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CHAPTER ONE


1579
YEAR OF THE RISEN STAR
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Farren Ki


The Moon Jeve


In the deep, hollow darkness of the mine, she cast a light upon the wall, and saw the ropes of jevite weaving through gray rock. The miners had come upon this cavern unexpectedly, an offshoot of a much narrower tunnel cut through the seam. The space echoed above her; it stretched the breadth of a temple. The scarlet-veined striations of jevite were as thick as her arm. She tested the weight of the rock pick in her hand, the grooves of the handle fitting comfortably against her calluses, and approached the nearest wall.


It took very little effort to chip a hunk of jevite free. The facets were as smooth as glass and the edges like sharp blades. She held it, feeling its density, its purity. She licked it, tasting the unique mineral bitterness with its slightly sour aftertaste. This fresh find had some buzzing with excitement, but she felt only dread weighing her down, as if she had stumbled into a monster’s lair.


Someone came through the narrow passage into the cavern—Gus ben Roq, leading with his lantern. He set the lantern in the center of the cavern and turned up the settings. Fractals of light burst against the walls. He looked around pensively.


“Beautiful, no?” he said. He had a soft, unemotional voice, but there was reverence in it.


She hummed, noncommittal. “Several tons at least.”


Gus said, “That is conservative.”


She looked at the ground. She was treading upon more jevite. If they dug down, who knew how much they would find?


“We are two miles beneath the surface,” she observed. “The deeper we go, the denser the rock, and the greater the chance of cave-ins. Every time we cut a new tunnel, we risk burying our people alive.”


He, of anyone, knew this already. He had been the crew manager for more than ten years. He had seen his people die and nearly died himself, with scars and missing fingers to prove it. He gave her a steady look.


“This is our bargain, my River. Everyone takes the risk willingly.”


Yes, of course. She looked at the floor again, felt the unevenness under her boots. They would dig deeper. They always dug deeper. This had been the failure of the Kindom overseers two centuries ago. The known jevite seams ran a depth of a thousand feet to a quarter mile beneath the surface of the moon. When they reached the limit of those depths, the Kindom made them dig deeper. Half a mile deep. Three-quarters of a mile deep. A full mile. But the rock proved barren. At the beginning of the thirteenth century, the jevite trade collapsed, and the overseers abandoned them to their carved-up moon and their decrepit biodomes and their mining pollution. But the Jeveni kept digging. At the two-mile mark, they cracked the stone carapace that divided them from a massive seam of jevite. And thus began this new, perilous chapter.


“Drae,” Gus said, and the sound of her name, when he always called her “my River,” made her uneasy. “I thought you would be pleased.”


“Why should I not be pleased?” Drae sen Briit replied, gazing up at the walls as if they were star charts, as if they might show the path to escape. In a way, they did. They were the currency that funded a great enterprise. But they were also the blood that had drawn predators, again and again. She said, “This is the richest section we have found in years.”


So rich, in fact, that it would move up her coming voyage to The Glitch, a frontier station far beyond Kindom reach. Laden with the wealth of this cavern, she would travel to The Glitch and pay for what they wanted. A high price for a needful reward.


Gus said nothing at first, and she almost thought the conversation was over. But—


“You are unhappy,” he said.


She looked at him with a flare of impatience but pushed the emotion down, her smile tight. “I am not unhappy with you. I am proud of you, and the miners.”


His expression was chiding. “But you are unhappy. Not with the miners. But with the seam.”


Drae felt caught, and she didn’t even realize how hard she was gripping the piece of jevite until she felt the sting and glanced down to find a little blood welling on her palm. She casually tossed the jevite aside and hid both her hands in her pockets, shrugging casually.


“Is there some requirement that I be happy?” she asked like it was a joke.


He wasn’t impressed. “You have always been serious. But you have also always been calm. Lately, you seem less calm. People have noticed. They ask me what is wrong with you, and I tell them there is nothing wrong, but I can see it, too. And now you are looking at this seam as if it wants to murder you.”


It does want to murder me, she thought. It wants to murder all of us. It always has.


Even thinking this was a kind of sacrilege among her people. The Jeveni revered jevite as a gift from the goddess, one that the outer worlds had stolen for centuries but was theirs by right. Drae had no such romantic perspective. The jevite had existed long before the Jeveni—it was an ancient, bloody fist in the middle of the Black. Circumstance had brought her people here, not to claim a birthright, but to feed the evil hunger of the moon.


Somewhere in the outer tunnels, miners began to sing. They did not sing loudly (volume carried vibration, and mines were no place to trouble the atmosphere), but still the song reached her, low and melancholy, describing the years of the jevite trade.


“Do you have doubts about what we are doing?” Gus asked.


That was a complicated question, but, “No,” Drae said. “I have no doubts about The Hope. But I am your River, Gus. It is my job to protect our people, and I have much on my mind. There is no need to worry.”


She hoped this would be the end of it, but it was not. Gus stared at her, and his stare began to itch, like mites tunneling under her skin, till her muscles and bones felt exposed by the intuition in his eyes. He did not believe her. He did not believe there was no reason to worry. At last, exasperated, she exhaled.


“I have been having dreams.”


Gus’s eyes narrowed, not with suspicion, but with the insight of a man who knew how to read meaning into the shifts of stone.


“Sajeven speaks to you?” he asked.


Drae made an annoyed sound. “Nightmares are just an expression of anxiety. We are within sight of achieving a goal our ancestors could only dream of. That is reason enough for me to have nightmares.”


“What are your nightmares?” he asked.


She glowered at him. He was patient. He had always been patient.


“I see a person walking through the tunnels ahead of me. They wear a red coat. I follow them, but I am not me, I am . . . some other person. As they walk, they rake their nails across the walls of the tunnel. The rock opens up around them, and it gets wider and wider until the tunnel is a cavern. Bigger than this one, bigger than any cavern in any seam we have ever found. I try to catch up to them, but the jevite they have torn down becomes a river behind them, and I can barely walk against the current. Then, when I think I am finally getting closer, they look back at me for the first time . . .” She trailed off.


Gus said, “And?”


Drae cleared her throat, as if doing so could dismiss the significance, and said, “They have my face.”


Gus considered this. Out in the tunnels the miners reached a new verse of their song. A prayer to Sajeven, beseeching her to bless them. Farther off, Drae heard the clanking sound of the elevator car descending from the surface, and she thought it must be a shift change.


“You should go to the Stone,” Gus said. “Tell him your dream. He can consult with Sajeven on your behalf, and maybe there will be answers.”


Drae grimaced. She had deep love and respect for the Stone of the Wheel—for all the spokes. But they were different from her. They were older, and their age and experience were like a summit she could never reach. They had known each other intimately for decades, and she was the outsider who had replaced the old River, a woman dead five years and descended by children and grandchildren. Drae had no children, though she was twenty-nine years old and most people had begun to fulfill their procreative responsibilities by now. If Drae went to the Stone, the Stone would tell her she needed more in her life than the mines and The Hope. She needed to begin her family, which would bring love into the empty places in her life.


Drae had doubts about that.


“It is only a dream,” she said, though the dream had dogged her for months.


Gus looked unconvinced, as though he would argue with her, but suddenly a youth came sprinting inside, red-faced and heaving for breath.


“Moon arise, child, what is this?” Gus asked.


The youth looked at Drae, their eyes wide. “My River, you must come.”


Drae felt ice in her stomach, a crystallizing burn. She saw the cavern in her mind opening like the mouth of a jump gate.


“What happened?” she asked.


“A ship!” they said. “On the east airfield!”


“A Kindom ship?” asked Gus.


“No. Civilian. But armored, and about ten saan have disembarked. The Wheel says you must come.”


No strangers had come unannounced to Jeve in decades. Even the ones who brought trade did it with the permission of the Wheel. No one defied their treaty rights anymore, for what would even pirates want with Jeve when everyone knew it had nothing?


Already she and Gus were rushing from the cavern, following the youth back to the aged elevator shaft that would carry them through sheets of rock to the surface some two miles from the dome city of Farren Ki. So far underground, Drae’s cast access was glitchy, but nonetheless she managed to access a view of the east airfield. The foreign ship was a midsize and pristinely built private vessel called The Blue Kite. Drae imagined some avian creature sinking its talons into the surface, and the talons were like the fingernails of the red-coated person in her dream, and she shoved the thought away.


By the time she reached the surface, the strangers were approaching the polymer tunnel that connected Farren Ki’s eastern pod bay to the interior of the dome. A ground shuttle waited for her, and whisked her away toward the city. The shuttle was fast, but it was a distance of almost twenty miles. By the time she reached the bay, there was only the vacuum-sealed door between the strangers and Farren Ki. But the strangers were not alone on their side of the door. A dozen Jeveni sentries had gone out to meet them.


The Wheel was waiting for her.


“Thank Sajeven!” cried the Tree.


“Drae,” said the Gale. “We did not know what—”


“Open the doors,” Drae said.


“It is unsafe! You cannot—”


Drae ignored them, storming forward to hit the release, and as she went through the doors, she saw her people pointing rifles. There was a great cacophony in the tunnel. The sentries were shouting at the strangers in Je, warning them to stay where they were, and the strangers stood frozen. They were dressed in space suits as modern and expensive as their ship. They had cast back their helmets and their eyes were amazed, but they didn’t seem to have weapons or to know what the sentries wanted. One of them, a dark-eyed, long-faced Katishsaan, stood at the front, holding up his hands and beseeching the Jeveni—


“Please! We’re unarmed! We’re no threat to you!”


He was speaking Ma’kessi. None of Drae’s sentries spoke Ma’kessi, nor had translator bots. One sentry, Dimon, snarled at the group, “Get on your knees!”


The long-faced man switched dialects. “Do you understand me? I’m sorry. My translator is having trouble with your—”


Another stranger, standing just behind him, said in growling Katish, “They better put those guns down, or I’ll give them a reason.”


The others, apparently in agreement, twitched with the threat of violence.


Dimon warned, “Get down now!”


Drae strode through her sentries and stood between them and the strangers. Authority poured off her like heat, and everyone went silent and shocked as she demanded in flawless Katish, “Who the fuck are you?”


The long-faced man blinked rapidly, seemed not to know what to do, and blurted, “I am a friend! My name is Lucos Alanye, and I am a friend!”


Drae answered with silence, let it stretch out until he looked confused but also afraid. At last, she murmured aside to Dimon and the sentries, “Lower your weapons.”


Dimon was incredulous. “They are uninvited!”


She gave him a look so quelling that he shifted back, and the rest of her sentries cautiously pointed their rifles at the ground. Drae turned to face the leader of the strangers again. He smiled for the first time, anxious and uncertain. He bowed over his open palms.


“Thank you for coming to speak to me. It’s an honor to meet you, Sa . . . ?”


He had a deep, gruff voice, but his register lifted, inviting her to introduce herself. Drae thought it was very bold of him to thank her for coming as if it were a predetermined meeting, rather than a consequence of his unwelcome appearance. Drae considered not giving him her name, but that would be shortsighted, and it was better that he know who he was dealing with.


“I am Drae sen Briit, the River of the Jeveni Wheel.”


His eyes widened ridiculously. “Sa Briit,” he said. “I prostrate myself before the generosity of the Wheel.”


Drae lifted her brows at this, and replied, “Do you? All right, then.”


She made an encouraging gesture.


He asked haltingly, “I’m . . . sorry?”


“Prostrate yourself. If you hold me in such esteem.”


His confusion turned to uncertainty and alarm, as if he were trying to decide if it was a joke and also whether he could do it without losing the respect of his crew, who were glancing at one another and scowling.


Drae snorted. The Jeveni Wheel had no interplanetary authority. The Kindom regarded them as little more than the loose council of a savage race. Katishsaan of such obvious wealth would hardly get on their knees for her.


She didn’t push the matter. “You have made my sentries very nervous, Lucos Alanye. By the law of our treaties, strangers are required to request an invitation to Jeve.”


He looked chastened. “I apologize, Sa. I didn’t know.”


“The most cursory review of our treaties could have told you as much.” Was that heat in his cheeks? Before he could fumble more apologies, she asked, “What are you doing here?”


This seemed to relieve him. He smiled again. “My colleagues and I are researchers. We come from a small, modest university in Dunta, on Kator. We’re studying the long-term impacts of the jevite trade, particularly the phenomenon of sinkholes and crust collapse, and the vulnerability of the depleted seams. We want to understand how your dome cities have recovered from the effects of mining pollution, as we think it could yield insights for helping factory communities across the Treble. If we could find temporary shelter in Dewbreak, we can—”


“Farren Ki,” Drae interrupted. He looked at her uncomprehendingly. “The Treble called this city Dewbreak when it began its mining operations here. We Jeveni have older, truer names for our cities, and this one is called Farren Ki.”


Alanye nodded quickly. “Of course. May I ask what the name means?”


Drae said, “No.”


He blinked. For a moment they did not speak, before he recovered enough to say, “Well, I’m determined to respect your customs, if you allow us to stay in—Farren Ki. And of course we will compensate you generously for your assistance. We’ve brought many gifts, as well.”


He cast an image into the air. It displayed a rotating carousel of goods. Casting technology. Hydroponics equipment. Carbon dioxide scrubbers. Drae was indifferent, focused on his words. He had mentioned the depleted jevite seams; he’d said it with feigned casualness, apparently hoping the gifts would distract them. He was utterly transparent.


When she gave no reaction to the goods, he said cautiously, “If there are other things you want, we can certainly discuss it. We hope for a mutually beneficial relationship, if—”


One of her sentries interrupted in Je, “What are they saying, my River?”


She didn’t answer right away, aware that if she told the truth, the tunnel would become like a mine shuddering on the verge of collapse. Finally she said, “They want to study our pollution.”


One sentry scoffed. “His ancestors have done enough.”


Dimon spit on the ground. “Sajeven, speak to Som for me and I will kill these strangers.”


Before Drae could answer, the Star said in her aural link, “We have translated his statements. Come back to the bay at once.”


Drae paused, still watching Alanye, who looked like he was trying very hard to seem well meaning, despite his nerves. The ridiculous carousel continued to turn through the air. She tracked her eyes across Alanye, giving him a more clinical perusal. He was tall and lean, his hair pristinely shaved on the sides. In that fitted space suit, it was easy to see his musculature, his broad shoulders, his bearing—he was not some university researcher. He had a soldier’s build, though not the poise of a cloaksaan. Also, his accent was typical of the Kray West lowlands, an underdeveloped and impoverished area of Kator. A scholar would have trained those inflections out of his voice. And his comrades looked as little like scholars as he did. She was certain they had weapons of some kind.


“Wait here,” she said to him, and then spoke aside to Dimon. “Keep your guns down, but watch them. Cool heads, everyone. I will be back soon.”


In the bay, the other spokes looked grim and stormy-eyed.


“He is a mining contractor. He is here to look for jevite,” said the Tree. “We have seen this before.”


Drae knew her own history. Forty years ago something like this had happened, and though the Braemish explorers had not found anything of value in the ruins of the Pallor Seam, they had caused enough trouble in their time, harassing the Jeveni in every imaginable way. Drae had not been born yet, but the members of the Wheel all remembered it; they remembered how hard it had been to oust the Braems, and how many had been hurt in the process.


“We cannot allow them to stay here,” said the Star, his cloudy eyes fierce despite the failure of his eyesight. “We must send them away.”


Drae said, “If we send them away it will invite scrutiny. The Treblens do not take well to being denied what they want. They will assume we are hiding something.”


“We are hiding something,” the Stone retorted, voice querulous. “We must get rid of them before they look too close.”


This was true. When the pirates came forty years ago, the Jeveni had not yet drilled down through the Pallor Seam to the Blood Seam far beneath it. Today, entrance to the Blood Seam was carefully concealed, with miners coming and going stealthily, to put off any spies. But if Lucos Alanye went exploring, he might find their secret. She thought of the figure in the red coat.


Gus ben Roq said, “Kill them.”


Everyone looked at him.


“We cannot just kill them,” said the Gale, though she sounded as if she’d like nothing more.


“We can. We can kill them and destroy their ship. We can make it look like a crash. Others have crashed on our moon before.”


Drae flicked her eyes over the faces of the Wheel, saw them thinking about it, wanting it. They turned toward her again, and their expressions were almost hungry. All Jeveni had this hunger, this desire for revenge on the Treble, this epigenetic response. Drae had it, too. She hated the Treblens. She hated Lucos Alanye with his ignorance and his smile and his belief that he could fool them. With a single word she could signal Dimon, and her sentries would slaughter the Katishsaan.


But she laid all the details of Lucos Alanye before her, like a table in her mind covered in artifacts. The Kray West accent; the guardsaan build; the mention of a “modest” university. All compared against the sleek space suits and the modern, expensive ship outside Farren Ki. Not to mention the gifts he’d brought, and the promise of pay. Alanye had made a crucial mistake. His cover story did not suit someone with access to such resources. Not unless he had a patron.


“You will trust my judgment?” she asked the Wheel.


They looked uneasy. Since becoming the River, she had gained their trust, but it was the trust of older, experienced people for a youngster. Conditional. They glanced at one another, finally homing in on the Star, who was the final word, even in their democratic system. Drae was prepared to obey him, but she prayed to Sajeven that he would not ask her to kill these people.


“Very well, Drae,” he said. “You know the outer worlds best. We will trust you.”


She nodded crisply and returned to the tunnel with its vibrating tension and its thin barrier between oxygen and vacuum.


Alanye looked relieved to see her. “I should have mentioned before! We’ve come with a large supply of sevite. I know the Kindom only grants your people limited rations. Consider it another gift.”


Drae looked at him flatly. He had held the sevite in reserve, a bargaining chip, and the moment he faced uncertainty, he offered it. He was in over his head. He was a childsaan, and by some of the glances of the people behind him, she sensed that they thought the same. Who knew what sort of background they had? Mercenaries? Smugglers? Whatever band he had put together, they did not respect him. He was a puppet, and if he had sevite, it was fairly easy to guess who had hold of his strings.


“That is a kind offer,” she said, thinking with mean satisfaction of the tons and tons of jevite on her moon, a wealth that would make his little sevite gift look like a plate of animal droppings compared to a banquet. “We will of course accept your gifts and your payment for our hospitality. That said, accommodations are very limited in our city. We advise you to use your ship as a home base. Please return there now, and we will invite you back to share a meal.”


Alanye looked as if he wasn’t sure if he should be relieved or disappointed. The people behind him seemed wary. Drae’s sentries, perhaps noticing a change, shifted. She could only imagine what accusations and complaints she would face when she returned to the Wheel. But she put all that from her mind, holding Alanye’s dark stare.


“That’s very generous, Sa Briit,” he said. “And may I just say—”


“Tonight’s meal will be a casual affair. No business. In the morning, you and I will discuss your interests and determine a course of action. I will be your host and guide through this process. I expect our interactions to be illuminating.”


He smiled guardedly. Good. He was not so foolish that he did not understand the implications of her statement: He would have no free rein. He would operate under the eye of the River. Nothing he did would escape her scrutiny, and she would use his presence to her own advantage.


And though he didn’t know it yet, she would find out who had sent him here. She would uncover their purpose. She would wring the secrets out of him, and make him her puppet.


And if it served her people, she would kill him.


As to the caster responsible for this breach, my cloaks are still reviewing the data signatures that will promptly lead us to the culprit. There are some indications that the individual is academy trained, but their work shows signs of gross immaturity. They are a middling annoyance, and represent no long-term threat to our interests.


excerpt, report to First Cloak Seti Moonback.
Dated 1654, Year of the Glide.









CHAPTER TWO


1665
YEAR OF THE HARVEST
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Farren Eyce


The Planet Capamame


Jun Ironway’s eyes dart across an array of casting views that crowd the air in her small office. Behind her, Liis Konye sits in an over-sized chair and slowly, calmly, cleans a gun. It’s a Som’s Edge pistol, the gun Jun’s Great Gra gave her when she left home sixteen years ago to attend the Academy of Archivists in Riin Kala. Jun listens to the familiar sounds of Liis’s work, thinking how, not even a month ago, all the guns in Farren Eyce were locked away in the armory. Yet she feels safer knowing Liis is armed. The office has the rich green smell of the salve that Liis rubs into the stump of her severed arm, and Jun feels safer for that, too. But their last jar of the salve is almost empty.


On one of the views, a newscaster in Teros System is choosing her words very carefully as she describes the fighting on Trin-Ma. “While the governor of Trin-Ma left the city some days ago, Khen Ookhen Obair has sent his own fighters to shore up the continental army. First Cloak Seti Kess’s command ship, The Makala Iis, remains in Teron orbit. That no cloaksaan or Kindom guards have joined the battle against the rebels is proof enough of Sa Kess’s confidence in Khen and the military.”


Jun snorts, as much at the propaganda as at the use of Seti Moonback’s new name. Having shirked the First Family that bore him, he has propped himself up as something wholly independent and blessed by the gods. Though he never came right out and said it, it didn’t take long for talk to spread that “Kess,” a word from the dead language of the Treble’s early colonizers, means “crown of the gods.”


Jun has an impulse to spit on the ground. “Dick. Was he this much of a dick when you knew him?”


Liis is still working on the gun. “Yes. He was always a dick.”


Her voice is distant. When Jun looks at her, her mouth is a grim line. Jun recognizes that look, that way that Liis becomes sometimes, absent and haunted. Once, Liis had served under Seti Kess. Once, Kess’s second-in-command, Medisogo, had cut off Liis’s arm. All of Liis’s steadiness can’t hide from Jun the memories she carries.


The newscaster’s voice grabs back Jun’s attention. “While reports persist that rebel groups are expanding and that new insurgencies are popping up across the Treble, Kindom spokessaan assert that most of these are little more than social clubs of privileged university students. Many are personality cults ordered around the traitor Cleric Chono, who has been missing since she fomented rebellion in the Secretaries’ stronghold of Nikapraev just three days ago. First Cloak Kess continues to promise the law-abiding saan of the Treble that he will not rest until all rebels stand down.”


Jun fake-gags. “You know, a few days ago he was throwing money at any group that would cause trouble for the Secretaries. If you’re gonna rebel and then turn around and set yourself up as the crown-fuckingcommander of the whole Treble, have the decency to make up a story about your one-time frontliners suddenly becoming bad guys.”


Liis asks, “Are the numbers holding steady?”


Maybe this is Liis’s way of saying she can’t talk about Kess anymore. Feeling guilty, Jun redirects her gaze at one of the other casting views.


“Some last casts straggling in. Not that they’ll change the outcome.”


Liis hmms.


“It’s absurd,” Jun says.


“What’s absurd?”


“This thing, this . . . voting.”


She grimaces on the word. She has no love for the autocracy of the Kindom or the regencies of space stations and cities. She’s all for allowing saan to shape their own government, and the Jeveni practice of voting in members of the Wheel seems in keeping with their communal ethos. But letting them vote in favor of being destroyed? How is that right? Then again, what does Jun know about best interests? How many choices has she made that have blown up in her face like the most spectacular and devastating fireworks?


“Masar was right,” Liis says. “Effegen was right. They knew what the people of the colony would want.”


“We’ll see how the people feel when Kindom warbirds flood through the gate. Tomesk should never have called for a vote. He must be pissing himself somewhere.”


Tomesk ten Ruvo, the Tree of the Wheel and a recalcitrant, distrusting man, had ordered that they let the colonists vote on whether to destroy the Capamame jump gate and, in so doing, prevent an invasion. Tomesk believed that now they know that it is First Cloak Seti Moonback (strike that, Kess) with access to their gate key, the people would do whatever it took to prevent him coming through their door. Tomesk was wrong. The idea of permanently losing access to the Treble is a bridge too far for the colonists, most of whom never intended to go to Capamame and many of whom hope to one day return to their birth worlds.


Liis says with a touch of humor, “He’s no doubt very disappointed.”


Jun snorts. “You know . . . that’s almost worth all of us getting enslaved.”


Another of her casting views, one with eyes on the hospital’s operating theater (“Morbid,” Liis had reproved her), gives a chime. The surgeon who’s been operating on Fonu sen Fhaan announces that the foot amputation went well, and they are returning Fonu to their recovery room. For all Jun has never liked the River of the Wheel, she exhales with relief. The memory of the last time she saw Fonu dogs her waking and sleeping hours, all the worse because it was also the last time she saw her cousins—who attacked and tortured Fonu, who terrorized the colony, who betrayed Jun—


Liis says, “You should take a break.”


“Effegen said she was going after the vote,” Jun answers.


“So set a ping. Come and sit with me.”


There’s the sound of the gun’s final pieces clicking back together. A dozen Seti Kesses could charge this office, and Jun would survive because Liis is here and Liis has a gun.


But—


“No,” Jun mutters. “I . . . I want to wait.”


She watches the three central views in the air, each a camera surveying a prison cell in the recently repurposed newsnest of Farren Eyce. In one of the cells, her cousin Bene is sitting on his cot, back against the wall as he reads a book of poetry that Liis brought him. He looks exhausted, circles under his eyes. Jun wonders if that’s a mark of innocence or guilt. Is it naive, this instinct to trust him? After all, what right has she to trust her instincts, ever again?


In another cell, her younger cousin Tej paces with the restlessness of a euphorics addict in detox. Patchy dark stubble shadows his jaw, and he keeps tugging at his clothes like they’re itching him, which they probably are. He’s refused two opportunities to bathe. Seeing him this way makes Jun’s hands tremble like a kid trying to control their first cast. She crosses her arms.


But he isn’t even close to the worst thing on view. That honor belongs to the occupant of the third cell, the young woman sitting at a table with her hands clasped on the surface. She stares straight ahead, straight at nothing, and it would look like meditation if not for the rigidity of her muscles. From this angle, Jun can’t see her eyes, but she can see enough of her face to recognize the twist of impotent rage. Ujan Redcore looks as much a stranger now as she did three days ago, when she shed the mask of Jun’s sweet-tempered cousin and unveiled a face too monstrous to comprehend.


Suddenly, Ujan looks up into the camera. Her large dark eyes are hateful, and Jun flinches from her as if she was an electric shock. Or a cast attack.


Liis presses her. “You should stop. Effegen will tell you what happens.”


But Ujan’s eyes snap away from the camera, refocusing on the door into her cell. It opens to let in a pair of sentries—and behind them, Effegen ten Crost.


The Star of the Wheel is a striking contrast to Ujan. They are both young women, both intelligent, both possessing a quality that makes it hard to look away. But that is where their similarities end. Ujan is as skinny and sharp as a wire, and while once she had a shy, mild affect, now she radiates malevolence. Jun still can’t understand how she didn’t see it, how she never saw the brilliant, dangerous caster that hid inside her meek little cousin.


Effegen, too, is dangerous. But in an entirely different way. Short and full-figured in her official robes, she has a regal bearing and intelligent, kind eyes. Though not so kind in this moment. She stares Ujan down with an authority that suggests a saan thirty, fifty years older than her. At her ears glint black jevite earrings rippled with red.


One of the sentries cuffs Ujan’s wrists together and connects the cuffs to a metal ring in the table. The second sentry brings in another chair and sets it on the other side of the table. Then the sentries stand on either side of the chair, and Effegen sits down across from Ujan.


When Ujan looks at Effegen, it’s how a predator looks at prey from the other side of a tall fence: hungrily measuring the nearness of her meal. When Effegen looks at Ujan, it’s with the perfect, cool confidence of a fishersaan repairing a net.


Effegen says, “I understand you wanted to speak to me?”


Ujan smiles slyly. “And here I thought you wanted to speak to me.”


Effegen looks at her for several seconds, pensive. She looks tired, Jun realizes, and there’s something disconcerting about that. But her voice is strong. “As I’ve already told you, I would be happy for you to share anything you can about Seti Kess and his plans. Which would do a great deal to redeem you in our eyes.”


Ujan grins, empty of feeling. “I know about the vote. Bet I can guess how it turned out.”


Jun twitches anxiously. When they arrested Ujan three days ago, Jun thought she had seen the end of her cousin’s reign of terror. She had thought, Take away her neural link access, and she won’t be able to hurt anyone. Jun hadn’t known at the time that Ujan had a second neural link. There was no reason to have suspected it, and even the thought makes Jun queasy. One neural link is standard in the Treble, even for children. A second has been known to kill people. It allows a caster to hold more data, run more programs, but at great peril. Jun has never needed or tried it. Of course, Ujan took the risk.


Effegen says mildly, “It must frustrate you not to know the outcome for certain.”


It’s a subtle dig, but it hits. Ujan scowls at the reminder of her impotence. She has no second neural link anymore. She gambled it away yesterday when she attacked the nearest sentries with a tech virus in some irrational bid at escape. Jun well remembers experiencing that virus herself, like a match lighting fire to her neural, aural, and ocular links. Even now one of the sentries Ujan attacked is in the hospital. He may be permanently blind and deaf on his left side.


Ujan says, “I don’t need a neural link to guess the outcomes. Your colonists are fools. You’ll have Seti on your doorstep in no time.”


Jun breathes in slowly through her nostrils, still disgusted to think of Ujan throwing her lot in with Kess, rallying spies in Farren Eyce to attack and murder colonists. Giving Kess the key to the Capamame gate. Of course, she’s convinced herself that she’s his partner and equal in mayhem. Which is just pathetic.


Ujan says, “I’m gonna offer you a deal, Star. Get me cast access to Kess, and I can negotiate with him for a peaceful surrender. He’ll listen to me.”


“Thank you, but I can negotiate for myself.”


“Look, I’m trying to play nice. Don’t test me.”


With raised eyebrows, Effegen repeats, “Test you?”


“There are other spies in this colony. If they don’t hear from me soon, they’ll cause so much trouble you’ll be fighting a war inside and out. Let me talk to Kess and I’ll tell you who they are.”


Not for the first time, Jun wishes she could go into that room and wring Ujan’s neck. The nasty bravado of her every word and movement is a blow to Jun’s pride. She lived with Ujan for months. Why couldn’t she see it?


Effegen tilts her head. “You are all contradictions, Sa Redcore. Days ago you said you were happy to sit in a cell and wait for Kess to rescue you. Yesterday you attacked my sentries. Now you threaten me with these shadow agents. Yet, for the chance to speak to Kess, you would negotiate for our safety? Why should I take your games seriously?”


“It wasn’t a game when Bene murdered those collectors.”


Jun twitches again. Effegen never wavers. “We already know that Dom ben Dane murdered the collectors. Bene didn’t even know you were the avatar until he tried to save you and Tej from yourselves. Ujan, you know I know these things. If you hope to upset me by accusing Bene of crimes he hasn’t committed, you are wasting both our time.”


“You’re wrong about Bene. He was in it from the beginning.”


“I don’t believe you.”


“That’s cuz you like fucking him,” Ujan says.


Jun hisses, “Godsdamn her.”


Liis, standing beside Jun now, says, “Let Effegen work.”


Indeed, Effegen shows no impact. This is the third time she’s spoken to Ujan. No matter what Ujan does or says, Effegen is as implacable as the Black.


“I’ll take your accusation under advisement. As for your request, I realize how difficult it must be to be cut off from your master, but—”


Ujan spits, “He’s not my master! If he was my master, I’d have told him everything! I held things back. Things you can use to your advantage.”


“Oh?” Effegen sounds bored. “Like what?”


Ujan hesitates, the first sign of uncertainty. Maybe it’s ego that prompts her to admit, “He doesn’t have my tech virus. He doesn’t know what the Wheel spokes look like—well, except you. Oh, and I didn’t tell him about Six. He still thinks they’re Esek Nightfoot!”


It’s such an unexpected barrage of information, genuinely useful information, that Jun knows it must mean one of two things: either Ujan is lying, or she truly is desperate to earn an audience with Seti Kess.


“Interesting things to hold back,” Effegen muses.


“I can help you. My people have guns and explosives. You don’t want to risk them running free any longer.” Effegen’s expression turns pitying. Ujan angrily flares her nostrils. “They have orders from me to kill as many of you as possible!”


“That may be,” Effegen says, though it’s clear she doesn’t believe it. “However, such an operation would require a great deal of liberty. And your ‘people’ don’t have their liberty, Sa Redcore. Yesterday, we arrested sixteen residents of Farren Eyce. Each and every one of them confessed to working for you.”


Ujan goes still. Jun doesn’t have the heart for even a scrap of satisfaction.


Effegen explains. “Jun tracked them down within hours of getting access to your neural link. You erased your tracks, but not well enough that she couldn’t rebuild them. You had five lieutenants, correct? Like Aris the Beauty.” Ujan doesn’t move. “And each lieutenant had between two and four people reporting to them. Tej and Jasef sen Clime worked for Beauty, and it was their job to kill the collectors. Other groups focused on sabotage and vandalism. Two of the groups were never even given orders. And all the groups have one thing in common: They believed they were reporting to a direct agent of Ilius Redquill.”


This time it’s Ujan who twitches, as if an electric current has gone through her.


“They’re hardly innocent,” Effegen continues. “But they never agreed to serve Seti Kess. Several of them appear rather terrified by the truth. Kess doesn’t have much reputation for protecting underlings, after all.”


“They’re lying!” Ujan says. “They’re trying to protect themselves! This is—”


Effegen interrupts, “Let me tell you what I think. I think that you are an underling. Kess found you, recruited you, and used you. Now that you’ve been useful, he’s as likely to forget your name as offer you a hand in friendship. Which is why you’re trying to manipulate me into letting you contact him. You want assurances that he’ll protect you. But I don’t think he will.”


Ujan leaps to her feet, kicking her chair out behind her. “You don’t know anything, you Je bitch!”


Effegen holds up a hand to forestall the sentries. She looks at Ujan without reacting.


“He knows who his friends are!” Ujan cries. “When he comes to Farren Eyce, he’ll see everything I did here. And you know what I’m going to tell him? ‘Sure, I’ll work with you. But first, I get to stab Effegen ten Crost in the throat!’ ”


Effegen’s silence only drives Ujan’s anger to a fever pitch.


“You’re dead!” she promises. “You’re all fucking dead!”


This time, it’s Effegen who stands up. She gives the venomous girl a slow appraisal, and says to the sentries, “Unbind her once I’m gone. Take her to bathe if she wants, and give her fresh clothes. And warm food.” She shifts her words to Ujan. “There’s no need for you to suffer.”


“Fuck you. Fuck you!”


Effegen leaves the cell to the sound of Ujan’s hysterical cursing. When one of the sentries tries to approach her, she wrenches and twists and kicks out at them in a fury. She’s going to pull her arms out of their sockets. The last time Jun saw her like this, they were aboard a shuttle on the surface of Capamame, and Jun and Bene were holding Ujan down, and Ujan wouldn’t stop screaming—


Jun shuts off the cast. She breathes in raggedly and exhales with a bitten-off sob. A hand presses against the small of her back, Liis quiet and solid as stone. There is a sudden ping in Jun’s aural link: Effegen. She takes in several steadying breaths and projects the voice so Liis can hear.


“You were right. She has no useful information.”


What is Jun supposed to feel about that? Happy? She strips all emotion from her voice. “It’s good if Kess doesn’t have the tech virus. Or the identities of the spokes. And the bit about Six—”


“Six is either dead or imprisoned. Whether Kess knows their identity is immaterial.”


Jun and Liis glance at each other. Jun says, “I’m still combing through all of Ujan’s records. We may find more that we can use. She was a hoarder.”


Effegen’s voice is clipped. “Fine. But we need to dedicate our efforts to other areas. Is Liis with you?”


“Yes, my Star,” says Liis.


“What is your report?”


“I don’t have many updates since last night’s council meeting. The number of saan who have volunteered for sentry duty now stands at eleven hundred. I have twenty collectors, and other saan whose expertise I trust, taking inventory of our armaments. Our resources are eclectic. The armory in Farren Eyce is comprised mainly of rifles and handguns of varying reliability. Of the ships in the Jeveni fleet that jumped to Capamame, about thirty-four percent have missile defense systems, but again, those defenses range from state-of-the-art to defective. Drae’s Hope itself has an impressive arsenal. However, that arsenal is more than seventy-five years old. My experts are taking great care to assess what we can use and what we should destroy.”


Jun wonders if it’s weird to get turned on by this brisk, soldierly efficiency.


Effegen says, “Make sure that everyone who is assessing the armaments is taking their required rest breaks. The last thing we need is for something to be missed or set off because people are working themselves to exhaustion.”


“Yes, my Star.”


Effegen curtly shifts subject matter. “And the gate key, Jun?”


Jun’s eyes flit to yet another view in the air: There, a dense string of code renders in green streams like a river, while around it coils a thin gold chain, thicker in some places than others, with links missing, and a long way to go.


She says, “Drae sen Briit was a pretty decent caster, but this idea that she wrote the gate key is revisionist history. Mostly she supervised the saan who did it.”


“Does that matter?”


“It was a lot of saan,” Jun replies. “From what I can see, about twenty casters worked on the key together. Casters are a fucking ridiculous breed, unfortunately. We’ve all got our own ways of doing things, idiosyncrasies and shit. When you write a code, it’s best practice to embed detailed notes on why you did what you did. Some of Drae’s casters were more disciplined than others, and there doesn’t appear to have been a consistent vocabulary for notes.”


Effegen says dryly, “I imagine the details are well beyond my comprehension.”


“Effegen, I am trying to rewrite the gate key. To do that, I need to understand the original gate key. That’s tough when the original casters are hard to understand.”


“Give me the bottom line.”


“The bottom line is I have six programs working to rewrite the key, with half our casters lending technical support. We’ll get it done. But we’re looking at three weeks at least.”


She doesn’t say what they all know: That’s too long. Until they have a new key, Kess can use the key Ujan gave him to invade the Capamame system. The Kindom has wanted to retake its Jeveni labor force ever since they fled the Treble nearly a year ago.


For several tense moments all Jun hears is the brisk walk on the other side of the cast. Then Effegen says, “Tell me what I can do to help.”


Jun exhales. There’s nothing Effegen can do. But she doesn’t want to leave her without hope. “Look, one thing we’ve got going for us is that the Jeveni have done a good job holding on to historical records. Between the collectors who went looking for missing Jeveni and the data you were able to take with you off Jeve, you’ve got an impressive archive. My casters are sifting through the records of every caster we can find who worked on this key. I’m talking their school notes down to working logs. I’m going through Drae’s stuff myself. It’s possible we’ll find something somewhere that gives us an edge.”


Effegen asks, “Then you have Drae’s personal journal?”


Jun hesitates, surprised. “Her journal?”


The public records on Drae are a confusing admixture of specific and vague. She was a polyglot. She was a traveler. She regularly gave speeches and reports to the saan of Farren Ki, all recorded for posterity. But a lot is missing. Some records say she was the River of the Wheel while others make no mention of it. How old was she? Who were her parents? A journal could contain more concrete information, and as far as Jun is concerned, every detail is valuable.


Effegen says, “She had her private journal with her when she left Jeve. The Wheel has held it in trust ever since. I’ll have it brought to you.”


“Is it written in Je?” Jun asks, already anticipating how long it will take her translator bot to—


This time Effegen’s voice carries an unfamiliar bite of irritation. “Of course it is. That’s the language of the Jeveni.”


Jun darts a look at Liis, who is frowning.


“Uh, right. Thank you.”


“Is there anything else?”


When Jun first met Effegen, she was taken aback by the young woman’s openness, the sweetness of her smile, the easy laughter that belied her razor-sharp mind. But in the past three days, there has been no laughter, no smiles, no openness. Masar is in the Treble, perhaps never to return, and Bene is locked up in the newsnest. The two people who Effegen loves best have been taken from her.


Jun hazards to ask, “Any . . . update on the prisoners?”


Effegen clears her throat, perhaps to ensure that her voice remains aloof. “I’m on my way to discuss it with the Wheel.”


Jun shifts her feet, not knowing what outcome she hopes for. The Wheel has twenty-one prisoners now. Sixteen of them, the spies who Jun uncovered, are under house arrest. But there are also the newsnest denizens: Bene, Ujan, Tej—as well as the defiant Aris the Beauty and the former collector, Dom ben Dane. Jun can well imagine the varying opinions in the Wheel. Tomesk ten Ruvo will argue for building a formal prison on Level 1. Hyre ten Grie will urge some other solution but be unable to present it themself. Fonu, recovering from surgery, will not be there to state an opinion. What about Gaeda ben Kist, the Stone and religious head of the colony? She is stern and implacable, but also savvy. What is the savvy response to a handful of traitors?


Liis asks, “If not imprisonment, then what?”


Effegen says emotionlessly, “Removal to the Treble. Continued house arrest. Or . . . rehabilitation.”


Rehabilitation. The avatar blackmailed Dom ben Dane into killing three collectors. Aris the Beauty nearly killed Jun and Masar. Tej was an accessory to murder and torture, while Bene made the mistake of trying to protect his cousins. And then there’s Ujan. Jun can imagine a route of contrition and recompense for some, but Ujan? She is too dangerous to ever let near a casting network again. Ujan can’t be rehabilitated.


Effegen says, “What we decide will set a precedent for our future. It’s not a question of the immediate challenges. It’s a question of”—her voice falters— “hope.”


Jun doesn’t answer. Liis is quiet. The silence goes on and on, before finally Effegen resumes. “Please continue with your work. By Sajeven’s own mercy, Seti Kess will be so busy crushing dissent in the Treble, he won’t deign to attack us for weeks.”


Jun thinks this is very unlikely. A far-reaching war against dozens of rebel militias will require resources. Sevite among them. The sevite trade has been in tatters ever since the bulk of the Jeveni jumped to Capamame. It’s in Kess’s best interests to bring them back and put them to work. Soon.


As if she hears Jun’s thoughts, as if she can hardly stand the truth of it, Effegen snaps, “I have to hope. What good am I, of all the spokes, if I don’t try to hope? I”—her swallow is audible— “I have to go.”


The cast breaks off. Jun looks at Liis, whose scar-feathered eyebrows are knit with concern. They must be thinking the same thing: that the Effegen who sat before Ujan was a bulwark of calm, but that the young woman they’ve just spoken to is someone else. Jun considers their circumstances. Chono and Masar are hunting Seti Kess with little hope of success. The seasoned collectors of Farren Eyce are gone. Fonu may never fully recover. Tomesk is intractable, Gaeda is a wild card, and Hyre wrings their hands on the sidelines. Effegen—she is the only rock left in the foundation of Farren Eyce, and she shows signs of fissures.


“She won’t break,” says Liis, grim but certain.


What can Jun do but trust that judgment, and nod? “She won’t break.”









CHAPTER THREE


1665
YEAR OF THE HARVEST
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Trin-Ma


Trini-so Continent


The Planet Teros


Seti Kess’s command ship hangs in orbit, a stamp of blackness against the red and hazy atmosphere of Teros. Smaller warbirds surround it like satellites, yet to descend toward the surface and the fighting in Trin-Ma. According to Jun Ironway’s projections, there are five thousand soldiers of the Trini-son army laying siege to Trin-Ma, but the rebels have landed more blows than they’ve taken and entrenched themselves in the urban districts. Much of their success is owed to resources they received from Kess himself, when he was trying to destabilize Kindom power under the Clever Hand. And yet, now that Kess is the Kindom power and it behooves him to smash those rebellions, he still withholds reinforcements, watching from the perch of his warfalcon.


As Chono sits in an alcove of an abandoned building in the combat gap between the north and south of Trin-Ma, she considers herself lucky that Kess hasn’t carpet-bombed the city yet. A few days ago, the Secretarial Court was threatening to do just that, and not only to Trin-Ma but to other cities that have risen up against the Kindom: Principes, Hestos, Pippashap—even Riin Kala, with its population of ten million.


But now the Secretarial Court is dead, Ilius Redquill is dead, and Kess has the reins of every Kindom Hand. Kess murdered over 50 percent of the Secretaries. Will he be similarly bloody-minded toward the rebels? She never knew Kess all that well—beyond his hatred for Esek, and Esek’s delighted contempt for him.


Whatever he plans to do, in the meantime, the rebels are impressively well situated in the north side of the city. They have better cover than their enemy and the benefit of a vast underground of tunnels, inaccessible from the south. They also have weapons and armaments to rival the Trini-son military. Does Kess bemoan the support he’s given, now that his enemies can really stand up to him? Or does he consider it good sport, as Esek would? As Six probably would, too?


Six.


Six Six Six Six Six . . .


Somewhere nearby there’s a clicking sound. Chono looks up to find Masar snapping for her attention, signaling her to move back. Her alcove is located in a narrow alley, with a mirror alcove five feet away sheltering Masar and his two collectors. They all flatten themselves against the wall, and that’s when Chono hears the tromping of boots somewhere nearby, perhaps where the alley opens up into a wider street.


The sound fades. She closes her eyes, gritting her teeth with impatience at herself. She should have heard those troops coming. She’s distracted. She can’t afford to be distracted.


Pay attention, Esek chirped at her once, when she was a brand-new novitiate and had made some mistake. I get very stabby when my fish don’t pay attention.


With the troops gone, it’s quiet again, the city caught in a lull between fighting. Tens of thousands of Trin-Ma residents have fled, and the streets were empty when Chono and her companions snuck into the city last night, Jun’s Hood protecting them from swarms of cameras and surveillance drones, which even now buzz lazily in the air.


They’re in a shopping district, the windows boarded up, though there’s little damage or other signs that the fight has come to this part of the city. Layez, the collector on Masar’s right, and the tallest of them all (which is saying something), crouches over their pack, rummaging for battle rations. They toss one across the alley to Chono. It’s a nutrient bar that claims to be squash fruit and nuts, but which looks like a dried slab of indeterminate paste. She bites into it, the gluey, slightly sweet flavor barely registering.


The other collector, Qlios, is checking his ammunition. Meanwhile, Masar studies a holographic map of the city, a parting gift from Yantikye, who boasted that the map adjusts in real time to reflect the state of the fighting and the safety of the roads. Chono, whose hand was badly broken a couple of days ago and is still stiff despite a round of regenerative medicine, flexes and unflexes it, imagining that she is balling up a fist to break Yantikye’s jaw. They parted ways with him and his daughter Graisa last night. He declared he would lay low and assess the progress of the rebellions before choosing a particular battleground.


“Lots of different nets in the sea,” he’d said cheerfully. “Gotta make sure I go where I’m most useful, nah?”


Chono knows him now for an opportunist, with no qualms about betraying anyone who doesn’t serve his goals. She herself is less a person to him than a potential tool in his arsenal. Just like Six.


“You hate me so much, Cleric Chono,” he’d mused last night. Graisa had just set their shuttle down in a clearing in the woodsy foothills five miles from Trin-Ma, and Yantikye was watching Chono and the Jeveni disembark onto the red but frosted soil of southern Teros in wintertime. “But you know, the things I’ve done—they’re exactly what Six would do.”


Chono had whirled toward him, but Masar was already between them, a hand on her shoulder and his one eye hard.


“Enough,” he said. “We don’t have the time.”


Chono glared over her shoulder at a faintly smiling Yantikye. She hated his composure, his remorselessness. Because of Yantikye, the disgraced First Cleric Aver Paiye is dead. Because of Yantikye, Six threw in their lot with Seti Kess for the chance to save Chono from execution. Because of Yantikye, Chono lost Six in the ensuing battle, and if they are not dead, they are Kess’s prisoner. Vulnerable. Unreachable.


Somewhere in the distance she hears the crack and whistle of mortar fire, soon punctuated by a weighty boom. It’s too far away to feel the vibration, and so too far to be a threat, but a half dozen additional rounds put her on edge. Masar and the other two collectors brandish their rifles, glancing up and down the alley. It’s just past dawn. A fitting time for renewed hostilities. Did the rebels fire first? Is it an ambush of some kind?


“The north side of the city has four major neighborhoods,” Graisa the Honor told her yesterday. “Kip-Kipsi is the farthest north you can get; it shoves right up against the coastal cliffs. The rebel leadership is hunkered down in there. You need to find Zemit.” Graisa cast an image into the air of a young Teron with acne scars and a black topknot. “If somehow the people there don’t recognize you, tell them you’re a friend of the Endless Sea. They’ll take you to Zemit.”


Chono, whose feud with Yantikye did not extend to his daughter, had nodded her appreciation, committing Zemit’s face to memory. When she looked at Graisa again, the girl wore an expression that mingled regret with resentment. It was Graisa who had fought for an audience with Chono in Praetima. She had asked Chono to side with the rebels and approach Aver Paiye for help. She believed that the people would listen to Chono because she was a cleric, and because her reputation as the People’s Kin had earned her awe and admiration across the Treble. Unbeknownst to Graisa, her father did not share those sentiments.


Chono wonders if the girl will forgive him. Or if Yantikye even cares.


“Chono.”


Masar’s voice carries across the alley. Dirty and scraped up, one eye covered by a patch, and a scruff of beard growing on his face, he looks as rough as she feels after a night of hiking down the foothills in prickly undergrowth. It was easy enough to sneak through the line of marshals and guardsaan surrounding Trin-Ma, their ranks spread thin. But that luck won’t last. Masar crosses the alley into her alcove. He leans beside her, both of them with their backs up against a wall.


“There’s activity picking up between here and Kip-Kipsi,” he whispers. “We need to lie low until nightfall. We’ll have a better chance getting through the gap after dark.” He pauses, then adds irritably, “And it’ll all go smoother if we trust each other.”


Chono feels the trace of a bitter smile on her lips. “You don’t trust me?” she murmurs.


“You’re distracted. If you’re going to stand around and brood over Six, you’re no good to me. Just a reminder, we’re not in this to save your lover.”


His words spread over her skin like a frost. Brood . . . Lover . . . She turns her head toward him. His one eye glares back fearlessly. She asks, “Who are you in this to save?”


He blanches, which is some satisfaction. How distracted is he by the thoughts of that sweet boy Bene Ironway and the indomitable Star? There’s no need for her to say more about it, and she and Masar look away from each other, examining opposite ends of the alley like a couple of kids unwilling to admit a stalemate. Six, Chono thinks. Six Six Six Six Six . . .


Masar says, “I don’t trust this nighttime truce thing all the newscasters are talking about. The continental army is trying to build a false sense of security.”


Chono flexes and unflexes her hand. “After the colonization of Teros, there were two hundred years of civil war on Trini-so continent. War itself became so routine that the armies parlayed long enough to set up rules of combat. No fighting at night.”


She learned the story at school. Not the kinschool, where her real education began at age seven, but the neighborhood school she attended for three years beforehand. Trini-son children learned martial history very young. Perhaps this had given Chono some advantage at the Principes kinschool, where lessons on Kindom warfare and histories of atrocity were rote.


Masar says, “I doubt Seti Kess will be that civilized, once he invades.”


“If he invades.”


Somewhere east, artillery tat-tat-tats. When it dies down, Masar says, “He will.”


This is their only hope of getting close enough to Kess to capture or kill him. If he invades the city himself, he’ll have ranks of cloaksaan with him, not to mention the Kindom guards that he has confiscated from the Righteous and Clever Hands. He’ll be well protected. But if Chono and Masar can reach the Trin-Ma rebel Zemit, and persuade him to work with them, the rebels might be able to keep Kess busy long enough for Chono and Masar to get close.


Killing him is a last resort. He has the gate key, and while they could just hope he’s kept that secret to himself and make him take it to his grave, there’s a strong chance that the Silver Keep itself has the key on record. Kess may be their only chance at stopping the Kindom from invading Farren Eyce.


And Kess may be Chono’s only chance of finding Six again.


She pushes that thought down. She has to. There is so much more at stake than a single person—even if that person’s voice runs like a current in her thoughts. The last time she spoke to Six, Six was fleeing Kess through the storm-washed streets of Praetima. She could hear in their voice that they were injured. They didn’t sound afraid, exactly, but they sounded as if they knew the road was hurtling toward a dead end.


Chono, my dear friend. I cannot talk right now.


Additional mortar explosions boom, maybe a little closer than before. Masar says, “We’re asking for trouble, out in the open like this. Qlios wants to break into one of these shops, get some rest before we move out tonight.”


Chono, trying to blink away the thought of Six drenched in blood and rainwater, looks across the alley and four shops down. The door has a single thick board nailed diagonally across it, as if the shopkeeper didn’t have a chance to finish their work. Masar, following her gaze, nods with satisfaction.


The artillery in the east picks up, rattling for ten seconds and then pausing. A few seconds later, it starts up again. Chono and Masar look at each other meaningfully. Masar signals his collectors, and they flank him as he jogs down the alley toward the shop. Chono brings up the rear, covering them. She remembers telling Six, Find cover. I’m coming for you.


And Six pleading, No, no, no. Do not do that. Trust me. Please, trust me.


Always trying to protect her, and making it impossible for her to do the same.


Masar reaches the shop door. For a few exposed seconds, nobody moves. Then a shell explodes, and Masar shoots the lock off the door. He and Layez grab the wooden board, and together they heave and twist until the nails shriek their surrender and it comes off. Qlios shoves the door open. They all slip inside, the sounds of the firefight muffling as they close the door after them and Layez pushes a nearby sideboard in front of it.


Chono looks around at the shop. It’s dark, but she can see floor-to-ceiling shelves displaying bottles and jars. She thinks it must be some sort of liquor store, but when she approaches the nearest shelf and picks up a cloth packet, it’s full of dried herbs. She inhales, almost stumbling over the intensity of the smell—and its familiarity.


“What is this place?” Qlios asks, picking up a clear bottle with a viscous green fluid inside.


“It’s a folk pharmacy,” Chono explains. “A lot of Trini-son weeds are medicinal, and cheaper than visiting a doctor. Trin-Ma is wealthier than it was before the Khens transplanted here, but people still rely on local medicine.”


Masar gives her a look that is somewhere between amusement and annoyance. “Quite the historian today, aren’t you?”


Is she? She was born on Trini-so continent, though not in the city of Trin-Ma. Her birth city is hundreds of miles east, and she hasn’t been there since she was a child of seven. Her trips with Esek to Teros always brought them to the northern continents of the planet. Places where it never got cold. The mild winters of Trini-so with their predawn frost and purple sunsets are something she remembers in a deep, animal part of herself.


Layez wiggles the bottle with its green liquid in her direction. “You know what this is?” they ask, a touch of hostility in their voice.


“Pain reliever,” she says. Layez raises their eyebrows with interest. “Tastes horrible.”


Layez puts it in their pack, saying, “I guess if you’re gonna come to Teros, it helps to have a Teron with you.” Chono looks at them without answering. They don’t even try to hide their dislike of her. “I mean . . . assuming you are a Teron. Not like you’ve got a family name.”


Layez themself has the coloring of a Ma’kessn, probably a southlander. Chono asks mildly, “Don’t I look like a Teron?”


“Never saw a Teron as big as you before.”


“Shut it,” Masar warns.


Layez snorts, turning away from her. They make a slow circuit of the room, examining the wares as if they’re on a shopping trip. Qlios gives Chono a pondering look and begins to set up in a corner of the room, organizing his pack.


She can’t begrudge the unfriendliness. When she lived on Capamame those eight months, what did the Jeveni know about her but that she was a cleric? An agent of the Kindom, which has oppressed them for centuries? And when Masar and his collectors came to the Treble again and rescued Chono from the cloaksaan at Nikapraev, what did they know about her then? Only that she was close to Six, and Six was indirectly responsible for Ujan Redcore stealing the gate key.


Meanwhile, the Treble is overrun with gossip and panic and revolutionary fervor, and Chono herself is a main topic of conversation. The Righteous Hand who is actually righteous. The cleric who puts the people before herself. The fierce-hearted warrior priest who will lead them to deliverance from a corrupt Kindom. But why should Chono’s inflated reputation with the people impress Layez and Qlios, when they know very well that “the people” never did shit to deliver the Jeveni from anything?


If Chono and these collectors weren’t united in their desire to stop Seti Kess, she sincerely doubts Masar would have even helped her escape Nikapraev.


She takes another sniff of the herbs in the cloth packet, their ashy smell and the dark purple color of the dried leaves reminding her of bad times.


Masar asks warily, “What is that?”


She wouldn’t say he’s thawed toward her, but at least he talks to her willingly now.


“Coagulant. A stopgap in the absence of regeneratives.” She smiles grimly. “It can also be brewed into a sleep aid.”


Masar snorts, looking around. “Sleep,” he mutters, like it’s a foreign concept. He quickly loses interest in the folk medicine. “What did that Honor girl say, just before we left?”


She furrows her brow. “What do you mean? She told me about Zemit.”


“That’s not all she said. You came out of the cockpit looking sick.”


Chono tucks the packet into her coat, buying time.


“She said that Zemit was the best point of entry because he’s allied with other rebel cells in the Treble. She said the different uprisings aren’t going to be discrete entities for long. There’s talk of some kind of . . . quorum. If we want in on that, we need Zemit.”


Masar’s good eye squints. “That’s not enough to make you look like you’d swallowed a bug, is it?”


Chono thinks of Six, begging her through the comm, Live. Please. Live.


“She said that if I want their help, I should emphasize that defeating Kess is the only road to a peaceful Treble. I should lean into my reputation as a righteous cleric and spin this conflict as a choice between godliness and apostasy. At least two-thirds of the rebel leaders are devout. They’ll listen to me if I take that tack. Or so she says.”


Masar looks unimpressed. “You mind that so much? It’s not news they want you for their savior.”


“What I mind is the implication that I should play down the threat to Farren Eyce because it wouldn’t matter to these rebels as much as some vision of a Treble free from Kindom Hands.”


Masar laughs, startling her. The mirth is cold-edged. “So fucking what? You think these people are ever going to risk themselves for the Jeveni? So long as we’re agreed on Kess as a common enemy, I’m satisfied.”


Chono says, “We have to convince them not to kill him on sight. And our only reason for wanting them not to kill him on sight is so we can get the key. We need them to care about that.”


“No,” he says, “We need them to believe that capturing him alive better serves their rebellion. Come up with a story, Cleric Chono. I don’t care what you tell them. In fact . . .” He pauses again, looking at his collectors. Qlios has sorted his weapons and ammo into categories. Elsewhere in the shop, Layez squints at a row of little pouches. Masar makes an annoyed sound. “It’s a shame none of us is a tattooist.”


Realizing what he means, Chono grimaces. Jeveni have small tattoos in the shape of a five-spoked wheel, an homage to their goddess Sajeven, but a Jeveni tattooist is as accomplished at removing the tattoo as applying it. Throughout their history, Jeveni collectors have forgone their tattoos in order to blend in with the rest of the Treble. Masar did it himself, at one point. Now he wants to do it again, to hide who they are from the rebels.


“If I’m to be revered for my righteousness,” Chono says. “Then I’ll be feared for the Godfire’s wrath.” Masar raises his eyebrow. She smiles wryly. “I’ll scare them all into being civil, is what I mean.”


He grunts. “Fuck civility. Let’s just find Kess and—”


A sudden alert flashes in Chono’s ocular. The others must get it, too, for Qlios stands and Layez turns back toward them. Masar flicks the contents of the cast into the air. A newscaster’s hologram appears, standing in front of the rubble of a bombed-out shop.


“Good morning. This is a Treble-wide bulletin from the battleground of Trin-Ma. As we know, maintaining the casting blocks in Trin-Ma has been crucial to efforts to cut off communication and access to outside resources. The lowering of the blocks this morning is the first sign of a shift in power.”


Sure enough, when Chono checks her cast access, she discovers that the wall of static that has prevented her from reaching outside the city is gone. Masar is probably contacting Farren Eyce this very moment, updating them while he can.


The newscaster continues: “We’ve now had confirmation a fresh wave of troops has stormed the God’s Courtyard between the city’s north and south, clearing the city center and driving the rebels to retreat.”


The fighting they heard a few minutes ago. But it hadn’t seemed like such a dramatic onslaught. Surely the area must have been low on rebel fighters, and the Kindom is simply capitalizing on that to advertise some victorious offensive—


As if to mock her, the new whistle and boom of fresh mortars sounds closer to the shop this time, a dramatic pickup. The hologram shifts to an aerial view of the city center with its massive statue of the god Terotonteris. Tiny figures bolt as a much larger force rains artillery down on them from the south. Chono, hearing the thunder of it at a distance, squints. The Trini-son military wear red armor, distinguishing themselves from the white-armored marshals. But this army attacking the rebels is wearing black.


“We’re getting reports,” says the newscaster, “that the advancing troops are not continental soldiers, but a phalanx of Kindom guardsaan and cloaksaan. This confirms that Seti Kess has stepped up the offensive on Trin-Ma by sending his own forces onto the ground.”


“The fuck?” Masar grumbles.


Before their eyes, the Kindom troops drive north, scattering the rebels and taking the city center in a wave. The newscaster’s voice trembles with excitement. “This is already looking to be the most decisive victory of the Trin-Ma conflict!”


“Bullshit,” Layez says. “We’ve got eyes on the command ship! Kess hasn’t sent a single shuttle down since—”


“Since we got here,” Qlios interrupts. “Maybe he had forces on the ground already?”


This time the clap of an explosive is near enough that the walls shudder, and they all tense, looking up at the ceiling. Dust rains down.


“I’ve sent a cast to Jun,” Masar says. “She’ll get more views of what’s going on.”


Minutes pass as Chono watches him carry out some back-and-forth with Jun. The invasion is both very slow and very sudden. They listen to the bombings and the quieter gunfire, muffled through walls of stone. Abruptly, it stops, replaced with an eerie silence. The sight of the Kindom wave coming to a halt sends gooseflesh down Chono’s arms.


Masar growls, “Give me something.”


The newscaster comes back. “As we can see, the seizure of the city center has—yes. Yes, I’m hearing—the rebels appear to have fled into the northern factories. We’re seeking confirmation that—no, we can’t read for certain if The Makala Iis and its ancillary ships are planning an aerial offensive. Wait—”


The newscaster’s excitement suddenly tips toward hysterical. “Yes, we see him! Yes, we can confirm, he’s here!”


The view swoops down upon the courtyard, its expanse flooded with guardsaan and cloaks in black all shouting and cheering. The statue of Terotonteris, taller than a building, stands upon a plinth, and there between two of his feet and gazing down on the scene of victory, all upturned nose and cruel eyes, is Seti Kess.


Chono can’t believe it. How did he get here without—


“Where’s Jun?” she growls at Masar.


“I lost her,” he grits out. “Something is trying to lock her out. She’ll find her way in.”


Layez says urgently, “We have to move on him now.”


“And do what?” Masar snaps. “He’s surrounded by thousands of guardsaan!”


“Infiltrate!” Layez insists. “Replace some guards—get close to him.”


It’s absurd. It’s impossible.


Seti Kess raises his arms, and the crowd goes quiet. He wears a smile that is surely meant to convey strength and benevolence, but as always, his emotions look counterfeit. His shaggy hair falls around his shoulders in a golden mane. His stark features and the scar on his mouth have a carved, violent quality. The eyes with their electric-blue modification perpetuate the impression of a not-quite-person. But the coldness behind his smiling mask is all too human.


“My people!” he shouts. “My brave, heroic defenders of the Kindom! I salute you! I salute you!”


The crowd roars. From the distance of the folk pharmacy, Chono can only hear its echo.


“Your courage and skill have dealt a crucial blow to our enemies in Trin-Ma. Soon we will drive forward into the north and burn the rats out of their holes! What no one else has been able to do, we will do, and take this city back!”


He may as well have called Khen and the Trini-son army useless, Chono thinks.


“I’m here to assure you, you have all my confidence and respect. You have my devotion, and I will remember what you have done here. Though these uprisings will soon take me to other corners of the Treble, to other fights where your kin will achieve more victories, know that I remain here with you in spirit!”


Screaming. Cheering. Chono and Masar look at each other.


Qlios warns, “He’s leaving. This is a pit stop.”


“We’ve got to go,” Layez says.


“Where the fuck is Jun?” Chono hisses, sending her own angry casts toward Farren Eyce. Nothing answers.


Masar echoes Layez. “We have to go. This may be our only chance to—”


“We have no plan!” Chono snaps.


Suddenly Kess raises his arms again, quieting the crowd.


“But it is not the Kindom alone that will be responsible for our victory over our enemies. We owe much to our planetary allies. I applaud the Khens, who have prepared the ground for our assault today. And I applaud another family, whose matriarch has proved true loyalty to our cause!”


Chono thinks that Oyun Paiye, the head of the Paiye family, must have allied with him. But Kess gestures down the steps of the plinth, and her blood runs cold. A figure emerges from the crowd of guardsaan and cloaks. Tall, and proud, and smiling that arrogant smile at everyone around them as they jog up the stairs toward Kess.


“Six,” she whispers.


Six Six Six Six Six—


“Now,” Masar snarls. “We go now.”


Chono’s ears are ringing, but she can see the saan around her grabbing up their guns, slinging on their packs. She snaps into action, helping Masar shove the sideboard away from the door. He yanks the door open, leveling his shotgun at the alley. Chono, never a riflesaan, grips her handgun so tight that her palm burns, and her soul burns, and all she can see is Six striding up to Kess—


They move as one into the alley. They check their position and dart across a common road too exposed for Chono’s liking. They dodge rubble and enter another backstreet, moving swift and quiet. Masar casts instructions at their oculars:




We take the next four alleys east. We’ll come up on their perimeter.





Chono fights to pay attention, her thoughts racing. Why is Six in the courtyard? Why were they smiling? Why were they walking toward Kess as if he is a friend?


Masar casts:




The first guards we find in a vulnerable position, we ambush them. Wait for my signal.





Even over her ocular Chono can read the doubt in him, the understanding that a few guardsaan uniforms and tracking Kess to his shuttle is as likely to work as throwing a net over him in the courtyard and hightailing it for the nearest shelter. But they must try something. Six is there. Six will help—


They’re getting closer now. They can hear the crowd in the distance. The streets are empty of civilians and fighters. They cross square concrete parks and dart down narrow alleys between apartment buildings. The last of these puts them just two blocks from the God’s Courtyard, from Kess, from Six—


Jun’s voice suddenly roars in their ears—


“Stop! Stop! It’s a trap! The broadcast is fake! It’s a trap!”
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Chono is already two feet out of the alley when the gunfire starts. Masar has half a moment to process the smatter of bullets striking the ground at her feet before he grabs hold of her collar and hauls her backward. Layez and Qlios take flanking positions, firing into the square.


“Where are they?” Qlios shouts. “I can’t see anyone!”


The square fills with dust and smoke, like a tentacled creature crawling into the alley toward them, blocking their vision.


Masar orders, “Back! Back!”


They have almost reached the opposite end of the alley when its entrance, too, turns to dust and sparks and an onslaught of gunfire peppering the earth.


He calls out to Jun again, “We’re trapped in an alley. Who can you see? If one side is better guarded, we can try to go the other way.”


Jun says, “Hold on. I can’t see anyone!”


Chono grimaces. “They’re Hooded.”


His guts wither, remembering that Six traded the Hood program to Seti Kess in exchange for help rescuing Chono. A fool’s bargain. A cloak to hide cloaks from view. Before Masar can respond to Chono, the gunfire on both sides stops and a loudspeaker echoes through the alley.


“Cleric Chono. We have set traps for you across the city. You are surrounded.”


Chono’s face hardens with the same fury Masar feels in himself.


The loudspeaker continues. “Cleric Chono, the First Cloak Seti Kess has given us orders to take you alive, but we have no such orders for your companions. Surrender without incident or they will die.”


“Fuck that,” Layez hisses. “Let’s shoot our way out!”


“We have grenades,” Qlios adds.


Masar tries to think. Chono is the only valuable one here. It was pure folly to try to get to the God’s Courtyard, to think they could find Kess among his armies. Masar looks at Chono. He wants to live. He wants Layez and Qlios to live. But in the end, is her life worth more than theirs? If he can make sure she’s taken alive, maybe she can escape. Maybe she can still help his people.


Chono’s eyes are wrathful and helpless. He is suddenly sure that she will make the right decision, the decision that puts the many over the few. It’s a decision he can’t make alone.


“Tell me what you want to do,” he says.


Her nostrils flare. She opens her mouth, stalls, and in that moment a projectile sails into the alley. Masar thinks for a split second that it’s a crowd-killer grenade. Next moment, his vision whites, his ears deafened by a crack-bang. An impact vibration knocks him onto his back like a child swatted by a giant. Around him he can feel the others collapsing as well, limbs clumsy and entangled. Masar has a thought for the grenade on his own belt, but in his disorientation, he might as likely lob it at the ceiling of the alley as at their attackers.


He’s not sure how long he lies there. The ringing in his ears that started as a pitch too high to penetrate dips just low enough that he can suddenly hear more gunfire. He’s not sure where it comes from, how close it is. His vision is all shadows and vague shapes. Is Qlios shooting at someone? Are the cloaksaan killing his collectors? He tries to blink sight into his good eye, thinking with every breath that hands will grab him or a bullet will take him out. The shooting continues, but now he can hear that it’s not happening in the alley. There’s shouting—lots of shouting, loud warbled voices growing slowly clearer.


“Left left left!” says a high, Braemish voice, and moments later, “Take that, fucker!”


Masar forces himself to sit up, rubbing at his face and his ears with shaking hands. He feels like he’s swimming through grayness, thick as extinguisher mist.


Some other voice shouts, “Clear!”


Has the shooting stopped? One more spurt of it seems to come from his right, before the voice he heard before says, “Easy, kittens! That big one’s got a shotgun!”


Masar realizes belatedly that he’s holding his shotgun and aiming it in the direction of some shapes at the end of the alley.


“Som’s ass, don’t shoot at us, we just saved your asses! Hey, you, don’t point that gun at me! We’re here to help, swear, and there’s not a lot of time to waste. Is it just the four of you? Ah, shit, are you a Braem?! Us too! Fucking small world, nah?”


Whoever it is speaks faster than gunfire, and sounds so incongruously cheerful and excited that it actually prompts Masar to lower the muzzle of his shotgun. A shortish, thinnish figure has approached them. There are other figures behind them. Masar can make out the shapes that are Chono, Qlios, and Layez, too. Layez is muttering curses.


“Ya all right? Can you walk? Sorry we couldn’t get to you before the flash-bang, but that’s how shit goes sometimes. You don’t look Braemish. Oh, wait, you do, sorry about that. Anyway, you all really gotta get up. Reinforcements and shit. Nobody looks like they’re dying. Wait, you only got one eye. Is that, like, a new thing?”


Masar thinks he’s about to shoot just to get the person to stop asking questions. They lean closer, and Masar registers a slip of a girl grinning just shy of maniacally, teeth big and bright as a predator’s. She has Braemish tattoos all over her chin and cheekbone, her hair full of long lavender-dyed braids. There’s a black mourning band strapped to her bicep, but she looks the furthest thing from mourning of anyone he’s ever met.


“There you are!” she says, perhaps understanding that Masar can see her clearly now. “Comin’ around? What about you lot?” She looks at the others. Masar is relieved to see that everyone is sitting up. They look disoriented but not hurt. The girl nods approvingly. “Come on, kittens, let’s get them on their feet.”


Masar flinches when hands reach for him, but all they do is guide him and the others onto slightly shaky legs. Masar has enough of his vision and awareness back to realize that he is standing in a circle of seven young pirates, all strapped with guns and grenades and looking as cheerfully maniacal as their leader.


In a voice raw with smoke, Chono asks, “Who are you?”


“A bunch of friendly faces in the crowd,” the lavender-haired girl answers. “Lately of the Steel Cat crew. Fucking cloaks took her from us, but we’ve got some revenge in mind. I’m Mix Catty! Now, can you walk or not? Actually, running would be best. Those saan have got friends coming for sure.”


Masar takes in his comrades. “We can run.”


The girl’s eyes shine. “Excellent!”


But Chono asks, “Run where? We don’t know you.”


Catty’s jaw drops in overdramatic shock. “After all this? Here I thought you’d be jumping to bless me instead of questioning my motives. For shame, Cleric. You’ve got a better reputation than that!”


“Now listen—” Masar starts.


“You know those fuckers who just tried to kill you? Well, we work with the fuckers who aren’t trying to kill you. Now, either you come with us or you don’t, but if you don’t, you’re gonna have guardsaan all over you. So, whattaya say? You in the mood to be rescued or not?”


Her bright-eyed bravado is disorienting, but that might just be the flash-bang. Masar and Chono exchange a look, Chono giving a curt nod.


“Brilliant,” Mix Catty says. “Come on.”


She and her friends set out at a trot, leading them toward the square where they were originally cut off. As the alley opens up, Masar sees eight dead guardsaan, three of whom seem to have fallen from sniper positions in the windows above. No cloaks. Are there any cloaks in Trin-Ma, or was that just part of the illusion?


“See how good we did?” the young pirate says. “We got six more on the other side. You all were fucked is what. Keep low and come on.”


Fleet-footed and merry, Mix Catty and her crewsaan take a wide, circuitous route around the city center, which Masar never sees with his own eyes but from which he hears sounds that don’t add up to the thousands of guards and cloaksaan he saw on cast. Eventually they slip through the gap between the north and south, never spying a single enemy. The Braems toss them frequent encouraging grins, hold fingers up to their lips to order silence, point out potholes and other stumbling blocks, and, most importantly, warn them of the various unexploded mortars across the city. Masar sweats through his clothes every time they go around one. But within ten minutes, the Braems lead them into the ruins of a bombed-out factory. Masar calculates that they are about a mile north of the folk pharmacy, and well into the Kip-Kipsi neighborhood. Inside, a damaged stairwell leads to a sublevel floor, and deeper still into the network of tunnels beneath Trin-Ma that he’s heard so much about.


“Well done,” Mix congratulates them. “None of us even lost a limb! Come on, now.”


In no time, the tunnel opens up into a cramped room. About a dozen serious-looking saan are bent over various occupations, from cooking something on an electric stove to sorting through ammunition clips to, in the case of about five of them, standing around a table and pointing things out on the map cast above them. Other hallways branching off from the room must lead deeper into the underground. Everything has the filmy dust of a constantly shaken foundation, which hardly puts Masar at ease.


The Braems make a lot of noise coming inside, and many heads turn to face them as their leader calls out, “Hey! Look what we caught!”


Masar bristles at the phrasing, and more so when the looks he gets shift from indifference to curiosity to shock. Most of the saan in the room are staring at Chono, recognizing her, but a few look at him and his collectors with a different kind of recognition. Masar zeroes in on one of the figures at the table, instantly recognizing the rugged, scar-pocked face, and the black hair in a topknot. This is Zemit, the rebel leader Graisa told them to find.


“Gods and fire,” Zemit says, moving toward them. He glances past Chono to briefly look at Masar, Qlios, and Layez. Masar is at least relieved to see no open hostility before he refocuses on Chono. “There were rumors that you had jumped to Teros System, but with the gates so heavily guarded . . .”


Chono replies with her typical stoicism. “We have ways of moving undetected.”


Zemit lights up with realization. “You mean the Sunstep Hood!”


Chono hesitates, then inclines her head. Zemit smiles broadly. He is quite young behind the scars. Indeed, most of the fighters in the room are as young as Mix Catty and her friends. They look at Chono as if they’ve seen an apparition of the Godfire, excitement permeating the room. Not for the first time Masar feels a hot wash of exasperation. These kids revere her for coming back to the Treble and challenging the Kindom, but she wasn’t even a crucial fighter in the battle on The Risen Wave. She spent most of it dying. As for bringing back the data flood that sparked so many of the rebellions in the Treble, it was Jun and the Jeveni and Six who compiled most of that evidence. Before all this, the only thing Chono had to distinguish her was Esek Nightfoot’s favoritism. Hardly worth bragging about.


Zemit turns eagerly toward Mix and her crew. “Where’d you find her?”


“Tryin’ to get herself killed down south. Looks like they fell for that performance in the God’s Courtyard.”


Masar stiffens, but Zemit only nods, grave and understanding. He explains to Chono, “They’ve been doing things like that the past couple of days. With the casting blocks up, we can only get intermittent access to the city’s cameras. They feed us fake intel, make it look like there’s a huge force invading from one direction, and try to catch us unawares from another. We only trust our eyes these days.”


“We heard artillery,” Chono says. “And the sounds of an army in the city center.”


He nods again. “There was an attack this morning. About a hundred Kindom guardsaan invaded the God’s Courtyard, but they used holographic tech to make it look about ten times as big as it was. We figured out pretty quick that the Kess performance was fake. They were trying to lure us out with big bait.”


Masar’s skin prickles with shame to think that these rebels saw through the trap that took him in so easily. The desperation to capture Kess made him sloppy. They could all have been killed, and then what?


Chono says, “They weren’t trying to lure you out. They suspected that I was in Trin-Ma. The trap was for me.”
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