


“It’s illegal if the Kindom finds out. And the Kindom doesn’t find out because it doesn’t want to. The students belong to the schools. They can use them for whatever they want, business, pleasure, you name it. What, you think any Hand starts out a virgin? Or haven’t you ever seen the way clerics flirt? Bunch of dogs in heat. And if they’re selling, I tell you what—I’m buying. That little student made my week. I could have gone for hours.”


The waiter came back with a new round of drinks, and the saan at the table raised their glasses and toasted, and cheered Goan on as if he was a hero. Six looked up the road, toward the Doanye estate, and realized that Four was at the party with Esek. Four, who they hadn’t seen in nearly five years, but who they knew had gone out on a recruiting mission with one of the kinschool masters. They thought of Four’s rare gray eyes and strong body, which the man Goan had enjoyed so much. Four, dangerous in its own peculiar way, had never been a sexual performer. Four was quiet, reserved. Four would not have shared Goan’s enjoyment.


They gripped the memory coin. They flipped the ingot. Makala.


The night was getting later. The people in the bar were getting drunker. The revelry of the summer night was starting to affect Six, like a hot wind whipping up their emotions. If they didn’t control themself, they would lose their way. Esek Nightfoot was coming down the road soon, a red-plumed bird of prey in her cleric’s coat, and she knew nothing of Four, or of Goan, or of Six waiting for her in this bar. Their only advantage was surprise. If the coin landed on heads one more time, they would give it to her. If it landed on tails, they would kill her.


They flipped the ingot. This time, the temple Riin Cosas winked up at them.


Goan stood, bragging, “I need to piss,” and went off.


Six pocketed the ingot and the memory coin. They rose like a shadow and followed him.


The restrooms were empty, and as Goan went to the urinal and started to piss, Six stood behind him, watching. It took Goan longer to notice than it should have, but when he did, he threw a startled look over his shoulder. “What are you looking at, you little freak?”


“I heard you like them young,” said Six.


Goan barked, a sound half laughter, half scoff. “Fuck you. Get out of here.”


He was zipping up his pants. Six said, “I need money.”


Goan stopped still. Turned slowly. Looked Six over with slow, perusing eyes. What did he see? Six wondered. A tall teenager, lean, and dark-skinned as Kata—not fair like Four. Not built solid, the way Four was built. Small dark eyes instead of gray. Attractive in a conventional and generally unnoticed way. And gendermarked. Unlike Four.


“Really?” said Goan with interest. “You know, prostitution is illegal in Barcetima.”


“It is illegal if they find out,” Six replied.


A snort. “You’re a little spy, aren’t you?”


“Fifty plae,” Six said.


“Thirty.”


“Forty.”


Another laugh. “All right. Lock that door and come here.”


“Not here,” said Six, stepping back from the aggressive height of the man, who looked displeased. “Somewhere more private. The alley.”


They left the restroom together, walking back toward a rear exit and into an alley that separated the hotel bar from the housing blocks behind it. Six looked left and right, and saw no one, and already Goan was grabbing at them, pawing at their clothes. Six used the confidence of sixteen years learning to survive and pushed Goan back against the alley wall, distracting him with hands on his belt. They opened it together, and Six reached in for his sex, grasping him firmly and beginning to stroke. Goan groaned, head leaning back against the wall as he panted, and after a short while something hot and wet spilled over Six’s hands, and they stepped back.


Goan’s head had dropped down. He looked at Six with a wide, startled expression. Six held the knife in one hand, the curved blade gleaming red. Goan gripped a hand to his entrails, already spilling out of the wide slash Six had cut through him. Goan made a gurgling sound, near enough a scream that Six stepped forward and slashed out again—this time cutting through his throat. The carotid artery became a geyser, spraying hot blood over Six’s face. Six stepped back again, and watched grimly as the man clutched at his belly and his throat.


It was a messy death, a smelly death, but it went quickly, the two wounds overwhelming all Goan’s strength in moments. He slumped against the wall, and his legs went out. He fell sideways onto the ground, jerking and gagging on his own blood before at last he went still.


Six wiped a hand down their bloody face. There was very little light in the alley, but still too much. They found the nearest lamp and determined to crush the bulb and leave Goan in a blanketing darkness.


“What’s this, little killer?” said a voice in the shadows. “You’re not even going to rob the corpse?”


Six drew their gun in an instant, pointing into the dark.


“Do not move,” they warned.


In the darkness, a figure stood still. Six felt a kind of horror, as if what stood in the alley would lumber forward and be a doppelgänger of themself.


“Come into the light. But do it slowly.”


The figure obeyed, hands held out at their sides, until at last they had stepped into the shallow lamplight. A man. Shorter than Six and built of compact muscle, he looked as if he must be thirty or a little older than that. He stood and looked at Six, and his eyes were narrow and dark and caught the light with a shimmer. Six recognized him at once for a Quietan. He had deep brown skin, rough from sun and surf, and wore his hair in pristinely matted locs, which fell past his shoulders. He wore an oilskin vest over a shirt, and canvas trousers, and a double belt of small knives forming an X across his chest. He was smiling.


“That was brutally done. Are you a cloaksaan?”


Pride and bitterness surged in them, but they squashed it, remembering Four’s talent for calm. They pointed the gun at the man. They would have to kill him.


“What are you doing in this alley?” Six asked.


“It’s a public alley, nah? Can’t a man smoke in peace?”


Now Six could smell the pipe smoke on him, a salty tobacco that Quietans favored. Six had spent some time on Quietus four years ago, before indenturing with a Katish weapons merchant. Six liked Quietus, and Quietans, and maybe this was why they had not pulled the trigger. Also, the gun’s report might bring people running. Six would have to get close to the man and cut his throat. Leave both bodies in the alley. Make their way through the shadows to their room in the shanty town. They thought of Esek at the party on the hill. It would have to wait. It would all have to wait, either murder or gift, because this thing had happened.


Six holstered the gun and the knife, wanting to appear harmless. As harmless as they could with blood all over them, of course. They inched forward. The man watched them, thoughtful. “If you’re not going to rob the corpse, do you mind if I do it?”


Startled, Six said, “Yes.”


A lifted eyebrow. “Really? Why?”


Six hesitated, mouth opening and closing, some ridiculous Godtext edict about respect for the dead washing up on their memory—they dismissed it just as quickly.


“I did not kill him so he could be robbed.”


It was a foolish reason. The man laughed. “Then why kill him?”


He had the typical accent of a Quietan, clipped and musical, and it only sounded more musical for the faint mockery of the question. Six kept quiet this time, though they were thinking of their kinschool days, and Four in the cot next to theirs, and Four stealing them food from the kitchen, and Four with bloody teeth scaring off some older students.


The man gave a small nod of understanding, and Six didn’t like that. What could he possibly understand? Six took another step toward him, pretending to step away from the pool of blood. The door that went back into the bar was on their left. They could hear noise behind it—somewhere in there Goan’s friends were drinking and fantasizing about Four.


“Was he alone?” the man asked.


It was like he had heard Six’s thoughts. Six said, “He came here with friends.”


“Then his friends will look for him. And you’re covered in blood. If you go up this alley and turn right, you’ll come to a fountain. Wash in the fountain, and run. Otherwise, they’re going to find you.”


Six slid closer. “They will not find me.”


Or else they would. Let them.


The man sucked his teeth. “That arrogance won’t take you far.”


In a flash the knife was in their hand—the man was a foot away. Six lashed out, wanting to make it fast. Something jarred against their wrist. It was the leather bracer on the man’s forearm. Six stepped right, swiped in the other direction. Another block, and this time the man’s free hand came up and cuffed them so hard on the ear that their skull clanged. Startled, furious, they dove at him, a barrage of strikes and thrusts that pushed the man back into the shadows of the alley but didn’t overwhelm him. He brandished no weapon but his arms and his hands, and they were like clubs, blocking every strike and cuffing Six again, on the opposite ear.


“Stop that,” the man snapped.


Six pulled a second knife from their ankle cuff and went at the man with both hands, and this time when an arm came up, they dove under it toward his belly, saw him barely dodge, and suddenly the man had them by both wrists. They stared at each other.


“Will you stop?” he said.


They kneed him. It was a good blow, between his legs, but the man twisted somehow and got the brunt of it in his thigh. He gripped them tighter, so tight. Six choked in pain. They felt the bones in their wrists move, felt the compression like a vise, and panic went through them. They couldn’t get past him, couldn’t get free of him—


A hard jerk. The man was stronger than them and spun them around like a toy. Shoved them up against the wall. Their head cracked against stone, their back jarred badly. The knives had fallen from their choked wrists, and they were trapped. They snarled and spit like an animal, thinking of Four alone in the dark, forced to do terrible things—


“Damn you, calm down!” hissed the man. “I’m not going to hurt you.”


They felt something wet on the back of their head where it had cracked against the wall. They felt a little dizzy, and the man had crossed their arms against their chest and was pinning them like that. His belts of knives were so close. Six wrenched and fought—and had their head knocked against the wall again. Their vision went starry.


“You stop it right now,” said the man, as if from far away. “There was no need for any of this, you little fool.”


Six felt nauseated, woozy. In humiliation they realized how quickly Esek would have killed them, if they’d gone to her tonight. They were nowhere near ready for her.


The man pulled them away from the wall and threw them down onto the alley floor, right next to Goan’s fetal body. Six saw that the Quietan was holding their gun. The two knives were on the ground, by the man’s feet. Out of reach. Six lay in the blood and dust and stared up at him. He was pointing the gun at them but also swiping a hand down the front of his clothes.


“Damn you, you got blood on me.”


“Shoot me, then.”


The man blurted a laugh. “Why are young people in such a hurry to die?”


Six flooded with heat, furious to be laughed at.


“I will not be taken by the Cloaksaan!”


He laughed again, gesturing at Goan in his smelly, motionless heap. “You think a cloak is going to get involved over this fuck? He’s a merchant with his dick hanging out of his pants. I doubt the guardsaan will even care that much. You’re in more danger from his friends, and I’m not about to tell strangers I ran into some weird little assassin.”


That descriptor rankled, but Six was more focused on getting their gun back. As if he sensed it, the man snorted and tucked the gun in his belt. “I’m keeping this. You’re a good fighter, by the way, so don’t take it too hard. You just lack experience.” He kicked the knives across the ground, close enough to grab. Six was so insulted they just sat there. With a vanity that seemed out of place, he took out a handkerchief and wiped at the blood that had gotten on him. “You better not try to stick me again,” he warned. “Damn. Try to help someone, and this is what you get. Fucking kids.”


Six watched him, suspicious, and thinking the whole thing was not quite right. Guardedly, they asked, “Why help me?”


At once the Quietan met their eyes with a wide smile, as if he’d been hoping they would ask, and said all bright and cheerful, “Well, to be honest with you—I’m a bit of a talent scout. And I saw how you used that knife. Damned impressive, kid. Damned impressive.”


Six did not react. This was not the first time they’d met “talent scouts.” Most were looking for child prostitutes. One had wanted Six for their actual skills, and she was dead now. They would find a way to kill this man, too, if they had to.


“I do want to know,” he went on, still cheerfully, like this was a chat happening in the bar instead of the alley, “why did you kill him, if not to rob him?”


Six thought of Four. “He was a rapist.”


The man stopped dabbing at himself. He looked at Six seriously, in a way that said he believed them. Six had said it as a warning rather than a justification—as a way to insist that if the man was looking for child prostitutes, this was the wrong tactic.


“Well, then. I suppose that’s fair play. But you didn’t come to Barcetima to kill this fucker, did you?” Six just looked at him. The man shrugged. “I can spot the difference between a local and the just-passing-through type. So, I ask myself, what does a weird little assassin pass through Barcetima for? Why do they sit in the bar and watch Ashir Doanye’s house? Why do they do it on the night he’s got Kindom visiting him?”


A thousand icy needles swept the crown of Six’s skull as they realized that this strange Quietan had been watching them since before the murder in the alley. Following them, maybe? Were their intentions toward Esek visible on their face? Did the man work for Esek?


“Word of advice on that front,” he continued. “It’s not an easy thing, going up against Kindom all alone. They’d have you spitted and roasting before you had a chance to name the Sixth God.”


Six stood up slowly, swiping the knives. They could get another gun. For now, the blood was drying on their clothes. The shanty town room was ten blocks away, and no one would glance at blood there, but they thought maybe they should get out of town altogether. There were farms four miles outside the city center. A barn would make a good hideout for the night.


“Do not follow me,” they ordered, and took a step back.


He looked amused. “The name’s Yantikye, in case you’re interested. Yantikye the Honor.”


“I am not interested,” said Six, backing up farther.


Yantikye the Honor tsked. “Come now, little killer. Everyone needs allies sometimes.”


Spinning around, they leapt and broke the lamp bulb that illuminated the alley. Thrown under a black blanket, they ran away from the body and the Quietan man, but they heard his voice calling after them like a premonition. “Don’t forget my name! You may need it!”


Bruised and with blood on their skull, they didn’t look back.


It was months before they learned that Four became Chono that night.


 




For this reason, it is to the benefit of the Jeveni people and the Treble entire that no separatist community shall exceed one hundred Jeveni citizens, and the Kindom retains the right to disband these communities at will. It is better by far that the Jeveni should assimilate, and adopt the practices of their new planets and cities, for their isolation from civilization has been a blight upon them, and ultimately made them vulnerable to the genocider Lucos Alanye. Thus the Kindom intends that they never suffer such a fate again, and may the Godfire ensure it, by curtailing their pride.


excerpt, the Anti-Patriation Act, Article 3. Dated 1596, Year of the Brand.












CHAPTER TWO


1664


YEAR OF THE CRUX
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Farren Eyce


The Planet Capamame


The body lies at a strange angle, both arms underneath his torso. Half of him lies on the landing, the other half sprawled over the last few steps of this flight of the massive stone staircase that forms the core of Farren Eyce. His neck is broken, one leg snapped at the knee. In this position, his face is hidden, but there’s no mistaking Uskel’s red hair, matted with blood.


Through Masar flashes an image of Nikkelo, lifted off his feet by the force of a gunshot, a scarlet corona spreading around his head where he fell …


“We should move him,” says Fonu sen Fhaan, the River of the Wheel, and Nikkelo’s replacement.


No one says anything. Masar’s prosthetic eye tics, a quick glitch in his vision; he rubs the corner until it resolves. He looks over at Dom, another collector, whose normally dark complexion has grayed out with shock. Nevertheless he comes at Masar’s gesture, and together the three of them crouch and gently lift Uskel’s body, carrying him down the last steps and laying him on his back. Masar’s stomach churns at the crushed ruin of his face, and Dom makes a soft, strangled noise. From nearby come more sounds of gasps and murmurs. Masar glances up. The crowd has gotten bigger since he arrived five minutes ago. It’s not even dawn, but word has already spread. A couple of the junior collectors, Qlios and Siel, stand between him and the crowd, an informal barricade.


Masar asks Dom, “When was the last time you spoke to him?”


Dom stares at Uskel, then looks up at Masar with rapidly blinking, damp eyes. “Two nights ago. We had drinks. Everything … seemed fine.”


Masar nods, and suddenly a woman in the crowd approaches. She’s carrying a blanket, and though Siel looks uncertain, Qlios stands aside for her. She holds the blanket out to Masar, her eyes fixed on Uskel’s body.


“Moon arise,” she breathes.


Masar takes the blanket. “Don’t look, Auntie.”


Her eyes snap up to his. He knows her from a little noodle shop she runs in the Market District. She says, “I saw a death like this in the factories. A woman fell from some scaffolding.”


What should he say to that? He and Dom take the blanket as Fonu watches, and they spread it out over Uskel, covering him and most of the blood. Masar turns back to the woman, who looks wan and haunted.


“May the barren flourish,” she whispers, and turns away.


For the first time he takes a good look at the crowd, sees the mix of expressions, fear and uncertainty. They’re all murmuring to one another, many staring at Masar or Fonu, rather than Uskel. Tension hangs over the crowd like the quiet eye of a storm.


Fonu mutters, “We should disperse these people. It does no good for them to see this.”


Masar gives the River a sidelong glance. Not for the first time, he considers how different Fonu is from Nikkelo, whose warmth bred loyalty and confidence in everyone he spoke to.


Dom, looking sick, demands, “Disperse them how, my River?”


His voice holds none of the reverence usually found in that honorific.


Fonu makes an impatient sound, their skinny frame tightening as they sense the rebuke in Dom’s question. “Who knows what rumors and exaggerations will spread through the colony?”


Masar pauses, glancing toward the swelling ranks of colonists. Uskel is the third collector to die in the past six months.


“It might be a bit late for that,” he says.


Fresh chatter starts up in the crowd as people stand, and Jun Ironway appears. She must have taken the elevator down from her apartment on Level 7. She looks rumpled and cross, and he can tell at once that she’s already casting, her eyes distant.


The lights in the courtyard suddenly flicker. Everyone looks up, uneasy at this latest example of a problem that’s been plaguing Farren Eyce for months. Jun’s limbs tighten. The flickering stops, and she stands beside the body.


“Can you move the blanket?” she asks, voice rough either from sleep or from her caster fugue. Masar lifts the blanket, standing between Uskel and the crowd to block their view. Dom helps. There are voices behind them, but Masar focuses on Jun. She observes the body, clearly assessing with her ocular, feeding information into a vault of evidence. She raises her eyes toward the staircase rising above them. They’re on the fourth level of Farren Eyce, and eventually Jun says, “Based on the damage, I calculate he fell from Level 8.”


A beat of silence.


“Fell,” Masar repeats.


The stone railings of the staircase are as high as Uskel’s waist.


Jun amends, “Someone … made him fall.”


Fonu makes a low, aggressive sound. “Keep your voice down. We don’t need hysteria.”


Something changes in Jun’s eyes, a flicker from distance to presence, as she turns to look at Fonu for the first time. Her eyebrows hike up in that fucking smartass way that keeps getting her in trouble with the Wheel.


“Or else he jumped. But three collector suicides in six months? I doubt they hate your leadership that much, Sa.”


Fonu’s narrow face twists. Masar warns in a rumble, “Jun …”


She rubs her eyes, clears her throat. “A few cameras caught his fall, but none of them show how it happened. He was in a dead spot.”


This is the same as it was with the other two collectors. Leios was found hanging in a gymnasium locker room with no cameras. Roq appeared to have shot themself with a nail gun in a construction zone that hadn’t yet been connected to the Farren Eyce casting net. And now, this fall in the early hours, no one and nothing to see it happen.


As if hearing his thoughts, someone in the crowd calls out, “What is this? If you can’t protect your own from murderers, how can you protect us?!”


Voices rise in agreement. Masar glances at Fonu, expecting them to address the speakers, but the River holds challenging eye contact with Jun. Masar leaves them, walking toward the crowd. To his unease, a few people step back, as if they’re afraid of him.


“I know how frightening this is,” he says. “But we’re doing everything we can to figure out what’s happening. Believe me, I want to understand it as much as you. These people who’ve died—they were my friends. I worked with them for years.”


Saying it for the first time makes his throat tighten. Most of the remaining collectors in Farren Eyce only finished their training in the last two years. The veterans Masar came up with, who lived and bled for the cause of the Wheel, are a dying breed. It’s just him and Dom left.


Someone says, “We need better methods for preventing suicide.”


Someone argues, “This isn’t suicide, you fool.”


“No one knows anything,” says a third. “The Wheel doesn’t know anything.”


More rumbling in the crowd, more anxiety and crackling anger. Before Capamame, when it was Masar’s job to seek out the lost descendants of the Jeveni, he had a gift for making people trust him, like him, talk to him. He has used that gift these past eight months, trying to soothe the uncertainty and fear of the Farren Eyce colonists with his natural charisma. But what was once a performance in service of the mission now feels like a costume that no longer fits.


He speaks over the crowd, “You’re right. We don’t know yet what happened. If it was suicide or something else. But until we’re sure, it’s better not to make guesses. You should all go home, get a little more sleep. The Gale will send out a newscast once we know more.”


Someone scoffs. Masar zeroes in on a man in farmer’s coveralls. “And how are you gonna ‘know more’? You gonna ask her.” He flings a contemptuous gesture at Jun, who has stopped her staring contest with Fonu to stand aside and do—whatever it is she does when she casts. “She’s a stranger!”


Masar flicks an eye to the farmer’s greenish Jeveni tattoo. He’s Draeviin—one of the crew of Drae’s Hope, the ship that left the Treble decades ago on a mission to build a new world where Jeveni could prosper in freedom from the Kindom. Drae’s Hope crossed forty light-years of the Black to reach the ice planet they called Capamame, birthing new generations of crew along the way, like this farmer—the ones who began the work of building Farren Eyce. Before Masar and seventy-six thousand other refugees jumped to the Capamame System eight months ago, most Draeviin had never seen a non-Jeveni. The Je word that the farmer used, stranger, means “outsider,” “distrusted,” “not one of us.” It’s a word that matches the suspicion and contempt in the farmer’s eyes. Masar feels helpless.


Suddenly Dom appears, his shock and horror taking a back seat as he speaks sternly to the farmer. “That’s enough. You’re talking about Jun Ironway.” He looks around at the rest of the crowd. “You all know what we owe her.”


While the farmer looks dissatisfied, most of the rest of them nod somber agreement. Even the angriest, most reluctant citizen of Farren Eyce knows what they owe Jun Ironway.


Somebody says, “Masar is right. We should all go home.”


It takes a few seconds, but gradually, with much muttering and whispers, the people begin to disperse. A few stragglers hang back, including the nightshift casters who found Uskel. Jun goes to them, taking them aside and speaking quietly, gathering information that she pings to Masar’s neural link. Their reports are harrowing. They had come off shift in the casting labs and were taking the stairs up to their apartment level when the body fell past them. One describes hearing the crack as it hit the stairs. They contacted the River’s office as soon as they reached the body, dead on impact. Masar pings her.




Did they hear Uskel scream?





After a few seconds, she pings back.




They don’t think so.





Surely if he had been thrown over the railing, he would have screamed?


Morgue workers arrive. They put Uskel onto a float stretcher, still covered by the blanket. Later, maintenance will come down to clean the blood, perhaps even paint over the stain, but people will know.


Fonu sen Fhaan, standing beside Masar again as they watch Uskel carried away, says lowly, “That farmer is right, you know. If this was murder, it’s most likely a stranger did it.”


Masar shoots them a look. Fonu was the chief engineer of Drae’s Hope when it reached Capamame. Their election to the Wheel after Nikkelo died was more a gesture of gratitude to the Draeviin than it was an endorsement of Fonu’s particular qualifications. If the generation ship’s captain and first mate had not died during the construction of the colony, Fonu would never have risen so high.


“There’s no evidence it was a non-Jeveni,” Masar says.


“No Jeveni would kill a collector,” Fonu retorts, pale eyes certain. “Our people revere collectors.”


A year ago, Masar would have agreed. Those Jeveni who knew about the collector mission to find lost Jeveni descendants had always held people like Masar in the highest esteem. But many of his perceptions of his own people have changed in the past year. The vast majority of Jeveni in the Treble didn’t know about the collectors—or about the Wheel, the secret ruling body of their people. It was always the Wheel’s plan to invite every known Jeveni to jump to Capamame, to give them the choice. But eight months ago, as the Jeveni gathered for Remembrance Day, Kindom warbirds attacked them. Masar had known what would happen. Death for many. Imprisonment for the rest. The Wheel ordered every Jeveni ship to jump to Capamame, where the vast majority found themselves thrown into a life they hadn’t chosen. Many have acclimated to the new world, but huge segments of the population resent it.


What reverence do those segments have for the collectors?


Fonu sen Fhaan and the rest of the Draeviin have little sympathy for those who haven’t embraced Farren Eyce. But they also reserve all their contempt for the small population of non-Jeveni who came over in the jump.


Masar tries to think how to challenge Fonu, but he doesn’t get a chance. “I want you to go to Effegen and report on this,” the River says.


Masar pauses. “You … don’t want to do it yourself?”


“I’m going to the morgue to oversee the medical examiner’s work. It’s possible they’ll find a connection between this death and the others. But if someone doesn’t go to the Star, she’s going to come down here and start pacing the scene herself.”


“Effegen likes to be visible,” Masar says.


“Yes. But visibility might not be safe right now.”


They walk away without saying anything else. Masar notices Qlios and Siel stand aside for them, sending wary looks after their back as they head to the bank of elevators that most people use to travel between the ten levels of Farren Eyce. Even the young collectors, who have little memory of Nikkelo, seem uncomfortable with Fonu’s leadership.


Shaking off the thought, Masar looks around for Jun. She’s gone. Wandered back to her lab, no doubt, without so much as a word. He rolls his eyes. Ever since Liis left on an expedition to explore the larger planet several weeks ago, Jun’s social ineptitude has skyrocketed.


He’ll find her later. He throws one last glance at the bloodstains, then looks up the height of the stairs from which Uskel fell. Or was thrown. Effegen is on Level 8. Masar decides to walk.


The other members of the Wheel are waiting for him in the council room. Masar, who had hoped to speak to Effegen alone in her office, feels stiff and inarticulate as he relays everything that he knows. Before Nikkelo died, Masar never had to stand before the Wheel alone. Nikkelo’s easy charm and confidence lent confidence to Masar, gave him a solid wall to lean against. Now, Gaeda ben Kist, the Stone and religious leader of the colony, demands, “Where is Fonu?” and he feels small in the face of her disapproval.


“They went with Uskel to the morgue.”


Gaeda narrows her eyes and sniffs. “May the barren flourish.”


Hyre ten Grie, the Gale, repeats her blessing, and looks at Masar sorrowfully. Masar’s skin itches. His eye feels tired and sore.


Tomesk ten Ruvo, the Tree, says, “You’re sure no one else saw it happen?”


“I can’t be sure of that, yet. The River will launch an aggressive investigation.”


“I’ll send out a colony-wide communiqué, asking people to come forward,” says Hyre. “And I’ll have the newscasters put out an obituary right away.”


Tomesk throws them a skeptical look. “We should hold off on saying anything until we know more.” A quick look at Effegen. “Don’t you agree, my Star?”


Gaeda ben Kist snaps the end of her cane against the floor. Eldest of them all, acerbic and proud, she has a gift for bullying the others. “We’ve already got half the colony distrusting everything we do. Let’s not feed the rumor mill by keeping secrets.”


Effegen says, “Tomesk, let’s let Hyre handle the messaging. It’s their office, after all.”


Tomesk glowers, which is his typical expression. For a moment no one speaks, the air brittle. A Wheel should never be a placid organization. Its members should argue and challenge one another. But this past year has strained the equanimity among the Spokes. Masar feels certain that if Nikkelo were alive, it wouldn’t be this way. Probably wishful thinking.


“I should go, then,” Hyre says, lifting their big, voluptuous body from a chair and bowing to the others before leaving the council room.


“I’m going to perform services,” Gaeda agrees. “Come along with me, Tomesk. You could use some prayer.” Tomesk snorts, and Gaeda gives Masar a piercing look. “You be careful, young man. I don’t want to find your body next.”


Her words leave a staticky crackle in the air.


When they’ve all gone and he’s alone with Effegen, they watch each other across the length of the round council table. She’s wearing her official green robes, the silver embroidery like veins, and her folded hands display several jevite rings. Jevite studs limn the helix of her right ear.


“Have you or Fonu considered that maybe you should take the day off?”


The question startles him. Not for the first time, he feels unnerved by Effegen’s steady gaze. She has a calm affect, eyes wise beyond her years. When he first met her, she was sixteen, newly risen to her position as the Star, and even then she had this steady seriousness about her—though she smiled more. He admired her instantly, even if her keen insights and poise made him feel like a big, lumbering oaf. But the leader of the Wheel, and of the Jeveni, has historically wielded a certain gravitas.


“I’m sorry,” he says. “I’m not sure what you mean.”


She tilts her head. “Masar, this is the third close friend of yours to die in six months.”


It’s unsettling that she knows this. Though of course she has dossiers on him and every other Jeveni who ever served the Wheel, and that would certainly include which saan he worked with under Nikkelo. Her expression is patient. She has this habit of digging into parts of him that he’s not inclined to advertise.


“I appreciate your concern, my Star, but I’m fine. Yes, we were friends, but—”


“More than friends. Collectors are family to one another.”


She flicks her fingers through the air, and a cast appears. “I’m looking at a report here from Nikkelo, of eleven senior Jeveni collectors who worked missions together. The cream of our crop, you might say. Far more experienced than most of the collectors here in Farren Eyce. Of those eleven, six died before the jump. Now three more have died here. Am I correct?”


The mathematics make his teeth hurt. He nods shortly, wondering what the point is. Effegen flicks the cast away, clasping her hands.


“Four of them died on a single mission in 1660,” she says, giving him a long, careful look. “Do you mind telling me about it?”


Masar hesitates, but discipline and years of soldierly obedience click into place. “Nikkelo received intelligence from within the Kindom. An anonymous Hand had evidence that the Wheel was still operating. They were seeking information about you. According to Nikkelo’s sources, someone had offered to sell your name. We knew it was bullshit—excuse me—nonsense.”


“Bullshit is fine,” she says dryly.


“Anyone who would know your names was thoroughly vetted and trustworthy, which meant the seller was lying. But Nikkelo wanted us to track down the Kindom buyer. He sent seven of us altogether, because we didn’t know how much heat we’d be up against. The meetup was in an open-air market in Ycutta, on Braemin. When we had eyes on the rendezvous point, there was just one person there, in an armored uniform. We couldn’t get any cast readings on them. They waited for over two hours, and no one arrived, so we decided to fall back. But guardsaan came at one of our positions, and Leios … She shot at them. There was a firefight. I got hit early, and Uskel carried me out. Leios managed to escape, too, but … no one else survived.”


Masar’s voice goes a little soft at the end, remembering. From the time he was recruited at barely seventeen, he had trained ceaselessly for the task of infiltrating whatever places or systems necessary to track down his targets. This was the appeal for him as a teenager. Espionage. Combat training. And all in the service of his people. Make his grandmother proud. Honor the memory of his dead fathers. It had all seemed so heroic, back at the beginning.


Effegen says quietly, “That must have been terrible for you.”


A ringing starts in his ears, like the shrieking whistle of the alarm when shots broke out in the commercial galleria. He is overwhelmed by the scent memory of air-conditioning, smoke grenades, blood—and the sickly sugary smell of a taffy shop nearby.


“Masar.”


Effegen’s voice is like the snap of a rubber band, jerking him back into the room with her, his new eye half a beat behind the old as it refocuses on her somber face.


“I apologize for asking you to relive painful memories. I ask because Nikkelo said in his report that the firefight was particularly hard on Leios, Uskel, and Roq.”


Masar frowns. “Roq wasn’t even there.”


“Yes, neither was Dom. Both of them contacted Nikkelo afterward, angry that he hadn’t included them. Roq was especially upset, because their lover died. Ademi, wasn’t it?”


Masar resettles his weight. Roq and Ademi had tried to keep the romance quiet, but everyone knew. They could never seem to stop smiling, when they were together.


“Yes.”


“This event … It hurt you all badly. It left wounds in you. I suppose what I’m asking is … were those wounds deep enough to explain three collector suicides?”


Masar grimaces. “Until today I … thought it might be suicide. Leios took that firefight the hardest; she blamed herself for firing on the guards. And then the battle on The Risen Wave set her back even worse. Our first few months in Farren Eyce she was … pretty quiet. Jumpy. Roq was closer to Leios than anyone, so when she died, it made a kind of … sick sense that Roq would follow her. Especially because they’d never stopped grieving Ademi. But Uskel …” A spike of anxiety makes him want to run. Uskel’s face, caved in. Nikkelo’s body, sprawled and broken in the landing bay. “Uskel’s been so happy since we got here. He threw himself into helping wherever he could. Always lit up the room.”


Effegen smiles sadly. “Sometimes the happy ones hide a secret darkness.”


“I know all about that. But Uskel always passed the psych check-ins with flying colors. I’m sorry, my Star, but I just … I don’t think it was suicide, for him.”


“An accident, perhaps?”


“The railings are tall and made from solid stone.”


“Then we are back to murder.”


“… Yes.”


“And if we’re back to murder for Uskel, then the fact that two other collectors have died means they might have been murdered, too.”


“But why kill us?” Masar asks. “We’re not fighters anymore. The army has been disbanded. All we do is help solve problems when they arise. No one has cause to hate us.”


“Could it be connected to any of the other troubles in Farren Eyce?”


She is referring to a half dozen unexplained incidents over the past eight months: six coops of fowl that took ill and died from suspected poisoning; an electrical failure in the hospital; rashes of vandalism that might be kids but seem somehow more sinister. Five weeks ago, a fire in the Market District showed signs of arson. All of this on top of the power fluctuations, which Jun insists are due to an overburdened electrical grid, but which always seem to set her on edge, as if she suspects something worse. Still …


“Murdering collectors seems like a lot worse than those troubles,” Masar says. He, like many, hopes these events don’t mean anything. What he hopes and what he fears, however …


“And what about the Kindom agent who wanted to buy my name?” Effegen asks.


Masar frowns, surprised. “What about them?”


“Nikkelo never identified them. It seems to me that this was the first sign that the Kindom was aware of our existence and was trying to sabotage us.”


Masar considers.


Effegen continues, “We have every reason to believe the Kindom had spies among us before we jumped. Masar, there are tens of thousands of people in this colony. Isn’t it possible that one or many of them were those spies? That they work for the Kindom, even now?”


“To what purpose? Jun controls communication out of Farren Eyce. There’s no way for our people to contact the Treble. And it’s not as if they can jump to them, or the Kindom can jump to us.”


Indeed, this is the only reason why Farren Eyce is possible. Without the Capamame gate key, Kindom agents can’t reach them. And with only a select few in Farren Eyce privy to that key (the Wheel, and Jun herself), their protection from the Kindom is secure.


“Even if there are spies,” Masar continues, “they have no way to receive instructions from Kindom operatives.”


Effegen’s lip curls in a slow, amused smile. “I admit it surprises me to think that I might be more paranoid than a collector.”


“My Star, whoever was behind the Ycutta mission was after the Wheel. There haven’t been any assassination attempts against you or any of the others.”


“Yet,” Effegen says ruefully.


“We’ll protect you,” Masar says.


“Who, exactly? I have every confidence in your diligence, but our senior collectors are almost all dead. The ones we have left are novices. Eda is just eighteen!”


Masar exhales restlessly. Could she be right? Could it be a long game, to take out all the Wheel’s strongest protectors and leave them at the mercy of the untried?


Effegen says, “Let us imagine that these deaths have nothing to do with the mission on Ycutta. Many people in Farren Eyce are angry that they ended up here, and the collectors were instrumental in making that happen. Which would certainly make them targets.”


“The people who are angry have only the Kindom to blame for forcing us to run.”


“That may be factual, but it hardly feels true to those who don’t want to be here. And the Kindom did what it did because it believed that the Wheel was fomenting an uprising.”


“We never did,” Masar presses.


“But some of our actions appeared to do it. Another reason for people to be angry at us. In any case, our dream was to give the Jeveni a choice of whether or not they wanted a life on Capamame. Now, the vast majority of them are stuck here through no fault of their own, because a ruling body they didn’t know about was acting on their behalf—without their permission.”


Masar bristles. “You sound like you think Farren Eyce is a mistake.”


“Not at all,” she hums. “But on the one side, we have the beauty and freedom of a colony beyond Kindom reach; on the other side, we have the injustice of tearing tens of thousands of people away from the only life they ever knew.”


“You haven’t forced anyone to stay here,” he reminds her.


Effegen gives him a droll look. He shifts restlessly. It’s true that in the days after the jump, the Wheel agreed to send back anyone who wished it. But most understood that the Kindom was prepared to annihilate their fleet. They recognized that it was not safe for them to return. Only about five thousand of them took the risk. They were promptly arrested and thrown into a sevite labor camp.


No one has tried to go back since.


Effegen stands up. Masar rises as well and watches a bit warily as she comes to stand before him. The first time he met her, Effegen looked up at him and said with a mischievous smile that they hardly seemed to be the same species. Masar is tall and muscular, broad through the shoulders and narrow through his hips, a soldier at heart. Even since cutting off his unkempt tangle of Braemish kill braids, he has retained his tattoos and his scars. Effegen, on the other hand, is more than a head shorter than him, with a plump build and a sweet, beautiful face. She has no scars—at least in physical terms.


Yes, they could be a different species. But as she gazes up at him with eyes like moss-threaded gold, he sees the ghosts haunting her. They are of a kind with the ghosts that haunt him.


Effegen reaches into a pocket of her dress, withdrawing a small book. It’s little more than a pamphlet, yet he recognizes it for a publication of the speeches of Drae sen Briit. He half expects Effegen to start quoting him the maxims of their colony’s symbolic founder, but instead she withdraws a piece of folded laminate from inside the pages. She holds it out to him. Confused, he unfolds it, instantly recognizing Nikkelo’s distinct scrawl:




My Star,


I must keep this brief, though I know how you love detail. You’re grieving the deaths of the collectors; you’re angry that they died hiding your name. I’m grieving, too. But this is their mission, and always has been: to protect our people. That includes you. We are your sword and shield, and we will do what needs to be done.


That said, I’m placing Roq, Uskel, and Leios on leave, until they’ve had time to recover. Then we’ll resume the hunt for whichever Hand wants to buy our names.


I’m also reassigning Masar. He seems the steadiest of them all, but I need that steadiness elsewhere. He’s a leader among the collectors, respected and admired, and we’ll need leaders on Capamame. I want him on a less dangerous mission.


He’ll be angry about the reassignment, so I’m sending him to you first. Tell him about Sool ben Leight. If he knows he’s tracking down a family that the Nightfoots themselves may have killed, it’ll inspire him. To say nothing of the special gravity that he will give to your request. He is quite devoted to you. As am I.


Your River





Masar reads the letter twice. He remembers distinctly when Nikkelo ordered him to visit Effegen, so this letter must have come just before. On the one hand, the cadence of Nikkelo’s written words is like hearing his voice, and it burns through Masar, pure love and grief. On the other hand, Nikkelo speaking of Masar’s devotion to Effegen embarrasses him. But the most potent emotion of all is anger, realizing why Nikkelo took him off the hunt for the Kindom Hand. It wasn’t because finding the descendants of Sool ben Leight was more important. It was because Nikkelo calculated that Masar was more important.


“Ironic, isn’t it?” Effegen says. Masar raises a questioning eyebrow. “The Sool ben Leight mission was supposed to be safe—yet you ended up right in the Kindom’s crosshairs, and responsible for bringing in Jun Ironway. Turned out to be quite the most dangerous mission Nikkelo could have given you.”


“Maybe if it had been someone else, Nikkelo would still be alive,” Masar says without thinking.


Her look chastises him. “You know that’s not true. And Nikkelo wanted you there. He viewed you as his inheritor.”


Masar balks. “Fonu is his inheritor.”


“And I would never undermine my River,” she replies. “But Fonu is new to this role, and inexperienced with a population this size—not to mention politics this fraught. The Draeviin were always of one purpose. Fonu needs your expertise, and I need you to commit all your skill and energy to this. I’m convinced that whoever is killing the collectors has bigger aims than murder. I need you to be my sword and shield, Masar. I need you to find who is responsible. Whatever it takes.”


The grimness of the directive worries Masar. Effegen more than anyone believes in the pacifist vision of Farren Eyce. The Jeveni warriors who fought on The Risen Wave are now retired into community-focused work. Masar’s beloved shotgun is locked away in the armory. There are no guardsaan, no weapons, no jails, and Effegen is the truest champion of those edicts. She believes the people can negotiate resolutions to their conflicts; she believes in the power of mercy, patience, and mediation. What does whatever it takes mean in a context such as theirs?


“I won’t disappoint you, my Star.”


Effegen places a hand on his chest, as if she were about to confer a blessing. “You have never disappointed me,” she says. Her small hand is a warm, unexpected weight, and when her eyes flick from him to her hand, her brow furrows for a moment. She steps back.


“Thank you, Masar.”


Clearing his throat, he bows over his open palms. “Thank you, my Star.”


He thinks he’s dismissed, but she asks, “Have you eaten yet? Bene is joining me for breakfast in a few minutes. Would you like to stay?”


The words startle him more than they should. It’s not the first time that she has invited him to eat with her. It is the first time she’s invited him to join her private meals with Bene. Jun Ironway’s cousin is beloved by everyone who knows him in Farren Eyce, and that includes Effegen. The two of them have been friends from the beginning, and they share an unnerving ability to look at Masar as if they can see through to his heart.


Sitting in the presence of both of them feels like far too much to bear, today.


“Apologies, but I must get to work,” he says, more stiffly than he means to. It’s not her fault that thoughts of Bene make him go squirmy inside. It’s not her fault that thoughts of them together make him even squirmier. She doesn’t deserve him to be cold.


After a pause, Effegen nods. As she does each time he refuses her invitation.


“Of course. Thank you again.”


He turns in relief, eager to go, but when he reaches the door, Effegen calls to him, “Masar.” Wincing, he faces her again. “I thought you’d like to know. The construction guild has given The Risen Wave clearance to leave the system. Chono and Six will jump back to the Treble this morning.”









CHAPTER THREE


1664


YEAR OF THE CRUX


[image: ]


The Risen Wave


The Black Ocean


Chono sits in the captain’s chair, counting ships on the view screen. There are over a hundred of them, circling The Risen Wave like vultures around a fallen behemoth. Every minute or so the command ship transmits an automated message:


PREPARE TO BE BOARDED. ALL ACTS OF AGGRESSION WILL BE MET WITH LETHAL FORCE.


STAND DOWN AND AWAIT FURTHER INSTRUCTION. THIS IS YOUR ONLY WARNING.


It’s tedious. They invited the Kindom here; their docks are open and their weapons are cold. There’s no need for histrionics.


Her eyes shift toward a casting view to her right, tracking in real time the dissemination of the data flood they released as soon as they entered orbit. Two hours ago it reached the mining station that circles the nearby gas planet, Locali. After that it was not long before it got as far as Ma’kess, and then Quietus, hitting farming stations and other outposts along the way. Ninety minutes ago it hopped through a jump gate and, just as Jun Ironway predicted, spread its fingers across the remaining two systems in the Treble. It took twenty minutes for the Kindom to realize what it was, to start jamming its signal. But already local casters have gotten ahold of the flood. Now they’re doing the rest of the work, distributing the files via private comms. As Chono watches, a little township in the Teros hinterlands lights up. The package has arrived. Whatever else the Kindom tries, it’s too late to stop the worlds from knowing what they’ve done.


Satisfaction moves like static over Chono’s skin. She feels dangerous now, and vengeful. Her thoughts are full of the five thousand Jeveni who jumped back to the Treble eight months ago, innocent saan whose only crime was their determination to go home. Chono warned them. The Wheel warned them, but there can be no true freedom on Capamame if people are forced to stay there, and the five thousand did not want to stay. They had family, friends, lives they wished to return to, and unlike so many in their same position, they refused to wait to see how the Kindom would behave in the aftermath of the Jeveni’s disappearance.


Now, they are in a labor camp, driven to fill the hole left behind in the sevite trade, when the vast majority of its workforce disappeared.


She knows that plenty of people in Farren Eyce blame the five thousand, call them shortsighted and naive, think they should have known this would happen: capture and imprisonment. But Chono doesn’t blame them. Chono wants them back, with a ferocity that burns. If these people are unwitting pieces in a game, then she’ll see that game destroyed.


She clenches and relaxes one fist, a meditative exercise that a Jeveni doctor taught her when she was recovering from complications to heart surgery. But it does little to cool her thoughts. She watches another array of casting screens, which record the various entry points for the cloaksaan who have boarded the ship and who are surging through the lower decks like a plague. With the flick of a hand, Chono could cut the oxygen and bar the doors, and the cloaksaan’s military suits would eventually run out of oxygen. She could suffocate them all, and it would not even begin to be a fair return.


Six moves slowly from one end of the bridge to the other, head down. Silent. A common attitude, for them. At least there’s plenty of space to walk. It’s a large bridge, befitting a generation ship that, a year ago, was no more than a museum piece. But lots of things changed their function a year ago. The Risen Wave became an escape hatch for seventy-six thousand Jeveni. Chono’s identity as a loyal Kindom cleric met its final test, and failed. And Esek Nightfoot, brilliant, beautiful, terrible Esek Nightfoot—turned out to be dead.


Her murderer paces the deck. Chono watches them.


PREPARE TO BE BOARDED. ALL ACTS OF AGGRESSION WILL BE MET WITH LETHAL FORCE.


STAND DOWN AND AWAIT FURTHER INSTRUCTION. THIS IS YOUR ONLY WARNING.


“How far has the data flood gone?” Six asks.


Chono glances to the view at her right. “Everywhere.”


“Any chatter?”


Chono makes a few quick gestures, and new skeins of data unfurl, messages pinging off a thousand signals, growing exponentially as people view the data flood and exchange their thoughts on its reliability. Here and there are the signs of Kindom operatives trying to cut these conversations off at the source, but for every exchange they silence, a new one pops up. The messages are full of incredulity, questions, vindication. She keeps looking for the theme of outrage, but so far surprise and distrust seem paramount.


“Yes,” says Chono. “Lots of chatter.”


“Any friends, in the Black?”


Chono watches the data on her view. “Not yet.”


Certainly not in the Kindom. She has a fleeting thought for Ilius Redquill, a secretary in Riin Kala who has been her friend and information broker for a decade. But even if he was still inclined to help her, she doubts that there’s anything he can do. As for Aver Paiye, the powerful First Cleric of the Righteous Hand, Chono has well and truly burned that bridge.


No, she returns to the Treble a fugitive and traitor, and her first act is further treason. Esek, if Esek were here, would be proud of her.


Chono watches Six continue their pensive circuit. She takes in the cut of their cleric’s coat, the shine of their boots, the perfect smoothness of their dark braids, coiled in a crown. And of course, the disfigured helix of their left ear. Over the past months, Chono has grown used to seeing them in the borrowed attire of Jeveni civilians, clothes that Esek would never have worn. That dissonance helped. Watching Six among the Jeveni, working with them to build up their colony—if Chono squinted just right, she could almost believe they looked nothing like Esek. Now, resplendent in the uniform that Esek wore so beautifully, they are once again a strange and horrible contradiction. The face and body of her dead mentor. The mind of her schoolkin.


“How close are the cloaks?” Six asks.


Chono projects the answer onto the main view. Six watches with her as one of the nine invading clutches surges onto the bridge level. The cast predicts they’ll arrive in less than ten minutes. A familiar figure leads the way.


“Is that—” Six asks.


“Yes.”


They chuckle. “Good of her to stop by.”


Gooseflesh ripples down Chono’s spine. That chuckle sounded just like Esek. She tries to see past their appearance itself, to see their energy, their mannerisms. A stricter posture than Esek had. None of her lazy grace, but rather a pristine bodily command, like a dancer. As a child, Six had the skinny muscularity of a wild rabbit, their body already long, their skin darker than Esek’s. Esek was probably a gorgeous child; Six was stark-featured, intense. Angry.


“Can you tell how many of them have viewed the data flood?” Six asks.


Chono shakes her head. “These reports aren’t that detailed.”


Six paces. Chono watches. They look like her broody schoolkin again, just as grim and taciturn as their child self, though far less known to her. She recalls how the other schoolkin feared them, all those years ago. Cold, unreachable, dangerous Six.


“Do you ever think about what we were like as kids?” she asks.


She doesn’t know why she asks it. She doesn’t know why she would expect Six to answer. The past few months have been … tense, the two of them not sure how to engage each other.


True enough, Six’s gaze is flat. “What?”


This is the sort of unwelcoming response that she has come to expect. Six has shown no interest in discussing the fierce, devoted, intimate friendship they had as kinschool students at Principes. And now is hardly the time to begin the conversation, with the cloaks five minutes away.


Yet when Six asks, “What?” Chono can’t give up the opportunity. She shrugs, gazing out at the sea of Kindom warbirds. “I was just trying to remember at what point you stopped being scary to me.”


Think of Six as a child. Think of Six’s rare moments of vulnerability. Tie those moments to this creature before you, and maybe the illusion of Esek will fade …


Six doesn’t react at first. Chono thinks they won’t react at all, until they say blandly, “Perhaps it was the first time I hid under your covers during a storm.”


Chono smiles, surprised and inordinately pleased by the self-deprecation in their voice. By the humanness of them.


“You told me not to tell anyone. And I didn’t. And the other students went on thinking you were terrifying.”


Six snorts. “That is cute, coming from you.”


She frowns at them. “What do you mean?”


Six gives her a droll look, too much like Esek. “You terrified everyone, too. Even the older students stayed out of your way.”


This is … not how she remembers it, and she tells them so. Six clicks their tongue, looking out at the Black.


“Student Four,” they hum. “Quiet and terrible.”


Chono scowls at the use of her kinschool moniker, which she abandoned when Esek took her for a novitiate. She was quiet back then, but terrible? Yes, she avoided the beatings that other children often took from older students, but that was because of Six. Always a malevolent, protective presence.


“How close are they?” Six asks again.


Chono doesn’t answer right away, distracted, remembering—


“Chono?”


“Two minutes.”


A firm nod. “You will stand behind me. Let me take the brunt of the violence.”


They are a great contradiction. Chono nearly died in the battle of The Risen Wave, and Six saved her life. I told you we weren’t going to die, they snarled at her, and I fucking meant it! They gave her their blood. They threw themself between her and the threat of the cloaksaan Medisogo. After she survived, they followed her recovery like a gambler on their last mark, watching a game of tiles. Yet now they are also cold toward her. Which is a far cry from wanting to protect her.


“I’m as fit as you, Six,” she says. “I can take a punch.”


A punch is the least of their worries, but Six glowers, tension ratcheting between them.


PREPARE TO BE BOARDED. ALL ACTS OF AGGRESSION WILL BE MET WITH LETHAL FORCE.


STAND DOWN AND AWAIT FURTHER INSTRUCTION. THIS IS YOUR ONLY WARNING.


The clutch is only thirty or so feet away, just a single door separating them, and Chono has no interest in playing coy. She casts a command, and the door irises open. She walks over to Six. Esek’s face was always so expressive, full of humor and cruelty, but Six has a quietness about them. Not peaceful, not calm. They radiate emotion, but all so carefully contained. Deadly currents under a placid surface.


“Are you ready?” Chono asks.


She would never have asked Esek such a thing. But she asks Six because it’s a way to ask herself. Is she ready? For what will happen now? For what Six will become?


Six responds by pulling a deep breath into their lungs—and releasing it. With it goes the vibrating silence of their ordinary affect. Suddenly, a ghost floods their face. Their body relaxes into a posture both arrogant and feline. Their full lips twist with that smirk that Chono knows so well. Their diamond-hard jawline flexes, and their eyes are worst of all. Glittering mockery that dares Chono not to flinch. It’s bad enough they had themself modded into a physical copy of Esek. Learning to re-create her mannerisms with such precision—that is the real horror.


“Oh, Chono,” they drawl, and their voice is a clever, animal thing, raising the hairs on her arms. “The real question is, are they ready?”


Sudden, pounding feet, and a voice calling out, “Targets sighted!”


And another booming, “Get on the ground! Get on the ground right now!”


Nine cloaksaan surge into the room, all in black combat armor with the face guards down. She sinks to her knees. Six does the same, both of them with their hands raised above their heads. Rifles wave angrily at them.


“Get down—put your face on the ground—do it!”


They lower carefully onto their stomachs, heads down.


“This is overkill,” says Six, with all of Esek Nightfoot’s scorn.


From the corner of her eye, Chono sees two cloaksaan grab Six by the shoulders of their coat, dragging them into a kneeling position. A split second later rough hands haul her up as well, touching her all over, searching for weapons. They strip her and Six’s cleric coats, and like a javelin through her brain, Chono flashes on another time when someone ripped her clothes off. Her breaths turn thready—Not now not now!—and she can feel a fugue coming over her, but by some miracle her eyes shift toward Six—who is looking right at her, calling out to her with their eyes, Look at me. Just look at me. And there’s no Esek in their look.


In the end, the cloaksaan do no worse than strip her coat. She’s not naked, not cold and frightened and a child—


“What have you got on you?” a voice says at her ear. “Don’t you fucking move; I’ll shoot your legs off. What have you got?”


“I’m unarmed,” says Chono. “We both are.”


Though that’s owed more to her than Six, who wanted to secure Esek’s bloodletter somewhere on their body but finally consented to store it in their single pack of belongings instead. It seems pointless to Chono. These cloaks will take everything they have.


Case in point, the hands keep raking over her, digging for pockets and closures, squeezing under her arms and the small of her back and her ankles and thighs. Her pulse speeds up again; she tenses as they grope her breasts.


“If I find out you’re lying to me, I’ll peel off your eyelids, understand?”


Six makes a low sound of dangerous amusement. “This one’s creative.”


“Shut your fucking mouth. I don’t care who you are.”


“If you’re done molesting us, I think it’s about time you—”


Their words cut off with a grunt as one of the cloaks punches them in the face, snapping their head sideways and making Chono grit her teeth. Pretending to be Esek aside, Six could always just shut up. But they’re trying to pull all attention onto themself, to make Chono look harmless by comparison. By the gods, what do they hope to accomplish?


“Put your hands on your heads,” a cloaksaan orders. “Now!”


She obeys, and the mouth of a rifle kisses the back of her neck. She chances a look at Six again, sees the wet blood on their mouth and the gleam in their eyes. How many of these cloaks could Six kill before a lucky shot took them out?


A cloaksaan thunders, “All clear!”


And Seti Moonback strides onto the bridge.


The First Cloak of the Brutal Hand doesn’t even look at them, her eyes scanning everything with lazy curiosity, as if she is a tourist in a museum. Though she wears the same close-fitting combat armor as her kin, there’s no helmet, and her black cloak flows from her shoulders. The three-pointed star on her leather pauldron catches the light as she slowly walks the bridge. It’s not unlike the pacing Six did, mere minutes ago, but whereas Six was lost in their own thoughts, there is something performative about Moonback’s casual movements.


“So, this is the bridge of The Risen Wave,” she says, grandiose. “I admit I’ve never been. It’s a bit ostentatious, isn’t it? I hear the command panels are inlaid with gold.”


Her modded eyes, a glittering electric blue, land on Six, raking over them. Fear crackles through Chono. What if it doesn’t work? The five thousand who returned to the Treble did not know Six’s true identity—they could not have revealed it to Moonback under torture. But what if Moonback sees the truth anyway, sees that the person in front of her is not Esek at all, but her murderer and interloper?


But Moonback only looks pleased. She shakes out her blond hair, like a lion vainly rustling its mane, and says, “Put down your hands. You look ridiculous.”


They let their arms drop to their sides. Moonback looks slowly back and forth between them. A white scar running from nostril to chin twists with her smile. Chono wonders what it means, that both Six and Moonback have chosen to hold on to the gruesome scars that they could so easily have modded away.


“What an interesting pair you are,” Moonback remarks, sounding quietly fascinated. “The righteous, beloved Cleric Chono, and the selfish, capricious Esek Nightfoot, suddenly united in their desire to damn the Kindom for its crimes.” She looks at Six. “I suppose you think the Nightfoots will be eager to welcome you home?”


Six grins, rakish. “Lost without me, I wager. Sevite trade in shambles. Matriarchy fallen to a child. You’re an iron-fisted sort of person, Seti. You must agree that people need a firm hand.”


Moonback looks amused. “It’s interesting to me that you collaborated with the very people who left the trade in shambles, and now here you are, ready to save the day.”


“Well, someone must. Gods know the Kindom can’t do it.”


Chono half expects Moonback to strike them for this. Nothing is more infuriating than an insult that’s true. And it is quite true, that when vast numbers of the sevite factory workers jumped to Capamame, they left behind an industry ill-equipped to survive without them. From the safety of Farren Eyce, Chono has watched the Treble newscasts describe the steep decline of the energy trade over the past eight months. It had been balanced on a knife’s edge even before the battle of The Risen Wave. Now, newly conscripted laborers and the dregs of the staff that never went to Capamame are scrambling to keep the trade afloat. The Nightfoots have floundered without the leadership of their recently dead matriarch, Alisiana, and the Kindom, for all its private sevite stores, has proved withholding. Unrest and desperation seethes in the Treble.


“And yet,” says Moonback musingly, “your loyalties seem divided when it comes to the sevite trade. If you’re really here to claim the matriarchy and help your family rebuild, I wonder why you wrote that curious little will of yours.”


Six winks. “Pissed some people off with that, did I?”


“Conscripting Clever Hands to help you will your fortune to the Jeveni Wheel? Now why would that bother anyone?”


Chono imagines it bothers the Secretaries most of all, to know that saan among their ranks took payment from Six (who they thought was Esek) and wrote the inviolable will. Would it relieve them to hear that the Wheel didn’t want Six’s gift? That they rejected it outright? Probably not.


As for now, Six replies, “What can I say? I’m an altruist.”


They smirk at each other, as if they were insiders on a joke—as if Seti Moonback had not spent nearly twenty years hating Esek for her loyalists among the Brutal Hand, for her showboating and her irreverence, for daring to train cloaksaan novitiates even though she was a cleric herself. Chono, glancing back and forth between them, is hyperconscious of Moonback’s hand, resting casually on the hilt of her bloodletter.


Suddenly Moonback’s eyes snap toward Chono. “And you, Burning One,” she says. “You are supposed to be dead. We told the whole Treble you were dead! What a fuss they’ve made over you. They say you were a great champion of the downtrodden. A defender of the defenseless. Tell me, from your hiding place in Farren Eyce, have you watched your star rise?”


Of course Moonback knows the name of the Capamame colony. She would have interrogated the five thousand for everything they knew, which in the end would not be much. The five thousand never left the fleet, never set foot on Capamame, never had insight into the colony or the motives of the Wheel. Still, it makes Chono sick to think of innocent Jeveni tortured for any scrap they might know, even if only that name, Farren Eyce.


As for her rising star …


“I am what I have always been. A servant of the Godfire.”


It’s Six who laughs, looking some combination of scornful and delighted that so perfectly evokes Esek, it’s nauseating.


“Isn’t she a treat?” Six asks Moonback. “Humble to her core. No amount of fame or veneration can crack that cool exterior.” Chono marshals any reaction, though inside she feels squeamish and annoyed. She of anyone knows how little she deserves veneration. Six knows, too, and the thought that they are secretly thinking how unrighteous she is makes Chono feel mocked, and ashamed. Six says, “It’s your fault though, of course, Quiet One. Saying she was dead made her into a martyr. People do so love martyrs. Do you suppose they sing songs about her in barrooms?”


Moonback sniffs, unimpressed. “But now it turns out she didn’t die at all, but is allied to the very people who are responsible for the resource scarcity in the Treble. I doubt very much her heroism will stand the test of that.”


Six clucks. “Then you haven’t looked closely at the data flood we sent, have you?”


“I’m aware it contains so-called evidence that implicates the Kindom in criminal action. Surely you’re aware that we’ll be able to disprove all of it? Especially when we demonstrate that the notorious Sunstep created it. We’ve done quite a good job of poisoning the Treble against Jun Ironway since she left. A criminal. A con artist. Child of terrorists and lover to a cloaksaan defector.”


Six says, “Sounds to me like you’ve only propagated her legend. People love a scoundrel just as much as they love a martyr.”


“Give me two minutes in a room with Jun Ironway and I’ll prove she’s as pathetic a coward as the rest of you.”


Moonback says it with sharp vitriol. Jun Ironway made a fool of the Kindom. She evaded their attempts to capture an incriminating memory coin in her possession. She jumped the Jeveni fleet out of their grasp. She has replaced the Jeveni casting corps that the Kindom assassinated shortly before the jump. She is doubtless a symbol to them of all they cannot control, and they would do anything to crush her.


But Chono and Six are symbols of that, too.


Chono says, “Jun Ironway is safe from you.”


Moonback snorts. “The game’s not over yet. I’ll see her and your Wheel on spikes before this is over.”


Quiet fury, like the wisp of smoke that presages a fire, crawls through Chono. Why did she think the Kindom would be cowed by its mistakes? Why is she still so naive?


“You’re on the verge of millions of people blaming you for the Jeveni flight,” she says, voice hard. “Rather than fantasizing about more destruction, perhaps you should think about how to attain some goodwill. Such as by releasing the five thousand Jeveni you wrongfully imprisoned.”


Moonback laughs, blunt and mechanical. “Those little birds who sang every word they knew about you and your Capamame? I wonder why you want them freed at all, after the poisonous things they’ve said.”


“People will say anything with a gun to their heads,” Chono says. “And our data flood proves how many guns you’ve held to the Jeveni’s heads.”


“Your proof will collapse under scrutiny,” Moonback retorts.


But all three of them know that the data flood will breed doubt, that it has the power to change public opinion and shift ire from the Jeveni to the Kindom.


“Perhaps before you dismiss our proof,” says Six, “you should test the wares yourself. It’s obvious you haven’t even looked at it yet.”


“I don’t need to look at it to carry out sentence,” Moonback says coolly. “You’re both deserters and traitors to the Kindom. You’ve returned on a stolen ship, spouting lies about the governing body of the Treble. Perhaps I’ll shoot you right here.”


Six says, “The data flood is only going to make Chono more famous. Kill her now and you’ll pay a price later.”


Chono notices in irritation that they say nothing about sparing their own life, but they seem to have caught Moonback’s attention. She says, “Famous?”


“Go ahead,” Six says. “Search the flood for her name. You’ll find she left you a gift.”


Chono feels more of that squeamish annoyance, to be singled out and made important by Six’s words, and by the Wheel’s design. It was Hyre ten Grie who argued they should make her the voice and face of the data flood, to capitalize on her name recognition, and on the fact that she was not Jeveni herself. As Moonback’s eyes shift, clearly searching something on her ocular, Chono grimaces to think of what the First Cloak is seeing.


She grimaces far more when Moonback projects something into the air.


It is Chono herself, standing in front of a nondescript gray wall in the newsnest of Farren Eyce. Staring into the camera that records her, she begins to speak.


“People of the Treble. Some of you know my name. You’re probably surprised to see me alive, given that the Kindom declared me and Esek Nightfoot dead eight months ago. It was easier for them to put us in the grave than admit what happened on The Risen Wave. I have been a loyal servant of the Kindom for more than twenty-five years, but sometimes loyalty requires us to question and challenge our leaders. I’m here to challenge the Kindom.”


“My, but that voice is compelling,” Six taunts. “Ever heard her recite Godtexts?”


Moonback ignores them, watching the cast.


“I’m not a leader,” Chono says. “I have no interest in power. What I am interested in is justice. The tragedy on The Risen Wave began when the Kindom spread lies to convince you that Jeveni labor unions were causing sevite shortages. The Kindom did this because they wanted to hoard the sevite for their own purposes. They wanted to turn you against the Jeveni so you would forgive the Kindom for crushing the labor unions. The evidence that accompanies me in this data flood proves that there was never a sevite shortage. More than that, it proves that this isn’t even the first time the Kindom has lied about its treatment of the Jeveni. Seventy-five years ago, it blamed the firebombing of Jeve on a single man named Lucos Alanye. But this was just another deception. It was the Kindom that murdered over two million people on Jeve.”


Chono watches herself swallow. She watches Seti Moonback watch the cast—but so far she looks unimpressed, her scarred lip curling.


Chono on the casting view says, “Maybe you aren’t moved by genocide, or any of the oppression of the Jeveni. That’s between you and your gods. But are you moved by how the Kindom has betrayed you? They’ve withheld gate travel from people who needed it. Just as they are withholding it now. Trade is down. Goods are more expensive than ever. Guardsaan and cloaks police your streets. The Kindom wants you to blame all this on the Jeveni, but has that made your lives any easier? Has forcing the remaining Jeveni in the Treble to work in sevite labor camps solved the crisis? And if the Kindom can justify genocide against one impoverished group, how soon before they justify it against you? Go and ask them. Ask Aver Paiye. Ask Seti Moonback. They, of anyone, know what has been done.”


Moonback’s nostrils flare. Six shifts restlessly, and Chono realizes that they are not watching the hologram—they’re watching Moonback, like someone preparing to throw themself in front of a bullet.


“I am a Hand of the Kindom. I’m no more free of blame than any Hand. I have no right to ask you for anything except this: Take the evidence here into account. Assess it, evaluate it. Put aside your own prejudices and look at the facts with clear eyes. If you think I deserve punishment for what I’ve done, seek me and Esek Nightfoot in the custody of the Kindom. Find us at the mercy of our gods. I await your judgment … Gods keep you well.”


The cast ends, but Chono’s frozen visage hangs in the air, disquieting. Moonback stares at that image for a long time. It is silent on the bridge, the other cloaks waiting for a signal. Chono wonders, Is it enough? Will the Treble care? Will the Kindom care?


Moonback draws her gun with the speed of a viper. Six springs—and five cloaksaan tackle them to the ground. Chono eyes the barrel of the gun; she can almost feel Moonback pulling the trigger, the cracking report, the obliteration—


A sharp ping fills the air instead.


Moonback’s eyes flinch back toward the casting view, where a green flash signals an incoming message intended for her. Green. That means it’s from the Clerisy. Aver Paiye.


Gun still drawn, Moonback snaps the cast out of the air, stepping away from them to speak lowly with her back turned. The five cloaksaan have a snarling Six up on their knees again, their coiled braid loose, their face bloody. Chono barely breathes, waiting.


At last, the conversation must end. Very slowly, Moonback turns around. The gun at her side twists with the movement of her wrist, as if she is testing its weight—trying to decide whether to use it. Her eyes on Chono are full of black humor, almost impressed, and hateful.


“You clever thing,” Moonback murmurs.


Chono listens to the pounding of her own heart and Six’s ragged, furious breaths, and she thinks, The Clerisy. The Clerisy. Aver Paiye. Aver Paiye has stayed her hand—


Moonback says, “When we are done with you … your reputation for heroism will be a backstreets joke. The people you love so much—they’ll clamor for the deaths of Chono and Esek Nightfoot. They’ll want it long and drawn out and brutal. And you’ll wish that I had done it quick on this deck. But it will be too late.”


Chono keeps her expression flat, but inside she shudders with relief. Moonback said Esek Nightfoot. She won’t kill Six, either. Six is safe. The data flood is like wings, sheltering them both. For now.


But Six-as-Esek can’t leave well enough alone. “I’d have a care for your reputation first, Seti. Soon everyone will know you’re no better than a thug.”


Moonback’s eyelid twitches. Her hand holding the gun strikes out like a whip, hard metal cracking against Six’s head. There’s a wet crunch; Six sways. Even so, they might have stayed on their knees, but Moonback kicks them over with a boot to the ribs.


“Stop!” Chono cries.


Moonback ignores her, aiming her next kick into Six’s gut, and Six makes a terrible gagging sound. Chono lunges toward them—hands grab her. Pain bursts hot and throbbing in her eye and again in her temple. Great firecrackers of black and white distort her vision. Her neck wrenches, her skull throbs, and by the time the third punch lands, she is already passing out.
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