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Praise for The Last Bloodcarver


‘You’ll gasp, you’ll scream, you’ll cry, and you’ll be begging for the next book.’


Chloe Gong, author of These Violent Delights


‘Has it all – a wonderfully unique magic system, heartfelt themes of legacy and diaspora, and obsession-worthy characters. I need more Nhika and Kochin now!’


Joan He, author of The Ones We’re Meant to Find


‘The perfect blend of sci-fi, fantasy, and romance, with a world that feels lived in and characters that come alive on the page. A unique and beautifully written novel – Le is a talent to watch!’


Axie Oh, author of The Girl Who Fell Beneath the Sea


‘The Last Bloodcarver is fantasy for the vicious, bloody and unrepentant, but fear not: in Nhika’s journey, Le has crafted a story that is, in its heart, about her tender homecoming.’


Em X. Liu, author of The Death I Gave Him


‘Le skillfully brings to life a gritty world filled with a beautifully crafted cast and an intricate magic system I’ve never seen before. A smart, lush, and utterly compelling read.’


Marie Lu, author of the Legend series


‘Absolutely captivating... Le crafts a richly imagined fantasy world, filled with complex, nuanced characters and a magic system that feels brand new. This is one to be savoured.’


Grace D. Li, author of Portrait of a Thief
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AT FIRST, THERE WAS NOTHING BUT THROBBING, painful darkness. It seeped into every sensation, suffocating and blinding—not the absence of light, but an unfamiliarity with light altogether.


Then light came, a pinpoint of brightness pricking a dark canvas, feeble before it was dazzling. It shepherded in a maelstrom of color: gold expanding like lungs bringing in new air; red perfusing emptiness as blood trickled into skin; blue and silver swirling through it all with the languor of a tired exhale. Beneath it, a lonely percussion ferried in the sound of music:


Lub-dub. Lub-dub. Lub-dub.


The orchestra picked up in earnest, the pull of an erhu growing taut as muscle fibers tensed and the airy notes of a bamboo flute drew and released breath. Heat entered after, painting the suggestion of a body—the core first, wherein nestled a fist-size muscle seized with new life. The heat expanded outward, tracing the length of limbs, flooding new skin, dissipating through gaping orifices. It dragged innervation in its wake like a sunrise, first as needlelike pricks of pain, then as the buzzing calm of warmth. Electricity was last to follow, crackling through old conduits anew, following the familiar patterns of well-traversed footpaths.


The body came together in parts, then all at once.


Muscle tightened against bone, skin flushed with life, and organs lurched with renewed autonomy.


Colors merged like a symphony, electricity settled into the body, and Suonyasan Nhika drew her first breath.
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NOW


NHIKA GASPED AWAKE. A PAIN-CHOKED SOB caught in her throat before she swallowed it and alarms raged across her body. One in her stomach, the line of a scalpel. Another in her shoulder, the hole of a bullet. Her skin felt borrowed, scalp aflame, nails wishing to dig themselves into her chest and drag out her heart.


Yes—that’s where the pain was the strongest. Her heart, aching and squeezing and tearing itself in two. She clamped a palm over it, feeling an unsettling absence at her sternum. It took her a moment longer to realize that her bone ring, which she’d always worn on a string around her neck, was missing.


Nhika closed her eyes. A face came to mind, dark brown eyes looking tortured and lips trembling with tears. A name pulled at her lips, the man she’d given her bone ring, her heartsoothing, her . . . life? Yet, she was here.


Nhika stilled. Where was she, exactly? Her surroundings were just beginning to settle in. From how sickly she felt to how foreign this bed was, she might’ve assumed this was a hospital, but the exorbitance of the room suggested otherwise. Her postered bed sat against one wall, red drapes offering privacy and frame carved with lacquered reliefs, while equally ornate furniture pieces filled the rest of the spacious room: a writing desk, a bench, a wardrobe for clothes she didn’t have. The door to the bathroom was cracked, and through it she saw the rim of a porcelain tub. There was even a full-length mirror in the corner, and her image blinked dazedly back at her: golden-brown skin blanched of blood, deep bags beneath her eyes, hair tousled.


Memories of a home came to her in parts: well furnished and elegant, endless hallways of endless rooms, a dining room table always full. A manor. Yet, she’d explored those rooms, and she didn’t recognize this one. Outside the window, she found neither the gardens nor the driveway nor the acres of land that she remembered from the manor. Instead, it was just forest.


Everything felt foreign—this view, no shining city that she could see; this room, bathed in moonlight and scented in jasmine; her body, with her skin clean and stomach full and heart anguished. They came with the dissonance of comfort and anxiety.


A reassuring reality rooted her to sanity: Her name was Nhika, and she was a heartsooth. All these maladies across her body, she could soothe.


The art came back to her with reluctance, as though she were writing with a nondominant hand. Her influence was shaky, jittery, with a wandering focus onerous underneath her direction. Nhika let out a slow breath, re-grounding herself. Her heartbeat, steady in her chest. Her arms, growing in feeling. Her skin, starting to feel like hers again. With her body resumed under her control, she soothed the little fires, the pinpricks in her fingers and the narrowness of her throat and the flip in her stomach. That pain in her heart, though, was untouchable, no matter how she hushed and smothered it. She felt the tightness of something foreign on her abdomen, and when she lifted her shirt, she found a line of scar tissue where there should’ve been a cut. Another incongruent feeling hailed from her chest and she pulled down the collar of her shirt to reveal a star of raised skin.


The memory came with pain. A bullet shattering her shoulder, a scalpel traced against her stomach, a hospital turned into a graveyard. And . . . a surgical suite, a boy tied down on the table, Nhika bent over in a—


The door opened.


A girl pushed herself in with her hip, holding a tray with a washbasin and towelettes. Nhika remembered the girl—but not like this. Not in loose slacks, her black hair braided and coiled. There should’ve been dresses, pinned hair, makeup. She remembered those eyes, touched with blush: looking at her from over a fan, through tears, with anger. But not with doting.


At the sight of her, the girl froze, brows raised and lips parted. Then the tray toppled, and water spilled, and now those eyes were wide, fragile, disbelieving.


“Mimi,” Nhika said, her lips forming the name by themselves. A second later, her mind caught up—yes, she knew those eyes anywhere. This was Congmi Mai Minlan, and this place must’ve been the Congmi manor, but Nhika didn’t feel like herself. “What’s going on?”


Mimi didn’t answer. She only stepped forward once, twice, like her legs were made of cogwork. She closed the rest of their distance like a failing automaton, falling to her knees at Nhika’s bedside and clinging to Nhika’s hand, as though in prayer.


Then Mimi bawled.


It was a raw sort of wail, grief and pain laid bare. Nhika knew its tune well, had known it thrice with each of her family members. But she had never known anyone to cry over her, so she was too stunned to do anything but stare and let the girl weep against her legs.


“I’m sorry,” Mimi said, though Nhika wasn’t sure what for. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m so, so sorry.”


She kept repeating it as though she sought repentance and Nhika were some goddess who might be able to grant it. At last, the stupor lifted and Nhika placed a hand atop Mimi’s head, quelling her.


Mimi looked up. Her cheeks were wet with tears. The look was familiar; last Nhika remembered, she’d been bleeding out of her stomach and Mimi had been begging her to seek treatment. But she hadn’t, because at the end of that dark hospital hallway, there was a . . . someone had been . . .


Nhika squeezed the bridge of her nose, and the memory disappeared. “I gave you quite the scare, didn’t I?” she asked.


“Scare? You . . .” Mimi paused, swallowed her words, and shook her head.


She what? Last she remembered, she was . . . dying. That’s right—dying for something she believed in. Someone she believed in. His name came now, tasting like blood on her lips: sweet before it was bitter. “Kochin.”


“You remember, then?” Mimi asked.


“He . . . healed me?”


That was the only way she could’ve awoken. Nhika didn’t know how, both of them bleeding out on that bed with limited energy between them, but he must’ve discovered something.


Mimi put on a thin smile. “Right.”


“Where is he now?”


At that, something dark passed over Mimi’s eyes. “You should probably take a moment to rest, Nhika,” she said, clunkily changing the subject. “It’s too much excitement. I’ll explain it all later, okay?”


Nhika stared at her, dread prickling her throat. “Is something wrong?”


Mimi held her gaze for a moment too long. “No. Everything’s fine.” She stood abruptly, swiping tears from her eyes and collecting her discarded tray. “I’ll go grab you a meal and let the others know you’re awake. Make yourself at home.”


The offer of a meal was almost enough to make her forgive Mimi’s evasiveness, but the suspicion lingered, even as Mimi retreated from the room and closed the door behind her. She had little idea of where she was, how she’d come to be here when the last thing she remembered was the operating suite, but she collected what she did know:


Her name was Nhika.


She was a heartsooth.


And she had to find Kochin.
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SIX MONTHS AGO


SITTING AT THE BOW, KOCHIN GUIDED THE houseboat forward. Gas gurgled in the fuel tank—he was scraping bottom—but he would be home soon. In this part of Theumas, away from the urban landscape of Central, he could almost forget the life he’d had before. Forget that he ever left. Here there was nothing but limestone cliffs crumbling down into beaches and the little villages along the coast. In the distance, he saw the small delta that marked the border of Western Theumas; home wasn’t too far now.


Three years. It’d been three years since he’d been home. The allowances had come home in his place, and the closest he’d come to stepping into that white house had been with her, but Kochin didn’t delude himself. He was returning as the prodigal son, seeking favors in abundance.


As he approached the delta, he found it dotted with other boats, fishing trawlers and wooden skiffs and a couple houseboats like his own, sitting on silt-thick waters. He nosed through them, his eyes on the swaths of hyacinths that dotted the water with purple. Navigating this area was a tricky game of avoiding the foliage, which caught and tangled against the hull. It was a challenge anew each time—he never came home enough to master it.


He’d thought that changed with Nhika.


He could almost imagine her here, just as she was before: sitting at the bow of his houseboat, bare feet skimming the water as they cut through the brown current of the river. An ache twice-wrapped its fingers around his heart, brought on by the remembrance of a night in a hospital long ago. Kochin squared his jaw against the memory.


After her death, he almost hadn’t wanted to come home—he still considered turning his boat back to Central. It felt as though a countdown had started that moment in the operating room, a race to save her before she was truly lost. There were things left to do in Central, people to talk to, but he wanted to come home for just a week. It was a promise fulfilled—See, Nhika, I’m finally going home.


The river widened as he traveled farther upstream, riparian vegetation giving way to wetlands and docks jutting into the water. Here the land flattened in a valley, and he could see the low outline of Chengton, patched with terraced rice paddies and farmlands. The farm settlement sat atop the horizon, the buildings so squat and distant compared to what he’d grown accustomed to in Central. But his father had grown up in the city and his mother had spent her childhood running from war; both of them preferred the quiet edges of Theumas. Looking back, Kochin wasn’t sure why he’d ever left.


He docked the houseboat where the water stilled and took the dinghy downriver toward town. Each stroke pushed him across tranquil waters, nearer and nearer to Chengton. As he approached the docks, Kochin felt his heart tightening in his chest, as though the organ were calcifying to bone. By the time the dinghy lapped up to the docks, bumping into a variety of skiffs as it jostled its way in, there was only a rigid stone where muscle belonged.


With a grunt of effort, he tied down the dinghy, yanked the knot tight, and stood to face the rural expanse of his childhood home.


The main street welcomed him back as an old friend, immune to the same passage of time that had torn down and rebuilt Theuman streets so many times over. There were still the decrepit wooden storefronts, held together by rusted nails and peeling paint. Still the roof tops that were half-tiled, half-thatched. Still the path, cobbled in some areas and dirt in others. Despite being rural, the place held that characteristic Theuman charm: numbered streets; roofs of dark, glazed tile; and automatons squatting at every other corner. While automatons here were outdated, people still made good use of them, repurposing wheeled service automatons as tillers and broken metal casing as animal troughs.


The hills broke the flat monotony of the countryside. On the first bluff, the one closest to the water, sat a house with enough stories and white paint to be spotted through the tree canopy, with its waving fishing flags and patchy roof. Kochin swallowed the rising lump in his throat.


Home.


Eyes followed him as he passed, and Kochin wondered what set him apart. Was it the silk dress shirt he still wore, unmuddied by the primary occupations of Chengton, agriculture and fishing? Was it the upright, focused stride of an urbanite, a spine more accustomed to dinner parties than back-bending labor? Or was it something else entirely, something unseen but persistent? A pain scraped at his heart, that he’d been gone only three years, yet had changed so much that even boys he’d grown up alongside eyed him as a stranger.


Kochin veered off the main road and their stares tugged away.


His path carved a zigzag up the side of the hill. Here, between the trees, the path overlooked the expanse of the river, and when he passed the right pockets, he could see how the water extended up into the horizon in one direction, down into the ocean in the other. He smiled at the breeze that brought the scent of the river, then remembered his grief.


The last time he’d been here was with Nhika.


Kochin paused near the top of the hill, where he’d stopped then, too. Last time, he’d handed her an envelope, bade her continue forward where he could not. Now, he glanced down at the path, his heart seeing a barrier where his eyes saw nothing but a change in the dirt.


This was the gift she’d given him, wasn’t it? The gift to return home?


With a breath to steel himself, Kochin pressed forward.


There sat the narrow white house at the top of the hill, flags snatching the wind as they waved on a long, wooden pole. Since he’d left home, there were six new flags; Vinsen’s collection was growing.


Otherwise, he remembered this house in its exactness, as if it hadn’t changed at all while he’d been gone. Besides the flags, the only other variable was the garden, overgrown with rosebushes and hydrangeas and cosmos, and from the prevalence of yellows and pinks he knew his mother had planted them all. As Kochin approached the door, a streak of brown rounded the side of the building before a dog leaped against his chest, toppling him.


“Bonbo!” Kochin laughed, diverting the mutt’s snout before his sloppy tongue could wipe his face. “You remember me?” Three years had not been kind to Bonbo; his eyes had sunken, nose paled, but he still retained that frenetic puppy energy. Kochin wondered if that came from his mother’s meals or soothing.


“Bonbo! Get back here!” A voice trailed the dog from the side of the house before his mother arrived, dressed in an outfit all cut from the same monochrome fabric and balancing a wicker basket on her hip. “I’m so sorry ab—”


She froze. Kochin’s smile fell away to hesitation as she stared at him, eyes stunned in a half-widened state and lips forming an unspoken word. Bonbo knew no such ceremony, and circled Kochin as he stood and fell into a bow. “Ma.”


“Kochin.” The word came out breathless. The basket fell from her hip, scattering clipped herbs across the lawn.


His smile was at once apologetic and relieved. “I know I should’ve come earlier, but—”


In a second, she’d reached his side and swept him up in an embrace, squeezing air from every lobule of his lungs before setting him back down again, too heavily. She gave him only a moment to regain his footing and breath before examining every inch of him, squeezing his biceps and tapping the underside of his chin. “So skinny. What have you been eating?”


It came out so naturally, like three years were forgotten in an instant. He laughed, a meager thing, taking her hounding as forgiveness. “I’ve been working.”


“Working too much,” she determined, narrowed eyes scrutinizing his face. Did she notice the new bags underneath his eyes? The sallowness of his cheeks? He had not slept well in a long, long time. If she saw his tiredness, she only shook her head. “Where have you been, Kochin?”


He pressed his lips thin, eyes deflecting toward the ground. “It’s a long story, Ma.”


“Well, we’ll all want to hear it.” A firm hand clamped around his arm as she took him inside, Bonbo following at their heels. Kochin threw a glance over his shoulder. For a moment, he could see Nhika, her back toward them as she admired the sprawling view beyond the hill. The wind caught her hair, the sun warmed her golden-brown skin, and she started to turn; he thought he might even catch a glimpse of the smile in her eyes.


Before he could, his mother shut the door behind him.


The smells of the house were the same as he remembered: fish cooking somewhere, the pungent odor nearly concealed by the fragrance of herbs and flowers. Garden clippings added color to the weathered walls, every counter covered in a variety of glass vases and pots. At the end of the hallway was the open kitchen, filled with waning sunlight.


“Vinsen, Bentri, Hoiy!” his mother called, the cut of her voice enough to rattle a wood louse out of the walls. “Everybody in the kitchen, now!”


The house rumbled to life—feet pounding down the stairs, doors opening and slamming, chairs scooting across hardwood. He heard the chatter of his brothers in the kitchen and hitched a breath at Bentri’s laughter—his younger brother’s voice had dropped in his absence.


His mother dragged him down the hallway. Kochin’s throat tightened with a combination of anxiety and anticipation, until at last she pushed him into the entryway.


All eyes turned to him. Kochin swallowed. “Vinsen. Bentri. Ba.” He dipped his head in greeting when none of them spoke, too afraid to meet their eyes and the expectations that came with them.


Bentri came like Bonbo had, sixteen years of boyhood crashing into Kochin’s chest in a tight hug. The boy had grown taller but not any thicker, though he surprised Kochin with hidden strength as he lifted him off the ground. Then there was his father, who gave him a quiet, stoic smile though his lip trembled with disbelief. He stood from his chair with the gait of an older gentleman as he made his way to Kochin, joining in the embrace. Meanwhile, from the table, Vinsen nodded curtly, jaw set.


When his family pulled away from him, Kochin realized he’d been tensing underneath their warmth, and he let his shoulders relax again. It’d been a long time since he’d known an embrace so tight, so complete. With his presence, his family was made whole again—wasn’t this what he’d wanted for so long? Yet, being here felt like a betrayal, felt unearned.


“Kochin, I can’t believe you’re back,” Bentri said. For how tall he’d grown, he was still the same kid, all freckles and knobby joints, wild sable hair and toothy grin. His eyes were wide with elation, which was quick to sour to worry. “How long are you staying?”


“I’m sure Kochin is much too busy to stay for long,” said Vinsen, Kochin’s elder brother. “Quick, someone pull a chair before he’s out the door again.”


“Vinsen,” his mother scolded. But, as though she saw the merit behind his words, she drew a chair for Kochin at the table and gestured for him to sit. “Kochin, it’s been so long. You must have so much to tell us.”


Santo, Congmi, Nhika. Three years unwound themselves on his tongue, waiting to spill. Instead, Kochin took a seat at the table and said, “Not really. I suppose work got the better of me, and when I finally managed to catch my breath, three years had passed.”


“It’s okay,” his father said, at which Vinsen scoffed. “At least we knew you were alive.”


“I’m glad to see you’re all well,” Kochin said, back straight and overly formal. After spending so much time in Dr. Santo’s society, he’d almost forgotten how else to act. As a crutch, he returned to the language of favors, one he’d learned to speak in Central: “I left my job in Theumas. I was wondering if I could stay at home while I reorient myself. I’ll cook, clean, and garden—I just need a place to stay.”


“No need to ask, Kochin,” his father said, taking a seat across from him. “Your bedroom is still here.”


“I’ll clear it out,” Bentri said, then added sheepishly, “I was using it as a study.”


Kochin raised an eyebrow. “Were you, now?” He’d never known Bentri to be a studier; that had always been his niche, following in his father’s footsteps.


His mother stooped behind Bentri, ruffling his tangled hair. “He’s trying hard to get into a top university. Just like his brother.”


“I’m taking the placement exam early—like you did,” Bentri said, his tone cautiously eager, as though awaiting Kochin’s approval.


Kochin smiled humorlessly. He supposed his path looked grand on paper—small-town genius who’d attended and graduated from his university early to land a job with a research director—but Kochin wouldn’t wish his life on anyone, much less his own brother. So, instead, without much of an expression, he said, “I’m proud of you, Bentri.”


“Kochin, the letter you sent weeks ago—after reading it, I didn’t expect you’d come back so soon,” his mother said. Kochin’s heart fell. That was the letter he’d sent home with Nhika.


“My plans changed.”


“What about your friend, the other heartsooth?”


A sudden anguish gripped his heart, too painful to breathe through. It felt almost wrong for his mother to mention Nhika so offhandedly, but how could she know the extent of Kochin’s grief ? He let none of it show as he said, “She’s . . . not with me anymore.”


Something fell behind his mother’s eyes, and he wondered if she still knew him well enough to see the sorrow beneath his cordial smile, or if the mask he’d perfected in Central worked even on his family. For a moment, no one spoke, until Kochin said, “I left my things in my boat. I’ll be back again after I grab them.”


Before they could protest, Kochin stood, and his family gave him his space. He strode toward the door, pausing at the threshold of the kitchen to say, “Thank you for having me.”


As he closed the door, his eyes wandered to the garden, where a group of chickens sniped at his mother’s vegetables. Midstep, he paused, counting their calories in his head before nodding with satisfaction.


Kochin took the smallest of the bunch with him.
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His dinghy lapped up to the side of the houseboat. With a final grunt of effort, Kochin rowed it parallel and docked himself. Chicken under one arm, he stepped up onto the stern, ducked past the solarium, and dipped into the body of the houseboat.


Where the main cabin had once been a comfortable living space, room enough for two to find respite together, he’d now pushed aside all the furniture to clear the area for something new: one of Dr. Santo’s inventions, a casket to keep a body fresh.


Nhika.


With a slow exhale, Kochin traipsed up to the casket, released the pressure of the lid, and opened it. There she lay atop cushioned satin, looking like she was merely sleeping, a breathing tube between her lips and catheters in her arms. He’d long since healed her body’s wounds, melting away the hole in her shoulder and sealing the cut in her abdomen. His frequent heartsoothing kept the machinations of decomposition at bay, but it wasn’t enough.


Lungs expanding, organs whole, and yet she was still gone. Skin warm, blood oxygenated, and she still didn’t wake. And it was all because Kochin’s body could take and take and take, but it could never give. It was against the laws of biology, after all—organs were meant to hoard, not relinquish—and though the heartsooth in him could defy such laws in others, his own anatomy remained stubborn and unforgiving. His heartsoothing had never been enough.


He set his jaw as the chicken fretted under his arm. Then, with one hand buried in its breast and the other placed on Nhika’s laced fingers, he began the transfer. A flurry of energy entered his core, an influx of heat in his chest, and Kochin exhaled the taste of it on his breath, felt the buzz of it in his clenched teeth. Before his eyes, he saw Nhika’s organs laid bare, skin turned to glass to reveal the layers of her anatomy underneath. Each swarmed with color, not tissue but interconnected systems, and he felt a wave of malaise, the nausea that reminded him he was soothing a corpse. He pressed through the discordance, funneling the heat from the chicken toward her glass anatomy.


Kochin had soothed many bodies before, most of them without their knowledge. The workings of their biology returned to him, the feeling of how a body should be. Blood was not so sour, so he bled oxygen back into her muscles. Membranes were not so porous, so he tightened up the loosening lumen with a clenched fist. The skin was not so cold, so he breathed warmth across her core. Drawing stores from the fowl in his arms, he mirrored life atop her body, returning color to her cheeks and energy to her tissue. With a pinch of electricity, he started a beat in her heart to bring circulation to the languid blood.


And yet . . . It wasn’t enough. As soon as he drew away his soothing, her heart ceased to beat. Her eyes did not open. Her lips remained still.


With a defeated sigh, Kochin pulled back. Her anatomy settled back into reality, opaqueness seeping over skin and organs dimming beneath her rib cage. Kochin watched her face, waiting for any indication of life, but there was none.


Of course not.


He discarded the chicken, now shriveled and limp, and pulled a chair up to the casket’s side. With one hand, he caught the lever and added revolutions to the machine, powering the battery. In his other hand, he turned a ring of bone and onyx around his finger, his skin moving over familiar grooves.


“I’m sorry, Nhika,” he said, as he often did. Sorry that he could not give the same way she could. Sorry she had left him to carry her gift of heartsoothing, but it wasn’t much of a gift at all.


Sorry for a great many things that had already been whispered around this houseboat—when she awoke, he hoped she would hear and accept them all. Bringing her back would be his act of repentance.


And he would bring her back. She wasn’t yet gone, not with all the potential his heartsoothing had. He’d suffered under Dr. Santo’s thumb for three long years for a reason, and now he saw why: to bring back the girl he loved. “Just give me a little more time.”


“And a lot more chickens, hmm?” she asked, appearing beside him.


He let out a breath of humor. “Yes. Something different from fish and mice.”


“I appreciate the variety,” she said, and when his eyes next passed over her, she was gone, leaving him alone in the houseboat once more.


Kochin leaned back, a sigh on his lips, and settled in the silence. There, beside an uncovered casket, rocked by uneven waves, Kochin cranked the lone lever on and on and on.
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SIX MONTHS AGO


KOCHIN WASN’T SURE IF HE WAS STAYING LONG enough to make it worth unpacking. His childhood room, the faded-paint walls and squeaking mattress—it reminded him of home in a way he hadn’t felt in many years, but settling down as if nothing had happened in that operating room felt disrespectful to the girl who’d gotten him here. Standing before his trunk and open drawer, he felt something pull him toward Theumas: a shadow of the feeling that had drawn him there in the first place, not the promise of grandeur but the invisible chains of his blood debt to the city.


Deciding against unpacking, he donned an old shirt covered in grease stains and took to the garden in the back, returning to chores he had abandoned for the past three years. If he were to stay here, he wanted to make himself useful.


Since he’d left, his mother had let it all overgrow. The camellias had bloomed beyond their chicken wire, the begonias crept out of the shade, and the crab apples were in dire need of pruning.


It was a little like heartsoothing. Every patient he’d soothed was a different garden, a separate variety of flowers and trees and shrubs, but there were still rules to the flora. Some flowers wanted water like an organ wanted oxygen, while others shied from the sunlight with the astringency of cells to sourness. The soil bound them all like blood. Though he didn’t know of a heartsooth who could soothe a plant, he saw the parallel to human anatomy on them: the bloom of cockscomb like a skull split open, the deep tracheae of calla lilies, the pelvic cradle of snapdragons. Before his mother had taught him to soothe, she’d taught him to garden.


His father stood by the hydrangea beds. Where his mother was a gardener, his father was a botanist—but those were just two sides of the same coin, art and science. When Kochin approached him, his father nodded toward the flowers, all pink except a bloom of blues and purples at the center.


“Your mother will be sad,” his father said, and Kochin tensed, wondering if he’d been found out—his past sin and the one he had yet to commit. He prepared a dozen denials until his father added, “I’ve found the pipe leak, but I’ll have to dig up her flowers.”


One glance at the hydrangeas revealed his father’s deduction: They only bloomed blue in acidic soil, so this must’ve been where the pipes leaked. “They’ll grow back,” he said.


His father gave him a curious look, like the callous response surprised him. “These are the bushes you and your mother planted together when you were young, remember?”


Kochin did. That was back when his mother had first wanted to make something out of the unruly garden. “The pipe won’t fix itself,” he reasoned. Then, at his father’s crestfallen expression, he added, “I can always replant them with her later.”


“You’d have to wait for it to get a little cooler. You’re staying home long enough for that?”


Kochin clenched his jaw. “I’ll plant them the next time I come home.”


His father studied him. “It’s hard to leave Central, isn’t it?”


“Yes.” But not for the reason his father believed.


“Thought you might never come home again.”


“So, why did you let me leave?”


“Let you? Kochin, there was no stopping you.” He clapped Kochin across the shoulder. “Now, help me dig up this pipe.”


They spent the better part of the day digging. It was a shame to pull up his mother’s hydrangeas. Kochin remembered planting them—all the splinters in his palms, the sun on his back. And when they overgrew their plot, his mother had spent hours pruning them back into shapely beauty, only for Kochin and his father to cut them all back now.


Destroying was easy. Cultivating was far harder—and as they cut through roots with their spades, Kochin wondered how life might arise from nothing.


They found the cracked pipe, and after his father finished replacing it, he turned to Kochin. “Go test it for me.”


Kochin left for the pump at the front of the house. When he worked the handle, an unpromising whistle hissed from the dirt, and he frowned.


“That pump doesn’t work anymore.” When Kochin turned, he found Vinsen coming up the path with his fishing haul. “It hasn’t for years.”


“I didn’t realize,” Kochin said, replacing the handle.


“Yes. A lot has changed around here.” Vinsen leaned against the sun-bleached fence, arms crossed. “But the city must move faster, huh? For you to blink and have three years pass?” His voice held a grudge that Kochin couldn’t fully read. Though he and Vinsen were close in age, only two years apart, they had taken to different things—Vinsen to fishing and animal handling, Kochin to bookwork. Three years away had only deepened the wedge; it hadn’t started it. But Vinsen had never been hostile with him, and now Kochin tried to decipher the context behind his words.


“I’m sorry if I haven’t been around to help the family out,” Kochin said, words tentative. Was that what had Vinsen upset? “I hoped the money that I sent would atone for my absence.”


Vinsen scoffed, a humorless smile on his lips as he shook his head. “You speak awfully stiffly now, don’t you, Kochin?”


Kochin wasn’t sure how to respond to that. Vinsen wanted him to apologize for something, but the reasoning eluded him. So instead, to cover all his bases, he said, “I’m sorry.”


“Don’t apologize to me,” Vinsen said, sticking his hands into his pockets.


Kochin gave him a questioning look. “To Ma, then?”


“That’s a start. Ba, too, while you’re at it. And Bentri especially.”


Kochin swallowed. His thoughts returned to all the letters he’d penned and abandoned, to forged deportation warrants hidden in a doctor’s office. If only Vinsen knew how much he’d ached to come home—and how much fear had stayed his hand. Now, he’d finally made it, only to lose something else in the process.


But Kochin held his tongue. “It seems like you all managed fine without me.”


Vinsen gave him a contemptuous look. “Are you serious, Kochin?” His voice adopted an aggravated edge, but his expression remained calm. “Bentri lost his hero, and Ba and Ma lost their favorite son. As soon as you were rid of us, you never looked back. They weren’t doing fine.”


Kochin opened his mouth with the instinct to protest, then closed it again. Favorite son? His mother’s love and father’s pride were endless—too much for one son alone. “They didn’t play favorites.”


“Mm-hmm,” Vinsen said. “You’re the only one who could keep up with Ba’s intellectual ramblings and the only one gifted at heartsoothing. But sure, they didn’t play favorites.”


Kochin didn’t respond, his jaw set with thought. Vinsen had never been one for competition, so Kochin knew he didn’t speak from envy. But that meant he spoke only from the truth, which hurt even more. Those years in Theumas, those letters home crumpled and wasted—that had all been for his family’s sake. His family had worked too hard to find peace, for him to bring Theuman terror back upon them, incurred by his own naivete. Kochin wanted to say that, to fight back, to explain himself, but there was nothing to absolve him to Vinsen. The only thing he had to show for those three long years was Nhika, with all her boldness and charm, the sole true diamond he’d found among fool’s gold. She was the one thing that could justify his long absence, and she was gone.


When he didn’t answer, Vinsen jerked his chin toward the backyard. “We installed a new handle behind the house. Try that one instead,” he said. Before Kochin could thank him, he headed into the house, leaving Kochin beside a broken pump and a ravaged garden.
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One week. He’d give himself one week to make amends with his family, but Nhika couldn’t wait any longer than that.


Dinner, first. Now, instead of hiding in the gardens, he made himself a permanent fixture in the kitchen, chopping tubers for his mother as she prepared seafood chowder. When the family gathered to eat, he joined in the conversation, regaling them with stories from Theumas—of the aristocrats he’d met, the dinners he’d attended, the technology he’d seen. Bentri’s eyes widened at the thought of colored motion pictures, so lifelike that the theater auditorium melted away in the darkness. Even Vinsen raised a brow at talks of the nautical vessels that could dip into the abyssal darkness of the sea, of the marine life they’d discovered down there.


After dinner, he helped Bentri move his study out of Kochin’s room and into the cupboard under the stairs, which traded space for privacy. There, the two of them tied bandanas over their noses and got to dusting, sweeping away cobwebs and spiders to make a comfortable little space. With a rug, desk, and chairs, the place spruced up into a tidy office, fit for Bentri’s purposes.


At this point in the spring, Bentri’s university entrance exams were fast approaching. Kochin helped him bring down all his textbooks, those on differential calculus and microme biology and Theuman history. Kochin didn’t envy the kid, but they spent the night reviewing topics while Kochin highlighted the test-taking strategies that had helped him ace his exam.


“Now that you’re home, maybe you could take it for me,” Bentri joked as he settled in his desk chair, limbs flopping with mental burnout.


“I’d have to soothe myself down to skin and bones to convince anyone.”


“Doesn’t seem to me like you have anything better to do.”


The thought of Nhika and her casket flashed in Kochin’s mind. “And you have all the time in the world to study.”


“It’s just so much. I feel like I forget something old as soon as I learn something new.” His eyes fell to the desk, where a chemistry textbook lay open to distillation methods. “But I’m glad you came back. Vinsen keeps trying to convince me to stay in Chengton. Says the city will eat me right up like . . .” He held the rest of his words, but Kochin understood them: like it did to you.


And maybe it would. Kochin had shown up as a wide-eyed whelp on Theumas’s doorstep, hoping for an easy life of milk and honey. Hoping he could bring change to the big city—because didn’t Theumas pride itself on innovation? But it had only taken one man to see the naivete of a heartsooth in him, one man to turn him into a bloodcarver.


“Maybe Vinsen has a bit of a point,” Kochin began, but Bentri raised his brow in doubt.


“Are you afraid I might become more successful than you, Kochin?” Bentri teased.


“Awfully bold for a boy who can’t recite his gas laws.”


Bentri’s expression soured at that. “Like I said, it’s as sand in a sieve.”


“You’ve overworked yourself. Take a little break. A couple weeks to see if this is what you really want. You don’t have to take those placement exams early—give yourself another year to enjoy Chengton.” That was something Kochin had wished he’d been told, something that might’ve made him think twice. But, back then, goaded by his father’s expectations and his mother’s pride, Kochin had only aimed for the pearlescence of Theumas’s top universities.


Then again, Bentri had one thing over Kochin: He hadn’t taken to heartsoothing the way Kochin had. It hadn’t shaped his worldview. He would not enter Theumas with the naive belief that he could sell magic to a city of scientists.


Bentri only snorted. “You know how much Ma and Ba brag about you to the Suli family? I want them to brag about me, too. I need to ace this exam.”


Bentri had that same spark of confidence in his eyes that Kochin held. Before Kochin had left, Bentri had never been so academically rigorous. Kochin still remembered the nights he had to drag his brother inside from his romps on the street with the neighborhood kids. He’d sit Bentri down before a book, force a pencil into his hands, and watch as Bentri finished his multiplication tables. Now, it was as though he’d come home to a separate kid altogether.


And, in a way, he had. His chest tightened with a distant ache for years lost.


“Well,” he said, patting Bentri on the shoulder. “I suppose you have a lot of studying to do, then.”


With an encouraging smile, he turned, but Bentri caught him by his sleeve before he could go. When he met his brother’s eyes, they were those of a child again—wide, woeful, the same eyes that had bade him farewell the first time he’d gone.


“Kochin, I know you’re staying for a while, but do you really have to go back?” he asked, voice small. “There are jobs in Chengton, aren’t there?”


“I . . .” The rest of Kochin’s words drove hooks into his throat, refusing to come out. An ache braided itself around his heart like corded wire—because those years in Theumas had been spent dreaming of nights like these, ones spent beside his family with no fear between them. Hadn’t this always been what he’d wanted?


Now, a hole had corroded that dream, edges burned in the shape of a girl, a heartsooth like him. So, all Kochin said was, “I can’t.”


“Why?”


Because this had been his dream before she’d entered his life by storm and flying papers. Before he’d found her at a funeral, wrapped in silk and suspicion. Before she’d woven her breath and heartbeat into every fiber of his body as a parting gift, a lasting haunt.


Kochin felt the levity of the evening darken and looked away to avoid Bentri’s disappointment. “I can’t stop here.”


No, he’d only stop when he brought her back.
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NOW


AFTER HER SHOWER AND MEAL, NHIKA FOUND A change of clothing sitting on her bed, though it wasn’t the dresses and silk pants she’d worn in this company before. Instead, it looked more like what she’d worn when she was on her own, a loose tunic thrown over a thin bodice, trousers, and a sash to belt it all together. After she’d donned the pile of clothing, she realized Mimi hadn’t bothered to leave her gloves. Despite how simple the attire, it was an aristocrat who looked back from her mirror, and she appeared more familiar than she should’ve. The well-rested eyes, uncracked lips, brushed hair . . . There was a welcomeness to Suon Ko Nhika, like soothing out the last bit of discomfort after a wound.


When she was done, Mimi awaited at her bedroom door. At the sight of her, Mimi smiled hesitantly, as though afraid of being too optimistic. “You look much better.”


“I can work wonders with a meal.” She’d just eaten, but she already felt hungry again, having spent all her calories on fixing the little flares across her body, the things that didn’t feel quite right—a tight muscle here, a patch of numbness there. There was still a foreignness in her own skin, but she wasn’t sure if it was anatomical or if it was due to the recovery from a near-fatal wound.


“Would you like another?” Mimi asked, as though reading her mind. “Hendon just prepared lunch. Everyone is excited to see you.”


Nhika’s heart leaped at the thought of lunch, and more so at the thought of seeing the Congmi household again—Trin, Andao, Hendon. Grimly, Nhika realized she hadn’t expected to wake up from her last stunt.


“Mimi, what happened at the medical center?”


Mimi turned her cheek, looking evasive. “Well, what do you remember?”


“We bested Santo. You went to call the constabulary, and I went to find Kochin. And when I found him, he . . .” The words choked back down her throat, but she pressed through. “He was dying. And in that moment, I just remember feeling like . . . like I would give my life to save him.”


“I know,” Mimi said softly. “I know you would.”


“I thought I did,” Nhika admitted with a sheepish laugh, suddenly self-conscious about her own melodrama. “I just don’t understand how I’m here, because there weren’t enough calories to save us both. So . . . what happened?”


Mimi gave her an uncertain look, and something dreadful curled around Nhika’s stomach. Her mind went to the worst—that they hadn’t both been saved, that her being here meant something she would not be able to bear. But Mimi only said, “You know I don’t understand heartsoothing enough to explain it. Can we talk about it at lunch?”


“I—”


“Follow me.”


Mimi whirled and fled down the hall, leaving Nhika no choice but to follow.


As Mimi took her through the house, it dawned on her that she didn’t recognize these hallways at all. They looked like they belonged in the Congmi manor, all furnished with stately wallpaper and dark wood. They meandered through the parlors, full of lacquered furniture and bright ceramics, and she didn’t recognize a single room. She knew the Congmis had multiple homes in Theumas. She just wasn’t sure why they’d moved her to this one.


“Nhika?” Mimi said, calling her back. She’d stopped before an entryway that must’ve been the dining room, judging by the aroma of ginger from somewhere within. When Nhika turned the corner, she found Andao and Hendon already seated.


It was a homely, square chamber dominated by wood-paneled windows, but the view was just as beautiful: the curve of a cliff, gray stone buffeted by foaming water, and fields peppered with flowers. Where the Congmi manor was grand, this was idyllic like a cottage, and she wondered if the seeming isolation was any part of the reason she’d awoken here rather than the manor.


When she looked back to Hendon and Andao, she found them staring at her like she was an automaton that had gained sentience. Something had changed about both of them, very subtly. Though Andao wore the same style of suit, she could’ve sworn he had grown taller, or perhaps it was just the over-straight way he held his back now, shoulders squared. It was . . . confident. A good look on him. Hendon, too, seemed so much healthier than when she’d first healed him, weeks ago. The fat had returned to his cheeks, the life to his eyes, but when he reached for his napkin, his hand still trembled. Two more place settings sat on the table, Mimi’s and Nhika’s. Wordlessly, Nhika took her seat.


“Nhika,” Andao breathed, drawing her attention back to the table. “I . . . I can’t believe that you’re up, sitting at the table.” He said it with a sense of cautiousness that made her feel like a skittish animal, one he was afraid of overwhelming.


“Me neither,” Nhika murmured beneath her breath. Those swallowed questions returned, but one bubbled to the surface first: “Did you take everything to the constabulary? Did Dr. Santo go to jail?”


“Life imprisonment at the Central Theumas Penitentiary,” Andao replied as if by rote. He waved to the dishes on the table. “Please, eat.”


Only because she needed the calories, and not because she had an appetite, Nhika spooned herself portions of each dish. It was then she realized the meal had started, and yet . . . “Won’t Trin be joining us?”


A dour mood fell across the table, like she’d unstoppered something noxious. But Andao’s tone was measured as he said, “He’s in Central for the time being.”


His wording prompted her to look out the window, and she realized something was missing from that view. If they were in Central Theumas and the mansion faced the water, she would expect to see the dockyards—or even the hint of maritime commerce. But there was nothing but white-faced bluffs, fields, and endless horizon of blue, which begged the question—


“Where are we?” she asked, pushing her chair back with a harsh screech.


“I should’ve mentioned earlier,” Mimi said remorsefully. “We’re in Western Theumas.”


Western Theumas. Nhika had been here before. Kochin’s hometown was somewhere out here, too, in the rural parts of the city-state. But to have moved her all the way out here, then . . . “How long have I been out?”


Mimi swallowed. “Months?”


The word drove through her like a bullet. “Months?” Nhika shook her head. “No, no, that can’t be.” Everything was bearing down at once, like the firmament was dropping out of the sky, because she’d just awoken in a house she didn’t recognize, missing months of time, with two of the most important people in her life absent without explanation—and all those questions only multiplied, each one fighting its way up her throat until she felt she might be sick.


Andao leaned over the table. “Nhika, I know it’s a lot, but—”


“Tell me.”


“What?”


Her eyes lifted to meet his. “Tell me exactly what happened at the medical center.”


Swallowing, Andao pushed silverware around his place setting, like he was making room for his words or avoiding them altogether. “I wasn’t there, but as I understand it, you and Mr. Ven encountered Santo at the medical center. And . . . he shot you both.”


The wound in her shoulder flared with an ache. It was a little unfair, she thought, that she could heal any wound yet still fear the pain of that night.


“Yes, I remember,” Nhika responded, a little bitterly. “He took me to a coffin. He’d been keeping his son’s body in some machine to preserve it—had all these plans to bring it back to life. It’s why he’d been trapping Kochin, but a heartsooth can’t bring a dead body back to life.”


They were staring at her like she’d just come back from the Butchers’ Row again—not quite sure what she was, treating her with padded gloves.


“What?” she asked.


Mimi shook her head. “Nothing.”


“So, you freed me from the coffin. Trin shot Santo through the leg. I went into that operating room.” Nhika closed her eyes. She remembered that moment with a surgeon’s precision, ribs lined with a scalpel and chest cleaved in two. She could even retrace every moment that drew her toward her decision: the grief, the hopelessness, and her . . . bone ring. On that table, she’d truly accepted her ring; giving it to him had been a bid for remembrance. But Kochin understood such customs—since she lived, he should’ve known to give it back.


Unless he hadn’t had the chance. Nhika looked up, met Mimi’s eye. “Did Kochin make it off that operating table?”


“Yes,” Mimi answered immediately, and Nhika felt her heart loosen.


“So, I healed him.”


“Yes.”


“And he saved me?”


“. . . Yes.”


“How is that possible? Heartsoothing requires energy, an exchange, and there was only enough to save one of us.”


Mimi shook her head. “I can’t explain the heartsoothing to you—you know I can’t. But Kochin left you to heal with us. He planned to return when you were better.”


“But he’s been gone for months.”


“And it’s taken you months to recover.”


Mimi wasn’t wrong—but there was something not quite right, either. Nhika’s stomach soured when she realized the discrepancy: The Congmis would never let him back into their lives. He’d assured them he’d leave Central Theumas forever.


“Was Kochin . . . sentenced?” Nhika asked. Perhaps she’d misjudged the Congmis. Perhaps, in her absence, they’d decided to enact justice for their father, after all.


“No,” Mimi said, almost too quickly. “We wouldn’t do that.”


Nhika turned to Andao. “Is that the truth?”


He met her gaze without wavering. “Yes,” he said, and he was either telling the truth or, some time in the missing months, he’d gotten far too adept at lying.


“Stay, Nhika,” Mimi said. “I know this sounds like we’re keeping you from him—and believe me, I wish I could—but he left you with us. So, shouldn’t you stay here until he returns?”


Mimi’s eyes bored into her. Nhika remembered Mimi in her fierceness, her anger, her adamancy. This was something different—something vulnerable, desperate, honest. All that youthful entitlement gone, replaced by a genuine concern.


“Okay,” Nhika relented, and something fidgety fingered its way underneath her skin. She’d never stayed in any place for so long, and she wondered how long she could bear it, staying without even knowing if Kochin was alive. “I’ll stay. For now.”


Mimi’s brow melted with relief. “Thank you,” she said, but Nhika didn’t know what remained unspoken.


Nhika would stay until she learned just why the Congmis were lying to her.
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NOW


AT SOME ANGLES, THE CONGMIS’ VILLA LOOKED like a fortress. At others, it looked like a prison.


It sat on a cliff, with only a weathered stone wall separating the garden from a steep, fatal fall into gnashing white waters. Everywhere else was just forest—other than the thin, lonely road that cut from the villa like a shave line. But if it was a prison, it was an understaffed one; there was an uncharacteristic absence of servants, with Hendon filling the gaps. Nhika might’ve been able to convince herself it was due to the remoteness, but Trin—whom she’d always considered a head warden—was also gone.


She found herself missing him, the steadfastness of his presence, a ready receptacle for all her taunts and jeers. But, without him, there was no one to watch her every move, and she had free rein to explore the house. She familiarized herself with its libraries, none so expansive as the one in their Central manor, and all the furnished parlors. The only place she couldn’t investigate was the carriage house, which had been buckled with lock and key, its windows boarded and curtained. Nhika might’ve found that strange, but this family didn’t need many autocarriages. There was an atmosphere of desolation, with guest rooms standing empty and no random home visits from physicians and their annoying aides.


Hendon, steward turned cook, spent most of his time in their kitchen. When lunch ended, he started making dinner. She might’ve pitied the poor man but quickly found there was nothing better to do in Western Theumas—and the job was preferable to Mimi’s and Andao’s, who both spent the day in their offices, on the telephone. It was strange, finding Mimi so busy. She never remembered Mimi to be involved in the family business, but that’s all she did now, making phone calls and balancing ledgers.


Right now, neither Mimi nor Andao were in their normal spots. When she sought them out, she spied Mimi on the patio, sitting on a tarp laden with automaton parts, wrenches, oil bottles, and blueprints. The girl sat at the center, surrounded by stray metal plating and strewn automaton parts, dressed in a greasy tunic and loose pants with her hair pinned back. Nhika almost hadn’t recognized her.


Quietly, she crept up behind Mimi until she could read the blueprint. MEDI-GLOVE 2.0 read bolded text at the top of an automaton rendering. As the name suggested, the sketch detailed an automaton meant to be worn on the forearm, its compartments armored and filled with medical supplies. At the bottom, the diagram had been signed by Andao.
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