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Players, Pawns, and Vessels



IMPERIAL REPUBLIC OF FALCREST
(THE MASQUERADE)


The Emperor—anonymous, even to Itself


THE THRONE


Baru Cormorant (Agonist)—an accountant


Cairdine Farrier (Itinerant)—her patron, an explorer


Svirakir (Apparitor)—a northerner


Xate Yawa (Durance)—a judge


Cosgrad Torrinde (Hesychast)—her patron, a eugenicist


??? (Stargazer)—a colleague


??? (Renascent)—the senior member


THE IMPERIAL NAVY


Lindon Satamine—the Empire Admiral


Ahanna Croftare—his rival, Province Admiral Falcrest


Juris Ormsment—a mutineer, sworn to kill Baru


Shao Lune—her staff captain


RNS Sulane—her ship


RNS Scylpetaire—consort to Sulane


Samne Maroyad—a rear admiral


Aminata isiSegu—a torturer, Baru’s old friend


Asmee Nullsin—a captain under Samne Maroyad


RNS Ascentatic—his ship


Helbride—Apparitor’s ship


Iraji oyaSegu—Apparitor’s spy and concubine


Faham Execarne—an identity in use by Falcrest’s spymaster


Iscend Comprine—Hesychast’s agent, Clarified


AURDWYNN
(A PROVINCE OF THE IMPERIAL REPUBLIC)


Haradel Heia (Heingyl Ri)—Duchess Heingyl, the Stag Governor


Bel Latheman—Imperial Accountant, her husband


Tain Hu—the late Duchess Vultjag, rebel


Ake Sentiamut—her friend


Ude Sentiamut—in her household


Run Czeshine—in her household


Yythel—in her household


Nitu—in her household, but missing


Ulyu Xe—a diver, in her household


SOUSWARD, ONCE TARANOKE
(A PROVINCE OF THE IMPERIAL REPUBLIC)


Pinion—Baru’s mother


Solit—Baru’s father


Salm—Baru’s father, missing


Iriad—their home


THE STAKHIECZI NECESSITY


Atakaszir (of Mansion Hussacht)—the Necessary King


Nayauru Aia—his suitor, from Aurdwynn


Dziransi (of Mansion Hussacht)—his sworn knight


Purity Cartone/Ketly Norgraf—Baru’s agent, Clarified


Kubarycz (of Mansion Uczenith)—an exiled lord


THE ORIATI MBO


LONJARO MBO


Tau-indi Bosoka—Federal Prince, ambassador to Falcrest


Tahr Bosoka—their mother


Enact-Colonel Osa ayaSegu—their bodyguard


Abdumasi Abd—a merchant, most wanted man alive


Abdi-obdi Abd—his mother


SEGU MBO


Kindalana eshSegu—Federal Prince, on mission to Falcrest


Padrigan eshSegu—her father


Scheme-Colonel Masako ayaSegu—a Termite spy


THE CANCRIOTH


The Womb (Abbatai)—an onkos


The Eye (Virios)—an onkos


The Brain (Incrisiath)—an onkos


Innibarish (Elelemi)—a tall man


Kimbune (Nilinim)—a mathematician


Galganath—an orca


Eternal—their ship


Tain Shir




In 1502 the samudri of Calicut, desperate to stop violent Portuguese incursions into the Indian Ocean trade network, sent two letters. One begged his neighbor the raja of Cochin to close all markets to the Europeans. The raja of Cochin, who saw Calicut as his historical enemy, leaked this letter to the Portuguese.


The other letter offered a blanket peace to the Portuguese admiral, Vasco da Gama.


Da Gama sailed to Calicut to demand reparations and the expulsion of all Muslims. When he was not immediately indulged, he seized hostages, hung them from his masts, and bombarded the city. That evening he sent the severed hands, feet, and heads of the hostages ashore in a boat, along with a note, fixed to the prow by an arrow. “I have come to this port to buy and sell and pay for your produce; here is the produce of this country.”


The note also demanded compensation for the powder and shot used to destroy Calicut.


If the people of Calicut did this, da Gama said, they would become his friends.
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Baru. Wake up.”


She wakes up but she does not know when or where. Is she on Eternal, drugged by the shadow ambassador? No, there’s no black water licking at her ankles. She cannot be in the interrogation pit.


Is she on Kyprananoke, after the red lagoon and the grove of killed children?


No. She cannot smell the crab meat on Tain Shir’s fire.


Perhaps she is on Helbride, dreaming of Tain Hu, while honey trickles through her eye socket and meningitis burns up her brain. Or napping in a hammock outside her parents’ house by the river Rubiyya, as the sounds of the bazaar she invented fill the morning air.


Shouldn’t she be good at this by now? How many times has she awakened from some wound or illness, ready to revise her accounts of what she’s lost? This, of all skills, she should have mastered.


She takes a breath, pours it out again. Fear flowing away like wash water. You will never wake up to anything worse than Sieroch. You will never wake up to anything better than Tain Hu’s arms.


Then she sets to work.


The air smells of harsh soap and salt. So she is in a hygiene clinic, near the sea. There’s a hint of perfume, too, a man’s citrus-bitter bergamot. The man who woke her.


She lays down her own name as a cornerstone.


“Baru,” she says. “I’m Baru.”


And it is only a little bit a lie.


“Oh, thank virtue,” the man breathes.


All her faculties snap into defensive array, like a phalanx locking shields for the fight. She knows this man. He is critical. The most critical. She doesn’t trust him and he must continue to trust her.


“Baru,” the man says, anxiously, “can you understand me?”


She tries to open her eyes, and cannot. Either they are swollen shut, or covered over, or gone. “Yes,” she says, “I can understand you, Mister Farrier.”


“What do you remember?”


She remembers that this man is Cairdine Farrier, her patron and her target. He found her as a child, in the markets of Taranoke, while his Imperial Republic of Falcrest (slowly, subtly, ingeniously) devoured her home. In his own way he devoured her, too. He gave her the Iriad school and a proper Falcrest education. He gave her inoculations when the pox came. He gave her algebra, astronomy, geometric proofs and maps of the world, everything she had ever dreamt of knowing. And all he took from her, all he ever asked, was her mother, and her fathers, and her people, and her lover, and her soul.


“Mister Farrier,” she says, “you’d sent me away . . . to find something old. . . .”


Oh, something ancient. Something he needs to win his war. He has cultivated her as his weapon; he has introduced her into the circle of cryptarchs who rule the Imperial Republic of Falcrest in secret. She has learned about his lifelong battle, a struggle of dissections and insinuations and cold talk over warm brandy, against the eugenicist Cosgrad Torrinde, who believes that her people are fit only for farming, fishing, and pleasure.


And at last she has discovered the fulcrum, the place where it all comes to crisis.


Farrier has a deadline.


His struggle will end this year, in the disposition of the Oriati problem: a final test of his methods against Cosgrad’s Torrinde. One man or the other will provide the technique that will allow the Imperial Republic of Falcrest, the Masquerade, to conquer and digest Oriati Mbo, the greatest and oldest civilization in the world.


In preparation for the endgame, Farrier sent her to recover a certain piece of information, the flint to start the fire. He did not know that piece of flint was a man, Abdumasi Abd, who had summoned the oldest power in the world to aid his revenge on Falcrest.


“What’s been done to me?” she croaks. “Where are we, Mister Farrier?”


Gloved hands stroke her temples. She smells the edge of his mint-fresh breath, respectfully averted. He is always proper with her. “You’ve been hurt. But you’re safe now. In Falcrest. With me.”


She tries on a frown, the impatience of a tested schoolgirl. “Who hurt me?”


“My enemy’s agent, Baru. Do you remember Xate Yawa?”


“Yes. I remember her.” Just as she is Farrier’s protégé, Yawa is the protégé of the enemy, Cosgrad Torrinde. As old and careful as she is young and reckless. And bound, each of them, to the shattered land of Aurdwynn: she by love of a dead woman, and Yawa by love of a hostage twin.


Maybe a better woman could have found common ground with Yawa. Not Baru. Baru could never have made an alliance with Yawa, and Farrier knows it.


“Do you remember the man she served?” Farrier whispers.


“Cosgrad Torrinde. Hesychast. The eugenicist.” The man who would pure-breed the world. “We had to stop him, Mister Farrier. . . .”


She smells salt again, and this time, because of the hitch in his breath, she knows that Cairdine Farrier is weeping. Is he weeping for her? She must be certain.


“Yes, Baru. The moment’s come, the Reckoning of Ways. The Oriati problem will be resolved. One of us will gain control over the other forever, and so over the future of the Republic. He has what he needs to win, and if he does . . . you know what it means.”


“Slavery,” she whispers. “The human race bred like dogs.”


“Yes.”


“Why are you crying, Mister Farrier?”


“Because they hurt you, Baru.”


“I failed you. I didn’t bring you what you need. . . .”


“No, Baru, no, no, you did brilliantly.” And she hears that traitor hitch of compassion in his breath, spoor of his hidden weakness: she finds herself salivating, because she wants so badly to get a claw into that hidden wound and tear it bloody.


He goes on, unaware, trying to soothe her with the power at his command. “Have you ever known an evil man, Baru? A criminal, a wife-beater, an incompetent or a drunk, who sits behind his desk every day, guilty in all eyes but legally untouchable? Everyone knows what he’s done but no one can prove it, no one can act. His reputation simmers but never boils. Have you ever known a man like that?”


“Yes,” she says, forcing herself not to smile, even a little, at the secret joke.


“Imagine that man is an entire nation. A confederation of nations with a knot of cancer in their old hearts. A thousand years they’ve waited for their reckoning. And I sent you, Baru, you”—his hand touches her shoulder, clasps gently—“to find that one ultimate secret which will turn the Oriati on each other. I knew what the secret must be. I just needed proof.


“There are clerks and presses all over this city waiting to tell the world what you’ve found. Little criers on street corners, rhetorics on their podiums, Tahari gamblers putting odds, Suettaring investors with wet pens waiting to write their advice columns, what to buy and what to sell. There are message rockets in their tubes, ships straining at their anchors, diplomatic bags ready for the sealed letter. All of it’s ready for you, Baru. I’ve made it all ready.” She hears the wet flicker of his lashes. “I let you sleep as long as I could, because the doctors said it would help you recover. But the time’s come. I can’t wait anymore. I have to know, please.”


He leans closer. His whisper trembles under the strain of all his hopes.


“Did you find them?”


She creases her forehead in thought. It is deliberate bait, and it fishes out of Farrier a murmur of fear. He isn’t afraid that she failed. Isla Cauteria will have seen to that. Hundreds of people must have witnessed golden Eternal.


He’s afraid that she doesn’t remember the necessary details.


“The Cancrioth,” she says. “You sent me to find the Cancrioth. . . .”


The Oriati are a nation of two hundred million neighbors. They bicker, gossip, tear down each others’ fences, suffer disaster and pandemic and sometimes, even, war. But the thousand-year glue which holds the Oriati Mbo together is unshakable belief in the intrinsic and inalienable humanity of your neighbor, an ethics they call trim. She has stopped trying to force it into logical terms: it is a morality that cannot be separated from the community that practices it, cannot be exploited or manipulated or even defined by one person alone. Giving without hope of getting, in the hope of getting without needing to ask. You can attain good trim and everyone will know it’s yours. But you cannot ask how to get good trim, or even claim to have it.


The Oriati Mbo, the House of Trim, is a nation of nations spanning half the known world.


There is only one thing which could destroy trim and break the Mbo, so that Falcrest can settle the porcelain of the Masquerade over their black brows. So that Farrier can put Oriati children in Falcrest schools, put Oriati families to work on land owned by Falcrest, siphon Oriati lumber and gold and ideas away to Falcrest’s ships and treasuries and universities. There is only one thing that can destroy the Oriati Mbo.


The destroyer has a name.


“The Cancrioth. Yes. I met their leaders. There was an evil woman with a triangle cut from her skull, and a good man with a stalk for an eye, and a woman with . . . something in her womb . . . they traveled on a golden ship. I met them, Mister Farrier.”


Farrier groans in relief. “Yes! You understand what this means?”


She tells it to him exactly as he taught it to her. “The Oriati are afraid of us. They cannot understand how tiny Falcrest has challenged the vast Mbo. Some of them feel the Federal Princes and their faith in trim have failed.


“When we reveal the Cancrioth, alive and powerful after a thousand years in hiding, those doubters will look to the cancer cultists for protection against us. They will abandon trim. There will be a civil war, then. A hundred million against a hundred million. A democlysm: death like no dying the world has ever seen. And once the old ways are torn down, once the Princes are overthrown and the Mbo is shattered . . . you can get inside whatever’s left. Digest them, make them Falcrest’s possession. The whole Ashen Sea would be united under the Masquerade. And you would at last defeat Cosgrad Torrinde and his future of eugenics.”


“Yes, Baru”—he is exultant, his prodigy at work, understanding everything just the way he wants—“yes, yes, you remember!”


“I’m your savant,” she says, slowly, as if she’s just recollecting it herself. “Of course I remember. What happened to me, Mister Farrier? What makes you so afraid that I’d forget? I haven’t been . . .”


She tries to raise her left hand to her face, and finds herself tied up in a straitjacket.


“Damaged?” she asks, softly.


“Never mind that. Never you worry, it’s all going to be all right, I promise, I do. Oh, Baru, you wonderful woman, you marvel”—he pauses to get his breath—“just tell me, please, if you can, if it’s not too hard, did you bring home proof of the Cancrioth?”


“Of course I did.”


“Yes!” He leans closer. “Is the information of quality?”


“I found an eyewitness who contacted the Cancrioth, obtained their money and weapons, and used that support to launch an armed attack on a province of our Imperial Republic.” The witness is Abdumasi Abd; although, if you believe what some believe, he is more than one man, he is all the other souls that grow in the flesh of his spinal cord. “I brought him to Falcrest.”


“Oh virtue,” he says, “oh, kings, Baru.” He has to get his breath. What she has done is not like finding an eyewitness to prove a crime. She has found the criminal and all his conspirators, and obtained from them a signed promise to commit more crime, and walked out of their headquarters untouched. It is probably the greatest coup one of Farrier’s agents has ever achieved. Or she has grown very full of herself.


“What did you see?” So close, he cannot pretend patience. She tips her head forward as if responding unconsciously to his energy; his voice shifts as he pulls away. “What did you see on their ship, Baru?”


“I remember . . .”


Kimbune. Kimbune asking her questions, while the water rose around her down in Tubercule.


“I remember a voice,” she says.




Act One



baru’s choice
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Splinters



Who are you?”


Baru jerked awake. Slammed her head against wet wood. It was real! It had all been real! The madness in the embassy, the traitor-admiral waiting for her in the dueling circle, the Kyprananoki rebels hemorrhaging black Kettling blood from their swollen eyes. Governor Love screaming as the plague carriers disemboweled themselves and smeared their gore on his face. Aminata’s marines firing the embassy, shooting the guests. Spilled palm wine on burning lilacs.


And then the shadow ambassador had led Baru down to the secret way beneath the reef. The swim to the ocean. Saltwater pouring off black whaleskin. An orca with a human skull embedded in its breaching back. A woman with swollen cancer in her womb.


Real. It was all real.


She had gone to the embassy on Hara-Vijay islet in Kyprananoke. She had gone to find the Cancrioth, and the Cancrioth had found her first.


“Who are you?” asked the voice from above.


“Barbitu Plane,” Baru croaked. Her cover. “I’m from the Ministry of Purposes. I’m on a diplomatic mission with . . .”


She’d had someone with her. She couldn’t remember. Her tongue was slimy, her throat dry. She’d been mouth-breathing for hours. She must have been drugged. As a girl she’d been so embarrassed by the idea of gaping like a fool while asleep that she’d trained herself to frown while she dreamed.


“Where am I?”


“You are in Tubercule.”


She tried to look up and slammed her scalp into a metal clamp. No way to see except by desperately rolling her eyes. She reached up to pull the clamp off and found her hands jammed against the walls of a narrow wooden chute. Claustrophobia loped up growling in the dark. Gods of fire it was so deep dark.


“Tubercule.” Speech now the only way she could act, and therefore desperately necessary. “What’s that?”


“Where the dead go to grow.”


“I’m not dead.”


“How do you know? Can you move? Can you see?”


Dog-legged claustrophobia licked at the back of her knees. How deep underground was she? Below the water table? The walls angled in to a joint beneath her. She had to kick and scrabble to keep her feet from sliding together in the pinch. A splinter of soft wood found a toenail, dug beneath. Baru gasped and twisted away. Nowhere to go! Nowhere to go! Water dripped on her scalp and slithered down her body—


Baru made herself be still, and took comfort by measuring the water level. Counting always soothed her: she never did her figures wrong. She was not imagining it. The water was rising around her legs.


So it was going to be like that.


“What do I need to tell you to get out of here?”


The voice above her was silent.


“Ask me, damn you!”


The sound of water kept the time.


“Let me answer!”


“Who are you?”


“I told you! I’m Barbitu Plane!”


A pedal thumped. A valve opened. Piss-warm water slapped against her back and coiled down her legs. “You’re lying. Your name is Baru Cormorant.”


“Who told you that?”


“Unuxekome Ra told us.”


She remembered that name as hands around her throat. Unuxekome Ra, exiled duchess, mother of the Duke Unuxekome who Baru had betrayed. She’d hauled Baru out of the water off Hara-Vijay. And then she’d tried to murder Baru. Someone had stopped her. . . .


The shadow ambassador. The woman from the embassy, with the tumor that looked like pregnancy. She’d stopped Ra. They’d been on a boat, Baru and the shadow ambassador and Unuxekome Ra and Shao Lune and a man with no lips, and . . . and . . .


“Tau!” she gasped. “Where’s Tau-indi?”


“The one who renounced you?” The voice echoed down the shaft above, doubling, doubling again. “Tau-indi Bosoka, who was once a Prince?”


No,” Tau gasped, “no, no no no, please don’t—”


“I cut you,” said the shadow ambassador with the tumor in her womb. “I cut you out of trim. Na u vo ai e has ah ath Undionash. I call this power to cut you. Alone you will serve us, Tau-indi Bosoka, alone we will be your masters, to save the nations we both love. Ayamma. A ut li-en.”


“STOP!” roared Enact-Colonel Osa. The little fishing felucca rocked as the Prince’s bodyguard scrambled between her charge and the shadow ambassador, powerless against sorcery, desperate enough, anyway, to try.


Unuxekome Ra caught her and kicked her down.


The shoreline was burning. The beautiful embassy at Hara-Vijay, all its lilac trees and wine and all the people inside, was aflame. Masquerade marines had torched it to contain the Kettling plague. But right now all the pity and fear in Baru’s heart was for Tau-indi Bosoka, who was being cut.


“Ayamma,” the shadow ambassador repeated. “A ut li-en. It is done.”


Tau-indi Bosoka fell weeping to their knees. Had their hands been severed from their body, Baru could not have pitied them more. But she could not go to Tau. She was paralyzed by astonishment.


The shadow ambassador was Cancrioth. The words of the sorcery she’d spoken were Cancrioth. They were real. And she’d done something to Tau. Was it real? It couldn’t be real. Was it real?


The shadow ambassador lowered her hand. A trick of firelight and setting sun seemed to make her fingers burn cool green. “Well,” she said, shivering now, “that’s over with. Ra, take the boat west. We’ll lose our tails in the kypra and then go home to Eternal. I’ll signal our return on the uranium lamp.”


“Incredible,” Shao Lune breathed. The navy woman huddled stiff at Baru’s side, her proud uniform and elegant face all wet, staring in astonishment. She was Baru’s hostage and uneasy companion, fled from the service of the Traitor-Admiral Juris Ormsment. “They think they’re doing magic. . . .”


Unuxekome Ra laughed as she unstayed the boat’s tiller. “You stupid little girl. You think it’s just theater?”


“I know it’s just theater.”


“Is it?” Ra pointed past her. “Is that theater? Is that theater?”


A school of ghostly white jellies had surfaced behind the boat. Thousands of them together, their feeding tentacles intermingled. And through that jelly raft sliced a blade like the moon.


It was a fin. A whale’s tall black dorsal fin edged in sharpened steel. And behind that fin, a tumor ruptured the sleek back. At first Baru thought it was a huge barnacle, or an infection, but no barnacle was that unnatural sun-bleached sterile color. The tumor was bone. And though it knobbed with spines and bulbous growths, it wept no pus. The wound was clean, the skin knotted tight with scar tissue around the extrusion. Even its contours had been streamlined by the flow of water. . . .


The creature rolled to bare its passing flank. A tremendous white false eye gazed on Baru: beneath it was a black true eye, keen, aware. Teeth glimmered at her from a carnivore yawn. The whale’s body passed alongside her, and she saw, embedded in the tail end of the tumor, a grinning human skull—its lower jaw subsumed into the flesh—its empty eyes filled with furry, cauliflower-textured bone.


“Oh Himu,” Baru moaned.


The whale blew mist and the blowhole whistled like thunder piped down a thigh-bone flute, like the mad shriek of an archon folded into the world from pre-created space. Baru scrabbled up onto the boatwale, battering the two stub fingers on her wounded right hand, crying out in pain but desperate to see.


“What is it?” she begged. And forgot, for a moment, poor maimed Tau-indi, lost on her blind right side.


The shadow ambassador whistled to the whale. “Good boy, Galganath!” She threw a fish. The whale’s huge jaws clapped shut on it. Unuxekome Ra grinned in delight, her own jaws full of silver and lead, and murmured to her first mate.


Baru sank back into the boat. She’d done it. She’d succeeded catastrophically. The lure of Iraji’s face had worked too well. The Cancrioth had her in their power. They would want to know how she’d discovered their existence. She had to secure her position immediately, find some leverage that would keep her safe. She’d lied once already: told Unuxekome Ra, in a moment of desperation, that she was carrying Ra’s grandchild.


Shao Lune whispered into her ear: “Did you expect this?”


“A little.” Baru giving herself too much credit. “Well, I expected to find clues to the Cancrioth, not . . . not the Canaat attack, or the blood plague, or that thing in the water. . . .”


“A deformed asthmatic whale. Nothing magical.”


“I can hear you two muttering,” Unuxekome Ra growled. She rose from the tiller like an old sea eagle whose dull feathers disguise its swooping hunger. She’d been a duchess once, a companion of pirates, a mother to a good son. Baru had lured her son and all her pirate friends to their death.


She couldn’t touch Baru in revenge—not when the shadow ambassador needed Baru alive. Now her eyes turned to Shao Lune. “You’d do well to respect the Womb’s people. You have no idea what they could do to you.”


“The Womb?” Shao Lune, Falcresti to the marrow, ready with a sneer for the old Maia woman and her superstition. “Oh, she’ll curse me, will she? She’ll cut my soul? I don’t believe in those things you did to the Prince.”


Baru looked guiltily to the stern, where Tau-indi lay like a dead parrot in Osa’s arms.


“You don’t believe.” Unuxekome Ra smiled at her first mate. His lips had been slashed off in ritual punishment. The Kyprists who ruled these islands had once been Falcrest’s chosen pawns; when Falcrest left, they’d held on to power by sheer cruelty.


“You hear that?” Ra said. “She doesn’t believe we’ll cut her.”


The lipless man nodded and tapped his ear.


“If you don’t get to keep your lips,” Ra said, “why should she?”


And she came up the boat with her hooked knife glittering between her knuckles.


Shao Lune stiffened against Baru: too proud to beg for help. Baru felt a profound empathy for her attacker. Falcrest has cut your people, cut off lips and balls and fingers and tongues, and you cannot get justice. You cannot wait for history to turn in your favor. But at least there is revenge, which is like justice the way saltwater is like fresh. So you take what you can from the Falcresti in your reach. You cut your debt out of her—


Shao Lune had been Baru’s lover; once, and unwisely, but still her lover. And after Tain Hu, Baru had promised herself never again—


“Stop!” Baru barked. “She’s under my protection.”


“The way you protected my son?” Ra grinned at her, a smile like spilled plunder, and kept on coming. All across the horizon behind her the islands of Kyprananoke burnt in civil war, pistol fire and screams, mines detonating like pounding drums. The Canaat rebels had found their hour to rise against the Kyprists. The embassy had been the first strike in the revolution.


Baru should be cheering for them. But here came their leader with her knife—


“Don’t,” she snapped, “don’t, don’t.” No chance she could take the knife from Ra, no chance of persuading her to back off, so look for outside influence—“Ambassador! Help!”


“Ra. Let them be.”


The shadow ambassador sat at the tiller now, steering the boat, her brow in sunset silhouette. Her skin was black as Mzu, the mythic god of moon and life, black as Tau and Osa, who were Oriati, too. But she was not like them. Did not belong to the great Oriati Mbo or any of its thousand glorious squabbling confederations. Did not and never could.


Her belly swelled with a mass which would never come to term. Her cancer. The Cancrioth worshiped the flesh that was their namesake.


“Until later, then.” Unuxekome Ra winked brightly at Shao Lune. “Baru,” she said, not turning her eyes or her knife off the Staff Captain. “The Prince wants you, I think.”


“I won’t leave you,” Baru whispered to Shao.


But the other woman shoved her away: no more fooled by the lie than Baru herself. “Go be useful,” she hissed. “Find some leverage.”


An hour ago Tau-indi Bosoka had been a Federal Prince, guardian and protector of the trim which bound Oriati Mbo’s people in one great web of compassion. They had come looking for their old friend Abdumasi Abd, hoping to reconcile with him and bind up the tear in trim that (Tau wholeheartedly believed) would soon become a war between Falcrest and the Oriati. That was how Tau thought: that you could end a war forecast to kill one out of six people in the world by rescuing one estranged friend.


And then the shadow ambassador had cut them.


“Baru.”


“Yes, yes, I’m here!” She fell over one of the thwarts as the boat pitched on a wave, landed hard on her bad hand. The pain in her two stump fingers pulled like cold wire all the way up her arm to the side of her head.


“I’m here, Tau,” she cried. “I’m here!”


Enact-Colonel Osa cradled Tau’s head in her lap, but there was no affection for Osa in the laman’s stiff little body. Tau might as well have laid their head on a block of granite. They turned listlessly to meet Baru’s eyes.


“You said you wanted to help me find Abdumasi.”


“Yes—yes, and we’re closer now—”


“You said we would find Unuxekome Ra, and she would know where Abdumasi had gone.”


“Yes, that’s true, and she’s here, Ra’s here, we can ask her—”


“You knew the Cancrioth were watching us. You were dragging your coat for them. You never warned me.”


That was true.


“You lied to me.” Tau’s eyes slid off her like a dead hand letting go. “You swore on your parents and you lied. And now”—there should have been a crack here, a catch of grief, but there was nothing at all—“now I am cut. I am a Prince without a Mbo. I am finished.”


Baru huddled on her knees beside them, certain she could find some way to fix this. “Tau, I need your help. Please. Other people need you. Isn’t that what you told me? That trim is other people?”


The shadow ambassador cleared her throat. “There is no more trim for Tau-indi. I have cut them away.”


“Ignore her,” Baru whispered, “please, it’s just superstition, you don’t have to listen to her—”


“I have seen their power do terrible work.” Tau shrugged, an exhausted so what? “I saw a woman who was severed so deeply from her own body that she could burn alive without feeling pain. It is real. And now that power has cut me.”


“Just tricks, Tau, just theater. . . .”


“I never should have trusted you,” Tau-indi said. “You’re a hole.”


And they turned away.


No one likes you very much, do they?” the shadow ambassador had asked her.


Baru fussed with her incryptor, checking it for seawater. The clockwork device generated codes to prove she was an agent of Falcrest’s Emperor. It was almost too powerful to use: to apply the codes was to betray that you were a cryptarch. To be seen was to be known, to be known was to perish. Baru’s cover as a cryptarch had been blown since the moment she left the Elided Keep. With Juris Ormsment and Tain Shir chasing her, Baru had never really had the chance to work like a proper spymaster.


But the incryptor was still proof that Baru mattered. That she’d gained something, anything at all, by putting Hu to death.


Wydd help her if this thing, too, began to corrode.


“People like me until I don’t do what they want,” she said, shortly. “Did you really have to do that to Tau?”


“Yes.” The ambassador had a black eyepatch; her other eye was clear and sympathetic. She looked like someone who always understood exactly what she was doing. “There was no alternative. To bring someone so powerfully connected to the Mbo so close to us would be . . . dangerous for both sides. We are antithetical to each other.”


“But you’re both Oriati,” Baru said, pretending ignorance. “You’re on the same side.”


“You know it’s not that simple, Baru. Oh, yes, I know who you are; Unuxekome Ra told me about Baru Cormorant and her treachery in Aurdwynn. You are an agent of the Emperor in Falcrest, dispatched to move among foreigners while masked by your own foreign blood.”


“Shit,” Baru muttered.


“Not at all. Your authority means you can help me.” The woman adjusted herself on the thwart, groaning amiably. “Forgive me if I rest. I swear this fellow”—she patted her bulge—“gets heavier at sunset.”


“What is it like?” Baru blurted. “Were you ever pregnant? Does it feel the same?”


“I had a child, yes, before I took the immortata into me.” She squeezed seawater from her damp eyepatch with two fingers. “The Line of Abbatai is borne only—almost only—by women. The immortata is colder than a child, somehow. And it never moves.”


Baru, who thought of her menses as an inconvenient sign of good nutrition more than a mark of fertility, was suddenly afraid of the tumor. To have something growing inside you that would never leave . . .


No wonder Cosgrad Torrinde the Hesychast wanted this secret cancer. He could use it to put his theoretical flesh-memory into people. He could transplant Incrasticism into their bodies and it would be as hard to get out as cancer.


She tried to take a hold of the situation. “You said I could help you, somehow?”


“Yes. Can you command those ships?”


The shadow ambassador pointed north, to the far-off red sails of Ascentatic and Sulane, the two Imperial Navy frigates anchored off Kyprananoke. Sulane was the Traitor-Admiral Juris Ormsment’s flagship. Ormsment had come here to kill Baru.


“Can you arrange safe passage for my people to go?”


“Of course I can,” Baru lied. “But first I want to meet your leaders.”


“You think I am not the Cancrioth’s leader? When the womb is the mother from which all life springs?”


“Not fish,” Baru countered. “Or birds. Or lizards.”


“Pedant,” the shadow ambassador chided.


“I don’t believe a secret society would have their leader out in the field.” Farrier and Hesychast had sent pawns, after all. Sent her and Xate Yawa.


“Are we a secret society now?”


“I was told you rule Oriati Mbo from the shadows, and always have.”


The shadow ambassador laughed. “Do we, now? Who forgot to tell us?”


No, no, don’t say that. Don’t say you’re powerless. I need the Cancrioth to help me fight Falcrest. Don’t be weak, please, please.


“Well.” The shadow ambassador sighed and stretched her hands. “I am going to signal my people, so they know I’m returning with guests. And we’ll see if they let us aboard.”


“Wait!” Baru hissed. “You can’t risk a rocket—not even a lantern! You’ll tell the whole archipelago where we are!” She could hardly admit how many people were hunting her, but if even one of those groups found her, she was finished.


But the shadow ambassador, ignoring her, produced two items from her satchel. First a cylinder of dark iron. Then a fine wicker basket that cupped an open bulb of glass. In that glass was water, and in the water crouched a very tiny, very unhappy frog. It saw Baru and said wart! wart!


The shadow ambassador gripped both ends of the cylinder and pulled with a grunt. The iron case slid off its base on oily runners to reveal a column of glistening stone. And as the frog saw the stone, it began to gleam—a powerful turquoise light, steady as a candle, but cold.


And the shadow ambassador’s hands glowed, too.


Tau moaned like they would be sick.


The shadow ambassador began to shutter the iron sleeve up and down over the stone. With each motion the frog dimmed or brightened.


“What is she doing now?” Shao Lune said, with forced disinterest.


“It must be uranium lore. Cancrioth magic.” Osa protected Tau-indi with her arms. They were wet and shivering and the sun was going down, but they did not huddle against Osa for warmth.


In a dead voice, Tau said, “It’s a frog from the hot lands in Mzilimake. They glow in the water that pours out from the secret caves. Every three hours they glow brightest, and then for three hours they fade. The water causes cancer. The water will kill those who drink too much of it. The water makes the sahel frogs glow. From that water the life that lives in life was born. Ayamma. A ut li-en.”


Whatever happened after that was lost to Baru’s memory. She must have been drugged. She remembered nothing else until she woke up in Tubercule.


Baru slumped forward as far as the claw around her head would let her.


She’d lost Tau. However desperate her situation, at least she’d chosen to risk herself. She’d tricked Tau into it. Once again she’d dragged someone infinitely better than her to their doom.


No! No time for despair. Tain Hu was counting on her. Tain Hu had died to make this possible. As long as Baru carried that burden, she had to do what was necessary to succeed, or she didn’t deserve Hu’s trust!


“Why did you come here, Baru Cormorant?” the voice from above asked.


Baru put her feet down and strained against the clamp. “Are you the Cancrioth?”


“Why did you come here?”


To destroy Falcrest! To betray Cairdine Farrier, avenge Tain Hu, and liberate her home!


But how? How exactly had she meant to do that? She was so lost, so deep in the reefs, so far from the way she’d imagined this happening. . . .


She’d meant . . . yes, she’d meant to ally herself with the Cancrioth. That was still her purpose. That must still be her purpose. To obtain from the Cancrioth a weapon or an advantage that could destroy Falcrest.


She had seen that weapon. She had seen that weapon! They had it!


“I want the blood,” she croaked. “I’m here to bargain for the blood.”


The Canaat rebels had sent plague carriers into the embassy to infect the Kyprist leaders. They bled green-black plague blood from their eyes and noses, gums and ears, from their miscarrying children. They had used their own blood to deliver plague to the Kyprists who’d oppressed them.


That blood was a symptom of the Kettling, the Black Emmenia, the abominable pandemic of legend. The Kettling came from the deep southern jungles of Oriati Mbo. So did the Cancrioth.


The Cancrioth must have brought the Kettling to Kyprananoke.


And if the Cancrioth could bring it here they could bring it to Falcrest.


“The blood?” the voice repeated. “What blood?”


“The Kettling.”


“The Kettling?” Her interrogator gasped aloud and Baru thought, oh, this is odd, she’s no good at her job. Why had they chosen such a bad interrogator? “There’s Kettling here? Where?”


“Haven’t been off the ship lately, have you?” Baru’s laugh banged her head against the clamp. “It’s been making rounds ashore! Just put in an appearance at the embassy reception!”


“How do you know we’re on a ship?”


Bait taken, dragged and swallowed. Good Himu, this woman was inept. But she was winning anyway, damn her, because Baru was still stuck in this hole!


She kicked against the wood to keep her feet from pinching together in the joint below. The confinement was intolerable—she tried to imagine her blind right side as a great empty space, but all she could think of was the wall. Panic like fat mosquito bites, swelling down her back, itching, itching—


“I could explain everything if you’d just get me out of here!”


A mistake. The woman above hardened again. “How did you learn about us? Who led you to us?”


“Get me out of this hole and I’ll tell you!”


This time she heard the click of the footpedal in time to cringe against the slap of warm brine. “Who led you here?”


“Drown me and I can’t tell you.”


“Who led you here?”


“You don’t frighten me. Let me out.”


The pedal clicked again. The water was up to her hips now, still rising. “The Womb said you showed people a picture of a boy. Who is the boy?”


The boy’s name was Iraji. He had been born into the Cancrioth, meant to receive one of their tumor Lines. But it had frightened him so deeply that he’d run away, ended up as a concubine and agent for Baru’s rival cryptarch Apparitor. Baru had stolen him and used him as bait. He was an innocent boy, fiercely intelligent, generous with his heart, and he had given her more help than she had ever deserved.


If she told the voice a little about Iraji, maybe she could win her freedom—


Don’t.


“Fuck you,” Baru snarled.


The woman sounded urgent now, her Aphalone pronunciation slipping as she rushed her words. “Where is Abdumasi Abd?”


So there was that name again. A man Baru had destroyed, entirely by accident: a prize she’d caught for Falcrest without even realizing it. Tau’s old friend.


“I don’t know,” Baru said. Which was the truth.


“Tell me where Abdumasi Abd is or I’ll drown you.”


“You won’t.”


She wished she did know where Abd had gone. When Baru’s false-flag rebellion tore through Falcrest’s troubled province of Aurdwynn, Abdumasi Abd had seen a chance to strike at the empire he hated. (Like Baru he had devoted his life to Falcrest’s annihilation: he just went about it more honestly.) He had gathered his ships and sailed north for Aurdwynn to shatter Falcrest’s fleet in the region and give the rebels aid.


It had been a trap, of course. Like the whole rebellion. Juris Ormsment had boxed Abdumasi’s fleet in and burnt it to ash.


Now the Cancrioth wanted Abdumasi back. He must be one of them: poor Tau, they hadn’t known. Whoever held Abdumasi could prove the Cancrioth’s existence and that secret could split the world in two.


The voice, insistent: “Where is Abdumasi Abd?”


The water had risen to her navel, and she was terrified of going under with her hands pinned, trapped like a cork in an underwater cave, her shoulders stuck, her screaming face pressed against black rock—


“Shut off the water and we’ll talk!” she screamed.


There was a clatter, and then a crack. “Oh shit,” the woman said, in Aphalone, and then swore in Maulmake, the Mzilimake Mbo tongue, which Baru did not speak.


The water pouring over her back tapered off to a patter. But it did not stop.


“Is it still coming down?” the interrogator called, nervously.


“Yes!”


“I think I broke something.”


“You what?”


“It’s a very old ship. Things are brittle.”


“Get me out of here!”


“I—I’m not sure how.”


“Where are the guards? Where are your clerks, your griots, whoever the fuck you have recording my responses?”


“There aren’t any.”


“There aren’t any guards?”


“No one’s supposed to come near you yet. The onkos have to confer about what to do. I was told that if I was quick—well, I snuck in.”


This must be some kind of trick. Some way to convince Baru she was about to die—but the water was still rising, turbid and scummed with seaweed. Like drowning in a salad.


Baru strained against the claw over her head. It wouldn’t budge. “Get help!” she screamed.


“Where’s Abdumasi?” the woman shouted back. “Tell me where Abdumasi Abd is and I’ll get help.”


Even here a part of Baru was calm and cool and distantly preoccupied with intrigue. That part of Baru imagined Abdumasi Abd as a knot, a straining knot that tied three ropes together—the Oriati Mbo, the secret Cancrioth, and Falcrest. No wonder everyone wanted to find him! He was living proof of collaboration between Mbo Oriati and the Cancrioth they despised. He was incarnate blackmail that could sway nations.


So why was this hapless woman, this amateur, asking after him?


“Why do you give a shit?” Baru called.


“He has my husband’s soul in him!” the voice cried. “Please, you must help me find him!”


“He what?”


“He bears Undionash, as my husband did before him! Where is he, please? Please?”


The water was up to her chest, warm as sewage, and in that warmth Baru felt only cold heart-seizing sorrow. Poor Tau-indi! They’d hoped and hoped that they could rescue Abdumasi, bring him home, tie up their tattered friendship . . . but Tau also believed that anyone touched by the Cancrioth was forever lost.


“Get me out of here,” she shouted, “and I’ll tell you where to find Abdumasi!”


“Tell me now, and I’ll get you out!”


“Fuck you!”


“Oh, Alu,” the woman above groaned, a name or an epithet, Baru didn’t know. “I’ll go for help.”


The rising water licked at her sternum.


Baru strained so hard against the clamp that the discs of her spine cracked and popped. She panted and rattled and beat her body against the wooden shaft and grunted like a rabbit in a trap.


The clamp would not give. The water was coming up.


Shouting in the room above—a commotion of voices in Maulmake, and other languages she didn’t recognize. She called out: “Get me the fuck out of here!”


“What is this?” a voice called down: the shadow ambassador.


Something fell into the water by Baru’s face. It was a metal cylinder, like a Falcresti grenade, perforated by needle-gauge holes. Through those holes thin phosphorescent light bled out into the brine. In the darkness of the pit, the light was as dazzling as the moon.


“Jellyfish tea,” Baru shouted, “it’s jellyfish tea!”


“What is that?”


A dictionary entry sprang to the tip of her tongue. “A luminous extract, used in fireproof lamps in Falcrest.”


“Is it used to trace the course of ships?”


“I suppose it could be,” Baru hedged. “In calm waters, for a little while.”


“Galganath found this tin pinned beneath our boat. I saw we were leaving a wake, but I thought it was just the usual phosphorescence. Were we tracked here?”


Baru rattled through her memories. When they swam out to the boat, Shao Lune had been the last one to surface. The cunning snake was working for someone else! Had she fixed a tracker to the keel? Assume so. Lie accordingly. Lie quickly and lie well.


“Yes. My aide Shao Lune put it there, so my people would know where I’d been taken. You didn’t think I came without insurance, did you?”


“What insurance?”


Lie well! “If I don’t report back to Helbride by dawn, they’ll burn this ship to the keel. We have two Imperial Navy frigates in port here, armed with torpedoes and Burn. You won’t escape.”


“So those men nearby are your agents?”


“What men?” Baru prevaricated.


“There are armed men scouring the area around our mooring. They’ll find us within hours. Are these yours?”


“Yes,” Baru lied, even as her heart slowed with cool, thoughtful distress. Those would be Xate Yawa’s people, Durance’s people, two names for one foe. Xate Yawa had been charged by Hesychast to find the Cancrioth and bring home their immortal flesh.


“What will they do when they find us? Will they attack?”


But the water was too high to answer. Baru blew froth, gurgling enthusiastically, certain that she had—even from the bottom of her drowning hole—gained leverage, a foothold to climb up out of here.


“Get her up,” the shadow ambassador commanded someone. “Kimbune! Kimbune, come here!” And then she snapped something in Maulmake, in a tone of harshest reprimand. The voice who’d questioned Baru first protested loudly.


So that first woman was named Kimbune. Why did you come here, Kimbune, to ask after your husband’s soul? Why was I hidden from you?


If there were factions on this ship, Baru could play them off each other, as she had in Aurdwynn. She’d won there. But Tain Hu had not survived that victory.


What had they done with Shao Lune? With Osa and Tau?


Baru flinched from the thought, and her face ducked below the filthy water, and the groan of a ship’s timbers came to her, the complaint of a leviathan. It would be easier this time, if she had to sacrifice again. It would not hurt so much. She had practice at it.


She would get the Kettling blood from the Cancrioth, and she would use her success to buy Cairdine Farrier’s trust long enough for the final betrayal, and Falcrest would be destroyed, and her parents would be all right in the end, and she would see her home free.


She was on course. She was doing well. And if Shao and Osa and Tau were all lost, as Tain Hu and Duke Unuxekome and Xate Olake and all the others had been lost, that was just proof that victory required sacrifice.


The water closed above her.


NOW


So you met Tau-indi Bosoka,” Farrier says. An odd thing to focus on, out of everything she’s told him.


“Yes.” The heavy wool of her straitjacket itches. She shimmies against it to scratch; she hears his waistcoat crinkle as he looks away. She is mostly naked beneath it and that troubles him. “We met on the Llosydanes. I was tracking water purchases made by the Oriati fleet that attacked Aurdwynn, and it drew Tau’s attention.” She had figured that she could find the financiers behind Abdumasi Abd’s fleet, and prove that they were the Cancrioth. Prove that the Mbo harbored them and you could set the world on fire. She had thought, almost to the end, that this proof truly was Farrier’s prize.


Why had she ever believed that he’d given her the real reasons for her mission?


Farrier asks, from his wary distance, “Is Tau all right?”


“No.”


“Oh.” Farrier sighs. His years seem to gather about him, regrets like old sweat on his skin. “That’s very much . . . not what I wanted.”


He almost slips. He almost admits he cares about a person who is unhygienic and unIncrastic and unsuited to his reputation. But he gets his shield up in time. He does not know that he’s fighting for his life, but his instincts for danger are too good.


He disengages: “Do you need to rest? Water? Anything?”


“I’m fine, Mister Farrier. We can continue.”


“You mentioned this embassy attack several times. What happened?”


“We were attacked by the Canaat. The Kyprananoki rebels. They were rising up against the Kyprists, the puppet government Falcrest left behind.”


“I don’t know these Canaat.”


“Purely a local concern. Of no major interest, until we discovered the Oriati were giving them weapons. Pistols. Machetes. Bombs.” She grunts in shock. “Their eyes. Mister Farrier. Their eyes were bleeding—the blood was black—are my eyes bleeding? Is that why I can’t see?”


“No, no.” A cool cloth dabs at her forehead. “No, Baru, you’re not sick. Your temperature’s quite normal. You’re safe.”


“You’re certain?”


“Tell it all as you remember it,” Farrier says, clearly and encouragingly. “Tell me everything, Baru. I’ll have the presses turning by nightfall. By month’s end Parliament will send a note to the Oriati Federal Princes demanding that they turn over everyone associated with the Cancrioth. By year’s end the Oriati will be killing each other in the streets and the fields, all convinced everyone who’s ever wronged them is a tumor. A thousand years of scars all opening at once. And we’ll only have to wait for the right time to move in and save them. That’s how it works, Baru, that’s how it’s always worked, cracking open a new province. Stoke their problems with each other, find the cracks and widen them: like tapping an egg on the edge of the dish. And then sell them the solution. They’ll buy it from you and thank you for it.”


“This idea of turning the Oriati on each other . . .” Baru asks it keenly. Farrier will not believe her question is genuine, unpracticed, unless she sounds keen. “Did you get it from Tau and Kindalana and Abdumasi? When you were with them?”


Farrier does not freeze when he is surprised. He’s far too good for that. He does something extremely ordinary, instead, to buy himself time. He sneezes. He can sneeze on command! What a talent.


“Sorry,” he says. “With who?”


“The Prince Hill children. Tau, Abdu, Kindalana.” She would blink if she could, as if she were bewildered by the idea he might lie to her. “You met them long before I did. Didn’t you, Mister Farrier? A quarter-century ago, in Lonjaro Mbo. When you lived on Lake Jaro, with the crocodiles and the cranes. . . .”
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It was the night before the day of the sorcerer, when the mob would come across Lake Jaro to kill Cairdine Farrier and Cosgrad Torrinde. It was a night for doubt and fear, for cutting off old scabs to patch over new wounds. And in the dark hours of that night, hours when hyenas come to beg for their wage of meat, the young Federal Prince Tau-indi Bosoka grieved for the war they had brought on their people.


But at dawn they rose, put on their bravery like a caftan, and went to see Abdumasi in the merchant house of Abd.


For as long as Tau had lived, Oriati Mbo had been the whole of the world, their favorite and only place: a never-drying fresco of thought and commerce at the center of a gray-fringed map. If they were self-centered, who could blame them? Their parents had been elected to conceive and raise a Federal Prince. Tau was that child; Tau existed to serve the Mbo.


Though Tau often felt they were too much of a child, and not enough of service: except the service of falling ill, troubling parents, and causing misunderstandings with dear friends.


Now the gray edge of the map had come for Tau. The eastern nation of Falcrest had made adventures into the Ashen Sea. They wanted ports. They wanted favorable terms of passage. They wanted to buy low and sell high and to force families who had been sailing the same routes for hundreds of years to give up their trade. Oriati Mbo had shrugged them off at first, slow to anger, certain of their strength. Falcrest made provocations. They seized ships, took Tau’s mother, Tahr, as a hostage, and returned her only in the company of two Falcresti emissaries, Cosgrad Torrinde and Cairdine Farrier: men who had proven, respectively, to be beautiful and bemusing, and charismatic but alarming.


Finally, evitably—Tau had to believe it was not inevitable—it had come to war.


The Mbo did not have an army: there were no Jackals or Termites in these days, and the shua warriors of Tau’s homeland would not leave their lands. But the Princes had elected war leaders and dispersed funds to raise crews, and a thousand ships had set out to strike directly at Falcrest-the-city. Last night the news had come, and it had driven the poor griots nearly mad with grief to deliver. All was lost. A hundred thousand Oriati had died in battle against Falcrest’s First Fleet. Tau had no idea how the masked city had defeated a thousand ships, and couldn’t make themself care. Weapons and stratagems didn’t matter. What mattered was the pain and the hate that would poison the Mbo now, the septic need for vengeance, the grudges and orphans that would make more of each other, cleaving together like womb and testes to breed death.


What if Tau had caused it all?


What if it was all their fault?


Trim bound the Mbo. One of the principles of trim was that the small found itself reflected in the great, that the littlest kindness could sway the fate of a tribe or a federation. Tau, in particular, had to take incredible care to maintain trim in their own life, because they were, as a Prince, bound so powerfully to the entire Mbo. Tau existed only because the people of Lonjaro had voted for it to be so; they were made out of obligations.


And they had betrayed those obligations! They had let their own friendships coil up with jealousy and confusion. They had resented Abdumasi and Kindalana for turning to each other, leaving little Tau out of their almost-grown-up affair. They had even used the Falcresti hostages, Cosgrad in particular, to make their friends jealous, and so bound the small world of Prince Hill’s human dramas to the great conflicts between Mbo and Falcrest!


Last night, as the world of Prince Hill went mad with grief, Tau realized what they had to do.


If they had caused this war by poisoning their friendships, then by the grace of the principles, repairing those friendships might also end the war. Also Tau was lonely, and desperately in need of Abdumasi and Kindalana, their laughter and their smell and their silent companionship at sunset. Those two needs fit together, the great need and the ordinary one.


Tau really did believe that.


So they ate two kola nuts for vigor, and sat for a little while picking at the dry skin between their fingers, before they got up, said, “Now, now,” hesitated anyway, and went.


It had rained overnight. In the wet dawn they walked across Prince Hill to Abdumasi Abd’s house, where the lake wind smoothed out the banners and tugged the awnings. The air smelt of earth. There was not much fog, though, and you could see for miles all around, bright bliss-addled cranes parading in the shallows and the clay-brick city of Jaro across the lake to the north. Tau stopped at the termite mound to wish the bugs luck with the monsoon season, and to give them a little honey, which made the termites bumble around excitedly.


“We’ll keep the drains clear,” Tau-indi promised them. “You’ll be okay.”


In the house of Abd, hungover groundskeepers sniffled and groaned as they cleaned up last night’s heartbreak. Tau-indi caught everyone’s eye and smiled. “Your Federal Highness,” the staff murmured. A few genuflected. Tau was glad.


“Abdu?” they asked, and the housekeepers pointed them to the morning room.


Abdu sat at the small family table, crushing kola nuts with his right hand. When he saw Tau-indi, he squawked and tried to throw his khanga over the pile of nut debris. “Tau! Uh. Hi!” He fumbled for his etiquette. “Welcome to my house, it must be, uh, much less full of cats than you had hoped?”


“You really like nuts,” Tau-indi said. “Oh, Abdu, are you trying to work out your arms? Are you trying to get big arms like Cosgrad’s?”


Abdumasi looked down at his khanga, the pattern speckled in kola dust, his long seventeen-year-old legs sticking out all pimply and hairy. He sighed. “I don’t understand how he makes his arms like that. But Kinda likes the way he looks.”


It was the first time he had admitted to Tau that there was something between him and Kindalana. It had happened after Tau had pushed them both away, but maybe not because Tau had pushed them away. However it had happened, it had left Tau more alone and Abdu knew it. He swallowed and looked at Tau with bloody, tired eyes, waiting for Tau to take up the confession and hurl it back. Tau had been more than a little awful to him and Kinda, recently.


Tau-indi smiled as plain as they could. “You’ll never be like Cosgrad,” they said, and then, when Abdumasi looked hurt and angry, “Abdu, it’d take every kola nut in the world to give you diarrhea as bad as his.”


“Oh, ha ha. Is he better?” Cosgrad had suffered diarrhea, tetanus, and meningitis in rapid succession.


“Recovering.” Like you and me, Tau wanted to say.


Abdumasi puffed out his cheeks, froglike, and looked at his toes. “So. You want to talk?”


They ambled down the hill toward the lake, where the wind separated the water into glittering scalloped patches and smooth silver-black flats. They talked about things that weren’t Kindalana or each other: which sort of shua warriors had been winning martial arts tournaments, the renegades (who Tau found quite dashing) or the hunters (whose prowess Abdu admired); the exact boundaries of the House Bosoka lands, which extended as far as farmers paid tribute to Prince Hill; gossip passed by the capillary shouting of shepherds, wood gatherers, griots, and water carriers; and even the sad state of Jaro’s municipal affairs, since the common city was traditionally neglected by all the Princes in favor of the rural estates. “When you’re a Prince,” Abdu suggested, “in between adjudicating important stolen-cattle cases and memorizing five hundred years of boring land disputes, you should send some money to fix up the Jaro market. It could be the jewel of the Flamingo Kingdom.”


Tau-indi said, “Do you think this is my fault?”


Abdumasi stopped picking kola chunks out of his khanga’s weave and stared. “Fuck me, manata, are you serious?”


“I am,” Tau said, feeling foolish.


“Were you just too young to notice? Your mom and Padrigan have been dancing around that bed for years.”


Tau-indi, caught between a giggle and a sob, brushed hair out of their eyes to buy a moment. “I don’t mean, is it my fault my mom and Kinda’s dad are having an affair.” Tau’s father had vanished on an expedition into Zawam Asu, far away south, and Kindalana’s mother had disavowed the marriage to go seek her fortune in gold trading.


“What, then? What could be your fault?”


“I mean the . . . the war.”


“Oh.” Abdu kicked a stone downslope with a little grunt. “Like a trim thing? Like that thing you asked me about a while ago, with your twin?”


Tau had been born with a stillborn twin, and they had always feared that somehow this would poison them, turn to gangrene with lonely years.


Tau wanted to learn to walk with a little sway in the hip. They tried it out. It would need practice. They looked back at Abdu, to see if he was watching, and said, “Yeah. That thing.”


“Tell me what you’re afraid of.”


Tau said, in a very much rehearsed rush: “Maybe, because my twin came out dead, I was born a fratricide. Maybe I was born as someone who hurts their friends. A principle of selfishness. I was selfish with you, and Kinda, and I used Cosgrad to try to hurt you, and Cosgrad’s connected to Falcrest and the war. So maybe my nature tainted the whole Mbo. Maybe the war is . . . because of me.”


Abdumasi kicked another rock. “Kinda would tell you how stupid and selfish that is,” he said, “and how naïve it is to believe that your friendships could control entire nations. But I guess that’s why I can’t stand her sometimes. She always says the correct thing and not the right thing, the friendly thing, which,” he began to rush, too, “is why I wish you wouldn’t spend so much time being a Prince, no matter how good you are at it. And you are really good. People admire you, Tau, though you don’t know it; people think you’re unambitious, compassionate, thoughtful, kindhearted, all the things they want in a Prince. But I could use you around as a friend, so Kinda doesn’t walk all over me. I should’ve come to you for advice before I started sleeping with her. I should’ve come to you for advice a lot. I need a friend a lot more than I need another Prince.”


“Oh, Abdu,” Tau said.


“The war’s really not your fault, Tau.” Abdumasi kicked a third rock. It skipped into a cypress shrub and a bird began to shriek. After a moment he grabbed Tau-indi’s hand, held it, and made one small circle with his big rough thumb. “I know it’s not.”


“How?”


“Because you’re good. Because the only hurt you do is on purpose.”


Tau-indi nodded and coughed (his hand was very strong). “So. How are things with you two?”


“I don’t know.” Abdumasi looked at their joined hands like he might obtain from those laced fingers the secret of how to grip what he wanted to say. “I wanted, uh . . . she thought you knew about us, she thought you’d kind of asked us to get together, but I didn’t want her to tell you we’d . . . started. Because I wanted. To have something you didn’t. For a little while.”


Why not me? Tau-indi wanted to ask. But it was a stupid question. They’d known Abdu since before they could talk. What room was there for anything like desire between them? Desire required distance. They’d left no space for it to grow.


“Do you love her?”


Abdumasi’s face knotted up like the tetanus wreck of Cosgrad Torrinde and he made a long growl. “I don’t know.”


“Do you want to be with her?”


“That’s a complicated question. It turns out it’s really hard to quit kola nuts, or coffee, or Kindalana, especially when you’ve had some for a while, and then you try not to have any more—” And then, as he stared past Tau-indi, his eyes suddenly wide, he said, “Oh, principles, I think we need to run.”


“What?”


“Tau, look!”


There were boats on the dawn lake. A flotilla, a fleet, an armada of boats coming south from the city of Jaro, south to Prince Hill. On those boats there was a mob. And all the mob’s shouts were death. There were people from every Kingdom of Lonjaro, all of the Eleven Gates and Jaro itself and even the wandering renegade shua do-gooders of Abdeli Bduli the Thirteenth and Unfailing Kingdom, who had no homes but those they were invited into.


Tau and Abdu both stared incredulous at the vision riding the lead skiff. It was the comic griot Abdu had hired to tell them about the war, painted scalp to fingertips in ash, holding, in each hand, a pole bound up with a dead-eyed totem of a Falcresti man. They were extraordinarily well-made totems, and they illustrated exactly what would be done to those Falcrest bodies. Totems like that had not been made since the Maia invasions centuries ago, when some Princes declared the Maia to be enenen, alien to trim, nonhuman enemies who could not be paid blood money or granted guest right.


“They’re coming for Cosgrad and Farrier.” Tau’s stomach swooped horribly. “Oh, principles, if they do—”


Two Falcresti lives taken in vengeance for a hundred thousand Oriati dead. And more later. And more. And more forever. Who ever heard of an avenger satisfied? Even one?


They looked at Abdumasi, and their swoop of fear struck the earth and dashed like vomit into mud. Abdumasi wanted to let Farrier and Torrinde die.


Tau cried at them: “If our guests die in our care, we suffer ten generations of ruin!”


“I know. I know.” Abdu took a big breath. “We have to do something. We’ll go down there and meet them—”


Tau took Abdumasi’s other hand. “Abdu, they won’t listen to you. You’re a merchant’s boy, they’ll beat you!”


“I can slow them down.” His eyes flashed with pride. “They know me in Jaro. They know my mom all over the Mbo, wherever her ships land. And anyway, what will you do? You’re dressed like a house clerk, not a Prince. You haven’t even finished your Instrumentality.”


“I need my paints and jewels. I need the regalia. Then they’ll respect me, and maybe I can turn them away—”


“Your house is too far! And you can’t go down there alone!”


“I’m not going back to my house. And I’m not going down there alone.”


When he understood what Tau-indi intended, Abdumasi tore away, crocodile-faced with jealousy. This was something he could never be part of, a power he would never wield, and that wounded him.


But he swallowed it up and nodded. “Go get Kindalana. You need her. Go be Princes.”


“Get your sentries.” The voice of command came to Tau-indi without any guilt. Going to Abdu this morning had set their trim a little closer to right, and so the principles had brought them here, now, on this lakeshore, where they could make a difference. “Go to my house and guard Cosgrad and Farrier. Another party might sneak around south of the hill, and come up on them in secret.”


“They’re a mob, manata, I don’t think they’ll try a flanking attack—”


“Don’t you underestimate them,” Tau shouted, already running, “don’t you think they’re stupid! Those are still Mbo people!”


They tore across the hillside, through bramble and vine, over gutter and stream. If they could save the hostages, they could save the peace, and that might inhabit the whole Mbo with principles of reconciliation.


The war might end.


2


Eternal


They hoisted Baru out of the Tubercule pit by rope and pulley, up into a compartment of dark resinous wood. There was no metal anywhere. The rich brown-black planks had been fixed together with wooden treenails. All the light came from a single uncaged candle cupped in the shadow ambassador’s hands.


“Careful with that,” Baru warned her. “Your wood looks flammable.”


The ambassador smiled thinly. “We’ve managed so far.”


“You won’t manage another day if I come to any harm. Remember, my people are prepared to burn this ship if I’m not returned safely.” A lie that was Baru’s only protection.


“Set her down,” the ambassador ordered. “But hold her.”


The man working the hoist pinned her arms at her sides, and held her dangling. His grip was ginger, as if either her filth or her nakedness troubled him. She heel-kicked him in the shins. He did not even grunt.


“Are you done?” The Womb, the shadow ambassador, rested her candle’s cup against the curve of her stomach. “I am prepared to offer you parole, with terms.”


“I am not a prisoner!” Baru squirmed against the man holding her arms. No use; he was impossibly strong. “I am a representative of the Imperial Republic and the Emperor Itself. I demand to be treated with full diplomatic privilege. Let me down!”


“What did Kimbune ask you?”


“Not as much as she told me! Why are you keeping me hidden from the rest of your ship?”


The shadow ambassador pursed her lips in frustration. “I put a taboo around you. Kimbune broke it. Did she tell you why?”


In the edge of the candlelight stood a young woman with deep black skin and a neat cap of kinky hair. The sign of the Round Number was tattooed on her forehead: a circle with a long line beneath it, divided into three large parts and a tiny fraction—the ratio of the circle’s circumference to its diameter, three point one four. A number representing the portions of the body, the philosopher Iri anEnna had said. One part of water, one of air, one of flesh, and a little fraction of mystery.


No wonder she’d tried to conduct the interrogation herself. Leave it to a pure mathematician to think she could solve it all alone.


“Hello,” Baru said, staring at her curiously. “You almost drowned me.”


Kimbune looked away defiantly. “I didn’t mean to break it. The design was flawed.”


Baru’s pinned arms made her furiously aware of every itch, splinter, and raw spot on her body. “I want fresh water. I need to wash.”


“I see nakedness doesn’t bother you.” The Womb refused Baru’s bait—if they had fresh water to spare it would mean they were near an aquifer, and Baru could guess their position. “Would you bargain information for linens?”


“Why would I be ashamed? You took my clothes.” Her period would have inconvenienced her (she was due), but it had skipped, as it had in the fearful days before Sieroch. “I won’t bargain for anything. I demand to be treated as a visiting dignitary.”


The Womb tapped her fingers impatiently. “Terms of parole. You will be given a room and comforts. You will not leave it without one of my escorts. You will not speak to anyone without my presence. Not even someone you pass on the deck.”


“Such concern! You brought me here. Why not make the most of it?”


The Womb had traded the dashiki she’d worn at the embassy for a thick ankle-length wool cassock. Kimbune wore the same. Baru imagined their modesty might come from some kind of dualist tradition, one that venerated the true flesh of the immortata over the frail and shameful ephemera of the body. But she was only guessing.


“I do have something to ask of you,” the Womb said, carefully. “Something that might make a great difference.”


Baru smiled toothsomely at her. “Need to assure your people bringing me here wasn’t a mistake?”


“No.” The Womb had an absolute certainty about her, when she wanted. “I need the opposite. I need you to tell them you’ve led the enemy to us, and that we’re in terrible danger. Tell them it’s time to give up and go home.”


“Give up on what?”


“It doesn’t matter.”


“Wait!” Kimbune leapt forward, wide-eyed. “Wait, Abbatai, we can’t! We’ve come so far, he’s so close, he must be . . .”


“Look. Already she has us turning on each other.” The Womb did something, must have done something, to make the candle she held gutter down. “Maybe it’d be better if we put her back in that pit.”


“And waste a chance to talk your way safely past my warships? Throw away an opportunity to find out exactly how much Falcrest knows about you and your, ah”—Baru paused, rather artfully, she thought—“your anatomical society?”


“Tau-indi warned me you’d lie. That you’d pretend you wanted to help us. Like you did in Aurdwynn.”


Damn Tau! At least when they’d been limp with grief they couldn’t fuck things up—oh, she couldn’t bear to think about Tau right now. Just shove it off into the right, into her blind side.


“Where is this ship? No, don’t tell me, I’ll deduce it.” She stretched to get her feet on the deck, and winced at the pressure on her splinters. “This is the ship that sank Tau’s Cheetah. Therefore it’s large enough to carry an arsenal of cannon. We’d have spotted a ship that size on our approach to Kyprananoke if it were moored anywhere nearby. But you can’t be moored far off. A ship this size must have a crew to match, and crews are thirsty. Say a gallon per day for each head, and most of your wine and beer used up in the voyage here. You’d need to stay close to the freshwater. And the only way to get freshwater on Kyprananoke without going through the Kyprist government would be the aquifers on el-Tsunuqba. We’re inside el-Tsunuqba, aren’t we? We’re in the caldera of the old volcano.”


Kimbune looked gratifyingly impressed. Baru stared the Womb down smugly. “Shitty hiding place. No wonder you’re cornered.”


“Who’s the boy in the sketch? The one you showed at the embassy, when you recited our prayer?”


No! Not Iraji. Baru jagged away as hard as she could. “I want water. I want to wash. I want to speak to my aide. Then we can discuss whether or not you’ll be taking this ship home safely . . . wherever you come from.”


“Put her down, Innibarish,” the Womb said.


The man behind her unhooked her from the hoist and set her down. She turned, curious to see what made him so absurdly strong, and felt an uneasy Incrastic fascination, a Falcresti gaze that saw bodies as artifacts and resources. Innibarish was muscular beyond any man she’d ever met, beyond even Hesychast, swollen like a bully whippet, the purebreed Metademe dogs that were born double-muscled. Possibly, checking against her accounts, he was the tallest person she had ever met. But he was gentle. And it was not his fault that his breechcloth failed his modesty: she only thought it interesting that he would respond at all.


“Your man has a hard-on,” she said.


“Please don’t be crude,” the Womb sighed. “Innibarish is a good man.”


“I just think it’s tactically interesting. If he’s aroused by a stinking, salt-soaked woman, it’s clearly been a long time for him. Which means you’re not letting even your most trusted lackey go ashore.”


“I don’t like whores,” the man said, in gentle Aphalone.


Baru ignored him. That detail was inconvenient to the story she was telling. “Miss Womb, if your man here hasn’t been ashore . . . has anyone? Are you the only one who knows Kyprananoke’s fallen into civil war? Or that there are Falcresti warships waiting outside the caldera? Or that the Kettling has been released?”


Kimbune gasped in horror. Even the big man looked shaken.


“No,” the Womb said, reluctantly. “No one else knows.”


“Liar,” Baru said, smugly. “Someone sent Kimbune to find me. Someone else knew I was brought aboard. Is she the one who let the Kettling out? Is she the one who gave the rebels Oriati weapons?”


That, she thought, is who I want to talk to.


But the Womb was staring at her hands. Suddenly she inhaled hard, pinched out the candle, and left them all in the dark: except for the unmistakable waxing gleam of her fingers, an auroral blue-green.


“She’s coming,” Innibarish said, softly. “She carries powerful magic.”


“Kimbune.” The Womb’s urgency made the mathematician jump. “The Brain sent you here?”


Kimbune nodded, eyes downcast.


The Womb said something very softly in Maulmake, a question that was not a question at all.


Kimbune nodded again.


“Damn it,” the Womb said, flatly. “Damn you, Kimbune, for leading her here. Damn Unuxekome Ra for telling her too much. And damn her for leading you astray. Innibarish, take Baru aft, to the void rooms where we stowed the others. Clothe her and go!”


“Shall I blindfold her, Abbatai?”


“No. Let her see the ship. Let her know that an attack would be insanity.” The Womb’s hands were burning now, bright as a campfire and rising. “Just get her inside my taboos before she’s taken!”


“Tau told you,” Baru breathed. She understood now. “That’s what you’re afraid of. Tau told you I want to fight Falcrest. Tau warned you I was lying, but there’s someone on this ship who believes me. . . .”


The Womb slapped Baru, right on the glass cut in her cheek. Baru’s whole mind folded into a thin white crack of pain. “If the Brain’s people find you they will do things to your flesh that will make you regret your fetus ever found a place in your mother’s womb. Listen to me now! Do not let them put anything into your body. Do you understand? Not even water. Better for you to die than to let the baneflesh have you! Your soul will be caught up and mutilated for a thousand years or more!”


There were centuries of fury in her eyes and for a moment Baru believed with all her heart that the Womb truly was immortal. That the woman she was speaking to was only a vehicle for the mass inside her.


“And if you lead poor Kimbune to harm,” the Womb hissed, “I’ll have you back in that hole to drown alone—”


“You won’t kill me,” Baru snarled, advancing on her with the marks of power she had, the flesh wealth of her strength and the Incrastic mark of her well-kept teeth. “You’re immortal, aren’t you? Every one of your lives is infinitely precious. The navy is out there, waiting to burn you, and I am the only thing that can save you now. You need to cut a deal with me.”


“Get her out of here,” the Womb snapped. “Get her aft. I’ll head the Brain off and meet you there.”


Kimbune had lied to her. They were not on a ship. This could not be a ship.


This was a fortress.


How could that triple-terraced mansion, with its withered gardens and narrow windows, be a ship’s sterncastle? How could those eight receding pillars, marching away like columns in a temple gallery, be masts? No ship had ever sailed with eight masts. . . .


Shattered el-Tsunuqba’s flooded caldera opened to the sea through a mess of fjords to the north. Tall cliffs ringed the south wall. The light of green worms clinging to the cliffs cast tenuous shadows from the rigging: an ecumene of spiderwebs in pale relief across the deck.


It was the rigging that forced her mind to concede. The lines implied functions, hoist and haul, reef and shakeout; and those functions resolved the whole preposterous immensity into the deck of a ship. A ship twice as long as any ever recorded in the Navy List. Baru made a hasty computation—given her dimensions, she must ship at least a hundred tons of cargo. The profit on a single load would be immense. . . .


“Behold Eternal,” Innibarish whispered. Even he was awed. Maybe he had watched this ship built, decade by decade, over the course of an immortal life. Maybe.


“No wonder you’re trapped here,” Baru breathed. “A boar in wet concrete would handle better on the open sea. . . .”


The shriek of the whale’s metal blowhole sounded from the dark water below. The back of Baru’s throat prickled like the first hint of a cold. She swallowed in fear. She did not understand the whale. She was in the strangest place she had ever been.


“That is Galganath, our sentry,” Innibarish explained. “Giving the all-clear at the end of a patrol.”


“You talk to the whale?”


“Of course we do.”


“It can speak?”


“It can hold its breath, can’t it? What’s talking except the choice of when to breathe?”


They walked aft, circling a steep-roofed, palatial deckhouse built around the masts. Huge rolls of canvas rustled overhead. Capstans with spokes fit for oxen coiled up miles of rope.


Baru would love to be captain of this ship—no, not the captain, the ship’s master and owner. She would love to have the blueprints, and a way to build more. . . .


She scoured the design for clues. The weather deck was built of the same expensive-looking dark teak as the Tubercule chamber, and it had been carved, not in florid oriasques or humid jungle patterns, but into fingernail-tiny geometric links. Diamonds and hexagons, constructed of short straight strokes, chained together like maille . . . and there were initials in the shapes, too, left by builders or sailors, each letter joined to the greater pattern with reverent care.


On a Falcresti ship, there would be crews out here on sunny days, dragging qualmstones up and down, singing their work songs as they scoured. How could there be engravings on the deck? Where was the weathering on the wood? Where were the stains left by years of feet?


The wood must be of incredible quality to last so well.


Not a human soul moved anywhere. Not up in the masts. Not in the acres of rigging and blocks. Not one exhalation disturbed the smell of pitch, tar, turpentine, and lime. The stillness tugged on a childhood terror of ghost ships, and when a bead of condensation dripped from a ratline above her, Baru was sure it would splash on the deck as black Kettling blood.


This ship had supplied the Canaat rebels. This ship had weapons on it, and people willing to use them against Falcrest and its pawns.


She had to find them.


She looked out the other way, into the darkness of the caldera, where luminous green water licked at the bluffs. She had to conclude her business here and escape before Xate Yawa arrived and her lies collapsed.


“You wanted to speak to your aide,” Innibarish said. “This way.”


Who turned you?”


Baru seized Shao Lune by the high cheekbones of her sweet heart-shaped face. The web of her thumb cut between Shao’s parted lips and she noticed, again, that she was missing two fingers on her right hand: she forgot that sometimes, because the hand was on her blind side.


Staff Captain Shao Lune bit her.


Baru clamped her hand down and didn’t let go. Chew me, then: you haven’t the fire for it, Lune, you’re too dignified.


“You put a jellyfish trail on Ra’s boat. Who gave you the chemicals? Who’s following us?”


“Let me go.” Baru’s blood smeared across Shao’s full lips. “Let me go and I’ll tell you.”


The Womb had installed Shao Lune in a cabin that suited her entirely: leather furniture in pools of candlelight, a rich and finished place. There was no inscription on the deck here. As if this space were an embassy, a pocket in the Cancrioth pattern where outsiders could be stowed.


Baru remembered another room, another confrontation, where Tain Hu had thrown her down on her back and hissed you gave us too much. She shoved Shao Lune to the floor. The staff captain’s salt-soaked uniform crackled beneath her as she fell. Her elbows clapped on hardwood; her beautiful face twisted viciously.


Baru put a foot on her throat before she could spit something too foul to forgive. “Tell me who turned you.”


“Yawa.” Shao relaxed, suddenly playful beneath the steel tip of the boot. “I told Yawa I’d help her take you, in exchange for a pardon. Just a move in the game, Agonist.”


Baru dug her heel in. “Now she knows how to find this ship. You’ve put all my gains in danger. I should’ve left you in the bilge.”


“But I’m not hers, Baru,” Shao said, just as smooth as wet ice. “I warned you she was conspiring against you. I gave you a chance to outbid her. You still have that chance. You know me, Baru. You know I’ll work for whoever benefits me, and that’s why I’m the only one you can trust. We’re trapped here. Yawa can’t save me. I need you. You need me.”


“You’re really reprehensible,” Baru said, in wonder and in relief. Shao’s mercenary allegiance made much more tactical sense than Tau-indi’s unconditional trust. Look where that had brought Tau.


“I need you now.” Shao’s voice husked against Baru’s heel. “I need you to be the savant they say you are. You’ve been weak, Baru, you’ve been pathetic—”


“I have not!”


“Oh, come now. I was locked up in Helbride’s bilge and even I know how bewildered you’ve been. How purposeless. You got hopelessly drunk and slept with me!” Shao blinked at her, mockingly astonished. “Healthy people don’t do things like that.”


“I imagine healthy people want nothing to do with you,” Baru snapped.


“Healthy people don’t need so many nightcaps,” Shao retorted. “Really, Baru, what have you done lately except run from your problems and fall into traps? You’re ruined.


“But I remember what happened the last time you were ruined. Everyone in Aurdwynn dismissed you after you destroyed the fiat note and alienated the Governor. Everyone thought you were finished. And that was when you triumphed.”


Shao arched up against Baru’s foot, reminding Baru, suddenly, of the mountaineering net she wore beneath her uniform, the clinging survival gear that trapped air against her skin for warmth. “You can do it again, can’t you? You and I? We have such an opportunity! A ship out of the far west, full of exotic people, new languages, new flora and fauna, all their books and maps. We have a chance to find out what they can offer us! This is what Falcrest does!”


Baru flinched like Shao had stung her heel. “When will Yawa come for me?”


“I don’t know. Who knows what she’ll do when she finds this ship? This is our chance, Baru, not hers.”


Baru dug her foot back in. She didn’t trust Shao, and she doubly distrusted her need for Shao to say a little more, to assure her that she was a savant, and not a whiskey-soaked ruin.


“Please,” Shao wheezed. “Let me be useful.”


Something shuddered against Baru’s balance. Like an interior riptide, pouring across her thoughts, running out into a right-side ocean. She felt for an instant as if clouds had parted, and she had seen, in the distance, a place where sea and sky whirled together, a maelstrom as tall as a cyclone’s eye and as deep as the green ash sea. All the gathered wreckage of her course, all the broken things she had left behind her, seemed to drift toward that place of convergence, and she began to recognize in the debris the image of a face. . . .


And then it passed.


She had a purpose here, a purpose she couldn’t forget. Find the Kettling. Find a way to transport it. Release it in Falcrest. That was what Tain Hu would want. Shao Lune could be useful in that work; Baru could allow her to believe they were working together, as she’d let Tain Hu believe. Do it again, Baru, like you did it before.


“Where’s Tau?” Baru forced herself to ask. “Are they all right?”


“The Prince? Still having a snit, I suppose. Probably in one of the other cabins back here. We’re not guarded, as far as I can tell. Everyone’s busy belowdecks. Listen.”


She beckoned Baru to lay her ear against the deck.


Very distantly, passed through wood and air, Baru heard running feet and shouting. The slam of wood on wood. It sounded like a very subdued riot.


“No pistol shots,” she noted. “No screams.”


“None I’ve heard.”


“Maybe they hate killing each other. Because they’re immortal.”


Shao Lune snorted. “Of course they are.”


“Who do you think’s fighting?”


“I don’t know. Who can say what divides these people?”


“Me,” Baru said, uneasily. “They’ve learned I’m here. Some of them want to find me, and others won’t allow it. . . .”


Shao Lune rolled onto her back and began to undo her uniform. “You stink. We should both wash, or the salt will give us sores.”


“You have water?” Baru gasped.


“In there—there’s no tap, but the cask is full, and it’s only a little stagnant—”


Baru lunged for the washroom.


Baru drank greedily. It was cool and clean and good. When her thirst was finished, she cleaned her hands and took off the cassock Innibarish had given her to wash. Shao Lune washed, too, and Baru found herself noticing the net, that damn mountaineering net Shao Lune had worn for warmth, the way it portioned Shao’s smooth skin and indulgent build into sectors which stressed and distorted. Like a map, like a chart of resources and luxuries. Baru had admired the diver Ulyu Xe for her oneness, her indivisibility, the way one line became another curve, calf became hip became flank, so you could not possibly separate her into pieces.


Shao was nothing like her. Baru could pick one grid sector of the net, any sector, and find something to admire. But the net kept her from seeing the whole woman.


The staff captain hung her uniform. She turned, and saw Baru watching her, and said, grinning, as lively and friendly now as she had never been on Helbride, “Come on, I’m not doing your laundry for you.”


Baru hugged herself and shivered. They were alone. The two of them on this huge ship in this huge dead caldera, cut off from everything, hundreds of miles from anyone who would be their friend.


“Sorry,” she said, foolishly: Shao Lune would never respect weakness. “I was thinking.”


“You’re lucky we’re both prisoners now,” Shao said. For a moment her eyes were indecent: so obviously flirting to take Baru’s mind off her betrayal. “Puts us on an even footing.”


You don’t understand, Baru thought, you don’t know what it is with me. If we—if I allow myself to—then you’ll be lost here, Shao. I’ll have to abandon you to get what I want. That’s the life I chose.


Oh, fuck that.


Shao Lune padded maddeningly to the door, to check the lock. How did she do it? How did she decide how Baru would see her?


“I’ve been noticing things,” Baru said, desperate to seize any kind of control. “The ship is undercrewed. And the shadow ambassador mentioned things which made me think . . . the Cancrioth, they’re not unified, not in command of their situation. Not the way my sponsors expected. Not some kind of octopus with their arms in everything—”


“Like the Emperor’s Throne?”


Baru laughed harshly. “After watching three of the Emperor’s agents run from a single navy frigate for weeks on end, do you still think we’re all that?”


“But you’re not part of the true Throne.”


“The true Throne?” Baru snapped, dangerously. “Am I false, somehow?”


“You are a foreigner. Xate Yawa is a foreigner. Apparitor is a foreigner. Do you really believe the real Throne would have so many foreign-born members? Do you really think it would have so many women?” Her eyes lingered on Baru as if marking the differences between them, at once dismissive and intensely domineering. “You didn’t think it was coincidence they sent three foreign-born agents on this expedition, did you? And no one born Falcresti at all?”


“No,” Baru admitted.


She’d begun to wonder, in her hangover reveries, whether half the purpose of this expedition was to shake them down, test their loyalty and their hereditary virtues—and whether the other half of the purpose was to keep them out of the way while more important things happened.


Shao turned back to Baru with a cotton cloth covering an object in her hands. “I have your things from the boat. The sack with your papers, and your little device, which I didn’t open. I wanted to take the cover off your mask, in case there was water trapped underneath, but I thought I should get permission. Would you like me to . . . ?”


She slipped the cotton cloth away to show the beautiful terrible thing underneath. It still had its green cover on, the cover Baru had worn to the embassy. Shao ran one finger down its edge and found the seam where it lay over the true mask.


“Yes,” Baru said, with a tremble she could not control.


Shao undid the little clamps and pulled. But suction kept the cover attached, and Shao’s short-nailed fingers weren’t able to pry it away.


“Allow me,” Baru said, reaching out.


Shao lifted the mask to her full mouth and bit down. Her tooth parted the little gap, and the cover came away like a rind. The blank blue-white ceramic of Baru’s mask waited beneath. The eight-point polestar insignia of Imperial authority blazed around the right eye in chased silver.


“Beautiful,” Shao breathed, as Baru shuddered in ugly need. “Put it on.”


“I don’t see why,” Baru said, stiffly.


“Put it on. I need to ask you a question. As what you’re supposed to be, Baru.” A spike of ugly impatience, like a nail through her lip. “Someone who knows what to do.”


Baru slid the mask down over her face. It had been made just for her. The fit was lighter than fog.


Shao drew herself up straight. “Why did you bring us here? What do you want from the Cancrioth?”


To get something from them to kill your whole civilization. To make Tain Hu’s sacrifice worth it. To prove I was worth her faith.


“My master wants proof of the Cancrioth’s existence,” she said. “If I possess it, he’ll give me anything. Anything at all.”


“Including a pardon?”


“A pardon would be nothing. He’d give me a province.”


“And he can save us from Ormsment?” Shao’s eyes narrowed with need. “She’s very close, Baru. She has us trapped here. She has Sulane and she might turn Ascentatic to her cause. You know what she’ll do if she catches us, Baru.


“She’s come so far to kill you. I don’t think she’ll stop now.”


3


Forces Converge


Water hammer.


It smashed at Juris Ormsment. It leapt inside her, the guilt and the rage, the storm-loud scream of all the sailors she’d left to drown under Baru Cormorant’s “protection” at Welthony Harbor. She had not been a walking wound, before Baru. She had not been a thin dressing over a gushing cut. She had never considered mutiny at all.


Now here she was, many miles and many lives from her post, hunting Baru. And the water hammer was in her.


She hauled herself up the ropes onto the deck of a warship. Not her flag Sulane or her consort Scylpetaire (detached, now, for the long voyage to Taranoke, to gather Baru’s parents as hostages) but the Emperor’s own frigate RNS Ascentatic.


Ascentatic’s master-at-arms cried out “Admiral on deck!” The ship’s officers snapped to attention. The marine lieutenant struck the chime and the drummers rapped out a salute. Juris almost cried aloud with pride: to see the navy turn out its honors for her, one last time. She was sworn to murder an agent of the Emperor’s Throne, and thus in open mutiny against the lawful authority of the Emperor. She would never receive these honors again.


But Ascentatic’s company did not yet know.


The captain did. She’d made sure of that before trespassing on his ship. Ascentatic’s Asmee Nullsin offered her his good right hand. His left was a prosthetic hammer, amputated after two severed fingers went to rot. A rigging injury. Always mind the sacrifices your sailors have made, Ahanna Croftare had told her.


Juris gave him a firm shake. “Permission to come aboard?”


“Denied, mam.” He waited for the ship’s purser to record that in the log. “Shall we disembark you through the ship’s great cabin?”


“Immediately.” She returned his officers’ salutes with a pointed glance at the deck. Obediently they all looked at their toes, so that they could say, at their court-martials, that the Province Admiral had ordered them to disregard her presence.


Nullsin’s ship was in fine order. The company stood at their action stations, thick-armed men and broad-shouldered women at the lines, nimble girls aloft in the rigging, rocketry mates ready with lenses screwed into their masks at the hwachas and the big ship-killer Flying Fish rockets. Above everyone and everything towered the three masts, foremast and mainmast and aft. The mainmast alone was as tall as Ascentatic was long, built of interlocked lengths of pine, because no single tree could grow that tall and strong. A fleet of Falcresti ships in close company made the highest forest in the world.


The sails were stronger than the masts, though. If the battle frigate Ascentatic put up a full spread of canvas on a strong wind, she would sail her own masts off. The canvas would simply tear the wood apart and fly away. Pulled away from their stations to answer a higher call.


Nothing could ever be built strong enough, Juris thought. Nothing ever went untested.


They went inside the sterncastle, to Nullsin’s great cabin. He ordered his steward away and Juris dogged the door shut. “Is anyone listening?”


“Of course not,” Nullsin said, pouring a whiskey, one-handed, then another. “Am I suicidal? I heard from my marines that things went very badly on Haravige. Were you wounded?”


“No,” she said, which was mostly the truth. “They pronounce it Hara-Vijay, if you can hear the difference.”


“I’m a good officer, mam. Trained to listen to blunt orders. Not nuance of accent.”


“I expect you’d like some blunt orders from me?”


“I’m not sure I do, mam, after what you’ve told me.”


She nodded: an honest reply. “What about the embassy staff?” It was the navy’s duty to safeguard embassies, even the enemy’s. “And the Prince-Ambassador?”


“Most of the staff died in the fire. No sign of the Prince-Ambassador.” Nullsin grimaced. “Very bad if Tau-indi Bosoka was in there. We could be blamed, and then . . .”


Parliament was always looking for an excuse to decapitate the Admiralty and install its own picks. This threat was eight parts fear of what a popular admiral might do (seize the trade, declare herself empress) and two parts dislike of navy women. A bunch of tribadists and anti-mannist bitches, the men in Parliament thought. And the Merit Admirals, the navy’s professional society of old women, were the worst of the litter.


“What the fuck was Tau-indi doing here?” she wondered aloud. Juris had known her—known him—damn it, known them as a cheerful, somewhat zaftig laman who gave clever gifts. They’d presented Juris with a loose-leaf copy of the Kiet Khoiad, with chapters that could be rearranged to change the story. If every last person in the world were gathered up by the archons and offered their heart’s desire in exchange for their soul, Juris had really believed Tau-indi would be the last and most virtuous of the resisters.


Baru had turned them both. Juris to mutiny, and Tau, somehow, to Baru’s side.


People bent. You hit them hard enough and they just bent.


“I’m in open mutiny,” she told Nullsin. She would not carry out a mutiny meant to protect the navy’s good officers by lying to one of those good officers. “I’ve already killed members of the Imperial advisory staff and defied Imperial edict.”


“Queen’s stitched cunt,” he snapped, “do you have to say it? Begging”—he swallowed—“your pardon, mam.”


“Did you know before I told you?”


“We were on the Llosydanes after you. We saw the aftermath of your . . . pursuit there.” He closed up his crystal decanter with his good hand. “Why haven’t you caught your target?”


“Her ship is fast. She has assets to expend.” And the whims of the unfortunately necessary Aurdwynni brute Tain Shir had interfered. “She used Tau-indi’s diplomatic seals to head us off.”


Nullsin offered her one of the whiskeys. His hand was shaking, narrowly and very fast: living through a moment he knew would be questioned and interrogated with his life as the stakes. “I have orders to bring her in for questioning. Out of concern she’s part of a conspiracy to ignite open war with the Oriati.”


The whiskey tasted like a peat bog full of brine. She loved it. “Orders from who?”


“Rear Admiral Maroyad, on Isla Cauteria.” He drank, lunging at the glass, trying to cover his shaking hand with vigor. “We picked up five prisoners from Baru’s old retinue in Aurdwynn. The so-called ‘Vultjagata.’ They led us here. They also told us that you attacked the Morrow Ministry station on the Llosydanes.”


“You believed them?” she said, trying to be wry. “I’m hurt.”


“I believed the wrecks of two Oriati dromon you left behind. I did what cleanup I could before Parliament finds the mess.” He watched her carefully. “With respect, mam, what the fuck were you thinking? Gassing the Ministry station? Murdering Falcresti citizens?”


She hadn’t gassed the station, but it hardly mattered. “Do you really want to know? Do you want that information in your possession when the Parliamentary inquisition is called?”


Nullsin paced over to stare into the oil painting of Admiral Juristane’s flagship bombarding the Oriati fleet in Kutulbha harbor. The artist had captured the slick, oily Burn fire clinging to the waves, floating like grease on a pan. Nullsin drank again, grimaced, and looked back.


“Are you going to ask me to join you?”


“No.” Oh, Nullsin, of course not. He had his duty to his mission and his crew. She would not force her own unforgivable failure on him.


“I refused to let you board,” he said, watching her. “I’d be in my power to ask you to leave now.”


“You’re right. Of course”—she paused, letting him understand that she was about to leverage him, just a little—“if you send me away, we can’t cooperate to manage the situation ashore. Have you seen what they’re doing to each other?”


Nullsin shuddered.


The Kyprananoke archipelago had fallen into democlysm, the word great Iranenna (she’d read her prerevolutionary philosophers, in school at Shaheen) coined for “a chaos made of man.” Nowhere in nature could you find bloodshed like this. Years of surgical punishment and water interdict by the ruling Kyprist junta had finally flashed the islands to fire. The Canaat rebels were boiling out of the west, slaughtering their way across the archipelago with fishing spears and exotic rocket-powder pistols, shooting dead everyone who’d ever spoken a kind word about distant Falcrest. In Loveport, the acrobats’ scaffolds now dangled the bodies of orange-gloved Kyprists.


Some of the rebels were bleeding green-black blood, the telltale symptom of the hemorrhagic plague that the ancient Oriati had named, for the way it boiled up out of certain hidden reservoirs, the Kettling.


“Helbride flashed me an order an hour ago.” Nullsin showed her the scrap of paper where a tactical clerk had translated the sunflash into text. “A command from the Emperor’s agent Apparitor. Prevent any ship from departing these waters, on penalty of destruction by fire.”


Juris sneered: Apparitor was quietly understood to hold sway over the Empire Admiral Lindon Satamine, a young man from the Storm Corps who had been promoted, unfairly, over all the Admiralty’s seasoned fighting women. “Will you comply?”


“There’s Kettling here. How couldn’t I?”


“You’re right,” she decided. “That has to be your priority.”


“Good.” Nullsin drank too long, and coughed. He put the glass down on his writing blotter. “We’re right on the fulcrum here, aren’t we, Province Admiral?”


It was absurd. The state of the whole Ashen Sea balanced on them, here, right now. This plague could kill millions if it reached the mainlands. This civil war could be the first blow of an Oriati attack on Falcrest, the beginning of a war that might (if the worst predictions were true) set back civilization half a millennium.


So much depended on the next few days. They might button it all up neatly and restore the Ashen Sea to sanity. Or the plague might escape. The war might flash over. And in two months every city from Devimandi to New Kutulbha would burn as millions of plague-carrying refugees swarmed like locusts into the Occupation and the Butterveldt.


Once, long ago, the Cheetah Palaces had ruled the Ashen Sea. Their time had ended. Once, not quite so long ago, the Jellyfish Eaters had ruled the Ashen Sea. Their time had ended. Kyprananoke was all that remained of them.


Falcrest ruled the Ashen Sea today. It was genuinely possible that in a few hundred years no one would remember Falcrest at all.


“I’m glad you’re here,” she said, softly. “I wouldn’t want to manage this alone.”


“I’m not glad you’re here,” he said, smiling ironically. “But since you are, I’m glad you brought a damn fine warship.”


They chimed their glasses off each other, that high thin ping of glass on glass that Juris had first heard as a child, in services at the Cult of Human Reason.


The steward’s door burst open. A tall Oriati woman in a half-buttoned uniform shoved past the steward. She was big, her eyes alert, tall and well-muscled and wide-hipped, near as far opposite the Falcresti ideal of compact beauty as you could get.


“Lieutenant Commander,” Nullsin snapped, “what in the name of virtue are you doing?”


“Sir!” The Oriati woman saluted first Nullsin, then, without pause, Juris. “Lieutenant Commander Aminata, reporting.”


No one eavesdropping, eh, Nullsin? Probably he hadn’t known. But wait a moment now—“I recognize you. You were at the embassy.” Juris had seen this woman firing her flare pistol, calling in the Ascentatic marines. “You gave the order to burn the grounds, didn’t you? To contain the plague?”


“Yes, mam,” Aminata said, firmly. “I gave that order.”


“You did the right thing.” Her heart cried at that firmness, that discipline. What the navy asked of its young women. How gloriously they answered. “You did your duty.”


“Yes, mam.” A little steel glinted in her eyes: she did not need to be told her duty.


“Lieutenant Commander,” Nullsin said, warningly, “you shouldn’t be here right now.”


Aminata took a deep breath. Her eyes went to Nullsin for a moment, apologetic, and then returned, decisively, to Juris. “Mam, I want to volunteer to lead the attempt to capture Baru Cormorant.”


Nullsin groaned like he’d been stabbed. Was there something between them? No, definitely not. Aminata would use whores, and a man who fucked with officers under his command would not last long in the navy.


“Lieutenant Commander,” he said, “Baru died in that fire.”


“No, sir, she wouldn’t go into that embassy without a way out. I think I have a lead on where she’ll go next.” She recentered to perfect attention, staring at Juris. “But if we go in with a large force, we’ll spook her, mam. Just give me my two suasioners, an assault boat, and a few marines. I’ll track her down. I’ll find out the truth about her purpose. And if need be, I’ll bring her in.”


You thought she was your friend, didn’t you, Aminata. And a part of you still thinks so.


Maybe Aminata could find Baru. But if Juris involved her, she’d be doomed. Attainted as a mutineer. All her talent and dedication wasted.


Unless . . .


. . . unless they could bring home such proof to Falcrest as to justify their mutiny.


Unless they could capture Baru, and make her confess to conspiracy to create a war. Then the decision to mutiny to go after Baru would be an act of heroic foresight. . . .


“Lieutenant Commander,” Juris said, “how much would you do to catch Baru?”


Nullsin set his hammer in his good hand and squeezed it like it could hold Aminata at anchor. Poor Asmee Nullsin: he did not yet know what all captains and all admirals had to learn, that you could not protect your best. They would find their own danger.


“Anything, mam.” Aminata met her eyes. “I have to know the truth.”


“I could use a new staff captain,” Juris said. “My last one went over to Baru’s side. Are you interested?”


“Lieutenant Commander,” Nullsin said, urgently, “if you go over to Sulane you’ll be out of my chain of command, you understand? You’ll be Fifth Fleet Aurdwynn, then. I will have no power to protect you from any Parliamentary inquiry directed at Fifth Fleet.”


“I understand, sir.” Aminata remained at attention. “I want to go, sir. I need to be the one to bring her in.”


The Cancrioth!” The boy Iraji filled the little houseboat with his scream.


I had, in my station as Jurispotence of Aurdwynn, learned to hide my love of the divine. If a Ministry of Antiquities stooge brought me a two-thousand-year-old ceremonial oil scrape and asked me to destroy it as an artifact of unhygienic religiosity, I could hardly scream in anguish, could I? I could hardly stand on my toes and beg for Himu’s sky-swift forgiveness. My mission was to protect the living faith, not its dead relics.


So I never betrayed my awe in the face of the sacred.


But when poor Iraji screamed, I heard a boy touched by the numinous. The exaltation in his voice, the power in that word: nothing human. I clutched at Faham Execarne to steady myself, but he had recoiled in shock; we both nearly fell. Two very dignified elders we were!


“The Cancrioth!” Iraji screamed again. “They took Baru in my place! She went in my place!”


He had to scream to get the words out before he fell. His eyes rolled back white. He began to faint.


I lunged at him, pushed his limp body against the wall, trying to keep his blood up by sheer fright. I wore a structured quarantine gown and a black filtered mask, and I knew Iraji would see a spider descending on him. Xate Yawa in her web.


“The Cancrioth is here?” The clockwork voice changer pressed to my throat buzzed like a cloud of flies. “You’re certain!”


“Yes! They’re here! They’ve come to find what they lost!”


“What have they lost?”


“I’m one of them!” he screamed, huge-eyed and horribly beautiful, Apparitor’s Oriati concubine wandered so far from his bed. “I’M ONE OF THEM!”


“Oh,” I rasped.


Did Apparitor know? What mad love for Iraji could make Apparitor conceal the boy from us—when proof of the Cancrioth was the object of this whole quest?


Perhaps he was the one who’d conditioned Iraji to hide the truth from himself.


I wanted to send Iraji back to Helbride and Apparitor. But if Baru found the Cancrioth unchallenged, she would bring home victory for her master. Farrier’s victory would destroy Hesychast. And if Hesychast fell, I would fall with him. I would be destroyed, or imprisoned, or enslaved by Baru.


Then Baru would feed like a hagfish on Aurdwynn, my home.


“Iraji.” As cold as I had pronounced any verdict in the courtroom. “Would you exchange yourself for Baru?”


He nodded tremulously. “Yes. It should have been me. . . .”


“Why?” Faham Execarne burst out. He was Falcrest’s chief spy and my ally of convenience, a robust old mind who’d seen as many years of human deviance and self-delusion as I. And still he was astounded by Iraji’s choice.


Why would this beautiful young man go into the enemy’s lair for the sake of a woman who’d kidnapped and abandoned him?


Iraji had been a spy in Baru’s entourage, in the days before Tain Hu was brought to her for execution. Had Baru tricked him into believing that she truly loved Hu?


“Because it would be . . .” He wavered like a drunk. “It would be good for my trim.”


Twenty years younger I might have laughed in disbelief. Twenty years aching for my own redemption in the sight of the ykari I pretended to hate and persecute silenced that laugh.


“She’s playing you, child,” Execarne warned him.


“Is she?” the boy said, quietly. “I’ve saved her life twice, on Helbride and at the Elided Keep. She saved mine, too, on Cheetah. And I am sure that I am the closest thing she has to a friend. We are bound together.”


“That’s how she lies to people.”


“No,” Iraji whispered. “It’s not a lie. No matter how much you both want it to be true, you and her . . . you’re wrong.”


Faham Execarne’s clothier, the operational leader of his Morrow Ministry cell on Kyprananoke, came in from the deck outside. “We have the trail. South into el-Tsunuqba. That isn’t Canaat territory. Someone else has her.”


We had flushed Baru from Helbride, away from witnesses, so that we could destroy her without taking the blame. We had to act now.


Iraji was so young. What a waste to spend him here. . . .


But Aurdwynn needed me to triumph. My brother needed me to triumph. Hesychast needed the Cancrioth’s secret and immortal flesh, balm for all his eugenic troubles—needed it to win the Reckoning of Ways. And if he failed, then I failed, and I had done everything for nothing! Decades of paranoia and self-denial, persecuting my own people, betraying my own brother, wasted because upstart Baru Cormorant beat me to a cult of cancer worshipers!


Yes. It had to be this way. I would have her tonight. By dawn I would have her dead on my lobotomy pick, and a gentled new woman cut to life in her body. Then she would go north as living dowry.


“Take Iraji to the boats,” I ordered. “He’ll be our leverage. Have the tactical surgeon prepare my lobotomy instruments. I’ll operate as soon as we have Baru.”


Aminata’s boat crunched across a corpse.


“Sorry, mam,” the boatswain called. “That big ol’ burner snuck right up on me.”


A hush fell over the boat. Burner was not just slang for burnt corpses but, after the Armada War, a particularly vile epithet for Oriati people.


That wasn’t what got to Aminata. She was used to racialism. It was the triple meaning, the ironic reversal, that made her grunt in pain. She was the burner. She was the one who’d torched the embassy at Hara-Vijay with everyone inside. Even the children.


She had made that corpse beneath the keel.


Her tongue found a stinging sore where she’d bit down on a spark. On that thrill of pain she shouted her orders. “Up, up and search, I want her alive! Fat Kyprananoki woman with an arrow in her ass! She can’t have gone far!”


Of all the people at the embassy reception, she could remember only one who’d definitely spoken to Baru and definitely escaped. The woman had been shot in the ass going over the wall, but she’d made it.


Maybe Baru had told her something.


Aminata jackknifed over the boatwale, down into bath-warm water and scattering fish. The cormorant feather tucked into her collar brushed against her chin.


Hey, bird. I’m gonna find out what the fuck is going on with you, and I’m not going to let anyone hurt you until I do. Not even the Province Admiral, so help me. She gave me some pins. Breveted me up to captain, temporarily.


I really want that promotion to stick one day. . . .


But first, Baru, I have to know what you’re doing here.


The Kyprists triaged survivors of the fire here on the pavereef, a concrete-filled ring of coral around the embassy. An exhausted old woman in Kyprist-orange gloves ran the triage station. The nurses carried a wretched thing up to her, the wreckage of a person screaming through a red hole. The old woman shook her head: too many burns across too much skin. The right decision. The nurses used their hands to close off the arteries in the victim’s throat: a blood choke, fatal if applied long enough. Aminata wished she could blood choke whoever had released the plague.


The patient died.


Then the nurses lifted the next burnt body from the gondola, and it was like the screams had just found a new throat.


She would never wake up in a world where she hadn’t done this. From now until the day she died, she’d be the woman who’d burnt these people. The Kettling couldn’t be allowed to spread—she knew that—she’d seen the bleeding faces—but look at what she’d done. Crispy red-black skin everywhere. Crispy like the meat you dropped into the fire and fished out laughing. The smell of burnt hair, and the sea clogged with jellyfish around them—And the screams—


She threw up into the reef. The taste of bread and vinegar. “Oh, kings,” she groaned, and splashed water from her canteen to rinse.


“Mam,” her subordinate Gerewho Gotha called, “are you all right?”


“It’s the smell,” Aminata grunted.


“Mam?” Faroni oyaSegu called. “Mam, I’ve found her.”


The ass-shot woman lay on a plank with wet seaweed pillowed under her forehead. Her daishiki was hiked up, revealing the fresh crossbow wound in her left ass cheek. No one had had time to dress it. She groaned as Aminata and Faroni approached. “Here to finish me off?”


“I’m very sorry, mam. We were trying to prevent any infected persons from escaping.” Aminata checked the wound: deep but narrow, not lethal unless infected or poisoned. “You should be all right. Just report to a quarantine if you develop any illness in the next few weeks.”


“I’m a man,” the ass-shot person said. “You’re confused, because I haven’t got my things on, so you see a woman. My name’s Ngaio.”


“Well, Mister Ngaio”—Aminata obeyed the navy’s unofficial protocol for handling presanitary confusions of gender—“we came to ask you some questions. You were down in the embassy courtyard before the, uh, the confusion, correct?”


“To my regret,” he groaned.


“Did you speak to the woman in the expensive green mask?”


“The one your admiral wanted to kill? Yes. I’ll tell you, too, if you just”—he gasped, resettled his weight—“get me water, bandages, and a crutch. I have to get to my ship. The Canaat will kill me for collaboration. I’m a Balt, you see. It’s not safe for us now.”


Aminata had no idea what a Balt was, but she assumed Kyprananoke, tiny as it was, had its own tribes with their own grudges. “Faroni, find something for him to lean on.”


The younger Oriati woman saluted and trotted off. Aminata helped Ngaio upright to drink from her canteen. Gerewho frowned, worried, probably, that Ngaio might be infected. Aminata waved him off to find bandages: the Kettling passed by blood, and she would get rid of the canteen.


“Anything you can remember. Please.”


Ngaio gasped and wiped his mouth. “The woman in the green mask called herself Barbitu Plane. We talked about Prince Tau-indi Bosoka. Barbitu liked them. We talked about Prince Kindalana of Segu, and her plan to join Falcrest and Oriati Mbo together to avert a war. Barbitu was with a woman, a Falcresti woman, who asked me about the plague, and, well”—Ngaio laughed like a sob—“the plague turned up. Which led to . . . well, you certainly know, don’t you?”


“This Falcresti woman, she was navy?” That would be Staff Captain Shao Lune, who had abandoned Ormsment in favor of Baru.


“I suppose. She was in a uniform. She said she was Barbitu’s slave.” Ngaio grimaced, in distaste as much as pain. “Slave jokes. I don’t like them.”


Neither did Aminata. “What happened when Admiral Ormsment arrived?”


“She said Barbitu was really Baru Cormorant, and also Agonist, whatever that means.” Ngaio threw back his head to finish the water. Her tits bobbed with the motion—his tits, damn it. Aminata didn’t understand why he thought he was a man, but as an interrogator (the infamous Burner of Souls, torturer of her own Oriati race-kin) she knew better than to alienate the subject for no reason.


Ngaio went on. “Then the Prince Tau-indi Bosoka made it clear this woman, Baru or Agonist or whoever, was under their protection.”


Shit. Baru was under explicit and sacrosanct diplomatic protection. Any harm done to her would be an act of war against the Oriati. “What did Admiral Ormsment do?”


Ngaio laughed, and shouted a little at the pain. “She called Baru to duel.”


Shit. She’d broken diplomatic right. That would convince half of Parliament the Admiralty had gone berserk. There were files in the Parliamentary offices right now, signed and sealed, waiting only to be brought to the proper attention to destroy the navy woman named in the neat label on the back.


“Why? Why did she ask for a duel?”


“I don’t know. I don’t know. The other navy woman, Baru’s companion, she called Ormsment a traitor. Then Juris said she’d sent a ship to take Baru’s parents hostage.”


“What?”


“That’s what she said. She offered to fight Baru, woman to woman. Baru spoke to Tau-indi for a few moments, and then she came forward as if to duel . . . and then”—Ngaio shuddered—“someone said ‘I’m thirsty,’ and it all went mad.”


Aminata had seen Baru wielding Aminata’s old saber, the one she’d gifted to Baru in Aurdwynn. If Baru had kept that sword close at hand she must still care about Aminata—she must be worth more respect than a woman who would take Baru’s innocent parents hostage—


Or she’d just held on to a good saber.


“Did she mention anything,” Aminata asked, in desperation, “about a duchess? A Duchess Tain Hu?” The mysterious Tain woman had sent Aminata a letter, entrusting her with Baru’s safety on the eve of her own death. . . .


“No,” Ngaio said. “Nothing about that.”


Oh, none of this made any sense. Right before the plague and the massacre, Shao Lune had given a navy signal: I’m drowning, throw me a line. Who was she afraid of? Baru? Or mutinous Juris Ormsment? Or both of them? Kings and queens, there were so many questions—


And that was why she had to be the one to find Baru first. She had to know, once and for all, if Baru . . .


If Baru what, exactly? Served the Republic in all she did?


Or cared about Aminata, even a little? Deserved the trust that the Duchess Tain Hu had expressed in her?


Where did her duty lie?


“There was the poem,” Ngaio said.


“What? What poem?”


“Barbitu—Baru, I mean—was trying to find a boy’s parents. She had a sketch of the boy. Oriati, younger than you, very beautiful. She said he knew this rhyme: ayamma, ayamma, a ut li-en . . .”


A frisson took Aminata: two entirely separate things coming together. “Gerewho, listen. Do you recognize those sounds?”


The syllables made her young suasioner rock back on his heels. “Yes, mam, I think so. From the . . . that last interrogation, before we sailed.” They had interrogated Abdumasi Abd, the special prisoner taken from Aurdwynn. They’d been told to ask him: What is the Cancrioth? He’d given up Baru’s name, setting Aminata on the hunt. But he’d given up something else, too. A string of syllables that had frightened Gerewho viscerally. Those syllables.


Was Baru actually searching for the exact same Cancrioth that Aminata had been tasked to find? Were they on the same side?


“But I don’t understand,” Ngaio said, with as much exhaustion as pain in his voice. “Why does any of this matter? Isn’t this Baru woman dead? I didn’t see her come over the walls. . . . She’s gone, isn’t she?”


“No,” a new voice said.


That no pulled Aminata around like a hook in her earlobe. It was the way it was said, somehow. It scared the shit out of her. That no might have negated anything. A question or a life.


A big woman ambled up the reef toward them. In one hand she held a crude spear-thrower, an atlatl. In the other a jellyfish, its arms trailing from her fist. She had been eating its bell.


“Who the hell are you?” Aminata snapped.


The woman’s eyes flashed blue in the setting sun. “You’re from Ascentatic.”


“Not anymore. Lieutenant Commander Aminata, RNS Sulane, now seconded to Province Admiral Ormsment—”


An expression of indecipherable appetite. “Aminata. I know that name. Did Baru Cormorant ever pretend to love you?”


Aminata blinked at her. “What?”


“I can bring you to her,” the woman said, and the hunger in her voice made Aminata flinch. “I am Ormsment’s hunter. I find Baru wherever she goes. But before I bring you to her, you must tell me this. Did Baru pretend to love you?”


All Aminata’s instincts said this woman was a killer. A pirate or a cutthroat. She didn’t want to give this “hunter” anything. But if it meant finding Baru . . .


“We were friends, once,” she allowed.


“Would she hesitate if it came to a choice between her life and yours?”


The same question Aminata wanted to answer herself.


“I don’t know,” she said.


“Come, then.” The big woman beckoned and smiled. “Come. I need to gather something from your old ship. And then, together, we’ll go to Baru.”


Ngaio Ngaonic hobbled away across the coral and concrete, as fast as his wounded ass would let him. Aminata had meant to ask him why he and Baru had discussed the Federal Princes, Tau-indi Bosoka and Kindalana of Segu. Too late now.
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Federation Year 912:


23 Years Earlier


Upon Prince Hill, by Lake Jaro


in Lonjaro Mbo





Kindalana!” Tau-indi hammered the door plate with the greeting mallet. “Kinda!”


A groundskeep opened the way. “Your Federal Highness, remember there’s a taboo against burrowing things today—”


“Go tell my mother that a mob’s coming for the hostages!” Tau bolted across the compound, coughing on charcoal dust, until they smashed through the door and ran right into Kindalana’s arms.


“Tau!” She caught them and they almost fell together on the welcome mat. “What is it?”


“There’s a mob from Jaro on the lake.” She smelled of smoke and the touch of her hands yanked up a dizzy memory of swimming with her, Kindalana kicking off their thighs, Kindalana whispering in Tau’s ear that mother Tahr would come back okay.


Tau had been so ashamed that Kindalana thought they were just a child afraid for their mother. But Kindalana was right, in the end. Tahr did come back okay.


Kindalana blinked at them from two finger-widths away. Her eyes were wide-set and keen, like buffalo horns. There was a little dimple at the base of her throat, marked at each side by her clavicles. Everything seemed to move with her breath.


“A mob?” she said, Kindalana demanding that the world clarify itself, so she could fix it. “What do they want?”


“They want Cosgrad and Farrier. They made enenen totems.” How precious it was to be this close to her. The mask of her power, prince-power, beauty-power, broke down into simple facts: the little ridges between her nose and the top of her lips, shaped in the echo of her throat. “We have to stop them.”


“Oh,” Kindalana gasped, probably a gasp of panic, probably a little excited, too. Kinda did love a chance to command. “We have to talk them down! But I’m dressed like—”


“You look like a gardener and I look like a clerk.”


“We need our paints, the declaration paints—”


“—and jewels—”


“—and silks; one of my old saris might fit you—”


“—there’s a taboo on burrowing things, maybe we can use that—”


“—what, Tau, should we shove Farrier and Cosgrad down a hole, is that what you mean to do—”


Laughing: “It might work!”


They ran into the inner rooms, watering and oiling the paint pots, yelling at a scorpion they found curled up in a bolt of cloth, arguing over whether it was a burrowing animal, smashing it, arguing again over how much paint they had time for as they unwrapped each other and dabbed warm water and scents on flesh and hair. Just the bold striped throat and chin highlights of a Prince out on function? Yes, that would do, the important thing was to look authoritative, but wait (Kinda scrubbing furiously at the earth on Tau-indi’s feet, Tau trying to strip leftover paint from the night before off her brow and cheekbones), wait, wait, they had to be recognizably the Prince Bosoka of Lonjaro the Thirteen-in-Three-in-One and the Prince Kindalana eshSegu, so Tau would do gold Segu stripes on Kinda’s clavicles while she did green star points on Tau’s larynx and brow. There was no time for their hands or legs.


“Hold still,” Kindalana snapped. “No, actually still!”


“Mmf.” The application tickled. “Mmp.”


“All right.” She bared her throat in turn. “Quick. Oh, principles, can you hear them? I think I can hear them.”


“Maybe they’ll tear us apart, too,” Tau-indi said. “Maybe they’ve been talking to that awful satirist, the populist one who thinks we’re spoiled.”


“We are spoiled, Tau. We don’t work fields or carry water or make bricks. The shua resent us, you know?”


“What?” Tau loved stories about the shua, the self-taught warrior societies who guarded the realm. “Why?”


“Don’t you read any history? The struggle between the power of the Federal Princes and the local authority of the shua? Oh!” Kindalana shivered and made a small sound. “That does tickle.” Her throat moved lightly under Tau-indi’s circling thumbs.


“I missed touching you,” Tau said. It was a stupid thing to say, but the paint had to get done, and it was a better topic than Kindalana showing off. “As, you know, just a . . . not like Abdu, but I missed it.”


“I know,” she said.


“We haven’t been right.”


“I know,” she said.


“Oh.”


Her breath ran in and out like seasons. Her hips brushed Tau-indi’s thighs and she rearranged them awkwardly to keep a little distance. “You didn’t want things to be right,” she said. Tau-indi cleaned their fingers in the pot of stripper and got the paint for her clavicles. Her bones trembled when she spoke. “You wanted to be alone. You wanted to be hurt. You think you have to be miserable alone, so everyone will know you’re too noble to put your misery on them. But you want us to know you’re miserable. Your favorite thing in the world is to be too hurt for anyone to help.”


She adjusted Tau’s head a few inches and began to star their brow. Her hands were stiff, her motions sharp. “You told me I had to take care of Abdumasi. You told me you wanted to go off and be a Prince.”


“I was proud. I didn’t want you to think I was a child.”


“Let me talk.” Kinda finished the star and swept two clean lines along Tau-indi’s cheekbones. “You’ve always been the one people trust. When your mother left, your house trusted you. When Falcrest captured her, my father came to talk to you. He never talks to me, because he just sees my mother. You saw the war coming before anyone else—”


“I didn’t!”


“Why did you send me to Abdumasi, then? Why were you so convinced you had to be a Prince alone?” Her eyes followed Tau-indi’s motion for motion and they couldn’t look back, they had to finish the paint. “Why did you want the three of us at war?”


She was very warm, this close. Tau bared their throat for the green Lonjaro star, painted on the larynx. Kinda’s fingers were quick and hot.


“Do you love Abdu?” Tau-indi asked.


“Maybe right now,” Kindalana said crisply, her two fingers moving down-sideways-down-up-down, “maybe right now, I suppose I do, half of me is thinking about him all the time, but Tau—” She rinsed her hands and they both went for the saris; they wrapped each other up. “Tau, in Segu women marry late, and people will question your womanhood if you haven’t had lovers before. There’s a . . . it’s a tenuous thing, being a Segu woman. You have to prove yourself to other women, and part of that is your ease with men. I thought I could learn some of that by practicing on Abdu, like the grownups do, like our parents, we’d just fuck and be friends—”


“Our parents are in love, Kinda.”


“No.” Kindalana smoothed the sari down over Tau’s shoulders, and then her own. “My father’s in love with your mother. But not the other way.”


They turned around each other like serpents, checking knots, and both bent to lace their sandals. Outside the sentries yelled and beat their fists against the bird-cymbals, sending up irita, the alarm cries that would rouse nearby farmers to help.


“I guess, when you start fucking, you can’t skip over the childish part, the part that feels like love.” Kindalana caught Tau-indi by the earlobe to swipe paint from the side of their chin. “Or I can’t, at least. You left us alone, Tau, and what were we supposed to do, with you taking charge of everything? You took all the burdens on yourself, your house and your mother’s trim, and then you took Cosgrad, too.”


“You wanted to seduce Farrier! I wasn’t the only one who—”


“You’d already seduced Cosgrad, hadn’t you?”


“Not like that!”


“You befriended him. I don’t make friends easily, Tau. That’s your gift.”


“You make me sound so mighty.”


“You’re a Prince.”


“Everyone knows you’re cleverer.”


“And everyone knows you have better trim.”


“That doesn’t seem to do much good,” Tau said, a little bitterly.


“Of course it does,” Kindalana sighed. “People listen to you. I know all these things, I’ve figured out so much, but who wants to listen to me? You’re strange with women here in Lonjaro, did you know that? Not hateful, but particular. Women have certain jobs, certain roles. You don’t like it when we go beyond them.”


They fumbled together in the keepsake chest for the jewelry. Kindalana took a locket for her breast and chains to link her nose and ears. Tau-indi gauged their earlobes, grunting at the stretch of the skin, and found four Aurdwynni bracelets to chime on their wrists.


Kindalana lifted her arms and turned around once. “Am I proud?”


She was a vision. Tau-indi’s heart stopped up. “You’re proud,” they managed, voice wobbling. “Am I proud?”


“You’ll do,” Kindalana said, and then, with an obvious and powerful effort to say more, give more, “Tau, you’re beautiful.”


They went out the back gate together, to face down the mob.


The ferries had landed. The mob came up in their silent hundreds, ash-streaked, grim-faced, bowed by the weight of what they had to do. There were potters, weavers, wheelwrights, all sorts of craftspeople from the city; there were shua warriors of both kinds, professional hunters and renegade vigilantes; there were clerks, administrators, drummers, gamblers, braggarts. Tau felt a profound empathy for the mass of them, and for the grief that ran like floodwater between the reservoirs of their bodies. This could be the whole Mbo, soon. The whole great people raised to war. And what a terrible waste it would be, what a betrayal of a thousand years of work.


“Shall we?” Kinda murmured.


“Yes.”


The mob saw them. The comic griot raised the totem of the two dead men as if to call down lightning. “They are enenen. They owe us a blood price, and they cannot pay it in gold. Give them to us.”


“Stop!” the Princes cried, Tau and Kinda together. “Stop and listen!”


And Tau saw (in a gasp of joy ragged as wind through reeds) that the people were not too far gone from trim to hear.


Kindalana told them of the foreigners who had come to Lonjaro Mbo to learn. She was a guest in Lonjaro, too, for she was a Prince of Segu, and did they not recognize the obligations of hospitality that bound guest to host? Tau’s mother had been taken by Falcrest, and returned safely. Would they not reciprocate? Would they be the first to snap the sacred circle of trust?


Then Tau-indi spoke beside her, the laman with the round hips and the coiled hair, telling the mob in a voice like the monsoon drumming on mangrove leaves that Lonjaro’s principles had already visited revenge on Cosgrad Torrinde.


“He was paralyzed by a frog,” Tau-indi said—Kindalana puffing up her cheeks like that frog—“and he waded among leeches”—Kindalana plucking at her calves—“and then the frog seduced his tongue, and he had dreams of the defeat of his homeland, dreams out of the mangrove forest”—Kindalana touching her wrists, her throat, making the comic griot who led the mob smile helplessly—“and then his bowels were emptied by the waters of Segu, and his bones were bent by the rust of Devi-naga, and the heat of Mzilimake burned up his mind!”


Tau wondered what all the misfortunes Cosgrad had suffered meant about Cairdine Farrier’s trim.


“They might burn our ships,” Kindalana bellowed; she must have practiced that low-in-the-gut roar, “they might ask us to answer blood with blood and fire with fire, but we are Mbo. We do not want! We give, and we are satisfied! Falcrest will come to us to get what they want, and we will bind them to us, and in the end they will be Mbo, too! Will you kill these men who came to learn from us? Or will you let them learn, and yield?”


The mob faltered. They could have stormed a line of house guard, a company of local shua, or even Falcrest’s masked marines. Against two bright young Princes in their regalia they had no chance at all.


The comic griot set down the totems. “I was wrong,” he said. “It is not in my power to declare anyone enenen. Do you all hear me? I was wrong!”


After that there was nothing to do but go back to the ferries.


Kindalana turned to them grinning like a fed tiger. “Tau, that was amazing.”


They grinned stupidly back at her.


At that moment the sentries guarding the southern approach began to scream.


Tau ran until their gut cramped. Clots of gardeners and groundskeeps stumbled past, fleeing for the House Bosoka.


“Stand with me!” Tau cried to them. “Stand for your house! Tell me, someone, what you saw!”


But not all the paint nor all the jewelry of a Prince could arrest the sentries’ fear, and they fled inside the compound.


“Good morning, Tau. Mind taboo.” Cairdine Farrier jogged up easily, fresh from helping in the gardens: there was dirt on his hands and somehow he had gotten clay on his nose. Unlike Cosgrad, he had adopted Mbo clothes, but he wore them in his own way, a short khanga wrapped rakishly around his shoulders and puffy linen trousers cinched into Falcrest boots. He was a deep-eyed, thoughtful man who never showed too much, like a fashionably dressed clam. “What’s all the alarm?”


“A mob,” Tau panted, “come to kill you. But we turned them away.”


“Ah,” Farrier said, thoughtfully. “From the city, I expect? A manifestation of urban resentment against your principalities’ agrarian ways?”


Tau stared at him. “I said they were here to kill you!”


“But to kill me, they must be angry enough to ignore your authority, yes?”


Tau expected the reasons were much less abstract than urban resentment, and much more to do with the hundred thousand Oriati dead. “The mob’s gone, but now everyone’s running. I heard irita to the south.”


“Really now.” Farrier ambled off downhill. “Let’s go see what has everyone spooked.”


“Cairdine, wait! It’s not safe!”


Farrier trotted cheerfully down the south road, fishing out his notebook. The raspberry bushes clasped at his shirt as if trying to hold him back.


There were men coming up the road, onto Prince Hill. Kindalana’s father, Padrigan, blocked the way with a file of eshSegu tribal guard. Oh principles, they had their spears raised to kill. Who was coming? Lonjaro had a proud warrior tradition—nearly every farmer and hunter trained as a shua fighter—but even in the skirmishes that sometimes erupted, no one ever raised sharp spears.


“Go back,” Padrigan called. “Go back now, and we’ll forget we saw this!”


Tau saw, and would never forget.


4


The Eye


The Womb rapped at the door. “Are you modest?”


“No,” Baru called back, irritably, “but who gives a shit?” The existence of a Cancrioth body taboo was academically interesting, but it also meant they’d left her naked in Tubercule as a deliberate humiliation. That stung her pride. “Are we safe?”


“No. I had to make concessions to the Brain to stop the fighting. You will meet with her, alone.”


Excellent. If the Brain was the radical aboard, maybe she had control of the Kettling.


From the other side of the huge bed, Shao Lune whispered: “The Brain?”


“I think they’re all named for . . . for where their tumors grow.”


“I know that. But wouldn’t a brain tumor cause madness?”


“We’ll see.” Baru raised her voice to call: “I’ll dress. Where is this Brain?”


“We’re not going to the Brain.”


“I thought—”


“She is our very last resort. If you knew what she’d do with you, you would agree.” The huge teak door combed the high notes out of the Womb’s voice. “You will come below with me to visit the Eye. You and Tau will persuade him that our journey is over, and that it’s time for this ship to disappear from history again.”


Baru blanched. “Tau will be there?”


“Of course.” Green light flickered beneath the door. “Tau came here searching for Abdumasi Abd. So did we. Tau will convince the Eye that Abd is lost forever. And you will tell the Eye what will happen if Falcrest captures us. He doesn’t believe the things he’s heard about your people.”


The light faded. Baru covered her eyes and groaned. She would have to see Tau again, so soon after they had been so hurt. . . .


She couldn’t let herself be dragged down by emotion so close to the prize. So Tau had trusted her, and felt betrayed—fine! Tain Hu had trusted her first. She had to focus!


“Shao.” She got up from the bed. “I need you to—”


The flash of victory in Shao’s eyes at those words, I need you, almost made her change her mind. But would she react any differently in Shao’s position?


“I need you to get out of this room and discover anything you can about this ship. Dimensions, design, port of origin, a list of keel owners, charts—”


“A rutterbook,” Shao Lune corrected her. “I should look for the rutterbook.”


“The what?” She vaguely remembered the term from the federated Oriati navigator she’d talked to last year on the tax flotilla, hairlipped Pan Obarse.


“The Oriati equivalent of our navigational charts. Like all things Oriati, it is secretive, convoluted, and highly personal. Each Oriati navigator keeps their own, often in code, so their secrets can’t be stolen. It could tell us where this ship was built, where it makes harbor. Who provisions and waters it.”


“Good.” Baru rewarded her with a smile. “I want that. But most of all . . .”


Shao Lune smiled back and turned her finger. Go on.


“I need you to look for signs of conspiracy with the Mbo Oriati. Rocket-powder pistols, federal Oriati uniforms . . . a source of the Kettling. Parliament will vote on whether to move toward war with the Oriati on 90 Summer. If we brought home evidence that could sway the vote . . .”


“We’ll be heroes.” An electrum glitter of ambition in her smile, like expensive cutlery before a meal. “I’ll have a post in the Admiralty.”


“I expect you will,” Baru said.


But she knew she was lying. Her women did not survive.


Baru did not exactly mean to get down on her knees and sniff the ship. Her right foot slipped, and the wood made her go the rest of the way.


“What are you doing?” the Womb groaned. “Why are you smelling the timber?”


Baru stroked the grain. Warm brown heartwood, like teak; it had pores like teak. But it didn’t smell like teak. Not oily enough. “You use this lumber all over the ship. In the hull, in the decking, in the furniture. That means you have a lot of it, and it’s easy to work with, and it must last for ages. . . . It’s beautiful. What is it?”


“Iroko.” The Womb grabbed Baru by the scruff of the neck and put something over her head. “Do not take this off. In case we’re separated and I need to find you.”


“Hey!” Baru protested, and then forgot her anger in fascination. The loop of twine carried a chime of black stone, oily to the light, not to touch. It was the very same mineral that filled the Womb’s magic frog lamp.


“Is this uranium?”


“I won’t name things for you all day, child.” The Womb snapped off a fraying thread from the collar of her cassock. “We are going to the Eye now. Don’t stray. Don’t speak.”
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