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To everyone who stayed,


and convinced me not to leave
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Four years ago



Age 26


You are Cheza Tenlonghari, blood-daughter of Daning Tenlonghari. Heart-daughter of Benilda Lacanilao. Sister of Diwata and Dalisa Lacanilao. Chosen heir to the greatest criminal empire Driftwood City has ever seen.


You are the Red Rose, fearsome vigilante, protector of the downtrodden, warrior without peer. With your comrades, the Thorn Orphans, you patrol my streets, beating down gangsters and protecting workers on the picket lines.


You are my shaman. Blessed by me with incredible powers, and charged to use those powers in the service of one mission: protecting your ailing city and the thousands who call me home.


You are Tenny.


And you’re about to die.


Anyone with a map will insist that there’s no such place as Driftwood City. Challenge those people to get out their best globe or chart, and they’ll gladly oblige you. Smugly, they’ll jab a finger at the spot in the Porcelain Sea, tracing a line beneath the inked characters that label it Meyongphirin. You would likely label these people assholes.


Not for nothing did I anoint you my champion, Tenny.


But as it happens, these assholes have a point, or at least part of one. Meyongphirin is the name that appears on the sliding oak doors of my city hall. It’s splashed on the hood of every police car in my four boroughs. It’s the name on the arching front gate of the Unified Utilities Plant, where the people get all the power and water and food it takes to make me a city, and not a glorified shipwreck. It’s printed on my blue paper money, and stamped on my shiny zinc coins. On none of these things will you find the name Driftwood City.


But asking a map—or a building, or a piece of valuable paper—is not the same thing as asking a city.


In the eight years you’ve fought for me, you’ve bled all over me. You’ve taken bullets. Knife blades. One time, you didn’t give a gull a piece of your kelp roll and it pecked the shit out of your hand. At some point or another, all four of my boroughs have tasted your blood. But only the borough of Birchbarrel has ever gotten to drink this much of it.


Beneath the spot where your prone, chewed-up body has just fallen, my wooden floor runs red. More blood flecks the cracked lenses of your glasses, or runs in streams down your sweaty forehead. A trail of it leads to you, with more of your blood outside your body than in it. If someone were to follow that trail back far enough, they would see still more of it sprayed all over the walls. And at the very start of that trail, they would find the place where your blood mingles with the pool around Pham Binh Cong’s lifeless body.


Binh is dead


Through all your pain, that thought is like a dog on the wrong side of a door, clawing to be let in.


Binh is dead


There was a time when you would’ve been paralyzed by the thought of him lying there, bloodied and ruined.


Binh is dead


But right now, you have to focus on other things.


Like the fact that you, courtesy of your closest friends and comrades, are heartbeats away from joining him.


Depending on who you ask, I am either four boroughs, or two. Always, there is the Rock: a sea-born mountain with beautiful manors and estates bolted on to its craggy face. And below it all, there’s a collar of streets that extends miles out into the sea, every floating inch of it constructed from sturdy, weathered wood. For those who like maps, these are the other three boroughs of Meyongphirin: Oakyard, the Shoots, and Birchbarrel, each named for the wood from which they are built.


But for those who actually live in Driftwood City, these are all a single borough: the Slats.


I begin as a group of sailors who blunder into the Rock when it’s just that: a rock in the middle of the ocean. I don’t live there yet. The barest idea of me doesn’t even live there yet. I am a city, and a city is nothing without its people.


It’s only by luck those sailors find sapphires in its crags, enough to justify building a mine. There’s no real shoreline, so the crews sleep on the ships that have brought them there. In time, they build gangways from one deck to another. In more time, those ships drop anchor, and the gangways become bridges, then decks in their own right. By the time the last mine runs dry, wooden streets spill out a solid mile into the chop in every direction. But dry mines aren’t enough to stop what those sailors started.


They keep building, out and out and out. The Porcelain Sea is a big, empty place, and suddenly here is somewhere for ships to stop on the long crossing. The crews make good money trading. The people on the Slats make good money serving the crews. And the bastards up on the Rock get rich off all of them.


In time, industries are born: tourism; fishing; even water. At some point along the way, those buildings and industries and people melt together into something new: Meyongphirin. A city.


Me.


You scream for me to save you.


Normally, I move through you like a song you were born humming. With my walking bass, you can reshape streets. With my trilling horns, you can open any door. In the dancing of spectral fingers across my keys, you can hear every secret the Slats keep. But now, you listen to that song as if it’s coming to you on a tinny radio with a bad signal. Teeth of static bite through every measure and phrase. You can feel me trying to reach for you, too, but there isn’t enough of you left for me to grab on to.


Something else catches hold of you as five shadows fall over your body like the fingers of a dark, grasping hand. And when they do, your connection to me goes off the air for good. With what little power you have left in your muscles, you roll over to face my other shaman. If this is it, you figure, you want to go out looking your death in its familiar face.


With the exception of one, they all wear the uniform of the Thorn Orphans: black longcoats, black flatcaps, black carpenter’s masks, and roses in their lapels. But your tired eyes find the details within their familiar silhouettes. Roulette Wu’s wide-brimmed cattleman hat and glowing cigarillo, his hands clutching gleaming revolvers with handles of yellow bamboo. The clanking form of Anjali the Armored, wrapped in a new cocoon of gleaming blue steel. The elegant composure of Knife-Edge Ngo, lit by a pair of glowing pink crystal blades. The inky sprawl of black tattoos spread across the muscular, shirtless frame of Mhap the Monster. You wonder when Cole gave them those new toys. Is that how he bought their service?


But as you reflect on how efficiently they’ve set to killing you, you wonder if he needed to buy them at all.


You want to hate him for it, Tenny. But even lying in your own lifeblood, you can’t hate him for buying their service with power. After all, as a hard and mercenary part of you knows, I bought your service the same way.


Flanked by two on each side is Cole himself: short, skinny, and stiffer than a starched shirt. Even in the scant light, the slick, silvery blaze of his hair is unmistakable when he takes off his flatcap. In the lapel of his long black coat, he’s pinned his signature white rose. Your bloody teeth grit at the sight of the thing. Wearing it to your execution is the final insult … at least until the next one.


As he strides to you, the heels of his boots click against the boathouse floor. Each step brands itself into your memory.


“Tenny,” he sighs. Click, click, click Whether it’s real or not, the sadness in his voice is fresh salt on your countless wounds. “I admit, even with my powers of foresight … I never saw us ending like this. But I suppose I’ve always respected and admired your bottomless ability to surprise me.”


You hock up a bloody glob of spit. It sprays ugly across the floor between you. It’s all you have for him now. He’s taken your city. Your powers. Your love. Your friends. And when you are gone, the flower you gave him will become his, too. He’s truly left you with nothing.


He regards the bloody spit, unimpressed.


“That,” he says, “wasn’t a surprise.”


“Cole,” you rasp. Your throat is still raw from a few minutes ago, when Mhap punched it. A thousand threats leap to your mind, each more exquisitely foul than the last, and each an emptier promise. But your mangled lips can’t form any of them. So instead, all you have is his name. You hope you’ve made it sound like a curse.


“What do you want us to do with her?” rumbles Mhap, no doubt hoping to play with his food.


“I’ll make it quick,” says Anjali. Armor plates clank as she raises one of her arms. It’s cold comfort, knowing at least one of your betrayers wants to be nice about it.


“No,” Cole says. Has his voice always sounded this cold, you wonder? Is it something he’s putting on for the occasion, or just something you’ve never let yourself notice before? “This business is mine to conclude. The most regrettable board to lay in the foundations of our new Driftwood City.”


You can’t even find it in you to feel despair anymore. You already know nothing you could say would make him change his mind. Apparently, it was made up a long time ago. But you glare up at him all the same. You have so many questions: how is he suppressing your powers? Why did he murder your boyfriend? Why is he doing this to his own best friend?


Were you ever really his friend at all?


Sorrow flickers through his deep brown eyes. His whole body draws up even stiffer, as if you’ve pulled a knife on him. But the moment passes, and his stare burns into you like a low, patient flame.


“Tenny,” he says again, but you can tell he isn’t talking to you anymore. He speaks up, like he does whenever he gives his big, grand speeches as a fiery crusader, as the White Rose. “What we do to you today brings none of us any pleasure or satisfaction. Driftwood City gave you powers so you could serve it. It was my regrettable duty to take them away. You’ve demonstrated that when forced to choose between the city’s welfare and your own, you chose yourself.”


Your addled brains whirr like out-of-control machinery as you try to parse what he’s saying. How have you failed me? How can your own best friend be so sure? And how did all that lead to them dropping you and Binh like this?


You reach for me one last time, but you can’t even hear the bass of my music anymore, no matter how loudly I play it for you. He really has taken it from you, somehow, even though this isn’t a power you ever knew I’d given you. It never would have even occurred to you to try. And you can’t puzzle out the how, not with fresh fear clawing at you from the inside. Ah, Tenny, you’ve grown so used to having my power that you’ve forgotten what it means to be without it.


Lying there, you realize your last moments in this world will be quiet and cold.


He gestures grandly, and beneath you the floorboards begin to pry themselves up out of place. Their slats curve up around you, as if you’re falling into the ribcage of some huge beast. You would’ve called their bending unnatural, but you’ve seen similar feats for years now. Done them for years now. Wood isn’t meant to bend this way, but that’s never stopped you and Cole before.


“You’ve incurred a sizeable debt at the expense of the people of Driftwood City,” he declares. “And with your life … I consider it paid.”


He clenches his hand into a fist.


The slats wrap tighter around you. Darkness closes in as those bending boards slowly form your coffin.


“Cole …” Your mind isn’t all there anymore. It feels like a balloon tied to your body, straining against its string to fly away. “What are … you doing …?”


Through the groaning of the wood, you hear him speak again. His words slip through the shrinking gaps like a knife between ribs, and just as sharp and cold.


“Everything.”


You catch one last glimpse of the five Thorn Orphans: your comrades. Your partners. Your friends.


And you promise that if you survive this …


The steamship mortally wounds me. The airship finishes the job.


Just like that, the world doesn’t need places between places anymore. There’s the start and the end. Everything in the middle is just time to kill. But when the tourist and tariff money dry up and trade routes shift, the folks on the Rock find other ways to keep themselves above the rest. Things get more expensive. Wages stay the same. People turn to bootleggers just to get some drinkable water, because the stuff coming out of their faucets is too pricey.


I cling to life, my grip eroding more with each passing year. But no matter how bad things get, every year there are still people who live on my Slats and call me home. People whose faith in me changed me from some place into somewhere.


And for those people, I have one pair of dice left to throw.


You don’t get to finish your promise. The driftwood coffin plunges itself straight through my lowest deck and drops you into the huge, dark ocean.


You are lost beneath the waves.


And above you, your city moves on.





Part One




The First Revenge!


The Fortune of the Yellow


Rose
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Now


Age 30


Hey, Cole. Wanna hear something I’ve never told anyone?


I hate sharing a birthday with you.


It’s been four years since you killed me, and in that time I finally managed to get myself to a point where my thoughts wouldn’t automatically drift back to you, and the Thorn Orphans, and the bloody full stop you put on our story. But on my own Bird-given birthday, what choice did I have except to think of you?


However you celebrated your thirtieth, I knew I was gonna read all about it in tomorrow’s papers. Even though you were a foreign head of state, the press over here in Biranba couldn’t get enough of you. You were young, you were magnetic, and you were making big moves in a town the whole world had written off. And your story was irresistible: high society’s wayward son, who single-handedly burned it all down so he could give the city back to its people. That kind of thing gets someone a lot of column inches.


I don’t know what was more frustrating about seeing that version of you: how often I had to put up with it, or all the ways it was almost true.


It curdled my stomach to think of you living it up at some gala, dressed your best and throwing back champagne, while I sweated to death in a greasy diner kitchen. Surrounded by the friends that’d been mine in another life, while I was surrounded by strangers in matching aprons. Dancing through life to the sweet music our city played to us, while I got to listen to Chef’s bellowing. It shouldn’t have mattered so much to me that your lives all didn’t freeze in the moment you did for me in that boathouse.


And yet.


It was a hot night, even for a sweat-trap town like Malañong. Folks crowded into the diner so they could park themselves under our collection of poor, overworked ceiling fans for an hour or two. The work had been non-stop since I’d hopped on the line that afternoon, and it’d only ramped up as the sun went down. Now we were at the height of dinner rush, and it seemed like every three seconds that damn order bell was ringing. Knives flashed, pots roiled, and Chef barked orders like she’d missed her calling as someone’s scary, shitty dog.


I, on the other hand, had ducked into the walk-in ice closet.


Officially, it was to grab another sack of rice so I could get back to washing. But by now, Chef had to have noticed that I ducked into that walk-in every chance I got. I savored the cold, rare in a steamy country like Biranba. I savored the quiet, rare in the vibrant capital of Malañong. But I left the door open, because when I found myself in the dark my mind had a funny way of sketching in details I didn’t want it to.


Standing in that chilly gloom, I didn’t look like the Tenny you remember. I’d grown my hair back out, and tied it up in a tight black braid. That swaggering brawn that’d made me so good in a fight? Long gone. In just four years, I’d wasted away to a broom handle with legs. I still wore glasses, but the eyes behind them had dulled from topaz to dishwater. And instead of my slick Thorn Orphans blacks, I wore a dingy, sauce-stained apron, currently folded at my waist so that my carved birchwood necklace could dangle free.


I’d snagged a lumpia from the frying tray a few minutes back. It was only the one, a far cry from the huge platters Benilda had made me every birthday. But I’d take it. It was long cold from its stay in my apron pocket, but at least the shell was still a little crispy as I took my first bite. I’d gotten good about tamping down my hunger while I was on the line, but the moment I tasted that room-temp pork and cabbage, my whole body screamed out for more.


“Happy birthday to me,” I muttered.


You’ve seen me demolish a feast in five minutes, Cole, so you’d have been impressed by my restraint. I savored each bite, as if letting it linger on my tongue long enough would turn it into a genuine Driftwood City kelp roll. And if I focused hard enough, I could almost dredge up the taste, and pretend I was—


“Cheza! Hoy!” Chef roared from outside.


The lumpia tumbled from my fingers. Before I could stop it, it rolled right into a puddle of … well, it didn’t matter what. When it comes to the backs of restaurants, there’s no such thing as a good puddle. I hung my head, kicked the lumpia under a shelf, and shrugged my apron back on over my necklace. Then I shouldered a fresh sack of rice—the fragrant Samnati kind, with an elephant stamped on the bag.


“The fuck are you doing in there?” Chef snapped the moment I emerged. She was a small, meaty woman who I’d once watched cleave a whole hog down to its chops in three minutes flat. Intimidating enough, unless you’d grown up in Nanay Benilda’s house. “I don’t pay you to kick your feet up!”


“Wasn’t kicking my feet up, Chef,” I said. My Biranese had gotten better over four years, the language sanding off the hard edges of my natural Driftwood City accent. Between memories of the lessons I’d had as a kid and what I’d picked up since washing ashore here, I now sounded like a grown-up and not just a smart kid. But no one with an ear for Biranese would mistake me for a local. “I was just getting more rice.”


“It takes two seconds to get a new bag of rice, and you don’t have to let the cold out while you do it!” Chef said. “Now get your ass on the line and back to work!”


In my last life, I’d sent entire gangs to their deaths with a wave of my hand. I had made the powerful sink to their knees as they felt true fear for the first time in their lives. I’d grown up in the house of the Slats’ most feared criminal mastermind, learning everything she knew about how to command respect. Most people wouldn’t have even wanted to talk to me this way. And the ones who might’ve, never would’ve dared.


But that was my last life. In this one, I was Cheza the line cook, and all Cheza the line cook could do was mutter, “Yes, Chef,” into her collarbone and get back to work.


“Fucking right,” Chef muttered, then turned from me to scream about someone’s pancit plating.


I’d been washing rice for hours. My fingers were pruned and swollen, and they ached every time I so much as twitched. I could think of nothing I wanted to do less than wash more, least of all on my birthday. But it’d been hard enough for me to get this job in the first place. If I got tossed out, where was I supposed to go? Rent would be due soon enough, and I had to eat. I was an immigrant with no papers. The only thing I had going for me was that I looked like the locals, and that illusion went away the moment they heard me try to talk.


As I headed for the basin with a big old sack of rice over my shoulder, it was hard not to think about the other ways I stood out. The kitchen was balmy, but no one else was sweating as much as me. They’d all grown up here, where you practically needed gills to breathe in the summer. Me, I’ve always been the kind of person who would walk around the Slats on the chilliest night of the year with my coat open.


I know you know that already, Cole. I’m gonna end up telling you a lot of shit you already know before my story’s done. Settle in. You just might like the way I tell it.


So I sweated more than them. I talked funny. And when we went for drinks after a hard shift … I mean, sure, I was there with them. I sat at the same table, drinking the same beer they drank. But they’d spent a life in Biranese culture, and I just hadn’t. It was like I was playing the same song they were, but in a different key, in a different time signature, while making up my own lyrics on the fly. And the few times they’d thrown me a bone and tried to let me play a solo, I could feel my notes hitting theirs at all the wrong angles. Eventually, I stopped piping up. And now, it’d been more than a year since they’d roped me into after-work beers.


Feeling bad for me, Cole? You have no idea.


When I washed up here, my first thought was to head straight for the underground fighting rings. After all, I’d gotten everywhere else in life by hitting the right people. My nasty little life had left me with only one real skill, but it’d also made me the best at it. I knew how to play in the crooked game, and the Great Bird knows I’ve always loved to scrap. Whatever future I had, I was gonna write it with my fists. I wouldn’t change the world anymore, but I could at least do what I’d always loved, and do it for me.


Except, funny thing about my first and only time in the ring: instead of fighting, I froze. And instead of a sweltering auto garage, I just found myself back on the boathouse floor, blood fleeing my body as mercy fled your eyes.


I know you meant to kill me that day, Cole. And you did. But even though my heart’s still beating, you have no idea how well you succeeded.


The water finally ran clear on the rice, so I set it aside and started prepping a new batch. Everyone else just left it running the whole time, but I made sure to shut the faucet off between washes. That was the other big tip-off to the rest of the staff that I wasn’t from here: I didn’t treat water like there’d always be more of it.


Suddenly, I was thinking of my twelfth birthday. Benilda had broken open her stores of bootleg fresh water for the whole neighborhood. All day long, a line of grateful folks stretched out the door as they stopped by to pick up their bottles and pay tribute to me and Benilda. Afterwards, I’d asked her why. Water was more valuable than gold on the Slats. Wasn’t it bad business to give it away for free?


She’d clicked her tongue, like she always did, and adjusted her elaborate, flower-brimmed hat. “No investment returns better than loyalty.”


That was all it took to buy loyalty back home: water.


And here, I’d pissed away gallons of it by myself just to wash some rice.


Other birthdays followed, dragged behind my twelfth like a chain of memories. Benilda’s elaborate dinners. Whiskey with the other Thorn Orphans on a rooftop as we watched the sun come up over the Slats.


And of course, the eighteenth—our eighteenth—when you and I were reborn in fire and water.


Now instead of friends, I only had co-workers and neighbors. If I disappeared tomorrow, not a one of them would remember what my face looked like after a week. But better that, I figure, than let someone get close enough to my heart to put a knife in it. And besides, there was no point in celebrating a birthday alone. It was just a day where someone got older, and people did that every day.


So I washed rice on our thirtieth birthday, Cole. I weathered a dinner rush. I guzzled down a gallon of water at least, and sweated and pissed out half again as much. When the last guest left and the cooks started shutting down the line for the night, my clothes were ten pounds heavier from all that sweat. And I wasn’t done; now, it fell to me to wash the dishes from service. More sweat from my pores. More water down the drain.


“Cheza.”


I set the plate I was washing back into the basin. Killed the water. “Yes, Chef?”


She waddled up, jerking her thumb back toward the dining room. “Got a guest. Need you to take the order.”


“What?” I said, forgetting myself for a moment. “I’m not a waiter.”


“Kulima went home,” Chef grunted. “You take the order.”


With a wrinkly hand, I gestured at the gleaming pile of dishes I’d just torn through.


“You can rewash one,” said Chef, ignoring the pots and pans I’d also have to scrub again, too. She pointed to the dining room again. “Go.”


I made sure to face away from her before I let myself grumble. I took off my apron and did my best to smooth out my clothes. Pointless, especially this late in a shift, but I had to at least try. And once I was kind of presentable, I hurried to the dining room, muttering darkly to myself about what kind of soulless, worthless, good-for-nothing, entitled piece of shit would walk into a restaurant five minutes before close and demand full service.


The kitchen’s dented metal doors swung open with their usual creak, and I stood in the humid dining room for the first time that night. The fans were still working at full speed, but all they did on nights like this was push hot air from one place to another. The lights were down, but I could see across the floor to our sole guest.


He gave a small wave. “Howdy,” he said in decent Biranese. A lit cigarillo bobbed in his lips when he spoke. “Thanks for seating me. It’s a pain, I know, I know.”


I froze.


I’ve been hit in the head a lot, Cole, and my vision’s always been shit. But my memory ain’t completely worthless, and I could still see across a dimly lit room.


And that’s how I knew without a doubt that I was talking to Roulette Wu.


I know I looked like life had chewed me up good, but he hadn’t aged a day since I last saw him in that boathouse. He was still dying his hair blond, his bangs a jagged diagonal line across his handsome face so that only one eye glinted at me. His limbs were still long and rangy, and he didn’t sit at his table so much as lounge at it. He was only missing two of his trademarks: the revolvers that usually hung at his hips, and the yellow rose that had adorned his lapel for the years we’d fought together.


Roulette Wu.


The Yellow Rose.


Was here.


Fuck.


I hadn’t moved since I’d spotted him. He didn’t seem to have clued into why. “Sorry, sorry, my Biranese ain’t the best,” he said, even though it was almost as good as mine. “I say that wrong?”


This had to be a trap. Somehow, from that throne where you sat so comfortably across the Porcelain Sea, you’d gotten news of a down-on-her-luck prep cook stashed in the back of a Malañong greasy spoon, and sent her a birthday present. There was no other logical explanation.


Except, a little voice in my head said.


Except back at the boathouse, you hadn’t given any of the other Thorn Orphans the honor of killing me. You’d wanted to save me for yourself. If you knew I was here, you wouldn’t have sent one of the others to do this for you. And if you did send one of them, you sure as hell wouldn’t have sent a fast-and-loose player like Roulette Wu.


But then … why was he here?


I’d stood still too long. I had to make a move now, or get closer and figure out more. The old Tenny wouldn’t have even hesitated to make her choice.


Lucky for Roulette that I was Cheza these days.


“Sorry,” I said, putting on my best Biranese accent. It wouldn’t have fooled anyone in the back of the house, but I didn’t need it to. I just needed to file off all the textures in my speech that could’ve marked my first language as Slatspeak. “End of a long shift. I’ll be right there.”


A pitcher of cold water stood on a little cart by the door, and I fetched up a glass and filled it. As I took my time pouring, I glanced at a nearby window. The reflection was imperfect, but from what I could see he wasn’t making any moves toward me.


“That’s some kinda thing to see,” Roulette said, chatty as ever. “You know, growing up where I come from, a glass of clean water was harder to come by than a six-suit hand in pektong. You ever been out Driftwood City way, darlin’?”


“No,” I said carefully.


“You ever get more’n a day off at a time, you should take the flight,” he said. “Hell of a town, hell of a town.”


I gripped his glass hard as I brought it over. “You don’t talk like the people I’ve met from there.”


“Did some time fighting on the Tsunese coast,” he replied. “A couple years like that’ll change a person. Hell, you’d know.”


I froze. “What?”


“I talked to two cabbies, eight street vendors, a shoeshiner, and one idiot who went and tried to pick my pocket on my way here.” He stretched out lazily, but I searched for any sign of tension in his muscles. Roulette only moved at two speeds: slow, and too fast. “You don’t sound like a one of ’em.”


I found myself slumping more as I neared him. I couldn’t help how tall I was. But he was used to seeing a straight-backed warrior, not a shambling garbage pile in a blotchy uniform. Maybe he really was just luring me in. But if he hadn’t figured out who I was yet, I wasn’t gonna make it easy for him.


“You have a good ear, sir.” My smile was bland and submissive: alien on Tenny’s face, right at home on Cheza’s. “I’m from the outer islands. Here to make a new life.” I set his water down next to his hat, which he’d placed upside down to air it out. Sweat daubed its liner; clearly he was having the same trouble here that I did. “Have you looked at our menu?”


“Nah,” he drawled. “Don’t need one, don’t need one. I like to trust in my luck, me, so I’ll roll the dice on a plate of your very finest kare-kare. Oh, and one other thing …”


He reached into his coat.


My fingers wrapped hard around the pen I was using to take his order. Quickly, I did the math. I figured about half a second for him to clear his shoulder holster and fire on me. Could I jam my pen into his neck before he got the shot off? Or was a mutual kill the best I could hope for?


But instead of a gun, he produced a book of matches. “You got an ashtray?”


My grip on my pen eased.


“Of course.” I grabbed one from a nearby table and plunked it down right next to his water.


“Much obliged, much obliged.” He sparked a match, and the air around us filled with heavy, sweet smoke. The fans overhead swirled it around us like evening mist. He glanced up at me, curious. “I doing something wrong? There some kind of special tense I oughta be using?” Another drag. “You’re looking a mite jumpy there, friend.”


I blinked hard and fell back into the moment. For just a second there, I’d been remembering the last time I’d smelled that tobacco.


“Sorry,” I said again. I had to stay on top of things, or he’d start looking at me more closely. “Just tired. I’ll be right back with your kare-kare.” I turned and headed for the kitchen.


“I understand,” he said sagely at my back, like he knew what I was talking about. “I understand. Always held the working person in high regard, me.” I heard him sigh a mouthful of smoke. “‘A society’s only as rich as its poorest,’ ain’t that right?”


I froze again. You know why I did that time.


We both know it wasn’t Roulette Wu who came up with those words.


“Yes,” I said carefully. At my side, my aching hand clenched into a fist. “It is.”


With each step back to the kitchen, I braced for a bullet to slam between my shoulder blades. And then I was through the swinging metal doors, still not daring to breathe.


Chef pounced on me the moment I came through. “What’s he want?”


“Kare-kare.” Through the window in the kitchen’s swinging doors, I studied him. He was slouched low in his seat, blowing smoke rings at the ceiling. Guy wasn’t even looking my way.


“Of course,” Chef snorted. “Right after I put it away.” She jerked her thumb to the ice closet. “Get it out. It should still be warm. And you better serve it to him with a damn smile on your face, you got that? I saw you being surly. I won’t stand for it, Cheza. If a restaurant is not its best, Malañong will eat it alive. Now hurry up. I’ll be in the office.”


Shutting herself up back there was probably the best thing I could hope for. She’d be looking at the books, because Chef knew how to keep a place in business. But it also meant she’d be opening up the rum she kept in her bottom desk drawer, and she didn’t like to be interrupted when she did that. Usually, that meant she wouldn’t hear me when I took off a few minutes early. Today, it meant she wouldn’t hear me when something went down in the front of the house.


I actually took the time to portion some kare-kare out with some rice, and heated them both up. I even heated the bowl, so the guy would get the proper experience. As far as last meals went, you couldn’t do much better than Chef’s kare-kare on some white rice. Its sweet peanut aroma was almost strong enough to unknot the balloon animal my stomach had tied itself into. I would’ve said it was better than Nanay Benilda’s, if I wasn’t so sure that’d get my ass haunted.


As I headed back to the door, I lingered at Chef’s station. There on the bamboo countertop, she’d left her knife roll. That’s probably lost on you, Cole, what with you not being Biranese, but it spoke to how safe she felt in her own restaurant. To the Biranese, a knife is more than just a knife. Leaving yours out is like leaving your soul exposed.


I glanced toward the front of the house, then back at the countertop. And then with the practiced, nimble fingers of a thief, I plucked her paring knife from its place.


Ain’t gonna win me any gunfights, I thought as I slipped it into the pocket of my apron. And it sure wouldn’t have helped me against an actual blade fighter like Knife-Edge Ngo. But while it was a bad idea to bring a knife to a gunfight, it still beat showing up empty-handed.


Roulette’s chair was tipped up on its back legs. He waved again at me as I appeared tableside.


“Now that right there looks like some proper kare-kare,” he said as I set it down in front of him. He took a deep sniff, then leaned back even farther in his seat to savor it. “You know in Driftwood City, we don’t make it with cow? Ain’t any places to run a cow, and ain’t enough water to keep no grass, so we have to do our kare-kare with fish or gulls. Only fancy folk ever got to eat stuff that had hooves. But I’m told that this here is the way it’s supposed to be.”


I know, I thought. I told you.


His chair’s front legs hit the floor with a thump, and he messily dug in. I still don’t know how such a narrow, angular face could open its mouth python-wide, but he did it anyway. He savored the bite with a satisfied smile, and took his sweet time swallowing it. I watched as the ball of his throat bobbed once with syrupy slowness.


“That,” he said eventually, “was worth the four-day flight alone.”


I slapped on a food service smile. “The chef will be happy to hear that.” In my front pocket, the paring knife felt heavy. Casually, I slipped my notepad in next to it, so my hand could brush against its polished ebony handle.


“I bet, I bet,” said Roulette, with a smack of his lips. “There’s a kind of appetite you only build up from being on the road a long spell, and your chef’s kare-kare is just the thing to break it. You might want to turn away, missy. I’m about to get mighty uncivilized with this here plate.” And he slopped a big spoonful of saucy rice and beef into his mouth.


As the kare-kare disappeared from his plate, I busied myself putting up every chair on the tables. And as I worked my way through the dining room, I eventually found myself standing directly behind Roulette as he ate.


I considered my options. At this distance, I could have the blade in the back of his head before he could blink. One flash of steel and it’d be lights out, just like that. There were passers-by that’d see it happen through the diner’s big, friendly windows, but I didn’t have to worry about them. Malañong was a massive, sprawling city with wide streets and winding alleys. I could lose myself here. I’d done it before.


Quietly as I could, my fingers wrapped around the paring knife. I slid it from my apron pocket with a steady hand. Blood stirred in my veins like it hadn’t in years. I wasn’t even in the dining room anymore; I was back in the boathouse, watching gunfire light up my friend’s grinning face as he let off a hail of bullets on me and Binh.


Binh.


My grip tightened on the knife. In my heart, an old familiar song began to play. If I couldn’t kill Roulette for me, I could sure as shit do it for him.


The kitchen doors swung open and Chef came lumbering out. My muscle memory fired up, and I flipped the paring knife up along my palm and forearm so it was out of sight.


“Hoy,” Chef said. “You seen my paring knife?”


“No, Chef,” I said, as its point gently dug into my skin.


Roulette stood. “I hear that right? You’re the chef of this here joint?”


“That’s me,” Chef said.


Roulette sauntered over to her, then took her callused hand and respectfully pressed his forehead to it. “Thanks for a mighty fine meal, ma’am, mighty fine. I was lucky to have it.”


Chef beamed at him. “Always! We love visitors here in Malañong!” said the woman who paid me half what she paid the rest of her staff and didn’t think I knew it. She nodded past him, straight at me. “Is Cheza bothering you? I can make her wait to put up the chairs. She thinks she’s special, just because it’s her birthday.”


My heart plunged right into my gut. Roulette had only met one Cheza in his entire life. He’d always called me Tenny, but he’d known that wasn’t the name on my birth certificate. And he definitely knew when my birthday was.


I gripped the knife tighter.


“Nah, nah, that’s all right,” Roulette said, turning around and surveying me curiously. He sauntered back toward his table. “She’s just doing her thing”—he took his seat—“while I’m doing mine.”


Chef cast a suspicious eye my way, but grunted.


“You’re gonna help me find that knife when you’re done here,” she said to me, before heading back to her open bottle.


I eyed Roulette very carefully as he took another bite of his rapidly disappearing kare-kare. I didn’t feel like I could turn my back on him anymore.


He swallowed, then picked his cigarillo back up and gave it a good, hard drag.


“So.” The word came out as a puff of smoke. “Cheza, huh?”


My stolen knife tickled my skin. “It is.”


He nodded, as if he were considering it like a bite of food. “Common name round the other islands, I conjure?”


He knows, hissed the voice in my head.


“A lot of parents who all had the same idea,” I said.


“And it’s your birthday, too?”


I felt the knife tip starting to break skin. “Two parents who had the same idea.”


A smoky laugh burst from him. “Reckon so.” He stubbed his cigarillo out, though there was a solid half-inch of it left to smoke.


He knows! my instincts shouted again. Do it! Kill him now!


It would only take a flick of the wrist to get my grip back. Another to end him. It would be a justice he’d spent four years dodging.


And Binh …


I made a show of fumbling with my apron, and slipped the knife back into the pocket. In my head I called myself every name I could think of, and I deserved them all.


“I gotta get back to work,” I said, then turned and headed back to the kitchen at last.


“Appreciate the company … Cheza.”


I turned at the doorway. He was dabbing at his sweaty forehead with that yellow handkerchief he always kept in his jacket pocket. I knew the one.


“Enjoy your meal,” I said, and promptly disappeared inside.


Beyond the doors, I pressed myself up against the nearest wall and breathed deep. My heart fluttered, a bird caged in my ribs. When I exhaled, my vision swam. I’d held my memories at bay, but now they flooded through me like venom: me and Roulette side by side, sending gangsters and mercs and strike breakers to early graves. The wailing horn of my powers, grounded by the steady drumbeat of twin revolvers in the hands of the city’s luckiest gunman.


Just like that, the battlefield had become the boathouse, and one of those bullets was in my back.


The wound had long since closed, but the spot throbbed as my muscles knotted and unknotted themselves.


I looked down at the pinpoint of blood on my forearm. The knife was still clutched in my hand. What was I doing? I’d had a clear shot to avenge Binh, and I hadn’t taken it. The hell kind of a warrior was I?


No warrior at all, I reminded myself. Tenny was a warrior, and they killed her. You’re just Cheza now.


I ground my teeth against one another. My chest ached, and I didn’t know why. Had it just been the sight of one of my old comrades? Or was it disgust at my own weakness, eating me hollow from the inside?


When my breath was finally steady again, I risked a peek out the window of the kitchen door.


All four chair legs were on the ground. A few bills lay folded on the table next to the empty bowl. Freshly exhaled smoke swirled in the air.


And Roulette was gone.


The bus commute home always made me miss the Driftwood City boatways. Sure, bus schedules didn’t get affected by the tides, but the dense Malañong traffic more than made up the difference. Even past midnight, I always ended up standing shoulder to shoulder with commuters and revelers, bouncing against them with every bump in the road. They followed winding routes, which had once been cattle paths meant to take the local herds from one green to another. After four years of them, I yearned for the simple straight lines of the boatways, and their cool night air that smelled of salt.


I staggered off near the very end of the Red Line and limped the remaining seven blocks to my place. The sores on my feet were starting to blister; somehow, all these years on my feet had done nothing to toughen them up. But I barely even registered the pain tonight. I was playing that encounter in my head over and over again, like a reel from a motion picture on a loop. What’d made me stay my hand?


It’s obvious, I told myself. Tenny would’ve taken the shot. Cheza isn’t that kind of woman, and Cheza’s the one who’s alive. That was the story I’d told myself a lot these past four years.


But when I’d been standing behind Roulette, knife in hand and blood pounding in my ears, I’ll tell you this much, Cole: I sure as hell hadn’t felt like Cheza.


In a daze, I climbed the three sets of stairs to my grubby little studio. Hell of a thing: it was way smaller than our Kelptown place. But at least it had its own bathroom. Another thing even the poorest person in Biranese life could just take for granted.


I came home to a mattress on the bare patchwork wooden floor, a single chair next to it, and little else. I didn’t even have a kitchen in this thing; I just ate what I could take home from work. It was a far cry from Benilda’s house, or even from our one bedroom. Hell, it was basically just a coffin with a door. But in all the lives I’ve lived, I’ve never been a woman who’s needed much.


I kicked my shoes off. Didn’t bother shrugging out of any of my other clothes before I collapsed onto the mattress. All my strength fled me. Normally, I would’ve gone right to sleep, and woken up with just enough juice for the diner to squeeze back out of me tomorrow. But tonight my mind raced like the roaches in the walls.


I sat up with a grunt, ready to get a glass of water, at least.


And underneath the crack of my door, I saw a shadow in the hallway.


Instantly, I was alive again. My hand flew to the necklace of polished birch I wore as I searched my meager apartment for a weapon. Didn’t keep one on hand, and now I regretted that something fierce. I guessed I’d just have to take him on with my bare fists and hope I could get in close before he got a shot off.


Carefully, I stood. If he sensed I was getting close to him, odds were good he’d start shooting through the door. I was good, but I couldn’t punch through my own door.


Well, not anymore.


Carefully, I crept barefoot across the floor until I was lurking right beside the door and safely away from any spot he was likely aiming his gun. I clenched one fist tight at my side, while the other slowly reached for the door handle. He was probably waiting for me now, so I had to be even more ready when I finally slid it open.


I closed my fingers around the hot metal of the handle.


I glanced down at the shadow on the floor.


Just as it shrank out of sight.


I tore the door open and was in the hallway, just in time to see a man in a yellow hat sprinting away in the gloom.


With a growl, I took off after him.


I was tired. I was the most terrified I’d been in four years. I was getting splinters in my bare, aching feet. But I ran with everything I had. A second out of my sight was a second for Roulette to draw on me. So when he disappeared around a corner, I gave it a burst of speed and hurled myself on to him with a roar. We crashed to the floor, me on top to pin him in place. I cocked back a fist as his hat fell away, revealing—


—some guy I’d never seen before in my life.


Too late, I realized I’d been played.


Too late, I heard the click of a hammer behind me.


Too late, I smelled sweet tobacco smoke.


I closed my eyes in resignation.


“Let him go, Red Rose, let him go.” Roulette had dispensed with the Biranese; now, he was talking in our native Slatspeak. “Guy’s just someone I paid to smoke you out, and this here’s between you and me. Do it slowly, now; I ain’t gonna kill you just yet, but I got no qualms about laming you first.”


I blinked back furious, frustrated tears. Once again, I’d been beaten. But I wasn’t ready to finish dying yet.


Slowly, I rose with both of my hands clearly visible. The scared man crawled out from underneath me and practically fell over himself trying to flee.


And I had no choice but to stand perfectly still as Roulette Wu stepped past me, a bamboo-handled revolver pointed right at my head, so he could retrieve his fallen hat.


“So …” He settled it back on his head. Looked me up and down. Sighed a lungful of smoke. “Reckon I owe you a happy birthday.”
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Twelve years ago


Age 18


“‘Roulette,’ huh?” There were a few of us at the table—you, me, the dealer, and the other players. But I was talking to the rangy guy across from me who was sitting behind a stack of what had recently been my money. “What’s with that name? Gonna guess it ain’t the name you got for your birthday.”


I remember it was hot for Driftwood City, enough to make the Slats groan and twist like someone having a nightmare. Inside the smoky, raucous Seven Phoenix Hall of Chance, electrical fans kept players cool and the help brought drinks around: beer fresh from the mainland, and water fresh from the illegal still under the floorboards. But there was no escaping the heat.


It was four in the morning. I remember that, too. I’ve always liked me a good amount of sleep, so I was swaying where I sat. You were doing better than me, since you and sleep were polite acquaintances at best. But the young man in the wide-brimmed yellow cattleman across from us had been at the table for six hours, and showed no signs of slowing down.


At the question, a smile spread across his lips, slow as an egg cracked into a pan.


“You fixing to get to know me better now? ’Cause even if I end up liking you kids—and I do like you kids—I ain’t gonna give you your money back.”


Though we’d been watching Roulette play for six hours, we’d only been sitting with him for two. I didn’t really see the point in spending so much time here; we could’ve just as easily spent the evening busting heads, then swooped in at the last second to ruin this guy’s night. But you seemed to think we had to wait out the whole time, so I trusted you. And after four hours of waiting our turn to get to the table, we’d proceeded to lose one stack of kwae after another to him.


I was never one for gambling; when I liked to test myself, I kept luck as far out of the equation as I could manage. But even so, I liked winning. And each smirk Roulette shot me after I played another losing hand pricked like a little needle. You weren’t nearly as bothered. I guess you didn’t mind the money going his way; after all, we’d stolen it all from the Black Pockets yesterday.


Tiles clacked on the table as the dealer, well paid to stay out of the conversation, dealt out fresh hands. I peeked at my tiles and saw that once again, the deck had fucked me—two plums and a cat. That was the fifth bad hand in a row for me. I shot the dealer a look: What the hell?


The guy shrugged: Your problem.


“You don’t gotta give my money back.” I tried for nonchalance, and figured I got within spitting distance of it. “You’re gonna lose it, same as anyone else.”


“Not the way you’ve been playing.” Roulette slid a few chips to the center of the table. A big bet. But that was how Roulette liked to do things, I’d noticed. Most players would start small and build their way up. But if the table was a still pool, Roulette liked to chuck a big rock into it and see where the ripples went. And I had to admit: so far, they’d all gone his way.


I tossed my ante in as a fistful, while you slid a neat little tower of chips to the center.


“My friend only asks because it’s not every day you meet someone with such a colorful soubriquet,” you said. “Is ‘Roulette’ a name you won, or chose?”


Roulette snorted like some mainland pack animal. It was strange, hearing such a rough-hewn noise come from such a delicately sculpted face. “Folks all choose their names out on the frontier.” He slid a few more chips in—easy enough for him. He had so many now, he could as soon have built himself a house out of them as he could’ve used them to buy one. “Real question’s who gets to live long enough to earn the one they chose.”


“You gonna be cryptic all night while you take our money?” I said. “Or can we pretend your winnings there are payment for a straight answer?” I dropped in my stake, then raised it just a little. I could raise one more time, if he pushed me.


Roulette shrugged. It felt less like he’d been persuaded, and more like he’d stopped caring. “First month of my tour, a Ghost Spider chucked a grenade right into my lap. Should’ve blown my balls and brains to bits … but the fuse didn’t catch.” He sighed, leaned back, and lit up another cigarillo. In a few minutes, its remnants would join the other six in the crystal ashtray in front of him. “Second tour—you gonna call, or what?”


You shook your head and slid your tiles back to the dealer. “This hand is just between you two.”


And that was it. Our signal.


As we’d outlined our plan, I’d asked you why I had to be the one to do this. Why not you? You actually knew how to play pektong. I’d spent my whole childhood getting my ass kicked by my sisters any time when I played.


“Because he’ll recognize that I know what I’m doing,” you’d said. “If he sees me win, he’ll think it’s skill. If he sees you win, he’ll think it’s luck.” When I frowned, you shrugged. “I’ll bore him, and you won’t.”


It’d all sounded like overthinking to me. But you seemed sure of it, and I trusted you.


So as you folded, I finally opened my ears and let the city serenade me. I’d been keeping it at bay all evening so my losses would look authentic. But now all at once, scraps of knowledge began to flit through my mind: about the gambling house we sat in. About the dealer and his dreams of singing stardom. About all the people who had ever laid a finger on this particular set of pektong tiles we were playing with.


And of course, about Roulette Wu.


“Suit yourself, suit yourself,” the man himself was saying. “Anyway, next month I took a bayonet in the gut, and damned if the thing didn’t miss every major organ I got sloshing around in there. Doc said it was a one-in-a-million stab. I was Roulette after that. The wheel kept spinning, and it always came up my number. Of course,” he added with a nod to the two shiny black revolvers at his hips, “these here helped.” He slid in just enough chips to tap me out. “You’ve been fun and all, girl, but a game can’t go on forever.”


A smart player would’ve seen that confidence and folded. Even a stupid player probably would’ve. At least that way, they could still walk out with enough for boatway fare.


But even the smartest smart player would never be as good as an idiot who was also a shaman.


“So you got the name ’cause you were lucky, yeah?” I said, keeping my tone light.


“Looks that way for certain from where I’m sitting,” Roulette said with a puff of blue-grey smoke. He reached into his pocket for a yellow bandana to dab his sweat-beaded forehead.


“So you were lucky enough to get out of the Shoots, and then lucky enough to survive the Tsunese coast.” I dropped the last of my chips into the pot, calling his bluff. “What’re you doing with that luck now? Just floating from one game to the next and spinning that wheel?”


His game face was good, but the spirit told me I’d pushed the right button. He looked at what I’d just done. Didn’t peek at his tiles, though I saw his hand twitch to. The smile he gave me in reply was a limp, anemic thing, like a teenage boy’s first mustache. “Things had to break your way at some point.” He slid his tiles back to the dealer.


I nudged my glasses up my nose and scooped my winnings closer. “Guess so. Nice playing with you.” I started to rise, but he held up a hand.


“How about you see how long your luck really holds out?”


I glanced at you, then back to him. “If you insist.”


So it went for another solid hour of play. We’d built Roulette up patiently over two hours, and then in just a few hands we put him back in the poorhouse. He watched with fraying calm as the pile of chips in front of me grew bigger and bigger, while his dwindled. He played well, near as I understood pektong. He was wily with his bluffs, careful with his tells, cunning with his baits and traps. But the city was singing his secrets right into my ear. When he had a good hand, I folded. When he bluffed, I went big. And round after round, you watched patiently.


Come five in the morning, it had finally cooled down. A new dealer handled us now. And hers was the face I grinned up at as she pronounced me the final winner of the set.


She turned with professional politeness to Roulette. “Would you like the house to extend you credit, sir?”


For a moment, I saw the idea catch in his eye like a spark to tinder. But then he shook it out and produced another cigarillo. “Reckon I’ve done me enough losing for a night.” He lurched to his feet and touched his hat to us. “Y’all have a good morning.”


I glanced over at you, and you were smiling.


We let him get all the way out to the street before we stopped him again. I fell into step with him on his right. “You knew we were cheating back there. Why’d you play me anyway?”


Roulette glanced at me, more annoyed than anything else. “Only thing worse than a sore loser’s a sore winner, kid,” he growled. “It’s only on account of your age that you get a warning, and not a warning shot.” He jammed his hands in his pockets and walked on.


“It’s because you trusted in your own luck,” you said, appearing on his left. “To carry you, and to tell you when it was finally time to walk away.”


At last, he noticed the coats we were wearing, and the roses tucked into each lapel. Slowly, he came to a stop. Recognition flickered in his eye. “Where’d you get them flowers?”


“Your luck got you this far, Roulette,” I said. He was tall, so I got the sense he wasn’t used to looking up at people, but he had to look up at me. “Got you back to your home, busted and broke as it is. And now that you’re here, you can do something to help us fix it, instead of just handing your savings over to the bosses one game at a time.”


“Why would I wanna do that?” He was scoffing, but he also wasn’t going anywhere.


“Because,” you replied in a delicate voice, “you want the bullets you fire to mean more than the holes they leave behind. You want to make your own luck, not trust in something that will always turn on you eventually.”


He eyed us one at a time. “What’re y’all really trying to talk to me about here?” He produced his yellow handkerchief again and dabbed at his neck. He stopped when he saw me holding my hand out for it expectantly.


I gave him a look over the top rim of my glasses: Just do it.


He shot me a look as he handed it over: Whatever, weirdo.


Deftly, my fingers shaped his handkerchief into the familiar folds of flower petals.


“Let us buy you some tea,” I said, offering him back a yellow rose. “And we’ll show you.”
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Now


Age 30


I let him march me into my own apartment with a gun at my back. I would’ve tried to make a move, but he was too smart to fall for that. He kept a respectable distance and let me lead the way.


I heard him whistle long and low behind me as he took in my apartment for the first time. “This how you’ve been living?” he said with a chuckle of disbelief. “Reeking of dish soap and fry oil, then crawling back to this rat trap?”


“Never knew you to look down on folks who’d hit hard times,” I said, switching to Slatspeak. When my tongue traced those familiar shapes of my native language, I felt more like myself than I had since the day I washed up here.


He shrugged. “Can’t blame a guy for being surprised. I knew a very different woman than the one I’m chatting with now.” With his boot, he nudged my door shut behind him, then sauntered over to my one chair and sat himself down in it. He took another drag of his cigarillo. Ashed right onto my floor too, the bastard.


But I was studying the piece in his hand. When we’d fought together, he’d always used a pair of simple black six-shooters. This one was different: bigger, with a gleaming silver barrel and a handle of polished yellow bamboo. I’d seen it once before in my life, when it was firing bullets at me and chewing up that lonely boathouse in Birchbarrel.


“When’d he give it to you?” I said, nodding to it.


“Just before.” He didn’t have to specify. “Told me it’d be the finest trigger I ever pulled, and he ain’t been wrong so far.” He tilted his wrist to show me its bright yellow wooden grip. “Genuine bamboo, harvested straight from the Shoots.”


My mouth tightened. When did you get those commissioned? What, had you gone to night school for gunsmithing or something? Every answer was just giving me more questions.


I decided to change the subject. “And when’d you make me?”


“Got your boss to thank for that one, there.” He sighed smoke. “Moment she let slip it was your birthday, it all fell into place.” He grinned. “What’re the odds, huh? Lucky me.”


“So you’ve got me,” I sneered. The colossal unfairness of it all stung me, but I shouldn’t have been surprised. Roulette Wu had always led a semi-charmed kind of life. “Why haven’t you pulled that trigger yet?”


“Not often a pal comes back from the dead,” he said. “I reckon whatever a dead woman’s got to say, it’d be something worth telling the wind. So I reckon we can catch up a bit before I put a stain and varnish on this whole affair.” He studied his burning cigarillo. “I figure about five minutes.”


“You sure about that?” I said. “You’re a human chimney.”


“I’ll smoke slow.” He exhaled. “So how’s about we start this all off with you telling me how the fuck it is you’re still alive?”


“I don’t totally remember.”


“You’re full of shit.”


“You think I give a fuck if you believe me?” I snapped. “I woke up in a fishing net as I was getting hauled aboard. Biggest catch that little tub had ever landed. They were out of Kolkalang, so they dropped me off there. After that, my choices were head back to Driftwood City, or … don’t.”


“And you wound up here,” said Roulette. “The homeland.”


“Hoy!” I snapped at him again. “My home was Driftwood City, same as yours. I didn’t owe this place a damn thing.”


“Then why’d you wash up here in the end?”


“The fuck do you think, Roulette?” I said. “Where else was I supposed to go?”


“Anywhere,” he said. “Big old world, if you haven’t noticed. I’ve seen some real pretty parts of it.”


“But you ended up here, same as me,” I said. “How’s that work out? Doesn’t sound like you came here with my scent in your nose.”


“I didn’t, I didn’t,” Roulette agreed. He’d been holding the gun perfectly steady for several minutes now, and his hand hadn’t wavered at all. That wasn’t great for me. “Truth is, I’m here on a mission of public service.”


“Of course,” I sneered. “The Thorn Orphans are the new system now.”


“Yeah, I’m damn near respectable these days,” Roulette said. “Came here looking to buy up timber, and Biranba’s got some fine trees on its shores. Today’s trees will be tomorrow’s schools and roads. No more rotting Slats, not on my watch.”


“Your watch?” I said. “What are you now, the town sheriff?”


He grunted. “Nah, not me, not me. The Armored got that job. And if you ask me, she should have it. Ain’t any real gangs left on the Slats now. You’re talking to the head of the Meyongphirin Municipal Department of Transportation.”


I wrinkled my nose. “Only assholes call it Meyongphirin.”


“You think I don’t know that?” Roulette said. “But that’s what it says in the fancy gold paint on my office door, so …”


I glanced at his cigarillo. It was maybe half-burned now.


“So you made the world a better place. Roses every day, and all that.” I couldn’t keep the disgust out of my voice. “If you all did such a good job, why do you still wear those guns?”


He tipped the chair back onto two legs, keeping his revolver trained on me. “World don’t stay perfect on its own. It’ll always need folks like the Thorn Orphans.”


“You’re not Thorn Orphans anymore,” I spat. “We were never supposed to be running the show! I don’t know what the fuck you all are now, but you don’t deserve to wear those roses.”


Roulette shrugged. “I ain’t gonna apologize for doing a job and doing it well.”


“So,” I snarled, “that mean you didn’t come here looking to make things right with me?”


His smirk grew strained. “Look, it ain’t like I don’t have my own regrets about where things fell that day,” he admitted. “But you didn’t give us any kind of choice, Tenny.”


“You were trying to kill Binh!” I roared. “The fuck was I supposed to do?”


“Easy there, now.” He leveled his gun at me. “These floors and walls don’t look all that thick. I don’t wanna spend my bullets on anyone but you tonight, but if anyone comes looking, they’re gonna catch one.”


I wrestled my temper back under control. I hadn’t meant to lose it like that. So many times, I’d rehearsed these conversations while I was washing rice. But I hadn’t anticipated the effect of actually seeing one of my old pals. I had to keep it together.


“As for the question of what you were supposed to do when you saw us going after Binh? I reckon you could’ve tried remembering who the Thorn Orphans were.” He took his last drag, then dropped his cigarillo to the floor. His chair rocked forward, and he ground his smoke out under the toe of his boot. “When we come for someone, it’s ’cause they had it coming.”


And just like that, I was out of time.


“That’s it?” I said. My temper roiled like a stormy sea, and that was no good. I needed to be like you: low and steady and ever-burning, like a blue gas flame. “You don’t want to know what my side of things looked like?”


“I ain’t survived as long in this line as I have by stopping and asking questions like that,” said Roulette. “You were a good friend, Tenny. We fought a lot of good fights together, and did a lot of good for folks who needed it. But you ain’t the first good friend I’ve killed.”


In my ears, phantom music swelled.


Roulette didn’t hear it. “You will, however, be the first one I kill twice.”


His trigger finger twitched.


And in the instant that it did, the entire wooden floor of my apartment came to life, springing up like the jaws of a trap.


Before he could get a single shot off, Roulette Wu found himself encased in unnaturally flexible, age-darkened birch. It wrapped around his wrists. His ankles.


His throat.


“What the—?” He struggled, but he wasn’t strong enough to break boards. “Tenny, what the fuck? You ain’t supposed to have powers!”


“Luck gets you far in life, Roulette,” I said. “There are some doors that only luck will open. But you never did know what to do when you were up against someone who could make their own. You kept your eyes on me this entire time, and you never once looked at the floor you were walking on.”


He still had his eyes on me. He was fighting to aim his weapon my way, but I’d bound his gun hand to point directly at the nearest wall. His other one was pinned to his side, helpless.


“You see, Roulette,” I said, “this ain’t the first time you’ve walked on this floor. Don’t you recognize it yet?”


He nearly dropped his gun as the math all added up. “The boathouse?” he breathed, as best he could with a birch noose around his neck.


“The one piece of home I had left,” I said with grim satisfaction. The ethereal song swaggered through me, big and brassy, as I flexed my power for the first time in years. “You really should’ve just let me die there.”


“Now, hang on, hang on,” Roulette said, eyeing me with proper fear for the first time. “I know you got a lot to be pissed about, and I ain’t trying to skip out on what I owe you for that. But you sure that killing me’s the way to go here?”


“What case you gonna make that it ain’t?” I said. “Do you have information for me? I’m gonna guess not. Cole never trusted you with any of the important stuff. And even if you did, what would I use it for? I ain’t ever heading back there. You all took Driftwood City from me, and you can keep it. I’ve got all I need from it right here.” I weighed what I was about to say, then decided to tell him just the same. “I spared your life tonight back at the diner. I could’ve put a knife right in the back of your head, and I didn’t. I let you go. You’re the one who went kicking a dead woman. And now you’re surprised she kicked back.”


“Tenny, Tenny,” he said, his voice rising in pitch as I started to tighten my wooden grip around his neck. “I told you, I didn’t come looking for you! This is just me and my luck, doing what me and my luck do!”


“You followed me to my apartment and set up an ambush,” I said flatly.


“So I could’ve played that better!” Roulette said. “I didn’t know if you were planning to get the drop on me, or what! I had to be sure!” His hair fell away, revealing his second eye, wide and desperate. “Look, I came here on business, and now I get a chance to make things right with someone I wronged! You’ve gotta see there’s poetry in that!”


My fist unknotted itself, and the birch collar I’d wrapped around Roulette’s throat loosened itself just a little.


“Thank you,” he rasped.


“I loosened it so you could talk without sounding like the bad guy in a fucking puppet show,” I growled. “Now, Roulette, why don’t you tell me exactly how you think you can make things right with me?”


“The way I figure it is this,” he said. “If you had it in you to use your powers even away from home, you probably could’ve come back to try to make things even for what we did to you. But this whole time, you ain’t made your move. And betting man that I am, I’d wager it’s ’cause you weren’t sure you could win. But you remember what it was like to fight with me at your side, don’t you?” he added with a hopeful grin.


“Come back with you and kill them all?” I said. “And all I have to do is trust you, the man who flips on his teammates the moment the going gets tough.”


“Hey, I fought for my side as hard as I could,” Roulette said. “You can’t blame a guy for wanting to live. You take me back, and I’m yours.”


“Until I start to lose.”


“No, Tenny,” he said soberly. “I ain’t gonna bet against you twice.”


I nodded slowly as I considered the offer. Certainly, there were tempting parts of it. “So you’ll fight alongside me,” I said eventually, “because you want to live?”


“Sure do,” Roulette said. “Sure do.”


It was the opening I’d been waiting for him to give me.


“Do you know who else wanted to live, Roulette?” My voice was quiet. Certain.


He turned as pale as his bleached hair. I felt a grim and furious pleasure as I saw him finally realize that he’d never stood a chance of changing my mind.


“Tenny,” he said. “Killing me ain’t gonna bring him back.”


Furiously, I tightened my fist. The music swelled as that birchwood noose began to squeeze on his throat again.


A gunshot filled the room, drowning out my shaman song. A revolver barrel strobed, and wood splintered. It felt like a violin string snapping mid-bow.


My reflexes took over. The sharp splinter of driftwood around my neck ripped itself free of its leather cord. It flew across the room like a bullet and drilled itself right into Roulette Wu’s throat.


Instantly, blood sprayed. I released my grip on him, and he collapsed to my floor, clawing pathetically at his neck. But it was already too late for him; even on pure reflex, my aim had been too good. One of his guns lay forgotten at his side; the other was still in its leather holster, which was smoking and burst open at the end. Immediately, I understood: he’d gotten a grip on it with the arm I’d pinned to his side. And while we’d been talking, he’d been lining up to try for a lucky shot from the hip.


“Well, Roulette,” I said, “I guess I’ll give you points for being consistent right up to the bitter end. But you were never easier to beat than the times when you thought you were winning. And since I don’t want to leave you wondering as you drift off: I wouldn’t have made it hurt this much if you hadn’t brought him up.”


His eyes were wide and despairing. With each passing second, the capillaries in them grew redder and brighter.


I paged through my memories, and my mental finger fell on the right words. The only words one could really say to a dying Thorn Orphan.


“Roses every day,” I recited.


His hand fell away from his throat. The rise and fall of his thin chest became shallower with each breath he took.


I limped over to him, so he could look me in the eyes as he went. It was more of a send-off than the Thorn Orphans had ever given me.


As he lay there, for just a moment I remembered fighting back-to-back with him against the Silver Tide Tong. I remembered laughing at his jokes, and the hooting cackle he’d let out when I hit him with mine. I remembered the way his eyes lit up when he slammed down a winning hand, and how quick he’d always been to spread the wealth around. I remembered all the times this loud, sloppy, double-talking, gunslinging degenerate had made himself one of my favorite people in all of Driftwood City.


That was my final kindness to Roulette Wu, Cole. I remembered who he used to be.


I made a pulling motion at the air, and the splinter slipped itself out of Roulette’s neck like a blade from a sheath. It floated in the air in front of me, dark and slick with fresh blood. I’d have to wash it later. Right now, though, I didn’t have time. I had to get him out of here and clean up all this blood. Police didn’t really care what happened in this neighborhood. Once they got word a visiting foreign dignitary had last been seen here, though, they wouldn’t shy away from kicking down doors.


But as I considered how I could smuggle this corpse down to the harbor, something caught my eye: a small yellow thing peeking out of the lapel of Roulette’s coat.


Back in the old days, he’d been the Yellow Rose. And he’d always favored the color anyway, for making him stand out. But for whatever reason, this scrap of sunburst struck me as funny.


It was a yellow piece of paper, thick from all the times he’d folded it up. When I folded it back open and smoothed it out, I saw it was a bill of sale. And typed on that stationery was a transcript of a telegram sent from an office near the diner where I worked.


MALAÑONG
RED ROSE BLOOMS


I glared back down at his corpse. “Roulette, you absolute motherfucker.”


The Great Bird hadn’t even given me enough time to enjoy my victory before shitting on my head. With the time difference, odds were that you wouldn’t read this message for a few more hours. But whether you read it now or with your morning edition of the Meyongphirin Blue Star, it didn’t matter. Eventually, you would read it. And you wouldn’t just shrug it off, either. I knew you too well. I had to believe that even with the shit you’d pulled, you still had some respect for me. When you saw that Roulette Wu had sent you this telegram, you would already mark him among the dead.


As I stood there in my glorified cell with his cooling corpse at my feet, I worked through my choices. The first: I could just stay here in Malañong. And in between shifts at the diner, I could wait around and get myself ready. Because sure as hell, you were going to come for me.


But I thought of the people down at the diner. The neighbors who’d barely lost a wink of sleep from Roulette’s gunshot. Maybe Malañong hadn’t treated me particularly well, but the people of this city didn’t deserve to have a tornado blow through their lives like this.


Second choice: I could just fucking leave. I didn’t have much, but living in this pisspot of an apartment had let me scrape together some savings. I could get myself on an airship easy enough, even if it meant sleeping with the luggage. I wasn’t sure where I’d go, but Roulette had had a point: there was a wide world out there, and it was full of newer and deeper and darker corners for me to hide in.


But again, I knew you too well. First, you’d send people here. And once it became clear I’d tried to go to ground, you’d get them on my scent one way or another. I could flee Malañong, but I’d never be able to flee fast or far enough to outrun you forever. I could grow old on one of the cold islands to the far, far west, tending sheep on a rolling green hill, and I’d still lay good odds that I would wake up one morning to be met by someone with a rose in their lapel.


Third choice: I could do your job for you.


I’d entertained it more than once over the years. Even now, I couldn’t tell you if my continued survival was proof of bravery or cowardice. But as I thought about the position you were leaving me in, I was starting to see no way out … or at least, no happy one. Why prolong things, then? Why not just find a rooftop and be done with it? Every day of the past four years had been borrowed time, anyway. And all the people I might’ve ever hoped to mourn me? They were either dead already, or they would’ve volunteered to give me that last push.


The world would’ve undoubtedly been better off without me in it, my every breath poisoning its air. The more I thought about it, the more logical it started to sound. But something deeper inside me pushed it away. It wasn’t a never, so much as a not yet, but it was strong enough to stop me from heading for my building’s stairwell.


And that left me with only one real choice.


I’d sworn I would never go back to Driftwood City, Cole. I’d made peace with the idea of leaving it to you and the others. I didn’t even like tugging at the faint tether I still had to the city’s spirit. I was so certain that somewhere on the other end of that line, you would feel me and know me. After all, every thread we pull has another end.


But now, I promised myself, I was going to do what I should’ve done all along. I was going to make you answer for what you’d taken from me. What I could take back, I would. And what you could never give back to me …


I froze there for just a moment, feeling the phantom touch of big, callused hands resting gently on my shoulders. The memory of warm breath on my neck. The weight of him on a mattress next to me.


My fist clenched tighter around the bloody piece of driftwood in my palm.


We Thorn Orphans had grown our garden with an eye toward making the powerful feel fear. And somewhere along the way, Cole, you’d become powerful. So I was going to fulfill our mission—the original one we’d agreed on all those years ago. I was going to pluck the flowers from your garden, one by one. For the first time in years, I let my mind trace the familiar shapes of their names:


Roulette Wu, the Yellow Rose. Already picked.


Anjali the Armored, the Blue Rose.


Knife-Edge Ngo, the Pink Rose.


Mhap the Monster, the Black Rose.


One by one, I’d take them from you. When I was done, you would feel as isolated and alone as I had, drowning in that driftwood coffin. And once you knew what you had lost, and that I was the weed that had choked the life out of your garden … then and only then would I finally trim you at the stem, too.


I studied the crumpled-up yellow telegram again. I had smeared blood all over it, but I didn’t care. I was trying to remember something I hadn’t done in a good long while.


Roulette hadn’t been wearing his usual yellow rose tonight, and no flower store would be open at this hour. But when you and I had started out as the original two Thorn Orphans, we hadn’t used real roses, had we?
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