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DRAMATIS PERSONAE




Koriko




	
Enitan Ijebu, she/her, a tea specialist and scribe.


	
Xiang Ijebu, they/them, Enitan’s sibling and an aspiring architect.


	
Ajana Nebaat, she/her, the daughter of a powerful duchess and the colonial governor of Koriko.










Vaalbara




	
Menkhet Ta-Miu, she/her, the Imperator and God-Emperor of the Holy Vaalbaran Empire.


	
Deora Edwan, she/her, a countess and amateur cultural anthropologist.


	
Kulta, he/him, a synth of Ominirish creation and head of Menkhet’s private intelligence ring.


	
Katun, he/him, a synth and one of Kulta’s craft-siblings.


	
Yehana Ta-Ji, he/him, an archduke and second cousin of Menkhet’s predecessor.










Ominira




	
The High Consul, they/them, the elected leader of the Ominirish Republic.

















FOR A THOUSAND YEARS, ACROSS THE PLANET GONDWANA, THE OMINIRISH REPUBLIC TO THE WEST AND THE HOLY VAALBARAN EMPIRE TO THE EAST HAVE BEEN LOCKED IN A BLOOD FEUD. FOR A THOUSAND YEARS, THE FLAMES OF WAR HAVE RISEN AND FALLEN BETWEEN THE SYSTEM’S TWO MAJOR POWERS. UNTIL NOW.


PEACE, AT LONG LAST. DESPITE A STRING OF VICTORIES, THE GOD-EMPEROR OF VAALBARA HAS ISSUED A FORMAL SURRENDER AND RECALLED HIS TROOPS, MOURNING THE LOSS OF HIS BELOVED DAUGHTER IN BATTLE.


BUT NOT ALL DESIRE PEACE. IN BOTH THE REPUBLIC AND THE EMPIRE, PLOTS AND COUNTERPLOTS ARE BREWING. AT THE HEART OF THE MOST SINISTER SCHEME IS THE SMALL VAALBARAN PROVINCE OF KORIKO, A DISTANT MOON HABITAT CONQUERED YEARS AGO BY THE GOD-EMPEROR.


THE FATE OF THE WORLDS WILL SOON BE DECIDED.













PROLOGUE


The Imperial mausoleum has a new occupant.


In its center chamber, a vast room glittering with obsidian tile, is a great mortuary slab of polished marble. On that slab is a woman. From the waist up, she looks like she’s sleeping. From the waist down—well, there’s nothing from the waist down.


“She saved us all, my Imperator,” says Obara Uloyiso, her words echoing up to the towering ceiling. Rows of medals shimmer over the breast of her jacket as she rises from a deep bow.


She watches her God reach a black-gloved hand toward the corpse of his daughter. He brushes a dark curl of hair away from her face.


“I wouldn’t be here if not for her.” Obara’s voice is careful.


The Imperator’s bitter laugh is like shattering glass. “You want something.”


“It’s not too late,” she says, drawing in a deep breath.


“For what?” He shifts, placing his hands on the slab and lowering his forehead to its cool surface.


“For us to crush the Republic. To redeem the Empire. To avenge your daughter.” Obara offers her Imperator a single sheet of paper—real paper, not a datapad or even a simple holosheet. Easily destroyed, impossible to trace.


Her God stands, and his ink-black eyes flick over the nearly illegible scrawl of her plan. He looks back at her and sighs heavily. “No. This is wrong.” He sets the paper down where the princess’s right leg should be.


Obara draws back, just a little. “My Imperator—”


“I am so very tired.” He lifts a hand, his fingertips just barely brushing against the paper. “And this—this is so very wrong.”


“The war isn’t over,” says Obara, her voice tightening.


The Imperator’s brow creases. “Did I not just sign a peace treaty?”


“I thought… I thought that was only a pretense.” Her mouth is suddenly very dry. “They’ll kill you.”


“They can’t.”


Obara swallows a surge of white-hot rage. “The Republic—”


“Has won. It’s over, Obara.”


“So you want to play peacemaker now?” She sneers. “The great conqueror is tired of conquering? You subjugated Koriko for glory. Now let me use it to save the Empire.”


“What you’re asking—have we not already done enough to them?”


“I know what I’m asking,” Obara snaps, before remembering who she just snapped at. She lowers her head. “My apologies, my Imperator. But it—it is the price we must pay.”


“It is the price they’ll pay.”


“They’re not even people,” Obara hisses.


The Imperator blinks at her. “I know.”


Obara narrows her eyes. “Is there nothing I can do to sway you?”


This time, his smile is a tight, grim line.


“Then may I go?”


He waves a limp hand at her. “Please do.”


Obara bows, straightens, and watches him turn back to his daughter, eyes closed. She strides toward the doors, hands forming fists beneath her long sleeves. She knows what she must do. The man before her is weak, and the Holy Vaalbaran Empire can no longer afford a weak Imperator.










ONE


The best part of Enitan’s day begins and ends with a cup of tea. She and her older sibling, Xiang, spend all their evenings perched atop their housepod with a full pot and their favorite mugs—gifts from the headwoman at their binding ceremony. Tea and the brilliant red gold of Jilessa are two of the few beautiful things left entirely untainted post-annexation. Tea because their Vaalbaran overlords share their appreciation for the beverage. Jilessa because Imperial technology hasn’t progressed far enough to destroy gas giants. Enitan supposes they could always black out the skydomes over each community, but they’d hardly benefit from doing so. The provisional governor tried it once for a week or so as a punishment, but life carried on as usual with the help of lanterns, lamps, and bioluminescent flora. And as someone born and raised planetside on Gondwana, he suffered more than any of his Korikese subjects.


As the skydome begins to dim for the night hours, Enitan hands Xiang a steaming cup. “What would you do if the world were different?”


Xiang grins. Enitan asks the same question every evening; the inquiry doubles as one of several informal greetings. Xiang’s answer changes each time.


“I’d go to one of those fancy schools in the Imperial interior, study architecture,” Xiang says. “Come back here and design housepods.” They take a sip of tea. “Oh, that’s good. What’s in this?”


“My own black uhie base, of course, with a little dried berraleaf sprinkled in,” Enitan replies, puffing up a little at the praise. “A mix of aromatic bark, seedpods, roots, and peppercorns for spice.”


Growing and preparing this particular blend was a pain. There are two primary species of tea cultivated in the system; uhie bushes thrive in the lush heat of Koriko, while the unforgiving climate of Vaalbara and Ominira’s shared planet, Gondwana, can only support theehma vines. But despite the perfect growing conditions here, crafting tea-grade uhie blends is still a grueling art form. She’s been fermenting this batch of leaves for years, carrying out a painstaking maturation process to produce a rich, full-bodied aroma and flavor. Achieving the perfect concoction of spices was yet another challenge. But the contented look on Xiang’s face makes it all worth it.


But then she frowns. “You can study architecture at Edoga.” It’s the university on the second ring, where she herself studied.


Xiang gives her a sidelong look. “The only classes they have now are on how to design those ridiculous monoliths. I don’t want to learn how to make Koriko look more Vaalbaran. I want to create. And for my designs to honor our own art.”


Enitan snorts, refilling her own cup. “How profound.”


“Fine, then, what would you do?”


She draws in air, and the heavy scent of home coats the back of her throat—night-blooming blossoms and savory-scented steam hinting at what the neighbors are having for dinner. And under it all, the darkly sweet musk of decaying vegetation from the marsh below the tiered city. She looks out over the wetland before them, a tumult of green mangrove and brilliant blue water, all gilded by Jilessa’s reflected light.


A sudden breeze cuts through the air, and they both shiver.


“I’d craft tea,” Enitan decides. She tucks her arms one by one into her poncho, switching the cup from hand to hand as she shields herself against the wind. She has to remind herself that the artificially generated air currents are necessary to spread the pollen, spores, and seed pods keeping the ecosystem afloat. “I’d perfect a hundred blends and open a shop on the first ring—”


Xiang smirks. “You just want to be closer to Ajana.”


The name brings to mind faint, melodious laughter; ringed fingers intertwining with hers; the flash of a shy smile, lit by silvery lanternlight.


Blood rushes to Enitan’s face. “Shut up,” she snaps, putting down her cup to lightly smack their arm. Not for the first time she’s grateful for her complexion, which is dark enough to hide a blush. “Most shuttles land on the first ring,” she continues. She cannot help but smile as she leans back, looking up at the skydome. Thick glass and bioplastic panels encase the dense fluid that provides radiation shielding and insulation for the community. Despite all those layers, the view outside is perfectly clear. “People from every community would come to sample my wares.”


“That sounds nice.” Xiang takes another sip of tea and settles onto their back beside her. “I’m sure a few of my friends would want to help out.”


Enitan grimaces, running a hand through her hair. It’s getting far too long; tomorrow she’ll have it trimmed down to its typical cap to combat the heat. “How would they possibly find the time between smoking skeyroot and selling it?”


Xiang lets out an exasperated sigh, barely audible above the hum of the last few shuttles still buzzing about before curfew. “Not this again.”


She looks down at them, her brow furrowing. “Yes, this again.” Enitan places her hand on Xiang’s shoulder. “You know I don’t like your new friends. They’re reckless young fools, and reckless Korikese are rarely long-lived ones.”


The warm, rosy glow of Jilessa casts Xiang in rich gold. “You don’t like anyone.”


“I like you sometimes,” Enitan says. “So I’m going to watch out for you, whether you like it or not. You’re all I have, Xiang.”


“You have our entire community.” They grin. “And the headwoman is sort of a mother.” They say the last word in Akyesi, the common tongue designed by Imperial scholars specifically for provincials. Korikesian has no word to describe parents. “I think you’re her favorite, actually. You have to put up with Imperials nearly as much as she does.”


Enitan stares flatly at them.


Xiang rolls their eyes. “I can take care of myself, you know.”


Enitan links her arm through theirs. “But you don’t have to.”





All fifty-nine communities of Koriko are remade for the Festival of Ten Thousand Stars, one of the few holidays permitted to the people by the Supreme Abbot of Vaalbara. Enitan and Xiang have made a tradition of going down to the upper-middle rings of the city just after sunset. At dusk, the brightly painted star-shaped lanterns that festoon every building in Ijebu Community light up the world itself. Normally, elders would walk the streets throwing smaller lanterns into the air, but not this year, and likely not the next. Many of the elders died when Enitan was small.


The siblings have special matching garb just for the occasion: robes of shimmering green to wear over tunics and trousers of sapphire-blue and sun-yellow cloth. Enitan strides out of the sleeping area and into the housepod’s living room decked out in her festival best, only to find Xiang hunched over their writing desk in their everyday clothes. Warm orange light illuminates their work, cast by a single potted alabaleaf. The genetically engineered plant serves three purposes: its frilly bioluminescent leaves serve as lamps, its curling stems bear several species of snacking fruit, and all of the housepod’s data is backed up in its genetic code. It was gifted to the pair when they first moved in. But now is the time to move out, at least for a few hours.


“Hurry up and get dressed!” Enitan sidles up to their side, peering over their shoulder. “We’re going to miss the best part!”


“I can’t go,” Xiang says miserably. They gesture half-heartedly at the slowly rotating hologram before them.


It takes Enitan a moment to recognize that the spinning transparent object is a replica of a monolith, complete with a seamless black surface of solar panels, a superstrength synthetic fiber underlayer, a skeleton of carbon nanotubes and aluminum, a number of self-contained quark fusion reactors, and a discreet array of wind turbines tucked in toward the bottom. However, unlike most of its slimmer, smoother brethren, this levitating structure is shaped like a torus. It looks much like a slyythfang swallowing its own tail.


“It’s the Imperial University of Opuroth. The prompt of the main essay is to point out all the flaws in the design and list the ways we would improve them.”


Enitan draws back a little, seized without warning by a heart-clenching burst of anger. A vein pulses in her neck. Is Vaalbara not satisfied with crushing her homeland beneath its iron bulk and taxing the communities nearly into collapse? Is its lust not sated with the blood of all those who spoke out against the outrage? Must it extend its devouring grasp to her little home and her sibling?


“Isn’t Opuroth the institute that reverse engineered our environmental enrichment technology to leach precious metals from the asteroid belt?” she says, her voice tightening. “When you said you wanted to study architecture in the Imperial interior, I thought you meant when everything was different. Which it has not become since yesterday.”


“What do you think I slogged through all that standardized testing for?”


“I thought it was just to prove a point,” Enitan mutters sourly. She realizes how foolish it sounds as she says it.


“It’s not like I’m going to get accepted anyway.” Xiang groans. “I can’t find a single mistake.”


Enitan’s fury softens, its edge dulling to nothing as Xiang presses their forehead into their palms. “That’s probably intentional,” she says. “I bet they made the application impossible on purpose.”


The entrance exams to Vaalbara’s greatest institutions are known for being perfectly meritocratic—as long as one is wealthy enough to afford the top Imperial tutors, the dozens of rare texts needed to study for the tests, and a seat in the assessment chambers. At that point, supposedly, scores are based on skill alone. And yet, Xiang has passed each and every exam with flying colors, only to find yet another challenge set before them: a surprise essay, assigned only to provincial applicants.


“I know you’re happy I’m stumped, though you’re hiding it well,” Xiang grumbles, but it’s clear the frustration in their tone is not directed at her. “You hate the idea of me leaving Koriko.”


“I hate the idea of you going to Vaalbara,” she corrects. “And coming back as someone I don’t recognize. Study in Ominira, if you wish. They won the war, after all.”


Xiang snorts. “Their so-called victory is a hollow one, and you know it. If the Imperator hadn’t lost his daughter and decided he was sick of fighting, the Republic would be ash and rubble by now.”


Enitan tries a different tactic. “Why would you want to spend four or five years in a place where everyone hates or fears or looks down on you?” She jabs an angry finger at the spinning monolith. “And most importantly, why would you want to live in that stupid ring? There’s your design flaw: it’s stupid.”


That gets a laugh out of them. “I wouldn’t be living there,” they say, their smile turning wry as it slants upward at one corner. “ ‘Primitives’ like us can only apply to special ancillary schools taught in Akyesi, so we don’t taint their holy tongue.”


Enitan quickly tamps down the urge to point this out as yet another glaringly obvious reason her sibling should stay on Koriko. She leans against the desk, gesturing again at the hologram. “Is there anything I can do to help?”


Xiang sighs with a great heave of their shoulders. “No, not really.” But then they light up a little. “You could bring me back some food from the festival? Maybe a slice of spice cake?”


Food hawkers are likely flooding the streets right about now, waving trays of delicacies so their aroma fills the air. Enitan salivates at the thought of sweet fried noodles and fruit, fragrant bean pudding freckled with black salt, and skewered berries shimmering in a crunchy shell of colored sugar. She snaps herself out of it when the implication of Xiang’s request hits her.


“So you’re going to stay here all night?”


“I have to. The application is due tomorrow.”


Enitan pulls her own chair over and plops down into it.


“What are you doing?” Xiang’s eyes dart across her face. “The festival—”


“If you’re not going, then neither am I,” Enitan interrupts. She crosses her arms over her chest, as stubborn as stone.


“Enitan, go. I know you wanted to see Ajana. It’s fine. Really.” They reach out to muss their sister’s hair.


Enitan deftly ducks under their hand. “Ajana’s busy. And anyway, we’re done. I thought I told you.”


Xiang lets out a soft, exasperated sigh. “You guys were done the last two times.”


“Well, third time’s the charm.” Enitan pulls her communicator from her robe pocket. “I’m ordering food. Spice cake, you said?”










TWO


The very next evening, just before curfew, Enitan returns home after a long day at work. She’s looking forward to bingeing the latest season of her favorite show with Xiang. Between all the applications they’ve been working on, Xiang’s had barely any free time in the last few weeks. But when she opens the door, the housepod is too empty. Too quiet. She can feel her sibling’s absence like a bone-deep ache, but she calls out anyway, throwing off her satchel.


“Xiang!”


No response. Their home is not a large one. There’s a living room, a space for cooking and eating, a washroom, a heavily blanketed area for sleeping, and a small room where Enitan dries and packs her tea. Motion-sensitive vines flicker on as she searches the pod. It takes about five seconds to confirm Xiang isn’t there. Shit. They’re always home hours before curfew. She checks her communicator; they haven’t sent her anything since this morning. She calls them four times.


Enitan presses her lips together and takes a long, deep breath. Xiang is fine. They’re probably just smoking skeyroot with those good-for-nothing friends and lost track of time. They are fine. When they get back, she’ll throttle them.


Enitan stomps over to her sleeping mat, imagining all the chores she’ll heap upon Xiang as punishment for not telling her they were going out. She won’t be able to sleep, but at least she can meditate.


She notes that the floor is freshly swept, though that isn’t particularly strange. Neither are the rearranged vases, nor the slightly adjusted ceremonial mask on the wall. Xiang’s favorite thing to do while high is tidy up. Enitan drags her mat from its corner, uncovering a reddish-brown blotch at the foot of the wall.


All of her thoughts screech to a halt.


With agonizing slowness, she lowers herself to the floor, her gaze glued to the little patch of blood. She feels as though her own has stopped flowing. It’s a deep, dark spot with a tapering red smear, as if something had been dragged through it. A body? A cold sweat beads up over her skin without warning, a sharp prickle of fear running down her back as her mouth goes dry.


A thousand scenarios fly through her mind like a holoprojector left on loop. Her traitorous brain reminds her of the last time a young Korikese person went missing. They found him facedown in the marsh, crimson pooling in the murky water around his head, face marred beyond recognition—


Enitan shakes her head, gritting her teeth. She’s overreacting, jumping to conclusions. Xiang will walk through the door any moment now. She touches the tips of her trembling fingers to the bloodstain. She’s almost certainly making something out of nothing, but what if she’s right? The fear swells as shards of anxiety sink into her gut. All Enitan has is Xiang, and if she loses them…


Though it’s the beginning of the summer cycle and the walls are thickly insulated with mycelium, the housepod grows cold and empty around her. Enitan’s breathing echoes in her ears. It dawns on her that if Xiang doesn’t come back, her home will always feel like this. She bites her lip until she tastes copper.


With the pain comes a spark of resolve. Wherever Xiang is, whatever might have happened to them, she’s going to find them. She grabs her communicator and calls Xiang’s closest friends. None have seen her sibling all day.


Enitan lifts her arm to smash the communicator against the floor. Instead, as a last resort, she calls Ajana. No answer.


Fuck.


Despite what the Imperial reporters say, there’s been virtually no violent Korikese-perpetrated crime in decades, even before the colonization of their land. And now with the curfew, the endless travel restrictions, and the disappearance of anyone who might have stirred up trouble in the war of annexation… There’s only one explanation Enitan can think of for why Xiang isn’t here. Why there’s blood on the floor. People don’t go missing on Koriko unless sentinels are involved. The boy in the marsh had had his ribs shattered by a shockstaff.


Her heart’s beating too fast, and there’s a horrible throbbing pressure in her skull. She sucks in a breath, snatches up her satchel from where she dropped it, and rushes outside. She darts over the short, flimsy bridges connecting the community’s rings, sticking to the shadows as best she can. It’s after curfew, and she still has faint bruises from the last time a new sentinel caught her breaking it. Ajana had him dishonorably discharged, but she’d rather not risk a repeat event.


The tubelifts will be shut down by now; she has to go the long way. Muscles already burning, Enitan weaves between two bright-green housepods and scurries up a rope ladder, crawling through the stacked rings of the community. The trip to the governor’s mansion is not an easy one. Ajana is the daughter of an Imperial duchess, after all; she cannot muck around in the swamps like a native. She lives in a monolith, like a proper Vaalbaran. Enitan can see it now, the crystalline tip of a massive night-black pillar floating just above the trees. She remembers how disappointed the provisional governor had been with the community’s reaction when the massive structure arrived. He’d thought his new Korikese subjects would throw themselves to the ground and weep in amazement at the feat of engineering, which had been brought all the way from the Imperial core.


Eventually, she reaches the highest and smallest tier of the community, which contains nothing save for the monolith floating serenely above it. A light, artificially generated breeze rustles through the spindly trees surrounding the ring, making the iridescent leaves tremble. Four sentinels stand at attention around the transportation pad, hands tight around their shockstaffs by the time she reaches them.


“Korikese, what are you doing here?” barks the nearest. Enitan grimaces inwardly. He’s somehow butchering the pronunciation of Akyesi. It is a simple language, intended to be easy for even savages to learn.


“Korikese,” the sentinel says again. “It is past curfew.” He steps toward Enitan, immediately ready to administer the recommended three strikes to the stomach, chest, and face.


Dread rips through Enitan as she stumbles backward. But before the sentinel comes within a meter of her, another yanks him back.


“That’s the tea specialist,” his comrade snaps.


She can’t see the first sentinel’s expression, hidden as it is under his faceplate, but she’s certain his eyes have gone wide. She can hear the surprise and irritation in his voice when he says, “You mean Lady Ajana’s—”


“Yes,” Enitan grits out, even as she feels her face grow warm. “I must speak with her.”


The sentinel’s grip tightens around her staff. “You were summoned?”


“Of course,” she lies. Whenever Ajana asks for Enitan, she always sends a sentinel or two to formally request her presence. As if she’s ever really needed to ask for anything.


The second sentinel nods, a precise jerk of her head. She has a strange, nervous energy, betrayed by her constantly shifting stance. “I’ll take you to the governor. Come with me.”


As Enitan passes him, the first sentinel tenses, his spine going as straight as the trees around them. “Forgive me, I did not realize—”


She cuts him off with a small shake of her head. “It’s all right.”


It’s not. It will never be, but if she tells Ajana, he’ll just get replaced with someone from Vaalbara, someone who might be even more eager to punish her than he is. And if that happens, there might not be a sentinel who recognizes her there to stop them. Swallowing her anger down like bitter medicine, Enitan joins the second sentinel at the center of the transportation pad. Enitan tries not to flinch as the sentinel lifts her shockstaff and strikes the pad with the end of it twice.


The whole thing shudders as if awoken from slumber, and the pad lifts smoothly from the ground, a levitating disk as dark as the monolith above. The rumbling murmur of intercommunity shuttles fades away. The bottom of the mansion is an enormous triangle above them, blotting out the artificial sky. With that light-drinking black above and below her, Enitan feels as if she’s drowning. She will never grow accustomed to this, no matter how many times she visits Ajana. Two semicircular doors whoosh open just before their heads smack the monolith.


They’re in a sleek tubelift now, rising toward the governor’s private chambers at the pinnacle of the structure. When they drift to a halt, the sentinel knocks her shockstaff against the pad again, and the sides of the tube melt away to reveal yet another set of semicircular doors.


The sentinel taps her weapon gently against them. Nothing happens. She hits the doors, harder this time. Still nothing.


Ancestors. It is a bit late. But Enitan doesn’t remember Ajana ever being an early sleeper.


The sentinel turns halfway around, passing her shockstaff to her other hand. The hand closest to Enitan. “You said Lady Ajana summoned you.”


Enitan moistens her lips. “Yes.”


“To arrive this evening?”


“Yes.”


“And without the usual sentinel escort?”


Enitan swallows thickly. “Yes.”


The sentinel shifts to face her fully. The woman’s frame tightens up, ready to lash out at the slightest provocation. Or perhaps none at all. “Korikese—”


The doors chime as their screen-surface begins to shimmer. A projection of Ajana’s angular face appears moments later. “What now?” the governor snaps, shoving her short, onyx-banded hair twists behind her ears.


“I’ve brought Enitan, my lady,” announces the sentinel, her voice tight. She gestures at Enitan, who steps forward, hands clasped behind her back to hide their shaking.


Ajana’s face brightens immediately. “Well, don’t just stand there!” And then, grinning mischievously, she adds, “Thank you for coming on such short notice.”


The doors slide open, revealing a long, tiled hallway. Enitan makes her way down the dark passage. Lanterns flicker on as she nears them, splashing golden light over the mosaic story at her feet. It depicts the annexation of Koriko, worked out in astonishing detail, from the first exploratory raids to the formal addition of the moon habitat to the Imperial holdings. Around the middle is a scene showing the execution of all the Korikese foolish enough to resist the all-consuming might of the Holy Vaalbaran Empire. As always, Enitan moves quickly through the hall.


When she reaches the doors to Ajana’s sitting room, she closes her eyes for half a moment to center herself. She lifts a hand to knock when the doors fly open. Gloved fingers shoot out, grab her by the arm, and drag her inside.


The governor steps back, grinning, and offers Enitan a goblet of wine. “So what brings you here, my dear?” Ajana sinks into her plush black couch, her own drink in hand. “Perhaps—”


“Xiang’s gone.” Enitan sets aside her cup.


Ajana arches a brow. “They’re probably just getting high on skeyroot or breaking into a storehouse. Or both.” Her full lips curve into a small, secretive smile. “Was this just an excuse to—”


“No.” Enitan’s gut roils. “They were attacked. I found blood.”


Ajana stiffens. “What happened?”


“I think… I think someone took them.” Or killed them, though she can’t bring herself to say it, as if voicing her fears might make them true. “But we don’t have any enemies, and everyone likes them—”


“Oh, God.” Ajana lets out a strangled sound. “So it’s true, they’ve come here—”


Dread floods over Enitan in an icy wave. “Who’s they?”


Her gaze flicks away. “There are rumors. About what the Imperials are doing.”


“You’re an Imperial,” Enitan snaps. She doesn’t mean to lash out, but she can’t help herself.


“Not entirely,” Ajana corrects, her voice low. She gestures at herself, smiling tightly. “These wouldn’t be half-breed half nobles. They may even be agents of Adehkonra himself.”


The name is like a slap to Enitan’s face. The Imperator.


Fear lodges itself in her throat, all but cutting off her air. “That doesn’t happen in real life,” she forces out. “That doesn’t happen on Koriko.”


“I didn’t want to believe it either.” Ajana curls inward, dropping her head into her hands. “But it is happening—”


“Why would the Imperator want Xiang?” Enitan’s hands are trembling.


“I don’t think he does, not specifically.” Ajana’s eyes are so wide Enitan can see the whole of her irises, a deep brown circled by burning white. “It seems like he just wants people. Anyone will do.”


It takes a moment for Enitan to absorb what Ajana’s just said. When she does, her legs buckle. She lets herself crumple, dropping right into Ajana’s space. Ancestors. There’s a broken cry already rising from her lungs, tearing up through her throat like a jagged knife. But she catches the sob, grinds it to dust between her teeth. She does not have the luxury of succumbing to her emotions.


“Why?” Enitan demands, cupping the governor’s face in her hands. If Ajana loses her composure, Enitan won’t get anything out of her but tears. “Why?” she repeats, trying to keep the irritation out of her tone. Only one of them has the right to break down and it’s certainly not the shuddering woman before her. “Where have they taken Xiang?”


“I don’t know.” Ajana’s voice is a ragged whisper. “I… I’m sorry.”


Enitan stares at her, heat welling up behind her eyes until her vision flashes vermillion. “How long has this been happening?”


The question seems to bring Ajana back. She lets out a long hiss of air and pushes Enitan’s fingers away from her cheeks, then scrubs a hand down her face. “It began a month after Adehkonra surrendered. They’ve done an excellent job suppressing the news, but many of our people have gone missing already—far more than usual.”


“I thought that was just the sentinels cracking down in the wake of the surrender.” A burning sensation threads itself between her ribs, displacing some of her shock. “So you’ve just been lounging here, drinking imported wine for months,” she snarls, “while your own people were being kidnapped by your God.”


“Don’t be cruel.” Ajana glares at Enitan. “I didn’t have a choice. I still don’t. I was explicitly ordered not to act, let alone speak of this.”


There is always a choice, Enitan thinks. If Ajana tried to protect them, she’d be sent back to the Vaalbaran interior in disgrace, but at least she would do so with her life and title intact. Instead of voicing this, Enitan takes her by the shoulders. “You have to help me get Xiang back.”


Ancestors, all those times she told them off for getting high on skeyroot and galivanting around Ijebu with their ridiculous friends, just for them to be dragged from the safety of their home. The Imperials would’ve done this to Xiang even if her sibling had heeded her constant complaints. Even if they were the perfect Korikese subject. She should have known better. Piety and proper behavior won’t save any of them. It never has.


Ajana lifts her hands and wraps her fingers around Enitan’s wrists. “I don’t have much influence outside of Koriko.”


Enitan squeezes, almost hard enough to hurt. “You have to help me.”


“Of course I will,” Ajana says, determination dawning in her eyes just before they flutter closed. “You know you’re my only friend.” She drags in a breath. “When I was pulled from my birthing vat, I was mentally and physically eighteen years old.”


Enitan looks up at Ajana in concern. She’s never spoken of her past before.


“I was dried and dressed and immediately bundled off to Koriko. I never had a chance to forge any lasting bonds. My first seven years on this moon were spent locked away in training and study, all to fortify the knowledge uploaded into my growing brain when I was in the vat.” Her mouth twists. “Even my sentinels and caretakers avoided me as much as possible. Three degrees of relation from a past Imperator means nothing when the rest of me is savage.” Ajana presses Enitan’s hands into her own. “Without you I would be alone in this world. Just as you cannot lose Xiang, I cannot lose you. So yes, Enitan Ijebu, I will help you or die in my attempt.”


Enitan bows her head, letting out a small breath. “Thank you.”


“None of this will be easy.” Ajana stands. “There will be a cost, whether it’s some further burden heaped upon Koriko as punishment or another’s life traded for Xiang’s.”


The thought hadn’t occurred to Enitan. But she forces herself to nod. Guilt is a luxury, and she would burn down Koriko herself if it meant Xiang was safe. “Thank you,” she says again. “I know.”


Ajana smiles weakly. “Let it never be said that I disappointed the woman I was going to marry.”


As if Ajana’s mother, an Imperial duchess, would approve such a match. “Impossible,” Enitan says, though not unkindly.


“We’ve had fun, haven’t we?” Ajana’s eyes are bright with mischief for half a second before her expression tightens again.


“We have.” Enitan breaks into an involuntary smile as she remembers the last summer they spent together. She remembers kissing Ajana under the trees in the monolith’s courtyard, and the nights snuggled up by the fire with tea and a badly acted drama. And she will do her best to forget it all. She has a sibling to save, and in her mind Ajana is partly at fault. Any rekindling of what they had will have to wait.


“So, how do we get Xiang back?”


“No.” Ajana shakes her head. “There’s no we in this. I will get Xiang back. Go home.”


“They’re my sibling.” Enitan shoots to her feet. “I’m going to help.”


“We’re not dealing with disgruntled Korikese,” Ajana snaps. “We’re dealing with my God-Emperor. And if not him, then someone nearly as powerful.” She reaches over and touches a hand to Enitan’s shaved scalp. “If they find out I’m doing this for you…”


Then they’ll know her loyalty is compromised. The sentinels ignore their relationship because they’re certain it’s just a dalliance. If anyone suspected the contrary, Ajana would be replaced, and Enitan might very well be killed. She opens her mouth to protest anyway but shuts it when Ajana’s eyes harden. There are times when Enitan forgets just who this woman is. This is not one of them.


“Go home,” says the governor, her words painfully soft. “Or I’ll make you.”


They stare at each other until Enitan turns on her heel with a curse and marches to the doors. She looks back, for the briefest of moments, and Ajana’s eyes fall quickly from Enitan’s face to her discarded wineglass.


“I’ll contact you when Xiang is on their way back,” says the governor, her gaze still averted. “Discreetly.”


“I can’t lose you too,” Enitan says, the words flying from her mouth unbidden. She chastises herself, flushing. She is not some lovestruck teenager. Not anymore. “I… please just be careful.”


“I always am,” says Ajana. The words are firm, but her face betrays a note of fear.


There are as many ways to say what she wants to as there are stars in the galaxy, but right now… this is not the time. Without another word, Enitan leaves her.










THREE


Enitan awakens as the skydome gradually brightens, allowing Jilessa’s light to splay its crimson fingers over the horizon, digging its golden nails into the firmament. She lies on her back with her hands folded over her stomach, looking up through the overhead window she forgot to cover last night. She yawns. It will be a beautiful day. She rolls over on her sleeping mat to shake Xiang awake and finds herself grasping at thin air.


The previous day comes crashing back like a tidal wave, and she nearly cries out from the force of it. Her palm hovers just over a small red smear, the last bit of blood she couldn’t scrub out of the floor. Enitan stays in this position for a long time, until her outstretched arm begins to burn with exertion. She lets out a tremulous breath, sits up, and forces herself to her feet. As determined by the habitat’s preset weather program, it’s harvesting season, and she has work to do later at the church. Lying around fretting isn’t going to help anyone. Ajana has never broken a promise, and she swore to get Xiang back. That’s enough for Enitan. It has to be.


She steps into a pair of loose-fitting trousers, shrugs on a tunic, and slips her feet into well-worn sandals. Forcing herself to get dressed is excruciating; the urge to fall back onto her sleeping mat nearly overwhelms her. Her stomach rumbles for what must be the fifth time. She hasn’t eaten in… she doesn’t remember the last time she ate, actually. She drags her feet over to the food conserver and forces herself to have some breakfast, a soft disk of flatbread smeared with cold nut paste. She chews methodically, tasting nothing and trying not to think about how Xiang always takes far more paste than necessary. Then she snatches up her satchel and woven basket from their place by the door and heads out. She knocks her fist against the doorframe for good luck and begins the day.


Her work as a tea specialist isn’t the job that pays off the Imperial taxes. It’s more of a hobby than anything else, something she can call her own. Something untouched by Vaalbara.


Enitan climbs down rickety ladders and winding stairs until she reaches the main plaza. At this hour, the concourse is empty, save for a handful of enterprising merchants setting up brightly colored tents in anticipation of the morning market. She reaches the line of tubelifts at the far end of the plaza, a row of slender glass cylinders that bisect the massive metal rings of the community. She hops into the nearest and presses her hand to the cool wall. A holographic circle spreads out from under her palm.


“Destination: agricultural level,” Enitan says. She has her own small tea crop; she doesn’t trust just anyone to grow their leaves correctly. A recorded bell dings, and the tubelift lowers her through each of the ten successive structural rings. Most layers of the community are a kilometer across, linked by vebweaver silk and plant fiber ropes. A sturdy frame of living timber keeps the whole structure standing far above the wetlands.


The lift comes to a gentle stop. The lowest ring of the community is also its widest, stretching far beyond the others, allowing for both moisture and ample light. She makes her way past vast orchards and sprawling fields dotted with shaggy wulubison, until she finally reaches her own tiny plot. The gate swings open after it scans her fingerprints and confirms that she is not, in fact, a nefarious tea brigand.


Warm light pours in from large circular windows in the fence, splashing over her small garden: six short rows, each with five deep-green uhie bushes. Enitan drops her satchel and gets to work, carefully picking pairs of leaves with the buds intact and snapping them off at the stem. She finds her rhythm as she makes her way down the first row, tossing the leaves over her shoulder and into the basket at her back. It’s monotonous, tiresome work. Not exactly relaxing, but at least it takes her mind off things. Until the silence settles in, at least.


On most days, Xiang would wake early and accompany her. They never helped with the harvest, instead curling up in a corner to read or listen to their dreadful music. Dwelling on Xiang’s relative unhelpfulness does little to assuage the melancholy that hits her whenever her gaze drifts over to their spot just below the window. She’s not merely frightened for Xiang; she misses her sibling deeply.


Eventually, Enitan has plucked every tea leaf mature enough to be picked, so she grabs her satchel and heads home. She stops at the market on her way back and heads over to the meal stalls. But after glancing over the offerings, she continues on. She’s too anxious to eat; her hunger has been replaced by a tangled ball of nerves, twisting and turning in her gut like a lineel out of water.


She kicks open the door to her housepod, a gourd-shaped domicile identical to every other residence on her ring. Once in her tea room, she pulls the basket off her back. She spreads the fresh leaves over wide woven troughs to dry before shaking them to speed up their oxidation. Then she stretches, scrubs her face with a washcloth, and changes into her frock. It’s such a dark blue it looks nearly black—but only nearly, as the Imperator alone is permitted to wear the darkest of colors. She pulls on a set of matching gloves and rushes off to the missionary church.


Enitan is about as religious as a rock, but her office is housed in the church complex, and she’s technically paid by the abbot. Her real job is that of a glorified scribe. It is more than a mere anomaly that she has this position. After all, Orin, the language and script of the true Vaalbaran citizenry, was a divine gift from the First God-Emperor.


But very few people in the Empire—the actual Empire, not including Koriko, a nearly nominal province on a distant, tidally locked moon—are willing to debase themselves enough to learn how to read Akyesi. Thus, after the annexation, the provisional governor stationed before Ajana was forced to hire a native translator and teach them Orin.


There are two framed degrees hanging in Enitan’s living room. Her primary focus at Edoga was Homeworld languages. She graduated with top honors but resigned herself to unemployment after graduation. A fitting punishment for the impracticality of her chosen studies—in the eyes of Koriko’s imperial masters. The Vaalbarans are great patrons of the humanities, but only so long as the scholarship flows from respectable sources. There is no such thing as a barbarian scholar. The scribe position was both a gift and a curse from the Ancestors. Winning the job was easy enough (she was one of two people in the running), though keeping it has been anything but. Half the monks in Vaalbara vehemently protested her hiring, declaring that it would be sacrilege of the highest order to bestow the gift of their holy script upon a filthy savage.


Enitan is about halfway to the church when a gloved hand grabs her wrist and tugs her around.


She wrenches her hand free with a snarl. “What a surprise, Stijena,” she says stiffly, in Orin. “I suppose your transfer to the capital was denied? Again?”


Stijena’s pale eyes, the color of weak green tea, track her every movement. Probably to pick out some mortal flaw if he can, so he can run off to his superiors and complain yet again. Of all the monks, none protested her appointment as bitterly as he.


“You are truly a desecration walking, Enitan.”


“Out of practice?” She smiles thinly. “That’s your least clever jab by far.”


She knows she ought to be more careful around Stijena. He’s a monk and a Vaalbaran citizen. If he called for a sentinel to arrest or beat her, they’d probably do it, no questions asked. Especially if they didn’t recognize her. But he’s never seriously threatened her before, and she figures that a truly powerful man wouldn’t spend his time harassing what he considers to be the dirt under his feet. Part of her wonders if he takes some sort of sick pleasure in being verbally thrashed by a savage. But really, her patience is worn too thin for her to be polite.


“But it’s the truest insult I’ve ever bestowed upon you,” he retorts, stomping after her when she turns away and resumes her trek. “Have you no respect for God? For my mission? Give up your heresy and find something within your meager abilities.”


Enitan stops, turns, and looks back at Stijena. His pale, blotchy face is screwed up into an expression so sour her own lips nearly pucker. He spent months clawing at the abbot’s door like a starving mossicat, trying to get her to stipulate that Enitan could only be permitted to read her own people’s petitions and letters and complaints aloud. He outright demanded that a true citizen be stationed to transcribe words into Orin. But as it turned out, no true citizen actually understood Akyesi enough to do so.


Even the sentinels, who interact with Korikese people on a daily basis, only know enough of the language to tell when someone’s saying something treasonous, or to order around the populace. And the monks certainly aren’t fluent, either, Stijena included; they don’t have to be. They came to Koriko to purify the land through prayer and meditation, not to converse with the barbarians.


“What mission?” she snaps. “I have yet to see you do anything besides harass me and your fellow monks.”


She watches Stijena try not to sputter. “One day,” he says darkly, “the governor won’t be around to protect you. You’ll be ousted, and then I’ll make you regret every word you’ve ever spoken to me.”


“Oh, Stijena.” Enitan pats his cheek, the condescension in her tone nearly matching his. “You already tried and failed before Ajana arrived. Spectacularly.”


When the abbot refused him, Stijena turned to the provisional governor for help. He successfully harried the man into formally requesting an Imperial linguist trained to read and write Akyesi. Only the heads of the powerful Linguists’ Coalition could actually do so, and they very much did not want to leave the enlightened capital of Vaalbara to live in the middle of nowhere. The Coalition made an enormous fuss and criticized the Supreme Abbot’s more recent ideological interpretations of the Black Codex—the original Orin manuscript, penned by the First God-Emperor herself.


“No, the Supreme Abbot failed.” Stijena’s voice drops to a razor-blade whisper. Wise, considering the Supreme Abbot could have him flogged for insolence if word of his bad-mouthing reached their ear. “If they weren’t such a coward, they would have—”


“What? Issued a command for every monk to spend the next century manually redacting scattered lines from the last seven years of handwritten scripture?” She flings a hand at the church. “Your Supreme Abbot might be a coward, but they’re not a fool. Their own acolytes would smother them in their sleep.”


This is why Enitan was finally allowed to serve as a scribe. Forced to choose between defiling the divine script or having to comb through millions of pages of scripture themselves—which can only be written by hand on paper—the Church officially decided that a single savage, sufficiently cleansed, could be allowed to study Orin.


Stijena sniffs haughtily once he finally manages to come up with a retort. “I’ll see to it that the Church commissions a language synth.”


Enitan laughs outright. “Are you certain you were born in the Imperial interior?” The Empire has always prided itself on the fact that it relies on humans alone. It’s the slothful Republic that makes widespread use of artificial labor with its sinfully humanoid synths. She’s genuinely surprised by the suggestion, but he really does hate her that much. “Enjoy the rest of your day, monk.”


She leaves him muttering curses in the path. Ordinarily, she’d be extremely pleased with herself. Today, though, all she feels is numb. She steps up to the church—a glass prism that looms over the other buildings—and sighs deeply. She’ll be here until sundown. She scans her fingerprints on the gleaming doors and slips inside before they’ve slid even halfway open. Brightly painted minor Vaalbaran gods crowd the entrance chamber, each presiding over a smoking dish of incense. Enitan strides over a walkway of copper and colored glass and into the central courtyard, a painfully monochrome enclosure built from imported blocks of granite and volcanic rock.


From there, she makes her way to her office, a tiny box that remains resolutely humid no matter how high she turns on the cooling unit. She plops down onto her threadbare cushion and scoots up to her low, squat desk. There’s a holopicture of her tiny family in the corner. It was taken eons ago, when Xiang was still trying to decide on a hairstyle that worked for them. They’re sporting a bright red bob that makes them look a bit like a too-ripe lagalpear. Enitan tries not to look at the projection for too long.


Already looking forward to the end of the day, she begins to work through the stacks of records and reports and requests delivered to her, many of which will eventually end up on Ajana’s desk after her personal staff reviews them. After a few minutes, Enitan wonders for the thousandth time whether her salary is worth the toil. There are towers of datapads and heaps of holosheets. And most of it is garbage, balderdash she can’t wait to laugh about with Xiang as soon as they’re back. She doesn’t allow herself to consider what she’ll do if they never return.


She throws out half of it. There are twenty-three petitions for fewer sentinels, and Enitan knows from experience that appeals like this only encourage the Empire to send more muscle. The seventy-seven letters protesting this year’s tax raise are immediately deleted along with the petitions, their holosheets set aside in a pile for reuse. Ajana has always encouraged free speech, but Enitan knows she won’t be able to do a thing about the taxes. Reading the endless pleas of her people would only hurt her. Mixed in are 105 anonymous vitriolic notes aimed like arrows at the governor herself. Traitor to your people. Half-breed parasite. Imperial puppet. These are the kindest. Enitan wipes them all. Though she knows Ajana can take the abuse and that erasing the governor’s mail is a serious offense, Enitan wants to protect her as much as she can. The thing about love, she’s discovered, is that the mass of it never changes, even if the bond itself changes shape. The crinkle of Ajana’s eyes when she laughs will always make Enitan catch her breath. The brush of Ajana’s shoulder against hers will always make her feel safe. As safe as a Korikese woman can be these days, anyway.


And Enitan wants to shield her people. Progressive governor or not, if a sentinel were to see the things Korikese say about the colonial regime… there would be bloodshed, to say the least.


She translates the rest, running the simplest files through an automatic interpreter—the Empire might look down on automation, but it’s reasonable enough to make concessions—and looks the finished products over to ensure the sender’s original meaning isn’t completely distorted. Others are too sacred to go through a machine, like the prayers the few faithful among the community want the monks to impart to their God. She converts these to Orin by hand. The remainder are reports from the headwoman, which Enitan stamps so they’ll be sent directly to Ajana.


By the time the skydome begins to darken, Enitan has slogged through nearly all of the mess. The rest she’ll do early tomorrow. She stands, brushes off her frock, and goes home. She still has to hand roll the leaves, spread a couple of bundles out to oxidize for a few hours, and fire some of those batches in turn. Only then will the tea be ready to be sorted, mixed with native spices or flowers, and finally packed. It will be well into the morning before she permits herself to rest.


She looks forward to it. If she works herself to the bone, she’ll be too busy to drive herself insane worrying about Xiang. Ajana was right; the bitter truth is that there’s less than nothing she can do. If she tries to get involved, the Imperator’s agents will slit her peasant throat. Or they’ll take her, too, to be part of whatever Xiang is being forced into. Or they’ll fashion her into a chain, a tool to keep Ajana in line. Enitan can’t bear the thought of being used against her friend and former lover. So she drags herself through the door of her housepod, manages not to collapse on the floor, and rolls her leaves into perfect little pearls. She tries not to cry, but it’s a losing battle.


She’s in the main room forcing down a near-boiling mug of tea—the pain helps a little, distracting her from everything else—when someone knocks at her door, so hard the wood trembles in its frame. She hisses out a string of profanity, hot air stinging the burned meat of her tongue. She drags herself over to the door and lifts herself onto her toes to peer through the peephole. There’s a sentinel there. Her helmet and uniform have been traded for a simple green headband and tunic, but Enitan recognizes the oddly coiled energy of the officer from yesterday. The one who saved her hide and then nearly turned on her later. This is the discreet message Ajana promised her. Xiang is safe. They’re on their way home. Perhaps she will marry Ajana one day. Enitan nearly weeps with relief as she flings open the door.


“Citizen,” says the sentinel, and Enitan immediately stiffens. No sentinel ever calls a native a citizen. A provincial, sometimes. Simply Korikese in its singular form, often. And then there’s the classic savage, most effective when snarled in said savage’s face. When a Vaalbaran sentinel calls a Korikese person a citizen, they do so to be ironic or cruel. Frequently both. But the woman before her seems sincere, if anxious.


Enitan draws closer to the sentinel, though every cell in her body screams in protest. She’s never been this close to a sentinel before; in the tubelift she practically pressed herself to the wall. Even when they’re beating Korikese people, they do so at a distance with their shockstaffs, lest unclean blood touch them. “Has something—”


The sentinel reaches into the embroidered bag at her hip, pulls out a small white box, and holds it out to Enitan. Ajana’s personal seal is overlaid in silver on top, surrounded by an engraved prayer to Eshuik, one of the regional Gondwanan death gods that had been absorbed into the Vaalbaran faith like the rest.


Enitan’s blood freezes in her veins, a horrible, all-consuming chill prickling down her spine. “This is one of her worst jokes,” she croaks, her throat going tight. “This isn’t funny at all.”


“I’m so sorry,” says the sentinel, and there is genuine sorrow in her voice. “Lady Ajana is dead.”










FOUR


The sun has set by the time Enitan gathers the will to open Ajana’s funerary box. It has only three things: her favorite headscarf, a copper ring with a hexagonal prism of blue goldstone, and a poignard with a large piece of quartz at the pommel. Alone now, Enitan presses the headscarf to her face. She lets out a strangled sob. It still smells like Ajana—citrus and sunlight. Shivering despite the warm evening, she wraps the length of the bright cloth around her right arm. She slips the ring into the pocket of her tunic and hides the poignard under a loose floorboard. Even if she knew how to handle it, she doesn’t have a permit to possess a weapon; if she’s caught outside with the poignard, she’ll be shipped off to the asteroid mines and sentenced to twenty years of hard labor. She’s heard of the horrors that happen in the shadows of those starless pits. The overseers lop off laborers’ limbs if the monthly quota isn’t met, only to have every hand and foot regrown without anesthetic. Then they throw their victims back to work with the promise to chop more off next time.


Enitan crawls over to her sleeping mat, hugs the box to her chest, and weeps. The panic and terror that filled her when she saw that smear of blood swell every second Xiang doesn’t walk through the door. She’s tried to shove down any fragment of emotion that has escaped, tried to work through the anxiety and the fear, but Ajana’s death destroys the paper-thin control she plastered over the cracks. She is a broken dam, salt water pouring out of her in burning torrents.


Eventually, her body decides it has squandered enough water and Enitan stops crying. She feels as hollow as the housepod, horribly and utterly empty. If she breathes too deeply, she’ll shatter completely. Fatigue sinks into her bones, grinding down on her consciousness. Clutching the box even tighter, she closes her eyes and lets exhaustion take her.





Enitan awakens many hours later. She’s still tired, now even more so. Her hip hurts after so long on her side, but she can’t bring herself to turn onto her back. There’s someone knocking at the door. It’s probably one of the Church’s new acolytes, sent to berate her for being late to work. She doesn’t care. The knocking grows louder, more insistent. Enitan squeezes her eyes shut. She doesn’t want to get up. She doesn’t want to think about how she’s lost everyone she’s ever loved in just over a day, for reasons that are far beyond her control and that she barely comprehends. She wants answers, but she doesn’t even know what questions to ask or to whom to ask them. And so her only option is to stay like this, curled up under every blanket she owns with Ajana’s box. She’s grown to appreciate this emptiness. Nothing is so much easier to deal with than everything—than sorrow and all-consuming loss.


Light floods in as the door flies open. Enitan stays on the ground, though her eyes flick to the floorboard concealing the stashed poignard. There’s no point. Not to this, not to anything. The only people who can override the security on doors are Imperial sentinels. Although, now that she thinks of it, if she attacks them, they’ll kill her. And death is absolute, effortless nothing. Hmm. Enitan looks up.


It’s the same sentinel who saved Enitan’s hide and brought her the funerary box, wearing her armor this time. She stands between Enitan and the poignard, so there goes that plan. Enitan closes her eyes, the lids dragging shut like steel doors.


“I thought you said I would be spared from questioning,” she croaks. Ajana’s death was ruled a suicide, but when the daughter of a duchess dies, someone must be blamed, even if it was supposedly her own hand that held the blade. Enitan’s exemption from interrogation surprised her. Sentinels misplace legal principles as soon as they depart their home planet, so by the time they get to Koriko, they’re convinced that savages are guilty until proven innocent. Usually, when there’s a serious crime, nearly everyone in the community is interrogated.


“Citizen,” says the sentinel. “Did you not hear the summons? All Korikese persons must assemble at the main concourse.”


Enitan rolls onto her stomach, pressing her face hard into her sleeping mat. “I didn’t. I was sleeping.”


“You must join the others.”


Very quietly, Enitan asks, “Can… Can I see her?”


“No,” the sentinel says after a moment’s silence. “Lady Ajana is undergoing preparations for the embalming rites. As a… non-Imperial, the monks would see your presence as desecration.”


“The only desecration I see is you and your trigger-happy friends,” Enitan hisses.


“As I said, this is what the monks would see,” the sentinel says, mercifully ignoring Enitan’s seditious statement. She sounds angry, though not at the woman curled at her feet.


That makes Enitan turn over and stare up at her. “An assembly?” She grits her teeth. “So they’ve already replaced her, then?”


“No. They haven’t, and they won’t be.” The sentinel drops suddenly, crouching by Enitan’s side. “At least not until the investigation into Lady Ajana’s death is completed.”


“An investigation?” Enitan scoffs. “You mean until a suitable scapegoat is found.” She knows she should stop, but she can’t bring herself to care.


“Until the investigation is completed,” the sentinel repeats, her voice harsher now, “a child of the local headwoman will serve as a diplomatic guest of God.”


“So, a hostage.” Enitan flashes her teeth. “Someone didn’t do their research. The headwoman doesn’t have a child, not in any way that matters.” Her people don’t have blood families, at least not like those in the rest of the Empire. On Koriko there are lifelong bond-siblings, paired by the headpeople at birth and raised by the whole community until adulthood.


The sentinel leans forward. “That is irrelevant.”


Of course it is. This is all for show. The headwoman could send absolutely anyone and it wouldn’t matter. This is just a formality, yet another humiliation forced upon the communities. The Imperator doesn’t need a political hostage to keep a hold on Koriko. The sentinels do their job, and they do it well. Besides, the Empire already does what it wants with the habitat. And the people. Little has changed with Vaalbara’s surrender to the Republic, and certainly not for the better. It seems Koriko’s losses have only gotten closer to Enitan since then.


Xiang. Her eyes prickle with a fresh bout of tears.


“Why are you telling me this?” she grinds out, wiping at her eyes.


The sentinel stands and offers Enitan her hand. “On your feet, citizen.”


Enitan is about to snarl something rude when her still-reeling mind snags on her last thought. The headwoman could send absolutely anyone. The Imperator’s hostage will be afforded little freedom to poke around, but if Enitan can somehow get herself shipped to Vaalbara, she’ll be living among the people surely responsible for Xiang’s kidnapping and Ajana’s murder. She could uncover the monsters that took them both away.


She knows it’s not a plan. It’s just a desperate, supremely stupid wish, but she doesn’t see another choice. With Ajana gone, she has no one to rely on but herself. She must confront the leviathan that took her sibling. There’s no one to do it for her. And Xiang might still be alive. Better to be executed in an attempt to save them than to waste away on her sleeping mat.


Enitan bats away the sentinel’s hand and forces herself to her feet. A sudden wave of nausea nearly knocks her over, but the sentinel catches her before she falls. Enitan shakes the woman’s gloved hands off her.


“Fine. You found me. I’m the headwoman’s daughter.”


The sentinel says nothing, only nods her head as if in quiet approval. Enitan steps around her and flings aside the floorboard, retrieves the poignard, and looks up at the sentinel, defiance in her eyes. For just a moment she feels strong, immutable, though she knows that if the sentinel strikes her, she will fall. The sentinel does nothing, and Enitan shoves the poignard into her satchel. She runs around the sentinel and rummages through the rest of the housepod. She doesn’t have much, but she packs her formal tunics, a handful of engraved currency chits, and her church frock—she laughs at the idea that she might use it as a disguise but brings it anyway. After a moment’s hesitation, she snatches up a few tins of tea and starts toward the door.


The sentinel stops her. “Do you have everything you want? You may not be permitted to return for years.”


Or ever, if she’s assassinated by Imperial agents or executed by the Imperator.


Enitan swallows hard and nods. “I have what I need,” she says, straightening her posture.


She doesn’t ask the sentinel why she’s helping her, though the question burns on the tip of her tongue. She’s not naive enough to think that this benevolence comes without some sort of cost. But for now she has countless more important things to worry about.


Together they head toward the concourse, Enitan putting as much distance between the sentinel and herself as she can. When they reach their destination on the third ring, her eyes go wide. She doesn’t remember the last mandatory assembly, doesn’t remember ever seeing so many of her own people amassed in one place. There must be tens of thousands of them. And everyone is whispering, murmuring, snarling at each other. A few people are crying. The sentinel takes hold of Enitan’s arm and tugs her through the frozen mass, shoving people aside as she does so.


At the front of the crowd stands the headwoman. Though Enitan interacts with the leader of Ijebu regularly, given the nature of her work, the woman remains utterly inscrutable to her. The headwoman is as formidable as they come, tall and wide and statuesque. Before her stands a thin man nearly swallowed whole by the deep red uniform of the Imperial bureaucracy. Behind him is a semicircle of crimson-armored sentinels. Their shockstaffs glint in the midday sun.
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