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One


IN THE LAST year I have come to understand the traitorous nature of skin. We cannot live without this barrier between our beating hearts and the outside world, yet it is the most fragile of things, as well as the most deceptive. My own, despite its golden undertones, cannot keep me warm. The memory of Melik’s, the ruddy tan of earth under sun, leaves me aching in darkness. My father’s, thin and buckling under the weight of his years and all the things he’s lost, hides his silent strength.


And Bo’s, so broken and torn, is woven from sheer betrayal. Stretched over his bones like the work of a clumsy tailor, carelessly patched, heedlessly sewn. I have come to know it almost as well as I do my own, and I hate it for its failure, for the painful story it tells. I hate it because, despite its weakness, it is somehow powerful enough to keep him from the world.


“Stop,” he snaps, wrenching his forearm from my grasp. “You’re making it worse.”


I quickly rub my fingertips together, the rose hip oil slick between them. “It will keep the scar from growing stiff.” I gentle my tone. “I’m sorry if I was pressing too hard.”


Bo’s machine hand, a work of mad, relentless genius, covers the scar on his arm, shielding it from me. His human skin is the same color as mine, but his machine parts glint silver beneath the lantern dangling from the rough rock ceiling of this chamber. Despite the fact that I have seen him without his mask, Bo always wears it when I visit. I am reflected in his half-metal face, my cheekbones and chin sharp, my forehead wide and distorted, my eyes dark. They, at least, tell the truth. The weariness and sorrow within them is as deep as the canyon that leads through the Western Hills.


Bo tilts his head. “You were far away just now. Again.”


I lower my gaze to my fingers. I hurt him when I am not with him, but I seem to hurt him almost as much by being here, and I can’t figure out how to change that. “Shall I continue?”


Bo blinks his brown eye. His ebony hair hangs over his forehead, part steel, part flesh, yet all smooth. “I’m sure Guiren will be missing you. It is almost time for the clinic to open.”


“And I am sure you have many plans for today, all of which involve the use of this arm and these fingers, as well as both legs.” I glance over at his long work table, strewn with metal body parts, a bicep here, a pectoral there, circuits for blood vessels, gears and springs and bearings waiting for Bo to give them purpose, to bring them to life. Usually I love hearing about his creations and inventions. When he talks about a new idea, his whole face lights up. Sometimes I come down here just to watch him work, a few hours on a quiet afternoon spent staring at his hands moving in concert while his face cradles the tiniest of contented smiles. I have even made peace with his metal spiders, for the most part. However, when Bo began designing himself a complete steel shell, when he started to fashion a machine arm to fit over his human one, and then a set of legs, I began to realize he was the creation this time.


Now the sight of them chills me to the bone.


“I have a few minutes before I must go,” I say to him. “Let’s make the most of it.”


“All right.” He sags a bit in his chair, its legs squeaking against the patterned metal panel that covers the floor. His machine arm arcs with precise grace to hang at his side. Sometimes it seems to move on its own, walking his skeletal fingers through a dance set to electrical pulses, transmitted by wires and circuits that wind like veins within the contours of his steel muscles. My own fingertips move hesitantly over the scar on his arm, the healed wound inflicted by his own fearsome spider creations as he rescued me and Melik from a mob—a trap that Bo himself had set for the rust-haired Noor boy who had claimed my heart. Bo’s own heart would not allow him to see it through, though, and he paid for that mercy with blood. Four seasons have passed, but Bo’s flesh has an unfailing, unforgiving memory.


“Any interestingly gory cases yesterday?” he asks as casually as he might inquire about the weather.


I smirk. “I am probably the only girl in the country who does not find that to be a repulsive and offensive question.”


“You’re the only girl in the country I talk to, so I guess I’m lucky.” With his playful smile, he lifts some of the weight off my shoulders. It is magnetic, drawing the corners of my mouth up to match.


“Dr. Yixa is still put off by my eagerness to suture his patients’ wounds. He makes the funniest faces whenever he witnesses me washing blood from my hands.” I imitate it, lowering my eyebrows and grimacing, and Bo laughs. “But at this point he knows my stitches are neater and straighter than his own.”


“Then I give him credit for being observant.”


I wonder if Bo realizes how his simple faith in me melts away some of my own doubts.


“He should be grateful,” Bo continues. “Gochan One was dangerous, but Gochan Two is as heartlessly deadly as the war machines it creates. He needed the help.”


“Father and I were fortunate he did.” After the destruction of Gochan One, Father and I thought we might have to leave in search of work, but Dr. Yixa, the chief physician and surgeon for the neighboring factory, discovered us caring for victims of the catastrophe, and he offered my father a position. My father refused to accept unless I could come along as his assistant.


“I was fortunate he did, too,” Bo murmurs. “I thought I’d never see either of you again, and then Guiren found me.”


I think of the little steel-and-wire girl that I keep tucked under my pillow, her hair short like mine was right after a spider sliced off my braid with its fangs, her body enfolded within the arms of a faceless, unknowable boy. Given how injured Bo was at the time, it must have hurt him to create her, to sneak her into the pocket of my dress. “You had sent me a message.” He was giving me the chance to return to him—or to stay away. “I was happy that it helped us find you.”


Bo’s smile has not faded. “Not as happy as I was.”


I’m not so sure about that. This morning, like every morning now, I woke to the light of the stars and moon winking dimly through my tiny window and the faint sound of my father’s snoring coming from the next room. I pulled on my work dress and crept down the darkened stairways of Gochan Two, a sprawling beast that sleeps until the sun rises over the high factory fence. I slipped around the few traps, knowing well where they are and what they hold in store for trespassers.


Within the old mining tunnels and caves beneath this weapons factory, Bo is once again building himself a world.


Unlike his skin, his mind never fails him.


I followed his instructions, long since memorized, to find the hidden door that marks the entrance to his kingdom, merely the bones of what he plans to build someday. He escaped through these tunnels when he brought the Gochan One slaughterhouse down, burying a hundred men in a tomb of metal and brick and burned meat. And though he was wounded, he immediately began to weave his steel web around him. My father and I helped. Bo is ours, and we could not let him go. And now I look forward to every morning, because in this hour I am more myself than I can be for the rest of the day. Bo knows my secrets, and whether he likes them or not, he seems to forgive me for having them. Knowing he looks forward to our time as well makes me determined to carve it into my day, no matter how early I must rise. It is an unspoken promise. It binds us to each other, out of mutual need.


And yet, lately, I feel like I am losing him, circuit by circuit.


Bo flinches again as my thumb follows the path of his jagged scar. “Must you always press right where it hurts the most? I don’t see how it helps.”


“Father says that if we do this every day, you’ll be able to retain the mobility in your arm.” I duck my head to make sure he is looking at me. “He also said that if you wear those mechanical frames around your arm and legs for too long, if you let them do the work of your body for you, you will lose strength in these muscles.” I skim my palm over his forearm, a silent apology, but draw back quickly when he shivers.


Bo presses his lips together as he glares at his imperfect flesh. “Sometimes I wish I were made entirely of steel and wire,” he says. “I often wish that, in fact.”


“I don’t.” I continue to massage the rose hip oil into his arm, over the puckered, mottled pink and white of his scar and the light brown of his unmarked skin. “I like you this way.”


He sighs. “When you are here, I like myself this way too,” he says quietly. He draws himself up, setting his jaw. “But you are not here most of the time. Including when you are sitting right in front of me.”


The silence between us is alive with wishes, his and mine. We want pieces of each other that we will never have. Bo wishes I would stop missing Melik—and I wish Bo wanted to be human. If one of us could move, I believe the other could as well, but because neither of us can move, our hearts are frozen in place. And yet we give each other what we can.


“I am here now,” I say. “And we have time to work on your leg—if you’re willing? You said it was bothering you.”


He frowns. “Give me a minute.” His cheeks have darkened.


I fidget with my oil and cloth as he disappears behind a partition. His arm hums and fabric whispers as he pulls off his pants. We are about to do a delicate dance, one that sways between clinical and intimate. I never know, from moment to moment, if I want it or if I want to pull away, and I think Bo feels the same.


“I’m ready,” he mumbles.


I rise from my chair and move around the partition, my skirt swishing around my ankles. Bo lies on his sleep pallet, his blanket pulled over his hips and his right leg. His left, the one savaged by a metal spider a year ago, is bare and goose-bumped. Bo’s face is turned to the wall. He never looks at me when I do this.


“This scar looks a little better. Faded,” I say as I sink to my knees beside him.


“I don’t care what it looks like. I only care whether my leg is functional.”


If that were truly the case, I don’t think he would be trembling, but I don’t call attention to it. I am careful with him. I always have been. Not because I am afraid he will lash out; he has never hurt me, and I think he would die from the pain of it if he did. No, I am more concerned with hurting him. If I cajole, if I hold back, if I craft my words just so, it makes it easier for Bo to stay with me, to stay himself. “Of course. I only meant that it looked stronger.”


He laughs, just a hiss of breath from his nose. “I see right through you.”


I pour a bit of rose hip oil into my palm and rub my hands together. “How so?”


“Do you really think I am so naive, Wen? You don’t have to always say what I want to hear.”


“I know.”


He turns his head and looks at me. “Do you?” His human hand reaches across his body and touches mine. “How can I be your friend if you are always protecting me?”


I let him take my hand. I let him stroke my fingers. It feels both comforting and dangerous. “You always protect me. Why can’t I do the same?”


His grip tightens. “Because it’s not the same. I would protect you from anything that threatened you. Any man, any creature, any machine. And you, you protect me from . . . you, I suppose.” He lets me go and then clenches his fist so hard his knuckles go pale. His metal fingers click, startling me. “It’s the last thing I want to be protected from.”


“That’s not fair.” I lay my warm palms on his bare thigh, over the thick, ropy scar. Bo’s chest stills and his eyes close. “You know me better than anyone does.”


He shakes his head. “Only the parts you allow me to see.”


I press down a swell of frustration and begin to massage his leg, long downward strokes toward his knee and then upward to midthigh, as my father taught me. It will keep the muscles supple, the blood flowing, the skin from growing taut and angry. I am gentle at first, cautious. I watch my hands moving over his skin. I’ve memorized every flaw. It makes the perfect parts that much more exquisite, but as soon as that thought surfaces, I try to drown it. It would be utterly scandalous for me to be alone with a man, touching him like this with no one to supervise, but my father trusts us both. Bo is a patient right now, nothing more.


It is impossible to think of him as nothing more. But so is thinking of him any other way.


I remind myself to be like my father, to think like my father, and my movements harden. My hands become instruments, my thoughts technical . . . but with shamefully ragged edges. Bo clutches at his blanket with both hands. His face glitters with pinpoint beads of sweat. I’m hurting him, but Father said it would hurt if I did it right. What he didn’t say: how my stomach would knot, how my eyes would burn, how my precision would be worn away by the desire to smooth back Bo’s damp hair and kiss his forehead.


“You could take off your mask,” I tell him after a few minutes. It must be uncomfortable when he sweats like this.


“No,” he says in a choked voice. “I don’t want to.”


“I see only the parts you allow me to see,” I say, a warped echo, an accusation that I for once do not hold back.


“How can you possibly think it’s the same?” he whispers. “You hide beauty from me. The only thing I hide from you is ugliness.” A tear suddenly slips free from the corner of his tightly closed eye, and he swipes it away as his face twists with anger and humiliation. I bow my head because my own tears are about to betray me as well.


Bo sits up abruptly. “I’ve had enough.”


He says it so sharply that I freeze. For a moment there is only silence and stillness, but then he tips my chin up with his callused fingertips. I wonder if my eyes are red like his, if his chest is as tight as mine. His mouth opens, but his words are locked inside him. We stare at each other. I don’t understand why this happens, why we make each other fall apart, why it can’t be simple and easy. But as I look into Bo’s face, half handsome and half monster, the space between us fills with all the things we do not say. The things we’ll probably never say.


His hand falls away from me, landing in his lap like a dead weight. “I’ll be out in a moment.” His voice is rough, uneven.


I move quickly, eager to give him the privacy he needs so badly right now. While he gets dressed, I set a bun on a plate for him and start a pot of water heating on a small burner he keeps on his worktable. Once the coil flares red hot, I fill a large teapot with tea leaves and set out the strainer. “Someone saw you two nights ago,” I say, longing to steer our conversation toward calmer waters, to occupy Bo’s mind with the now, the real, the things he can control.


“Where?” he calls from behind the partition.


“Have you been to the construction site?”


His metal fingers click together, driven by the jolts from muscles in his shoulder, and he steps into the open, fully clothed once more. “I needed some tools.”


“One of the foremen was still there. He told his crew to be on the lookout for you. One of them was injured by a beam yesterday and told us the story while we were splinting his arm. Some think you were just a thief, but others believe the foreman saw the Ghost.”


Bo snorts. “ ‘Just a thief.’ ” He comes over to stand next to me as I prepare our tea.


“It’s safer for everyone if that’s what they believe,” I remind him.


“I’ll be more careful,” he mumbles. “I didn’t expect anyone to be there so late.”


“They have received orders to get the slaughterhouse running earlier.”


His eye bores into mine. “You know why, don’t you?”


“Feasting season, of course.” My heart skips.


“No, because they want to make sure they have rations for our soldiers on top of the demand for meat during the feasting season. Gochan One supplied much of the beef for the central part of Itanya, and with the need to feed an army moving west, it is indispensable.”


“We are not at war.” It is a silly thing to say and I know it. We have been on the cusp of war for months. The western province of Yilat is churning with rebellion and revolution, and the sentiment is slowly creeping east. Lost in thoughts of men with guns, I reach for the pot and whimper as my fingers skim over the burner.


Bo’s machine hand moves quickly, like reflex. It snatches the pot away from me. “Let me do this. I never get burned.” He flashes a grin that fades instantly. His impervious metal fingers pour the water over the little pile of tea leaves, then place the lid on the ceramic teapot. “You may be worrying over nothing, Wen.” He looks at me out of the corner of his eye. “He may already be dead.”


My throat aches, like he’s closed those metal fingers around the stalk of my neck. “Melik is alive,” I whisper. Right before he walked away from me to return to the west with his younger brother, Sinan, and all the men from his village, he promised me that I had not seen him for the last time. I believed him.


Bo rolls his eye. “You can’t know that. It’s been a year of fighting and bombing and turmoil in Yilat. The Noor are staking their claim on the west. And this time they have united with the lower-class Itanyai in that province.” He slaps two teacups down and pours the bitter brew. “They are better equipped and organized than they have ever been. They want their own autonomous region.” He fumbles with the strainer as he removes it from his cup, leaving a spray of sodden tea leaves across his meticulously neat worktable. “Don’t tell me you believe your red Noor would sit idly by while his brethren fought for such a ridiculous goal. He was always full of similarly romantic, unrealistic sentiments. It very well could have gotten him killed, just like it almost did when he was here.”


“What nearly got him killed when he was here was the irrational hatred of the Noor.” And the fact that Bo framed him, but I don’t mention that. I never mention that, or how often I’ve had to forgive Bo for it, because every time I think of it, it leaves me hot with anger.


It’s one of the things I hide from him. I doubt he would find it beautiful.


Bo turns his back on me and carries our cups to the table, where he sits down. “He was agitating for more rights for the workers. It made him an easy target.” He puts my cup in its usual place and waits for me to join him.


I use my cloth to wipe his work surface. “You didn’t know him, Bo.” He won’t even call Melik by his name.


“I watched him like I did everyone else.” He grimaces. “More, even.”


I stare at the floor. “I cannot think of him dead. No more than I could think of you that way.”


“Do not compare us.” Now even his voice is made of steel. “I am here. He is gone. Long. Gone.”


To continue this conversation would be like stepping into one of his traps. I tuck my hands into the pockets of my skirt. “I need to go help my father. I will see you tomorrow morning.”


Bo is silent as I walk past my steaming teacup and out of his chamber, as I stride through the tunnel toward the stairs. But just before I reach the door that opens to the world above, I hear a low curse followed by the sharp slam of metal onto metal.


I do not go back to see if he is all right.
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Two


I CLIMB THE stairs and feel the vibrations of Gochan Two coming to life. By the time I exit the stairwell at the ground floor, the beast is awake, giving birth to war machines. The hiss of steam, the crash of the enormous metal presses, the whine of engines, the shouted orders from the foremen, all of it echoes through the hallway as I walk to the clinic. The sweat prickles on my upper lip and at my temples. When the factory floor is alive, the temperature inside Gochan Two soars. Outside the season of cold is beginning, but within these walls we cook year-round.


I round a corner and nearly collide with Boss Inyie, a broad-shouldered, round-bellied man with a scrubby mustache. He is still wearing his hat and is flushed from the cool air outside. His secretary, Sondi, a tall, bespectacled woman with streaks of gray in her hair, puts her arm out to protect him from my clumsiness. “. . . called a few minutes ago, Boss,” she is saying. “I told him you would ring him back, but he said he would wait.”


Boss Inyie hands her his hat. He doesn’t even look at me. “It’s about time,” he says as he strides into his office. “Cancel my morning appointments.”


Sondi looks over the rims of her glasses at me. “Shouldn’t you be in the clinic?”


I am about to reply when I hear the word “Noor” spit from Boss Inyie’s mouth like a curse. The door to his inner office slams. I tear my gaze from his doorway to look up at Sondi. “I-I—yes. Yes, I should.”


Her eyes narrow. “I’ve heard about your sympathies. Onya told me all about them.”


Onya, one of the secretaries from Gochan One who is now employed here, has not forgotten how I paid the Noor’s debts last year. I wish she had. “Forgive me, Ms. Sondi, but Dr. Yixa is expecting me.”


She lets out a dry chuckle. “Tell him to stay away from the liquor tonight. He needs to be at his best.”


My brow furrows at her gleefully conspiratorial tone. “Any particular reason?”


Her eyes widen, full of false innocence. “Only that I am looking after the welfare of our hardworking Itanyai men, dear. Now, as you said, the doctor is expecting you.”


I keep my head down and rush past her, eager to be back at the clinic. Generally, people at Gochan Two have been kind to me, either because they don’t know that I feel differently about the Noor than most around here, or because they, too, recognize the Noor as something other than barbarians. I don’t know which, because it is not something I talk about. My father told me to be absolutely silent about it, about Melik, about my time at Gochan One. We have so many secrets to keep.


Perhaps Sondi does too. I spend my walk to the rear of the factory pondering her words and the fact that Boss Inyie was talking about the Noor during his urgent phone call. When I enter the clinic, Dr. Yixa is already in his examination room with a patient. His rumbling voice easily penetrates the flimsy walls as he tells the worker that he can bind the back injury so he can return to the factory floor, but what the worker really needs is a week of bed rest. The injured man begs Dr. Yixa to bind it tightly and asks for opium.


“Opium on the factory floor?” The doctor lets out a thick, rolling laugh. “You need your brain on the floor, not just your muscles. No. You go home, you get opium. You want to work, I’ll have Miss Wen make you some willow bark tea.”


I grab a pot from the shelf and fill it with water, then start it heating on the stove. Dr. Yixa is fierce about his rules, and this one seems very smart. One moment of thoughtlessness can result in many deaths on the floor of Gochan Two, as I have seen repeatedly over the past year. Of course, a similar absence of thought could mean the difference between saving a man on the operating table and causing him to bleed to death, but Dr. Yixa seems to have no trouble guzzling sorghum liquor as if it were water.


By the time Dr. Yixa emerges with his patient—a stout man with huge arms, a deeply wrinkled brow, and a torso tightly wrapped with cotton bandages—I have the tea steeping. Dr. Yixa sniffs the air, his bulbous red nose twitching. When he exhales, the room fills with the scent of rice wine. He gives me a fatherly smile, revealing his cherry-red gums and missing front tooth. “Good morning, Miss Wen. Happy First Holiday Eve.”


My stomach drops. I didn’t wish Bo a good holiday. I walked away and said I’d see him tomorrow and didn’t think at all. “Happy First Holiday Eve, Doctor.”


He nods toward the steaming pot on the stove. “I see you’ve read my mind once again.”


I bow my head. “Willow bark tea is useful and easily made.”


“Pour this good man here a cup so he can go take up his place on the floor, will you?”


I pour a helping into a chipped cup, which I hand to the worker with a smile.


“Guiren’s out tending to some cases of flu in the dorms,” says Yixa as soon as he sees me glance toward the door to the cramped two-room space my father and I call our home. “We’re quarantining early this year. Being strict. Glad I have the extra staff to make sure of it.”


The factory worker slurps his tea and frowns. “Why? It’ll only make it harder to complete our quota.”


Dr. Yixa scowls. “You know what would make it even harder? If the entire factory staff was sick at once. Not to mention the fact that we’ve got soldiers on their way from the east. They’ll come through the Ring and need to quarter in the town before they head over the hills, and we don’t want them exposed to sickness. We’re going to do our part to avoid that.”


“Soldiers?” I say. “We’ve been hearing soldiers would come through for months, but they haven’t.”


“Ah, I suppose you haven’t yet seen the news.” He walks over to his cluttered wooden desk and scoops up a newspaper with his chapped hands. “Those Noor pigs have really done it this time.”


My heart stutters. “What’s happened?”


“They stormed Kegu. Imprisoned Yilat’s provincial governor and his council. Opened the food stores and gave the emergency rations to whoever held out a hand. And now they’re demanding recognition.” He shakes his head, his overlarge ears growing pink with the affront.


“They want to rule themselves,” I murmur. Somewhere over the Western Hills the Noor are attempting what Melik’s father and other elders tried to do—and died for—so long ago. “And you think our government should not consider it?”


The factory worker gulps the rest of his tea and sets the cup down heavily on the table in front of me. A few remaining drops splash out of the cup and dot the back of my hand.


“They’d better not,” he growls. “The rest of us would starve if the Noor got to decide who to sell the crops to. This drought has made some people forget that, but when the rains come, we’ll all be sorry—and hungry—if we don’t crush those Noor like the cockroaches they are.”


My cheeks grow warm with anger. “They only want to own the land they work. Why shouldn’t they?”


Both men look at me as if I have lost my mind. They exchange a glance, probably wondering whether to chastise me or dismiss me as a silly, ignorant girl. “Miss Wen,” the doctor says kindly, speaking as if to a stubborn toddler, “everyone knows the Noor mind is closer to animal than human. They can be good workers if they’re supervised properly, but left to their own devices, they’re vengeful, petty, untrustworthy, and dumb. Would you want people like that in charge of half the good farmland in the country? No. You wouldn’t. You’d want a savvy Itanyai.” He grins and taps his temple.


The bandaged worker looks skeptical. “Good workers? Ha! Look what happened when they were brought to the slaughterhouse to work last year. They weren’t here for more than a few weeks before they brought production to a halt. My brother worked the floor there.” He mumbles a chant meant to appease dead ancestors, and I realize his brother was probably one of those killed when Gochan One came down. “The so-called official cause of the building collapse was structural instability, but I don’t buy it for a second. You know they had something to do with it.”


I don’t know whether this is better than the rumors that the disaster was caused by the Ghost—or worse. I force a smile of submission onto my face. “Thank you both for explaining it to me,” I say quietly.


Dr. Yixa puts his hand on the worker’s shoulder. “Be careful today, and be glad tomorrow is a holiday. No celebrating tonight—go home and lie on a hot-water bottle if you want to keep your place on the floor.”


The worker bows his thanks and leaves. When he’s gone, Dr. Yixa turns to me, his nose even redder than before. “Don’t let me hear you asking questions like that again,” he says, low and rough. “Noor sympathizers are not welcome in this factory or in my clinic.” He holds up his finger, his nail grimy. “Don’t think I haven’t heard about what went on at the meat factory. Whispers of scandal are louder than you think. I’ve overlooked it because Guiren is skilled and knows how to be discreet. I hoped you were made of the same stuff, but now I wonder.”


“I’m sorry,” I say, lowering my gaze so he knows I’m not being defiant. “I just don’t understand why everyone hates them so much.” A hatred that has intensified tenfold over the past year.


He snorts. “I like them just fine when they do as they’re told and don’t cause trouble. I thought they’d learned a lesson after the last time we had to put them down. They’d been quiet for a while.” With a stifled belch he edges closer to his desk, where I know he keeps his liquor. He gives his bottom drawer a look of yearning before turning back to me. The understanding that he can’t drink in front of me seems to fire his anger once more. His ears go scarlet.


“You realize how much we’ve done for the Noor over the years, Miss Wen? If it weren’t for us, settling in the west and creating order, they’d still be ranging around like barbarians on horseback, half starved and all stupid.” He’s pacing now, a bit unsteadily. “But we gave them roads. We put government into place and police, too. We planted crops. We stored up for hard times instead of letting them squander the surpluses. We gave them the opportunity to do meaningful work instead of scavenging and fighting and overbreeding and killing each other. And once again they’re repaying us with violence.” He throws up his hands. “I suppose that’s just their nature, though. They live in the moment and never think of the future. Sad, really.”


“They are human beings, just like us,” I say very softly.


Dr. Yixa lets out a laugh that drips with bitterness. “Just like us? Did you not hear what I’ve told you?” He grabs the paper from his desk and stomps over to me, then slaps it onto the table. The headline reads NOOR REBELS OVERRUN YILAT CAPITAL.


Below it there is another, smaller headline. WANTED: KNOWN REBELS is all it says. Beneath that are rows and rows of pictures, mostly artist’s sketches, some photos. A few of them are Itanyai, but most of them are Noor. “Do they look human to you, Miss Wen?” asks Dr. Yixa. “Look at those faces. Look into their eyes. They are animals.”


I stare at the pictures. Some of the men are listed by name, some by crime, some by description. These are the most dangerous, apparently, and they certainly look the part. Wild hair, dirty faces. The sketch artist has drawn them with their teeth bared.


At first I am almost frantic, scanning the page for any hint of a familiar face. I see none and slowly relax. Until I read the words beneath a face in the middle of the last row.


THE RED ONE.


Like the others, the man in that picture wears a grimace that makes him look more beast than man. His thick hair is pulled away from his face. He looks foreign and strange. But there is something about the way the artist has drawn his eyes with only the lightest shading that fills me with deadly certainty. My fingers drift along the line of his jaw.


I remember what it felt like beneath my fingertips, rough and warm.


“Ugly sons of goats, aren’t they? They’ll get what’s coming to them, Miss Wen, make no mistake.”


“And what’s coming to them?”


Dr. Yixa chuckles. “When our men march into Yilat, they’ll hunt down and execute those troublemakers. Shoot on sight, if they get a chance.”


I look into the eyes, pale gray in the artist’s rendering. In real life they are jade green and full of keen intelligence . . . and sometimes fiery defiance. This paper does not say what he has done, and I’m not sure it matters. Somewhere, somehow, he has been noticed. Giddy happiness and utter dread twine tightly in my chest.


Melik, the boy who rules my dreams, is alive. He is also a rebel, marked for death.


*  *  *


I am thankful when my shift is over, because my concentration is fleeting at best today. Whenever I have a break, I find myself standing over the front page, staring down at the Red One’s unfamiliar-yet-familiar face. And the longer I look, the more I wonder if it’s actually Melik. Surely he and his brother are not the only Noor with rust-colored hair. I search my memories of Melik for something to confirm or dispute the accuracy of the drawing, but it is like trying to close my hands around a puff of smoke. Was his nose that long? Was his brow that wide? When I peer at it closely, I notice that the man in the drawing has a badly chipped tooth—is it a recent injury, or is this a different man?


Isn’t that something I should know for sure?


Realizing that I have forgotten the details of Melik’s face is like losing him all over again. The one thing I remember very well is the sight of him walking away from me after promising we would see each other again. Now that I have a window into what his life might have become, though, I have to wonder—does he bother to remember me at all?


I was only a few weeks in his life, with many days soaked in sorrow and grief and blood, both his and that of people he loved. We shared a few kisses, a handful of embraces, a fragile understanding floating in an ocean of want. For all I know, that ocean has dried up, leaving cracked earth and a broken promise. On the other hand, perhaps he is like me. Perhaps he can’t forget. Is it possible that he carries those memories tucked inside his heart, beneath the long scar on his chest? Does he run his fingers along its length and remember the night I stitched him up? Is it possible that he dreams of me? Would it hurt him to think I’d forgotten him?


How on earth could he afford to spare me a thought, when his life, his people, and his freedom are at stake?


He will not leave my thoughts, though. Most days I can ask him to take a seat in the back, to stay quiet. Today he refuses. I’m alive, Melik whispers to me. Just over the hills.


It is almost as if someone has erased the hundred-mile stretch between here and there. Like I could walk my fingers over a map, striding over mountains to find him. But really it’s a long day’s train ride or a week of hiking, through dangerous passes known for rockslides and ambushes by bandits, to a lawless province that has fallen into chaos. People do not make the trip unless they must.


It is ridiculous even to contemplate.


What we lack in injuries and illness this afternoon, we make up for in gossip. At lunch the office girls whisper of war while the workers wipe the sweat from their brows and argue over whether the war machines they are building will be deployed. The thought steals my appetite, and I return to the clinic to find my father drinking willow bark tea and reading the paper. He looks up when I come in. “We have flu in some of the dorms.”


“Dr. Yixa told me.”


He nods. “You were with Bo this morning?”


“As always.”


“I’ve just seen him. He’s testing those metal frames again.”


“Are you sure they’ll weaken him?”


“Parts of him.” Father sighs. “They make him feel safer, Wen. More powerful and in control. It is hard to blame him for wanting to feel that way.”


“I don’t blame him,” I say. “I simply don’t want him to become a machine.”


Father chuckles and sips his tea. “He always thought like one.”


“But he feels—”


My father stands up. “Yixa said he showed this to you this morning.” He waves the paper.


From the exam room I can hear Yixa’s muffled snores. “He seems certain the army will be sent to suppress the rebellion.”


I hope my father will argue, but he nods instead. “When things go this far, the government cannot ignore the threat.”


I bite my lip. “I heard something this morning. I was near Boss Inyie’s office when he came in.”


Father raises his eyebrows, and I continue. “He got an urgent call that he had been waiting for. And he canceled his morning appointments.” I fold my arms over my stomach. “And I heard him mention the Noor.”


My father, who is slight of build to begin with, suddenly looks even smaller. “That does not bode well for the Noor in the Yilat Province, then.”


His words sharpen the teeth of the unspoken fear that has gnawed at me all day. I touch the paper. “Is that him, Father?”


My father folds the paper. “Whether it is or not, it tells you nothing.”


I frown. “How can you say that? The men in those pictures are all condemned.”


“And if there is a war, all the Noor are. The government will not be merciful, Wen, not with what they’ve done.”


My eyes sting. “You say that so calmly.”


“Would it make one bit of difference if I shouted?” He sets the paper on Yixa’s desk. His narrow shoulders are slumped. “It is a hopeless situation.” His eyes meet mine. “And I’m sorry that it hurts you. I’m sorry that you are still thinking about Melik, because it will only bring you more pain. It is best if you let him go.”


“You don’t know that I haven’t,” I say, lifting my chin.


Father stares at me for too many long seconds. “You say his name in your sleep.”


I cover my mouth, my cheeks on fire with the humiliating knowledge that my father is aware of my dreams. I mumble something about needing some air, grab my overcoat from the hook by the door, and flee. Something is happening inside me. I thought I was headed toward a kind of peace, an understanding that Melik was gone paired with a never-ending hope that I would one day see him again, a place where I could think of him without so much pain and longing. Today has destroyed all of that.


With every moment I find more hints that something terrible is brewing. As I walk past the factory floor, it is still bustling with activity, though it was scheduled to close an hour ago. Despite having no good reason to do so, I cut through the administrative hallway, and my insides knot when I see the foremen from all three shifts crowding into Boss Inyie’s office. Fearful someone will see me and guess that I am spying, I bow my head and hurry away.


Stone after stone of evidence is falling into place, and now the truth is as big and ominous as a mountain. I don’t know exactly when. I don’t know exactly how. But I do know this: Our war machines will be marching west very soon.
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Three


FEELING AS IF I am suffocating, I leave the factory. At the compound gate the guard on duty—who must be a new hire, because I know all the staff by sight if not by name—hesitates when I tell him that I don’t know when I’ll be back. He scratches at the patchy beard on his cheek. “It would be best if you returned by midnight, sister,” he says, conveying a respectfully polite kind of concern that I’ve rarely heard since moving from the Hill to the Gochan complex.


His gaze darts toward the factory entrance. On this day of all days workers should be flooding out of this place on a wave of eagerness and celebration, but the opposite is happening—men from the night and morning shifts are filing in, looking grim but determined. All of them are carrying rucksacks, as if they are going on a long journey. The guard looks back at me. “The fireworks can be seen from our compound’s square. You can come back early and watch them here.”


I give him what I hope is a beguiling smile. “Because the streets are dangerous? I’ll stick to the main thoroughfares.”


His brows lower. “That’s comforting to hear, but it’s not why you should be back by the arrival of First Holiday,” he says quietly, his lips barely moving.


I wish he would confirm for me what I already suspect, that he would be the one who drops the final stone into place, if only to release some of this burning, twisting anticipation. I lean forward a bit. “You are kind to worry about my reputation, brother.”


He shifts uncomfortably. “You work here, I take it?”


I nod. “I assist in the medical clinic. I’m also Dr. Guiren’s daughter.”
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