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				Before you arrive,

			

			you remember your lola, smoking. You remember the smell of her dried tobacco, like hay after a storm. The soft crinkle of the rolling paper. The zip of the matchstick, which she’d sometimes strike against the lizard-rough skin of her leg, to impress you. You remember the ritual of it. Her mouth was too dry to lick the paper shut so she had you do it, the twiggy pieces of tobacco sticking to your tongue like bugs’ legs as you wetted the edges. She told you it was an exchange. Your spit for her stories. Tales of the Old Country; of ruined kingdoms and tragic betrayals and old trees that drank the blood of foxes foolish enough to sleep amongst their sharp roots; any tale that could be told in the span of one quickly burning cigarette. “It was all so very different back then,” she’d begin, and you’d watch the paper curl and burn between her fingers as she described the one hundred wolves who hunted the runaway sun, and the mighty sword Jidero, so thin it could cut open the space between seconds. Her words forever married to the musk of her cigarette and her bone-rattling laughter; so much so that whenever you think of that place, long ago and far away, you cannot help but think of smoke, and death.

			
				When did she first tell you of the Inverted Theater?

			

			You were thirteen, you think; it was around that age that she often seemed startled by you, offended even, her lip curling whenever you came into the room, as if an untoward stranger had just tripped into her on the street. You thought her distaste was because of your body odor, your oily skin, your shy hunch, but the truth was she was just surprised by how quickly time had passed. Your youth wounded her. It made her want to protect you, and to kick you out the door.

			“Sit,” she said, when she saw you passing the kitchen. “Listen. I have a tale to tell.”

			The warm, breeze-blown night came in through the propped-open window, playing at the sheer curtains and the smoke from your lola’s fingers, as she told you of the theater that stood between worlds.

			“Once, the Moon and the Water were in love.” She lingered on that word, love, just as the smoke lingered in the air. “You can imagine it was not the most convenient affair. One was trapped in the heavens, the other the earth. One was stillness itself, the other made only of waves and tempests. But they were happy for a time. The Moon would bathe the Water in its radiance, and the Water would dance, with its ebb and flow, to the Moon’s suggestion. And though they occupied different spheres, they were able to visit one another through less direct means, for there is no barrier in this life that love cannot overcome. The Water would send up to the skies plump storm clouds, swollen with its essence, its cool mist and salty breath kissing the Moon’s dry and cracked surface. And the Moon, when it wished to visit the Water, would cast its reflection into the Water’s surface, and in the Inverted World that lies suspended below our own, in glass and still water, they would meet, and dance, and make love.” Your lola paused, and stared at you from between curls of smoke, in study of your expression. There was a time when you would be squeamish at the mere hint of intimacy in her tales, but not this time; this time you simply sat in rapt attention—a sign of maturity that both heartened and depressed her. “Anyway,” she said, after a rasped inhalation. “It was in that world of reflection where they built the theater that is the locus of our tale.

			“Being the patron gods of artists and dancers, the Moon and the Water both loved the stage, which is why they created their own: a pagoda so tall its height cuts through the heavenly bands, within which the performances of the ages would be hosted. The telling of tales beyond even my knowing.” She coughed. “Even after the Moon and the Water parted ways, the theater remained, run by their love-child, a being of immense beauty who took to inviting even mortals such as us to come visit their arena.”

			You asked her how mortals could reach such a place.

			“Through dreams,” she said, the cigarette butt ash in her hand. “A deep sleep, in waters deeper than your dreaming spirit has ever swum before. That’s all. Dreams, and luck. And when you arrive, you are told a tale of the Old Country; the right tale at the right time. And when you leave—when your body comes up from that deep slumber—you will feel satisfied, whole, though you will not remember why, the memory of your visit forgotten, slipped from the mind like soapy water, the way any good dream might the more one tries to recall it. You will try to remember it. With great effort.” She smiled, wistful. “But you will fail.”

			Your lola began rolling another cigarette.

			“Perhaps before the end,” she said, “I’ll finally remember my own time there.”

			There was giggling from the other room. As your lola worked the tobacco through the rolling paper, you leaned back in your chair to better look at your brothers, who were listening to the radio in the living room. All nine of them were crowded around the radio like stray cats at a butcher’s shop—a leg draped over the arm of the couch—a head lolling off the side of the love seat—chins propped on fists on the coffee table as the weekly serial neared its climax—all of the inquisitor’s men aiming their rifles at the church windows, ready to shoot Captain Domingo dead, wondering as they aimed down their sights why the jackal dared to smile at the hour of his death—the reason clear, once the good captain revealed with a wink the detonator in his gloved hand—and as you looked at your brothers, you felt both envious that you were not sitting with them and also glad that you were apart from them. That you could see them all from your chair in the kitchen. That you could hold them all in your eye and keep them there.

			“We might try to go back,” your lola said, staring out the window with her large, wet eyes, “but we only get one turn. One invite. So do not waste it. If nothing else, remember that.”

			The night air came in through the small kitchen window. A horn from an old car blared down the road. Your father would be home soon with the day heavy on his shoulders. The table still needed to be made. But your lola was unconcerned with time, her drags deep and unhurried. “You will not know the Inverted Theater has called for you until you are already there,” she said as she let the paper burn, and the years burn with it. “It is a place you cannot plan for.” The shutters trembled against the coastal breeze. “And when you arrive, dream-tripped and unexpectedly, in that amphitheater, the best thing you can do is sit, and watch, and listen, for you are not there by accident.”

			She sucked on the paper, the tip now an orange rose. The cigarette was just about finished when the front door slammed open. Your brothers scattering from the radio as your father came inside with his mood and all the outside world—your lola gripping your wrist, before you too could go to greet him.

			“The tale is for you,” she said.

			The tobacco burning in her lungs.

			“So let the dreaming body go.”

			
				She exhaled.

			

			And the smoke, blown in from the dark, envelops you until all you can see are the curls of gray matter swirling around you, the thick fog seeming to lift you, to cradle you, bearing you gently downward until you light upon a smooth, hard surface, and the smoke clears—the memory of your lola in the kitchen fading as day does to dusk, before you find yourself standing before the very place she had once spoken of, all those years ago.

			
				Welcome to the Inverted Theater.

			

			You step out of the smoke and you see it: the towering pagoda on a still lake at night, its reflection in the water perfect, its many levels at once rising high above you and, in its watery likeness, falling endlessly below. Lanterns hang off its curved eaves like earrings, lighting up its ornate facade against the darkness of the black-carpet sky. The structure looms, made up of an infinite stack of balconies, each one painted a different color. From a purple balcony high up a herald leans over and shouts that the performance is soon to begin, to please enter and take your seat.

			A stone path begs you to cross the dark water. As you begin your crossing, you realize you do not walk alone. You walk amongst a river of other dreaming shades, who pass through you like gusts of wind, their thoughts coming in and out like radio signals. They are thinking about work. About lost loves. The hours they wasted in rooms darkly lit by stubbed tallow candles. I was keeping the books for a madman. I knew I needed a new job, but I couldn’t risk the downtime—who can risk the downtime? Some you understand, others are beyond you. They speak in languages you do not recognize, or in terms that, stripped of context, mean nothing. Thread-ripping down the runner of stars, was in the midst of my third weft, fast a-tumble in my sleeper’s mitt, when my dreaming self was coaxed here, to this dark lake shore. Shades of people from everywhere and everywhen. Faceless, out of focus, loud. And as you cross this lake, their noise comes all at once and overwhelmingly, sounding like nothing less than the vast ocean’s roar—a collective hum, breathed out by the mouths of thousands, indistinct and infinite. An infinity in which you now sit.

			
				Eighth row, dead center.

			

			You blink, and you are here—in this many-pewed theater space, lush in drapes and blackwood flooring. The theater is styled from an era long past and almost forgotten. You are seated on a bench that has been reserved for you. You knew this was your seat before you even laid eyes on it. Called to it. Certain of your destination.

			You are less certain about other things. As the others find their own seats and the attendants run up and down the aisles with lit candles floating behind them, the tall shade sitting beside you leans over and asks you where you are from.

			You struggle to answer.

			This moonlit body comes to your aid. With a gentle nudge of the toe, it unfurls the parchment of your people’s history, this toe running along the battles and the treaties, the dispersals and the reunions, until it finds you here: in the time of trains and steamships, when cathedral radios crackled from the open windows of the dockside town in which you lived.

			There is a war, you tell the shade.

			The shade nods in grim understanding.

			You are from a time of posters and propaganda. When news of the war effort fluttered down the painted walls of crooked alleys. Sun-draped and salt-scented ocean views disrupted by the silhouettes of warships in the blue distance. Wounded soldiers sometimes boated into town. The war is everywhere, but if you were awake tonight—this night, now—and you turned the dial of your radio, you would not hear the staticky voice of a slick man sharing news of the front but instead the crooning warble of Dorrado “Chilo” Semina, whose voice has captured the hearts of most lovesick listeners across the Unioned Continent—but alas! Tomorrow morning, when you wake, you will have to lie to your compatriots when they ask you if you stayed up to listen to his new single, and you will have to pretend to sing along with their delighted chorus, mouthing the words you shamefully have yet to commit to memory, because right here, right now, as the people of your town swoon to the pop signal, your body lies in deep slumber in a room once shared by you and your nine brothers.

			That is you. A merchant’s child. But one of many. How old you are outside this dream is irrelevant; in this theater you are as you feel—a youth, deep in your adolescence, and, like all youths, lonely in your own unnameable way. Fearful of your father and hounded by your lola, who was uninterested in the developments of your body, or your roaming interests, as she sucked smoke from a wrinkled cigarette and explained to you the land your family had come from and the tales that had come with them. “There is no preparing for the Inverted Theater,” she had said. “It greets you when it chooses.”

			All of this you say to the shade, and it nods, satisfied, before it turns away to other business. You wonder if you should ask it where it is from, but the shade seems very much done with you, so instead you look about this Inverted Theater with a lost expression, your awe for your surroundings mixed with a deep longing, and unanswerable confusion, as you try to divine for what reason you might have been summoned here.

			“There is always a reason.”

			You begin to suspect it might have to do with the object you only now realize you are holding in your hands.

			
				This spear.

			

			You know it well; the blood-red tint of the wood; the red tassel that chokes the gleaming and deadly point; the strange grooves and etchings that travel the length of the weapon in esoteric patterns. Ever since you can remember, this weapon has dutifully hung on the family room mantel, ignored by all in your house as but part of the scenery, for it was too expensive, too ancient, and too useless to interact with. You and your brothers once caught holy hell for playing with it in the courtyard when you were very young. One of the housekeepers informed your father, and your father, who never hit you but knew other ways to make you feel small, spoke to you and your brothers, one by one, in his office, and never again did you touch the weapon, much less look at it, which is why you feel an illicit thrill to hold it now, whether it be the real thing or merely a dream of it.

			“It has traveled far to get here,” your lola liked to say, “with farther yet to go.”

			You notice the other members of the audience, the other shades, stealing furtive glances at your weapon. We were wondering why this shadow was armed. And they are wondering why the weapon looks so familiar. Why you have brought it with you to this sacred place. And if you intended to use it.

			But such questions would have to wait.

			
				For it begins.

			

			The performance that you have been called to witness. You hear the beat of a drum. A polished wooden stick rapping against taut, oiled skin. Thrum. The drum punches through this dark space. Thrum. It strikes you, right there, the middle of your chest. Thrum. It made us shiver to hear it. You listen to the heartbeat of this building. Thrum. The swelled, anticipatory breath of the people around you. Thrum. And you lower the family spear, you let it rest at a slant against your side, forgotten for now, while you and the other audience members all turn to the stage with not a breath released, your unblinking eyes watching the drapes begin their soft and silent lift up into the rafters, revealing, like parted wings, the stage.

			Thrum.

			This moonlit body stands before you. And though this is your first meeting, all of you recognize this body immediately. We had seen the renditions, the statues, the friezes. The depictions of a figure of broad back and narrow hip, with skin the color of a blue summer sky and eyes that shine like light on silver. You have seen the artists’ dreams of this moonlit body, with its sea-green hair that sways as if underwater, and as you see this body now, bowing at the head of the stage, you realize that all of the dreams of its beauty were true. Somewhere in your memory, your lola is sighing in a yearning way as she looks up through the small kitchen window at the star-rich swirl of night. “And should you one day find yourself sitting in that theater, lucky enough to watch those curtains rise, it is the child of the Moon and the Water who will greet you. That creature born of the dance between the lunar wane and ebbing tide, now cast in their role as the eternal performer of the Sleeping Sea. Forever imbued with the strength and grace of the most accomplished of dancers.”

			She smiles.

			“A beautiful, moonlit body.”

			And you look upon this moonlit body with surprise as it breathes in through its nose so deeply its belly distends, pregnant with wind. This body’s feet braced on the boards of the stage before it releases in one long exhale all that it has taken in, the gust from its pursed lips blowing out all the braziers in this theater, whipping the fire into smoke until the room votes in favor of the dark and all that is visible to your eyes is the last of the lit braziers onstage—your pupils narrowing on this ancient and raging flame, as this moonlit body stands before it and, like a magician at some unholy font, conjures from its crackling hearth the voices of the ancient and the dead, our tale soon to be told—of that week of blood, that week of chaos, the rush of whispers filling the theater, for some tales are too large to be told by one voice alone.

			
				This is the tale of your land, And the spear that cut through it.

			

			You hear a charge of horses pouring over some distant hill as dancers now swarm the stage, their footsteps a chaotic syncopation. The flames leap, the walls blasted with light and shadow, and in this dreaming theater you swear that you can see the scene as it is, as this moonlit body’s movements, and those of the dancers, carve out of the air that land far away and long ago—a place once known to you only through your lola’s descriptions, now springing to life in the deep root of you, as if it had always been there. The deep valleys and old forests, the staggering black mountains that cut the clouds, and the carpets of mist that rise from the gulches between sheer cliffs. This is the land where we lived, and where we died. The Old Country, your lola called it, but there were other names too. Names etched in runes and woven in tongues long lost to your history. Tonight it is the Land of the Moonless Night. Tonight it is the land that sweats under the Endless Summer—and as the fires of this theater rage, you feel the unblinking sun on your back. You smell the dried grass. You see the dead brooks and the curling fingers of roadside corpses thick with flies that scatter as the riders gallop heedlessly past this parched landscape bearing the banner of their emperor.

			This is where our tale begins, with a band of warriors performing a royal inspection of the country, the dancers’ feet stamping into the boards of the stage as might a brigade of fearsome riders across a dust-beaten land, and you see with clarity the rider at the head of this royal charge—a man who lifts his laughing face into the air and breathes deep the smells of the country, his birthright, while he leads his warrior-sons west.

			“Listen,” your lola would say as she lit her cigarette.

			Listen, this moonlit body says as the bloodied sun lifts into the parchment sky to the bone-snap of drums.

			
				Listen to the Brigade of the Red Peacock.

			

			The sound of distant thunder in the bright and cloudless day. Thunder between the ache of the rolling hills and the green burst of forests. Thunder that scared the animals into their burrows. The people turning their worried ears to the sky. We heard them before we saw them. The thunder of the royal stampede.

			The villagers put away their scythes and turned over the feed buckets as the pebbles danced and the terra-cotta eaves trembled. The children held close as the horses crested the nearby rise, two score in number, their riders garbed in red; a gash on the noon horizon. Warriors vicious and without mercy, their faces tattooed with their namesake, their sharp cheeks and hungry eyes framed by red beak and feather; a sight feared by any wise traveler, by anyone who heard the stories, for of the many brigades and bands and gangs that haunted the valleys in those days, it was the Red Peacocks who were deadliest, led as they were by one of the princes of the Throne, a man who had well earned his title of the First Terror.

			Across the land, the people lined up to greet them. It was the eve of the Emperor’s Holy Pilgrimage, and the brigade was charged with the sacred duty of preparing the land for His Smiling Sun’s arrival.

			They did so with great pleasure.

			“Soon,” the First Terror said to the weavers and the quarry workers, the fishermen and the farmers, “in but a matter of days, He will arrive, and in His generosity of spirit, He will visit you all over the course of His five-day journey to the eastern coast. You will present Him with the finest offerings of your craft or your harvest. Your pearls of rice grain, your fresh salted fish. Your richest tapestries. The spirit of your hard work. And He will take these offerings with Him, and He will cherish them, as He disembarks to visit our colonies across the Great and Unending Sea. His visitation, the greatest honor of your life. In later years, you will recall it to the children at your bedside. Squander this moment at your peril.” During these speeches the Peacocks slapped open doors and rummaged through dressers and kicked at loose floorboards, searching for evidence of dissent. Chickens were chased out of coops. Sharp knives taken to grain sacks, to linen sheets. The people listened to the ransacking of their homes but we did not dare turn to look, for we all knew the consequence of turning away from a prince. “When His caravan passes through this way, you will hear a drum heralding His arrival. You will line up, like so, across the entrance to your village, facing the road; every man, woman, and child. And you will bow. You will bow low, so He cannot see your face. Every head that does not bow for our Smiling Sun will be added to our collection,” he said, pointing at the fly-strewn cloth sacks that hung from the horse saddles, the cloth black with dried blood.

			In one of the villages, there was a loud clatter—a crying girl dragged out of a small house.

			“This rat was hiding under the boards, Father!” the Peacock shouted.

			The villagers took in a collective breath. And we glared at the girl’s parents, who in spoiling this child had doomed us all. The girl’s bare feet trenched the hot dirt as she was brought to the prince for judgment.

			One of her parents fought against those restraining her.

			“She was scared!” the mother cried. “Forgive us! She was scared!”

			The father quiet, his head bowed low.

			The First Terror drummed his fingers against his waist. He lifted the shivering girl to her feet and then he looked into her eyes, and we could feel the wind begin to whip and rise and we were certain that this was our end, that the prince would not forgive this rudeness and all of us would be tossed into the pit of Joyrock. That we were spared that day was a fortune beyond measure. What feeling of grace prompted the Terror to send the girl gently into the crowd, into the trembling arms of her parents, would remain to them forever a mystery. The unnatural wind dying down. An easy smile on his lips. “Let it not be said that the Throne is without its mercy,” he said. “But on the day of His caravan’s arrival, should any transgress beyond their station, do not expect such forgiveness.”

			Then they left. The horses rearing not long after the Terror finished his address, the people left in stunned silence, a few of them coughing in the stampede’s dust wake. The mother clutching the girl to her breast as the father looked on them helplessly, having given up his daughter for dead. And never would my wife let me forget the shame of that day. Never again could I meet my daughter’s eyes.

			Never would we understand why we were spared.

			The reason was a simple one. It was the same reason that the First Terror was in such high spirits during the tedium of his tasks, in those weeks of his inspections. Why he spurred his horse at a quickened pace, so eager to return to the palace without delay or incident. A reason that came vividly to his mind when he looked into that little girl’s eyes and saw they were the same color as that of his beloved son.

			
				Of Jun.

			

			“For six months I have been parted from his company. He serves the Throne with pride; I recognize this. And I recognize the importance of his mission. But I cannot help but wish he did not have to perform his duty. That he was riding by my side this day. It has been a great difficulty, waiting for him to be returned to us.”

			The commander of Badger Gate, a small man with a smudge of hair on his chin, poured tea for the Terror, as was protocol, doing my utmost to not show the tremble in my hands; my utmost not to soil myself.

			“You are a caring father,” he said with a servant’s smile, placing the polished-clean teacup before the royal prince. “May all the sons of this country be so blessed, to have a parent like you.”

			Sycophantic words, nonetheless true. The First Terror wept with his sons and he laughed with them, and in turn we gave him our unwavering devotion, riding with him to the ends of the country, killing anyone who needed to be killed. But he had a favorite. And he was not shy about who that favorite was.

			“To Jun,” the commander said, raising his cup, hoping to please his guest, a social tactic that played excellently, as the Terror toasted him with moist eyes.

			“To Jun.”

			Their cups clapped to Jun Ossa, the twenty-fifth Peacock, who had for six months been guarding the fabled Wolf Door beneath the palace mountains, the sole protector of the empress. The Terror wiped his eyes, moved by this imagined scene: Jun’s six-month rotation, spent alone in the cold and the dark of that deep mountain cavern with nothing but one’s blade, and one’s thoughts, and a locked door to protect, to keep one company. This image weighed on him for the rest of the day, until later, at camp, his other sons placed hands on him in comfort, and we told him it wouldn’t be long now, the prince then smiling at his boys, grateful for all of them.

			Horse spurred onward, they journeyed west and completed their assignment, uncommon mercies spared for those they passed, the Terror’s mind split between duty and family. As he made his inspections, as he flipped through poorly kept records and questioned an endless parade of perspiring commanders, he thought of his son. Of Jun the Beautiful Knife, who slit his first throat at eight years of age. Jun the Red Shadow, who alone had tracked the infamous Dorogo Bandit Clan into the vagrant woods after their raid of Lady Panjet’s sacred vaults, none of the bandits aware they were being hunted that night, not even as they were bled dry in the dark, one by one, throughout their premature celebrations. Jun the Torchbearer, who lit swaths of grain fields on fire in search of the traitorous dogs who had ambushed the Swan Road patrols. From our houses we watched our harvests burn and the men we hid burn with them as that little demon lobbed his torches. Jun the Many Titled, these honorifics bestowed upon him by his doting father.

			“I remember the last time I passed this way,” he said at Eagle Gate to a quiet crowd of sentries, “some seasons ago…my son Jun noted that there was an unacceptable level of indolence amongst your sentries. A disorderly mess hall, an unkempt barracks. Jun is quite adept at such judgments. He rightly shamed you for your lack of discipline, and at the time you had promised to tighten the loose threads of your command. We believed you.” His finger sliding all the while across the wall of the barracks, holding up to the sweating creatures who awaited his judgment a print of dirt and dust. He did not have to say anything. The sentries and even their commander fell on their knees and polished every inch of the barracks and he smiled, for though the emperor would not care about the dust, much less see it, it was good to see that the people were still well under control despite rumor of the growing rebellion.

			This was how he made the last stretch to the capital; with news for his father that the land was well groomed and tamed for his journey, and with the anticipation for the long-awaited reunion with his prized son. The sun burst from behind a dark cloud. The western mountains known as the Jaw rose ever higher to meet them. And the First Terror howled into the air, and his Peacocks howled with him when the city gates unfolded to their arrival. But whatever triumphant return the Terror might have been expecting come his riding through the steep roads of the Palace City, those expectations were not met, the mood subdued and tense. An unusual alertness to the guards posted along the mountain road—so distracted these men were they took no notice of the bags of severed heads the Peacocks had brought home that day. We were less concerned with those coming up than we were those coming down—there was a culprit in our midst, readying their escape.

			The Terror sniffed the cold, high-altitude air. He detected a sourness, like rotten lemons, and he knew his father was in a bad mood.

			When they had crested the last rise, one of the attendant generals rode up in greeting, and it was from him the prince learned why the mood of the Jaw was so grim. The general wore the painted mask of a tusked boar, for it was the custom of the court to cover one’s face entirely when in the emperor’s presence—the boar’s eyes appropriately wide and panicked as he breathlessly explained the situation.

			This is the tale of the end of the Moon Throne.

			And it began here.

			
				With the theft of a bird.

			

			It happened, the general said, before the purpling of sunrise, when even the dawn watchtower guards had yet to change shift. Someone had stolen into His royal apartment—impossibly—and thieved the emperor’s pet bird right from its redwood cage. And the emperor was not taking this trespass well.

			“None of us can reach Him,” the attendant general said. “He refuses to entertain any talk of tomorrow’s pilgrimage until the bird is found and the culprit justly punished.”

			“Did He move the bridges?” the Terror asked.

			“He did, my lord.”

			The Terror rubbed his eyes.

			
				Your lola made a cat’s cradle out of red thread.

			

			“From peak to peak, the pagodas of the palace stood on the tips of the Westward Mountains,” she said. Her fingers shut and then opened again, the pattern of the thread rearranged. “A dozen bridges of finely hewn stone spanned these peaks, connecting these pagodas in a marvelous web. Bridges that turned on giant axes, like the hands of a clock. By the emperor’s whim, and the power of his god gifts, the bridges moved, and the layout of the palace would change.” Her fingers kept closing and reopening, the pattern of the thread born anew, the connections shifting. You asked her what purpose moveable bridges were on a mountaintop. “Defense,” she said. “Throughout the entirety of the royal line there had been attempts of assassination and infiltration. In an emergency, the emperor could command these bridges be directed anywhere He wished. He could, in an instant, isolate His royal apartments from the entire world, and strand His enemies on the disconnected peaks.”

			She was looking across the courtyard at the windowed corridor down which your father stomped.

			“It was the last of the emperors who made the most of those bridges. It is said that He changed their orientation more often than any of His predecessors. And do you know why?” When you shook your head, she said, in an almost joyful whisper, “Because He was afraid.” Somewhere, you heard a door slam shut. A motorcar, roiling to life. As your father drove away, the red thread unraveled from your lola’s limp fingers onto your palm, and she closed your fingers over it. “He was afraid of death.”

			“All of the bridges are disconnected,” the general said. “The apartments are inaccessible, and half of our workers are stuck on the other pagodas with no way to return.”

			“This will not do,” the Terror said. “We leave tomorrow. We have no time for tantrums.” He smiled at the general in a way that made the man take a step back. “I trust that you are presenting me not only a problem but also a solution.”

			The general nodded after a moment of hesitation. I could smell the rotting heads that hung from his sons’ saddles. Behind my mask my eyes were tearing. “Yes, my prince. There is a solution. And with your permission, we will carry it through.”

			Permission was given. Within the hour, the First Terror sat in court amongst the other powerful lords in attendance, surrounding a man they had chosen to take the fall for the crime, with the hope that once someone, anyone, was punished, the emperor’s temper would be eased, and the bridges returned to their proper stations.

			They chose me. The accused stood in the middle of the room, on the elevated petitioner’s pulpit, like a man on a raft about to be pushed out to sea. He was an older man, with a back-bent body, his terrified face covered by the painted mask of a smiling gecko. For thirty-three years I had polished the porcelain vases and watered the evenlight lilies in the hanging gardens. I worked quietly, I kept to my own business, and unlike my fellow attendants I engaged in no rumor or speculation about the emperor’s behavior in the last few months. For thirty-three years I woke up before the first crowing and I went to sleep long after the last candle died in His royal window. I gave my body and my heart to the diligent cleaning of the drapery and the laying out of delicate foods on finely carved trays. I surrendered my opportunities for love or profit because my parents had taught me that nothing was more important in this world than loyalty. And then—and then—the false charges were read to him by the five Wise Men at the long table on the other end of the room, in cold and detailed order, while in the back the First Terror paid little attention, speaking quietly to another lord about other matters of state. The man was accused of stealing his way into the royal salon, of thieving the emperor’s pet bird, and of snapping the neck of the emperor’s pet bird out of malice before tossing it over the railing into the chasm, thus preventing anyone from returning the corpse to its rightful owner. The First of the Wise Men made theater of the moment. “For thirty-three years you had served this throne,” he spat.

			And then, one day, I was finished. The man wept so loudly the lords in the court shifted uncomfortably. And how could I not weep, as my fellow attendants, and the lords I had served, each approached the Wise Men and gave them the evidence they needed to condemn me? On the memories of their lolas they swore they had not seen me all morning. That for too long I had been complaining about my station. That I had motive. All of this theater for the benefit of the creature perched on the high chair.

			The tortoise’s gaze was set on the First Terror. “The Smiling Sun wishes to know your thoughts,” the mad creature giggled. “From all the evidence laid before you, to what side of the line does your heart lean?”

			The Terror looked up at his father’s surrogate and then down at the wet dog of a man in the center of the room. Thirty-three years. And without a further moment of consideration, he said, “My Smiling Sun, this man is guilty.”

			The accused deflated.

			For what? I asked.

			For what?

			“The Smiling Sun wishes to let you know that He remembers you,” the tortoise said to the accused. “That while His own father was in court, you used to give Him sweets behind His nanny’s back.”

			The guilty man in the pulpit said this was true. I gave him little rolls of sugared rice, wrapped in oiled banana leaf. He was the emperor’s son, but he was also a child who was bored and lonely. “I did so gladly, My Smiling Sun!” he shouted.

			“Which makes it all the more shameful, that your heart has grown so sick.” The tortoise turned away. It let out a plaintive giggle. “May you find peace in the Sleeping Sea.”

			A guard withdrew his blade. The man stood up—I would beg, I would offer anything—his hands reaching up to remove his mask, to beseech the court with his tear-stained eyes, but his shout was clipped by his swift and sudden beheading.

			A string of blood slashed across the blackwood floor. The head stopped rolling a few paces from the line of lords. The gecko mask smiled emptily at a man who pressed a handkerchief to his nose, at the brink of fainting. And when the red fountain guttered out, the body fell in a limp sprawl. The last bits of life leaving through the twitch of his right index finger.

			“We are finished,” the tortoise said.

			The lords of the court kissed the floor with their foreheads.

			
				The palace trembled.

			

			As the bridges rumbled back into place, the dead man was dragged by his feet through the open door, my body thrown over the bridge railing into the nameless chasm, without marker or prayer, while the Terror made his way across the span to the apartments without even waiting for the bridge to finish its groaning rotation. Midstride he fitted a finely hewn Peacock mask onto his head, for not even princes were exempt from the emperor’s edict, and he entered through the whispering doors into the royal salon, taking a moment to rediscover his patience before he announced his presence—to no response.

			He excused himself loudly and entered. He took note of the waxed low tables, the parchment rolls slotted neatly into their diamond-shaped cubbies, the extravagant Induun curtains beaten and free of wrinkles, thinking that one would be hard-pressed to believe there had been a burglary, but for the empty birdcage that hung uselessly in the corner of the room.

			“Nowhere is safe, it seems,” a hoarse voice said. “Not even my home.”

			Magaam Ossa, Eighth Emperor of the Moon Throne and Father of the Three Terrors, sulked in the dark in his favorite chair.

			“It is good to see you, Father,” the Terror said. He knelt, and pressed the beak of his mask to his father’s skeletal hand.

			“Is it?” the emperor asked.

			He looked down at his son with his small and lifeless eyes, daring him to answer. His hand, still in the prince’s own, was thick with veins, like dead snakes on a still river. The Terror wanted to both crush this weak hand and cradle it.

			“I know that today has been trying,” he said, “but I come bearing good news about your journey tomorrow. The people—”

			His father’s hand slipped away. He watched as the Eighth Emperor, dressed in His blackest robe, approached the balcony window like a widowed mourner.

			“I was sorry to hear about your bird,” the Terror ventured to say. “I have been away for too long, it seems. I did not know you had a new pet.”

			“How did you and the other lords decide on whom to behead?” the emperor asked.

			The Terror hesitated.

			“By discovering the guilty party, my lord.”

			“I am not a mandolin. Do not attempt to play me like one.”

			A giggle came from the other end of the room. The prince cut a glance at the wriggling tortoise seated on a raised cushion by the desk. The tortoise stared back at him in hair-raising defiance. “He was picked at random,” the Terror admitted.

			“In what fashion?”

			“We assigned the attendants who had visited your apartment in the last few days a number. One of the generals turned over a cup of dice.” As the emperor chuckled darkly at this explanation the prince looked at his father in an imperceptible squint. “You knew, then. That the man was innocent.”

			The emperor walked across the salon to the empty birdcage. He fiddled with the latch of the cage, swinging the hatch shut and opening it again, and as the Terror watched his father, who seemed somehow much older than He was only a few months ago, it seemed entirely possible that there was no theft—that this old man had simply forgotten to lock the cage last night, and His bird escaped on its own, unaided, through the balcony window. That the sole reason I was killed in court was as sacrifice to His pride.

			“It matters not in the end,” the emperor said, shutting the cage door for good. “Now. Tell me of my country.”

			They took tea together. The Terror prepared it. He brought the water to a boil over the cook-flame as his father remained sullen and withdrawn, the deep wells under His eyes speaking to how little sleep He was getting. Hoping to lift his mood, the prince told Him that the checkpoints on the Road Above were in good order. That bandit attacks were at the lowest incidence rate since the time of his grandfather. He did not mention that the opposite was true for the Road Below; that more people than ever fell prey to thieves and murderers on that long, unattended road. A man stopped me on my way to my sister’s village. He said he needed help moving his wagon, which was just over there, behind the trees. Yes. I was a fool. I had only three copans to my name. I don’t know what he was expecting. But he gutted me for it anyway. Yes, the Terror said, the land was thriving. “The fleet on the eastern coast finished construction not a few weeks ago, every boat manned by the finest nauters the land has to offer.” He did not mention that the fleet cost three times as much as was first estimated and that the Throne was now well in debt to the Five Families from whom the raw materials were purchased. He told his father that everything was prepared for tomorrow, and the people fall over each other to see His caravan pass their way. He did not tell him that those people were hungry, that because of the Endless Summer, their bodies littered the roadsides, throat-parched and sunburnt. That our children drank from the rice paddies and bloated with sickness. He told his father everything He needed to hear. But the honeyed words did little to stir the emperor from His mood, which of late had grown intense in its inwardness.

			The emperor put His tea down. He rubbed His sunken eyes. He did not care about checkpoints or bandits or people.

			He spoke of the one thing He did care about of late.

			“I had another dream last night. A dream more vivid than all the others.” He shut his eyes to recall it, as His son made a show of interest. “A tiger with a cherry bough in its jaws emerged from the brush of my private garden. I followed him through brush and meadow and even across the sea. It walked upon the waves as if they were solid ground.” The emperor spoke of the tiger with a hushed reverence. It was known that the tiger and the cherry bough was a symbol of a long and prosperous life. Your lola had sewn the bough onto her father’s clothes, which was the only explanation you and your brothers had as to how the man drooling in his rocking chair was still alive—that there must have been some truth to what they say about tigers and cherry boughs, since your great-grandfather, your granjo as you called him, for reasons of which you are still unsure, refused to die, despite the barrage of ailment and injury that comes with old age.

			Death spurned, a life stretched beyond its means. These were the recent dreams, intense and all-consuming, that had of late been haunting the emperor with their otherworldly promises, inspiring His coming Holy Pilgrimage. Imagery and portent that compelled Him to journey to the new lands across the sea to find the key to a door that had up till then remained locked, for all men; even those born of a god.

			The secret to eternal life.

			He was not journeying to meet the people of His land. The pilgrimage was a means of collecting enough materials for the long journey across the sea, and beyond—wherever it might lead.

			“Do you think I will find it?” He asked His son quietly. “Across that channel, that Great and Unending Sea?”

			It worried the First Terror, to hear his father sound so uncertain now, the day before the journey. After all, once his father was gone, it was he who would rule in His stead, and he had many plans for the layout of this royal salon. “You will find what you seek across the waters,” he assured the shrinking man. “In the new lands you will find the secret to eternal life. That is what your visions say, and so it will happen, because you are the sun under which all doubtful shadows flee. Is that not so?” He held his father’s hand. “Well, Father? Is it not so?”

			“It is so,” his father said, swallowing some burble of emotion. “You are right, it is so.”

			“I am glad to hear it,” the prince said. “Have you said your goodbyes to Mother? There will be no time for that in the morrow.”

			For the briefest moment, a mysterious expression came over the emperor, one His son could not quite read. Then it was gone. And the man was shaking His head. “Later tonight, after my final address, I will visit her.”

			“Good. And when you do, if you could let my son know that I am here, and greatly anticipate our reunion tomorrow—”

			“Yes, yes,” the Smiling Sun muttered, “your words will be relayed, if I remember.”

			“How has he been?” the prince asked. “The last time you went down there, was he hale?”

			“Why would I know that? His health is of no concern to me.”

			“Did you speak with him? He is an adept conversationalist. Perhaps tomorrow you two might—”

			“You test my patience, child.”

			The Peacock bowed.

			“Deepest apologies, My Smiling Sun.”

			The emperor sank into His chair. He nudged His teacup away. “You have a knack for worsening my mood.” He sighed. “Come,” He said. “Tell me what tomorrow will bring. Tell me of my journey. Erase any surprise, any unknowns.”

			The prince did so eagerly, not wishing to get on His bad side, not this close to the end. “I will tell you of all that will come to pass tomorrow, and the days to come. I will tell you the tale of your pilgrimage.”

			“Then speak on, child.” The last ruler of the Moon Throne shut His eyes once more, His sleepless body now warm and weighted by the tea. “And make your words as honeyed as our drink.”

			
				“This is the tale of tomorrow, and the week to come.”

			

			Tomorrow, Father, you begin the most important journey of your life. On the sweet breath of early morning you will depart by caravan, eastward, to the shore where the voyager fleet awaits your arrival, to bring you to the land of your fabled dreams.

			You are so close to godhood.

			It will be a journey of five days to reach the coast. Down the scenic Road Above, you will pass through the most spectacular of vistas and enjoy the fruits of the five provinces as the people, who yet believe this to be a mere spiritual pilgrimage, rise to greet you with their finest offerings.

			On the First Day they will offer you their richest harvests. You will indulge in a feast of the most aromatic teas and the softest beds of rice, in a celebration hosted by Lord Yinn and Lady Panjet in the grand courtyard of Monkey Gate.

			From there, after your night of revelry, you will head east, for the Bowl of Heaven. On those crystal waters you will spend the Second Day, enjoying the freshest catch from the Thousand Rivers while taking in the lush comforts of my brother’s pleasure boat. I have many opinions on the way Luubu conducts himself, as you well know, but what has never wavered is my high regard for his abilities to host an honored guest, and I am certain he will hold for you a party so grand that even you might reconsider leaving this country.

			The Third Day will have you remain in the Bowl, where you will tour the textile fleets of Lord Induun, beholding the most extravagant of tapestries and the softest and most supple of carpets, all of which have been woven for that very day. Their patterns telling the story of your enduring rule. These carpets will travel with you on your long journey. They will remind you of home.

			On the Fourth Day, your road will meet with the quarries of Lord Waag. Through the cleave of earth, you will be shown the night-black ore that makes our finest weapons. You will visit the forges, and they will present you with a blade sharper than any that has ever been crafted. May this blade protect you during your travels through the mystic and wild lands unknown.

			And finally, the Fifth Day, the Last Day. That is when you will reach the Divine City at the end of the world. That inspiring cliffside view of the Great and Unending Sea. There, a performance for the ages awaits you in the grand plaza, and you will enjoy the people’s finest dancing before the last dregs of day. Whether you choose to visit Joyrock is up to you. No one will begrudge you, if you do not.

			The sun at its last fall, you and your party will board the voyager fleet, loaded with the fruits of the land, supplied for years to come, and upon the unfurling of the sails, you will set off on your great adventure.

			To a new land.

			You will turn, Father, as the ship disembarks, and you will see all of us standing on the cliff’s edge, bidding you farewell as you vanish into that limitless sunset. Fireworks exploding in the dark-red evening sky. And you will know in your heart that though you might be gone, you will never be forgotten—come the day that you return, having conquered death, the land will embrace you as it ever has: with warmth, and love, and the deepest of pride.

			There is nothing to fear, My Smiling Sun. The hosts of good fortune remain your steadfast allies. I will remain in this palace, keeping stewardship over your land, and not a single day will pass that I do not lead the people in fervent prayer for your safe travels, your hearth kept stoked by me, for when you come back to claim it.

			
				A giggle broke from the dark.

			

			“You have a most loving son indeed, My Smiling Sun.”

			Both father and son looked across the salon at the tortoise resting on the blankets in the corner. The prince looked away in revulsion, while behind the veils of sheer Induun fabric, the massive creature let loose its mad giggles, which filled the room like gas escaping from a cracked pipe.

			
				“Strange creatures, the tortoises.”

			

			Your lola was holding a phone to her ear, and in the other room, the radio was on; both objects good comparisons, she said. “They were tuned to a certain channel. They had access to a world we cannot see. They could smell moods, taste motive. And they could communicate with one another over great distances.” On the radio, an announcer detailed the most recent victory; cannons detonating a coastline; planes shot out of the air like ducks; the enemy battalion obliterated. “A great power, those creatures had,” she said. “And a kind of madness, because of it.” She sighed as the phone rang on. “Is it any wonder, then, that the Throne had such use for them?”

			
				The emperor nodded at His pet tortoise.

			

			“Why do you interrupt us?” He asked the creature.

			The giggling died away. “The Commander of Tiger Gate would like to confirm that your son will be joining her for tea tomorrow, My Smiling Sun.”

			The emperor turned to the prince. “I thought you were joining my caravan tomorrow.”

			The prince paused, in careful deliberation of his response. “I thought it prudent to first ride with the collections caravan on the Road Below, to ensure they get off to a good start. A small sacrifice, I think, to be without my company for a day while I make sure the materials for your long journey are being properly transported.”

			The emperor was not pleased, but as ever, He had a difficult time refuting His son’s points. “And what’s this about tea?”

			The prince lifted a shoulder. “A drink with a friend, nothing more.”

			A deep sniff came from the tortoise, and it fell once more into a bout of giggles as it smelled from the prince’s aura the ticklish spice of desire. “A friend and nothing more,” it whispered to itself, deeply amused. “A friend and nothing more.”

			“Confirm the invitation, tortoise,” the emperor said, not nearly as amused as His pet.

			“Yes, My Smiling Sun.”

			The creature suddenly lifted its head. Its neck long and tensed.

			
				The call went out.

			

			You think of your lola, on the phone, hunched and anxious for the operator to pick up.

			Briiiiiiiiiiing-briiiiiiiiiiiiiing.

			“Briiiiiiiiiiiing,” she would sometimes sing along.

			She was always calling home—not your home, but the home across the sea, the one your family came from—to tell them everyone was safe, that you all barely even noticed the war. As the phone rang, she would wipe the drool from granjo’s lips. She would shoo the cats out of the room. She would hum and move things around in the kitchen or yell at the housekeepers for some minor transgression. She would wait.

			One of your older brothers, who was interested in such things, tried to explain to you how it all worked. How there was a woman somewhere, at a switchboard, connecting sockets with wires.

			“Like this,” he said, throwing his arms around in the air in a way that made you laugh. And so it was with the tortoises: one made a call, the line was connected, and the call went through. Simple business. Though sometimes, a more thoughtful guard or messenger might gaze at the creatures and wonder who was operating the switchboard.

			
				Click.

			

			Southeast—at the top of the watchtower, above the din of traffic moving through the dusty courtyard, the tortoise of Tiger Gate Checkpoint lifted its head, its neck long and tensed like its brother in the Palace, as it received its message. It nodded. And to the sentry who waited upon the creature, it said: “This one is told to confirm the invitation to tea, tomorrow, with the Commander.”

			
				With Araya the Drunk.

			

			Titles were hard to shake in those days. They branded a person as sure as a hot iron on a flank. Some titles were cultivated. They offered a kind of protection, social or otherwise, to those who wore them, whether that be as a warning or a feint. So it was for the commander of Tiger Gate Checkpoint, Uhi Araya, who was known in most circles of the military hierarchy as Araya the Drunk. The Lady of the Flask. The Blushing Fiend. Our Stumbling Maiden. A jovial woman of short, round stature, a creature of her comforts who achieved her successes despite, or in some cases because of, her reliance on the drink, becoming in short order the overseer of the first checkpoint that lay on the infamous Road Below. A powerful position that yielded many benefits for her. We always wondered how she got to where she was—what connections she had. Her reputation preceding her as someone quick to laugh, and quicker to offer a swig of something debilitatingly joyful even while she took bribes on the side and bumped up the taxes of those passing through her checkpoint on larks and whims. She said she didn’t like the look of me. And then she turned us back. She didn’t even return our papers. This was Araya. Or, it was the side of her she presented to the world. Burping and cockeyed. A flirt and sometimes a hard-ass.

			But there was another Araya that few people knew of. An Araya who had been working since the beginning to achieve something that was all but impossible. This was the Araya who unraveled the pouch of poison in her office, after it was confirmed the Terror was coming the next day. She leaned forward and sniffed the powdered mixture in the stone bowl, her nose tingling from the smell like sweet lightning. “Oh,” she said, blowing her nose, her eyes watering. She did not know how she was going to get this into the First Terror’s tea without him noticing.

			She looked through her shelves, something to mask the taste.

			“Shit,” she said as she knocked a bottle of ink from the counter.

			
				It all came down to her.

			

			So said her contact, the tongueless savant of the gray rivers, some weeks ago, as he signed the plan months in the making onto her quavering palm. With my shapes drawn onto her damp skin I told her the time had come: that finally we knew the schedule and route of the Pilgrimage.

			It was time to devour the royal family.

			There was a knock on the door. “Commander,” said a muffled voice, “a message by tortoise has come in for you: Lady Sova of the Panjet Estates would like to discuss your availability for her daughter’s coming-of-age—”

			“Later, Raami,” she grunted as she wiped the ink off the floor, making it worse with each circle. “I’m a bit—I’m a bit busy at the moment.”

			“Yes, Commander.”

			His footsteps receded. With a sigh she slapped the dripping cloth into the bin and wiped the residue on her fingers on some inner fold of her robe, then returned to the mortar and the small pouch beside it.

			Brittle leaves poked out of the pouch like knives.

			Ordinary poison would not fell a royal. The long history of assassination attempts over the centuries of the Moon Throne’s reign had told us that their bodies, born as they were from a god, were hardier than our own more mortal flesh. We did well to remember the story of the poor fool who tried to slip a pinch of the Judge’s Kiss in the Third Emperor’s tilted ear, to no effect—how the emperor woke up with only a small headache before he had his would-be assassin punished; the skin of the man’s children stitched to his back, to wear for the remainder of his days as he was made to walk the roads of the country loudly extolling his ruler’s virtues.

			Araya remembered. That was why her hands continued to shake as she attended to the mixture on the table, grinding away till the powder was as fine as silk.

			“This will not end well,” she said with an empty smile.

			With a pair of tongs, she added more leaves.

			Idlit, it was called. It was a plant, snipped from the mossy earth of the deep forests by the old tribes who yet harvested there. With our gloved hands and our opal knives we cut the weeping stems with blades as sharp as Soma’s wit. The small animals that made the mistake of chewing on this oily leaf convulsed on the misted forest floor, and the ones who did not die on the spot lay paralytic on the moss bed as the larger creatures of the basin emerged from the brush, sniffing their acrid helplessness in the air. Poisons of the head and of the heart had no effect on princes or emperors. But poisons of the bone and of the flesh still had their purchase.

			On her palm, I told the commander that on the day of the First Terror’s visit to Tiger Gate, when she served him tea as decorum dictated, she would spice his drink with this lovely mixture. I pressed the small pouch into her hand and with a warm touch I told her to take care. Too many idlit leaves, and the Terror would no doubt smell the addition of the unusual ingredient with his heightened sense, and he would kill every guard at this Gate before any of the paralytic had entered his bloodstream. Too few, and the man would feel nothing but a slight tingling in his extremities. A turgid erection perhaps, but not the outcome we were hoping to inspire, especially in a man known for his virility.

			The effect of idlit was immediate in small animals, but in humans, when ingested with boiled tea, paralysis was delayed for the length of an afternoon meal. I told Araya she would need to make sure the Terror was on his way through the gate shortly after ingestion. In no uncertain terms the paralytic needed to come into effect when he was well east of the checkpoint—far enough from the border town so no help could come to him or his men.

			I told her that the more Peacocks took part in the tea the better but that if only one person drank the tea, it must needs be HIM—the tea of the finest quality, to ensure he would drink it all. The ambush awaiting the caravan would be massacred in short order otherwise.

			As she pulverized the leaves, she whispered to herself, “He’s alive,” a common prayer she recited when she was feeling anxious; some of us under her command tried to guess who this He was—copans tossed in the pot—my bet on an old lover—mine an abandoned child—the He of her prayers in her thoughts as vivid as a waking dream as she finished this fateful recipe. She took a swig from her flask to still her nerves. She brewed a practice pot of tea and served her imaginary guest. She imagined his gaze on her, like a falcon on a scurrying rodent, scrutinizing the movements of her wrists as she poured. She thought up questions she would ask, compliments she would give. He was handsome, and liked to be reminded of that. She would smile, demure, and tell him his sons were his spitting image.

			“Yes,” she said to the empty room as she poured a cup to the brim, smiling graciously at the wall. “I think you are right. This will be a wonderful week for our Smiling Sun. Yes. I too hope that He remembers us fondly.”

			Tea spilled over the brim.

			She cursed.

			Before she left our clandestine meeting place, I grabbed her hand and I reminded her of the price of failure. That the prisoner of Joyrock she worked so hard to free would remain chained in that infernal labyrinth, and her own life would, too, be finished. That we would make no effort to save her; likely to live out the remainder of her days as a skinless ornament decorating the emperor’s apartments. Araya breathed in deep. And as she walked out of the temple, to her destiny, I prayed for her: May this child dance the steps of the Rhythm. May her performance be deemed satisfactory to the spirits and sages of the Sleeping Sea. May this child live to see our country returned to the hands of its people. A prayer that danced around in Araya’s mind as she held her face in her hands until a hurried knock on her office door startled her back to the surface. She said to hold on a moment as she put away the mortar and pestle, almost scooping up the remaining dried leaves with her bare hands before thinking better of it, and with a spare cloth herded the poisonous ingredients back into their pouch. She opened the door.

			“What is it?” she said to her second.

			“Apologies for the interruption, Commander,” young Raami said with a short bow.

			“You interrupt nothing—come, why do you call on me?”

			“The Sugo siblings,” he said. “They’ve laid siege to the cripple again.”

			Araya sighed—how quickly the thought of tomorrow’s assassination disappeared from view. Raami told her that if she wished, he would take care of the situation outside, for when I looked at her, the woman I would die for, she seemed tired, defeated—and I felt as though I had failed her. But she said no, no, she would go.

			“It’s my job, after all,” she said bitterly.

			As the commander rushed out of her office, into the harsh midday sun, to deal with the gathering crowd of sentries congesting the line of travelers trying to make it through before the fall of night, this body wishes now to explain to you the nature of the checkpoint that Araya the Drunk ruled over.

			
				Gates, they were called.

			

			And they were everywhere. On main roads. In gullies. On cliffsides. On lonesome stretches between nothing. Everywhere where the land pinched on itself, impassable but for the narrow road that funneled through it, one would find a massive gate of ironwood timber and flexioned rope pulleys to collect the toll and inspect your papers; these fortresses overseen by watchtower tortoises, the eyes of the emperor, who in the paranoia of his later years commanded more and more of these edifices to be constructed throughout the country.

			These checkpoints were similar to the ones of your time. You remember well the stopped breath in your lungs when you and your family traveled by train to the northern province to visit your distant relatives and your train was stopped at the border station for a random search. The soldiers yanking bags from the overhead carriage like unruly children from tree branches. You wince to remember the sound of ripped fabric and popped latches. Belongings searched with sticks and cold expressions. The man in the sharp blue uniform with puffed cheeks, reddish, as if he had just taken wine, is printed in your memory. How he coaxed the papers out of your lola’s grip. Her chest rising and falling in deep breaths. You thought something was wrong with her, that she was sick, but you were yet young—you had never seen her nervous before.

			In the car ahead of yours someone cried out; a helpless sort of cry that faded as they were led off the train. You never saw this person, not even as you and your brothers pressed your faces to the window, but for years after that day, you would imagine them, always with a different face, for in truth they could have been anyone.

			“Thank you,” the man in the blue uniform said, dropping the papers in your lola’s lap as he went to the next seat. She bent over to pick up what had fallen. You and your brothers watched the man go down the aisle until she snapped at you, telling you not to stare. You thought she was teaching you not to be rude, as was lola’s job. But not this time. This time, she was teaching you how to survive.

			Such was also the case for the people of the time before trains and radios. Those who traveled the unpaved Road Below did so with the awareness that this trip might be their last. We traveled with twice the water we thought we needed. We never traveled alone. And we never traveled by night. There were the desperate few who tried to travel alone on the Road Below. Most of the sunbaked corpses hidden in the brush and the paddy fields belonged to these men and women, their bodies stripped of valuables, even their teeth, which sold well depending on the shine, and if you knew to whom to sell them. If the bandits didn’t open your throat, then the animals of the forest did, and if not the animals, it was the distempered sun and the long stretches between here and nowhere, the last canteen emptied and the mouth left to wither, telling myself I’d rest for just a moment underneath that rock, in the cool shade of it, just for a moment, and only then did I learn that a moment could last a lifetime. And if somehow you made it through all these hazards, then perhaps your end would come near the finish line, as you dragged your tired horse through the gates of some checkpoint where you were attended by a sentry, no older than fifteen, who was foul of mood and who greeted your exhaustion as a sign of disrespect. The day was fucking endless and these faces kept coming, and none of them seemed thankful at all that you were doing your duty, that you were keeping the country safe! And the fucking heat. It was hard not to take it out on some of them. Just to watch them squirm. A torn-up document, in tatters in your hand, as they shoved you into a wagon headed straight for Joyrock.

			Tiger Gate Checkpoint, Araya’s checkpoint, sat on a cliffside road like a dead roach. It had two gates of heavy timber, each of such size that they required the strength of five men to lift by turning-wheel, and between which a long courtyard stretched where the people filed through, timidly, and with averted eyes. Just let us through, we prayed, just let us through. It is here, in the dusty courtyard of that forsaken fortress, where Araya met the brawlers who were making a mockery of her command.

			
				You notice a change in the light.

			

			Your eye is drawn by the angle of the firelight and the formation of the many dancers onstage. You focus on the body all the lines seem to converge on. You focus on this moonlit body. One hand is tucked behind this body’s back. You think this a strange affectation until you see that it is not merely a move but an intrinsic part of the character this body plays—a life, shaped by its missing left arm.

			
				Your lola pressed her finger into your shoulder.

			

			You remember her tracing the ball joint where your arm met your torso. She was not gentle. “It was the left they would cut off,” she told you. “Like so.” Her hand making a chopping motion against your shoulder. “The left arm represents your pride. Your warrior’s heart. If you dishonored your position—if you abandoned your post or fled from battle—cutting off this arm would tell everyone you met, at a mere glance, that you were a coward.”

			You asked her what if someone lost their arm in battle? Or from sickness? How could anyone tell the difference?

			“The cut was specific,” she told you. “High up, the wound treated in a way that made the scar twisted in a particular fashion.” She shrugged. “They had a different view of missing limbs in that time. Not a kind one. If they didn’t think you were a coward they thought you were a leper, or an unskilled fighter—bad luck, whatever the case. A Man or Woman of Poor Fortune. Bad luck spreads as sure as disease. You did not want them believing any of these things about you.”

			You thought on this.

			You asked her how they did it.

			She smiled, which was rare for her to do, an exception made that day as she was amused by your bloodthirsty curiosity and was more than happy to entertain it, seeing as it concerned the Old Country.

			“If they liked you, they’d have their best swordsman do it. The best of them were able to remove the arm in one cut. Straight down. They would give you as clean a wound as you could ask for. Yes, if they liked you, it was almost a mercy.”

			Her smile colder as she added, “But they rarely liked you.”

			
				And no one liked the young man from the north.

			

			“Break it up, you dogs!” Raami shouted, pushing his way through the crowd. “Commander’s here! Break it up! Back to your posts!”

			Araya shook her head as the young, bored workers of Tiger Gate returned to their stations without enthusiasm, beckoning the next anxious traveler down the line. At forty, she was more than twice the age of those under her command, and she felt that difference keenly as she stepped into the settling dust cloud and looked down at the bloodied kids kneeling at the center of it.

			The Sugos looked up at her, unrepentant; Mae and Vogo, brother and sister hellhounds; children of some distant relation to the Throne, cousins of cousins, enough royal blood in them to shield them from most of Araya’s threats of discipline. They didn’t even wait for leave to speak before they launched into their side of the tale. We told the drunk that the one-armed psychopath over there had walked up to us and attacked us, unprovoked. He even broke my dear sister’s thumb. The dagger-faced Sugo sister presented Araya the skewed digit in question, and her brother, spitting out a tooth loosened from the brawl, said, “Fair recompense must be made,” which were words they heard their father say whenever he was greatly displeased, which was often.

			“Duly noted,” Araya said, looking past them both, her eyes on the third member of this disruption. “And you?” she asked.

			
				“What is your part in this, Keema of the Daware Tribe?”

			

			See him as he was: kneeling in the dirt, beaten but not broken, his body like that of a young panther’s, slight but powerful, with eyes that bounced light like polished knives. His gaze flicked only once to Araya’s before he in deference looked back at the dirt, his right nostril bleeding freely and unattended. Araya asked him again what was his part in the fight. But he only wiped his face with the back of his one hand.

			“Answer your commander!” Raami snapped, his hand on the sheath of his blade.

			Araya silenced him with a look. Raami backed down.

			“His silence betrays his guilt,” Mae said. “Can we get off our knees now?”

			Irked by the sister’s satisfied smile, Araya gave the young man one more chance. She asked him why he struck out at his fellow sentries, but again he refused to answer, for he knew more than anyone that when it came down to his word against theirs, there was no influencing the weights of the scales of judgment, preordained as they were by blood and influence.

			“Punishments are in order, I suppose,” Araya said. Keema’s eyes widened in surprise when her imperious gaze swept over not only him but the siblings as well. “All three of you will go without evening meal for the traffic you’ve made in my courtyard. Sugos, you’re on stables duty tonight. Horses and orooks cleaned and fed, and all their waste shoveled and carried off to the cliffs. The stables will shine as bright as His Smiling Sun’s ass when you are finished.” Araya’s minor blasphemy making all of them flinch, even loyal Raami.

			“Commander,” Mae said, seething, “my brother and I have our freed hours tonight. A wagon waits to bring us to the tea estates.”

			“I’m aware,” Araya said brightly. “The wagon will be notified to go on ahead without you. Now, off you go. You have a busy day ahead of you—we think some of yesterday’s feed was spoiled; the horses have been making a mess in the hay. Raami, make sure they get to the stables in time, please.” Her second saluted her and shoved the Sugos on their way, the two of them unnervingly silent as they were herded off. When they were gone, Araya turned to the young man and she said, “As for you, Keema of the Daware Tribe—Boy Who Is in the Habit of Starting Fights His Commander Must Finish—I’m sorry to say I have to punish you too. But I can spare you the worst of it, if you tell me the reason for all of this trouble.”

			But all he did was bow his head. He just wanted this to be done with.

			“I accept whatever punishment you have for me.”

			She stared at the back of his head; the short black hair, cut close to the grain; the faint scarring on his neck. And she said, “Fine. You’re on clearing duty for the rest of the afternoon.”

			He grimaced.

			“Go,” she said.

			He uncoiled from his bow, and without protest he walked off to his unseemly duty.

			
				Keema of the Daware Tribe.

			

			That was how he introduced himself to Araya three months ago, when he came to her, half-starved, begging her for a job. Keema of the Daware Tribe. He said his title plain and direct, as though it were a matter of course that not only would one know of the Daware Tribe but that it should be obvious why he was proud to be of its people. And Araya, who had never heard of this tribe from the north, not amongst the long list of them that had been cut through by the emperor’s men during the Marches, quite liked the title that this kid had bestowed upon himself, liking its rhythm and the fire with which he said it, which is why she said his name in full any chance she had. Saying it even then, under her breath, with a fond half smile, and some regret, as she watched him go.

			
				To the place no one else wished to go.

			

			The latrines of Tiger Gate—the long hut that hugged the southern wall of the fortress, and the place where the sentries loosened their bowels. Inside the hut, wooden benches were propped over a trench. Holes were carved out of the seats of the benches, the lot of us sitting knee to knee more often than not, relieving ourselves. Toe-curled and sweating and pretending we were the only ones in that fucking room. The natural forces of the world coaxed the waste down this slope into a steepening shaft that terminated in a hole on the side of the cliff; the waste dropping into the chasm between the Spires, much to the displeasure of the animals who lived in the forest basin below the fortress.

			Unfortunately for the sentries of Tiger Gate, the shit shaft, as it was called, had an irregular surface, and went very narrow at points, resulting in frequent blockages. One of their number was required to climb into the trench with a pole to break apart these congestions before they got worse. It was the worst assignment on the rotation schedule. Bartering was not uncommon to get out of latrine duty. Coins, favors, things we’d “confiscated” from a traveler—we’d slip these tokens into each other’s palms and trade our way out of the shit shaft. The Sugo siblings were the most notorious of all the officers for their expert trading, having never climbed into that odorous trench despite their having worked at Tiger Gate for years.

			But with the arrival of the young man from Daware some months ago, such considerations amongst the sentries quickly evaporated. There was no more bartering, no more gambling on rolled dice. Not for this duty.

			We just made him do it.

			He was down there often.

			Below the latrines, with both feet braced against rock, and his back bowed low to accommodate the low ceiling, Keema worked a pole into the calcified blockages that populated the shaft. The powdered bandanna tied around his mouth did little to protect him from the fumes that choked that dark and humid artery, but he worked through the stench, taking as few breaks as his body could stand, not wishing to drag the assignment out for longer than was necessary.

			“They’re going to kill you.”

			The voice came from above. When he poked his head out of the trench he saw many small, soot-stained feet facing him. The orphans who worked the bellows and cleaned the halls were on break from their chores, and it seemed they had business with him. The loudest of them, a boy with a cleft lip, said, “You like rolling around in the shit, piggy?” He was new, trying to earn his place amongst the other children the only way he knew how, but the coarseness of the sentence, lilted by that childish rasp, and the lisp of the cleft, was of such a surprising combination that Keema was less insulted than amused; he even laughed.

			“I do,” he replied. “Oink-oink.”

			The children burst out laughing too.

			“Have your laugh,” the boy with the cleft lip said, trying to fight off a smile. “Keep on rolling. You pass out down there, we won’t come and save you. They’ll ask us to, they’ll ask us to reach into that hole with our little arms, but we’ll say no and you’ll die down there. Piggy.”

			A girl behind him echoed “piggy” with a shy smile.

			Keema made a face as if he were thinking very hard about this proposition. “I’ll try not to pass out then,” he said finally. And then, looking at the others, “One of you said someone is going to kill me?”

			“The Sugos,” a boy in the back of the group said—the one with the bruised eye. “We heard them in the stables.”

			“You’ll be gutted in your sleep,” the boy with the cleft lip said.

			“You shouldn’t’ve stopped them,” the bruised boy said, almost angrily. “They hit us all the time. Now they’re going to kill you.”

			“Shouldn’t’ve stopped ’em,” the shy girl echoed.

			Keema took this in.

			“Thank you all for telling me,” he said, bowing his head in gratitude to the orphans, which was an act of grace the children were not used to receiving, nor expecting. When he lifted the bandanna over his mouth and dropped back down into the trench, the orphans were unsure what to say or do, so they hung around the entrance to the latrines for a while, keeping watch for any would-be assailants until they were shooed off by an overseer and shouted back to their duties, polishing the braziers and preparing the tables for evening meal.

			Underground, the narrow tunnel swelled with Keema’s grunting. Sweat clung to his eyelashes. Shit flumed down the chute and off the cliff. He had hoped that he might avoid retaliation from the Sugos if he remained silent and told Araya nothing about them beating one of the children earlier, but it seemed fortune was yet again not in his favor. For the rest of his time below the earth he thought about how he would protect himself that night; where would be safest for him to sleep; and in this way he was kindred spirits with Araya that day, for death was on both of their minds.

			
				Raami saw the mood writ large on her face.

			

			The somber cast to her eyes, and the reluctance of her step, as if she were trying to drag out the remaining hours of the day as they toured the checkpoint together to ensure all was in good working order for the First Terror’s arrival on the morrow. It was not only her expressions, or the minor moment of blasphemy from earlier—I still could not believe she had so crassly referenced the emperor’s…bottom—that clued him in to her secret self but also how she drank openly and without shame from her flask that afternoon, without even making a modest attempt to hide her vices. Her jokes were dirtier, too, her smile wider as she made him blush. But she could not hide from me her distress. There was much I did not know of her in the end. Of her past. But I knew enough to love her.

			On the southern wall, after they had conferenced with the head archer, Raami stopped her. He squinted against the harsh glare of the sun to look her in the eye. “If there’s anything I can do, Commander,” he said, “anything not strictly on the list of my responsibilities, please let me know.”

			She smiled at him blankly.

			“Anything at all,” he said, “that I can do to ease whatever burden you might carry.”

			Her smile, which was practiced over the years, its mettle tested in a variety of difficult situations that would have meant the end of her life had she not been able to beam through them, collapsed a little. Some unattended infrastructure of the heart, a hairline fracture in the supports, threatening to buckle under the weight of her second’s sudden moment of generosity. A brief hesitation that rent Raami’s heart.

			And then she looked at me like the hopeless child I was.

			“You can help the inspectors with the last of the line,” she said before she walked away from him.

			
				Life in the gate carried on as day tripped into dusk.

			

			While Keema unclogged the viscera of his colleagues, the sun was beginning its descent behind the Spires—the massive eruptions of earth looking much like the outstretched fingers of a dying giant in those late hours—yet despite the darkening sky, the heat did not abate; the influence of His Endless Summer yet strong; the air still a heavy and suffocating cloak that draped about the shoulders and kept frustrations high.

			A braying mule of a checkpoint guard laughed in a woman’s face as he told her the seal on her manifest was outdated, that they used a new seal now, and that she would have to come back with the proper ornamentation. A fight almost broke out between two men standing in line, ostensibly over a shove, but it could’ve been anything—the trading of blows prevented only when a third traveler stood between them and talked them down. We all wanted to get through. No need to make it harder for one another. A chorus of babies howled into the humid air, sucking dryly on the breasts of mothers who had little left to give. Water rations were shared between those who had enough to spare and those whose canteens ran empty as the sentries flipped through documents in an unhurried manner. No need to be proud; we were all thirsty in this heat. The tortoise, perched in the watchtower like some monstrous eagle, kept a watchful eye on them all, sniffing the air for the sour scent of treason while sunlight fell below the high walls and the fortress was submerged in blessedly cool shadow.

			It was but an hour from the closing of the gates when a great screech halted all movement in the fortress.

			“Gather!” the tortoise cried. “It is time for His Evening Address!”

			All work was ceased. Keema gasped for breath from the latrine trench. Araya, who had been staring at her right hand, which had gone numb as she was signing the receipt of a rice shipment, left her office in something of a fugue state, joining the others in the courtyard, everyone at a breathless standstill, as the tortoise’s high-pitched warble let loose its master’s words.

			
				“Evening falls over our glorious country!”

			

			From His balcony high above the world, the emperor kept an eye on the sunset as He gave His final evening address to the tortoise behind him; his tired and morose voice translated into a jubilant cry by His network of giggling creatures. “The exit of the sun brings us a most celebrated night. I foresee a lake of stars and quiet dreaming. We could not ask for a more beautiful entrance to this most holy week.”

			He paused, glancing at His son, who lounged on the pillows as if this place were already his.

			His son gave Him a nod of confidence.

			The emperor frowned: “I wait in great anticipation to hold in my palms the grain of your harvest. To listen to your stories of troublesome trout and snapped lines. To lose myself in the endless patterns of the carpets you weave and to wield in my hands the sharpest of your forgings. Already in my mind’s eye I can see the performances you have been practicing now for many months and the fleet steps of your spirited bodies—all of the beauty that this country has produced, and will continue to produce, even while I am gone, every day under the gaze of this Smiling Sun. In the week to come, may we honor one another with our presentations.”

			As we listened throughout the country to the cry of the tortoises—listened to the yearning warmth of his words—we forgot for a moment the state of our lives, and we believed Him.

			We believed He did this for us.

			“But first, we must endure one last sleep. First we must dream of the perfect days to come, in this last night before our grand adventure. Fret not as the sun falls behind the hills. The light will return come the morrow. But we must allow the tapestry to scroll its focus. To bring us the sweet sorrow of the fall of day.”

			From His mountaintop, He gazed at the dot of light in the horizon.

			That single wavering candle.

			“The pleasures of this truest night.”

			
				The candle blew out.

			

			With a wave of this body’s hand all the braziers are snuffed out in this Inverted Theater. The movement is sudden, as is the disappearance of the light, the darkness you are submerged in so complete you can feel it as a presence that surrounds you, blocking sight of even your own hand. It is not so much an absence as it is an overwhelming smog. You can feel it in your chest. The tightness of your breath. The darkness is closing in on you.

			Such was the quality of night in the Old Country, or what they then knew as the true dark, which, when the sun fell from its daily perch, was total and unyielding.

			What else could they have hoped for, with no moon in the sky?

			
				Your lola put a cigarette out on the wall.

			

			When she pulled the cigarette away, there was left on the cream-colored surface a small black scorch mark.

			“They called it the Burn,” she said.

			The hole in the tapestry of the sky that the Moon once called home, or so went one of your lola’s less likely tales; how, after one of the First Men unstitched the Moon from the sky with the tip of his spear, freeing Her from Her determined place in the heavens, She offered him one wish, and that wish was a kingdom.

			A hole in the sky like a cigarette scar, the Burn was why the checkpoints shut their gates after nightfall, why the animals burrowed deep into their nests, why so few people braved the roads at dark, for there were far greater dangers than brigands that stalked the fields of a land stripped of its moonlight.

			
				Listen to the world close its gates.

			

			It is the sound of a thousand locks turned at once, for upon the fall of the sun no time was wasted in slamming shut their doors, in all the villages and the cities. The checkpoint gates groaned into the dirt. The travelers who did not make it through the courtyard inspections were herded back, no room to spare for the night, the lot of them forced to run back to the border towns, knocking on the doors of inns whose owners now charged double for entry. And like mice upon the sudden flick of the light switch, the roads were cleared, not even the bandits risking the lightless world and its many teeth; those who had no choice but to spend the night outdoors rubbing themselves frantically in masking scents, of concoctions of dungs and oils that blended their humanity in with the trees and the brush. Such was the case of the ambush team, east of Tiger Gate, the twenty ferocious men and women who, in the woods above the cliffside road, became as still as deer as they waited out the night and listened to the howls that lanced the misted hills. These assassins watched the world from their dark purchase, the daggers of light that pricked up throughout the land, of braziers and candles and torches—these small seeds of fire doing little to shrug off the thick, suffocating blanket of night, but it was something, it was safety, and the people huddled around these holy sources, praying that they would live till morning.

			
				“For tomorrow,” the First Terror said, toasting his father.

			

			And then he put down his cup and he made to leave the royal apartment, but the emperor stopped him at the door with a look.

			“You leave so quickly,” He said.

			“Come, Father—I have been here the entire afternoon,” His son gently reminded Him.

			If the emperor heard the chiding tone of His son’s voice, He made no show of it. “There is a room upstairs readied for you. You will sleep here tonight.”

			“With gratitude, Father, I must decline.” He gave a bow that his father did not believe. “I will be staying with my own sons. There is much to discuss with them, concerning plans for the week.”

			The emperor turned to the balcony. “So be it.”

			“I will return at dawn. You will not even know I was—”

			“Send someone in on your way out.”

			His son stood there, deliberating whether it was best to press the point or not. The tortoise smelled from the prince the aura of hesitation. It giggled softly into its blankets.

			“Good night, Father,” he said.

			When the salon door slid shut behind Him, the emperor looked around His empty apartment.

			He glanced at the empty birdcage and shivered.

			This damned country.

			He went outside and rested His two aged hands on the balcony railing, His long fingernail, used to scoop his snuff, now clicking on the lacquered wood, restless. His sunken eyes took in the dark landscape peppered with tiny lights, His mind at work, wondering how many people out there wanted His head—a creaking noise above made him flinch, until he reassured Himself that it was but the wood settling against the high winds of the mountains. He breathed out, His shoulders tense as He looked out over the country He ruled, never clearer than it was to Him now, when he was alone, with Himself, how desperate He was to be rid of all of it.

			“There is no love in this place,” He whispered tiredly as He sat down on the balcony chair, in dire need of an outlet.

			The timing could not be more fortuitous—the door slid open and the socked feet of a royal attendant stepped inside. When the young man in a rabbit’s mask arrived and asked the emperor what it was he could do for His Smiling Sun, the emperor did not even bother to respond. Without turning in His chair, He merely held up a finger, and the attendant went stiff, as if my spine had turned to stone, I could not blink my eyes, hot tears rolling down frozen cheeks, the emperor’s fingers making shapes in the air, the attendant’s body contorting in accordance with these shapes, my scream breathless and silent as my arm twisted out of its joint and my leg snapped back, my heel pressed between my shoulder blades, His fingers weaving the invisible threads in the air as my body folded inward and inward, until all that remained of the man was a box of twisted flesh that somehow still rattled with breath, my breath on my toes, and my eyes, bulged from their sockets, peering through this cage of limbs at My Smiling Sun, who looked down on His creation with a satisfied air, remembering once more His immense power. And when later I was discovered, like the discarded toy I was, a guard sympathetic to my state brought me to my lover, who with trembling hands held me to their breast before I then breathed my last, and returned to the Sleeping Sea, wingless, and free.

			The satiated emperor sat back down in His chair while the flesh box gurgled behind Him. He sunk into the cushions like a lion might just after feeding. He did not remember falling asleep. Sleep came upon Him suddenly, like a spring wind down an alley; brief but deeply felt, and lasting just long enough to dream.

			And what a dream it was.

			He was floating high above His land. Clouds bowed out of His way as He looked upon the provinces below and saw the produce of the people bubble out of it like so much froth—rivers of tea swirling around fat stalks of rice grain, all of which was curtained by luxuriant folds of carpets and tapestries. At His side, the seven emperors who had come before Him bowed to Him and told Him that He was carrying on their great work—even His father, the Seventh Emperor, whom He had killed, told Him that he was proud of Him. All the heavens were celebrating His triumphs. All that awaited was for Him to make the journey across the Great and Unending Sea to find His reward.

			“I will!” He swore to His ancestry. “I will find my due reward!” And on a ship borne on a wave so tall that even the stars moved out of the way did He make His approach of the new land, following the constellation of the tiger and the cherry bough, which leapt ahead of Him in a silver streak, charting the path ahead, the starlight of such brightness that not even the shadow of Death dared approach this vessel.

			’Tis a long journey, the tiger said to Him. One best not made alone.

			And when the emperor looked to His side, His eyes widened, for He saw the person who was meant to join Him on His divine journey, and He wondered how it had never occurred to Him earlier, this inspired plan.

			He woke from this dream with a gasp.

			He knew what He had to do.

			
				The emperor’s footsteps echoed down a dark stone staircase.

			

			Below the palace this staircase went, cleaving a steep path into the heart of the mountain. Long ago, many emperors past, this stair had been constructed, each step steep and dizzy with spiraling ornamentation. It was a dream of the Third Emperor, born with the gift of heightened perception, who ordered the creation of this haven free from earthly distraction. None of us lived beyond the end of this great project. Those of us who did not die in the construction and the tunneling were killed to protect what was down there. Our bones became a part of the edifice of this mighty prison. Our skin dispersed into the air. Our blood in the water that poured down each step. Torch flame licked moist stone; it whimpered and twirled against a bellows of wind that drafted up the narrow passage. The soldiers who walked with their emperor tried to stay brave the farther down they went; they tried to convince themselves that these halls were not haunted by the unquiet dead. It was a relief to them all when the stairs finally opened up, into a magnificent dome so wide it could fit an entire manse in its berth. This dome, our masterwork. The ceiling was punctured by clear flowing waterfalls, and the walls were covered in rich mosaics, composed of blue and black shell tiles, which depicted in swirling, painterly impressions the old tales from the Time Before: The fall of the Moon, Her salvation at the hands of the one who would then become the first of the emperors, the rise of the Throne, and many more. We were only allowed to depict the approved tales, the tales that showed the Throne as a mighty tree of humble origins that had not, and would never, stop growing. It was on the other end of the dome, where all the carved lines on the wall converged, where the most important element of the room lay.

			
				The Wolf Door.

			

			One hundred wolves of solid gold snarled and bit at the small knob in the center of the door, each wolf lifelike in its movement, its hunger, as if they were real and had simply been frozen into statues at the instant of the hunt’s climax.

			A single guard stood before the Wolf Door. Near him was the simple cot and stove that was his life’s sustenance for the past six months. His face was obscured by the mask he wore—that of a peacock. He bowed deeply upon the arrival of the emperor and His retinue, while piked warriors formed a deadly avenue between them. “My Smiling Sun,” the prince’s son said, his voice echoing in this water-swollen dome. “Is it already time for my relief?”

			The emperor walked past him and withdrew the key from His robe without comment. It was a jagged spike of a key, with a handle of silver, its teeth a heart attack of needles. The eyes of one hundred golden wolves glinted back at Him, the slit begging to be filled. He inserted the key and turned it—the wolves unclenched their jaws, and the red doors groaned inward, a rush of air flowing into its dark entrance. The emperor smoothed out His robe. He was nervous.

			Before He entered, He looked at the person at his side who was supposedly His grandchild. The young man’s face was obscured by the peacock mask, so if there was a resemblance between the two of them, the emperor could not see it, but what He could see was the toll that the past six months down here had taken on him. A nervous energy radiated from the young man’s shoulders, his hands kept flexing, as if to work out a tightness in the joints that would not leave, and he seemed to turn his head slightly at sounds that only he could hear. Voices in his head—voices of the dead. We whispered and we snapped and we would never leave him. The boy was not the first to fall prey to the madness of solitude, especially not in this cavern, not in this silence, but the emperor was nonetheless disappointed that someone of His blood had proven to be so weak. It was just as well that He had forgotten this creature’s name. “Your father sends his regards,” He said. The Peacock’s shoulders ceased their trembling. “If you like, upon my return, we can go up and see him together, while my guards protect the Door in your absence.”

			“A most generous proposition, My Smiling Sun.” The boy gave Him an awkward bow, halting and quick. “But if it please you either way, I would remain here and see out the completion of my duty.”

			“So be it,” the emperor said, not caring.

			As He walked through the Wolf Door, He glanced at the captain of the royal guard and in that glance confirmed to the captain His order.

			Kill the boy.

			And when the doors groaned shut behind Him, the dozen men of the royal guard slowly fanned out across the room, blocking the exit. We, the most loyal of all the emperor’s men, would do as He bid, even when we did not understand the reason for the order. If the boy noticed their formation, he made no note of it; he simply walked over to his little campsite at the side of the room, where he crouched below the mural of the shattered Moon, joining the men in their tense silence.

			The captain, who wore a mask of a red-cheeked and laughing demon, stepped forward. One of his hands rested on the hilt of his sheathed blade. “You are Jun Ossa, are you not?”

			The boy in the peacock mask did not reply for a moment. “Yes,” he said quietly, without pride. “I am.”

			The men shared glances with one another, for of all of the prince’s many sons who rode under the banner of the Red Peacock, it was Jun who inspired in their hearts the most fear.

			“This must have been a rather dull assignment, compared to what you are accustomed,” the captain said, shaking his head. “I cannot imagine a whole year down here.”

			“It is a great honor,” the boy named Jun said without affect.

			“Why don’t you come over, my lord, and tell us about it then,” the captain said with a smile in his voice. “Tell us how you fared these past few months, in this place. Tell us if the rumors are true that the murals come alive at night.” The captain had begun a slow walk in the boy’s direction, his easy hand a little tighter on his hilt. His men continued to push out to the edges of the room. “Tell us anything you like.”

			Jun looked at all of them.

			“You cannot kill me,” he said. “She will not let you.”

			“We are just coming to talk,” the captain said.

			“It is too late for talk.”

			There was a great sorrow in his voice that gave the captain pause. But the infamous warrior said no more on the matter—he sprinted to the end of the room, where he dove into the shallow pool of water, gone, upon a small detonation. The men looked at one another, confused, for the pool the Peacock had leapt into had no exit. One of them even chuckled.

			“He really has lost his mind down here, hasn’t he?”

			
				Behind the Wolf Door,

			

			the emperor walked into a room no larger than a prized servant’s quarters. In the center of the room was a small island of stone, surrounded by a moat of crystal-blue water that illuminated the dark. This was the island where She sat. Even the emperor, the most powerful man in the country, averted His gaze in Her presence, His eyes remaining on the floor as He spoke to Her, like a child come in for a scolding.

			“I know it has been some time since I have last visited, Mother. I know that we did not part on the best of terms. I hope that your stay in this room has given you time to think about the necessity of my actions—why I did what I did to keep you here. But that is not why I have come. I have come because I have been having dreams, Mother. The most spectacular dreams. I have seen the tiger and the cherry bough. I have seen the immortal berry. The Many Heavens want me to go on a journey. They want to make me a god. And they want you to come with me.” His voice was heavy with emotion. When She did not reply to Him, He continued. “A new land awaits us, Mother, and I think you will agree that it would do both of us some good, to be away from this country for a time. I have accomplished my great works here, and you, yours. Our internment is over. Across the sea we must go, to the new land where…we’ll find…”

			His words trailed off when He noticed the small rock by His feet. He noticed more rocks; some were in the moat of water, more yet were spilled over the ground, a trail of them, small and jagged and chalky, all leading up to a broken mesh net. The net once hung from the ceiling, suspended over the water, but someone had severed the rope with a knife.

			The mystic trap that had restrained Her for so many years was broken.

			She was free.

			Oh, the Eighth Emperor thought.

			“Mother,” He said. He swallowed nothing. His voice as close to pleading as it had ever sounded in His life. “Mother, wait.”

			
				She did not wait.

			

			The red doors swelled like a belly full of air—the jeweled eyes of the wolves popping off like buttons—before they exploded outward with such force that the soldiers in the cavern could only blink before their blood was painted onto the muraled walls over the pool of water in which the prince’s son still dwelt, the emperor’s high and panicked whimper the last noise He made in this earthly realm before He became a cloud of blood and bone, embedded into the walls of this ancient mountain, where He joined us, the ones who had built this place, in our restless eternity.

			High above this explosion was felt—the plates in the royal dining hall trembling off the table and the finely polished porcelain vases shattering into many little shards from the unearthly vibrations. And in his pagoda, amongst the quartet of girls who served him, the prince fell to his knees, clutching the needling pain behind his right eye. His Peacocks fell upon him and asked him what was wrong, but his voice was empty and his throat too clenched to speak—he vomited onto the carpeted floor ropes of fresh green seawater.

			
				The country shivered.

			

			It was as though a finger had been run down the spine of the land of the moonless night. From the western mountains this shiver ran, all the way to the eastern shore. Not one of us escaped its chill. It was a collective feeling, come over by all, from the farmers of the Yinn terrace lands to the dock workers in the Divine City. When it reached us, we woke up with a startle, thinking that the world was ending; that our bodies had finished their time on this Earth, and this shiver was the release of our spirit into the Sleeping Sea. The cry of woken babies scored this night of change. The gambling games in the pleasure barges put on pause as the old men and women playing dice now rubbed their arms, warming the small hairs that pricked up from some unknown fright. The fishermen of the Thousand Rivers peered out their boarded windows to perhaps catch sight of the culprit of this bodily premonition, a nightmare spirit perhaps, come to visit them from the water and sated only by the fresh salt tears of the young. But we saw nothing and no one. We had no explanation for the trembling of our body, which lasted for but one soul-freezing moment.

			Even the prophets of the city night markets, who read the fortunes of passing folk by drinking deep the water from their cupped palms, for but a small fee, an affordable price they assure you, had no explanation for the divine symptom they now experienced, which felt like nothing less than the salted breeze of the Sleeping Sea blowing through their bellies.

			The world had changed. The apes sojourning through the dark forests beyond the torchlight of man held one another as the shiver came and went; their eyes shining in the dark as they understood this portent; the days of great upheaval that lay ahead of them.

			On the balcony of his private ship, the head of the country’s textile production stood, staring into the unforgiving night.

			“Something’s changed,” he said to the imposing woman behind him.

			How right they were—for the emperor’s death had redirected the currents. Where once all roads led across the water, now, that night, they led somewhere else altogether—unbeknownst to any of them, that was straight to the unlikely doors of Tiger Gate Checkpoint, where the course of the week to come would be determined, by fire, and blood.

			
				There would be no sleep for the sentries of the gate that night.

			

			They lay in their barracks, the heat so intense they went without clothes or blankets, the hard-packed floor carpeted by their naked bodies that breathed in and out, in rhythm with the hearts that pumped full and rich with blood. The shiver had passed, but we still felt strange. We felt changed. We did not know what it was, but there would be no going back. Some of the guards lay awake, not sleeping—some just listened to the night, as if hearing it for the first time, amazed that it could be so loud and so alive. It was like we could hear the world again. Others turned and twisted in their restlessness and coiled into themselves like fists. Like every part of our bodies was activated.

			Keema was in the far corner, away from the others. He had just drifted off when the shiver had awoken him, his body upright against the clay wall, where secretly he touched the small knife strapped to his thigh, assuring himself that it was still there, an eye kept on the barracks door for any Sugo who might disturb him. But when the shiver struck him, a strange mood came over him: a heightening of the senses. He began listening to the fat beetle on the ceiling beam as it clicked its wings. The hipbone that cracked as a sleeper’s leg stretched out. A man who sighed out from somewhere amidst the twisting bodies. The rustle of a hand reaching across the ground to touch another hand. We felt like we were on fire. Summer was all the guards knew, yet on this new night there seemed to be an undiscovered heat. Keema’s hand massaging the dent of his bare chest as he breathed raggedly, then rubbing the sweat from his palm onto the thin straw mat beneath him, his eyes half-open when from the corner of the room he heard the telltale moans of those who would forgo sleep. We fell into each other in those barracks; we felt like we had no choice but to do so. He staggered to his feet, stepping over the other restless bodies, and wandered out into the courtyard half-dressed, a finger grazing his bare ankle before he left.

			Out in front of the barracks he stood, paralyzed for a moment, itching for something without having a clue what that something was or where to start looking for it. It was like the shiver had cleared out his body, emptied it. Like now he needed something to fill it.

			Through the courtyard he walked, slipping back into his sleeveless shirt as he passed the night shift at work. Soldiers unracking weapons and polishing the blades and spear tips smooth with oiled cloth, bouncing moonlight off the curved metal. It was like we were working out an itch. We just needed to do something. From the corner of his eye he saw dice gambled stealthily by torchlight, shaken in wooden cups behind backs and rolled out into depressions in the dirt. Two reds. A promise to pay up after the shift. We lost our money and it felt good. Discreet jokes were muttered in passing. New arrows were whittled from spare wood, nocked and tested on the pincushion dummy that stood by the north-facing wall. A bored guard drew the curves of a woman’s hips in the dirt with his big toe, while behind him arrowheads made their home in the target dummy’s face, letting loose arterial sprays of straw and stuffing. We had never been so awake. In this evening restlessness Keema circled into the main thoroughfare of this tiny fortress, and he joined the gathering crowd of men and women who stood around a makeshift arena, where pairs dueled each other into submission.

			
				“They used to dance.”

			

			“Dances of such strange magicks,” your lola said. “It was the people’s magick. But as the reach of the Throne grew, and the ownership of power was decided, dancing slowly lost its favor, relegated to the stale corners of tradition. It was dueling that became the way to express oneself.” She smiled as she watched a group of youths your age walk down the street—you hid your face from them until they were gone, which she found very amusing. “Even in courtship,” she said, putting out her cigarette, “dueling ruled.”

			
				A bow, an invitation.

			

			The boundaries of the arena were established by the standing bamboo torches, the center of which was a cloud of dust as the two guards within the square sparred. We needed to work out this itch. The children who were still awake watched with half-lidded curiosity from their blankets by the roaring brazier fires. Keema watched as the powerful woman lifted her opponent into the air as easily as one might an empty barrel, and he thought for a brief moment that it was beautiful the way the man was held like a bow beneath the night sky, before he was slammed into the ground. She helped him up, the both of them bruised and smiling as they bowed to each other. We stomped and howled and cheered at the edges of the arena. And when they cleared the battlefield, they did so arm in arm, and Keema felt in the pit of himself a small aching seed of envy.

			Raami, whose jaguar-like face was cleaved by his cocky smile, strode out into the arena alone with hands held out in challenge. No one was accepting the invitation for a beating. He was the best fighter of all of us. No one wanted to get their nose broken in. His taunting finger circling the air around him. He even promised to take on the next chore rotation of their choice, but still no one accepted. Keema stood to the side, watching everyone whom Raami challenged laugh and decline the beating. “Is there any amongst your number who isn’t a coward?” the second asked playfully, and Keema, in a moment of bravery, stepped forward.

			He bowed deeply.

			“I would fight you,” he said.

			Raami turned, and his face fell. We watched in uncomfortable silence as Raami stared at the crippled man for what felt like hours. You could see it in the second’s eyes. His calculation—asking himself just how much respect he would lose in our estimation if he entertained this unexpected request. He even looked up at the western wall, where Commander Araya stood, as if she would tell him what to do.

			He made his choice in the end. He turned and walked out of the arena. He said he was in need of some water, and he left the poor bastard there, bowing to no one.

			Even we felt sorry for him.

			Keema stared at the ground. His face hot. He didn’t want to look up. As honed as his body may have been, as practiced and articulate his joints and his flex, there was still that whimpering child within him who did not know how to handle such embarrassment. We all drifted away after that, to other parts of the checkpoint, to pass the time of this restless night. We laughed amongst ourselves, made loud conversation. As if through force of will we could forget that any of that had ever happened. A luxury not afforded to Keema, who did his best to still his beating heart.

			He breathed in; he stood up straight. He set to work putting away the standing torches. From our patrols on the tops of the walls and from our secret dice games we watched him. Those glancing eyes, scrutinizing and pitying, burning the back of his head, forcing him to hide his hurt, to calcify, for he had learned over the years of living in this country that one’s pride is inextricably bound to the odds of one’s survival. And as he brought the last of the standing torches to the secondary storage house in the northern end of the compound, each step brought him further from that moment of rejection, until with enough distance he, too, could mock his self of mere moments passed. How ridiculous it was that he had even tried to duel Raami. Such a fool that boy was! he thought with a shake of his head, a wry smile. He promised himself that he would not make the same mistake twice, told himself that such risks were not worth the reward. And gradually the humiliation, once so vivid, peeled off of him in layers as he walked more upright and past the orphans, who did not meet his gaze—the boy with the cleft lip observing him for a time, as if in consideration of some deep commonality between the two of them, before he found more interest in an ant crawling up his chest—the young man from Daware unaware as he packed away the last of the standing torches that he was not as alone as he first thought.

			
				A fat knife came unbuckled.

			

			Vogo’s friends stared at Mae with some wariness. There was a thirst for blood in her eyes that we did not share. It was a look that she met with some hurt. “We’re not killing the bastard,” she said. “We’re only…giving him a reminder of his place. Right, brother?”

			The ox of a man nodded. He reminded the others that the fresh scar they were going to give the boy was but fair recompense for his transgression against royal blood; a small price to pay for what was, in essence, blasphemy. Mae added, “He’s a proficient fighter, one arm or not, so don’t let him get a word in—just pin him down quick and I’ll do the—”

			She silenced herself and hid her knife; someone was coming. They watched from the dark as Commander Araya met Keema outside the storage house and spoke with him in private. Too far to hear their low voices, the Sugos and their cronies could only make out Keema’s expressions lit by a nearby torch: his surprise, and his hesitant acceptance of her invitation. “What now?” one of the men asked as their quarry was led away.

			Mae sheathed her blade.

			“We’ll have him later,” she said. “Come. We have other business yet.”

			They ran off.

			
				Keema hesitated at the threshold of Araya’s office.

			

			She looked at him.

			“My invitations are not given lightly,” she said.

			He entered and slid the door shut behind him. Hanging pots of jerin powder kept the room cool. The walls and floor were lush with drapery woven by the textile fleet, the rug beneath his sandaled feet patterned with a complex network of curling vines and jewels. In the tilting ships that housed his looms, we wove these masterworks for our Lord Induun. The fabric stained with our salted sweat and the blood from our broken fingernails. Shelving units were populated with rolled-up scrolls, bound reams of parchment, bottles of ink, brushes, and tied-up bundles of spare quills—and a tea set, immaculate in both craft and upkeep, which the commander now lifted by the tray handles as she invited him to take a seat.

			Over a small fire she prepared for them both a cup of bitterroot tea, plucked from one of Lady Panjet’s private reserves. Six days a week we spent, bowed like supplicants over the rows of shrubs, picking only the best of the leaves; the backs of our necks burned by the unblinking sun. Keema bowed, honored when Araya used her own water rations to feed the pot, and he thanked her.

			“You’re welcome, Keema of the Daware Tribe,” she said, chuckling.

			They waited for the brew to steep.

			“I hope it doesn’t bother you,” she said, “that I’ve been taking such pleasure in speaking your name.”

			“It does not bother me, Commander.”

			“Please, just Araya. This is a casual drink. You can speak your mind here.”

			Keema shifted uncomfortably in his seat, quiet and shy, until his commander took pity on him and changed the subject.

			“You must be wondering why I invited you to tea. Would you mind if I guessed what you’re thinking?”

			“No, Commander. I would not mind.”

			“You think I feel sorry for you after Raami rejected your offer to duel.” She looked at him. “You think I’ve always felt sorry for you; even the first day we met, when you came here begging me for a job. You think I’ve invited you here for tea the way a master would invite their dog to rest their head on their lap.” She tipped the teapot; a long unbroken stream of red liquid splashed into porcelain cups. At Lord Waag’s kilns we baked the ceramics, working with gloves frayed and worn until even the details of our fingers burned away. “Do not misunderstand me. I do feel sorry for you. My pity for your situation is deep. But it is not why we share tea this evening.” She put the teapot down and looked at him. “I have something to ask of you,” she said.

			She picked up her cup with both hands, blowing gently; he picked up his cup with his one hand, his etiquette yet unpracticed, as he took a sip too quickly and burned his lips. She smiled as he watched and copied her and blew on the surface as she did. Steam peeled off gentle ripples. Floral notes danced under his nose. The apple in his throat bobbed deeply.

			“When we first met,” she said, “you made a ‘Dawaran vow’ to serve me. I had never heard the like before, and the phrasing has stuck with me ever since.”

			“All warriors of Daware swear their unbreaking fealty,” he said. “Our word is stone. No promise is taken lightly. No vow unfinished.” He spoke as if reciting scripture; with reverence; with pride.

			“What is the consequence of breaking such a vow?”

			“We do not break vows,” he said.

			“Perhaps not intentionally,” she suggested. “But nothing in this world is for certain. We are but dancers to the Rhythm. What if you were tasked with protecting someone, or something, and you failed? What then?”

			“I would sooner end my own life than live with such shame.”

			“So there is nothing more important to you than seeing through such a task?”

			“Not in all the world.”

			She smiled, as if she were hoping he would say that. Outside, a horn signaled the midnight hour. “Time runs so quick these days,” she murmured. When she turned to him there was a resolve in her eyes. “The favor I would ask of you is a simple one. There is something that I would like delivered to the outskirts of the Divine City. A parcel that is very precious to me, as well as to the person whom it would be delivered to. An antique, passed down many generations. Why do you furrow your brow so?”

			He touched his forehead, his betrayer. “I am only wondering why you would trust me with the delivery of something so valuable.” He looked at her. “We are strangers.”

			“I thought I had more time,” she said simply. The words, said aloud, seemed to cause her pain, as she suddenly touched her chest. “My options are limited. Tomorrow will be—it is—my time is limited, and of all the sentries who work in this fortress, it is you I trust the most, to at least try to complete the delivery…aside from Raami, but I need Raami here. I know that you have a history of successful mercenary work. In a tight spot, you, Keema of the Daware Tribe, are my best option.” She lifted a shoulder. “You will be paid, of course. Fifty copans in advance.”

			Some tea dribbled from his lips. “Fifty?”

			“Fifty,” she said, amused. “A deal on my end, considering the distance you would be traveling. Have you ever been to the eastern shore?”

			“No,” he admitted. “There was no reason. Someone like me would never be let inside the Divine City.” Most people weren’t—unless they were being taken to Joyrock, in chains.

			“A fortunate thing for both of us then,” she said, “that the person accepting the delivery will not be inside the city proper.”

			“Who is it I would be delivering the parcel to?”

			“Know for now she is someone of considerable importance to me. Her details, I’ll share should you make your vow.” She steepled her fingers. “That is the favor. A long trek, a simple delivery.”

			His brow furrowed again. “Will I still have a job here if I return?”

			“No,” she said. And then, after some consideration, added, “In fact I would suggest that you did not return west at all.”

			Keema’s eyes widened. “Why not?”

			“For your own good,” she said, refusing to elaborate any further. “I do not expect an answer tonight. Think on it. Tomorrow morning, before the prince’s arrival, come to me with your response. For now,” she said, “let’s enjoy this tea.”

			Though there would be no chance of him settling into the tea now that the room was charged with such mystery, he nodded, and they said little to each other as they finished the last of their drink in that jerin blue room. When the tea was finished, she thanked him for his company and he said his good night; at the door, she stopped him.

			“I never understood why you wanted to work here,” she said. “I never understood why you begged for a position. You must have known that the others would not take kindly to you. That the work would be difficult, demeaning. At the time I assumed you just needed the room and board. The paltry pay. But in knowing you these past few months, I’ve come to suspect you could have no shortage of good-paying mercenary work, despite your condition. Which means you had another motive to work here all along.” She tilted her head. “Am I right to think so?”

			He was quiet. His eyes on the door. In almost a whisper, he said, “A water reader once drank the sweat from my hand and told me my fortune. She told me that I would find what I was looking for at Tiger Gate.”

			Araya, surprised that this young man would put any value in such readings, asked, “And what is it you are looking for?”

			But on this point he would not speak further. He only smiled, unreadable but for the embarrassed brightness of it, which prompted an ache in Araya’s chest, as she wished there had been more opportunity these past few months for such beautiful expressions. “I’ve always spoken true, you know. I do like your name. It is old-fashioned in its way. Few people are ‘of’ something these days. We are commander ‘this’ now, or sentry ‘that.’ ” We are Farmer and Fisherman. “Quarryman Keema, maybe, or Dueler Keema. Soldier Keema.” Too many of us were soldiers. “But Keema of the Daware Tribe, I’ve always liked.”

			“Most people do not,” he said. The words came out of him from deep within, like an unexpected bubbling.

			She lifted her eyebrows.

			“Fools, the lot of them, then.”

			She said this casually, as if it were a matter of course, and he felt the need to hide his smile, which he imagined looked very foolish. He walked out of her office with the eyes of the fortress on him once more. All of us wondered what they had spoken of in there. But this time Keema didn’t much care. Raami had resumed his position outside Araya’s door; whatever awkwardness had passed between them at the rejection of the duel now seemed distant to Keema as he passed the man. But Raami, who yet stirred with guilt, offered him a brief nod of acknowledgment.

			“Go on, Daware man,” he said gently. “Go get some rest.”

			
				Time was running to its close.

			

			It is an agitating sensation, almost pleasurable—the feeling of coming up to a steep and impenetrable deadline. It puts you in mind of the egg timer, which was your lola’s favorite toy. She used that cranked ovoid contraption when she steeped her tea. She used it when she baked with the clay oven. She used it to startle you awake from a nap. When you think of the egg timer, you think of old hands, white-knuckled, winding the spring. You think of tension wire, held at a gasp between two opposing poles. You think of its insides ticking, ticking away; a sound that has never left you, just as she has never left you; you hear it now, in this very theater, distant but unmistakable; the clicking of its aluminum tongue; the tapping of this moonlit body’s foot; we wait.

			
				Horses reared in the night.

			

			A wagon raced through the city between mountains. The driver spurred the horses down crooked alleys while, high above, whistles cried out from the road to the palace. The driver waited tensely for the guards at the city gates to check his documents. They commented that it was rather late to be traveling. They asked him if he knew what the commotion was up on the mountaintop. The driver said he did not. He was in a hurry, he said. When the guards saw the royal seal on his papers they told him to stick to the main road; they wished him good luck. And he nodded in thanks before he snapped his reins through the stone gates that rolled shut behind him.

			Through the dark of the moonless night, the wagon hurried through the valley known as the Emperor’s Cradle, where howls echoed over the rolling hills of the Panjet tea plantation—the towering mountain of the royal capital behind him, when the driver came upon a fork in the main road.

			Left, or right.

			After a brief pause, he directed his horses down the road to Tiger Gate.

			“It’s almost ready,” your lola whispered as she stared into the heart of the boiling pot of water.

			
				Tick-tick-tick-tick-tick-tick.

			

			The egg timer twists on itself as the Sugo siblings snuck into the shadows of the eastern gate. Vogo and his friends distracted the guards on duty with a bag of dopha powder, sharing the huff, while Mae prowled into the pulley system and, as casually as one might wait for a carriage or a phone call, took the knife that she used to slice open contraband to saw at the old rope that wound the great wheel. We knew the prince was coming ’round to visit the next day, and we thought it a good joke, and justice done, if when the Peacock came the eastern gate wouldn’t open for him. Araya the Drunk would have a new title that day, and if the prince did not strike her down on the spot, she would be laughed out of the country.

			Yes—we thought this was a brilliant idea, at the time.

			The rope was as thick as a man’s torso. Mae was unable to saw through even half of the hemp before another rotation of sentries came marching through. She and Vogo and the other workers, drugged out on their powder, fled into the far corner of the fortress, the job only half-done. We hoped half-done was enough. And in the shadow of the latrine hut, they celebrated anyway, breathing deep the dopha, dazzling their senses. Vogo laughed with a breathless hysteria as his sister crab-walked for his amusement. Teary-eyed and mentally gone, he wiped at the green powder at his nose while one of their cronies, who fancied himself an amateur scholar, took it upon himself to teach them the origins of dopha, explaining the process of shaving the jaxite stone that was mined from the heart of the eastern quarries, until Vogo drawled, “Shut your mouth,” sitting on the dirt, too dizzy to stand. “Just fucking shut it.” His sister, his best friend, slumped down beside him. She was tiny next to him.

			“We’ll cut the cripple up tomorrow,” Mae said, dozing off.

			Vogo sighed.

			“My head is the sun,” he said.

			
				Time ticking away beneath the struts of the tortoise’s watchtower.

			

			Keema leaned against one of the watchtower struts, watching the orphans play a game of sticks. The game was a surprisingly complicated affair, with rules that yet eluded him, but he stayed anyway, to distract himself from all that had occurred that day.

			“It’s simple,” the boy with the cleft lip said, holding up one of the sticks like an instructor’s wand. But the more the boy explained the game, the less Keema understood. He was happy to listen away, and watched many rounds of it, which were quick and frantic and populated with giggling. The children liked having an audience.

			“Was that a good move?” Keema asked.

			The boy snorted. He explained why it was not a good move. Keema listened in earnest. He stayed for much longer than any of the orphans had expected him to stay. He even tried a round of the game himself, but he lost before his stick even touched the dirt. Though he was a proud young man, he did not mind losing to the children that night. He did not mind that the boy with the cleft lip talked to him as if he, too, were a child, slowly articulating points of good strategy. He did not mind the company on that strange and lonesome night.

			
				A night that seemed so long; so brief.

			

			Araya stilled the shaking of her hand with a tip of her ever-reliable flask as she waited out the hours to morning in her quarters, but the burn in her throat and the fire in her belly brought her little solace, her nerves still singing from the shiver from earlier—a shiver she could not help but interpret as divine warning for the trespass she was about to make against the royal family. The prince. A man who had once told her how at ease he felt in her company whenever they shared tea and whom she, despite herself and all that she had been working toward for so many years, did like in turn.

			A pinch of idlit; that’s all it would take.

			She turned to the wall, where on a mantel hung an object of her ancestry. It was ever to family to whom she turned for comfort, and that night was no exception. She bowed to the spear, old and nicked, with a blade that gleamed like a silver leaf, and she prayed that she would be brave enough when the moment came—for whatever came after, whether that be her life, or her spirit’s gentle delivery to the Sleeping Sea’s embrace. And as she prayed, you look at the totem in your hands.

			
				That old weapon.

			

			The spear is almost the length of your entire body, though even you have to admit you have never been very tall. You touch the tassel; it is surprisingly soft to the touch, like fine red hair. The other dreamers watch you in wonder as you hold the spear up, the blade glinting in the light of the braziers that now line the aisles of this amphitheater, the weapon handed down from parent to child in your family for many generations, going back even before the crossing of the Great and Unending Sea. Your lola used to bow to the spear every morning before breakfast, as Araya did then, and your lola would bid you bow, too, and you thought of how unfair it was that it was only you she called on to perform these old gestures of tradition and not any of your nine brothers. But once an object of annoyance and shame, the spear now takes on a different weight in your hands as you ask yourself if it and Araya’s is one and the same. It is. But as for the why, and the how—

			
				Hush.

			

			Do you hear that?

			This moonlit body stands at the front of the stage.

			Its ear raised to the sky.

			
				He’s come.

			

			The people of the border town west of the fortress were the first to hear the approach through the cracked open windows, but we knew better than to investigate that crazed driver roaring down the road. The sighters on the wall of the western gate spotted the vehicle next as it clattered down the Road Below. It was a transport wagon from the palace, the stitched insignia of the Throne fading in and out of pools of roadside torchlight. Four large wheels creaked under the weight of the wagon’s body as it churned through the dirt, slowing to a stop just before the imposing wooden gate that blocked all westward traffic. The driver stood on the seat of the carriage and held above his head a document. He shouted that he had come on royal business. He held his document higher. Through a spyglass, the sighter on the wall spotted the unmistakable red seal that clinched the parchment. They had no choice but to let him in.

			Three short horn blasts from the watchtower woke the sentries. “Open the gate! Royal business! Open the gate!” We stumbled out of the barracks and the mess hall—from our sleep, from our games. A quartet of men gathered at the gate’s wheel and with a heavy groan the wooden gate began to rise—barely off the ground when the wagon spurred on, the canvas roof ripping itself on the wooden teeth of the gate as it squeezed into the courtyard proper.

			Araya ran out of her quarters still holding the spear. She glared up at the watchtower as she ran, shouting up at the tortoise, “Why did you not inform us of a royal visit?”

			But the tortoise only sputtered. “No news! No news!” it cried. “Do not blame this child, the palace is quiet! This child has no news…”

			The two horses stomped and snorted as they dragged their charge into the fortress. Sentries flooded into the courtyard to show their respect to this unexpected royal caravan while the orphans were scooted away, along with Keema—we did not want the sight of him offending our royal visitors—he and the children forced to watch all that then followed from the distant shadows, unseen. The western gate slammed shut with a thudding finality. The children receded farther into the shadows, sensing some dangerous quality to the night, while Keema, compelled by the scene before him, took a step forward, his eyes stuck on the midnight driver who stepped off the carriage.

			The driver was wearing a palace mask carved in the likeness of a laughing demon, with bright-red cheeks and a mouth full of sharp teeth. He held a scroll in his hand, holding it up in the air as if to show everyone, the archers with nocked bows included, that he was otherwise unarmed.

			Araya snatched the parchment from his fist and read the note by the torchlight Raami brought to her, her lips moving as she read.

			Too far away to hear what they said, Keema relied on Araya’s expressively dubious face and the driver’s beseeching gestures to gather the scene in his mind, but it was only after Araya herself had gone into the wagon and then emerged minutes later, visibly shaken, then retreated to her office to speak with the driver in private, that he heard the talk from the others as to what in the abyss was going on.

			
				A visiting dignitary had died.

			

			So they said. Some important woman from the south, who had dropped to the floor upon the mysteriously stopped beating of her heart. That’s what I heard from Yeera, who heard from Doga. The woman was being carted back home. Her home was far away. The driver was told to make the journey as quickly as possible, so that the dignitary’s family could perform the Rites of the Body before the energies of her spirit had fled this earthly layer. That’s why they were at our checkpoint at that ungodly hour.

			But this did not explain the dread feeling that seemed to emanate from the wagon. It did not explain why when Keema looked upon the wagon he thought it might open its jaws and swallow him whole. All eyes in Tiger Gate were on that vehicle. Raami stood before the snorting horses, a bead of sweat rolling down his brow as he looked to Araya’s quarters—her door shut—and then back at the wagon, which he was ordered by her to inspect. The wagon’s manifest was in his hands. It listed all of the corpse’s belongings. He had gone through similar checklists before, countless times, but now, that night there was nothing I would rather have done than shrink away from that thing. I even tried to take a step toward it but was unable to complete the movement. Like I was stopped by some invisible leash on the heart. I cannot explain it.

			I looked for anyone else I could order to do my task. A faithful man might think it some alignment, that it was the Daware man I locked eyes with first. But the truth was it was a matter of practicality; that I lost no favor in my subordinates by shoving forward our lowest member.

			And though Keema’s heart pounded no less quickly than those of his fellows, he took the manifest from Raami’s outstretched hand without complaint, and our esteem of him rose, if but a little, at his bravery. Past the horses he went, and around the car to the rear, where the entrance flap waited for him, the canvas pinned back, making a triangle of impressive darkness. He breathed in and climbed inside, wondering if that damned water reader was happy, having cheated him out of what little coin he had, telling him that foolish and false prophecy of what he might find at this checkpoint; this was not what he was looking for at all.

			
				Inside her office, Araya smiled.

			

			Her hands shook, not from the lack of drink, but because the driver had just shared with her a secret so vast in its implications that her body struggled to contain it. She shook, and she smiled, and she said, “It is not possible, that this is how things have turned.”

			The driver, whose face he had revealed to her from behind his demonic mask—a face that shocked her, his identity one of the last people she expected to see here, tonight of all nights—nodded in understanding. “Nevertheless, that is the way of things. She has entrusted you with the knowledge of Her presence. If you understand that, then you also understand why you need to let me through, Commander, sooner rather than later.”

			“That shiver I felt…was it—”

			“Yes,” the driver said. “It was.”

			She held herself.

			“Gods.”

			“Commander,” he said.

			“I need a moment.” She leaned forward in her seat. She thought she was going to throw up. “He’s dead. He’s really dead.” Her mind, once blank, slowly filled with possibility. When she somehow found her breath again, she looked up at him. “Where are you taking Her?”

			“Far from here. Somewhere to rest, and where She can make Her plans.”

			Upon hearing this, Araya decided to adapt.

			“I have an alternative route for you,” she said.

			
				In the wagon, Keema winced.

			

			The unmistakable smell of death permeated the hold; that stale musk that made the air cloying and heavy. He worked quickly. He unscrolled the manifest and checked the list against the items in the hold. He checked the large, heavy pots, the ponderous sacks of grain, and the large cloth bags filled with what he assumed were the dignitary’s dresses and nightwear. He touched and poked at the belongings of the dead. He kicked at a bag of clothing. He lifted the heavy lid of one of the pots, a perfume scent wafting out its mouth and up his nose. He put the lid down and stuck his hand in, his fingers sinking into a satisfying mound of royal flower rice. And he continued on to the black curtain that divided the wagon in half, where he was surprised by the rapid pace of his heartbeat as he yanked the curtain aside.

			
				There She was.

			

			The aged body was, in the Old Country, an incomprehensible thing. The oldest person Keema had ever known was one of the matrons of the pleasure barge, where he worked for some time as a guard. She had laid claim to fifty years when she passed—a remarkable age, and one she might have lived beyond, had it not been for the stress of her many debts. Up till that night, her memory was his benchmark: the most age a human could have.

			The corpse of the woman before him now was so old he could barely comprehend it. Her skin was the color of a rotted prune; pinched to the bone yet still somehow deeply wrinkled. She was bald, Her eyes sunk deep into Her skull like two dark craters. Her little body was draped in a loose, ornately patterned robe, and She was sitting in a cross-legged position, with skeletal hands resting on Her bone-drum knees, as if She were in some deep meditation.

			This person was dead, of that he was certain, but what he couldn’t believe was that She had died only that day—She looked as though She had died before the world was born.

			In morbid awe, he approached Her, his right foot crossing the curtain divide. But this was his first mistake that night, for suddenly there was pain—pain as profound as a needle shoved through his eye and out the back of his head, and he dropped to the floor of the wagon.

			
				Sometime later, he woke.

			

			The glazed world snapped into focus. Araya was crouching over him. He blinked several times, his vision clearing along with the pain that had been so blinding and was now all but gone. He was lying on the courtyard dirt. “Why am I out here?” he asked.

			“You fainted,” Araya said. “The driver dragged you out.”

			“There’s someone in there.” He pointed limply at the caravan.

			The commander nodded. There was a light in her eyes from the torches that made her look touched by a revelation. “I saw Her too,” she said to him. “Hers is a sight not easily forgotten.” He tried to get up, but she put a finger on his chest and pushed him back down too easily. “Stay. I would not have you faint again just yet.”

			“Please, Commander,” the masked driver said, standing behind her. “Time is limited.”

			Keema touched his temple. “I think I’m—”

			But his I’m fine was snapped in half when beneath his back he felt the ground begin to tremble.

			
				We heard them before we saw them.

			

			The distant rumbling of hooves, echoing through the valley. The pebbles dancing on the ground. The people of the border town beyond the gates knew who was coming. We knew those horses. We knew that war cry. And as the blurs of red poured in from the darkness, pounding up the dirt road that led to Tiger Gate, the people pressed their backs against their doors and covered their mouths with their hands, holding their children close, for at the sound of their thunder we knew naught else to do but cower.

			They all wanted to cower, even the sentries in the fortress who just that morning felt good and powerful as they shepherded travelers through their strict and mercurial inspections, for there was not one person in the land of the moonless night who did not recognize the trembling of the earth and the violence that it foreshadowed. The mysterious driver staggered backward, breathing quickly, as if on the brink of a panic attack.

			“Please,” he begged, “you must not let him in. He will kill us all.”

			“What have you brought to my door?” Araya asked him.

			“Banners,” the sighter on the western wall shouted, her voice tight. “I see them all. The Brigade of the Red Peacock!”

			The fortress took in a sharp inhalation. Some of the sentries disappeared into doorways. My body took me into one of the storage shacks, where I barricaded myself inside and prayed for morning. Others stayed rooted to the spot, all initiative gone, their bodies in a reflexive state of paralysis. Vogo Sugo, still high off the dopha powder, was stroking the hair of one of the horses, while his sister, Mae, was shuddering in terror on the steps along the wall. Four of the sentries who still had the wherewithal to act sprinted across the courtyard to open the western gate, but when they reached the turning wheel, Araya’s voice boomed, “STOP! THE GATE STAYS SHUT!”

			Not a person spoke after that; the only sound was that of the rising stampede of the hoofbeats, like a boil bubbling up to the rim of a pot. We all looked at her as if she had lost her mind—to not open a gate for a prince was blasphemy. “We know what happened to Fox Gate Checkpoint, when they were visited by the brigade at night,” she said to them all. “The pyre of their bodies could be smelled across the entirety of the Thousand, only for it to later be discovered they were innocent of their charges. We find out what they are here for first. This is lawful. This is…this is right.”

			And so no one acted. They just waited as the band of warriors came up the cliffside road, led by the prince himself; the sword of the western valley; the emperor’s claw.

			
				The First Terror.

			

			“May I speak to your commander?”

			The surprisingly gentle voice lilted over the high walls and into the ears of all in attendance in the courtyard. The guards under Araya’s command turned to face her, their eyes wide and their shoulders shaking, and she saw them again for the children that they were. “What would you have us do?” Raami asked, but she put a finger to her lips, and she mouthed to him, He can hear you. And then she began to hum as if there were nothing extraordinary or frightening about this moment, and she went up the steps of the wall, having learned a long time ago that being a good leader was simply a matter of not expressing how you truly feel. It worked. We believed that she would save us with that calm smile. She rested her hands on the edge of the wall and blandly counted in her head the number of hollow-eyed warriors below whose red armor made the western road a river of blood. Her gaze followed the line of warriors down to the termination point just below her, where before the massive wooden gate the First Terror stood, on his sandaled feet, beside his snuffling horse.

			He smiled.

			“Hello, Commander Araya. Nice to see you again.”

			There stood Saam Ossa, the first of the emperor’s triplet sons, the First Terror, and Scourge of the Valley. He was, as ever, clean-shaven, handsome in a vague way, where there was nothing notably striking about the face but nothing off-putting either, his hair short, with a slight wave to it. Unlike his warrior sons, he did not wear armor but a stark red robe and black breeches that were tied off at the shin with string.

			“My lord,” she said, bowing just so. “It is an honor.”

			“Thank you for saying so, even if you don’t mean it.” It put her on edge, how charming his smile was. “The hour is late. I know. My presence disturbs the peace, and for that I am truly sorry.”

			“Nonsense. We serve at the pleasure of the Throne.”

			“Again, thank you for saying so, though I must say—and please understand I am not accusing you of anything, I simply state this as a curious observation—it is notable that you have yet to open your gates for us, even though it must be very clear by now who we are.”

			“It has been a strange night,” she replied. The archers at her side were by then no longer at her side, having now backed up enough so that they were out of sight of the brigade—one of them, a boy who was no older than fifteen, looked at his commander and I realized that I was standing beside the bravest person I would ever know in this life and I craved to be held by her. “News from the palace remains uncertain, and tensions are high. I made it a blanket policy for anyone approaching at this late hour to be questioned first, before allowing them through.”

			“Safety is the best policy,” the First Terror replied with humor after listening attentively to her. His smile never wavered. He pointed at her. “It is good to see you, Commander Araya. Very good. The last few weeks have thrown into relief how special you are, as I visited many other checkpoints my father had built and spoke with their commanders. At the last checkpoint I visited, the commander was too scared to come out and speak to me. He sent his lieutenant instead. A scared little man whose hands shook, like this, while he read aloud his commander’s official greeting from a roll of parchment. He pissed himself as he bowed to me. It was a sorry sight.” He held up his hands, what-can-you-do. “I missed your bravery. You were never afraid to face me yourself. It was always refreshing to spend time with someone who saw you for what you were; just a man, who has collected one too many titles during his time on this earthly band.”

			His smile faded just a bit, just enough for her to notice.

			“Unlike my brothers,” he continued, “I’ve never enjoyed being called a Terror, though I cannot deny that the title is accurate, especially on a night like tonight, where time is short and my mission is urgent.

			“A wagon has passed through this way just recently. I know that you have seen it through your gates, the signs abound, the tracks below my feet match its description. I’m sure you’ve figured out by now that we’re looking for it. As for why, well, the driver stole something precious from the capital and killed one of my sons in their escape.” In that abattoir below the mountain we found Jun Ossa’s peacock mask, shreds of his clothing, and, most damning of all, the bone necklace that was his most prized possession. His father wept as he held the necklace in his grip. “For that reason, amongst others, I will hunt this wagon down to the ends of the earth. And I will do so while doing my title of Terror justice.” There was no smile on his face anymore. “If you did your diligent inspection of his wagon, which I am sure you did, and if you employed the quick deductive and reasoning skills that I know you possess, then you’ll know that the precious something that I am looking for is the body of an old woman in the cab of his carriage. An extraordinarily old woman whom I am very fond of, and whom I would like to return home as soon as possible. This is why I am here tonight, Commander. And I will go forth stridently, with or without your aid.”

			“Monkey Gate Checkpoint is some miles north of here,” Araya said, after swallowing nothing. “I think that is the best chance you have of catching up to them.”

			“Again,” he said kindly, “a good, worthwhile effort.”

			He then dropped his gaze and looked straight through the gate.

			His voice cold and quiet and heard by all.

			
				“Mother,” he said.

			

			I know you’re there.

			I can smell you.

			Can you smell me?

			The blood of my father on my clothes?

			My son?

			Anyway.

			I’ve come to bring you home.

			And Commander.

			Thank you for your good service.

			And your company.

			
				He raised his hand to the gate.

			

			But I’m coming in now.

			
				And then the egg timer snapped.

			

			Brztztztztztztztztztztztztztztztztztztzt—

			“Oh!” your lola gasped, startled.

			Water boiled over the rim of the pot.

			“It’s time!”

			
				Something large hit the western gate.

			

			The once-unyielding timber construction buckled, as if sucker-punched, and all the fortress flinched from the impact. The children scurried into small burrows, and the crowd of sentries in the courtyard looked up at their fellows who stood atop the wall. We shouted up at them, asking them what they saw, what was hitting our gate, but they did not respond—they did not even hear us.

			
				And then the second impact came.

			

			A crack ran down the face of the western gate. The light of the brigade’s torches could be seen through the opening. How could we tell the others what we saw? How could we explain to them the power of the First Terror?

			“Mercy!” Someone ran up the steps to the parapets, shouting this word. It was the Sugo sister. Araya stared at her dumbly as Mae shouted down at the brigade, “I have royal blood! My brother and I—we are one of you! Please, we will open this gate! Simply spare us! Vogo!” But when she turned, her brother was nowhere to be seen. It always fell to me to save us, ever since we were kids. Snarling, she enlisted the aid of her cronies, “You all, with me if you want to live!” and she and the men headed for the gate’s turning wheel.

			“No, Mae!” Araya shouted, coming out of her stunned interior, and as she ran to stop them she shouted at Raami, “Get the eastern gate open! Children first! Go!” Raami nodded and gathered men of his own for the task while Mae and her friends began to push against the wheel for the Terror. It had yet to complete a single revolution when Araya nudged the tip of her spear against Mae’s back. “I said leave it. We cannot open this gate.”

			“You stupid fool!” Mae screamed. With dilated pupils she pivoted on her heel, swiping the spear to the side with the back of her hand before she stuck her knife into Araya’s side.

			From the other end of the courtyard, Raami saw Araya stumble backward. Through the crowds of my fellows who ran in terror, I saw my commander, wounded, and as I saw her touch the hilt in her side, I felt the wound as if it were my own. Mae was already back on the wheel, shuddering as she pressed with all her weight, unable to budge it forward, for her cronies had abandoned her. “Spare—us—” she grunted, before she winced, and her breath stopped, her body slumping to the ground.

			Grimacing, Araya yanked the spear out of Mae’s back.

			
				A third hit.

			

			The crack widened into a fissure. Keema had joined the others at the eastern wheel, the gate that led into the terrace lands slowly groaning to life, the wooden teeth lifting from out of their deep furrows. Eight sentries in all worked the wheel, double the requirement, and yet the resistance seemed to them so much greater. The wheel had an impossible weight to it, fighting us in a way it never had before. The sabotaged rope within the pulley-works now trembling from the tension, hemp hairs splitting away as the orphans were sent under the gate’s slowly widening gap—the boy with the cleft lip sprinting down the dark cliff road with the other children, not knowing where else to run but forward. Some of the men tried to squeeze through the narrow gap as well; two of them made it through before the rope in the pulley-works snapped like a tendon; the wooden slab slammed into the dirt. And we stared at the broken gate, knowing in our hearts that we would never see it opened again.

			
				A fourth hit.

			

			Half of the western gate had begun to slump forward. By then, a calmness had come over Araya, even as she bled profusely from her side, her courage fed by the panic of those around her. We did not understand why she was not frightened at all; why she smiled. The guards under her command, stunned by her serenity, followed without question, their jangled nerves calmed by her surety as they armed themselves and prepared for the coming breach. Raami stood by her, alongside an outfit of trusted warriors. We were moths to her light. It was the only light we could see. And Araya looked at them, not understanding why they joined her side, what reason there was for their loyalty, or their bravery. She wanted to tell them that she was sorry. That their deaths were on her conscience. That she wanted nothing more than to sit and drink. But instead, she told them where to set up the barrels, and where to tip the tables, and where to hide if they did not wish to fight. She sent a man up the watchtower to sever the tortoise’s head, so that it would not be used by their enemy after they breached the fortress. And as she gave out her instructions, Keema pulled a sword from the rack, and he joined Araya’s line of warriors before the fracturing western gate. “Where would you have me?” he asked. But when she smiled at him, he knew that he was to be rejected from a fight for the second time that night.

			
				Fifth hit.

			

			A cloud of splinters flew out across the courtyard. A diamond shape had been punched out of the gate, through which they could see the manes of the snarling horses and the glint of the Peacocks’ blades.

			“Keema of the Daware Tribe. There you are.” Araya sounded as if he had walked in on her dice game and was pleasantly surprised by his visit. She told him to drop the sword in his hand. And then she handed him her spear. “I would have you go to the outskirts of the Divine City. In five days there will be an army encampment, out in the fields of soma. A soldier named Shan will be there. I would have you offer her this spear.”

			Keema hesitated—this order did not strike him as sane. With the spear he pointed at the western gate, soon to cave in.

			“I’ll fight,” he said helplessly.

			
				Sixth hit.

			

			“The emperor is dead, Keema,” she said. The words were so improbable they bounced off his ears with no registry. So she drove the words in. “He’s dead. Believe this truth. There is not enough time for you not to. The Smiling Sun is no more. He is as dead as anyone has ever been, and this world will soon fall gloriously apart. And that wagon over there is the hook that will ensure its unraveling.” She looked at him. “Ride that wagon east. Bring this spear home.” She smiled as blood dripped from her grip on her side. “And maybe whatever it is you once asked of that water reader, perhaps you will find it there.”

			Behind her, Raami shouted for men to line up along the wall.

			“Is this what you would have me do?” he asked. “Leave?”

			“Yes,” she said. “On your oath as a Daware man, swear to me you will leave.”

			He looked into her eyes.

			“I swear it.”

			“Swear that you will bring this spear with you to the coast. Swear you will bring it to a soldier named Shan.”

			“I swear it,” he said. “What would you have me tell this Shan?”

			There were tears in Araya’s eyes.

			“I do not know, Keema of the Daware Tribe. What would you tell someone whose forgiveness you sought? Think on that, and when you get there, tell her something kind.”

			She smiled.

			“Go then,” she said. “Your ride is leaving.”

			He turned—the wagon was being drawn away by the rein-snapped horses.

			And he ran.

			
				Seventh hit.

			

			The fissure was wide enough to fit an arm through. One more hit and the gate would crack open. Whoever did not pick up a weapon ran into the barracks and the officers’ building and barricaded themselves within. I was not a coward! I was not going to die for that fool of a commander! Others tried to escape through the latrine trenches, only to slide off the edge and plummet into the misted abyss. My last prayer spent in hope that I would find dignity after death. A wall of sentries crossed the span of the fortress, with Araya at their center, her legs bent and her back hunched as she draped a long blade across her shoulders—her anxiety made manifest only in the tremble of her bottom lip, which she bit, till it bled, and stopped. Raami stood beside her. I did what I could for her wound, but there was too little time to treat it properly. And as she bled, Keema ran up to the departing wagon and threw his spear into the hold, then himself, wincing as he joined the old woman’s cross-legged corpse amongst the other et ceteras of the deceased.

			The wagon charged forward at the closed eastern gate. The First Terror, standing before the western gate, focused his last strike. The sentries who watched the wagon wondered how the driver intended to leave. But then it happened, as if in syncopation—as if this strange new night had accounted for this moment and had made art of it by creating in it this timed rhythm—for when the First Terror slammed his hands forward and punched open the western gate with his fist of wind, wide enough to allow his soldiers passage, the eastern gate, at that very instant, upon the twitch of the dead old woman’s finger, blew open.

			
				Like a powder keg—

			

			the sound cracking the eardrums of every warrior in Tiger Gate Checkpoint, a tinnitus howl in Keema’s ears as through the canvas flap he watched the gate that had stood tall for years soundlessly kicked in by what seemed like nothing, and with such ease, as if it were a handful of twigs blown away by the breath of a red-faced child. The wagon careening through this freshly made cataract while in a world of silence and raining splinters a broad-chested man with a red tattoo on his face staggered into the courtyard, touching his helmet at the place of his ear, so stunned by the explosion from the east that he forgot for a moment where he was or why he had wanted to get into this courtyard so desperately, the warrior-drug in his stomach reversing the order of his adrenaline, pulling him into a heady high as he knocked at his ear and heard nothing, not even when he tried speaking out loud—“Father,” he said, the only word that came to mind—and it terrified him that he could not hear it; his terror cut mercifully short by Araya’s approach from the smoke and the whispering fall of her long blade as it cleaved his neck. His head bounced against the dirt. Blood geysered into the starless night. Araya was a soaked demon that hummed a tuneless note as she slashed left and slashed right. She took down an arm, a leg, another leg, three bodies piling up behind her until she turned just in time to see the swing of the club as the horseman’s weapon clipped her shoulder and sent her tumbling to the ground, silencing her—her mouth filled with dirt as the other horses stampeded into the courtyard and crunched her head beneath their hooves, the dam broken and the brigade streaming like red water into the shattered checkpoint. The guards of Tiger Gate were trampled and skewered at the bright ends of thrusted pikes. We were cut to pieces. Those of us barricaded in the mess hall and barracks were burned alive. Raami tried to stop the flinging of the torches, but he was soon overwhelmed. They threw him into the pyre with the kindling, the Peacocks laughing as he writhed in the flames that billowed its black smoke into the moonless sky.

			
				Keema could see the smokestacks from the wagon.

			

			He stood inside the berth of the wagon, looking out through the rear canvas opening, from where he watched Tiger Gate go up in flames. He could feel the wheels juddering over uneven road, and the tight turns the vehicle made around cliffside corners, bringing him far away from the destruction, but he did not feel safe, or good. He swallowed dryly as he listened to the distant shrieks, and the give of collapsing timber.

			“They’re all dead,” Vogo muttered.

			Keema turned. By the rattling pots of rice deep inside the wagon, the Sugo brother was crouched, half-hidden, his face buried in his knees. He was rocking back and forth. There was a limit to the things Keema could be surprised by that night. He walked over to Vogo, to say or do what he did not know; in the end he did nothing; he just stood there as Vogo reached out and hugged his leg and wept. As the man found comfort in his leg, which probably could have been anyone’s leg, Keema looked to the rear of the wagon again, to see if any riders were following, and his eyes widened when he saw the orphans running down the road, after them. The boy with the cleft lip was ahead of all of them. He was reaching out for Keema.

			Keema shrugged off Vogo’s grasp and ran to the end of the wagon. He held his hand out.

			The boy, with heaving breath, reached for him.

			A scream—the children were scattering to the sides of the road to make way for the coming Peacock, who galloped at a pace reserved for demons. The boy with the cleft lip was lagging in his speed; he could not match the wagon’s horses. Keema shouted at him to get to the side of the road, and the boy obeyed, hugging himself to the cliff wall, narrowly avoiding being trampled by the warrior’s snorting stallion.

			With the purple-bruised sky behind him, the warrior seemed to Keema of almost mythic proportion, a portrait commissioned by some free-band to memorialize the best of their killers, and he thought it appropriate, and even good, that this man would be his death, this moment of grim appreciation cut short when the behemoth warrior leapt from his horse like a frog from a lily pad and fell through the rear of the wagon, colliding with Keema, who let out a breathless oh—the dropped weight of the two of them so great, and so sudden, that it cracked the rear axle of the wagon in half.

			The back of the wagon slammed onto the dirt road.

			
				The Sugo brother yelped.

			

			The horses whinnied as they pulled this slow and dragging object down the unkempt road. Wheels popped over ruts in the dirt. More Peacocks were coming around the bend. We cheered on our brother to kill the bastards. We chanted his name as we sped onward to meet them. The world of the wagon now tilted as the warrior slid down this newly made ramp, along with all the objects in the hold; the pots tipping over the rear lip of the wagon and bouncing onto the road before shattering into great clouds of perfumed rice while the canvas bags of clothes ripped open against the friction and sent the old woman’s robes and scarves off the cliffside like so many cotton and lace birds. The old woman herself began to slide, her cushion creeping down the ramp, until the driver, in a moment of sheer instinct, reached back and grabbed her collar while with the other hand he kept tight observance of the horses’ reins.

			The warrior with the peacock tattoo was at the bottom of the ramp, looking for purchase. He grabbed the Sugo brother’s leg. The brother simply grunted as he was dragged down. Keema watched from his tenuous hold on a knot of canvas as the two men below him fought. But though Sugo was strong, the Peacock was stronger.

			“I—Help—I!” the brother shouted as the Peacock covered the crying man’s face with his massive hand. Keema slid down a bit and kicked at the behemoth warrior. The warrior was not bothered by these attacks. With a bleeding nose and a bloodlust smile, he pressed the Sugo brother’s face into the floorboards of the wagon, Vogo’s arms spasming out to the sides from the pressure as Keema continued to kick the snarling warrior in the face. Blood shot out of the Peacock’s nose. A tooth jerked from its socket. But he did not release the brother. “I—I—I—” the Sugo brother cried as the warrior squeezed his face with his gauntlet until, with a bloodcurdling pop, he deflated.

			
				Death was instant.

			

			Bone slid into brain and in that bright firework behind his jellied eyes Vogo was propelled out of his body, as if two hands had shoved him off the edge of the last precipice of this world, his spirit crashing through the heavenly bands, the banners of color and sound that lay like sediment between these choruses, until he dropped into the churning waters of the Sleeping Sea, where upon the cold detonation of its surface he scattered, like pieces of a dropped porcelain plate, into the hours that bind our days, and I thought about my mother who jumped from a cliff when I was little, and I wondered if this was what she saw when she ended things, as I ended things, what remained of Vogo gone far away, and yet not far at all, as the crisscrossing waves closed over these pieces of him like linens folded by a pair of loving hands.

			
				The Peacock warrior grunted.

			

			There was a squelch as he threw the dead boy overboard, the corpse twisting over the speeding dirt like a doll. Keema’s stomach seized, vomit building up in his throat, but he was afforded no release, for the Peacock then grabbed his leg and dragged him down next.

			They were eye to eye now. Keema was overwhelmed by the man’s sour and angry breath. He fought against the powerful hand that held his throat. Red-eyed he watched the man’s other hand rise up, a fist backlit by the bruised-purple sky, the knuckles curled and ready to punch his head through the wagon’s floor. But then, as Keema wheezed, he saw the warrior’s eyes dilate so suddenly it was as if the pupils had dropped through a surprise chute.

			The man bolted upright. He grabbed at his own face. He screamed as if overwhelmed by a pain in his head from an unknown source like an invisible needle through the eye. Whatever had come over him, the warrior was in such pain he did not even notice Keema kick out at him, not until he was already falling backward, crunching onto the road, where momentum rolled him off the cliffside, until, noiselessly, he dropped off the cliff.

			
				More were coming.

			

			The road behind them was congested with riders just as they reached the first bridge. The wheels of the wagon beginning to judder over the rough-hewn boards of the Berum Chasm Span.

			“I’m losing grip!” the driver shouted.

			The collar of the old woman’s robes was sliding through the angry curl of his fingertips. When She slipped free, Keema pinned Her to the tilted floor with his body. The corpse was so insubstantial that holding Her down was like holding a bed of loose old parchment. The smell of Her like an unearthed thing from beneath ancient bedrock. As he held Her, he could hear the brigade not far behind them, their hunting screams as they spurred their horses forth. There were dozens of them. They would drag Keema out of the wagon and rip him to shreds; he knew this. He squeezed his eyes shut as he held on to Her.

			He did not want to die.

			They were near the end of the bridge when Keema heard the prince’s voice in his head—that calm, avuncular, and awful voice that said,

			
				“Just let go.”

			

			And he did. He let go of his bodied grip on the corpse that was not a corpse as Her eyes drew open, and he let Her rise, just so, until She was sitting upright and looking out at the bridge between cliffs and the chasm below it. Three Peacocks had begun galloping across the bridge. We would make our father proud that night. We would bring his mother home. And although Keema would only be told Her true identity later that new day, even then, as he watched Her raise Her arm, with Her hand curled upward as if holding an ecstatic fruit, a deep part of him understood that She was not of the mortal world.

			The sky rose from its purple tint into a dark-orange blush as She held Her aged hand high and slowly curled in Her fingers, forcing the wooden boards of the bridge to crack and splinter, a great trembling running through the supports. And Keema flinched when She squeezed Her hand into a fist and the bridge blew apart.

			Three warriors dropped into the depths between the ancient hills. We fell with our father’s name on our tongues. The Peacocks in their freefall disappearing with the remnants of the bridge into the forest canopy far below—the First Terror rearing his horse at the cliff’s edge, running in a fury to the chasm’s lip as he shouted his children’s names.

			In the tattered wagon, Keema pressed his back to the wall.

			He looked up at the old woman, who wore a cruel smile.

			“Avert your eyes, mortal,” She said. “You forget yourself, before your empress.”

			
				It is only now that you realize you’ve heard this tale before.

			

			At least, a version of it. You don’t know what tripped this memory. It comes on you suddenly as the dancers and this moonlit body clear the stage: the day your father told you the tale of the stolen Moon, and Her journey to reclaim Her country. You do not remember why he told you this tale, after all, he seemed perpetually annoyed by your lola’s efforts to share with you everything she knew of the Old Country, but what you do remember is the great pains he took to describe the battles and the swordplay, and how he kept interrupting his own tale to assure you that this wasn’t a love story. That it was about camaraderie; that it was about a revolution; the important things. And to you, it seemed strange of him to bring any of this up. You never thought it was a love story, for in his story there was no love. There was only a long road of bodies.

			The end of his tale is lost to your remembrance. You know only that it takes place in the span of five days, and that there is much blood yet to spill before the end.

			But outside of the tale, you remember your lola shaking her head and tsking from the other room, and once your father had left to go on his afternoon constitutional, she came over to you, and said, “Do not heed his words to the letter.” She told you that that was but one version of the telling; that your father had learned this way from your granjo, who had his own feelings about life and what was worth his attention. And then she sat on her favorite chair in the kitchen and rolled out a cigarette, even though by then she was very weak and could barely hold a breath. You wanted to go out and play, but she told you to wait and listen. She told you this was important.

			“The old men would have you believe it shook out one way. That the road was but pain and glory. Sometimes, perhaps, life whittles itself down to these essences. Sometimes there is nothing we can do but sit in it.” She took a long drag and blew gray smoke up into the ceiling, where it lived like an opaque and swirling cloud of shape and texture. “But listen well when I tell you that your father, and your granjo, are wrong.”

			What were they wrong about? you asked.

			She shrugged.

			“This is a love story to its blade-dented bone.”

		

	


		
			
			
				
					[image: The First Day in which we offer our finest harvest]
				

			

		

	


		
			
				Light breaks—

			

			From behind the stage’s white-parchment backdrop, a light rises, diffuse yet bright, and you know this to be the sun. As this stage-sun lifts, the dancers are revealed from the dark, the light casting them and this moonlit body in striking silhouette, these bodies postured tall and strong. You see these legs rooted to the floor, veins of rock dug into the earth, and these arms, curled around the chest like vines tough and unyielding. These chins lifted high, basking in the languid sunrise. When you see these bodies, you no longer see the stage but towering rock and wind-blown trees. You see the natural wall that separated the emperor’s cradle from the rest of the country to the east.

			
				You see the Spires at dawn.

			

			You know this place. You had seen it yourself, not in person, but as an oil painting, done in the style of Old Meridian, where the lushness of the natural world was the focus. Even in your youthful disinterest at the time you remember the intense beauty of the image: the light that fell in great shafts through dramatic cloud breaks, draping over the mighty thrusts of land. Trees erupting from stone in thick, verdant brushstrokes, and mists that rolled down these hills like curls of gray hair down an ancient shoulder, making mystery and danger of the dirt roads that curved around these towers of rock like thin knots of twine around a dead god’s fingers.

			This painting, however pleasing to the eye, is forever linked in your mind with discomfort and tedium, for you saw it on one of the days you were tasked with walking your lola through the dockside markets. It was a chore you dreaded, not only because the wheelchairs of your time were made of wood and wicker, tending to snag on every irregular surface, but also due to her temperament on those walks, when she was at her meanest, taking out on you her frustrations with her decaying body. “Why are we sitting in the middle of the street?” she would snap—“Hurry it up, you lazy ass.” The woman bonking you with her cane like you were an untrained donkey in between her fits of coughing. She was only in that wheelchair for a short time before she passed away; those were the last days you had to spend with her, but you did not know this at the time. All you knew was that fortune smiled on you that day, when she discovered the quiet, tarp-shaded artisans’ corner and bid you to stop.

			There, in a triangle of light at the end of the alley, she gripped your wrist and pointed at the framed image hanging on the clay wall.

			“Home,” she said.

			Your lola sat transfixed by this painting for much of the afternoon. She even tried to buy it before the shopkeeper’s price wilted her excitement and she settled for simply beholding it with her loving gaze, pointing out to you the subtle patches of green in the rock of the hills as she told you of the foolhardy fortune-seekers who would scale these cliffs with naught but a frayed rope and a rusty chisel to mine the precious jaxite inside. She spoke excitedly, forgetting that she was bound to the chair that you captained. You remember the chill you felt when she turned to you and gave you the warning all children of the Old Country were given: that to fall from the Spires is certain death. It was a piece of wisdom shared by everyone of the Old Country, regardless of station, even the First of the Terrors, who, as the last of the Berum Chasm Span crumbled from its obliterated supports and pebbled down the side of the cliff, knelt at the cliff’s edge and grieved for the sons who had fallen in. He keened. He wailed. And with tears in his eyes, he glared across the chasm at the near-destroyed wagon that made its flight around the turn of the far hill, and he made this promise to his remaining sons: “They will not get far.”

			Your lola sighed. She looked very small as she sat before that grand painting of a place she had never been, before she then turned to you.

			“I’m done,” she said wearily.

			
				This moonlit body breaks from its life as a mighty rock.

			

			And it becomes before your eyes a creature at the brink of its life. A being reduced to snarls and whinnies. Hooves punching into the dirt as it drags an impossible weight up a steepening rise, red-eyed and exhausted and choked on its own mangled reins; a stray arrow stuck in the nape of its neck.

			The light behind the parchment wall halts its rise.

			The day begins here: at the moment of this creature’s passing.

			
				DAWN

				
					The horse fell.

				

				It tipped over without ceremony at the last rise in the cliff road. A thick cloud of dirt and dust plumed over its capsized body, clinging to the hot, still air as the masked driver, coughing, climbed out of the carriage. He looked down upon the fallen creature, its twitching legs a false sign of life, and he bowed his head.

				“Forgive me,” he said.

				And then, as if in sympathy with its fallen brethren, the second horse lay down as well, and the driver knew what was to happen when he saw the foam sizzling from its snout and its teeth chattering as if suffering the onset of winter; his suspicion confirmed when it collapsed onto its side. I told him he should not have chosen these creatures. I told him that they were too weak for our purposes. I told him he should have listened to me. The masked driver shrugged off Her Whisper like a gnat off his shoulder. They had left the palace in a hurried state thanks to Her, and the only means of transport he could find was this two-horse canvas wagon not meant for the speed or distance they intended to travel. But try as he might to direct the blame at Her, he could not—everything in the end came back to him.

				“I pushed them too hard,” he said.

				He crouched beside the creature and placed his hand on its distended belly, feeling through the hot skin the untethered stomp of its heart. It did not have long. He buried his hand in its thick black mane as the horse wheezed and trembled. He could feel it all: all of the terror in the creature’s last moments, and was almost glad when it finally went limp, its last movement a strange, reflexive kick of its back leg into the air as if to strike the sky before resting on the ground for the last time. The masked driver prayed for the two horses that lay before him. He prayed for their safe passage into the Sleeping Sea. He was not the praying sort until rather recently. Now it seemed that prayer, prayer to the world, the spirits the world cradled, and to the Sleeping Sea that dwelt beneath it all, was all he had to stop himself from losing his mind. But his prayers for the horses were interrupted when She called to him, with urgency, for I demanded that he attend to me, and upon the command of Her Whisper the masked driver had no choice but to get up. He rose from his kneel with reluctance. He told Her he was coming. The hand ax twined to his belt bouncing against his thigh as he approached the wagon.

				Perhaps it was this sound that provoked what happened next; the sound of a weapon, tapping against his thigh with a casual, accidental menace, that tensed the mood enough to snap. Had the masked driver approached the wagon with more care, he maybe would have avoided what was to come, but in his emotional state, with the First Terror’s cruel whisper still clinging to his eardrums, he had forgotten that he and the empress were not alone—that, in the madness of the attack on Tiger Gate, they had picked up an extra passenger.

				And so, when the canvas fold of the wagon parted and a young man leapt out, he flinched, his old instincts flaring, and he punched this stranger in the face. The young man stumbled backward against the wagon, where he touched his chin and frowned at the blood on his fingers.

				Hear the drums fill the theater—the brazier flames spitting and roaring as the young man looked at his attacker, who had already put his hands up in apology, and charged at him with a scream.

				
					“It’s preemptive,” your father said.

				

				“In a time of peril, it’s act first, or be acted on,” he said, which were words you had never heard him say before; the merchant who sold luxury carpets and textiles now, somehow, a military strategist. “If we don’t invade K_______, the enemy will.” These supposed words of wisdom sourced from his new friends from the pub, where he went to grieve your lola after her sudden passing, and then, eventually, simply where he went. He would host impromptu salons with these other men in your home, their drinking and their bluster carrying on through the night, and you would see how desperate your father was to fit in with them; this man who had so few people in his life he could call compatriots; how strangely people behaved when they were lost.

				
					And so the two lost warriors fought in the dirt.

				

				Their grunts and their punches echoed throughout the valley of rock spires while up in the trees that overlooked the road, hanging amongst the tangle of branches, an old ape watched them with a look of disappointment while pulling out from a cloth satchel a joint. Another ape reached out and lit it for him, and as he sucked in the smoke, the rest of his caste, a family of green-snouts thirteen strong, joined him in watching the humans dance. Humans fought and we gave our eyes eagerly to their come-together. Some of the younger apes hollered encouragement at the warriors—Keema made the mistake of looking up at them before the driver’s fist swiveled his head—but the fight for the most part continued on as though the apes were not there, the young men elbowing the air out of one another’s stomachs, kicking at shins, scratching, anything to hurt the other no matter how tricksome. They did not break focus even as the apes spat fruit stones into the air in exaltation of their ruthless performance.

				The old ape with the joint did not celebrate the warriors. He sat without energy on a thick branch that only just supported his weight as he gazed down at the brawl with something close to pity, as he puffed and streamed smoke from his wide, scarred nostrils. In that Endless Summer I gave my eyes to too much hurt. My son and daughter, dead by hunters, their teeth stolen from their mouths, I see them always. I saw them then, in the two warriors fighting in the road. No good. Hurt in my chest. Moving on was the great desire in this body, no wish to be witness to more pain, but I gave my eyes to the battle anyway. I smoked, and I gave my eyes in hope, hope that this come-together would not end in stopped breath.

				The two humans rolled over each other, each attempting to pin the other to the ground, to get the other one to stop moving, to dominate him, the dirt getting in their eyes as they rolled, and in their mouths, until they were forced to part to clear their faces. One of them blinked to get the grit out, while the other, afforded some protection by the mask he wore, took advantage of the moment and flew at his stunned opponent with a knee to the gut. But the one-armed human, blinded as he was, sensed an approaching blow and he braced himself, much to the excitement of the younger apes, who hooted, glad to give our eyes to these humans of high skill, as he absorbed the knee-blow, then wrapped his arm around the masked driver and tossed him to the ground. He fell on him. Grunts echoed down the cliffside corridors. The aged ape let out a long breath, smoke dissipating in the humid air. Nothing would come of this.

				But as you watch this brawl in the theater, translated into performance by this moonlit body and its partner dancer, you have the sense that these two bodies do not want to stop, even if they could. You watch the jerked and halting movements of the two creatures circling each other and striking—this moonlit body kicking and spinning and then pressing its partner into the floor—and you understand that the dance could stop at any time, that both participants know that nothing will come of the fight, and yet it goes on. It goes on, even as greater concerns loom in the distance. Even as the First Terror makes his way northward to the next gate, on the hunt for them. Time ticking away on an egg timer in another era.

				Keema screamed as he drove the masked young man into the ground. The driver, winded, kicked him in the thigh. They fought for nothing, which is why you see yourself in them. You remember the time you and your friend Jadi fought. He had bumped into your shoulder, hard enough to knock you back into a stranger’s arms. You were embarrassed. He was sorry. And you knew he had meant nothing by it, that it was an accident; that Jadi was joyfully clumsy. You knew he cared about you. But something in you needed to claw his heart out anyway.

				Your lola had died. Your lola, whom some days you hated, capricious as her mood was, leaving you always trying to guess if today she would be kind or not, if she would slap your hands or not. Your lola was dead, outlived by her own father. And you were on fire.

				
					And it felt so good to let it burn.

				

				The masked driver wrestled his arm free and gripped Keema’s throat, searching for the pinch that would make him faint, and Keema, red-faced, breath-choked, pressed his hand to the driver’s wooden mask, his fingers scrambling over the old etchings and demonic curves until they found the eyeholes, fore and middle finger digging in, ready to blind him, the aged ape looking away as the two warriors were caught in this unending knot of pain, with Keema so lost in the moment he was even beginning to smile, and the driver forgetting all that had led him to this fight, all that he had left behind in the past six months as he focused on this one goal, his fingers pressing into Keema’s flesh, his nails digging into the skin of his throat, ready to draw blood, ready to tear the whole thing out, when their fight was interrupted. I had had enough of these children.

				
					The wagon exploded.

				

				Upon the drumbeat, a plume of wood and cloth and dirt shot off the cliffside. The explosion was swift and loud. Shrapnel peppered the canopy of the forest basin far below, causing the birds to quit their purchase on trembling branches. The green-snouted apes shrunk back into the trees, their eyes glowing in the dark brush in wary watchfulness, for we saw Her, and we wanted no part of Her schemes.

				The two warriors parted from each other, hacking and coughing in the thick cloud of dirt the explosion had created. Pieces of canvas fluttered down from the sky. Keema rose to his feet, his mind catching up to what his eyes beheld. The two horses were gone. The wagon was gone. A wooden piece of axle fell from the sky, striking the dirt not two paces from him. He wiped a film of dust off his face, noticing in his periphery that the masked driver was still on his knees, bent in prostration in the direction of the obliterated wagon.

				“Forgive me!” the driver shouted, “I lost myself!” And for a moment, Keema smirked as he looked down at his cowering antagonist, but this feeling of superiority did not last long; when the last blot of dust and dirt was blown away by a hot breeze, clearing the choked air that surrounded where the wagon once lay, a dead chill settled in the pit of his stomach as he looked upon the old woman sitting cross-legged amongst the rubble—her eyes shut but still somehow staring at him.

				Keema slid down to his knees as the driver had done and he bowed his head, while up in the branches the old ape nodded in approval, glad that the young warrior was capable of at least this much wisdom. My father told me of Her strength. He told me that one day She would pass through this land, and woe to any creature that did not bow to Her presence. But though my caste begged that we leave should we become captured in Her wrath, I bid them wait. I wished to give these eyes to this moment. I felt something of great importance occurring before me.

				Keema’s heart paced quicker the longer he stayed prostrate, the heat of the rising dawn sun burning the back of his neck and arm. He side-eyed the driver, who was still pressing his mask to the ground.

				“Yes,” the driver said, to seemingly no one. “Yes, I understand.”

				“I agree, Your Highness,” he said.

				“If that be your will,” he said.

				Keema watched the mad driver stand up and walk toward the debris. He pulled a seat cushion down from a tangle of branches and dropped it on the ground, and, after he placed Her body upon the cushion, he lifted Her up over his head as if She weighed nothing at all, and carried Her the way royal children were once carried by their servants during the parades, back when the people still had parades, out to the edge of the road,

				
					where he treated with the apes.

				

				“The empress recognizes the Green Hill Tribe,” he shouted up into the trees. “Long has it been since She has treated with your caste, but it is with great fondness that she recalls the elder Five Scar, who sang up to Her in praise when She yet ruled the night. He was beautiful and brave, and few days go by when she does not think of his whistle-song—even now, as She makes Her way east, to undo the Moon Throne’s hold over Her land—a mission with which She would be most grateful for aid.”

				The smoking ape looked down at them from his branch. “Have the two boys finished their warring on our territory?” he asked. The younger apes behind him snickered.

				The driver was silent for a moment. “I offer my sincerest apologies for that display.”

				The ape shrugged with his hand. “No matter. Young warriors fight and the sun rises on another day. We of the Green Hill give our respects to the lovely Moon.” With an appraising look, he added, “If the wind speaks the truth, we also give our thanks to Her for ridding us of that emperor, as well as our sorrow for the loss. We held no love for the man, but we recognize that such action is no easy measure.”

				“She accepts this thanks,” the driver said after a moment.

				“And we remember with sorrow old Five Scar,” the ape said. “The empress has been gone for much time, so perhaps She does not yet know that he was hunted down for his teeth by the same men She called family.”

				The driver said nothing to this.

				The ape pointed to the tower of smoke in the distance. “You come in the wake of great destruction.”

				The driver nodded. “It will grieve no ears to hear that Tiger Gate Checkpoint has fallen—a casualty of the empress’s escape from the palace. The man you know as the First Terror gave chase, and in his fury burned all that lay in his path. The commander of the checkpoint helped us through. It was she who told us of a team of warriors who lay in wait amongst these trees. A plan to ensnare the First Terror, which now will not come to pass. Have you encountered these assassins? We have need to speak with them.”

				The ape nodded. “We have. Humans of cruel eyes and unknown intention are not welcome sights. We spelled them to sleep with our dance.” He took a final puff of his joint and then ate it. “We enjoyed their wares.”

				Behind him, the other apes wore various assortments of human gear. Helmets and pauldrons. A bandanna on one; another brandishing a curved sword like a fishing rod.

				“I see.”

				“I would not continue your search for them. They will not wake for many days.”

				“That is unfortunate.” The driver took whispered conference with the empress. He looked up at the apes. “She would then know if your caste will help us more directly. We make for the eastern coast. We have been told that people gather there, and soon—in a matter of days—they will rise up against the Throne. We would join them. But it is a long journey, and we are in need of protection, and transport.”

				The ape chuckled.

				“No,” he said.

				A subtle, unnatural wind picked up, fluttering the dry leaves that clung to the branches. The green-snouts in the background began to hoot. “This is a surprising answer,” the driver said. He sounded nervous to Keema, as if even he was afraid of what might happen should the apes refuse Her request. “I would beg you to reconsider.”

				“We will not,” the ape said, paying no mind to the quaking leaves and the swirling wind. “If it is Her intention to strike us down for this blasphemy, She may. But this ape can smell the limits of Her human flesh. She is…old. She does not have long.” He said this as the irrefutable fact that it was. “She will not make it to Her destination if She destroys every creature in Her path.”

				The quaking leaves began to settle; the dust winds dying.

				The driver breathed out, relieved.

				“She asks this then,” he said. “Why is the Green Hill Tribe abandoning Her in Her time of need?”

				“ ‘Abandoning’…A daring accusation, coming from Her.” The ape made a dismissive gesture. “But this one does not wish to argue who abandoned whom, and when, however many hundreds of years ago. The only relevant truth in this moment is that we will not help you because our caste is small.” A great sadness came over his sunken eyes. “We cannot afford to offer you our protection on this journey during which you all will perish, because to do so will mean the end of our tribe.”

				“She says that some might consider this a worthwhile trade,” he said, “for the payment of a Throne’s end. What better sign of hope is there than the emperor’s death?”

				“One man. One man is dead.” Agitated, the ape settled back on his branch, blinking in an unhurried way as one of his caste tossed him a fruit. “He was not the first bad man to build his checkpoints, and he will not be the last. Your come-together with that one over there this morning proves only how little his death means. More fighting will come. Another emperor will soon be standing in his place, by another name. Do not tempt me with death. Such things are useless to me.”

				The driver was silent for a long time.

				“She understands what you say,” he said. “She asks no more of you.”

				The ape covered his face with his large hand and then peeled it away, as if unmasking himself. “In peaceful parting, we offer you and Her this: down the road, where the cliff once more meets the ground, and the Spires end and your rice farms come into view, there is a wagon. It is abandoned on the side of the road. If no one has yet claimed it, you will find it there, not far from the first of the farmers’ compounds.”

				“Abandoned?”

				The ape shook his head. “We do not know for certain. We dared not approach, for the wagon smelled of death.”

				“This is a generous offering,” the driver said, ready to start moving. “You have our thanks.”

				The ape bowed his head. “Then this one gives you his eyes in witness to your passing. This humble caste prays to the Sleeping Sea and the Inverted Lands for your good fortune, and in recognition of Her, we offer you these seeds to eat on your long march east.” From the branches rained small nuts and seeds. Some of the seeds pinged off his mask. But the driver thanked the apes anyway and grabbed what food he could, keeping balance of the empress on his head as he did so, leaving the rest that he could not carry on the road behind him.

				
					Keema watched them walk off.

				

				“It would not be wise to follow them,” the ape said. “Their path leads only to bloodshed.” The creature of the forest then looked down at Keema in a furrowed way, as if confused by his presence. “The other two reek of royal blood,” he said, sniffing the air, “but you, you have no such smell.” Keema, who had never spoken to an animal before, aside from the tortoises, did not know what to say, so he bowed, which had always been his last resort when proper etiquette was beyond him. This amused the ape greatly. “What is your name, little one?” Nervously, he told the creature his title, in full, for the first time feeling silly as he did so; but like Araya, the ape treated his name with seriousness, and significance, and with his face resting thoughtfully on leathery hands, his old eyes took him in, before he asked him the question whose answer Keema had for so long been searching for.

				
					“And what is your part in this, Keema of the Daware Tribe?”

				

				The driver was near the second bridge of the Spires, where the cliff road began its gradual declination into the terrace valley, when he heard the catch-up of footsteps behind him. He humphed in light surprise when he saw the one-armed sentry following them at a distance.

				“What would you have me do?” the driver muttered to his empress.

				I told my glorified donkey to watch this stranger, and nothing more. We could ill afford to be further delayed by his antics.

				“As you will it,” he said dutifully.

				And so, for a time, the three of them walked the road in silence.

				Eastward the sun rose, crowning the Spires around which the road spun, the heat such that even the rocks were sweating. With audible relief they stepped into the deep shade cast by the neighboring towers of rock, and when they came upon a boulder sitting in the middle of the road, knocked loose by the explosions from earlier, they sidled through the narrow passage between the rock and the edge of the road, the driver’s stomach tightening as he imagined those Peacocks falling into the abyss—all of whom he still cared for, in the part of him that would never die. It was us or them, I told him. But the driver would never again be able to take solace in the death of another, and he said nothing to Her in response.

				The Burn in the sky smoldered like a black moon above their heads. As he walked, the driver could feel a change in the empress’s mood—Her hot aura of impatience now a blue yearning, pointed upward, and when he glanced up from under the cushion he carried he knew that what Her attentions were focused upon was the cosmic rip in the sky She had once called Her home. But he knew from bitter experience what would come of broaching a subject She had no wish to speak on, so he left Her to Herself, and instead focused on his other present issue. When the last bridge came into view, and beyond it the road that bowed in greeting to the expanse of Yinn terrace lands, the driver turned on his heel.

				“You fight well,” he said, his voice echoing off cliffsides.

				His compliment caught their follower at a disadvantage—the young man seemed unsure whether he should thank him or ready his spear. “So do you,” he replied, almost begrudgingly.

				“But you should not follow us.”

				“I follow no one,” he said. “My path happens to lie east, with yours.”

				This, the driver did not believe. “You walk behind us like a lost pup. You fight well, and the spear you carry is formidable, but serving us will afford you no protection under Her Strength. You would find more safety in the arms of a bandit.”

				Their follower stood up straight and proud, and when he spoke his teeth were bared. “My name is Keema of the Daware Tribe and I do not seek safety in your company. I made an oath to the commander of Tiger Gate to walk this road, and a warrior of Daware always keeps his oath. This spear,” he said, holding forth the weapon of his former commander, “will be delivered by me to a soldier named Shan on the eastern shore outside the Divine City.”

				The driver stopped again. His demon mask tilted at the spear.

				“Did you know that your commander was a traitor to the Throne?”

				“No,” Keema admitted after a moment.

				“She was in league with powerful forces, plotting to assassinate the royal family. She blasphemed against the natural order. As far as the laws of the divine are concerned, you are freed from your oath.”

				“It changes nothing,” Keema said.

				“It changes everything.” The driver carried on down the sloping road. “She is cursed and dead and you are free. Only a fool would believe themselves beholden to such a person.”

				“Then I am a fool.” Keema chased after him. “But I will be a fool who holds his oaths.”

				“If your Daware people were as stubborn, then it is no wonder they are gone.”

				“Do not insult me.”

				The accusation rang out amongst the Fingers. The look in Keema’s eyes, the seething anger, was enough to make the driver bow his head.

				“I’m sorry,” he said. “I take back what I said.”

				Keema, unused to apologies, and unsure what to say in response, only nodded. “Speak again about my people that way and I will finish what we started back at that wagon.”

				The driver did not bother turning this time. “You would lose,” he said. Keema made to challenge him, right then and there, but the driver held up his hand. “She will not let us fight again. She would sooner crush your head like a berry than allow me to waste any more time.”

				Keema, his pride bruised, kept pace with the driver’s hurried step, more determined than before to dog them. “What is your rush anyway?” he asked. “The bridge is out. The brigade cannot catch up to you now. The chase is over before it has even begun.”

				“This is not a chase,” the driver replied testily. “To call it a chase would imply we had a chance to begin with. No,” he said, “they will find us. He will find us. It is only a matter of when.”

				He was quiet.

				“Not even the trees stand in his way.”

				
					What creature in its right mind would stand before a grieving father?

				

				Gods help the tea planters and free-band riders who crossed paths with the brigade that morning, for nothing would stop their stampede. With a flick of the prince’s wrist the stray rivers of the valley that lay in their path parted. We the rivers had no choice but to part. The trees bent out of their way. We the trees opened the way to this royalty. But the homes of the workers who farmed the tea plantations, unfortunate enough to be built in these outward places amongst the trees or on these slight hills, could not move out of the way. I looked out my window just when they came—my mind not registering what my eye beheld. No matter. It all came falling on top of me anyway. Upon the crown prince’s snarl the houses shattered before him, and he and his sons rode through the debris of timber and hay and cups and tables while the children left in their wake screamed. I heard it—the pop of his bones as my father was trampled underneath their wretched hooves. These people less than bugs to the First Terror, who had been raised properly on his diet of royal sycophants; the sort of man whose depressed mood was helped by the eradication of these small wooden blights on the land. The trees shattering in their wake. The river waters breaking upward like frightened cats, the furious horses galloping underneath these watery arches as they, by the Terror’s hand, cheated their way through the sun-fried land, the sons following the father on his mission of blood.

			

			
				MORNING

				
					They arrived at the Yinn terrace lands, hungry and tired.

				

				Neither boy wanted much to be in the company of the other, but already they were bound by mutual need, for only fools walked the Road Below alone. The only other soul they encountered was the corpse of a traveler stuffed into the brush, their throat opened and their pockets thieved. Much to Keema’s surprise, the driver stopped and bowed his head in respect of this stranger’s passing; his hurry put on pause for this brief moment of prayer. For eight days I had rotted under the sun, after the man who promised me safe passage robbed me of my coin and my life. For eight days, no one offered me respect or prayer, until the masked demon crossed my path. “Travel well,” he whispered.

				It was not until they were well past the Spires that they began to see more signs of life—when, like a curtain slowly parting from a bright window, Lord Yinn’s verdant terrace lands announced themselves from around the next hillside bend, the compound that the apes had spoken of not far in the distance, the terra-cotta buildings and stepped rice terraces hugging the side of a mighty foothill draped in banners of sunlight. It was there that the driver recognized an opportunity to rid himself of the one-armed man at his side.

				He told Keema that they would not make it far without supplies. “I have visited this compound before. It is the Alvo Estate, overseen by Lord Yinn’s nephew Sui Yinn Alvo, who has always been a reckless fool in the matters of safety and security. The compound’s storehouse is rarely guarded, the lock easily undone—just there, at the height of the terraces, where the last of the buildings meets that tree line near the top. Do you see it?” Keema squinted against the sun over the hill, and he nodded. “If you follow this side path, it will bring you right to the storehouse’s porch.” The driver then explained how the lock on the storehouse could be broken into. On Keema’s brow there was an almost imperceptible twitch.

				“Should not the man with two arms go foraging for supplies?” he asked.

				“I’ll be occupied with searching for the wagon the apes had spoken of,” the driver replied. “Once I have…requisitioned it, and you have gotten our supplies for the road ahead, we’ll meet just over there, beyond the last of the allotments.”

				But Keema was unconvinced. “If you know the layout of this compound, shouldn’t you sneak in while I go wagon hunting?”

				“No,” the driver said.

				“Why not?”

				Because the driver planned to ride off without him. But as this was not something he wished to say aloud, he gave Keema another, equally honest, answer. “The truth is I do not trust you yet. I am going to take the wagon because I do not want it leaving without me.”

				“I can say the same.”

				“You can,” the driver conceded. “But the all-powerful god riding on my head gives me leverage, for She does not trust you either.” Keema averted his gaze from the old woman. The driver smiled behind his mask. “Get us supplies for the road and perhaps we will save a seat for you.”

				“Do not speak to me like a child,” Keema said as he left on his task.

				I told him that he was a fool. The empress’s words pierced the driver’s mind like a sharp rock as he willingly parted company with the Daware man. I reminded him that we could not hope to make it east by ourselves. The driver grunted at her as he climbed the hill opposite the compound for a better view. “It had to be done, Your Eminence,” he said, navigating the steepening slope that cut through the foothills. “He needs not be dragged into our battle. And the farmers here are good people. They will catch him, and, with some luck, take care of him.”

				Our mess was everyone’s mess; the Daware man’s life was fair trade for the success of our mission.

				He sighed. “If that is how you expect me to think, then you have been teaching me the wrong lessons these past six months.”

				They spoke no more of the matter. At the top of the hill, he looked over the compound from behind a cluster of rocks. It was then that whatever feeling of pride and justice he had been flush with evaporated, for he soon found the wagon the apes spoke of and discovered that it was not abandoned like they had claimed but was, in fact, tended to by several hungover soldiers of the Throne.

				Five armed members of the royal guard lazed under the compound awnings, awaiting food and drink from the put-upon farmers. One of the soldiers danced around with his blade drawn, laughing, his pants nowhere to be seen. I told him once again that he was a fool—how was he going to take care of this alone? He ignored Her, his expression tightening when he noticed the insignia of the Moon Throne embroidered on the wagon’s canvas awning as well as the soldier who every now and then emerged from the compound to check on it. The young man winced as he lowered Her and Her cushion down on the ground. “It is nothing we cannot manage, Your Highness,” he said, his voice suddenly hoarse.

				Then take care of it, I said.

				He breathed out small breaths in quick succession, like he was about to jump into cold water, before he scurried toward the wagon—cursing those trickster apes under his breath, and himself.

				
					In one of the allotments, a girl sighed.

				

				With that defeated sigh she upturned the cup she had found floating in the ankle-deep water and let the paddy murk drizzle out of it. She sloshed farther into her allotment, where she found more floating debris amongst her crop: a sandal, a small wooden comb. A ratty piece of a grown man’s underclothing. She collected these scattered objects while in the other terraced allotments her fellow, much luckier, farmers began their day’s work, making one last pass through their fields before it was time to load up the wagons with their rice pots and head to the village for the fete. She tutted and cooed over her rice sprouts, many of which had been stomped on, and tossed the miscellaneous garbage into a cloth sack as quickly as she could, not wishing to be left behind when the caravan left the compound. One of the other farmers, a boy not much older than her, was kind enough to give her a hand in the cleanup. I suppose I was fond of him. Sometimes we would sleep on the same mat. He was so afraid of touching me he would sleep with his arms to his sides, like this, as if he were inside a narrow tube, which I thought was funny, and which I liked. Together they picked out from the water the unfinished rice cakes and cups until the boy nudged her and said in a whisper, “They’re coming,” and retreated to his own allotment.

				“Farmer-girl!” called the hungover soldier.

				Her back stiffened. It was the same man who had hounded her and her fellow farmers the night before. She turned with the most gracious smile she could muster as the Blade of the Throne approached her. He cut a pathetic figure in the unforgiving daylight; his eyes, swollen from the drink, wandering about her body before he presented her his bare, mud-caked foot. “I seem to be missing a friend,” he said. “You haven’t seen it out here, have you?”

				She opened her sack and handed him the sandal she had found. The Blade mumbled a thanks as he sat on the bank’s edge and slipped it on. “I found more of your things out in the water,” she said. “This comb. This bag of jerin.”

				He laughed. “What better way to start off Holy Week, eh?”

				“Many of my sprouts were crushed by your men.”

				Her annoyance was tamped down by the look he gave her, the joviality in the man’s voice lessened just enough to chill her. “Now, now,” he said. “A whole night of sound rest, under our protection—not everyone is so lucky. No bandits come to slit your throats in the night, no wolves to tear away your babies.” When she would not meet his eye, he dug into his pocket, pulled out enough copans to buy a few sweets at market, and pressed them into her palm. She forced herself to bow in thanks. He nodded, pleased. “Now that we’re friends again, my men and I are hungry. We also have need of sustenance for the road ahead. Ah! Would I be pleased if you showed us the way to the storehouse.”

				I could have pushed him over the edge of the paddy. The fall wouldn’t have killed him, but it would’ve broken something, and I would’ve liked that.

				“This way,” she said.

				Together they headed in the direction of the storehouse. The girl made sure to keep a good distance from the soldier, for she had heard the stories from the other women. It was then that a flash of movement out in the road caught her eye: a tighter squint revealed the masked young man darting from behind various rocks and furrows. He was headed for the soldier’s caravan, parked on the side of the Road Below.

				She smirked at the appearance of this thief.

				“What is it?” the soldier said.

				“Beautiful day,” she said as she led the man farther up the terrace steps. I did my best to keep his eyes on me and away from the road. I did not know what the masked stranger was up to, but I knew it would not be good for our visitors. “It must have been quite the night you and your men had.”

				“Lot of energy needed releasing,” he said, grunting up the hill after her. “I think we released it capably.”

				“Indeed,” she said, while below, the masked stranger leapt into the caravan.

				
					He would have looked first.

				

				As the driver neared the wagon he realized the apes were correct in one regard: it did indeed smell of death. But whatever warning signals were going off in his head were overridden when he thought he heard the approach of a soldier’s footsteps. So he went in, in one heedless jump, and it was within that dark space that he experienced an odor not unlike that of a corpse that had shit itself before passing. His whole face wrinkled behind his mask, the smell tangible, the film of it coating his throat with each breath he took. With a nauseous heave, he opened up the canvas flap and leaned out of the wagon, lifting his mask just enough to gulp untainted air while light lanced its way through the gap, revealing the source of the stench.

				“This one does not recognize you,” the tortoise said from the dark.

				It was smaller than its brethren of the court, just shy of massive, the breadth of it swallowing the majority of the wagon’s interior. But there was something wrong with the creature. Its shell was cracked and pus-drooling, and its legs, those malformed stumps, lay useless at its sides; all it could do was knock its stumps on the floor as it lolled its head in thought and sniffed the air again, reading his scent. “You have the blood in you,” it giggled. “A prince’s blood.” It sniffed some more; and while the creature was preoccupied with rooting around his aura, the driver unhooked his hatchet from his waistbelt; he envisioned in his mind two hacks, maybe three, to end its life. “But your purposes…” the tortoise said, lost in its own world. “You are at a cross with the Throne. A prince’s son at cross-purposes…” Its freewheeling eye fixed itself on the hatchet raised into the air. The creature lowered its head in submission to him. “Let this one live,” it giggled. “Please. Let this one live. A bargain! A bargain can be struck!”

				“Forgive me,” the driver whispered.

				He swallowed, his grip on the hilt trembling.

				But the hatchet, once raised, never came down, for we were there too, and the young man who was once the pride of the Red Peacocks, who once carved his father’s name into the flesh of a weeping man’s back for the crime of a disrespectful expression, now gazed at his trembling hand as the fingers opened one by one until the hilt slipped from his grasp and the weapon clattered to the floor. And we made him look at this hand, this hand he once covered in our blood, and we made him remember—his eyes welling with tears as the voices in his head, from another life lived heedlessly not long ago, came surging forth from the dark cracks of his mind, as they had done for the past six months, with the empress’s help. We made him smell the burnt flesh. We made him feel the slickness of our blood. “Forgive me…” he cried, “please forgive me…” BUT WHAT WOULD FORGIVENESS DO FOR US, FOR ME, WHEN HE SLIT MY FUCKING THROAT?

				The theater is cacophonous with the shrieks of the dead. You hold your ears tight, but it does little to block out the screaming. The tortoise’s head shrinking back as it watched this broken man collapse in on himself, and we, the people, the ones this bastard had struck down and burned and shot, we swirled around that pretty little skull of his and we clawed at the walls and we wailed and we said do you remember us, you demon, do you remember spilling our blood at your taloned feet and now here you are DOING IT AGAIN, and he groaned as he clutched at his head, his throbbing eye, and begged them to cease the pain, begged them for their release. “I—I’m s-sorry…” The hatchet at his feet now long forgotten, the young man now a boy shuddering on the floor.

				The tortoise extended its head. It observed this young one’s weeping with its mad eye.

				It deliberated on this fresh opportunity.

				
					On the other end of the compound, a storehouse was raided.

				

				The lock, undone, lay in the warm grass, the opened double doors revealing shelves of clay jars of rice grain, ropes of dried-out meats, pouches of spices, and a variety of preserved things in jars that tasted sour on Keema’s finger. He passed by tools and materials for rebuilding broken equipment and buildings. He grabbed a fistful of rice and strips of jerky. A piece of meat dangled from his lips as he jogged down the narrow corridor of the storehouse with the empty sack he had swiped from a hook, the sack growing fuller and fuller as he went. He came upon a knot of canteens, but none of them had water. He took them anyway. All of this went into the sack, and when it was time to go, he knelt down and, with his teeth and his hand, he knotted the bag to the end of his spear like a bindle. With the excitement of having finished half his task, he charged out of the storehouse—nearly colliding with two people on his way out.

				“Oh,” the farmer girl said.

				The soldier, startled, put a hand on the hilt of his saber.

				Keema stepped back. They looked at one another for a moment, each of them trying to figure out the situation before the others. It was the girl who finished her calculation first—she stepped forward and stood between the two men.

				“There you are, Serro,” she said, smiling at Keema; she turned to the soldier. “Serro thought it would be a good idea, in the spirit of His Holy Pilgrimage, to stock the larders of you and your men for your journey to Rabbit Gate.”

				The soldier did not remove his hand from his hilt. “Did he now?”

				“Yes! Many little snacks and foodstuffs for you to enjoy. Serro, did you find all of the goods?”

				She beseeched him with her eyes.

				“Yes,” Keema said. “All of it is here. I put in some extra jerky too.”

				“Good. Why don’t you go along and bring it down to their wagon?”

				Keema nodded and went off to do just that.

				“Wait,” the soldier said, approaching Keema, circling him. “I don’t remember you from last night. And I’d remember if there was a man of poor fortune in our company.” The soldier jerked open the mouth of the sack and looked inside; he let out a pleased grunt. “The beef looks good.”

				“There’s more inside the storehouse,” the girl said. “Come, sir, I’ll show you.”

				But her insistence only stoked the light of suspicion in the soldier’s eyes. He could feel something was off in the girl’s obsequiousness, her panicked smile, and in the young man’s stiff posture; the scuffs and tears in his clothing; his cut lip; the deep bruise on his neck. He frowned. “Why don’t you stay with us, Serro,” he said. “I’ll walk you to the wagon when we’re done. I need to check on the creature anyway.”

				“If it is all the same,” the girl said quickly, “Serro has other tasks to get to in preparation for the caravan. Would it be all right if he goes on ahead of you?”

				“No, it would not be all right,” the soldier said with a smile. He patted her shoulder and pushed her on ahead toward the storehouse. “Now, you were showing me my breakfast.”

				
					The driver groaned.

				

				He was huddled in the corner of the wagon’s hold, gripping his head as the voices came and went. We circled his thoughts and made him twitch. We made him suffer as he made us suffer. He was only half listening to the tortoise as it spoke to him—the rest of him was trying not to vomit.

				“This one smells your guilt,” the tortoise said in its halting voice. “The salt stink of it comes off you stronger than this one’s own stench. Many deaths stain your hands. Their blood runs deep in your soil, prince’s child. But now you are here, trying to clean those hands in whatever water you can find. This one would offer you water of a sort. Stay your hand. Make peace with this one. And this one will remain quiet to its brothers.”

				“A bluff,” the driver croaked, his nose pointed toward the canvas flap, toward air. “You’ve told them about me already.”

				“Trust,” the tortoise said. “Either you trust this one and let this one live, or you strike this body and seal your fate.” The tortoise lowered its beak onto the floorboards and looked up with its swiveling eye. “This one will scream its last. The soldiers will come. Perhaps you may outmatch them, but,” it said, eyeing his sorry state and letting out an instinctual mad giggle, “perhaps not.” The hatchet lay on the floor not far from the driver’s hand, but he had no desire to look at it, much less lift it; an overwhelming nausea—more powerful than the nausea the tortoise’s odor inspired—washed over him whenever he looked down at that glinting blade. How many of our heads had he split open with that hatchet under his father’s proud command? The driver felt a bubble rise in his throat. He turned away from the hatchet and swallowed deeply. He wished for death. “And why have you not called the soldiers yet?” he asked.

				“This one is no friend to the soldiers,” the tortoise said. “They take this one to Rabbit Gate, where it will be hoisted up into a watchtower to live for the rest of its days. A great honor, which this one wants no part of.” It lifted one of its malformed stumps. “Ever since its wretched birth in the palace heat beds, this one has been known as Defect. Born wrong. Its connection to the motherweb imperfect—frayed, like old thread. But even though this one misses many messages, this one knows that something has happened in the palace. This one can read the shiver on the eastward wind. This one knows the emperor is dead.”

				It looked at the driver as if daring him to deny this fact.

				“What is it you want?” the boy asked.

				“To live,” it replied. “It would go east. It would lie on the shore and feel the cool water of the Great and Unending Sea on these…things…” it said, lifting its stumps with great bitterness. “This one does not want to rot with the birds in a lonely watchtower. This one wants to be free. It wants to go east, with you.” It nodded to its own dream. “In return this one will help you. Many tortoises lie between you and your destination. This one can read the air. Defective this one might be, but it can still read the signals. This one can help you choose your roads.”

				“And all you want in return is freedom.”

				“Not all,” it said.

				
					“This is everything.”

				

				The girl gestured at the food in the storehouse and the soldier grinned as if he were meeting old friends whose company he had missed. As they walked down the corridor—he was too tall and had to duck under the intermittent beams—she offered him this and that, his arms brimming full with the ingredients for a hearty breakfast; but his attention never strayed far from Keema, who played the obedient servant near the back of the storehouse, still weak from the night before and uncertain if he could take on a man so large and imposing.

				“That should be good,” the soldier said, to the girl’s relief, for there were almost no more eggs to give him. Once we had left the storehouse, he told me to bring the food to the kitchens and have something special prepared for his men. With my arms straining to hold all the food he had chosen, I watched him and the one-armed stranger walk off together to the wagon by the road.

				As the girl wondered if she had doomed the whole compound to the pyre with the lie she had told, Keema was led through the compound proper, the soldier at his back. The farmers, delayed by the cleanup and the field-check, rushed to load their caravans with their rice offerings, while under a purple cloth awning by one of the main houses five soldiers lay on mats, surrounded by emptied jugs of wine, chuckling at the busy people moving around them, calling for refills or for company. We had to do what the drunk bastards said, but we also could not be late for the fete. A woman feigned flattery at one of the soldiers’ slurred advances. I was holding a pot of rice grain heavier than my own child, but he didn’t seem to notice the strain, or care. In one of the houses lay a man the soldiers had beaten half to death the night prior, though none of the soldiers, drunk as they were, could remember why this had come to pass. They had asked me for a joke—in front of everyone, as they danced around drunk on our wine, they asked me for a joke. They did not find the joke I told them funny.

				
					They were young, and on the edge.

				

				They were not so different from the soldiers stationed in your dockside town—the same ones your lola went quiet and still around, the way deer might when a pack of wolves prowl in the distance—the same ones your father came to admire the more he listened to the radio. They were soldiers, far from home, and shadowed by the presence of death; the deaths of others; of their own. They were youths, proud and strong, some of them cruel, many of them scared—of course they drank themselves under the table; of course they broke windows and smashed bottles and seemed always ready to beat someone into the ground. They were bottomless, drinking all the wine in the compound, grabbing at any body that might come near, farmer or not, their hunger rare and frightening.

				On your way home one night, a grunt sitting on the low wall outside the pub watched you pass. A pint cradled between his thighs. His left eye was missing—shot, you supposed, right out of his skull. He seemed unashamed of any of it.

				“It looks better up close,” he said, smiling.

				And it did.

				
					“Come on, Serro,” the soldier said, prodding Keema forward.

				

				On the last lonely stretch of path before the main road, when they were clear of the compound proper, clear of the farmers and the other soldiers, the man’s demeanor changed. He seemed to relax, his hand leaving the hilt of his sword; he was even looking gently at Keema as he cooled himself with a paper fan he’d slipped from his sleeve.

				“My uncle was like you,” he said, as if he had been waiting to say it for a while. “He, too, was a man of poor fortune. He ran out on a debt from one of Luubu’s table games, and when he was caught, he paid the price with his left arm. Doomed to be unlucky for the rest of his life.” He shook his head. The wagon was in view now. “Everywhere he went he was shunned. Even my mother, his own sister, wouldn’t let him in the house, should he ‘taint our thresholds.’ Poor bastard died alone; hanged himself from his own rafters.” Keema, unsure where this was going, only listened, not that the man needed any encouragement to continue. “All that to say, Serro, I can’t help but notice those cuts on your arm. Those bruises on your neck. The way that girl bossed you around. Like you were a stranger. Makes me wonder if those farmers are mistreating you.”

				The man was looking at him earnestly. This, Keema did not expect.

				“No, sir,” he said. “They have welcomed me kindly and with open arms.”

				“Have they now?” The man sounded amused, the way a parent might be amused by a child who was a terrible liar. He snapped his fan shut and stopped walking. “I’ve always felt poorly about how I treated my uncle. I was only a child, but even children are capable of kindness, and I gave him none. I even made fun of him with my friends.” He breathed out his demons. “So, in memory of my uncle, I will show you a kindness: if these downfield slackjaws are laying unwanted hands on you, give me a sign, and perhaps my men and I will stay an extra night. Perhaps some lessons will be learned over a roaring fire.”

				It was strange—though Keema knew the farmers were innocent of these transgressions, a part of him was pleased to hear this offer.

				A small part.

				“These farmers have done nothing to me,” he said.

				The man held his gaze, in study of his honesty, before he shrugged and gave up. “Thought I’d ask,” he said, continuing on.

				They came to the main road. Keema saw that the wagon was still there, and not stolen, and he wondered what had become of the others—if the driver had decided the wagon wasn’t worth the trouble and had walked off with the empress and without him—but all his wonderings were cut short by the smell; a stench that emanated from the wagon’s direction, its intensity growing as they approached the road. Keema grunted.

				“I know,” the man said wearily. “Now imagine traveling with the damn thing.” He stopped at the compound’s entrance. “You can go ahead. I’ll…stay here. Just put the supplies in the back.”

				As Keema crossed the road, he asked himself what he was going to do, now that he had lost his party. Traveling the Road Below alone was, for him, a last resort; he supposed he could go looking for the driver and the empress, but who knew how far from the road they had strayed. He could ask the farmers for a ride to the next village—that girl seemed friendly enough—and from there find someone to take him to the Bowl, if anyone was going that far east, but he did not have any money to pay his way across the country. The weight of the spear was heavy against his shoulder. It would be no small task delivering it. Suddenly, he thought of the brawl from earlier that morning. He wanted to fight the driver again. In his mind, there had not been a victor. His pride as a warrior was at stake. He supposed this was why he felt such relief when he tore the canvas flap of the wagon open and saw the boy in the demon mask staring back at him from within.

				The boy was not alone. A tortoise sat behind him, gazing at Keema with its unblinking eye, its mouth open as if to scream at him, silenced only by the driver’s raised hand.

				“Everything all right?” the soldier asked from the side of the road.

				“Yes,” Keema said. He untied the sack from his spear and lifted it over the wooden lip, handing it to the driver, and then, looking at him but speaking loud enough for the soldier, he said, “These should be enough supplies for the long journey.”

				“Good,” the soldier said. “Just make sure it’s out of the creature’s reach. The damn thing doesn’t stop eating.”

				Once the bag was secure in the hold, the driver looked down at Keema, his eyes behind the dark slits of his mask in new appraisal of him. And it was then that a kind of messaging passed between them; in their locked and silent gaze a tightening of the first knot of trust; a contract, signed by a nod of the driver’s head, before Keema closed the flap, and returned to the soldier’s side.

				
					The driver breathed again.

				

				He opened the sack. He touched the rice; he smelled the jerky. He opened the canteens—empty. Aside from the lack of water, the Daware man had spoken true: there were enough foodstuffs to last a journey twice as long as the one they were taking. He peeked out the canvas flap. The two men were halfway back to the compound. He wondered how Keema had negotiated himself into such a position and how he intended to negotiate himself out of it.

				“Who was that person?” the tortoise asked.

				“He’s with us,” the driver said.

				Once he was sure the way was clear of soldiers, he ran back to the rock cluster at the top of the hill, where the empress waited for him. He expected me to be none too pleased that he had taken a tortoise on board with us, but I made no comment on the matter. I had old debts to the tortoise castes. The boy could do what he liked with the creature, even if it was, unequivocally, a burden. The driver gingerly lifted Her cushion and brought Her back to the caravan, where She was none too pleased to be sat next to the tortoise’s stench, though the Defect, for its part, was no gladder for the company.

				“Our most honored Moon,” it said scornfully.

				The driver had no time to explore this moment between them, for he needed to get the wagon moving. He crept up to the front of the carriage, staying on the side opposite the compound’s entrance, and greeted the beasts of burden. The soft-tempered orooks cast their kindly gaze on the masked boy on his approach. He was glad to discover that the animals were not of strict allegiance, eager as they were for a scratch between their eyes, where the first of their hard quills began. Snuffling, snorting, the orooks’ thick hooves stomped into the dirt, and they followed the driver, who coaxed them out onto the road by their reins, the transition of the wheels from soft dirt to the hardpacked pebbled road not a quiet one; the whole vehicle groaning and clacking as it shifted its weight onto the new terrain. With his head low, the driver climbed onto the front of the carriage, glancing back at the compound, looking for movement, but no one seemed to have noticed that their ride was leaving.

				
					The soldier at Keema’s side had his mind on other matters.

				

				The flap of his paper fan and the choral buzz of the cicadas in the dry grass overwhelmed any other sound he might’ve heard from the road, and his interest in Keema had yet to wane. “I think we have something in common,” he said.

				Keema, thinking frantically of a way to return to the driver, had his interest piqued by the man’s observation.

				“I think we are both wondering how in the abyss we got here.” The soldier chuckled after he said this. His fan flapping slowed. “I admire you. You’re trying to rebuild your life here, even if it isn’t the easiest road.” He smiled; a subtle one. “The same goes for me, for I’ve taken a job, a very special job; the kind you are offered only once in your life, if that, and once I finish this job, I won’t have to wear this damned uniform anymore. I’ll have enough money to buy my own compound. No more kissing the feet of Lord Yinn’s men. No more shepherding tortoises to their…fucking…” His voice trailed off, for two soldiers were now running toward them, one of them waving and yelling. “What in the heavenly band…”

				The soldiers were pointing at the road. The man turned around.

				Their wagon was rolling away, driven by a masked thief.

				
					The shouting reached the heart of the compound.

				

				From the kitchen window the farmer girl watched the remaining soldiers scramble to their feet. A jug of wine was kicked, scattering red liquid over the dirt as the soldiers ran toward the shouts of their leader. The girl and the others in the kitchen looked at one another and then went outside to see what was going on. From the surrounding allotments the farmers put down their tools and watched as the hungover soldiers sprinted down the road after the runaway wagon, shouting for the driver to halt. I sat down on the bank and watched the fools run like I was at a traveling show. Even the hardest-working of us took a break to see what happened—though I think it safe to say none of us expected what happened next.

				To the untrained eye, it was as though the middle of the road had been punched in by a giant, invisible fist. The men fell into the hole so suddenly that only one of them had the wherewithal to yelp in surprise; the rest simply tumbled in and over one another in a breathless silence, a ball of men at the bottom of a shallow pit, one of the unsheathed swords slicing open the leg of his colleague, who let his feelings be known through his bloodcurdling scream. When we heard the screaming, we went down to see what had come of them. The farmer girl moved through the gathering crowd, her gaze set not on the hole but on the road ahead, watching the one-armed stranger catch up to the fleeing wagon. He tossed his spear into the hold, and then himself. And then she turned away. I pretended I saw nothing, relieved that “Serro” had gotten away. I joined the others at the strange pit’s rim. The soldier I had showed to the storehouse lay at the top of that writhing mass of bodies, groaning for assistance. That was the moment we all looked at one another, the same thought in our heads: that it was time to decide what to do with these boys.

				The farmers crouched over the hole with all of their tools.

				
					It was Her doing.

				

				Keema learned this after he had caught up to the wagon and had explained to the driver—between gulps of breath—what had happened to the chasing soldiers, and the driver sighed and shouted into the hold at the old woman: “Your Highness, you must be careful with expending too much energy! You will not be much use to the others if I deliver you spent and dead!” When She did not respond, he shook his head and focused instead on the long stretch of the Road Below that spun out in front of the trotting orooks. Keema settled into his seat beside him. Their speed was about half that of a horse’s gallop, but it was faster than a walk, and enough to toss a breeze against their hot skin.

				“There is a tortoise in this wagon,” Keema said.

				The driver said nothing for a time. And then he said, “It won’t be a problem.”

				The road curved around one of the many low hills of this valley of rice and harvest, when the driver said, “I did not know the compound was visited by soldiers of the Throne when I sent you in.”

				Keema did not know if he believed him, but he let it go all the same. “We are alive and we have transport.”

				The driver nodded.

				Keema touched the wooden frame of the carriage, patted it. “I’m going to see what supplies this thing has.”

				“It’s Jun, by the way.”

				Keema paused at the flap and turned.

				“My name,” the driver said. “It’s Jun.”

				
					The smell was bracing inside the wagon.

				

				Keema hugged the wall as he squeezed around the tortoise’s large, cracked shell, thinking in his mind Jun, Jun, Jun as he undid some of the knots in the canvas to let in some air. A cross-breeze flitted through the new opening in the canvas. As the Defect’s stench left the wagon, Keema heard the creature sniffing at his back, trying to read his intentions. “If you wish to learn about me, I suggest you ask,” he said as he unfastened the last knot. The Defect stopped sniffing.

				“This one apologizes,” it said on the tail end of a light giggle. “It simply desires to know its traveling companion.”

				“Traveling companion, eh?” Keema smirked. “I am Keema of the Daware Tribe,” he said. “For now, that’s all you need to know.”

				“You smell of fear. And sadness.”

				Keema cut him a glare and the creature bowed its head and giggled, he presumed apologetically. The strange creature watched him look around the wagon, taking inventory. Aside from the food he had stolen from the farmer’s compound, there wasn’t much of use. A narrow chest filled with a soldier’s spare clothing. Some pouches of deodorizing powders hanging from the roof of the wagon like holiday decorations. Words were etched into one of the support beams: Nalan fucked Jovva here. Behind him, Keema heard the tortoise giggle again. He asked it what was the matter. “This one is amused by you, Daware man,” it said. “You do not seem to care at all that you are in the presence of a god.”

				He had taken care not to look in the direction of the old woman sitting beside the tortoise, cross-legged and motionless as a corpse, for he was terrified of Her, unable to forget that cruel smile she wore after she had destroyed the bridge.

				“I do care,” he said to the Defect.

				Once he was done looking around, he sat down against the rear lip of the wagon, heavily, the night and the morning catching up to him suddenly. He tilted his head back a bit so he could see the slate-blue sky through the fluttering flaps. Faint screams played out in the fringes of his memory. A pillar of smoke rising in the sky. Tell her something kind. He shut his eyes.

				A few moments’ rest couldn’t hurt.

				
					But there was one last interruption.

				

				The rattling of a loose board in the floor of the wagon. Keema’s brow furrowed; he opened his eyes. He looked at the dancing board. “This one knows nothing,” the Defect said almost defensively. “This one only saw them put the creature in. It knows nothing more.”

				Keema sat up. It was easy enough for him to pry the board up with the tips of his fingers; it released itself from a crooked nail with a satisfying give. He put the board down and looked into the dark hole, and it was then that he had the briefest flashback of the soldier telling him of a very special mission he had undertaken. Keema had assumed the man spoke of contraband; drugs, illicit materials such as historical scrolls or palace documents. But no contraband was discovered in that small hidden compartment; only the Defect’s strange claim.

				
					A bird.

				

				The bird was no larger than the size of his hand, its plumage vibrant, almost unnaturally so, its purple sheen glowing in the dark of that small hole, twitching, its twig legs kicking against some sort of restraint. A knot of string kept its beak shut, and a series of bindings over its wings and around its legs ensured that it could not move. With care Keema lifted the bird out of the hole, its eyes, as black as burnt coals, regarding him with fury, as if it dared him to crush it in his hand.

				“Give this one the bird,” the Defect said with a sickly light in its eyes. “This one is hungry.”

				Keema ignored the Defect, and the creature grumbled as the bird wriggled on the Daware man’s palm, out of its reach. “It must have been stolen from somewhere,” Keema theorized. “The palace maybe?” He put the bird on the floor. The bindings were made of a black cloth of such material he did not recognize, and on these bindings was small, delicate writing, in a script he could not read. He thought he would ask the tortoise to read it, but he did not trust the creature to withhold its appetite. Nor did he consult Jun on what to do with the bird; no, he did not give it a second thought; it seemed a matter of course to him to free that which had been imprisoned. He took the knife strapped to his thigh and cut the bird free—the bindings of such delicate composition that, upon the first snip, they disintegrated into ash.

				“Strange,” he said.

				And then the bird, realizing it was free, flew at his face. It attacked him in a flurry of wing-flap and talon-scratch before it zipped out of the canvas flap like an arrowshot.

				“Is there trouble?” Jun called out from the front.

				“I don’t know,” Keema said, stunned, pulling a purple feather, streaked in blood, from his hair.

				
					The bird was free.

				

				Up into the sky it flew, with only a single, maddened song in its angry beak. The creature letting loose a bloodcurdling whistle as it eclipsed the sun.

				Free. Free.

				Its song like a needle in the ear.

				Free.

			

			
				MIDDAY

				
					High above the land the bird flew.

				

				Higher than any bird would, or could. Free. Its feathers unaffected by the lancing of the fiery sun, its small black eyes beholding the country that staggered beneath it. To the west, the bird gazed upon where it had been stolen from: the black horizon of mountains that were the royal aerie. To the east, it looked upon its possible destinations: the Thousand Rivers, the rising lip of the Bowl of Heaven, and beyond.

				But for reasons even the bird was attempting to decode for itself, it did not flee from the immediate territory. Instead, it looked down at the tiny wagon far below. It thought of the young man who had freed it; the warmth of his eyes as he cradled the creature out of that dark hold. Unusual. Kind. Repayment of service must be made. Curiosity must be followed. By these two tenets the bird did not evacuate the midwestern expanse of terraces and hill land, but rather remained and decided to engage in some brief reconnaissance.

				The purple arrow soared west. It passed the ruined remains of Tiger Gate. It circled around the long stretch of the Spires that ran vertical up the country like the bones of a spine. And then, not far from Monkey Gate to the north, it saw something curious; someone it did not expect to see ever again.

				
					The First Terror and his brigade, storming through the land.

				

				Upon his snarling horse the Terror looked up at the sky behind him with a frown, sensing something that was not quite right—the fleet shadow of the bird gone as quickly as it had come, leaving little evidence of anything to be suspicious of but for the deathly smell that graced the Terror’s sensitive nostrils.

				“Is something wrong, Father?” his eldest son asked.

				“It is nothing,” the Terror said with rare uncertainty.

				Soon they reached the Road Above, which would take them through Monkey Gate Checkpoint, and from there to the terrace lands into which their quarry fled. It was there that they slowed their horses, for Lord Yinn’s wagon train was up ahead, the wagons ornately painted and the men heavily armed, and there were grave consequences to not offering a lord his due respect—especially for a prince who aspired to be emperor. And so the First Terror bottled his rage and his grief and made to give the caravan his brief greeting. Like a body reacting to the threat of a punch, the whole caravan flinched at their approach. Horses whinnied and the Family Men who rode alongside the wagons tensed up but did not dare to raise their weapons at the prince, their gazes averted as the Peacocks trotted up the line. None of us wanted any trouble from the bastards, all of whom looked ready to cut the heads off the first person who crossed them. The brigade headed for the most lavish of all the carriages; the little brass bells that lined the eaves of the lord’s carriage giving off a melodic tremble when the door was opened. From within the plush womb of the carriage, Lord Yinn smiled like an old cat. Gout prevented the man from rising to meet the Terror, so he had the child who fanned him with a broad-rimmed paddle bow in his stead.

				“My prince,” the lord said. “Fortune’s bounty showers like gold from parted fingers as we are granted this chance meeting on the long and lonely Road Above.” As was the style of the time, his house color, the white of the rice grain his tenants harvested, was painted as a streak across his eyes, the white cutting across his blemished skin like a scar. “It pleases me to see we are headed in the same direction. Please, join me in my carriage! Join me and tell me how you fare this fine day of His Smiling Sun’s summer.”

				“I fear I cannot today, Lord Yinn.” The Terror eased his eager horse. “We are limited for time. A fugitive of the Throne flees and we give chase.”

				The man, given to overwrought emotion, put his small hands on his cheeks, both horrified and touched. “That you, in the midst of your chase, stopped to speak to me…I am breathless with honor, my prince.”

				“I’m glad this is so. But you are right, my time is short. So if you will excuse me—”

				“Oh, but you mustn’t go yet! You must tell me everything about your prey. Is it anything to do with the commotion from the palace?”

				The Terror gazed upon Lord Yinn’s oblivious expression. “Yes,” he said carefully. “They are related. I am curious what you’ve heard though. I didn’t know you were in the city.”

				“Not the city. I was taking tea at my cousin’s estate up north—within earshot of a tortoise, of course, to hear His Smiling Sun’s address—when we felt the quake in the earth and the, uh”—like most people, Lord Yinn could not find the words to describe the shiver—“and what followed. Was it serious?”

				“News will be shared of the matter shortly, my lord. But have no fear—the Throne remains strong.”

				“With you taking care of us, it is impossible to fear anything,” Lord Yinn said reverently. “You are always so calm.”

				“Thank you, Lord Yinn.”

				“I am always telling my fool nephews to be calm like you. Our rock in a troubled river. If there’s anything me or my caravan can do to be of use…We are headed for the Bowl to attend your brother’s celebration. I will tell my men to keep an ear and eye out for anything suspicious as we go!”

				Great, thought the Terror. The land is saved. “A gracious offer,” he said. His horse stamped in the dirt. “Now, if you will forgive me.”

				“Are you sure you do not wish to sit in the shade of my carriage for a bit?” Lord Yinn called after him. “There’s tea!”

				“Another time!” the Terror called back before snapping his reins and galloping away, muttering, “Fucking idiot.” He looked upon the road ahead, congested with many finely woven canvas wagons and guards. “Get out of my way,” he said. And upon his cold whisper, all the men and women who stood in his path parted from the road’s center like a cresting wave.

				
					“There’s little he cannot do,” Jun said.

				

				“Of his brothers, he has the most control over his powers. With but a thought and a gesture he can shift water and redirect wind. He can carry his Whisper across valleys. He can make water leap from a bowl. And with enough focus, he can even blow down a checkpoint gate.” Jun was silent for a moment. The orooks made their unhurried pace down the winding road. “We may have gained some time destroying that bridge, and if it were anyone else who chased us, we might have lost them for good. But distance is almost meaningless to him. The land cannot stop him. Other than sudden elevation and sheer rock, he just…goes through it.”

				“Goes through it?” Keema asked.

				“Like a bull through lace curtains.” Jun’s demon mask turned to him in a chill-inducing gaze. “I thank you for the supplies. You did a good turn to the empress and me, even though we did little to deserve it from you. But you need to understand the danger you are in, should you stay with us—how unlikely survival is.” He looked at the road ahead. “We will be coming up to the Village of Five Sisters soon. It is as good a place as any to disappear. I won’t try to convince you further to go your own way, for you’ve proved your use, but if you value your own life, you’ll part ways with us at the village. You’ll make your own way east. That is my recommendation.”

				Keema knew Jun spoke true. He knew that if he were wise, he would get away from this strange party as fast as possible. That the only oath he had made was to deliver Araya’s spear, and that he owed the people he rode with nothing; but still, he was reluctant to part ways with them.

				The reason was simple.

				
					“You will find what you seek at Tiger Gate.”

				

				Never would he forget the water reader’s grip on his wrist as the grayed man drank deep the cold water cupped in his palm—the grip at once trembling and firm, as if his wrist were the only tether that held the reader above the swirling tempest of his own prophetic madness. And never would he forget the clarity he then saw in the reader’s eyes as he relayed to him his vision, tasted from the rivulets of water: that Keema’s search, lifelong and unending, would find its completion at Tiger Gate Checkpoint. “You search for purpose,” the reader said. “You will find it there.”

				
					“In most unexpected company.”

				

				Keema looked into the eye slits of Jun’s laughing demon mask, certain that this was what the reader had spoken of, for what more unexpected company could he find himself in than this driver, a broken tortoise, and the Mother of Emperors? None of this, however, was he willing to share just yet—he was afraid Jun would think him a gullible idiot should he reveal himself to take so much stock in a water reader’s word—so he made a show of deliberation and told Jun that he would come to his decision when they arrived at the village, which seemed to satisfy Jun enough to not push the point. “Do you have a plan?” Keema then asked. “If the Terror is as unstoppable as you claim, how do you hope to outrun him?”

				“If we stay on land,” Jun said, “there is no hope. He will catch up to us, and he will kill us. The only way forward I can see is to make it to the river just beyond Rabbit Gate and lose him in the sprawl of the Thousand, where not even he can predict the changing turns of the river bends.”

				“I thought you said he can control water.”

				“Only so much of it. And his Peacocks are landmen through and through. They rely on their horses as much as they do their swords. Put them on a boat and they lose much of their strength. Even we might stand a chance against them, should they overtake us.”

				Keema looked at the orooks, who could pull great weight at the expense of great speed. “At this pace, you won’t make it to Rabbit Gate until evening.”

				“It will be close,” Jun conceded.

				“You will also need a boat.”

				“We’ll find one.”

				The two boys went quiet as they considered this doomed expedition.

				
					Steadily the road became more congested.

				

				It was a reliable quality of the Road Below that where one wagon went, so went many. Loath as anyone was to venture forth on the road alone, even with armed guards, the people often waited till they saw another traveler happening by before they themselves set out. Groups accumulated naturally, an unspoken agreement between them that they would keep one another safe till their destination. Civilians on their own wagons, on caravan trains, families on foot, all of them coming from the surrounding farmlands and communes, pouring in from the various side roads that fed into the Below. We carried with us all of our finest grains, our sacks of rice and our pots, to offer up to the emperor’s men, who waited to collect this harvest at the Village of Five Sisters. There were enough people on the road that some of them had no choice but to walk or ride near the royal wagon that carried the defective tortoise, though they made their displeasure evident by their sour expressions and their pinched noses.

				
					“Trinkets! Trinkets!”

				

				And of all the travelers who came out that day, beware the man in finery who smiles to you on the Road Below. Beware his promises.

				“Trinkets! Trinkets! Excuse me, sirs of the Moon Throne, would you be interested in purchasing a trinket?”

				Yes—of the many carts and drays and buckboards trafficked down the Tiger–Rabbit Stretch there were but a few that stood out in their extravagances—only a few whose designs had been labored over, not content to be painted in the colors of their lords’ houses, the off-white streak of Lord Yinn’s banner, but rather were bursts of color and intricacy of construction that drew the eye to their shelves and wares—a dangerous strategy indeed for any traveler in those days. Enter the trinket seller, from the right, catching Keema off guard as he came up as if from behind a passing cloud. “Trinkets!” he called out. His wagon was painted a sunset orange, his driver a sleepy rumple of a man who kept to his own business while the seller did his work catching people’s attention. He tapped the side of his wagon with his stick and it opened on the side like a love-worker’s folding screen. It is all a performance, this business. People trusted you if you first blinded them with color. Behind this false wall were shelves of the strangest objects. The trinket seller used his fancy stick to point at various items, walking alongside the moving train while his driver spurred the horses. He pointed at an ornate rug. “Woven by one of Luubu’s consorts herself!” A glowing lantern with a frame of jaxite-colored rock. “Guaranteed to stay lit through an Emperor’s Night.” A small black box with a single hole poked through the top of it. “One lost soul, trapped inside this gaani square. Put your ear to the hole and listen. It will whisper to you the coming weather. It is right half the time.” He pointed at objects from the old world. Coins long out of print embossed with the faces of emperors long dead. Scrolls of secret histories and outdated laws. An edict, signed by the Third Emperor, that forbade the practice of water reading. And he pointed at a box filled with beige, nondescript tubes. “Fireworks, for the celebrations of the week to come. Colors the like of which you have never seen with your young eyes!”

				“That,” Jun said, pointing at the mask of the smiling fox. “How much?”

				“This delight, carved by the artisans of the northern estates?”

				“Yes, that delight,” Jun said, “made cheap by a poor child’s hands. I’ll buy it off you for two copans.”

				“Come, certainly we can discuss a price for—”

				Jun held up the two coins.

				The seller’s face flattened; he made the exchange in the end. Jun took his new mask, and started moving the orooks a little faster to get away from this man.

				Keema, on the other hand, could not stop looking at these mystical wares. His history with shopkeepers was a list of depressing consistency—most of them shooing him away, in fear that he would scare off their other customers. This seller seemed to have no such compunction. Pretending to be a transporter for the Throne had its benefits, Keema thought. But there was a problem. “I have no money to spend.”

				His savings were still at Tiger Gate, hidden behind some loose timber.

				“Oh, is that so?” the seller said.

				While the seller did his best to hold their attention, inside the wagon, the Defect heard giggling. It picked up its head. Looked toward the rear. We were close. We gestured for the trinket man to keep them busy.

				Jun had redirected their orooks to the other side of the road when the trinket seller followed, sweating. “Wait, wait! No money, you say? I completely understand. No matter who you are, rock worker or royal attendant, the times are challenging, purse strings tight. So, my lords, in recognition of this fact, and of your mighty efforts to serve our glorious country, I would like to offer you a peek at a certain…collector’s item—free of charge, of course!” Even Jun’s ears perked up at the word “free.” The trinket seller bowed deeply, making a valiant effort to keep up with the wagon, gesturing for his put-upon driver to keep pace. “Think nothing of it. It is but a cursory and small gesture that I’d like to make this auspicious Holy Week. So please,” he said, unveiling the so-called discount shelf, “look, but do not touch.”

				Keema, chewing on a strip of jerky, almost spat out a cloud of meat when he saw what was being presented.

				Arrayed across the shelf were small tablets with pornographic etchings. “This one is a personal favorite,” the seller said with a wink as he pointed at the crude stencil of a woman being taken by a lusty wolf. There were many varieties of smut on display, of seemingly every possible combination. “Do the classics grab your fancy?” He presented a man and woman, horizontal and moaning. “Or do you prefer the less conventional pairings?” He showed them such surprising couplings, with legs pointed in every direction, that both of them were unaware of the commotion in the back of the wagon. We lit the canvas. Blew on it. And once we had gotten the fire going, we ran, and we didn’t look back.

				If it were not for the Defect’s overpowering odor, Keema and Jun might have smelled the angry musk of the flame; instead, they were unaware of the fire that crept up the rear canvas flap, until the tortoise itself shouted, “Blaze! Blaze!” They broke into a run, each of them going down one side of the wagon, meeting at the rear. They tore the flap off and beat it into the ground, stomping the flames out with their sandaled feet until it was naught but blackened ash.

				Sweating, they looked around for the culprit. People traffic flowed around them, indistinguishable.

				The trinket seller was also gone.

				“What in the abyss was that?” Jun asked.

				He flinched when a woman on a horse spat at the dirt at his feet before speeding away, my heart pounding, never having done something like that before, I couldn’t wait to tell Momo what I’d done to these dogs of the Throne. From the looks in the eyes of everyone else who passed, it was clear that she was not the only one who wished to show them how much they cared.

				“We should keep moving,” Keema suggested.

				In agreement, Jun sat at the head of the wagon, taking charge of the orooks’ reins while Keema walked behind the wagon, spear in hand, protecting the rear; a precaution that in the end was unnecessary, for no one else dared to come near them, our point having been made. And though for the time being the trinket seller had evaded retribution for his part in the canvas burning, this gave Keema little grief—after all, he had already gotten his revenge.

				With the spear tucked under his arm, Keema pulled the stolen object out from a small pocket stitched to the inner lining of his jerkin.

				
					He studied the pornographic tablet.

				

				The tablet was thin, like a biscuit, light and fragile-seeming, and made of a ceramic so red it brought to Keema’s mind the color of a freshly pricked finger. The drawing that defaced the tablet was done with black ink and fine brush, the lines careful and studied and unhesitating. There was a cleanness to the depiction of the embrace that at once allured Keema and clashed with his own experience of physical closeness, which was either the blood-stroke of battle or the secondhand descriptions of drunk men who were less than artful in their retellings of brothel exploits.

				The drawing was without dimension, as was the style of the time—depth only beginning to be experimented with in the formal arts, as seen in the emperor’s most recent tapestries and commissions—the limbs of the participants of this particular dance existing on the same plane, no detail left to the imagination, as if both bodies were pressed up against the surface of the image, straining to break through. What was uncommon, but not entirely rare, was that both of the lovers were male.

				A furtive glance to the side told him that he was alone, that it was safe to look closer. Whether he had chosen this particular tablet on purpose or whether it was the one easiest to swipe, this was not a distinction Keema was quite ready to articulate, though less from shame than uncertainty and inexperience. Unlike your time, where masculine pride is propagandized to advance the war effort and certain arrangements of the family are idealized over others to encourage the repopulation of the ranks—your grandfather, for the limited time that you knew him, was preoccupied with making sure that you and your brothers had what he deemed appropriate appetites—the joining of these like bodies was not disparaged in the era of the Eighth Emperor, who was known to have had an expansive and welcoming taste when it came to the lovers he took to bed, and broadcasted such sentiments out through his tortoise network in the days when he hoped to bring to his threshold the most attractive lovers in the land.

				The black ink lines depicted the bodies of two broad-chested men, without clothes. We were hired to pose for the artist, who was well known for these tablets. It was the first day we had met one another. The larger man was lying back on a pillow, his hands behind his head, in a state of utter relaxation, while the slighter man lay over him, fondling his partner’s large member with one hand and tipping his chin upward, to the sky, with the other. Both of us had heard tales of such jobs taking ill turns, but this one was easy. The artist was not pleased that we kept laughing as we held each other’s cocks, but he did not tell us to stop. He only asked that we stay still for a few more minutes. He paid us well. The joy in the act captured in the expressions of the men drawn on clay. The beginnings of a smile, even a laugh, in the midst of a single moment of intensity, as we were told to look into each other’s eyes and hold this gaze. And in the midst of his own stirred feelings—a looseness to his walk as he accommodated a growing hardness—Keema was in wonder of the certainty of the men’s expressions as they looked at each other. As if there were no fear at all in what the other might be thinking. As if both of them were there, and nowhere else. It was a job in the end.

				But it was not without its pleasures.

				By the end of the day Keema would lose the tablet. He would assume he lost it in the village they were soon to arrive at, amid the crowded bustle of the square, the tablet bumped loose from its purchase by a divot in the road and pressed into the earth by the oblivious feet of passersby. He would be disappointed that it was gone. But the image of the embrace would remain. It would become a thing he could return to in his mind when he pleased, elaborating on the details, giving life to the still image, and in this way it would become his, for this was the fate of all fantasy.

				
					You know this well.

				

				After your father removed the family radio from the living room and brought it into his bedroom, where he could listen to it for as long and as uninterrupted as he liked, you and your brothers, deprived of your serials, had no choice but to rely on memory to keep yourselves entertained through the summer months. At first you simply recalled the stories of Captain Domingo and his misfit crew as they journeyed into the heart of the empire. You took turns being narrator, doing your best to recite word-for-word certain favorite episodes. All of the inquisitor’s men aimed their rifles at the church windows. For the crimes against the viceroy, Domingo must die. But in their sights they did not see an unsuspecting target but a man who never went into battle without a plan—a man who, with a wink, revealed the detonator in his gloved hand. But the more you all reenacted these events, the more you allowed yourselves to deviate from the script, until you were telling one another stories completely made up, starring you, your brothers, your friends. It was these stories that were the most fun to tell, and the sorriest you were to finish when the key jangled in the front lock and your father came home from work, tired and angry.

				
					“He’s here!” shouted a man on the wall. “The prince is here!”

				

				It is familiar, then, what the sentries of Monkey Gate Checkpoint felt when the First Terror’s presence was announced—the urge to flee while decorum and the rules of respect demanded that you stay put and welcome in a man who might cut your head off on a whim. We lined up as quick as we could down the courtyard. Our commander rushed out of his office just as the horses entered the first gate. A distinctly childlike fear kept their eyes on the floor as the Terror leapt off his horse. He walked briskly past the bowing commander and climbed up the tortoise’s watchtower with little effort, surprising the creature with his sudden appearance. Traffic in the checkpoint stopped, every sentry quiet, the Peacocks dead-eyed and still, as the prince and the tortoise communed with each other above them all. Both panicked and relieved, the tortoise asked its lord what news he had from the palace, for none of its brethren were answering its call, but the Terror only held up his hand and silenced the creature. “I have need of your eyes,” he said. “Last night a wagon came through Tiger Gate Checkpoint. Your sibling in the Tiger Gate watchtower must have seen the wagon, and who was driving it, before it was killed by the traitorous commander. I would know who is driving the wagon and who rides in it. And I would know where it now is.”

				The tortoise nodded as it giggled in mourning for its lost sibling. “It saw, it saw.” The tortoise shut its eyes as it recalled its sibling’s final transmission. “Yes, it saw, in the driver’s carriage…a young man. Who, these ones cannot say, for he wore the mask of a laughing demon.” The Terror furrowed his brow and with patience asked if there was anyone else. “None that these eyes can see, before the light of the falling blade.” The creature shuddered.

				“And on the Road Below? Have any of your brethren seen it?”

				The tortoise whimpered, overwhelmed by the memory of its sibling’s death, and the smell of the Terror’s urgency and rage. It stretched up its head to the sky and called out to its siblings along that southern road, far away—over the foothills and dense forests of the terrace lands, to the long and unkempt road congested with pilgrims traveling east; a road that wound through the hills to the Village of Five Sisters, where its sibling nearest to Tiger Gate was stationed, and where, it learned, the people were getting restless.

				
					The reaping had yet to begin.

				

				Hundreds of farmers from the nearby sectors of Lord Yinn’s terrace lands were congregated in this moderately sized town, cupped between the five distinct hills that gave the village its name, the people stuffed into alleyways and balconies, far too many for the village to accommodate, but we had no choice but to come—you either showed up or they forfeited your lease to the next family, the people confused and angry as they sweated under the midday sun amongst all their produce, for the emperor’s collections caravan, due some time ago, had yet to arrive.

				The mood grew more tense, more alive by the hour. The tortoise up in the village watchtower near the central square cringed from the red stink of agitation that wafted up from the crowd as yet more farmers came in through the gates with pots of rice and roped livestock and sheafs of buckwheat. Few of us had any sleep last night. We were wakened in the middle of the night by a strange and intense shiver, which left us restless and feeling…different. There were murmurings of trouble from the west; of an inexplicable stack of smoke that stained the sky above the western Spires, and the sound of a mighty explosion that some chanced to hear in their sleepless pacing during the night, but because no one had any explanation for such events—no news from the tortoise, which was normally so forthcoming with such information—this talk only added to the air of frustration that had been building up in their hearts since early morning. The few royal guards who happened to be in attendance fielded questions as best they could, which is to say they told the people that all that happened was ever according to His Smiling Sun’s plan. We knew there was a chance that things would become violent. We decided to tell the local Older-man to start the performances and the games. And so, upon the sound of the horn blast and a brief speech, the youths in the drumline picked up their sticks and the dancing arena was opened. And amongst the shouts of the feet-stompers and the cheering of the crowd, the tortoise in the watchtower looked amongst the faces until it saw, entering from the western gate, a wagon of the Throne, driven by a young man wearing the mask of a smiling fox.

				Within the wagon, the Defect’s head was swiveling in near every direction. “There are…many…smells here. This one is…having difficulty focusing…on a thought.”

				The imperious village tortoise followed the newly arrived wagon with its beak.

				“It has seen this one,” the Defect told Keema. “It is confused why this one will not let it into its thoughts. We should not stay long.”

				Keema relayed this to Jun in the front.

				“I hear you,” he said. “We just need to stop for water.”

				The crowd parted for them swiftly, knowing better than to get in the way of a royal wagon. One of the hapless guards ran up to them, asking if they had any news to share from the palace as to the collection caravan’s estimated time of arrival. Jun apologized to him and said he didn’t know any more than anyone else, and the guard, dejected, slumped back into the crowd as they pulled up to the water pumps. They were unaware that across the town square a woman watched them from the shadows. Their attentions were on the long line of thirsty people who waited their turn for water rations, the line wrapping around some of the homes and down a terra-cotta alley. Jun looked at Keema. “If this village is where we part ways, I ask only that you leave after I return. I’d rather the wagon is not unprotected while I’m gone.”

				“I’ll keep watch,” Keema assured.

				Jun’s new fox mask gazed at him for a long beat. Behind him, the dancers bowed, all in a line, at the end of the first performance.

				“Okay,” he finally said.

				With the knot of canteens in hand, he leapt off the wagon and headed toward the line, declaring loudly that he was here on business of the Throne and needed to get through quickly. Grumbling, the people made room for him at the head of the line, where he thrust the canteens into the hands of the broad-shouldered Provider, for though much had changed about Jun in the past six months, he still knew how to act like a prince’s son. He waited with crossed arms while the angry Provider worked the pump. I would’ve kicked the little bastard into the dirt, had he not just come from a wagon of the Throne. Meanwhile, up above, the tortoise relayed the scene to its sibling to the north, characters and all.

				
					The Terror drummed his fingers.

				

				“It is possible our quarry changed masks,” he quietly told his sons, whom he gathered around him at the base of the watchtower. His Peacocks, hungry, waited with eager breath for their father’s command. “Regardless, whether or not it is them, we can still act against them.”

				
					A man locked his arms around another’s chest.

				

				Keema winced as the man then drove his opponent into the ground. At the edge of the arena a child holding a skewer of sweet rolls laughed loudly from his perch on his mother’s shoulders. We watched the fighters, and we roared, and we let loose our belly fires. The bad spirits quit our bodies and floated up into the sky. The drumming settled into a rhythmic, earthen pulse, and new pairs sprung from the crowd, dressed in ceremonial skirts, ready to spar in honor of this blessed day. Keema stood up on the seat of the cab to get a better view of the arena. His heart bounced, for even in times of trouble there would always be something alluring about the fight, but whatever joy he felt was briefly lived, for when he looked at the arena, all he saw was Raami, pointing to the crowd in challenge, and Araya, standing on the wall, watching over them all with her drunk smile, and even Vogo, clinging desperately to his leg, whispering, they’re all dead, which swiftly blew out the candle of his excitement while the crowd cheered, and he looked away, unable to watch.

				
					“Excuse me, sir.”

				

				Keema looked down. Standing by their wagon was a wiry woman of secretive expression, her hair cut short, unevenly, as if by her own hand, without the aid of a mirror—an anxious energy radiating from her as she looked around to see if they were being watched. “Are you the ones transporting the new tortoise to Rabbit Gate Checkpoint?” she asked.

				“Yes,” he said warily, his grip on the spear reassuring itself.

				“Good, good. I’m the liaison,” she said, as if that meant anything to him.

				“Okay,” he said.

				“So,” she said. “Are you ready to hand it over?”

				“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said.

				Her relieved smile faded. “The…delivery. You do have it, don’t you?”

				Keema, now believing this person to be unhinged, said curtly, “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” He waved his spear. “Move along.”

				“Do not fuck with me, cripple,” she whisper-snapped, startling him. “The bird. Do you have the bird?”

				In a rush he remembered the vibrant purple devil he had freed, but not before it scratched at his face, and the soldier he had met at the compound who told him he was tasked with a secret mission, one that promised to pay enough to risk even treason. The woman’s hand was outstretched, trembling, waiting for that which only he could give, and Keema felt a funny kind of embarrassment, a pang of guilt, for allowing the bird she so desperately wanted to get away. He did not know what to tell her, other than that he was sorry. Fortunately, he did not have to suffer her snarling for much longer, as Jun climbed into the cab with the full canteens and said that it was time to leave.

				“Are you coming with us?” Jun asked him.

				“Just go,” Keema said. And as the orooks were spurred on and the wagon wheels creaked to life, he held up his spear-hand to the woman and said to her, “My apologies, stranger. I hope you find what it is you are looking for.”

				Veins of rage popped in the woman’s forehead as they pulled away. “I hope for your sakes that this is nothing but a laugh you are having at my expense. You do not realize the wrath that will—YOU DO NOT REALIZE THE WRATH THAT WILL FALL UPON YOUR HEADS IF THAT BIRD DOESN’T—” But it wasn’t long before she was swallowed by the noise of the crowd. When she was out of view, Jun regarded Keema with a tilt of his mask, but Keema, who had no answer, simply shrugged; it was on their way through the eastern gate of the village that he explained it had something to do with that bird he’d freed.

				“I see,” Jun said.

				“What is it?”

				Jun humphed. “I have the feeling that much is happening, just out of our sight.”

				
					How right he was.

				

				Ten minutes prior, by the watchtower of Monkey Gate, the Terror had told his sons what he planned to do. “I will let them go.” He held up his hand in anticipation of his Peacocks’ protests, silencing them before they even spoke out; patient as ever, he was not one to miss out on a teachable moment for his children, even when pressed for time. “No, there is no use in informing the village guards. I would not trust the local regiment to apprehend them; nothing would come of that but disaster. Besides, I would not be deprived of my hunt. Our hunt. We must catch them ourselves, which means cutting off their means of escape. They make their way east, likely to the Thousand Rivers. And we know that the only way out of the terrace lands on the Road Below is Rabbit Gate Checkpoint.”

				“But Rabbit Gate is yet without a tortoise,” his eldest said. “We cannot command them to shut their gates from here.”

				“Not directly,” the Terror conceded.

				And so, to the tortoise of the watchtower, he said this: “Relay this message to the soldiers of the Village of Five Sisters: The Crown Prince would have them send a messenger to Rabbit Gate Checkpoint, with haste, on horseback. The messenger will carry this note.”

				
					A royal order to close its gates, to any and all travelers, regardless of identity, until the Brigade of Red Peacocks arrives.

				

				Beyond the last of the awnings, into the land unprotected from the sun, the empress’s wagon rode, its passengers oblivious to the conspiring of the First Terror. They went opposite of most traffic, the people yet streaming into the village expecting to offload their harvest cargo for a caravan that would never show up. Keema and Jun drank deep from their canteens, the water almost hurting as it went down their parched throats; it took rare discipline to not finish their rations in one angry gulp. “It’s easy to forget how thirsty you are,” Jun said absently, turning away as he lifted his mask and drank. Keema agreed with a pleased hum, and after he wiped his moistened lips, he went in the back and gave some water to the Defect, pouring it into a shallow wooden bowl he had found in the clothing chest. He glanced at the old woman and asked Jun if She drank. He was told that She did not. Such mortal concerns were beyond me. Not so for Keema, who announced that he needed to relieve himself.

				“We aren’t stopping,” Jun said as Keema climbed out.

				Keema chuckled. “I’ll catch up.”

				He leapt from the wagon into a bush on the side of the road. He felt his whole body relax as he went, as if every muscle for the last twenty-four hours had been held in complete tension until that moment. The dirt was so hot it hissed. He let out a reflexive sigh. In a languorous gaze he looked down the road from which they had come, tensing for a moment when he saw a horse galloping toward him at great speed, and relaxing when the rider passed him and the wagon, uninterested, and was soon far off in the distance. Keema did not give the rider another thought until he had returned and the Defect shouted, “This one smelled a messenger! He rides for Rabbit Gate! Stop him!”

				He and Jun squinted at the vanishing rider on the horizon. Heat waves blurred him into the backdrop. “We’ll never catch up to him,” Keema said. “We’ll never catch up.”

				“What message does he carry?” Jun asked.

				“This one does not know!” the tortoise said. “This one can only smell his urgency.”

				From behind, Her Royal Whisper slapped Jun on the back of the head. She was yet too strained, too weak, to stop the rider, but She had enough in Her to deliver Her commandment.

				I demanded they act quickly!

				A strange fortune then arrived, as if waiting for its cue: a small object swooping down from the sky like a comet, striking the man on the horse, cleaving him from his saddle soundlessly. At first Keema thought it was the work of bandits, that someone from the surrounding brush had twirled a rock from a sling, but then the “rock” flapped back up into the sky, disappearing into the light, while the rider’s horse, startled, ran down the road, then stopped by some roadside brush. Rising from their seats, Keema and Jun stared at the figure in the distance. He rolled on the ground. He was alive. There was still time for him to catch up to his horse. Keema and Jun looked at each other.

				“No,” Jun said, his voice dried and weak. “We can’t kill him.” What is a murderer if he doesn’t murder? He was nothing more than his father’s son. No matter what, he would always be that monster’s spawn. “I won’t,” he whispered tightly, holding his head.

				Keema looked at Jun as if he were mad.

				“It’s him or us,” Keema said.

				He picked up his spear and ran.

				
					Someone was coming.

				

				The messenger had hit his head. I was so dizzy. Didn’t know what had just happened, I couldn’t…piece it together right away. He had somehow found himself sprawled on the ground when a minute before he had been flying on the fastest horse the regiment had. Proudest moment of my life was being handed the royal order. I thought, Yes, this is it. I was finally moving up. Blood dripped out of his nose. He touched it and shivered. He fell back and rested for a moment before he tried to get up again. He wondered where the travelers were. Where was the help? My nose was broken. Cassa would never let me hear the end of it. He looked around for help. He saw a person in the distance running toward him. I remember putting up my hand. Calling to them—nasally, stuffed-up, holding the blood up my nose. I laughed. Help was coming. I was going to be okay. My nose wouldn’t stop bleeding. So focused was he on the promise of help that his eye did not register when the person stopped and threw something into the air. The arc of the spear glinted at its apex before it fell out of the sun and pinned him into the earth.

				I screamed.

				The young man had now caught up to him, was staring down at him. I screamed. The young man had only one arm, but that one arm was strong, and when he gripped the pole of the spear, he pulled it out with ease. A spout of blood painted a line across the dirt. I screamed. And then he shoved the point into the messenger’s heart. I–I don’t know what happened after that. I don’t know. The man, empty-eyed, sunken, as Keema felt the last throb of his pulse run down the spine of Araya’s spear and into the palm of his hand.

				Jun looked away as Keema pulled the weapon out with a sickening squelch. He grabbed at the man’s ankle, which was so thin all of his fingers wrapped easily around it, and he dragged the body off the road into the surrounding brush, where he searched the messenger’s robes and skirts till he found the royal order to close Rabbit Gate Checkpoint. He was relieved to find this order, for this death to be justified in his eyes, and he nodded to the stiffening body in some acknowledgment of what he had done, of tough luck and well wishes, and he walked back out on the road as if nothing had happened. People were coming in both directions. Some of them had seen what had happened to the rider. But no one stopped Keema as he made his way back to the wagon, flicking blood from his spear. They looked away, and they kept quiet.

				We moved on.

			

			
				AFTERNOON

				
					A body lies on the stage.

				

				The dancer had come out from the wings only to fall as soon as they had emerged. And there, to the side of it all, the body remains, unmoving and unattended, as the tale continues. The corpse ever in view on the stage boards.

				
					“She just stopped,” the one-eyed soldier said.

				

				Remember that sacred night. It was just the two of you in that dark room, and he seemed much smaller there than he did outside the pub, less certain of himself, as he sat on the edge of the bed and recalled for you his nightmare. “You see a lot of bodies, when you’re over there. So many, most of them stop being bodies. They’re just…things. It goes on and on. You can never predict which ones will be easy. Which ones will stick.”

				He sniffed.

				“She just stopped,” he said. “And I looked at her, and I wondered what the point of it was.” He leaned away from you, but when you reached for him, he did not shrug you off. He let you feel his breath through his back; the ribs, expanding underneath damp skin. “Why did we do any of it?”

				
					“For the greater good.”

				

				Your father said this without hesitation, as if it were printed in ink from the telegraph of his mind, delivered by some cold and distant signal. He and one of your older brothers were arguing again. Dinner was getting cold. “For the greater good” was your father’s answer to all of your brother’s moral queries about the war that would not end. “Do you think any of this was given to us for free?” he asked, gesturing at his house, at the table, covered in fine lace, and rich food, cooked by your housekeepers. “People died so that we could live. Others suffered so that we may prosper. This is the way of the world. To believe otherwise is to never grow up.”

				This did not convince your brother. When he was finally drafted, he ran away, unwilling to give his life for a cause he did not believe in, and you never saw him again. You can still feel his kiss on your forehead. It felt like goodbye. Your father never forgave him for that.

				“What son?” he would say to any who would ask.

				
					“My son is dead.”

				

				So the First Terror believed as he led his Peacocks southeast through the Yinn terrace lands, following his mother’s scent in the wind. He told himself Jun was dead, even though the tortoise’s description of the young man in the laughing demon mask gave him pause, for he knew that the emperor’s First Guard had owned a mask of that same description, and the First Guard was dead, painted into the walls of that bloodied cavern far below the earth. They found Jun’s peacock mask down there, too, and his prized bone necklace, and so much viscera it was impossible to tell where one body ended and another began.

				“What if it is him?” his sons asked him as they cut through the foothills. Our father would not see what we did. Could not. We loved him for that, and we were frustrated by him because of it. He silenced them with but a look. Stop this silliness, that look said. Never would he birth a son who might betray him—he could not conceive of this possibility, his love for them all was so great.

				He shooed away his doubt. He cleared his mind and left it but a temple for his vengeance.

				His son was dead.

				
					Objects were all that were left in the end.

				

				In the slow-drawn and lopsided wagon, Jun touched his bare neck. It was a thing he did so often in search of comfort, once. He would touch the necklace, woven out of tiger-lace and ornamented with the bones of his fallen brothers, and he would feel their presence, and their presence would give him courage. But he had left that necklace behind. And now he felt only a deep absence as he withdrew his hand and looked at the old woman with a frown.

				“I am sorry you have found me so lacking, Your Highness,” he said.

				Her whisper was a cold finger in his head, scaring off all the other voices that had since taken up residence there, while she explained to him his lack. She spared no detail. I told him that ever since we had left the Palace he had made one wrong decision after another. His choice of heart-sick horses. His insistence on abandoning the Daware man at the time of our greatest need for useful bodies. His baffling recruitment of the defective tortoise, who was a near-literal deadweight. And his inability to do what needed to be done, when it came to it—our journey nearly premature in its ending, had the Daware man not been there to take care of the messenger on horseback.

				To say that I found him lacking would be an understatement. Worse than useless, he was an active hindrance, and I told him that if he wished to find any absolution for his wretched life, then he had best change course in his behavior soon, else we were all doomed.

				The once-favored son of the Crown Prince, so feared for his merciless butchery, bowed before the corpselike old woman, trembling and close to tears. “I will do better, Your Highness, I will.”

				Good, I told him.

				“But I swore I would never kill again,” he said. “In your honor I swore it.”

				A tiresome oath, I thought at the time, but I knew the boy needed it. He needed to believe he could change. So I told him fine, if he insisted on staying his blade, if he truly would not take another life again, then we best bring with us someone who would.

				“You want the Daware man.”

				Yes.

				“What is the difference, Your Highness, between killing someone with my own hands and hiring someone else to do it?”

				I told him to tell himself whatever he liked, I cared not, so long as he did what I bid. If he was not capable of that much, then perhaps I would simply replace him.

				“We know so little about the sentry. We do not know what he wants.”

				Then get to know him, I said. We were in a situation of limited options, and there was plenty of time yet, before we arrived at Rabbit Gate, to learn the worth of his character.

				“Yes, Your Highness.”

				Should he find the Daware man to be satisfactory, he was to bring him to me, so that I might bind him to our cause.

				Jun stood up. “By your will,” he said quietly.

				Do not disappoint me again, child, I said.

				
					I would not be so forgiving the next time.

				

				Keema was in the driver’s carriage, limply holding the reins to the orooks as he remembered the blood that sprang from the messenger’s chest; how it was like pulling a cork from a wine cask. A thirsty revulsion building in his throat as he played the moment in his head again and again. It was not the first life he had taken, and he doubted it would be the last, but still, this made it no easier to move beyond. He would not forget the scratch of the man’s heel into the dirt as he writhed under the weight of the spear, nor the final shudderings of his body.

				They were well east of the Village of Five Sisters by then. The foothills leveled out into long, flat stretches of rice paddy allotments and bunches of yet-unclaimed forest. It was, despite the heat, a beautiful day. The sun, wheeling off its midday perch, bounced its light off the paddy waters, transforming the horizon into a field of shimmering gold. A hot breeze carried on its current the smell of a sweet porridge, wafted from a roadside cauldron and ladled out to hungry travelers, a half-copan a bowl, by a young woman who was flanked by three large farmers wielding sharp scythes. She insisted on feeding the Road Below, and we insisted on protecting her. When Keema saw them up ahead, on instinct he averted his eyes, keeping them on the reins and the orooks, but when he drove the wagon past these people, they did not glare at him or shout anything unkind. The young woman and her guardians glanced once at the insignia of the Throne, painted on the side of the wagon, and they bowed deeply to him.

				“Good day, young lord,” the woman said.

				“Good day,” he replied, his voice cracking.

				He turned back to the road, a light feeling in his chest. He knew that it was not him that they bowed to but the Throne, and that it was not out of love that they did so but fear. Still, as it was before, with the soldier in the compound, he could not help but feel some kind of satisfaction in being respected, however indirectly. It was almost enough to forget that not long ago he had just killed a man.

				Jun emerged from the hold. He fell into the empty seat and stared out at the passing landscape while picking at the paint-chipped edges of his demon mask, which he had put on again much to Keema’s disappointment, as he thought the fox was much cuter. It was clear from Jun’s restless energy that he wished to say something but did not know where to start. “Thank you,” he said. “For taking care of what I could not.”

				Keema grunted.

				After some time, watching a beetle crawl across the lip of the carriage, Jun nodded at the spear that sat between them. “Will you really bring that thing across the country?”

				“Yes.” Keema’s answer brooked no argument.

				“Your commander must have meant a great deal to you.”

				“She—” Keema began, but he stopped himself, for it occurred to him only then to ask himself what she did mean to him. In truth he knew almost nothing about Commander Araya. He did not know she was a traitor. All he knew was she liked to drink. That she was very close to Raami. He knew the rumors about her and the First Terror’s casual relationship. But other than that, he could recall little more of the life she hid behind her smile. “I had not known her for very long, but she gave me work, and shelter. And she spoke to me as few others do.” He was surprised by the emotion he felt—this sudden warmth, and loss. “She…respected me.”

				Jun leaned back. “I’ve met her a few times, briefly.”

				“You have?” Keema said, surprised.

				“Yes. My duties brought me through Tiger Gate on occasion, likely before you arrived. Every time I came, there were more orphans living in that fortress than before. It seemed like she never said no to a lost child. I always wondered why.”

				“I’m not a lost child.”

				“I didn’t mean to suggest that.”

				“I’m taller than you.”

				This made Jun laugh, and not unpleasantly to Keema’s ears.

				“So you are,” he conceded.

				“Who are they?” Keema then asked. When the boy in the mask merely stared at him, he clarified his question. “The people Araya told you of. The ones she would have you meet.”

				“The Five Families.” He said this with little emotion, as if it were of little interest that the five heads of this country’s industries were plotting a coup. “Apparently they’ve been planning for this week ever since the emperor first announced his pilgrimage. Even as we ride, their private armies prepare to gather at the gates of the Divine City for an assault on the Fifth Day, when the emperor is meant to arrive.” He chuckled grimly. “We made their job considerably easier in that respect.”

				“Oh,” Keema said, sounding disappointed.

				Jun looked at him. “What?”

				“I’d assumed you were meeting with people not as…wealthy.”

				“Of course we are,” Jun said. “We want to win.”

				
					They passed the Syta compound.

				

				An argument was being had outside its gates. One man was shouting at a few others, who listened to him with crossed arms. The caravan had left for the village reaping without my harvest. I told them I just needed another hour, and the bastards left anyway, and now my life was ruined. I was going to lose my allotment. I was going to be investigated for blasphemy. Joyrock was all but certain. Oh, the others gave me their excuses, but I knew they wanted me to fail. They wanted my paddies for themselves. The shouting escalated to the tipping edge of a fight, a man grabbing another by the front-robes, before they saw the insignia of the Throne on Keema and Jun’s wagon, and immediately dropped their heads in a bow.

				“Good day, my lords,” they said.

				“Good day,” Keema replied while Jun lifted a finger in acknowledgment.

				Keema did not feel the same lightness in his chest as he did before with the porridge server. When they were some distance away, he craned his head and looked back. The men were still bowing. They would not get up until they were out of view. He slumped in his seat, feeling something in his stomach, close to queasiness. He noticed, from the corner of his eye, that Jun was in study of him.

				
					“Who were you before you were a sentry of Tiger Gate?”

				

				Keema looked at him with a cocked brow. “Why?”

				“Because I’d like to know,” Jun said. “We can sit in silence, if you prefer.”

				“I was a mercenary,” he said. “I rode with a free-band company when I was younger. That was before I lost my arm. And then I took whatever work I could get after that. There wasn’t much. Longest job I had was working as a guard in the Bowl. A pleasure barge. I threw out the drunks who bothered the love workers. That was where I was at, before Araya took me on.”

				“How did you lose your arm?”

				Keema did not like revisiting that memory, which was why he now had a stock answer, should the question ever come up.

				“I lost it the way everyone loses an arm,” he said.

				“How is that?”

				“Bad luck.”

				Jun chuckled. He did not push the matter.

				“And you?” Keema asked, starting to enjoy the conversation. “What’s your tale?”

				The masked driver thought about his answer for a time before he gave it, carefully. “I was a high-ranked warrior, in service to the royal family. I reported directly to the First Terror.” Keema, who had already suspected as much, nodded for him to go on. “The last six months I was given the order to guard the Wolf Door. Do you know of it?” Keema shook his head. “It is a door, deep below the palace. It is the most treasured area of the capital. And it is where She was kept.” He nodded to the back of the wagon, as if the She of his tale needed any clarification. “Every six months a new guard is ordered to stand before the door, and for six months, that guard is the only person who stands between the world and the heart of the Throne.” He shrugged. “It’s more a symbol than anything. A rite of passage. It was my turn to be that guard before all this started. It was the proudest moment of my life when I was selected for the duty.”

				“What happened then?” Keema asked.

				Another shrug, this one more defeated. “She changed my mind.”

				“And then you killed the emperor?”

				He nodded at the back. “She did.”

				“With a blade?”

				“With Her mind,” he said. “She blew him up. Like a sneeze. Painted Him against the walls of the cavern.”

				“That is incredible,” Keema said, shaking his head.

				He then furrowed his brow.

				“I thought the emperor was all-powerful.”

				Jun nodded.

				“So did He,” he said.

				
					The wagon slowed as they came upon a congested road.

				

				They were behind a stopped passenger caravan. The people sitting on the benches inside the caravan avoided their gaze, except for a child, who openly stared at them from behind his mother’s arm. Keema wondered what was going on; Jun stood up on the seat to see how long the wagon jam was. He could see as far as ten canvas roofs—there seemed to be a blockage on the road up ahead, the vehicles directed onto a makeshift side path. He said as much to Keema.

				“Is there space to go around the others?” Keema asked.

				“I don’t think so—else we’d just sink into the paddy water.”

				“I wouldn’t try anything fancy, my lords,” a man in the passenger caravan said. He did not meet their gaze. “There’s a Daido up ahead.”

				Jun sighed into his seat. “Shit.”

				Keema echoed this sentiment with a grim nod.

				“I guess we’re waiting.”

				
					Your father had carved one, once.

				

				He was always so disdainful of your lola’s stories, so it was a surprise to you all when, shortly after her passing, he tried to sculpt this magical trinket. If there was ever a time when he was good with his hands, it was well before you came into the world, but when the need arose for a blessed object to be placed on your lola’s altar—her little Daido statuette gone missing along with her sepia-toned daguerreotype, stolen, your uncle was certain, by one of the pallbearers—your father took the task upon himself to sculpt a replacement.

				You and your brothers knew that your father had never sculpted anything in his life, but, as affected as he was by her passing in the week after the funeral, you all decided, without speaking once about such a decision, to let him try his hand at the task, and to hold your tongue as he muttered and cursed in the backyard over the small cube of rock he had purchased from a quarryman. Whenever he was not at the textiles house, he was out in the courtyard working at the block—or, inevitably, the new block he had purchased, with the old one lying discarded somewhere in the yard for you or your brothers to trip over during one of your chasing games. Your uncle, at first proud of his brother for making these beginner’s attempts, was soon rolling his eyes as the housecleaners dragged the stone out of the house and drove the rock down to the local artisans to salvage the mess.

				Your father was, if nothing else, persistent. At night, swaying in your hammock, listening to your brothers’ snoring and the music of your neighbor’s radio through the open window, you heard him chipping away at the rock.

				You heard his night song:

				“Fucking hell!”

				He finished eventually; a month’s time, and much poorer than he began, the quarrymen in town counting their coin with pleasure. You found him kneeling before your lola’s altar in one of the side rooms of the house, the Daido held limply in his bandaged fingers. He wore a pensive expression, one that you recognized meant that he did not want to be bothered, but when he noticed you walking by he asked you to come in. “Look,” he said, like he was your child, showing you what he had made; he handed the little statuette to you.

				The Daido, traditionally, was the effigy of an old man, in cross-legged posture, with one hand held up as if to stop someone from passing him and the other hand held out, palm up, as if asking for coin. The many replications you have seen in the artisans’ corner ably captured the old man’s calm yet distant expression, and his gaunt, near-starved frame. Your father’s Daido looked more like an angry baby: the texture rough, more stone than person.

				You told him it looked great.

				He asked you to sit with him. “She must have told you about these things,” he said as you handed it back to him.

				Your lola did, in fact, tell you of the Daido, many times over. You told your father that no one was sure who the old man was, his true name forgotten, only his title remembered: the First Beggar. Your father turned the statuette in his hand; the granite caught the light from the window in a glittering spray and it seemed, for a moment, magical—as if your father, almost on accident, had imbued it with some sort of spiritual essence. You told him that if ever there was danger, of spirits or beast or otherwise, this Daido would appear, on the road or on the field, or even sometimes on the surface of a river, and the statue’s presence would warn the people not to continue on their path. To turn back or go around. No one would question the Daido. And no one, ever, walked past it.

				That afternoon was so strange to you; a one-off, never to repeat itself. The next morning, your father would go on to become subsumed in the news of the war. But you would never forget the day you felt you’d really seen him.

				
					The brief opening, now closed.

				

				The Daido sat in the middle of the Road Below. The farmers, hushed and reverent, changed the course of their wagons, going down the precarious turns of the rutted paths that cut between the paddy allotments, barely wide enough for one direction of traffic. Proper respect was shown to the Daido; even the wagons seemed to creak quieter as the line inched forward. My father said that if you talk too loud near a Daido, then whatever’s behind it will snatch you up in its mighty claws. They were frightened into silence, all of them, even Keema and Jun, who did not so much as breathe as they approached the turn in the road. Keema had seen only one other Daido in his life—their appearances more common back in the reign of the previous emperors, when there were yet more forests, and springs—and so when they finally met the Daido, he was surprised, because it was smaller than he expected it to be.

				He watched quietly and with some disquiet as everyone who passed the Daido left behind a coin, some of them placing it with care in a pile in the statuette’s hands, others not daring to get close, flicking the coin from their horse or wagon, the ground around the statuette glittering with iron and bronze chips. Jun handed Keema a coin and let him toss it over to the Daido. It clinked into the growing pile at the Daido’s feet. Satisfied with the luck they had purchased, Jun, who had taken the reins again, made to spur the orooks before he heard Her voice.

				I told him to stop.

				Just for a moment.

				“What’s wrong?” Keema asked.

				“It’s Her,” Jun said.

				It had been a long time. A very long time, since I had last seen him. I knew it was not him. That this was but a statuette, carved clumsily from old rock.

				But still, it was…lovely.

				Keema heard sniffing. He looked over at Jun and saw that he was crying; wetness beading on his chin. Keema looked away, uncomfortable.

				“These are not my tears,” Jun said. And then, to the back: “Are you done yet, Your Highness?”

				I told him I was done.

				There was no more to remember.

				Jun snapped the reins and the orooks groaned as they pulled the wagon forth, down the diverted road. He did not explain what he meant when he said that those tears were not his; he left the moment where it was and continued on as if it had never happened.

				
					“It is not easy, to be bound to her.”

				

				He said this sometime later, apropos of nothing, the two of them riding along in a thoughtful silence. There was grim humor in Jun’s voice as he wiped the tears off his chin. The way he spoke reminded Keema of the high-borns in the teahouses. A practiced curve to his words. Indirect, but always hitting its target from around a corner. A game of words. “It is not easy,” he said again, “but I do it for what I believe are just reasons. I have not lived well. I have much to make up for. So I follow Her, in the hope that I might find some measure of redemption. This is what I live for now. This road will likely end in my death, but there is no other road for me.”

				He turned to Keema.

				“She would like to speak with you,” he said plainly. “She would like to show you what it is She fights for. And then she will likely bind you to our cause, if that is truly what you want.” He was quiet for a time. “From one stranger to another, Keema, I would advise you to think well about what you want before you treat with Her.”

				He then nodded.

				“Go on. She’s waiting.”

				As Keema climbed into the wagon’s hold, he was unaware that the pornographic tablet slipped out of his cloth folds and landed on the seat of the driver’s carriage. As the canvas fold closed behind him, Jun picked up the tablet. And he made a “huh” noise as he tilted it against the light.

				
					Keema shivered.

				

				The mood inside the wagon was noticeably different from before. The dark hold, lit up by the shafts of light that fell through the canvas tatters, had the solemnity of a temple service. Little details that had always been there only now became apparent. Two small wooden charms, tied to one of the knots that held the canvas in place; cat-shaped trinkets jangling on small hooks. There was a dampness to the light, as if another layer of canvas had been draped over the roof, blotting the sun enough so that it was only just noticeable. Keema felt himself pulled toward the back of the wagon, where She waited; the pull inexorable, like a hand wrapping itself around his own as it drew him farther in, to a place where few were permitted.

				As was proper when addressing his elders, Keema knelt before the old woman, who as ever remained cross-legged and eye-shut and in all ways dead to the world. He sat on his feet and paid Her his respects, bowing his head just so. Once the young man had come, I prepared to tell him everything—but before I could speak, the damned creature interrupted me. “Be careful with this one,” the Defect muttered to Keema, pawing at him with its stump. “Think twice…before you let Her in.”

				He smiled at the tortoise’s concern, even as he was unnerved by how similar the words of warning were to Jun’s. “I will be careful,” he said, and no sooner had he spoken those words could he then feel it, from the dark—a coaxing-open of his mind.

				“Hold on to yourself then,” the Defect said, “for she will not be gentle.”

				When Keema turned back to the old woman, he flinched. Her eyes wide open—great furious orbs, with small dagger-point irises, gazing at him as if to swallow him whole. The sight horrified him, regret bubbling up his throat, a need to shout that he had changed his mind—to flee—but before he could change the course of his life for what was known and safe, he felt a bright pain, like a finger flicked against his forehead, and he fell backward into the waking dream.

				
					The Moon falling into his mind.

				

				He saw Her suspended in a black parchment sky. He saw how beautiful I once was. In the dark and vast plain within his mind, he stared up at the perfect circle of Her. Back when I was still called Shadow Star, the Sibling of the Sun, the Night Warden and Day Ender; the Eye of the Sleeping Sea. He understood why they called Her empress. But this was before the time of the Throne, when my province was yet the sky; when I illuminated the stars and I danced with the tide and under me the Water swelled and receded, our dance ongoing and eternal. He saw the world of night as it once was. The cool bath of soft light that gilded the leaves. The flowers that slept curled under my cold and loving touch. He saw the world when it was quiet. Long ago, before the counting of days. When there was only the rise of the sun and the fall. The Moon cracked in half like an egg and She, as he knew Her, emerged from the broken shell: that old woman, that strip of cracked leather. Cracked, and dying. I had kept myself alive through unnatural means. I had slowed my own heart so that I might continue on in this body. I have done this while the worst of them had kept me imprisoned beneath his royal apartment for decades.

				Keema saw the room She was kept in. He saw the cavern, and the Wolf Door, and the many guards who had over the years stood before it. And She showed him the room behind the door; the small, dark space She called home, where She sat surrounded by a moat of water, and, suspended above the water, a pentagram of nets, filled with old stones. I could not flee on my own—blinded, muted as she was—and so I convinced someone to help me. Keema saw a flash of a guard in a peacock mask, standing outside the Wolf Door. He saw the withered emperor tossing and turning in bed, haunted by dreams of immortality. I poured such vivid dreams into my wretched son. False promises of things He craved. I needed Him distracted. I needed Him weak, before I struck! Keema flinched when the emperor transformed into a cloudburst of blood. And now that He was gone only three sons remained. Three Terrors that continued their reign over this despoiled country. Keema shivered as he was presented the silhouettes of the men who haunted so many whispers in those days—one that prowled, one that slinked, and one that was little more than vapor—the three demons of the Throne looking at Keema as if he were a small animal in the brush. I told the Daware man to not be fooled by their presence, they were not all-powerful, for they were born with a weakness—the triplets given only a fraction of what they were due, but a third of the power that one emperor might share. It was because of this that they craved the power withheld from them since birth; why they would have it by any means necessary—do you understand, Keema—do you understand, Keema—do you understand—Her Royal Whisper interrupted by a sudden vision—of teeth gnashing on a bloody bone as three little boys ate their mother’s body—they would eat me, and take into themselves my power—“And like that,” Keema trance-whispered, pale and shaking, “they would rule for another bloody age”—the Defect watching with concern as the young man and the empress stared at each other with synchronous blinks, the young man speaking Her words—“Soon I will die,” but before I pass from this world and return to the sky, “I will end my sons,” my greatest loves, “who love me so much they would devour me whole.” I will go east and meet the people, “the ones that Commander Araya had spoken of,” and if necessary I will give them my flesh so that they may eat and inherit enough of my power, “to end the Moon Throne once and for all.” Keema, shaking, as this prophecy left his mind, and his eyes once again opened, and the old woman was back into Her old position, seated and quiet, Her eyes shut, but Her lips, chapped and aged, ticked into what, in the right light, seemed like an expression of command and confidence. This was my plan.

				
					“You are bound to Her now.”

				

				The Defect sighed, its disappointment tempered with some sense of inevitability, as if it were aware of Her power, Her draw, and could only begrudge Keema so much for giving in. “But what this one said before…it remains true…. Hold on to yourself. Whatever influence of Hers may come. Hold on to yourself.”

				The words reverberated in Keema’s head as he returned to the driver’s carriage, unable to cease his shivering.

				“Do you have clarity now?” Jun asked, breaking the silence.

				Keema did not answer. He was gazing at the road that danced over low hills. It all seemed at once both profound and irrelevant. Some frivolous grandeur. An unknown way to be alive. He didn’t know what to say.

				“Yeah,” Jun said, to the silence. “Me neither.”

				
					They rode past the last of the rice terraces.

				

				Dusk bruised the sky, the sun cracking over the jagged horizon. On the last of the Yinn-owned farmlands, the oxen dragged forks through dirt while old men blew protection powder around the coops and onto the paths that led into the howling forests. Guards patrolling the acreage eyed the passing of their wagon with a casual suspicion until they were out of view.

				The road was long and empty at this late hour. The last people Keema and Jun saw that day on the road were the Sky Beggars; a line of half-starved outcasts, at least thirty souls long, from child to grown woman, walking in a rhythmic shuffle down the side of the road. Barefoot. Some of them were missing limbs, eyes, or ears. They held above their heads empty wooden bowls as they recited the old prayers for the summoning of broken clouds, and rain—praying for the end of this Endless Summer. One of the beggars glanced at them with eyes as empty as the bowl over his head, and I looked at the young man wearing the mask of a laughing demon and I smiled, for no mask can hide the truth of a man, and Jun whipped his rein and the orooks went forth a little quicker than before, until, over the next hill, the beggars disappeared from view.

				He looked over at Keema, who was still in a silent, distracted mood, and he was suddenly glad that he was not alone in this—that now there was someone like him, bound together to Her.

				“Do you regret staying?” he asked.

				“I am of the Daware Tribe,” Keema said, dully. “And when a man of Daware makes an oath, he holds to it, no matter the cost.” He sat up straighter. “I would sooner cut off my own arm than break my word.”

				“Where is Daware anyway?”

				“South,” Keema said, after a pause. “Past the last of the Thousand, where the end of the river bleeds into fields of stickle-wheat and valleys of poisonous flowers. Upon the deadly petals of the bora rose, the warriors of Daware made their oaths. To us, to break an oath is to break the promise you made with your own life.”

				As Araya had done before, Jun asked him what the consequences were, of breaking an oath of Daware.

				“My life must be ended.”

				Keema said this without fear or hesitation. He showed Jun the small knife he kept strapped to his thigh by cord and sheath. He told Jun that the knife was of his father’s making. It was a knife of deep-blue stone, with a hilt made of black leather and threads of colorful string. A beautiful object, made and given to him, he told Jun, by his parents with the knowledge that one day it may end their son’s life by his own hand. It was his mother who showed him how to disembowel himself correctly. How to do it with certainty, from right to left, with hand on the hilt, all the way through. How to let the blood enrich the soil and cleanse what you left tainted by your ineptitude and your fouled promises. How this was the only appropriate act of forgiveness.

				None of this was true; Keema had only heard about the practice of self-disembowelment a few months ago.

				But it was what he said.

				Jun considered Keema’s words—of what would become of him should he fail his task—and, after a period of thoughtful silence, during which he considered the falling cry of day, and the dark and lightless Burn in the sky, he said, with what sounded like a smile, “Since failure is all but certain, I will say it now: It was nice knowing you, Keema of the Daware Tribe.”

			

			
				NIGHT

				
					They were on the precipice of it.

				

				The black curtain of true night was draping itself over the last of the fields and hills. The orooks were tired but they kept pace with the snap of Jun’s reins while Keema played the Eye, keeping vigil over the road behind them. The empress told them she sensed him on the southward wind. I could feel the approach of my son. I could feel the distant echo of hard hoofbeats in the dirt. “You won’t see them coming,” Jun said. “Not until they’re already here.”

				“They’re thirty strong,” Keema replied, gazing over the canvas roof. “Of course I’ll see them.”

				Jun did the thing that annoyed Keema, where somehow, even with the mask on, he let it be known that he was smirking. But as the land around them began to rise, and then steeply fall, funneling toward some grim point of termination, that masked smirk fell away, replaced by a somber voice that chilled Keema to hear it: “I have something to tell you.”

				“What is it?”

				“The one who is chasing us, the First Terror…” Jun’s voice fell away. “I don’t think we will outrun him.” The wheels bumped over the rough grooves in the road. Keema waited for him to work out what he wanted to say. “The Terror has good reason to want to kill me.”

				“Because you killed his son,” Keema said, remembering what that man’s voice had said last night over the gate.

				Jun was silent. Two fields away, the shadows of true night flooded the land. “The Terror will do whatever he can to end my life,” he said.

				“We can make it to the river before that happens.”

				“I won’t make it to the river.” Jun laughed as if startled by his own thought; by the truth of it.

				Keema sat down. “What are you saying?”

				“If I die,” the boy in the laughing demon mask said, “you’re the only one who can bring Her east. And I hope that if and when that time comes, you remain a man of your word. Your word as a man of Daware.”

				The torch signs of Rabbit Gate came into view in the dusk-driven horizon like many little orange teeth. The fortress sat at the mouth of a small canyon pass, beset by clumps of thick forest between which Keema could see nothing but blackness. He felt as though they were driving the orooks into the maw of a giant demon. He stood back up on the carriage seat. The road behind them was empty; there was only the encroaching dark.

				“One more thing,” Jun said, like a man at the noose thinking of one last request. “The tortoise is coming with us.”

				“We need to pass through Rabbit Gate,” Keema reminded him, “and Rabbit Gate is expecting a tortoise delivery from us. For us to pass through and not deliver a tortoise…It is not possible.”

				“You are right. It isn’t possible,” Jun said, his hands white-knuckling the reins. “And it isn’t relevant at all to our journey, our mission. But still. I cannot let the creature die.” Before Keema could make any protestations, he said, “In those six months I spent in that fucking hole, the empress unveiled my eyes, and She broke me, and I learned the price of taking a life. Let the messenger on the road be the last who needs to fall on our journey east. Let him be the last nail driven into the wall. I will not have another creature die by my hand. Swear that you will help me bring the tortoise to safety. Swear it!”

				Keema’s head hurt. “Moments ago you told me that no matter what comes to pass my one goal was to bring the old woman east. Now you speak as if the tortoise is your greatest priority. Which is it? Who do you want me to shepherd east?”

				“Both of them.” Jun’s mask turned toward him in all of its laughing insanity. “Swear it.”

				Keema breathed out.

				“You’re mad,” he said.

				“Swear it!” Jun shouted. “Swear you’ll save the damned creature’s life! Even should I die! Swear it!”

				“I—”

				“Swear it or you’re a fucking coward!”

				In a cold rush the curtain of night swallowed the road.

				
					“…I swear it.”

				

				The night-blind orooks stumbled in their gallop before switching over to scent, following the trails of warm human musk to the fortress gates.

				Before they arrived, Keema checked in on the Defect. He asked the creature how it was doing as he squeezed water out of one of the canteens and massaged it onto the hot shell with a scrap of cloth, as the sentries had done in Tiger Gate to their tortoise. “This one has been worse,” the tortoise replied with a grateful sigh.

				“We’re almost there,” Keema said. “Rabbit Gate nears.”

				The creature looked at him with its small, pained eyes. “This one heard what you and the masked one spoke of, in regards to this one. What is your plan then?” it asked, its tone both doubtful that Keema had a plan and hopeful that he did.

				“A warrior of the Daware Tribe never shares his schemes,” Keema said. “This is so the only one who can foil his plans is himself.”

				“Keen words improvised on the spot.” The Defect shook its head. “In simple words: bullshit.”

				Keema laughed. “A wise tortoise, aren’t you?”

				“Not that wise…. after all…this one is here, trusting you.” After a moment of looking at him, with the old woman silent and prostrate, it said quietly, “This one dreams of eastern waters.”

				Keema squeezed the last bit of water out, to the creature’s audible pleasure.

				“You won’t see the top of that tower,” he said.

				
					“Daware man!” Jun called out.

				

				Keema climbed back out onto the carriage. Reins were shoved into his hand as Jun went inside. Keema asked him where he was going. “To move the empress out of sight,” he said. “I doubt she’d be happy if I let you do it.” While Keema drove the orooks forward, trusting them to find their way through the lightless road, he heard the careful movement of someone navigating precious cargo around a crowded room. He wondered where Jun was planning to put the old woman’s body. He imagined the Mother of Emperors being covered in one of the old canvas sheets in one of the hold’s compartments, and he found it within himself to smile at the thought. And then he was hit with another image, out of nowhere, almost as if someone shot it right into his brain from across a field: I showed him what must happen. I showed him how he would tell the guards at Rabbit Gate that their tortoise had arrived. I showed how he would watch impassively as the tortoise was dragged out of the wagon, its mouth held shut by my powers, the thing wide-eyed in terror and fury and unable to speak, not until we were already well on our way through the opposite gate, with no obstacle between us and the river docks. I told him that this was what must happen.

				Keema gripped the reins.

				
					They’d arrived.

				

				Against the dark, the torchlight of Rabbit Gate Checkpoint was like a minor sun as they approached. Two sentries met them at the well-lit western gate; women both, young in age, not more than thirty years between them, yet owning that stone-cut gaze earned through a lifetime of difficult trials. “Long travels,” the first said with a welcoming gesture, her smile fading when she saw Keema’s missing left arm and Jun’s strange mask. Curtly, she said, “You’ve arrived just in time. We’re about to close the gates for the night.”

				“Let’s get on with it then,” Jun said, putting on a performance of a tired worker of the Throne. “We don’t want to keep you all longer than necessary.”

				“Kind of you,” the sentry said, nodding to her partner. “We’re going to look in the back if that’s all right.”

				Jun nodded.

				But just before the other sentry began her way to the wagon’s hold, Keema had an idea. “Just a minute,” he said. The sentries stopped, brows cocked with impatience. What he was about to try was risky, and required the aid of a person he did not know how to communicate with, and who might not humor him even if he could somehow tell Her his slapdash plan. Yet he had to try. “The thing’s been making strange noises the whole trip from the palace,” he said. “Sickness, I think. Best keep your distance. Never know what might pass between a tortoise and a human, cough-wise.”

				“A sick tortoise,” the sentry repeated, dubious. “Never heard of the like.”

				“Just our luck to be carrying one. Isn’t that right?” he said, nudging Jun.

				The laughing demon mask gave the subtlest of nods.

				“I’d warn your commander too,” Keema said. “In case you might have need of some physicker or whomever.”

				The two sentries glanced at each other, but orders were orders their shrugs seemed to say. I went into the back of the wagon to see if these strange men spoke the truth, and when I pulled back the canvas flap I almost retched. She gave her partner a nod, the thing looked as sick as any creature I’d seen, and the partner said to the young men in the carriage seat, “Go on then. Just over there. We’ll let the commander know you’ve come.”

				They rolled through the first of the gates.

				“What are you doing?” Jun whispered.

				But Keema didn’t have time to explain. He just asked this: “How do I speak to Her?”

				“With your mouth.”

				“She can hear me?”

				“If she chooses to.”

				In the wagon he crouched beside the bundle of cloths and blankets and bags of rice that he supposed she was hidden under, and said, quietly, urgently, “You are a being of great power. I’ve witnessed this, not only by your mighty acts the past day and night, but in the images you’ve shared with me. Things both great and small. The destruction of a bridge, or the slowing of your own heart. With humility, I would ask you this: Slow this Defect’s heart; make him appear otherwise dead.” The tortoise shook its beak, not liking this idea. But the wagon was beginning to slow down, and they were running out of time—he heard voices, Jun’s, saying to someone to hold just a moment—and he heard the rattling of the pulley chains. The tortoise heard it too. It let out a pitiful mewl that shook the baseboards. “Please, Mother of Emperors, our Unstitched Moon,” Keema whispered into the blankets. “I beg—”

				
					Fine.

				

				The word was not spoken or whispered but imprinted somehow onto his mind. Delivered to him in the sudden image of a young girl’s hand opening. A thing flying out between Her fingers. Keema heard the troubled breath of the tortoise slow, its rasp and rumble fading out until it had no breath at all. He held his ear close to the creature’s head, which was resting on the floor of the wagon with eyes half-lidded and tongue lolling out of its beak. He heard and felt nothing.

				A shout from outside.

				“Is the creature ready, Keema?”

				“The thing’s dead!” he shouted back.

				Silence followed. Then a disturbed murmuring. Keema climbed out of the wagon and met with Jun, who was standing before a gang of sentries, each of whom were large and muscular, chosen for their strength to lever the creature onto its new home. They seemed confused by his claim, staring at him as he explained again that the tortoise that they had brought from the palace had, at some point, he was not sure when, died.

				“They can die?” one of the men said.

				Jun’s impenetrable mask stared at Keema. Keema stared back at him. “It’s dead,” he said once more. “Please go fetch your commander.”

				Wouldn’t normally take orders from a cripple, but these were special circumstances. The commander of Rabbit Gate arrived in a harried walk, his hair an unkempt wave, as if someone had only just startled him from a nap. “It cannot be so,” the now sweating man said. He asked for a reiteration of this most unbelievable news. “I had no idea they could die.”

				“They do,” Keema said, “and this one did.”

				“I’d like to see it for myself.” The commander had a lot riding on this creature being installed, for Rabbit Gate suffered from not being connected to the Throne’s network. With grim determination he opened the wagon’s singed flap and recoiled from the odor that escaped.

				“It smelled like that before it died,” Keema told him.

				“What awful creatures,” the commander muttered, holding the back of his hand to his mouth, faint. He sent one of his men in his stead—the sentry scrambling back out a moment later, green-faced, confirming to his superior the news.

				The commander crossed his arms; he did his best impersonation of a leader. “I assume,” he said, “there is protocol for this unfortunate event.”

				Jun clasped his hands behind his back, curious as to what Keema would say next.

				“It’s a body like any other,” he said. “The thing was defective, it seemed, and prone to sickness. We’ll dump it on our way east to the Bowl. Somewhere where no one will have to smell it again.”

				It took some time for the commander to agree, but in the end, seeing no other option, he did.

				The orooks grumbled against the late-night hour and Jun’s urging reins. Neither of the young men spoke as they rattled across the courtyard, their shoulders tense as they passed lines of guards who wrinkled their noses at them, and yet looked on with grim curiosity, and some disappointment, that they did not get to see the tortoise’s corpse. But for all of the sniffing and squinting, none of the guards dared approach. Nearly as quick as Keema and Jun had arrived at Rabbit Gate had they left, tipping down the final slope of the rocky pass, toward the welcome sound of rushing water.

				Spheres of torchlight lit the way down to the river shore. The dock was attended by but a single sentry, who asked to see their permission form if they wished to take out one of the boats before he was knocked out by the butt end of Keema’s spear and stuffed inside an empty barrel. As Keema began moving supplies out onto the nearest skiff, Jun unmoored the other ships along the dock, kicking them out into the water, while She pushed the boats down a current of Her own making, far enough that no one could make use of them. They worked quickly, while back at Rabbit Gate, the guards began lowering the gates. The commander, apprehensive since learning of the unfortunate demise of his promised tortoise, paced around the courtyard, agitated, as the last of the braziers were lit. My brother cursed me before he died, as punishment for sleeping with his wife. Before his last breath he slipped uncooked rice into my pocket, and he told me that I would never be settled in this life. It was impossible to not believe him. He rubbed his arms, covered in goosepimples, and he flinched when his second approached him.

				“Ready to close for the night,” the boy said.

				He nodded, distracted. “Good, good.”

				He could not escape the feeling that something was wrong.

				At the dock, Keema and Jun were determining a way to move the giant tortoise from the wagon onto the boat they were illegally requisitioning when they felt the wind shift direction—wide ripples flowing out into the black river water, cutting against the natural current. The old woman’s eyebrow twitched. He was here. I told them there was no time.

				“We need a ramp,” Jun said helplessly. “We can slide it onto the boat.”

				In the end there was no need for a ramp. Both of the young men stepped back as the limp tortoise began to levitate out of the wagon, held aloft by the empress.

				Never let it be said that I was without mercy.

				The great wheel turned under the strained effort of four men, but the gate’s lowering stopped halfway, the process halted without ceremony upon a large, booming sound that made the commander begin to perspire. His sentries murmured in confusion over the jammed wheel. They shouted that they had need of a mechanic to take a look inside the pulley system.

				“Abyss take it all,” the commander muttered as he crossed the courtyard to meet them.

				That was when he heard the whisper on the wind, like a whip on the ear.

				
					Out of the way, please.

				

				From the dark burst the Brigade of Red Peacocks. Their arrival so sudden that there was no scream or yowl from any of the guards on duty that night; just the instinctual recoiling as they either dove out of the way or were trampled under hoof.

				It was then that the tortoise began to stir, believing for a weightless moment that it had died back in the checkpoint—that it had left its mortal form and joined the warm and dark waters of the One Mind, floating on its soft, rippling currents of thought and memory—until it heard the shouting, and the broil of hoofbeats, and it realized it was not dead but very much alive, a fearful burp caught in its throat as it saw that it was hovering over the rotted planks of the boardwalk, heading toward the berth of a wide skiff, suspended over all by Her ancient and steady power. It mewled, its voice delirious and sloppy, while the brigade poured down the hill like a spill of red wine. Jun went ahead of the tortoise, moving netting on the boat out of the way as the flailing creature was lowered onto the boards. The wood groaned under its weight, one of the benches cracking under it. The boat bobbed deeply, the displaced river water splashing against the dock struts.

				“Stay there.”

				The voice shot into Keema’s ear like a bee, with a powerful gust of wind. He took up the ax on the ground and chopped at the restraining ropes. The boat began to sigh away from the dock. He scrambled aboard as Jun lifted one of the poles and pushed them out into the water, just as the brigade reached the last slope of the hill. Keema picked up the second pole, and together he and Jun worked the boat out into dark water. The Defect, dazed, asked again and again what was going on as Keema and Jun poled frantically into the heart of the river, Keema, sweating deeply, glancing back at the shore, where he, in a heart-stopping moment, witnessed the eerie sight of the brigade, torchlit and quiet, gathered at shore’s edge.

				It was like he was watching a play, some experimental entertainment on some pleasure barge, where the crowd parted until there was just one actor, one man, climbing off his horse and standing in the center of this clearing. Unsheathing a wicked blade that seemed kissed by starlight. The First Terror held up his free hand, and their boat stopped. And as the man’s hand drew inward, so did the water, the surface of the river trembling as the current began to reverse toward the shore. Keema and Jun fought against the inverted water, but to no avail, their poles dragging backward along the riverbed. And then they stopped, the boat twirling in place, stuck in the middle of the water, coming no closer, going no farther, as a single bead of sweat ran down the empress’s temple, as I did all I could to counter him.

				The Terror boomed with laughter at this unexpected development. Then, impossibly, he stepped out onto the water as if it were solid and sure, and he sprinted across gentle waves. Each step was light, provoking on the water’s surface only the slightest of ripples. A rock skipping across a royal pond. An avenue of tiny detonations. And he leapt as if pushed up into the air by some swell of water and wind, and fell toward a startled Keema.

				
					His blade, drawn.

				

				But it was dark, and the blade was long. It sank into the thick, calcified, and unyielding materials of the Defect’s carapace, Keema’s face not so much as a few inches below the blade’s hungry edge, the First Terror’s arm dislocated from the sword’s impact with the shell, his shoulder popping. He laughed with a crazed delight before he withdrew a smaller blade, not much longer than a dagger, with his other arm and stabbed it at Keema’s face. Keema ducked out of the way, and the blade pinged against the shell. He scrambled to the other side of the boat while the Terror gave chase, searching blindly for the spear or the hatchet, but before he could reach the weapons, a sharp wind knocked him off his feet. He twirled in the air and slammed onto the floor of the boat, the vessel bucking under him, the First Terror’s hand gripping the air, using the wind to drag Keema toward him as if on a leash—until Jun tackled the older man.

				The Terror let out an airless humph. In his and Jun’s deep-grunted wrestling the water around the boat behaved erratically. Spouts of water shot up into the sky in violent geysers. The boat spun down the river as the brigade, unable to do much more than helplessly watch their father engage in battle, followed the boat on their horses at a light trot down the river’s bend. The First Terror punted his knee into Jun’s belly, eliciting a gasp so painful even the tortoise winced, and with a pitiless backhand, reflexive, almost as if he were disciplining a spoiled child, he slapped Jun across the head—the wooden mask snapping off, thudding against the floor of the boat.

				Jun slowly stood up, lowering his hand from his face. The First Terror’s eyes widened as he looked down on the young man with the tattoo of a red peacock’s wing on his face. The tip of the wing ending just at the far corner of his left eye.

				“My son,” he said. His voice choked. “My son.”

				His words cut off, when Keema, from the side, swung his ax.

				
					The flower was cut from the stem.

				

				Its red petals strewn.

				The Terror’s head rolled between Jun’s feet, blinking at him. Keema, with labored breath, dropped the hatchet. It clattered onto the wood, next to the body, which was slumped against one of the benches, its severed neck spurting red.

				Keema looked at the now-maskless Jun, and after some mysterious calculation behind his eyes, the former Peacock picked up his father’s head and he held it up into the air so that all of the brigade might see it. And along the coast, the horsemen slowed to a dead stop as they bore witness to their lost brother, who now held their father’s decapitated head in his hands. We did not believe it. We could not believe it. The sons watching in a broken silence as the boat sailed down the river, propelled by the empress’s blessing.

				“I lost,” the First Terror’s head whispered, the man dumbfounded by the first lost battle in his life. He would have time yet to ruminate on such a failure, in private, once Jun opened the lid of an empty rice jar and placed the stunned head inside, covering it up with the lid, unable to stomach the sight of him. As for the body, together they lifted up the arms and the legs and let the corpse drop into the water to feed the many hungry fish that lived amongst the twisting weeds.

				“There’s blood on my beak,” the tortoise muttered.

				They could no longer see the brigade. There was now only the network of rivers ahead of them that was named, appropriately, the Thousand. Jun fitted his mask back on before he could face Keema again. And there the day did end, with the two warriors staring at each other with a wary and distrustful gaze once more while somewhere, in the dark space between this world and the Sleeping Sea, She wept, in both grief and joy, for the end of Her son, the First of the Terrors.
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				The father leaves the stage.

			

			It was sudden, such things always are, though you knew it was coming—ever since your lola passed, he was not the same. He rarely smiled. He spent most of his days not at work but at home, listening to the radio. Listening to the advertisements for the war effort and who can help and how. At dinner he rarely talked about the merchant’s game. Instead he would talk about the front. He would talk about glory. He would talk about being a part of something bigger than himself.

			And then, like that, he became a part of something bigger than himself. He joined the war. He left at night, without telling anyone; a coward’s exit that you witnessed only by chance, awake as you were by the window, watching one of the neighborhood cats leap up the balconies—that was when you saw your father, walking away from the house, with a bag packed for his one-way trip. He stopped in the middle of the road and turned to look at your house, in remembrance, in farewell, and the two of you made eye contact. He made no expression, none that you could see at least, but he did open his mouth, to say what, perhaps even he did not know, for he merely closed it again without saying a word. And then he was gone, swallowed by the shadows of the alley, the sound of his heavy footstep on cobbled road the last of him that you remember. It seemed then, and even now, as but a dream. Your father was gone in one willful movement, and you heard a small snip, somewhere inside of yourself, which was the sound of your life untethered from this earth.

			Fathers leave in all sorts of ways. Some of them leave in the dark. Some leave only in their heads, while their bodies remain, staring at the world around them forever distantly. Others fade out over time, like an old photo rubbed raw.

			Many, gone in an instant.

			If there is anything you understand about the Red Peacocks, truly understand, it is the quality of their silence in the moments that followed their father’s beheading. You understand what it means for one moment to pass into another and for the world in that quick transition to take on a new blue color and weightlessness.

			
				Yes, you know this quiet.

			

			The sons of the First Terror stood at the edge of the water, unable to comprehend the image of their brother holding up their father’s head. Dumbly they watched the body tossed overboard, sinking like a rock into the dark water. There went the man to whom their lives were in total devoted, the disturbed waters flattening out, the world now a large and nauseating place. One of the Peacocks doubled over and threw up. Others began to shake. The eldest of them began to strip, readying to dive into the water to retrieve the body. I would not allow him to be pecked at by fish. But none of them said anything, just as you had said nothing when your own father had left, for there are moments in this life that speak clearly for themselves.

			On the boat, which slipped into the untrackable maze that was the Thousand Rivers, the empress, witness to the sundering of the second of Her children in so many days, said nothing either, Her tempests kept private in some distant inner realm.

			The First Terror, who to Her would always be the babe named Saam, was in many ways a stranger to Her. After She had birthed him and his brothers, with the promise from the emperor that She would be freed once She had done so, she knew her sons only as vague presences of heat and life on the other side of the Wolf Door. Once, when he was little, of six years of age, Saam snuck out of his room at night, and ventured down into the cavern to see Her. Even then he was powerful enough to dispatch the guard charged with protecting Her door, skewering him with a spear of water before he walked up to the door and placed his hand on the snout of one of the many golden wolves, and She winced, from the depth of Her feeling, as he asked Her if She was there, and if She loved him. He fell asleep curled against the door, and the next day he was discovered by his father, and was brought away to be punished—a punishment severe enough that he never tried to come back down again.

			That was what the empress thought of, as passing river birds bowed their heads, and fish parted from their prow.

			As for Keema and Jun, the revelations that night were still as raw as freshly skinned lemons.

			Words would not do justice to the moment.

			
				So they fought.

			

			The old woman made no effort to stop them this time. They remained little boys to the end. Their foolish battling was rocking the boat, but they would not listen to me, and I had not enough in me to stop them with any grand eruption, still recovering was I from moving that blasted tortoise and destroying those boats. So I let them have their moment. In the impenetrable dark, the near-blind Keema and Jun fought in a desperate way, more vicious than they had the morning before. Blows came from nowhere as they tussled blindly around the tortoise’s girth. It seemed not to notice, or care, when Keema kicked Jun into its hard shell; nor did it pay them any mind as Jun rebounded and tackled Keema between the boat’s wooden benches, his mask slipping free again, his face dug into the crook of Keema’s neck, his breath hot on Keema’s skin as he punched the Daware man’s side as if working out a dent in his partner’s body, while Keema grabbed at the rolled-up fishing net behind his head and shook the webbing loose, then wrapped the net around Jun’s head, ensnaring his face, only for Jun to bite right through it.

			If one were to stop these young men and ask them why they sparred with such violence, they would struggle for an answer. Perhaps, after coming up with nothing, Jun would say that it was his familial duty to protect his father’s honor; that etiquette demanded he combat the young man who felled him. Or Keema, struggling to reply, might finally say that upon discovering Jun’s true identity as a Red Peacock, as a dangerous agent, he had no choice but to make a token effort in taking him down. But the truth of the matter was they fought because Jun was grieving and Keema was terrified and Jun was exhilarated and Keema was joyful and Jun was exhausted and Keema was repulsed.

			They fought because it was the easiest language they spoke.

			But even young bulls have limits to their earthly energies, and soon their breaths ran ragged, and they found themselves standing in the middle of the boat with heads resting on each other’s shoulders, taking unenthusiastic swipes at each other’s bellies while the boat continued on its gentle journey down the river current. As they caught their breath, the sounds of night gradually came alive around them. A family of toads ribbited from tall grass, while a marshland bird craned its neck and sang out a mournful warble. And then, without notice, Jun put his palm against Keema’s chest. The Peacock’s hand remained there for a moment longer than Keema expected it to, on the hot and sweat-damp skin, trapping under its palm the rapid beat of Keema’s heart, before that hand shoved him away without ceremony. Keema, wide-eyed, tripped backward over one of the benches. He fell on his ass. In the mess of netting, he began to laugh.

			I asked the children if they were done.

			Her words shook the last bits of fighting mood from their hearts. Jun put out a hand, Keema got up on his own, and together they lit the lantern at the bow of the boat, cracking the candle afire with some spark stones they found in a small satchel beneath one of the bench boards. The lantern lit the dark riverway and the avenue of tall weeds, allowing them to take stock of their supplies: other than the food and water from the wagon, there was a mud jar filled with dead bait, a rolled-up net, and a replacement hook for the pole lashed to the side of the boat. Jun checked the health of the boat, testing the ties on the pontoons with his foot, bouncing a few times. When the leftmost pontoon bumped up against a sudden turn in the river, he grabbed for the pole, about to push the boat away from the land, but he was beaten to the task by the empress, who, with but a thought, pushed the boat back on its course. I told them that I would steer for the night. Jun attempted to protest, but I allowed no argument. They were in no state to get me to the eastern shore alive. I needed them rested and not stupid from exhaustion. Jun had no choice but to relent; he lashed the pole back to the outer lip of the boat before he sat down opposite Keema on the benches.

			The boat’s lantern, whose incense warded off the more irritating of the bugs that swarmed about, was the brightest object in the Thousand that night. To the predator birds that passed high above, they looked like an orange dagger, cleaving through a black sheet of sheer Induun fabric.

			
				The light was just enough to see each other.

			

			By the delicate glow, Keema saw Jun’s face in full for the first time since the start of their journey. It was an unexpected face. Not because of the peacock tattoo; Keema had already suspected his identity, if not outright then ambiently, like an itch without a name or location, until suddenly there it was. The unexpected quality was more from the delicacy of his features. The small, slightly upturned nose. The tapered chin. The eyes that reminded him of broken porcelain. This delicacy of his offset by certain scars, like the one that split the rightmost part of his bottom lip, and the hook scar on his left eyebrow. A fainter scar that ran down his neck. A chunk of his right ear, the lobe, missing. A body that had seen battle. Keema had difficulty looking away. His mouth was dry. These sensations were strange to him. He was then aware that the blood of this person’s father was still drying on his hand. He stuck his hand into the river’s black water and washed his face, then splashed water on the back of his neck. When he was done, he was disappointed to see that Jun had put his mask back on.

			“Why do you wear it?” he asked.

			Jun’s muffled voice replied, “A peacock amongst its ostentation is mighty, but a peacock alone will be torn apart by those he once hunted.” He was quoting someone, and though he did not tell Keema who, Keema could guess those were his father’s words. “Our journey would be much harder if everyone we encountered knew that I was once a part of their nightmares.” Keema thought this was a fair point. Jun added, somewhat quieter, “And that aside, I no longer wear this tattoo with pride.” He paused. “I would rather it never be seen again.”

			“You will wear this mask for the rest of your life then?”

			Jun looked away.

			“If I must,” he said.

			They readied for bed. Keema nestled between the benches of the boat, rolling up the fishnet into a makeshift pillow. He listened to the night. The breeze breaking through the tall grass avenue. The lapping of the water on old, near-rotted wood as the boat was pulled down the river by Her invisible hand. The small detonations of toads leaping off lily pads. And he found that he was not ready to sleep. Not yet.

			He rolled over and looked through the bench gaps at Jun, who lay at the end of the boat. “When did you get it?” he asked. “That tattoo?”

			He doubted he would get an answer. Not that night, anyway.

			But then he heard Jun shift.

			
				“I was nine.”

			

			Back at shore, the Red Peacocks congregated by the dark river’s edge, on their knees, in supplication. The warriors were silent, penitent, as the eldest amongst them dove into the brackish depths of the river and searched for their father’s body.

			“You get your first feather after your first kill. That’s how it was for all of my…brothers, and so it was for me. The first feather earned you your horse, and your sword.”

			Some of the Peacocks still hoped it was a trick of the eyes. That their father was whole. That the play was only a play and the actor was backstage. That he was waiting for them at the bottom of the water with a game smile, a ready quip.

			“He does it himself, the tattoo. It is only you and him in the room, and he looks at you like you are the strongest warrior he had ever known, and you believe him. You feel safe before he sticks you with the needle. He makes the pain…good.”

			Thirty-three sons standing by their horses beneath the torchlight of the docks remembered; little boys unsure what to do with themselves as they watched the bubbles break the surface of the placid river while their eldest brother’s hands combed the riverbed, the rocks and the silt, searching; his fingers slipping between slick watergrass while fat bubbles of air quit his nostrils and the crooks of his open eyes, until, inside the thickest patch of watergrass, his hand wrapped around a cold ankle.

			“The tattoo was the proudest day of my life. I liked that when people saw it, they knew not to fuck with me. They knew who my father was.”

			The river surface burst. The waterlogged body was brought up like some old treasure of the sea. The thirty-three sons fell on their knees before their father’s corpse.

			“They knew I would do everything in my power to serve his word.”

			It was then that, from far off in the dark, Keema and Jun heard the Peacocks’ collective wail. Jun raised his head at the sound, then thought better of it and lowered his head again. “How foolish I was,” he said, “for believing any of it.”

			Through the gaps in the bottom of the benches Keema could see the small of Jun’s back.

			“Who was your first kill?” he asked.

			This, he did not expect an answer to, and was not put off when Jun, after a moment of quiet, said:

			“Another time, maybe.”

			
				“Why not now?” the voice said.

			

			Keema was for a moment not sure if he had not fallen asleep by accident—that he had not somehow dreamt the muffled voice that came from the rice jar at the tortoise’s side—until he heard Jun say, in a rigid, near-fearful voice, “Do not respond to him.”

			“It was a boy, not much older than he,” the voice in the jar went on. “A thief who had pocketed the ring of some minor lord. Do you remember, Jun, how I gave you my favorite knife? How I showed you where on the boy’s body to slip the blade for the quickest death? Do you remember how the child fell to his knees and begged you for mercy? He called you ‘my lord.’ ‘Please, my lord,’ he said, like a prayer. The fool had no idea what mercy was. He wriggled, didn’t he? He even fought back a little, he got a few good hits too. But I stopped anyone from interfering. I wanted you to earn it. And you did. You pinned him to the ground and you stuck him with a knife, many times, until he—”

			Enough, I said.

			Her Royal Whisper cut short his grim tale, and the head in the jar, still obedient to his mother’s word, said not another word about Jun’s kill, for even in this state, even defeated, he could not help but listen to Her. He had only one thing left to say, and he said it quickly, and quietly, as if to slip a note through a closing door.

			“I do not know what you think you are doing here, Jun, or what you are trying to prove, or to whom. But what I do know is that you earned every single one of those feathers on your face. You are a Peacock to the end.”

			After that, he said nothing more, and Keema, hoping that the night was over, rested himself once more on the rolled-up fishing net in a bid to catch some rest before morning—his mind at the edge of sleep, when he heard amongst the choir of night bugs and birdcall the sniffling from the other end of the boat, and a whisper, Jun’s voice like a croaked prayer, as he said, to the night, to no one, “I am sorry…forgive me…I am sorry.”

			
				DAWN

				
					The Prince of the Honeyed Word breathed out.

				

				Long and low was the sigh of Luubu Ossa, the Second Terror, and full rich with pleasure, for he had learned that his father was dead, and the news, even a day later, had yet to lose its flavor.

				“The guests will be arriving in two turns of the glass, my lord,” his attendant said. “How would you like to spend your time till then?”

				He leaned on the ship’s railing.

				“I think I’d like to paint,” he said softly.

				It was early enough that many of the servants aboard the Cav-Meer were only beginning to wake, the cleaning girls yawning as they carried buckets of water into the guest rooms and the kitchen staff preparing breakfast in quiet diligence, pots bubbling as their knives chopped through stalks and roots with the easy precision of those who had dedicated their lives to the craft. We were the best that the country had to offer. No expense was spared for this momentous day.

				In one of the guest rooms, which was recently redone to the Second Terror’s beguiling specifications, the windows were striped with iron bars, and a series of small holes had been carved out, through which the briny air of the Bowl whistled. One of the cleaning girls, new to the ship, shook her head as she dusted the corners of the room. Made no sense, that room—you could hear everything that was happening outside. I thought: what noble would want to stay in a place like that? Indeed the room was loud with the shouts of ferrymen, the ringing of the bells of changing guard rotations, the slap of the water against the hull of the ship. She asked the older girl what the point of the holes was, only to be shushed, kindly but firmly.

				“No questions,” the older girl whispered, pointing at the pipes along the wall that carried all manner of sound. “Just work.”

				The easel and paints were brought out and propped in his favorite place on deck, underneath a wide sun umbrella. Luubu picked up the horsehair brush and got to work; his subject nothing less than the light and shadow of the Bowl of Heaven. He was a good painter, trained by royal tutors, and was amongst the vanguard exploring realistic depictions of depth in their work. His brushstroke captured the way the dawn light necklaced the rim of the great crater and dripped in long sheets down the crater’s walls. He made sense of the colorful shatter of light that was reflected off the stained-glass windows of the royal pleasure cruises. He understood the geometries that composed the hulking forms of the apartment barges. The bold, multicolored strikes of the Induun family junk ships. The dark smear of the imperial prison fleet. The silver banners of the royal veraschafts. The smoke that rose in long curls from the snuffed-out night-watch braziers. The morning patrol boats that rowed their scheduled routes in small gangs, like flocks of waterfowl, gliding between their behemoth brothers, poling the dark water for contraband.

				His brush suddenly stopped, mid-sweep. He squinted at the horizon. He gestured for his attendant and muttered into his ear.

				“Understood, my lord.”

				The attendant walked down to the lower deck, to the tortoise’s perch, from where he sent a message across the waters of the Bowl to the captain of the seventh apartment barge of the northwest arc. And then, without question, the captain piloted the barge a few degrees starboard side, until, from the deck of the Cav-Meer, Luubu nodded, satisfied with its angle, and how it blended in with the other ships.

				He resumed painting. It was a consuming task. He paid only small mind to the breakfast of fruits and honey and sweet rice cakes laid out beside him on standing trays. Not even the fattened flies that drank the syrup bothered him as he focused on the horsehair brush and the canvas. It was not until his attendant informed him that the Families were arriving that he even considered stopping—he looked over the railing and watched with an imperious expression the procession of boats that had come to dock alongside his own.

				They were all there, disembarking from their finely hewn vessels, with extended family and their porters; the lords of the Five Houses, the Yinns and the Maadas and the Panjet-Waags, and, before them all, the most powerful, and his least favorite, if the way he squeezed his brush in his fist was any evidence.

				
					Induun.

				

				The name gives you a familiar pang. It is a name you’ve heard sporadically throughout your life, the first memory coming ready to mind the cold trail of months that followed your father’s sudden departure. Those were the months you became aware of money, and scarcity, when your uncle convinced one of your older brothers to give him access to the family coffers—to help, always to help—and disappeared not long after with all your coin. Not long after that, the hired help disappeared, the dust accumulated on the shelves, and your little brother sneezed, as it fell to you to dress him in the early morning. Your older brother, ashamed for falling for your uncle’s tricks, took charge of the house’s accounts. He sold off his precious motorbike, along with old family heirlooms, so that you all might have something to eat that week.

				“Proper Induun weave,” you recall him saying in the foyer as he tried to convince the prospective buyer to raise his price—using much the same language as your father once did at the height of his negotiations. “Made from a true loom of the Sisters’ House. Come, feel it in your hands. Tell me that is not worth the extra coin.”

				“This is as much Induun as the cheap foot rugs down in Hawker’s Alley,” the buyer said. You could practically hear him shaking his head. “I won’t pay more than seven fifty for it.”

				“Then you won’t pay anything at all for it,” your brother told him fiercely. “You will leave this house without this priceless carpet, and you will be all the poorer for it.”

				A risky gambit, one that you were sure was not going to pay off, but the buyer finally relented, for even hundreds of years later, the name of Induun still held its weight as that of quality craftsmanship, and your brother knew it.

				Let this clarify Luubu’s irritation as he watched the Induun family board his ship. He was the Second Terror, the ruler of the Bowl, every ship at his ready command, and yet—and yet—he was forced to recognize the fact that he shared that power. He shared it with the Five Families, but most of all with Induun, who owned and operated the massive textile fleets of the Bowl and the trawlers that dredged the crater’s watery depths for the gelatinous worms that produced the high-quality thread the weavers of the fleet used to create their masterpieces. Even the workers were aware of the balances of power. It was to the Second Terror that we put out our hands in worship, but it was to Induun that we put out our hands in service. Luubu’s brush tapped against the railing as he watched the Families board the Cav-Meer. He wondered if he could get away with it—poisoning them all today, in one fell swoop, during breakfast. He sighed and reminded himself to have patience; he had come this far. Once things were settled, maybe; once everyone knew how close he was to holding their leash.

				Later.

				
					For now, the performance.

				

				On the Cav-Meer’s spacious deck, Luubu informed the nobility and the Families that the emperor and the First Terror were delayed, and that they would be enjoying a private celebration later on. “The Smiling Sun, in His infinite generosity, would have us instead enjoy the good company and wonderful performance that was meant for Him.” His voice somber, reverential; a well-practiced mask; though even he would not be able to hide his glee, if he knew that his brother was at that moment a headless chicken.

				The breakfast was laid out in bowls and mats before the many personages in attendance, along with fresh-caught trout and carp, steamed and with bellies slit open, bursting with moist white flesh. Serving boys and girls holding carafes of rice wine and fresh water circulated through the many cousins and siblings, pretending to be unseeing and unhearing founts of food and drink as they filled the cups and wandered through the many strained conversations held that day. We were all playing the game now, attempting to discern who knew what—if anyone had any news of why the palace tortoises yet remained silent. The nobility of the Old Country were scared, but they maintained their facades of decorum and jollity, hiding behind their feigned blushes and laughing not too loudly at rude jokes, while Luubu, who of late did not have much of an appetite, sat quietly on his throne of pillows, where he was served a simple tajeline; his porcelain spoon swirling around the creamy innards in an uninterested way while the important members of the various families approached him, one by one, and made their expected overtures.

				
					“Lord Djove Induun, of the Textile Fleet,”

					the attendant announced.

				

				The de facto head of the Families approached first, as was dictated by court etiquette. The short, unassuming man was dressed in plain garb that day, almost in defiance of the fact that his workers created the most beautiful fabrics in the country. Luubu did not like him for this false display of modesty, and he did not like his expression, which was one of ever having overcome some grave disappointment, and he did not like his wife, whom he considered ugly, with too many teeth—the same for his ward, that tall, ungainly girl who acted as his bodyguard.

				“Welcome aboard the Cav-Meer, my lord,” Luubu said with a forced smile. “How fares the textile trade these days?”

				“What?” Lord Induun said gruffly, cupping his ear.

				The man was hard of hearing since childhood, a result of almost drowning in the Sereven River—no one liked to speak of it, but I know that it was his sister who tried to kill him, I saw it happen as I took in their laundry, I saw his sister push the little boy deep into the river water—the sounds of the world, ever since, coming through to him as if through a thick sheet. A tragic tale with a silver lining, for the injury rendered him impervious to Luubu’s Word—and Luubu, who relied so much on bending others to his will through simple inflection, had to rely on more traditional tactics to get his way with him.

				“I said, ‘How fares the textile trade?’ ”

				“Adequate, my prince,” came the annoyed reply. “A break was in order, my thanks for the invitation to this little get-together you’ve thrown here.”

				The word “little” struck its target. The attendant holding the tajeline grimaced.

				“Think nothing of it,” Luubu said, after a moment.

				But Induun was uninterested in the prince’s hurt feelings. “I was hoping to speak to your father,” he said. “He has been well delayed in signing off on the newest lease agreements between my House and the Throne. A pity He could not make it.”

				“His Smiling Sun lives by a demanding schedule.”

				“One would hazard that guess, by proof of His lack of attendance to the events you hold.” The man offered one of his rare smiles. “A demanding schedule indeed.”

				“Come, my lord, there is no need to fire across the bow. Not today of all days. We are here to celebrate His Smiling Sun, are we not?”

				“A strange sort of celebration, when the guest of honor is not in attendance.”

				“As I said, He was delayed. I know you will see Him before the week is out.”

				“You have always prided yourself on knowing. But this time I can’t help but wonder if you know as much as you believe.”

				His smile, mysterious, and not forthcoming, unnerved Luubu, and in a moment of weakness, he flexed his Word.

				“Go fuck your brother to death.”

				The fan that cooled Luubu’s throne stopped, and the attendants within earshot stared in horror as Lord Induun’s eyes widened. His hand, trembling, coming up to his face, while Luubu sat forward, a hungry smile on his face as he wondered if he had actually done it, if he had broken through—only for Induun’s hand to cup his ear once more.

				“I’m sorry, I didn’t catch that.”

				Luubu sat back against his pillows. He waved his hand as if batting a fly. “I said show in the next one.”

				
					“Lord Erso Maada, of the Fisheries.”

				

				Convinced now that the lord of textiles was up to something, Luubu decided to find out what he could from the other lords; he began with Lord Maada of the Fisheries, ox of a man, famous for his short temper and his penchant for slamming doors off their hinges, for though he was strong of body, he was not strong of mind. He slipped under the sway of Luubu’s Word with little effort, and upon asking him “Is Lord Induun plotting against me?” the man, famous for withstanding a thousand blows at the Battle of Jongo Bridge, crumpled as he said, “Your suspicions are correct. Lord Induun is plotting against you.” But when Luubu asked him in what manner this plotting would take place, the large man frowned, as if fighting with himself, and he shook his head. “I do not know. We agreed that it would be best if only he knew the details of the treason.”

				“We?”

				“He…approached me to join his cause. I have not yet committed. But even if I had, he would have told me nothing.”

				“Because he is resistant to my influence, and you are not.”

				“Yes, my prince.”

				Luubu took this in. “He aims to kill me.”

				“Yes, my prince.”

				“And I take it all the heads of the Families are together on this. You and Yinn and the Panjet-Waags.”

				Sweat poured down the ox’s face.

				“We are, my prince.”

				He took this news in, in grim silence, and told Lord Maada to forget this conversation—which Maada did, the words he and the prince had shared curling up and dying off the vine of his mind before he had even reached his seat cushion, forgetting he had just betrayed the confidence of his fellows.

				
					“Lord Albra Yinn, of the Terrace Lands.”

				

				Luubu confirmed what he had learned with the jelly-spined Lord Yinn, who would not have even needed the provocation of his Word to give up all his secrets—though he had few that were of any use to him. For his own entertainment he told Yinn, “Rub your nipple,” which the lord of rice did with abandon as he spoke. “Induun spoke to all of us after it became known that the emperor was planning to leave the country. He told us that he would take care of everything. That if we followed his word, then by the end of His Holy Pilgrimage it would be the Families who wielded control of this country.”

				“What do you know of the commotion in the palace?”

				“But rumor,” the lord answered as his finger attacked his nipple beneath his robe. “A skirmish. Deep within the palace. Frightful bloody business, they say.”

				“Do any of you know that the emperor is dead?”

				Lord Yinn nodded, with a groan. “We all do.”

				
					“Lady Suso Panjet, of the Tea Estates, and Lord Kasma Waag, of the Quarries.”

				

				Lord Waag, already drunk off the rice wine, had little to offer Luubu other than the fact that Induun had been plotting his coup for many months; but his wife, Lady Panjet, had something of more substance to add. She chuckled from behind her sleeve as if she were a blushing maiden many years her junior and said, demurely, that her world was small, decidedly so, for she was concerned with only the growth of her precious leaves. “I have no time for such politicking. It seemed only best to leave those matters to Lord Induun.”

				Luubu sighed. “So you know nothing of Induun’s plan to assassinate me.”

				Her voice lost a step. “That is not quite true.”

				He finally deigned to look at her. “What do you know?”

				“I know that it will happen today.”

				He almost coughed on his drink.

				“Today?”

				“A supposition on my part,” she said. “Induun has not told me the truth of the matter, wisely, for now I cannot tell you the truth of the matter, can I? No matter how you pressed me for information.” She seemed reluctant to add that last part.

				“Then what leads you to believe that my assassination will happen today?”

				“The release of the schedule of His Holy Pilgrimage,” she answered. “I knew for some time that on the Second Day we would be gathered on the Cav-Meer for the day’s celebrations. All of us lords and ladies. And you. It seemed the ripest time to strike.”

				Something was off about this description—an illogic. “But until recently,” Luubu said, his brow knit, “you would have assumed the emperor would be in attendance. Were you planning on striking Him down, too, at the same time? Striking me alone I can almost fathom, but striking my father at the same time…You would’ve been slaughtered.”

				This mere thought made Lady Panjet sweat. “Again,” she said, “I know not of Induun’s plans. But it was clear to me—and I suspect to Induun—from the start that the emperor would not be here.”

				Luubu narrowed his eyes. “How was this clear to you?”

				She looked at him innocently. “Because His Smiling Sun never comes to your parties.”

				
					A bell chimed.

				

				It was time. The nobility took their seats beneath the line of sun umbrellas while on the other side of the deck the dancers prepared behind the folding screen. We held one another’s hands and felt each other’s fear. We pretended it was a game, just like we used to do under the kolba tree, with Haas and Djina—a performance like any other. Two women and one man, dressed alike in fine, silk-shimmer robes, emerged one by one from behind the screen while Luubu simmered on his pillows, still bruised from Lady Panjet’s casual blow—even telling her to shit herself had provided little comfort, no matter how humorous he found her waddle as she left his company. Scowling, he at first gave only cursory attention to the performers, but they were of such high skill he could not help but be pulled into their dance.

				The prince was smiling—we were doing well! Each move connected into the next with grace, bringing to mind the image of a carp leaping out from one body of water to the next. Who was the carp and who was the water changed throughout the dance. Sometimes it was the man who was skipping through water, sometimes he was the water, sometimes the women were the sun and sometimes they were the currents pushing against the carp’s struggle. Our fears dropping away the further in we went, for this was what we loved most. The dance terminating in a violent and triumphant burst that brought the gentry to their feet, with Luubu clapping along, which made the performers beam with pleasure. He got up and met them on this impromptu stage while an attendant followed him with a paper umbrella.

				“A worthy dance for the Fisher’s Day this Holy Week,” he said. “The three of you should be quite proud of yourselves.”

				We bowed and we told him that we were very proud.

				“Yes,” he said. “I am sure that the emperor will be eager to see it for Himself one day, when I tell Him of it.”

				He had heard they had to pull his father’s teeth from out of the wall of the cavern of the Wolf Door. He remembered this now, to cheer himself up.

				“Triplet dancers,” he said, looking at the three beautiful young people before him. “Quite the thing. Looking at you now, I cannot help but think that your parents must be god and goddess indeed. Please, go ahead, you may speak.”

				One of the women bowed. “In our humble opinion, my lord, they were, but we thank you for saying so nonetheless. It is an unbounded generosity.”

				He wasn’t listening. “Though surely you did not come out all at the same time. One of you is the oldest, one’s the youngest. One is the…middle.”

				It was a strange observation, and it made them and the crowd laugh nervously to hear it, though it was not intended as a joke. They told him that yes, she was born first, she second, and he third, he being the “youngest” of the three of them. “But only by brief moments. We do not recognize such divisions.” They glanced at one another with reflexive fondness. “We are one in cause.”

				“Except when deciding who will do laundry,” ventured the man.

				The gentry laughed appropriately.

				“I wonder,” Luubu said, his voice trailing off into the clapping waters. A bird squawked from high above, its shadow flashing across the deck. “I’m envious, I suppose. I have always had some difficulty negotiating a relationship with my own brothers. Even my parents.” The audience shifted in their seats, the dancers averting their gaze to the polished deck floor. It was as if he had disrobed in front of them. No one was sure what to do with this sudden admission from a royal prince. “Being in the middle,” he continued, unbothered by the change in mood, “it is easy to be looked over, is it not? Forgotten. It is never intentional, I understand that. It is just the way the eye and mind work. We look at the beginning”—he gestured at the eldest of the triplets—“and the end”—the youngest of them—“but never the middle,” he finished, with his eyes settling on hers, and I had to stop myself from taking a step back, from recoiling from that silver gaze.

				“Could you dance for me again?” he asked.

				The triplets glanced at one another, wondering what we had done wrong, for we were certain that we had not made one mistake in our performance.

				“It would be our pleasure,” the eldest said.

				“But just her,” he said, looking at the middle child. “Today we give the stage to the unseen and the passed-over. Today we celebrate the shadow.”

				He gestured for the music to start up again and for the dancer to take her place, and when he returned to his pillows he did not recline; he did not touch his bowl of fruit; he sat up in full attention as the “middle child” emerged from behind the folding screen, this time alone. If there was any doubt as to her talents based on what time she was born in comparison to her siblings, those doubts were soon erased, for she somehow took up all three parts in herself, switching ably between them so that there was never any confusion in the narrative, none of the grace lost in the translation from three to one. We were so proud of her that day. If there were any mistakes, any trips or slips, they were inevitable; snags that anyone would encounter performing solo such a complicated move set, the mistakes thus easily forgiven in the face of all of her immense skill. The applause was full-throated. Even her siblings were caught up in the display, and clapped with the rest of the crowd, no one clapping harder than Luubu himself, who was at the brink of tears. “Brilliant! Brilliant!” The woman breathed deep, flush and pleased by the reception. “Again!” Luubu shouted joyfully. “Do it again!”

				This instilled some pause in the dancer, who was wiping sweat with a towel handed by one of the attendants. She looked to her siblings, but they could do nothing for her. The gentry, too, were not pleased to have to watch the same performance again, but all Luubu had to do was stand before them, and say, “This is exactly what you want,” and they all found themselves nodding until they believed the notion was their own. Djove Induun, who did not nod, sat in calm observance, occasionally leaning over to whisper something in his wife’s ear, or to give an order to his ward, his attentions never entirely leaving the Second Terror, who returned to his pillows once more and gestured for the music to reset. The middle child returned to the folding screen. The fisher’s dance was performed a third time. If anything, it was even better than the last, now that the dancer had an idea of what it meant to perform alone. She pressed herself into the floor at the end, her skin glistening with sweat as the morning sun marched ever upward and brought with it the heat of the day. “Phenomenal!” Luubu cried, leaping to his feet. “Again! Again!” He gestured to the gentry, and he said, “You all want to see it again! Let her know how much!”

				The words seemed to transform them.

				“Please! Again!” a distant nephew of Lord Yinn cried. “I must see it again!” The gentry were on their knees begging for the dancer to dance. His words had infected us. We would’ve done anything he told us to do. We would’ve barked like dogs. They begged and they demanded, and so, with quavering voice, she said, “If it pleases you all,” and she went back to the folding screen, a slight trembling to her legs. Behind the screen we held our sister, we asked her what we could do, but she shook her head. She said she could do it.

				The fourth time, it was clear she was getting tired; the dance was a long and difficult one. Some of the arcs she made with her hands, and the waves with her back, were less refined, choked by a growing exhaustion, her mouth parched from the hot sun, which now flooded the Bowl of Heaven with its searing light. I could scarcely breathe. Her siblings, standing to the side, were petrified for her. “Again.” After the fifth dance, “Again,” and the sixth, “Again,” the eldest approached the throne of pillows with her head lowered in respect, and suggested that maybe her sister was getting a bit tired, and if it pleased her lord, she could return in a few days, tomorrow even, and dance for him in private then. “But tomorrow isn’t today,” he said, as if she were a lovely idiot, “and today I am in the mood to see her dance. I am a flawed creature, you know. My moods are capricious, my desires even more so. I have a hard time knowing what it is I want from moment to moment!” It was something he had been told by an old friend, before they had tried to kill him. He chuckled, and she mirrored his chuckling without confidence. “So I would much prefer to hold on to this moment while I can.”

				“It is only—the body can only withstand so much.”

				“I’m sure she’s practiced the routine more times in one day than she has for me here. But I hear your worries. This is quite a different situation than a shaded practice room. It might be she just needs a boost in her confidence. From you, perhaps.” He looked at her fully in the eyes, her wideness soon matching his, as he said, “You think that she can dance for a longer while yet.”

				Her face changed upon hearing the words. Relaxed. Filled with utter belief. It was like hearing wisdom for the first time in my life. A cool water on the mind. “Yes. I think…yes, I am sure she can dance for a longer while yet.”

				“You will tell her that as the eldest, it is your duty to encourage her to keep dancing.”

				“What else is an older sister for, my lord?”

				“Go on then. Let her know how you feel.”

				The crowd gathered on the deck that day watched as the older sister met with the younger and made her inspirational speech. Confused, hurt, the younger sister returned to the folding screen to prepare once more, while behind her, her beloved sibling smiled as wide as a lantern.

				Dances eight, nine, and ten were expert, but there was a sense that the movements were descending into flails and spastic motions. The Terror said that it was just a matter of a lull. She would find herself in time. There were no breaks between the routines. No water. The attendant bowed to his ear-level and whispered, “My lord, I wonder if she is a bit tired now.”

				My feet were bleeding.

				“My lord, perhaps a break is in order?”

				I was painting the floor in red streaks.

				“I think not,” Luubu said to the insistent attendant. “And no more suggestions, or I will make you eat your own cock. I’ll make you enjoy it too.”

				The attendant shrunk away.

				The performance lasted another hour—enough time that even Luubu was beginning to get bored, though he could not admit it to the others, as this was all his idea. He was thankful when it ended rather abruptly, after a poorly timed fall snapped the dancer’s shin bone. I heard the loud pop before I felt it—and then I was on the floor, screaming. She vomited from the pain and the heat, some of the nobles looking away or recoiling, a few even laughing, as she was dragged away, weeping, by her distraught siblings.

				“Is that the best your fishermen have to offer, Lord Maada?” Luubu called out from his throne. The deck shook with raucous laughter, and the ox of a man, his face flush, stood up, walked across the bloody footprints on the floor, and bowed to the Second Terror. “I apologize on the dancer’s behalf for that shameful display.”

				“Do you now?” Luubu stared at him from his pillows. With his Word, he commanded Maada, “Say what you want to say.”

				Maada’s thick neck strained, like he was choking on his words.

				“Let it out,” Luubu said with a light smile. “Don’t hold back.”

				“I—I think you are—a—d-d-demon.”

				The words caught the breath of every person in attendance. Maada’s wife, Zuza, stoic even when her child died of the Cough in her arms, now bit her lip and put a hand to her chest, certain that this was her husband’s end.

				“I am not a demon,” Luubu corrected, feigning hurt. “I am a god. Which makes your words blasphemous. You do know what the punishment for blasphemy is?”

				We knew. We knew where the flayed men writhed.

				We knew of Joyrock.

				“Please, my lord!” Zuza shouted. “He is a stupid man, not worth your eye. Have mercy!”

				Without looking at her, Luubu smirked. “A stupid man, she says. Such a stirring defense from your banshee.” He enjoyed looking down at the groveling Maada, and indulged in this feeling for a little while longer before he then lifted his hand. “Oh, get up. Like I care what you actually think. Go. Back to your seat. You and your skin.”

				The large man grunted to his feet while Luubu congratulated himself for this display of restraint, rewarding himself with more tajeline cream, his hunger sudden and ravenous. He was so busy with his fruit that he did not notice when the red-eyed, humiliated Maada had given Djove Induun a quick glance on his way back to his cushion. It was a glance that spoke volumes to those it involved, for it was, in part, a giving-in. A concession.

				An agreement.

				Lord Induun lifted his chin in acknowledgment of this glance, and Maada lowered himself beside his wife. She handed him a cup of tea and did nothing more, for she knew from bitter experience not to touch her husband when his pride had just been wounded. There were days when I could not love him at all.

				The mood soured after that. The people drank their tea and for the most part kept silent as the river singers were brought out to present the village storm songs, all of which were written for the emperor, whose absence became more apparent the longer the morning wore on. It was to everyone’s relief when the river singers were led away and Luubu suggested a break, having organized a visit to one of the nearby pleasure barges. Upon a tortoise communication, the Cav-Meer and the vast Sudak Koyo pleasure barge intercepted each other, and a bridge was formed so that the Families could cross back and forth at their leisure. “Will you not be joining us?” Lord Induun asked Luubu at the gangway, noticing that the prince was staying behind.

				“Apologies, my lord,” the Second Terror said. “Royal business calls.”

				“Off to the prison fleet again to see her?”

				The words, as intended, flicked at Luubu’s nerve. He frowned. He did not deign to answer. “Enjoy the barge,” he said, walking away. “Enjoy the games up to the last of your coin.”

				“I will,” Djove said.

				He was a man of his word. He went in and he played the dice, and he smiled graciously when his numbers came up short. He enjoyed it all—but not before he nodded at his ward and the tall girl, unobserved, flipped a red teacup on a table by a certain window, and left it there, on its head.

				Luubu’s private ferry departed from the Cav-Meer’s hold shortly after all the nobility had boarded the barge, oblivious to the chain of signals the inverted red teacup had precipitated.

				His ferryman knew where to take him without needing to be told, and the prince’s private boat pushed off, threading between the wide berths of the Cav-Meer and the Sudak Koyo before it headed toward the northeastern quarter of the crater, where the low shapes of the prison fleet waited like crocodiles.

				Luubu gazed up at the sun that rose above the rim of the Bowl—a breath escaping his lips at the beauty of the heavenly gilding. His finger twitched, yearning for a brush. He sighed.

				If only he could capture this too.

				
					From far off, a spyglass glinted.

				

				The glass flashed in the dawnlight from the fifth deck of a distant apartment barge—impossible to distinguish from any other reflective surface that bright morning. The young girl holding the spyglass watched Luubu’s private ferry disappear and reappear from behind various masts and passing hulls. We were waiting for the convergence. The movements of the Bowl were such that every thirty minutes there were alignments. Clear sights down an avenue of vessels. Luubu’s vessel was soon to pass through such a convergence. “No deviation,” the girl said.

				The man beside her nocked his arrow. When I was five I shot a man in the eye from across two fields—only reasonable that I had taken Induun’s notice. His arrow, the head of which was carved from moonrock and jaxite, strained against the V of the string, eager to fly. The arrow was worth more than my parents’ earnings; I did not intend to waste it. The weapon was trained on the ballista boat that sailed across the emerald waters, on the prince who stood at its railing in observance of the dawn. I had been working for this moment my entire life, and there it was.

				Redemption.

				“No ships are crossing,” the girl said. She studied the sails. “The wind is easterly, but only just so.”

				The man smiled as a bead of sweat rolled down his cheek.

				There was no stopping now.

				The string, tensed to its limit, begged for mercy.

				The girl with the spyglass was holding her breath. “Wind is east-northeast,” she said. “Whenever you’re ready.”

				I was ready.

				His fingers released the string.

				
					The arrow lanced across the water.

				

				As Djove Induun and the other lords and ladies played dice and watched theater aboard the Sudak Koyo, the private ferryman heard a sound. A peculiar noise, like a humph, followed by a wet snort. There was but one rule to follow, and that was don’t look at him unless he told you to look. But the ferryman broke protocol. He looked back. He had to. His reward a vision of horror.

				He looked upon the sight of the Second Terror, heaving at the floor; an arrow stuck in his throat.

				“H-Help m-me,” he said, through sucked breath.

			

			
				MORNING

				
					Change was coming.

				

				It came upon a ripple from the north that danced across the fingertips of the waterweeds. If Keema and Jun had been awake, they perhaps would have felt the disturbance in the wind, that subtle flex and shift that, like it had the first night upon the death of the emperor, exclaimed some great change in the country. If the empress were not deep within Herself, living off the sustenance of old memories as She had learned to do in Her isolation behind the Wolf Door, perhaps She would have taken notice of it as well—perhaps would even have been able to taste Her child’s blood in the air. But She was absent. Not even the head in the jar was keen to the ripple, trapped as he was in the replaying of last night’s battle; the shame of the loss; the sharp bite of the ax on the back of his neck; his wondering of why his favorite son had betrayed him.

				So it was that, in the deep morning of the Second Day, only our tortoise was present to the moment—the Defect of Heat Bed Three, perched on the boat like a rock on a child’s hand, blinking as the world around it shivered. Prone to all manner of aches and pains and psychic false-positives, the creature lifted its head skeptically, more annoyed than curious as it looked north, in the direction of this “flick.” Unable to see past the tall grass, or through the glare of the midmorning sun—its eyes still unadjusted to such pure, unfiltered light—it paid no further mind to the strange sensation, supposing the flick was another symptom of its deficiencies, or perhaps some errant signal from the Burn. With a slight grumble, it lowered its head and resumed its numbering of the many delights this avenue of water had to offer, for there were few things that tortoises liked more than counting. Eight bulbous toads, twenty-three scurrying fish, six spiderwebs glinting in the dew light, and—the Defect snapped at the air and swallowed—one fat-bellied fly.

				It purred, deeply enjoying the sensuous world of the Thousand Rivers that enveloped the boat. Thirty-three cicadas trembled on thick stalks. The dark river water skipped with nine leaping frogs. Two minutes of gentle breeze kissed the tortoise’s open wounds, the cracks in its chitinous shell, the ooze, and provided it a relief like none other. It snapped the air again; swallowed a second fly.

				Yes. For the first time in its brief life, there was hope.

				
					I watched the Defect from my half-wake.

				

				The empress, only just reemerged from Her submersion, observed the awkward, heaving movements of the Defect; listened to its labored breath with annoyance, and pity. How far the tortoises had fallen. In a reflective mood, I asked the creature if it knew who I was.

				The tortoise lifted its head at Her Whisper, though it had not the flexibility to look over its own shell to see Her.

				“Yes,” it giggled softly. “This one knows.”

				Who was I then?

				“You are the Moon that fell on our mother’s back.”

				
					You laugh.

				

				The fall was always the funniest part of the tale. To this day you aren’t sure if your lola made that part up to make you laugh or if it happened like she said it did, in that absurd way that life and myth often work out; an absurdity that made the tale so easy to recite to your little brother, long after she was gone, and you two were waiting in the ration line—he stopped crying once you got to the good part.

				You told him how once the Moon came unstitched from the sky and all the people watched in horror as it hurtled toward land. Your fist mimed the moonfall’s trajectory, your mouth playing out the rumble of its atmospheric entry, the other poor bastards in line glancing at you, annoyed by the sounds you were making, but you didn’t care, you were desperate to entertain this kid. Your little brother’s big eyes watched your fist fall toward the open palm of your other hand. You told him that for two days the people watched the Moon grow bigger and bigger, so hopeless they had even stopped begging to the gods and spirits of the world for mercy. Some made their peace with one another; others fought, not knowing what else to do. The sky burned red. The clouds broke apart like ripped fabric. It was all going to soon end.

				Those were not your words but hers, and you were surprised by how little you had forgotten of your lola’s telling. Your little brother sniffed and wiped his eyes and asked what happened next.

				Of all the possible saviors, you told him, it was the most unlikely that deflected the apocalypse: a tortoise. Your little brother made a face, which made you only insist that it all was true—that the creature was as big as a house, with a shell as hard as iron, and that day, when everyone else had given up, it was the tortoise alone who made the slow march across the field that lay in the moonfall’s path. Hundreds of years old and slower than a tugboat, but it made it.

				The ration line came to you, the tale on pause as you pulled the frayed tickets out of your pocket and handed them to the woman behind the counter, who recognized you, your family. She asked you about the brother who ran away from the draft. She said she was still waiting for him to take her to dinner. Walking back to the house with more parcels of food than you were expecting, weaving through the gangs of soldiers clustered around town, your little brother asked you how a tortoise saved the world.

				You remembered asking your lola the same question, with the same level of disbelief. You told him, as confidently as you could manage—trying not to laugh because you could see that he was more invested than you thought he’d be—that the tortoise’s shell, famous amongst its clan for its impenetrability, absorbed the brunt of the moonfall’s impact. But it didn’t save everything. There was an explosion that forever marked the world, resulting in a bowl in the earth, and many rivers that ran fractal from it, the country scattered with moonrock.

				The limits of your storytelling ability were proven that day when your little brother asked what became of the tortoise after the impact, and all you could remember was the smell of your lola’s tobacco smoke. Stuttering for a conclusion, you told him that the tortoise was hailed a hero of the land and lived the rest of its days being fed grapes on a lavish pillow, which did well enough to satisfy him; happy endings often do in a pinch. But he wanted more detail, asked more questions, until mercy was finally granted when the other kids called him to play with them in the alley and he left your side without any further inquiry—though you knew as well as anyone that was not the true end to the tale.

				
					I asked the Defect if it knew the rest.

				

				The creature lifted its head high into the air—an exaltation—and answered the empress in the affirmative. “When our mother caught you on her shell,” it said, “you asked her what boon she would have of you, and she told you that she missed her children, and would like to be able to speak to them whenever she pleased, and for her children, in turn, to be able to speak to one another. And so you granted her wish…. So yes, this one knows you very well,” the tortoise said, “for you are the Moon who cursed us with this gift.”

				The body of the empress, that frail old form at the head of the boat, remained shut to the world, the eyes still closed, the legs still locked in their meditative cross. To look at the body offered no hint as to the regret that the old woman felt at that moment. But I needed the creature to understand that I gave that gift out of gratitude. That it was not a curse but a blessing.

				“This one does not need reminding on that account,” it said with acid to the old woman. “This one does not need to be told how to see the world.”

				I may have had regrets, but I still had my pride, and I would not be spoken to by some whelp in such an obstinate manner, so I told the creature that it would do well to remember its place. I told it that this brief freedom it had found on this boat would not last; that it would be unhappy again in short order once the novelty of that freedom had faded.

				“You are a bitter old thing,” the Defect said. And then it entertained Her not a moment further, choosing instead to ruminate some more on the nature of beauty and the joy of counting the blades of grass, and fish. But the empress was successful in reminding the creature that this was all fleeting.

				It did its best impression of a sigh.

				When the Defect was first born from the inverted womb in the Shrike Room beside the heat beds, it received, all at once, like a waterfall, the memories of all the tortoises that had come before it, and all that now yet lived. The first few weeks of life were akin to the storms of the abyss as it learned to parse the assault of imagery and sound and sense, to understand the context it had been given and its place in the world. But with enough time it was able to attain an awareness of what it meant to be a tortoise, for all the memories it had been given were those of pain and humiliation, of themselves and of others—and yet there were precious few memories of joy.

				The cicadas rattled.

				The frogs skipped.

				“This is a beautiful morning,” it said.

				The creature pocketed the memory. The quiet river and the rolling clouds and the tall yellow grass. It pocketed the sweet smell and the light snoring of the small humans who flanked its shell. It pocketed the fiery sun and the green-gray water and the sound of directionless birdsong. Turned it into a memory worth keeping. And it promised itself that one day, when it was safe to, it would share with its brethren this memory of a beautiful morning; without chains, or hungry heart.

				I told the creature that it was correct in this respect.

				It was, indeed, a beautiful morning.

				The Defect sniffed, satisfied.

				
					A turn came in the lazy river.

				

				There were objects up ahead that the tortoise did not recognize, for there were few tortoises that lay claim to the rivers or its people, and there was much they did not know about Lord Maada’s domain and the nature of fishing. It did not understand the function of the objects that hung off the ends of the long bamboo poles like dewdrops off grass tips; why the mesh nets the bamboo held aloft were filled with graveled moonrock.

				
					It did not know they were traps.

				

				You suspended the bag of tea over your little brother’s cup, just as your lola had once done. You slowly lowered the bag till it was enveloped by the steam of the liquid, and you let the bag dangle just above the water. You told him how the Moon and the Water were once lovers; how the Water grieved when the Moon quit Her heavenly perch and fell to the earth, no longer able to capture Her radiance in its reflective embrace. You told him that after the moonfall, the fishermen of the Old Country discovered that water would react when it got near moonrock. When held suspended just above the surface, just out of reach of the water, the water would shriek.

				“How?” asked the perpetually curious boy, as he lowered his head to better see the hair’s distance between the teabag and the water.

				You told him that everything can shriek, or laugh, or weep—that there was more to this world than what human eyes could see, and ears could hear. It just so happened that when the water shrieked, a strange effect occurred in the world. The threads along which the Rhythm pulsed would become knotted. The spirits in the trees and the grass would flee. And the animals caught in the troubled waters would be stunned. Such as the fish.

				You dropped the bag into the cup. He giggled as it splashed. The trap stopped working once it was no longer suspended over water. The trick was finding the right weight, the right distance. The fishermen were good at that.

				“What does the water’s shriek sound like?” he asked.

				
					The theater is quiet.

				

				This moonlit body touches its ear, telling you to listen, and now all of you are listening for it—there, the water calling for Her.

				Like a boy trapped in a high tower.

				
					The empress winced.

				

				The traps stretched on for the entirety of this river, a nuisance in the tortoise’s ear, like a swarm of gnats, but to Her, it was all unfathomably painful. I could not bear it, not again—that knife, twisting, twisting. Like a chest slamming shut She collapsed into Herself, just like She did those many years ago, when Her son trapped Her behind the Wolf Door, Her power disrupted, and the boat, untethered from Her control, drifting sideways, spinning gently until it bumped against the side of the curling river, the bump jolting enough to startle the two young men awake.

				
					Keema leapt to his feet.

				

				The first thing he did whenever he was startled awake was to grab the nearest weapon at hand, which is why he held Araya’s spear in a tight-knuckled grip, awake in an instant, his eyes darting around, taking in the riverway. He asked the Defect what the trouble was, but the tortoise, who had no context for where they were, did little to assuage him: “This one is worried. This one does not know why we stopped.”

				Jun got up a bit slower, his mask half-off as he rubbed his tired eyes. When he saw what had happened he told the tortoise that it was fine; Keema lowered his spear as Jun pushed the boat from the river’s edge with a pole. “They’re traps for the fish,” he said. “Like the bowls people use when they camp, or the nets you’d see outside the richer villages along the Road Above. Do you hear the sound of it?”

				“This one does,” the Defect confirmed. “Like a howling from far away.”

				“Humans can’t,” Jun said. “But animals can, and the spirits, Wherever They Dwell.” He gestured to the other end of the boat, where the empress sat. “Unfortunately these netted traps have the funny side effect of making Her all…” He made a flittery finger gesture near his head, lacking the words. “She’ll be gone till we get off this stretch of river, away from this noise. Come, Daware man, help me push.”

				Keema retrieved the other pole and the two of them worked the boat down the stretch of river, weaving between the rock-net pendulums that hung in their way.

				“It’s strange,” Jun said. “All these nets are out, but no one attends them.”

				“Where do you think the fishermen are?” Keema asked.

				Gone, we were gone.

				Jun shook his head. “I don’t know.”

				It came from nowhere.

				They poled down the river for a while longer, Keema’s muscles sore, begging him for rest. He pushed through the pain, not wishing to be outdone by his partner. He looked ahead of the prow. The river seemed endless with the traps, the poles evenly dispersed along the water’s curling length, a new one every few meters, all of them as unattended as the last. “How did you sleep?” Keema asked, straining a bit as he pushed against the riverbed.

				“Well enough, considering,” Jun said, grunting. “You?”

				“Dreamt I was at the beach.”

				“Sounds nice.”

				“I’ve never been to the beach,” he said. “Never seen the ocean. Just heard of it. But there it was in my dream. Like I’d always known what it was like to be there. And in the sky I saw—”

				Jun stopped rowing. “Do you smell that?”

				“Yeah,” Keema said. His nose crinkled. He lowered the pole and held the spear aloft again. “I smell it.”

				It smelled like iron.

				
					We never saw it coming.

				

				In the distance, where the river straightened out, they saw the dark edges of a dock sticking out from shore. We were supposed to be protected. We were owned by Maada Fisheries. They were supposed to protect us. Boats were lashed to the dock, but all the boats were empty. Some of them, unmoored, drifted out with the current. “It’s not right,” Keema whispered. It wasn’t right, what happened wasn’t right. Maada failed us. The closer they rowed to the dock, the more potent the smell of iron became, until it was like a sick film on their tongue. Jun retched from behind his mask. Keema took the smell in stride, though he tried not to breathe through his nose, reminded of a few unpleasant memories he preferred to keep back of mind, of corpses he had known. The empress could not help them here. The sound disordered the world; I could no longer direct; I was gone in a hole in myself. The closer they got, the stranger the scene became, the dock slick and wet, dripping, but what it dripped with was not water.

				“This one is not at peace,” the tortoise muttered, and Keema saw why.

				It was blood. Everything was painted in blood. It killed us all. As if someone had taken great big bucketfuls of blood and doused the dock boards with it, and the boats, and the walls of the homes that made up this small and now silent village. It came through the windows. It broke through the doors. An arm hung off the side of the dock. When their rightmost pontoon bumped into the dock strut by accident, the arm slipped off the edge and gulped into the water.

				Jun opened his mask and vomited overboard. He sprawled over the edge of the boat, spitting into the water, dry-heaving. His body no longer able to handle the smell of blood he once thrived on.

				Keema, trying to keep himself steady, asked Jun if he could rise. Without answering, Jun struggled to his feet, using the pole as leverage. “I need to—I need to get out of here,” he croaked.

				“I wasn’t looking to stay much longer anyway,” Keema said.

				Together they poled the boat past the docks, with Keema putting in most of the effort, as Jun had difficulty breathing, much less boating. Keema kicked the villagers’ boats that floated dead in the water out of the way, and when one of their pontoons got snagged in a trawling net, he had to reach in the water and work the pontoon free with his hand and his teeth, doing his best to ignore the chewed-off foot snagged in the net and the snake of intestines that drifted past his shoulder. Red liquid drizzled off of him as he rolled back onto his feet and picked up his pole again. Shallow-breathed, Jun watched the Daware man work with a quiet admiration, as he alone carried them down the river until the smell of iron dissipated, along with the taste of bile. The water they rowed through soon clearing up, becoming translucent silver and gold, and no longer that swirling wine-dark murk.

				Keema glanced back once or twice more at the fishers’ village as they rounded the river bend, and he wondered what had happened back there. He worried that they had not yet escaped whatever it was that did it.

				That monster. It held my child in its teeth as it smiled.

				“Oh gods,” Jun croaked. “It’s—I can still feel it on me. My tongue.”

				“We’re almost out,” Keema said. “Keep poling.”

				“Right,” Jun said, as if he had forgotten. “Keep poling.”

				They were now a half length’s way down the new river. Above them, fat white clouds sat on a blue-carpet sky. Glass-winged cicadas flitted between the branches of low-hanging trees. The day was hot, and it was calm. Aside from the nervous and persistent giggle of the tortoise, the world offered no suggestion that a massacre had only recently taken place. Keema focused on his poling, to steady his own frantic heart, and at a certain distance he began to believe that they were out of immediate danger. He told Jun as much, and they allowed themselves to pole a bit slower, though Jun did not stop muttering this new mantra of his.

				“Keep poling. Keep poling.”

				Slowly their nerves came back down.

				
					What had happened back there?

				

				They shared their theories. Marauders, drugged-out and out of control. Family Men, sent by Lord Maada, or Silver Monkeys, sent by Luubu, as a show of force, for blasphemy. Maybe the villagers killed one another. Keema suggested that one, though he admitted it was unlikely. Deeper into the Thousand they went, wondering aloud—for they were afraid of silence—about what was capable of such carnage. Some demon, from deep within this nest of rivers. A thing that did not understand the destruction it wrought. A thing that lived only to eat.

				Maybe, Jun had said.

				
					Maybe.

				

				They had entered a new section of river, the edges of which were crowded with overhanging trees and thick tangles of roots. Keema offered to row alone for a time, as he noted the slow, exhausted pace of Jun’s pole. Jun was grateful for the reprieve. He sat down with a heavy breath as Keema pushed them through the shadowed water, the sunlight breaking in small pinpricks through the thick canopy of leaves above. In time he noticed Jun whittling something in his lap, a small carving knife applied to a hard white object in his hand with an almost aggravated energy.

				“That’s a bone,” Keema said, realizing this as he said it.

				Jun hesitated before he acknowledged this with a nod. “It is a bone. Yes.”

				“Animal bone?” Keema asked.

				Jun snorted.

				“It is the bone of my brother,” he said with a hint of pride. “It’s a piece of his shoulder blade. I used to keep it on a necklace, but now I just carry it.” Keema did not know what to say to that, so he remained quiet. “He died taking an arrow for me,” Jun said. “After we performed the Rite of the Body on him, my father gave me this bone, and he taught me the ways of scrimshaw.” He glanced at the rice jar under the bench, as if expecting the head to pipe up. He did not. “It’s how we give thanks to the dead after they’re gone.”

				“What do you write on it?”

				“Nothing new. There’s not enough room. See?” Jun held up the triangular bone, the size of his palm. It was covered in words and runic script, deeply etched, like the sun-starved ramblings on a prison wall. “I just go over the old words and make them deeper when I’m…”

				He trailed off. Shrugged.

				“I get it,” Keema said.

				“What do you do to distract your mind?” Jun asked.

				“Nothing,” Keema smiled, almost confessing to the dancing. “I should find something though.”

				“It helps,” Jun said. He scratched deep into the bone. “It doesn’t fix anything, but it helps.”

				For a time, the sounds of the river were overwritten by his scratching, and Keema was surprised, and somewhat unsettled, by the comfort he felt, listening to it.

				
					Birdsong broke from the branches—

				

				a free-form twittering that caught both of their attentions. Keema was then greeted by an acquaintance he did not think he would see again: the bird with purple feathers, alighting upon the Defect’s shell, chirping happily at him. He let out a humored huh, which prompted Jun to ask what was the matter. “That’s the bird,” Keema explained. “The one I found in the wagon. The same one that knocked the rider off his horse.”

				“How do you…” Jun paused to spit some leftover bile from his mouth into the river. “Apologies. How could you know that it’s the same bird?”

				Keema lifted his shoulder as he stared at the purple little thing, which stared back at him unblinkingly. “I just know.”

				“Strange that it keeps returning to you.”

				“Maybe it’s thankful for how I freed it.”

				“A thankful bird. Perhaps it is a spirit of the aerie.” Jun chuckled. “Perhaps you are blessed with the protection of some minor god. A lucky thing, for a man of poor fortune.”

				“Perhaps,” Keema said. “Why have you come back anyway? We did not part on the best of terms on our first meeting.” He pointed at the still-healing scratch on his cheek, which the bird tilted its head at, as if not understanding why a simple scratch might bother him. “We have little food to spare,” he told it. “And nothing that I think you might find suitable to eat.” A little quieter, he added, “Right now’s not the best time to visit. These are dangerous waters.”

				But the bird did not seem to mind any danger. It pecked at the Defect’s shell and flew in circles around them as they passed the next few moonrock nets, though for all the bird’s playfulness, Keema noticed that it did not go near the empress’s body. For the most part it seemed to prefer Keema’s company alone. It sat on top of his head as he worked the water, and he played a game of seeing how long he could keep it there before it flew away. Jun got up, finished resting, and picked up his pole.

				At the end of the river, without warning, that bird kicked up off Keema’s head, scratching him for a second time as it jumped into the air and darted ahead of their boat, squawking, demanding their attention.

				That was when they came upon the fork in the river.

				The path on the left was a narrow channel that disappeared out of view behind thicker, darker foliage.

				The right path was wider and clearer—this was the path the bird was fluttering around, beseeching them to follow. And it would have been the obvious path to take, were it not for the Daido that blocked it, the statuette floating above the water as if dangling by fishing wire.

				“Now, this is a choice,” Keema muttered.

				“I think the answer is obvious,” Jun said. He pointed to the shaded left path. “We take the route without the Daido. We avoid spirit business. We stay alive.”

				There was logic in his words, but Keema could not help but feel pulled toward the other option. “The bird wants us to go past the Daido.”

				Jun scoffed. “Let us agree that the bird has no say in the matter.” The purple creature squawked at that. “The left path seems to favor the north. North is the Bowl. The closer we get to the Bowl, the more likely we’ll find main thoroughfares, and more directions. The path on the right,” he said, now pointing at the Daido route, “is but a small distance away from the violent massacre we just passed back there. It would not surprise me at all if what lay behind this spirit wall is the creature that tore those poor bastards to shreds.”

				Some small part of Keema thought it best to trust the bird, but he couldn’t make a good argument out of it. “You tell me to ignore the bird, but if it is indeed a spirit of protection like you yourself suggested, then maybe nature itself is giving us a sign of where to direct ourselves.”

				“Nature would see me drawn and quartered.” Jun’s voice had taken on a flatter tone as he said this. Neutral. Matter-of-fact. Certain. “Nature would have me gutted. Nothing in this world will ever meet me and not want to slit my throat, because I wear the mark of death on my face. Because I had served death proudly.” He looked at Keema. “I envy anyone who can still trust nature. But I am beyond nature’s grace. That bird knows what I am. It can no doubt smell the blood that stains my body. I believe it would lure us into certain death. I cannot find it within myself to trust it.” And then there was a moment when he did not talk. He just thought. “But you have more than earned my trust by now, Keema of the Daware Tribe. If you truly believe that going right would be best, I will listen.”

				With a dry throat, Keema returned the mask’s gaze.

				“Okay,” he said finally.

				
					“We go left.”

				

				The bird went wild as they poled the opposite direction of its frantic call, but soon they could no longer hear the creature, it having likely abandoned them as lost causes. As they poled down this shaded and narrow slice of river, Keema repeated Jun’s words from before. “ ‘I am beyond nature’s grace.’ ” He snickered. “Didn’t realize you were a poet.”

				Jun’s ears burned red. “I said what I had to, to stop you from making a dumb fucking decision.”

				“Sure, sure.” He batted a low-hanging branch out of the way. Smiling now, eager to tease because teasing was more fun than being afraid, “Nature’s grace is a lovely thing to behold, isn’t it, my princeling? Oh! How I yearn for nature’s grace to save me from the shadows of my soul!”

				The river trees grew thicker above them; the sunlight darker.

				“Fuck you,” Jun said, though even his mask could not hide the swell of his cheek as he smiled. “Fuck you and your one arm.”

				“Grace! My Grace!”

				And darker.

				“I’m done with you.” Jun focused on his poling. “I’m done with your foolishness.”

				“That’s fine then,” Keema said, laughing.

				We watched them. And we waited.

				“This one is confused as to why it was not consulted about which direction would be wisest to go,” the Defect said.

				“Consult you?” Jun said. “I forgot you were even there.”

				“This one highly doubts that.”

				And we waited.

				“I can’t believe there are still moonrock nets way out here,” Keema observed as they passed yet more of the traps. “That village’s territory must stretch on for a while.”

				“It’s a river, there are fish, of course they’d pole here.”

				Until…

				“How long is this river, do you think?” Keema asked.

				…the right moment. His question met by two sheets of rope netting that snapped up on either side of the boat like walls, ending their journey.

				One net blocked the way forward, the other the way back.

				Easy catch.

				“Back up!” Keema shouted. “Back!”

				Jun raised his pole hook and tried to bring the net down, but it was as taut as bowstring. “We need to cut through the—” An arrow pinged off the bow of the boat. Jun crawled backward into Keema’s side, and Keema held his spear out, looking into the dark of the riverside woods for movement. Shadows grew from the brush, at first only a few, but those few turned into many, until two dozen strong men and women faced them on both banks. Bows drawn. Spears held out. Eyes cold and dead.

				“This one would have voted to go right,” the tortoise said.

			

			
				MIDDAY

				
					Through shade and beams of light, the leader emerged.

				

				A woman with cords of gray-and-black hair, her skin deeply sun-wrinkled. She was garbed in functional attire, three pieces of billowy fabric, her arms bare, revealing that combination of tight muscles and lax skin that comes with the territory of living through your work; of years spent in the rivers summoning nets from the water and heaving large things off boats. Laugh lines were etched deep around her mouth, but there was no merriment in her face that day.

				“Who are you?” she asked.

				It was a question whose answer Jun knew would determine whether they survived the next few moments. He noticed the tattoos on these warriors’ arms; circular signs and symbols that were the unique tongue of the fishermen of the Thousand. “We are travelers,” he said. “Pilgrimaging to the Divine City to see the end of His Holy Pilgrimage.”

				“Pilgrimaging?” The woman laughed. “Then you are the first pilgrims I’ve seen who carry with them a vat-grown tortoise.” She tilted her head at the creature. “One that seems born broken, if these eyes tell the truth.”

				The tortoise hissed at her.

				The woman smiled, as if she had not reckoned to be so entertained by their catch. She walked up to the very edge of the riverbank while the lean men and women behind her held taut their bowstrings and twirled sharp rocks in leather slings; the slings whistled angrily. “I’d know more of this cast before I believe the story they perform. You,” she said, pointing at Keema, “how did you come by this tortoise?”

				Keema glanced at Jun, who shrugged.

				“We stole it,” Keema answered.

				Her smile only grew wider. “Do explain.”

				“Back in the terraces of Lord Yinn,” Jun added, “we found ourselves in need of transportation, so we…requisitioned a royal wagon. The creature came with it. It travels with us now.” He stared at them hard. “Which means it is also under our protection.”

				“Let’s hope no one needs to challenge that. And who’s she?” Her finger pointed at the old woman, who sat cross-legged by the tortoise.

				“My grandmother,” Jun said.

				“I’m sure she is.” Her eyes back on Jun now. “Your mask. Remove it.”

				“I would rather not. I’m sensitive to the light.”

				The air tensed with the sound of tightening bowstrings.

				“If you don’t want to become a pincushion, I would remove it now. For everyone’s peace of mind.”

				Keema raised his spear as Jun’s hand went up to his mask. Their eyes meeting once, as if to say, Get ready, this will not end well, before he pulled back the band and removed it.

				An agitated hush descended on the dozens in their company, for not one person missed the tattoo of the Red Peacock on his face. The woman’s good humor gone as her eyes darkened and the men and women behind her muttered amongst themselves. We wanted her to let us loose. We wanted her to let us rip the bastard apart. For here before them was a Terror’s foot soldier, a person they could funnel all of their frustration and fear into as they skinned him alive, my fingers itching to release the string, for Sayla, for Mardo, for all of them—how I begged to make a hole in his throat, make him sing.

				The woman tsked at Jun.

				“You dirty little peacock.” She shut her eyes. “Son of the First Terror, we cannot suffer you to draw another breath. For all the citizens of this country you have put to the torch in the sick name of your father, I would see you peppered with every arrow at our mere disposal.” She raised her hand. Jun flinched. The tortoise let out a terrified honk. Keema readied to throw his spear into her throat. But before a single quill could be loosed, a voice rang out.

				
					“Tak-Lina, lower that hand!”

				

				And the woman, Tak-Lina, did lower her hand, and the archers behind her and across the river lowered theirs, too, at her wide-eyed command, though one bow was fired by accident. It was my second time holding a bow outside of practice. The loosed arrow thunked into the wooden boards at Jun’s feet, but he did not flinch, staring unblinkingly at the river woman. She stepped forward, her face one of awe as she asked, in a quiet, tempered voice, “What did you call me?”

				When Jun replied, there was a different aspect to him that Keema could not identify—a hundred small variations of expression and posture and inflection that suggested it was not Jun who spoke but someone else through him, his spine straightening, his chin lifting to meet this Tak-Lina’s gaze, the young man no longer a bow-backed, scurrying cat but a creature imperious and even haughty as he stood on one of the benches and addressed his ambushers. “I called you Tak-Lina, and I would have you cease your prattle. Enough threatening the lives of the ones who now serve me. Speak to me as you once had all those years ago. As the one you once worshipped.”

				Yes, it was the empress who inhabited Jun’s body, for we had passed the last of the moonrock traps and I had returned to the world of the living, only to find my servants in danger of being killed by an old friend. It was clear to me that it was necessary to intervene.

				The face of the woman named Tak-Lina went through many transformations. The awestruck reverence melted into a deep nostalgia that then warped into a face hot with fury—that fury tempering itself into something cool and distant, as if this were the state she needed to remain in if she wanted to protect herself.

				“What’s he on about?” one of the men asked another. “Who’s Tak-Lina?”

				“An old name,” she said quietly. “One I have not gone by in a very long time.” To Jun-who-was-not-Jun, she said, “I thought that old woman there looked familiar, but what were the odds, thought I, that She of all people would drift down my river, of all the rivers of the Thousand.”

				Not-Jun smiled. “You know as well as I that there are no odds in this world. There is only the Rhythm, and the Dance. That we are but the dancers.”

				Tak-Lina nodded, as if it had been too long since she had last heard such words. “I admit,” she said, “it is a neat trick, this speaking through a surrogate. Little more impressive though, than the emperor and His tortoises. Any reason why you cannot spill speech from your own mouth?”

				Not-Jun sighed. “I am old, Tak-Lina, and I have only a handful of breaths, and not many more heartbeats left to spend in this form”—they said, gesturing to Her body—“I use them sparingly.”

				“Interesting time to leave your palace.”

				“Leave. An amusing choice of word, isn’t it?” Keema flinched when Not-Jun looked at him with a wry grin, unnerved, and glad when the empress’s surrogate returned their gaze back at their quarry. “I did not leave. I escaped. After many years of effort.”

				Tak-Lina folded her arms. “And now that you’ve escaped, here you are, in the sticks. Going where? Doing what?”

				“Going east. To undo what I have started.” Not-Jun stood at the edge of the boat, their hand sweeping over Keema, the Defect, themselves. “These are my servants. They shepherd me to the eastern coast, where people hungry for change await my arrival. People who would take the land back and make it their own. I will offer my body up to them, in a great Consumption, and bestow upon them what god gifts I have left to offer, so that they might cleave through walls that till now have remained impenetrable.”

				
					“They ate people?”

				

				Your little brother blinked, his eyes wet, and all of you glared at your second oldest brother, who was never good about reading a room, having thoughtlessly made a comment about the royals of old eating the flesh of humans. All of you were in the dining room, the meager ration meal finished, your bellies rumbling. It was meant as a joke: that if times became desperate enough, if it came down to it, you all could do what the royals once did in the Old Country and eat your brethren. Some conversation followed about who would be eaten first. Some laughter. But your little brother was still stuck on that note of worried fascination.

				“Did they really eat people?” he asked. His fear worried the rest of you, because when your little brother did not sleep, no one slept.

				“No, they didn’t eat people,” another assured him. “Right?” he asked, turning to you.

				They all turned to you. This was not surprising—you were the one, after all, whom lola poured all her tales into. And so you told them that it was not what they were imagining. Again, parroting your lola, you even sounded a bit defensive as you told them that there was a ritual behind the consumption of human flesh, the Rite of the Body. That they only ever ate the dead, and when they did, it was out of a sense of duty and love, not hunger. You said that it was usually only someone in power, like a local governor or lord, or emperor. That the practice dated back to a time of eld, when a new god would replace an old one in the pantheon, devouring their flesh, and in doing so, taking in themselves the old god’s memories, and their power.

				With a smile you told your brothers it would do little good to eat each other just yet. You cast a bitter look to your father’s portrait above the mantel. Between you all, you said, there was very little worth inheriting.

				
					Not so with the corpse of the Moon God.

				

				“I seek nothing less than to undo the grand tapestry of the Throne,” Not-Jun said as they looked head-on at Tak-Lina, whose expression was dark and unreadable. “My time is done. I cannot wield my power as I once did. I can count on one hand the number of times I can intervene before I have spent my last.” Not-Jun smiled weakly. “I am running out of time. For the first time in our very long lives, I beg of your assistance. The apes have already refused us, and I suspect that will be the case for most of those who still dwell in the forests and the water…so it is with prayer that I turn to you for help. Let us pass. And if you are able, help us travel through the Thousand. Help us go east, to meet with the rebellion that now gathers on its shore.”

				“The shiver,” Tak-Lina said, after a moment’s pause. “Was that your doing?”

				“Yes. When I killed the emperor.”

				The breath of the warriors who accompanied the river woman was stolen from their lungs at this bold statement. The empress saw this spark and took the opportunity to stoke the flame.

				“By my hand I blew apart my own child as if he were no more than kindling. And this warrior of the Daware Tribe,” she said, gesturing to Keema, who still held his spear as if to skewer any who might come at them, “this warrior has slain the First Terror.”

				“Impossible,” a man shouted.

				“The rumors are true then?” someone cried.

				“Oh gods, oh gods.”

				“Then, this is it. The water readers spoke true! This is our time!”

				“Quiet!” Tak-Lina shouted. On her command we fell quiet, for she was our Kaara, and we trusted none more than her. The troubled waters of her expression hardened into something steeled and furious, the corner of her mouth twitching into a broken grin. “You are an unbelievable creature, My Gracious Moon. You act as if it is charity for you to bestow upon the people your so-called gifts. But this…need of yours to bestow that which should not be given freely has corrupted this land beyond recognition.” She breathed out, clutching the large-beaded necklace that hung low on her chest. “By your gift I have watched your sons wipe whole tribes away upon their backhand. I have seen them bleed rivers dry. I have seen the sky, for years now, refuse to yield a drop of water.” She cast a withering gaze upon the tortoise. “By your gifts those damned creatures see all and report all, and strengthen the hold of the Five Families. Friends have been thrown into the pit of Joyrock, never to be heard from again. I am glad that the Throne no longer has you under their yoke, truly, if only so that they can claim less power for themselves…but you have much yet to answer for, for all the gifts you have bestowed.” She looked at the old woman’s body sitting at the head of the boat. “You call me Tak-Lina, but Tak-Lina is a creature of the past. Like you, Empress, I have changed. Our old skin is shed. I am Kaara of the Jogon River now. I work the rivers, and I break bread with my people. When the emperor saw it as his right to close his teeth on our waters with his stone sluice gates, we saw it as our right to take it back. We, of the Thousand, will take back the Bowl of Heaven from the Second Terror.” Her people, on her command, drew back their bows once more. “And you will take it with us.”

				
					I told the Daware man to lower his spear.

				

				Keema, with reluctance, obeyed Her Royal Whisper. Araya’s spear came to a rest at his side as this scouting party robbed them of their weaponry. The Daware man wondered why we did not fight back, or flee. Never mind that my strength was almost depleted, the reason I stayed our hands was because of a debt.

				A debt I owed to Tak-Lina.

				We would meet with her people. The least we could do was find out how we might be of use before we escaped their chains. Keema accepted this. He looked at Jun, relieved that his body had returned to normal, his eyes downcast as he allowed his hatchet to be taken, along with the long blade that had been dropped by his father on the floor of the boat. He saw one of the fishermen spit in Jun’s face, and he was overcome with the urge to deal the bastard a blow to the head, but he did not move, Jun giving him a subtle shake of the head to stay his hand; his legs hiding the rice jar that sat beneath one of the wooden benches.

				“Do we need to bind your wrists together?” Kaara/Tak-Lina asked. “Or will you be good?”

				“You have nothing to worry from us,” Jun said sharply.

				Keema held up his one arm. “You can try.”

				Kaara/Tak-Lina raised an eyebrow.

				“Humor,” she said. “Interesting.”

				Shortly after, they journeyed north, to the Gathering.

				
					The group moved as one.

				

				They traveled slow, and with great deliberation, through the many rivers. We of the Thousand learned when we were young that one cannot row a river with a distracted mind—the world was waiting to swallow those who did not step sure across its surface. Rivers had a habit of changing their minds, the myth waking from its slumber to shift position, and a boat, certain it had come this way before, might circle on its own path and make a trip not planned for, into territory dark and deadly. The unprepared travelers decorated the trees and the grass with their bones. We acknowledged them; their cold hands still gripped tight to their oars, as if it were not yet too late to flee. Keema had traveled by boat a few times in his life, but it was only now that he appreciated how easily one could get lost in this place as he rowed with the fishermen and observed their vigilance. Come the forks in the river, they relied on the sun’s coordinates as well as dowsing rods cut with finger blood to show the way, and when they were not dowsing the currents, they were rowing in tight formation around the captured boat, watchful as hawks for any strange movements the two warriors or the tall grass might make. Some of the fishermen murmured to one another, wondering if it was true that the emperor and the First Terror were dead. Others had less lofty thoughts on their mind, a man grinning at them as he tapped on the curved knife in his belt, as if to say just you wait.

				Keema glanced at Jun, and it surprised him how much comfort he found in the other’s gaze, despite the red tattoo that sparked in the others so much ire. Between the two of them was a silent agreement, that once the empress was satisfied, they would depart from this company of rebels as soon as the opportunity presented itself—but that would be only if they found a way to navigate out of the Thousand on their own.

				Vines draped over the Yan-Tsi River like unkempt braids of hair. The trees along the border of the river fell away and tall grass took its place, the river becoming a curling avenue not unlike the narrow and crooked squeezes of your dockside town. Sometimes, Keema noticed, the tall grass moved—rustled, as if brushed aside by the passing body of some large creature. We all knew to never go into the grass. Even if your boat was on fire and the water was filled with biting fish, you never go into the grass. “I’ve an uncle who stuck his hand in there once,” one of the more even-tempered fishermen said, when he noticed Keema staring into the thicket. “Did it as a joke, he did. Said he could feel a water-fae’s tits. But when he pulled his hand back out, all the flesh was gone. There was just bone.”

				Keema, unsure if he was in a position safe enough to speak back, remained silent, not even nodding, but he soon found that the fishermen of the Old Country were a talkative sort, even a group such as this, who presented themselves as bloodthirsty rebels, for the work, made up of long stretches of nothing, demanded a kind of fellow-feeling and camaraderie to survive it; when one man started up, the others could not help but start up, too, even in the company of the despised.

				“No one’s ever going to believe that story,” a woman rowing behind him said. “Except you, when your fool uncle told it. But that’s all your family is, I suppose. A tree of fools.”

				The man shrugged. “More fun to believe it than not. ’Sides. No one can ever truly know the Thousand.”

				The woman rolled her eyes.

				The man told Keema the story of this river they now traveled, the Yan-Tsi. How the Yan-Tsi took its name from the snake demon that fell in love with the three beautiful brothers of Twin Fan Village—the same village whose carnage Keema and Jun had been witness to earlier. The snake demon did everything it could to capture the young brothers’ affections. “Gold, gifts, whatever he could think of, but it was to no avail, for he was the demon who had swallowed whole their ancestry, and who could love a demon with that much blood on his hands?” Keema could feel Jun listening; it was obvious to them both that this tale was not told by accident. “It was only after many years of trying to win their hearts that Yan-Tsi realized that this would be the first battle he had ever lost. When one morning he heard the three brothers complain about their fellow villagers, and how nice it would be if they had a river of their own to tend to, the demon knew what he must do. And so he used the last of his grim magick to transform himself into this coiling river we now travel.” It was but one of the many thoroughfares that spun across the Thousand Rivers, each one of those thousand rivers claiming its own piece of myth and history. “And if you’re alone out here, you can hear it all the better—the rattling end of his long tail, for a love that would never be his.”

				More tales followed, none of the others wishing to be outdone. Tales that sprung from the territory of the Thousand like weeds. The backwards songs one might hear from the trees, that predict the migratory patterns of jeweled carp. The shimmer in the air that, if looked at from the right angle, would resolve into the peculiar vision of a black moon and a blue sun, which people said was the true sky of this world. And yes, they spoke more of the tall grass that would eat the flesh off your finger if you were careless. But however much the fishermen spoke, the boundaries of their courtesy were clear, for they did not once address Jun, or even look at him, aside from the few glares they threw at his back like darts; such small gestures would do to satisfy them until a more fitting punishment was delivered at the Gathering.

				Jun, for his part, did nothing to attract their ire. He kept his eyes forward and his expression neutral, his poling sure and unhurried—though his mind was alight and agitated as he made sure not to look at the rice jar hidden beneath the bench.

				The midday bugs swarmed the water’s surface. Fidges and qweeks with little needles for mouths and wings that vibrated like little motors as they drank deep the blood from an unattended arm. Attracted as they were to large carcasses, most of them buzzed about the Defect, rapturous black clouds that sucked up his odor and ooze. But the ever-hungry creature made no move to snap at them. Keema asked it what was the matter. The Defect let out a giggle that turned in on itself, inspiring in Keema’s mind the image of a boy tripping over his own sandals. “This one feels…strange,” it said. When a particularly fat fidge slammed into Keema’s cheek, he went to relight the incense lantern, suggesting to the creature that whatever it was feeling might clear away with the bugs. “Perhaps,” it said, giving a doubtful giggle. It did not tell Keema that there was a sound in its head that belonged to neither fidge nor qweek nor empress—a whisper, distant, and ebbing, in and out of its mind, like some vulnerable and staticked channel.

				As Keema struck the flint and lit the lantern’s wick, he noticed Kaara/Tak-Lina, rowing her one-person skiff alongside him. I told him not to trust Tak-Lina. He shivered to hear Her Royal Whisper. I told him that she was not human, but a river spirit near as old as I, and as mercurial as one would expect a river spirit to be. But he didn’t think it wise to be rude to their captor, so he offered the river woman a curt nod.

				Kaara/Tak-Lina was standing on her craft as she rowed. Her strokes were much smaller than those of her compatriots; where theirs were grand and powerful, like a horse’s gallop, hers were brief, caressing, the difference between a whisper and an exclamation; and yet she covered just as much distance, if not more so, with such simple movements. She noticed him noticing, and smiled. “I am curious how a cripple finds himself in the stuff of gods and rebellion,” she said.

				He bristled at the word but did not correct her. “I swore an oath, and I intend to keep it.”

				“Oaths do not spring suddenly from the earth as like weeds. Where were you before you swore this oath?”

				“In the earth,” he said, with an odd pang of tenderness, “shoveling shit down a small tunnel.”

				Kaara/Tak-Lina chuckled. “And this Daware Tribe the Gracious Moon spoke of. Tell me of it. I have not heard of them.”

				He rowed with a thoughtful look. After a pause, he said, “It was a tribe of warriors. The greatest warriors this land had ever known.”

				She did not mock him for this statement. “Where did they make their home?”

				Keema glanced at Jun, who seemed lost in his thoughts on the other end of the boat. “In the storm-riddled western plains,” he said, “burned away by the emperor’s men some time ago. They forged their oaths under the clap of lightning, as unyielding as the metals they used to forge their blades.” He looked at her. “I am the last of them.”

				“You have my condolences for this loss, warrior.” She bowed her head. “I hope that their end was mighty.”

				“I’ve yet to witness an end that was,” he said. The words were spoken without thought, and Keema was not sure if even he believed it, but Kaara/Tak-Lina seemed affected by them.

				“I have lived a long time,” she said. “And the longer I live, the more it surprises me, and saddens me, how wise the young must become to live in this world.”

				Without another word she rowed ahead of them, in one unbroken glide, to the head of the group, where she began to converse with one of the fishermen, leaving Keema a little stunned by her warm words before he remembered that they were her prisoners, and began once more to paddle.

				Their journey was almost at an end. The last landmark they passed was one of the Maada sluice gates. They spied it from across the wide stretch of the Yurna River, but they did not approach the black-rock gate that welded shut the mouth of the Lesser Yurna, for on either side of the gate were small compounds flying both the banner of the Throne and the banner of the Silver Monkey, the symbol of the Second Terror’s personal army.

				“On the other side of that gate is a dead place,” Kaara/Tak-Lina said to the empress, to everyone. “A riverbed dried out, the fish choking on hot rock. This gate has been closed for two years now, ever since they found the contraband fabrics in the basement of a village along the Lesser Yurna. Three rolls of mid-priced Induun fabrics that the fishermen found from an abandoned basket floating out in the main straits, unclaimed. For that reason alone, they killed this river. And Lord Maada let it happen without a fight, because the village was a small place, a piece in a game given up for the sake of larger riches to come.” And then she moved on, ending the moment before it had time to settle in the stomach, the black gate lingering in the back of Keema’s senses for a while yet as they rowed on.

				“Yes?” the Defect said suddenly. It swung its head into the air and spoke to someone neither Keema nor Jun could see.

				“What is it?” Keema whispered. “What’s wrong?”

				The tortoise’s beak mouthed words it did not speak.

				Then, “This one thought it heard its mother’s voice.”

				“Your mother?”

				“Their god,” Jun clarified. “The one who binds their minds together. It is not surprising, I suppose, that you can hear her now. She isn’t far.”

				“Where is she?” Keema asked, curious, for this information was not common knowledge to the populace.

				“The Bowl of Heaven,” Kaara/Tak-Lina answered. “Held as an ‘honored’ guest aboard one of Luubu’s prison ships. We have been working to free her for some time. Plans are coming together.” She nodded at the Defect. “What do you hear your mother say, creature?”

				“This one cannot understand her. This one is not sure it is even her at all.”

				“If you hear anything that can be of use, let us know,” she said. “Any aid you provide will go some way toward what leniency the Gathering will show you all.”

				“How much farther, then, till our execution?” Jun asked.

				Kaara/Tak-Lina hummed.

				“Not far now.”

				Indeed it was not—the entrance, easily glanced over by someone not looking for it, was two bends of the river away. Three of the fishermen rowed ahead of the group and pressed their boats up against the wall of tall grass; the grass moving aside with ease, like a false wall, revealing behind it a small riverway. The tortoise boat was ushered through this opening first, Keema beginning to sweat as he rowed with Jun down the last length of the riverway, and they came upon the Gathering of the River Clans.

			

			
				AFTERNOON

				
					A town on the water.

				

				That’s how you described the Gathering to your little brother, who was not so little anymore. He was taller than you by an entire head; his growth spurt was sudden, as was his desire to go abroad to study, despite the dangers of overseas travel in those days. He knew you were the saddest to see him go, of all your brothers, and so he humored you with his company in the weeks leading up to his departure, the two of you making many walks together, sometimes toward chores, mostly toward nowhere. And you felt very old, even though you were not old at all, when he put on his patient listening face while you remembered aloud yet another one of your lola’s stories.

				“You shouldn’t be embarrassed,” he often said. “I think it’s neat that you remember so many of them.”

				Yes, you thought, rolling a cigarette. Neat.

				Anyway—the Gathering. The name explained itself. The two of you walked along the docks of your town, your hat threatening to fly off into the sea as you gestured at the boats—the skiffs as slim as blades of grass, the fat tugboats, the puzzling catamarans, even the warships—and you described to him how the fishermen of the Old Country would congregate to form this collective and discuss amongst themselves the trials of the day. How they would lash their boats together, with ropes, with planks, boats of all different sizes, and create, in effect, a temporary town on the water, stepping across this complex web of pathways and ladders and platforms. The location of the Gathering always changed, for those in power were made nervous by these meetings, and sometimes tried to infiltrate them with paid accomplices.

				It was said that a fisherman was never lost, for he had two homes—his village, and his Gathering—and he was never far from either.

				No matter how far he rowed, you said, he was never lost.

				Your brother turned to you with tears in his eyes, and you thought you would crumble. “I won’t be gone forever,” he said. “I’ll come home when I can.” You tried to tell him you were just telling him a story, but your voice couldn’t even manage that, so you hugged him, and you told him that you would miss him.

				“I’ll miss you too,” he said.

				And then he picked you up, too easily, and he threw you in the bay—his laugh high and flutelike as you detonated the water.

				It was as fine a farewell as you could’ve hoped.

				
					Not everyone gets to say goodbye.

				

				You couldn’t point a finger into the crowd of the Old Country without finding someone who had experienced some great, unsettled loss. All of the people in attendance at the Gathering had been pushed, in some way or another, into trying to take back what they felt was rightfully theirs. I lost my mother; I lost my child; I lost the only man I would ever love. You could see it in the way they behaved that day as they prepared for an attack long in the making—an attack they knew they would likely lose. I lost my river; my dignity. An attack that would likely end in their violent deaths.

				They laughed. Loud and joyfully. They traded stories with the fervor anyone might have on their Last Day. They made silly faces as they painted one another’s cheeks with protective runes, and they sang full-throated as they sharpened their knives and whittled their arrows. We didn’t see the point in being grave about it all. If you know what’s coming, then what’s the value in being miserable about it? From far away, the laughter was a crackle of noise, like some distant fireworks lit in honor of a hero’s passing—and up close, it was almost overwhelming, a bright and wincing joy that would make one realize there is no correct way to shake hands with pain. One of the weavers repairing the nets, and strengthening the thick, arrow-catching cloth armor, laughed particularly loud that day. She was but one of many, and were you to cast your gaze about the crowd she would be likely lost amongst the shuffle of notable people—her life up till then a modest one in comparison with those who had been fighting since the beginning. My name was Mira of the Narada River. I was once a member of Induun’s textile fleet, and I brought all I knew of the weave to my new people. A woman of thirty years, a respected age in those days, and for many, the mark that you had reached the last quarter of your life, for there were all too many ways to fall afoul of Death, and she knew that as well as anyone. My name was Mira, and I was the last living member of my family.

				She was a patient teacher as she guided the younger ones through the finer points of the weave, and was quick to laugh at herself whenever she pricked her own fingers on the needle. “No matter how long you do something,” she said, “you can always fuck it up.” Her attitude was a great balm to those around her. She would not be party to the coming infiltration, she would not be slitting throats in the dark, but she was here, and she was helping.

				It was only when word came around that Kaara’s people had returned that her laughter died, and a wound that had never truly healed began to bleed again, for I had heard who was traveling with her.

				And I knew what must be done.

				
					The scouting party approached the Gathering.

				

				Keema gave out his own startled laugh of delight when he saw the dozens of boats congregated in the center of this hidden reservoir. He had only heard whispers of such a place, and had never thought he would actually see it—it was grander than he could’ve hoped. Large cargo ships and tiny two-man skiffs abutted one another, amongst likely hundreds of other crafts of varied size, all of them connected by an impossible sequence of wooden planks and rope bindings, creating surprising walkways between the vessels. The whole enterprise bobbed and shifted, making it seem like a living creature, contracting and expanding with each breath. “Our own miniature Bowl,” Kaara/Tak-Lina said with pride before she remembered why she had brought them here in the first place. “Come.”

				They were shown to a long platform along which many other smaller boats were lashed, and where a group of formidable-looking men and women waited—nearly all of them staring at the Peacock in their midst. Jun let out a little breath.

				“All right,” he said quietly, with acceptance.

				When their rope was knotted, Keema was told to stay with the tortoise, under the watch of a mountain-sized dockmaster, while the others were taken away to meet with the admiralty. There was no time for words when he and Jun were parted. He watched in silence as Jun lifted the old woman above his head and stepped off the boat without threat of losing his balance, as if he had made this step many times before. Kaara/Tak-Lina led him away; he and Keema spared one last glance at each other, the look in his partner’s eyes burning like the afterimage of the sun in Keema’s mind. Most of the party then left, except for a leftover contingent of guards who were tasked with ensuring that the man from Daware did nothing suspicious. Keema ignored their hostile gazes, and he sat down on one of the wooden benches of the boat, overcome with a feeling of impatience, of uselessness. He wished he had said something. But what?

				Goodbye?

				Not knowing what else to do, he turned to the tortoise. “And how are you faring in all of this?” he asked.

				The Defect looked at him with its little eye and its big eye. “This one is eager to see what happens next.”

				“You sound almost excited.”

				The Defect did not deny this. “This one appreciates their cause. They wish to free themselves. This one understands such desire.” It sniffed the air deeply. “This place smells of red certainty. They do not know if they will succeed in freeing the Bowl, but they are certain they will try.”

				“You said your mother is held in the Bowl?”

				It nodded.

				“Have you ever met her?”

				It seemed confused. “The mother? No. This one has not met the mother. Not in the way you humans mean. You do not meet the land you walk on, and this one does not meet its mother. But this one feels its mother, underneath its thoughts. Its mother is the land its mind walks on. Its mother is what binds it to its siblings. It is because of its mother that it is never alone.” It nodded like it was agreeing with itself before it turned to Keema. “This one would know of your mother.”

				“Didn’t have one,” Keema said. Some of the guards were talking with one another, but he couldn’t hear what they spoke of.

				“Were you also grown in a palace vat?”

				He smirked. “No. I was born like a human, as far as I know. But she was gone before I’d ever had a chance to meet her. Same with my father. I was raised by…” He furrowed his brow. “Can you not read my thoughts? Do you not already know this?”

				“The smell of your aura, and your blood, does not tell this one the secrets in your head,” the tortoise said. A sad giggle. “All this one knows is that you smell of worry. It comes off of you in a most vivid color.”

				“Am I now?” Keema said, amused. “What color is my worry?”

				“The color of a gray and broken sky.” The tortoise looked toward the gathering of boats. “This one is also worried.”

				“You do not think this will end well?” Keema asked.

				
					“No,” whispered the voice in the jar, “I do not.”

				

				A chill came over Keema. He looked at the dockmaster and the guards to see if they had heard the third voice on the boat, but a glance told him this was not so; it seemed Kaara had told them he was not much of a threat, for they were now casting only a casual eye in his direction.

				The jar was by the bench before him. Keema continued to speak with the tortoise, hoping to make it clear to the voice in the jar that his input was unwanted, but forcing small conversation was never one of Keema’s strong suits, and he found himself awkwardly expounding on a growing bruise he discovered on his lower back, until the First Terror mercifully made his interruption. “Boy,” he whispered sharply. “Boy, I know you can hear me. Open this jar.”

				“No,” Keema said, keeping his voice quiet, his eyes staring ahead.

				“Open this jar. Open it before I make myself known. It is not as though I have much left to lose.” He could almost hear the head smile. “And I can be quite loud, as I’m sure you’ll remember.”

				Keema’s hand was a fist.

				“This one thinks it best to humor him,” the Defect said.

				With a breath, Keema lifted the lid of the jar, just enough to reveal a crescent moon of darkness, a slice of light illuminating the First Terror’s narrowed eye.

				“Does that satisfy you?” he asked.

				“Yes,” the Terror said.

				“What do you want?”

				“To look upon the face of my killer.”

				“It doesn’t seem like I’ve earned that title just yet.”

				A laugh.

				“My attacker, then.”

				“You did not leave us with many alternatives.”

				“Please do not get me wrong, boy.” He seemed to take great pleasure in calling him boy. “I am not angry.” And he did not sound angry. His whisper was light, friendly even. “In forty-five years I have not once lost a battle. Forty-five years. Only once had Death ever come close to inspiring my last breath. A nobleman tried to have me killed after I had relations with his mistress. He shot me in the back with an arrow like a coward.” He chuckled as if he were at a dinner party and Keema were some diplomat from an overseas land he was trying to entertain. “Young fool that I was, I didn’t see it coming. I told myself I would not make the same mistake twice. That no one would have a clear shot at me from behind again.” He looked up at Keema with an unreadable eye. “Turns out I am still that young fool.”

				Keema was watching a gigi bird leap from rope to rope before it struck the water; it flew away with something silver and flapping in its tiny beak.

				“Where is my son?” the Terror asked.

				“Not here.”

				“You cannot turn him against me.” The head said this with a quick confidence. “He may be confused for the time being, but he will always be loyal.”

				There was an instinct in Keema to correct the matter, to tell the Terror that he had no intention of turning Jun against anyone or anything, until he realized he did not care one whit what the Terror might think. “The matters between you and your son are none of my concern.”

				“Of course they’re not, you peasant,” the Terror snapped.

				The dockmaster perked up from his parchment, briefly. He stared at Keema for a beat before returning to his work.

				The head found his composure.

				“But that is beside the point,” he said, quieter. “In time Jun will remember where he is from. He will remember the true nature of his heart.”

				
					“He will return to me.”

				

				Jun’s lips were dry. His heart was in his mouth. There was an uncertainty to his step as he followed the fishermen into the heart of the Gathering, as if his legs would give out at any moment. Such symptoms of cowardice shamed him, and he told himself that he was simply water-sick; that the bob of the platforms they walked across was playing a trick on his stomach. He told himself that he was not scared, even as his body wished to wilt under the wrathful gaze of the many men and women lined up to see him. The voices in his head were volcanic. We laughed as we told him that even if he denied it to himself, we knew the truth—we saw his FEAR. He was right to be afraid. We screamed at him that he was right to piss himself, because they knew, they ALL knew what he had done. And justice would be served.

				He told himself he was not afraid, that whatever may come, he deserved it and would greet his end with solemnity. He held on to this last vestige of pride as he stepped onto the central platform, where the admiralty waited.

				Twenty-two men and women sat in a half-moon, facing him and the empress, whom he knelt beside.

				Kaara/Tak-Lina was the first to address the impromptu court. She told the men and women of the admiralty the story of their encounter, and Jun found that, to her credit, she presented each detail in a fair way, without pressing for evidence to be interpreted one way or another—though he noticed she did leave out the detail that she knew the empress from a time long before that of Man—or perhaps, he thought, the admiralty already knew. When she was finished, she joined the other twenty-two, taking her seat at the right end of the half-moon.

				A man seated in the center spoke. My name was Tajeem of the Cicada River. He looked as though he could snap Jun’s neck with only a squint. “We would speak to the empress first,” he said. “She may elect to use Her own body, or speak through her surrogate, it matters not to us. All we ask is that She do so with haste.”

				Even as Jun nodded, he could already feel Her taking control. Like a cold worm wriggling up his spine and into his brain. He tried to relax into it.

				She wrested control of him with a fist.

				“I am here, men and women of the Gathering,” Not-Jun said to the hushed appraisal of the admiralty. And though She was coming dangerously close to expiring the last of Her energy, I knew that if I did not inspire these people with my presence, we were doomed, and so She made the eyes shimmer a pale, unearthly blue, and a white aura emanate from the shoulders in spirit-laced tentacles, but even without the glowing eyes, and the light, the transformation was obvious; all of us felt Her royal aura, ebbing off Her surrogate’s shoulders. It was a power beyond compare, and it overwhelmed us. “After so long, I have escaped the clutches of my children. I have removed the emperor from this world, and the First Terror, and I will not stop until the others can no longer torment this country.” A wind buffeted the water and the robes and the hair. It made music of the wooden charms that dangled from the bow. She was an old rope tether, straining to hold a great weight, but She was caught up now in Her own performance; the entire platform lifting into the air, just enough to make the stomachs gulp, and for the world to seem impossible and great. And then She gently lowered it, and She brought back in the wind and the light, the only remnant of Her show of force the light in Her eyes. “Forgive me, for being away for so long. But I am here now. And I wish to help.”

				Even the unsympathetic Kaara/Tak-Lina seemed stripped of words.

				“Then it is true,” Tajeem said, wiping the sweat from his brow. “The Gracious Moon has finally returned to us.”

				“Blessed Moon!” came a cry from on high.

				“Our Lovely Light!”

				It was an exaltation given from deep within; one that the people could not deny. One by one, the admiralty bowed their heads, and by decorum’s standard, Kaara/Tak-Lina, too, followed suit, her face expressionless, as if she were not surprised by the direction of this meeting, even if it were not the direction that she’d hoped. And as the elected heads of the Gathering bowed to them, our hearts Hers entirely, Jun felt the empress’s swell of love in his own breast, as Her subjects looked upon Her with awe, with adoration, and he heard Her thoughts as She wondered how long it had been since She had last been worshipped in this way.

				How long, and how lovely.

				
					Keema had felt it even from where he sat.

				

				As soon as the wind had begun to stir, he knew who it was who stirred it, and like the dockmaster and the guards, he could not help but feel the spark of awe when the heart of the Gathering began to shimmer in a heavenly light. Word was quick to spread about the empress’s show, and the once fatalistic mood shifted into something more hopeful, for the balance of strength was beginning to tilt in their favor. It wasn’t long till only one guard remained on watch, while the others ran to find out more of what was happening. The Terror seemed amused. “And like that, She has won Herself a new following.” Keema found himself nodding in agreement. “Anyway,” the head said, “while we wait for our laurels and palanquins, I’d ask of you this: did my eyes deceive me last night, or do you carry with you Araya’s spear?”

				The name, spoken from his lips, was enough to shake Keema from his distracted gaze. “What of it?” he asked, wary.

				“Did she give it to you?”

				“Of course she did.”

				A sigh left the jar, like a ghost escaping through a crack in a gravestone. “I did like her,” he said. “She would have produced a fine child for me, if she were able.” Keema at once wanted to shut the lid and to hear more; he said nothing and did nothing; this, giving tacit approval for the head to continue, which he seemed to very much want to. “The nights I spent with her, there was a meaninglessness to them that I hope we both enjoyed. But there were times when I would look up at the spear that hung on her wall and ask her of its story, and she would smile, and deny me its history. ‘Don’t ruin this’ she would say. I could have found out more on my own, but it never felt right to go skulking in places she did not wish me to skulk. The desires of others never prevented me from doing what I wished before, but for some reason, hers did.” The jar was quiet. And then, he said, “She was still alive when I returned to Tiger Gate.”

				Keema’s breath tightened. Go on, he wanted to say. Shut your mouth, he wanted to say.

				“Our horses had trampled her into the ground. Not one bit of her was left unbroken. She could not even lift her head as I knelt at her side and stroked the hair from her eyes. ‘Uhi,’ I said, ‘Oh Uhi, why have you done this?’ She denied me even that.” He made a strange sort of sound, a sad laugh. “All she asked me was if you had gotten away, and when I told her that you had, she passed on to the Sleeping Sea. I went to her office, to retrieve the spear and let it lie with her, but it was gone. Till now, I wondered what had become of it.”

				There was an excitement of conversation farther down the dock. But Keema did not see it, not really.

				“I’m glad it is not lost,” the Terror said. “Whoever you were to one another, I am glad she trusted someone enough to hand it off, before the end.”

				That was enough.

				Keema put the lid back over the jar. The First Terror sighed once more, but he did not complain—but as the circle of wood slid back over the hole, the left eye disappearing in the dark, he heard the Terror say, tensely, “Wait.”

				
					“Something’s changed.”

				

				A new wind shook the grass that circled this reservoir, and before Keema could so much as say What? the Defect’s head shot up into the air, as if pulled up by some invisible and urgent hand, and it let out a honk, loud and abrasive, like sand punched into the ear. The dockmaster yelled, “Shut your fucking pet!” but the creature would not be controlled. It let loose another honk. We heard it on the other side of the Gathering—and we, on instinct, thought the emperor was giving an address from beyond the grave. A third honk, like the blast of a war horn, one that seemed to come from the creature’s very depths. The horrid cry a sound we knew too well, heard it at some point in our passing through the checkpoints, when something was terribly wrong. The whole of the Gathering on edge—Jun, the old woman, and the admiralty all turning their heads toward the dock, where Keema cupped his right ear and pressed the other into his shoulder as the defective tortoise, at a volume almost unnatural in its shrieking heights, proclaimed, “HE’S DEAD! LUUBU IS DEAD! THE BOWL OF HEAVEN HAS BEEN DROPPED FROM HIS FINGERS!”

				
					“THE SECOND TERROR IS DEAD!”

				

				The Defect cried this news like a young herald on a notice-boat, fully and without guile. It would not stop until it was heeded, and even then, more was needed to accommodate this breathless creature. It was an unusual situation, of the sort that none of the admiralty had dealt with before, including Kaara/Tak-Lina, who had been around for much longer than any of them, and so new protocol was established on the fly. Connection planks were removed and boats were cleared out of the way so that the Defect’s vessel could be brought closer to the center of the ring, where it could explain itself in full. But even extracting clear information from the creature was difficult in the beginning, for the creature seemed to be on the verge of hysteria, between every statement loosening a joy honk or a terror honk or a don’t-interrupt-me honk, none of us were sure—no one present in the Gathering having the tools to decipher its more abstract noises, its desperate flailing. It took time, but eventually the tortoise settled down long enough that they were able to determine the following, later confirmed by their own scouts, who had their ear to the city’s chest.

				Mere hours ago, Luubu, the Second Terror, and de-facto ruler of the Bowl of Heaven, was shot through the neck with a stone-tipped arrow, from the fifth deck of a noble apartment barge. As Luubu’s driver tried to get away, a second arrow slammed deep into the Terror’s back. The pincushioned prince was brought to the nearest medical deck, where word spread that he was dead on arrival. When we learned of this, I reached for my husband’s hand. I held it. The Bowl of Heaven was yet quiet, for news of Luubu’s death was, much like the emperor’s, kept secret. But while the public at large had yet to learn of the assassination, rumor, even in those past few hours, had been working through the prison-fleet ranks, guard to guard, up the hierarchy, to those at the top, the captains, the wardens, and the generals, all of whom found themselves with no one to answer to, or to ask for help. Neither did the textile company heads nor the heads of the weavers’ guilds know what to do, their fabrics now with no one to receive them for tomorrow’s Holy Week events—Lord Induun unable to help with coordination, for he had already departed for the Divine City. No one could stop the word spreading from vessel to vessel, the fiery news destabilizing the structures through which it burned. And so it was that a window of opportunity had presented itself to the admiralty of the Gathering, the Bowl vulnerable as it adjusted to the sudden loss of its head.

				With a reverence in its voice that Keema did not know the creature was capable of, the Defect said, “For the first time in this one’s wretched life it has heard the voice of its mother! And her voice is glory! The mother is glad that this one is free!” A wild pride in the swing of its head. “The mother sees all! She has confided in this one of the events of the Bowl of Heaven so that it may bring help. So that it may bring reinforcements to come and save it and all tortoises throughout this burning country!”

				It honked triumphant in the air—but if it intended to receive applause, none arrived.

				Admiral Tajeem stood up from his bench in the center of the gathering. He looked to the empress’s surrogate. “Do you trust this creature, Gracious Moon?”

				I did not yet know. “My senses have dulled over the years,” Not-Jun said. “My ties to the world are limited to what is around me. What is and isn’t is…cloudy. But I have felt a loss, of something, a presence—like a thread, cut before its time. But what that loss, that presence, is, I cannot say.”

				A murmur rippled through the arena. “Whether this is true or not matters not in the slightest.” Kaara/Tak-Lina shook the mood with her absoluteness. “Before we intercepted the Lady Moon, the plan was to strike the Bowl tonight. Everything is in its place. We have the timings of the vessel alignments and the ballista boat rotations. We have the people on board the barges, waiting for our signal. Canalway Twelve will be unprotected. If anything, I believe this is a sign—we must carry out our strike.”

				“She is right,” Shala of the Worthy River said. “With the hierarchy in chaos, we could also strike the prison fleet—perhaps even release the tortoise god from its prison.”

				Another woman countered, “We would be throwing their lives away! The prison fleet is alive with tortoised patrol boats. With no set routine! Not a man could make it through, not at our strength.”

				“We would be fools not to take advantage of this situation.”

				“We already are, by attacking at all!”

				Voice countered voice, argument swelling.

				Kaara/Tak-Lina’s eyes widened as Not-Jun stood up with his glowing eyes.

				“I would be the one who rips the wall off the tortoise mother’s cell,” they said, to Keema’s immense surprise, and also Jun’s, though he was not in a position to express it. “I will help you dismantle my child’s Bowl of Heaven.”

				The Defect held its head high in praise of Her.

				
					I told him that I was not changing my mind.

				

				In a small houseboat at the edge of the Gathering, which belonged to one of Admiral Tajeem’s mistresses, and loaned out against her wishes for the use of the empress and Her party, She and Jun argued. The houseboat bobbed on the water as he paced in frustrated circles, explaining why they could not go off on this side mission—telling Her that these people were not equipped to survive an assault on the Bowl, and that going with them was all but certain death. Outside, Keema leaned against the wall, guarding the door, just as he used to do when he worked the pleasure barges. He made no expression, while inside, Jun shook his hands at Her. “We had a plan—a decent plan. Treat with Araya’s people. The Five Families have resources. They are organized. They have—they have an army. These fishermen…have boats, and nets.”

				This was no “side mission,” I told him. I had a responsibility to save the tortoise god who had caught my first fall. If I could save her, this would go a long way to unraveling the hold of the Throne. And this was the truth.

				But I did not tell him the deeper truth. I did not tell him that I liked being worshipped by these people.

				That I craved it.

				“We are heading into a bloodbath,” he said, staring daggers at the corpse-quiet old woman. “We have only just escaped the palace, Your Highness. We need to find a safe place, where we can think wisely about our next course of action.”

				I told him, once more, that I was not changing my mind.

				“Abyss take it all, Your Highness, this is not wisdom! We cannot embark with the Gathering simply because you miss being loved. They do not love you, they just—”

				Keema never heard the rest of the sentence; it was interrupted by a loud crash, like a body slammed into the floor.

				Jun’s face was pressed into the carpet, while his hands were pulled back and twisted into a painful helix. His feet were in the air. Blood welling in his head. His right hand twisting up and up, the veins popping red, the pain so great he started to piss himself.

				I told him that he forgot himself.

				“I—I—I—” he said.

				I told him that I am a god.

				“I—”

				That a god needs no mortal’s permission.

				No false emperor.

				No human.

				She twisted him harder.

				And no little whelp coward like him.

				“I—I’m s-s-s-sorry!” he cried. “Please, God, I-I’m sorry!”

				Good.

				Jun dropped to the ground just as Keema slammed open the door. The boy was curled into himself, shaking like a wet dog. The old woman had not moved an inch, Her eyes still shut, no sign on Her of the violence She had just enacted on Her grandchild, Her servant. I told him not to forget his station again. That he was but a stain of his father’s bloodied seed.

				That by my grace alone was he deemed worthy of breath.

				The boy wept. It was a loud, keening weep that started in the stomach, like some great, ulcerous pain. Keema hesitated before he entered. The malice in the room was pungent. When he did finally find the resolve to come inside, it was like penetrating a sheet of ice, his entire body shivering as he helped the weeping boy to his wobbling feet, and together they staggered out of that shadowed house. The empress, left behind on Her little cushion, alone.

				In the quiet hum of that empty room, Her ancient hand, once balled into a fist, now relaxed.

				
					I had overreacted.

				

				They were well away from the houseboat when Jun pushed Keema away. It was a shrug that then became a hard shove, definitive, and strong enough to knock the Daware man on his back foot. He recovered swiftly enough, physically, he did not fall on his rear, but he stared wide-eyed at Jun, who seethed, and spat, humiliated in a way he had never been before—the feeling like a new egg in the old Peacock’s stomach. His skin prickling, hot, his leg wet with his own piss and beginning to itch. When he took a step, he stumbled over, still weak from the attack, but when Keema reached out to help him, he warned him back, letting loose an incomprehensible snarl before he stormed off, alone, disappearing into the heart of the Gathering.

				He went across planks and over railings. Tried to slip into the throngs of people who walked these connected decks, tried to lose himself there, but he was as noticeable as a torch in the dark. The people recoiled from him. They looked down at him from high-up railings, from nets, from behind mastheads. There went the prince’s butcher. There went the demon. He winced at the memory of Her twisting him like a wet towel; the way Keema looked at him afterward, like he was a thing to be pitied. You are a monster. You are not deserving of pity. He needed to move, but he did not know where to. He couldn’t leave. He couldn’t stay.

				His father felt the pain radiating from his son. He looked up at the crescent of light that lined the top of the jar.

				“Jun,” he whispered. “Do not wander in this place.”

				But his son was lost in the Gathering now, in no state to realize that he was, for the past few minutes, being followed.

				
					By a woman, with a knife.

				

				While the others celebrated the news of the death of the emperor and His progeny, Mira watched the Red Peacock, waiting for her opportunity. From her friend’s boat she lay in wait for the bastard to emerge from the houseboat. Through the network of the Gathering she kept pace with his stumbling flight, the knife solid and sharp in her hand. I wondered if this is how he felt, when he hunted my sister’s family—this power. This ease, in stalking one’s prey. In an alley between steep vessels, where the sun was blocked by the masts and the world was but shadow and water, he stopped to gather himself, and she took in a breath. I had never killed anyone in my life. Pearlescent barnacles, latched to the hull, warped her reflection as she approached him—his back tightening as he sensed someone behind him. But if I was ever to kill someone, then why not him? The boy did not even turn around. It was like he knew. Just do it, Mira! She gripped the knife tight and stepped forward.

				If she was capable of such an act, she would not yet discover it, for Kaara then appeared, as if she had come in from the water itself.

				“He is a guest,” Kaara said. “He is under Her protection.”

				And that was all that needed to be said for Mira to lower her knife hand.

				The boy had turned around by then. They looked at one another. To her, he seemed somehow smaller than before, the demon of her memory now smudged, looking more like the young men she had known in her youth than a Terror’s child. And to him, she was as a stranger. A woman in a fisher’s robe. Her dark-brown hair tied up in a loose bun. And apart from the knife she held in her trembling grip, she reminded him of a friendly aunt; of the people his brigade passed so often on the road, unremarkable and easily forgotten. The both of them very tired that day.

				“I know you,” she said.

				Jun did not doubt this. “I killed someone you loved,” he said. It was a guess.

				She nodded.

				Correct.

				“Three years ago, in Jerval’s Field. We had run away from the textile fleet, with many others, after the revolt in the Gorga. The debts our families owed to Induun yet unpaid. Your brigade gave chase. It did not take you long to find us.” She swallowed. “Jerval’s Field. It was early morning. My sister and her husband were beheaded by your brothers. I was hiding under a body. And I saw you. Covered in blood. A hatchet in your hand. My nephew was ten years of age when you struck him down. His name was Sarva. He had caught his first trout not two days before his death. It was the largest anyone of his age had ever pulled from the water.”

				“I remember,” Jun said.

				“So you admit it,” she said. “You admit to his murder.”

				He looked at her. His eyes red. The empress’s words echoed in his head.

				You are your father’s stain.

				“I do.”

				Mira covered her eyes. I would not have him see me cry. Kaara put an arm around the woman’s shoulders and led her away. “That will have to do for now. Come, let’s get you back to the others.” Kaara spared a glance for Jun. “And you. I would suggest you return to your boat. Mira is not the only one who wants to put a knife in your back.”

				“Wait,” Jun said.

				Kaara paused. Mira turned her head, enough that he could see her profile.

				“I will come back,” he said. “After I am finished serving Her will…if I am still alive after all of this…I will come to you.”

				She narrowed her eyes at him.

				“I swear it on my father’s head,” he said. “I swear it on the empress’s will. On the ground I walk and the air I breathe. When this is over, I will return. On my knees I will come, and with any blade or weapon of your choosing you may take my life, however you might wish.” He bowed, his lip trembling. “You may have my neck.”

				“Your word means nothing to me,” Mira said. She turned away. “But should that day ever come, I will be ready for you, Peacock. For you, and your neck.”

				When he looked up, the two women were gone.

				It wasn’t long after that, that Keema found him.

				
					“I found you these.”

				

				A new pair of breeches. I had been washing my clothes and turned to fetch something, and when I came back, someone had stolen one of my pants, right off the rack. They were black and loose, so he kept them rolled up at the shin, the cord in the hemline tied tight. He washed his soiled garments in the water, hanging them to dry on the side of the tortoise’s boat. He thanked Keema for the clothes.

				“Are you all right?” Keema asked.

				Jun didn’t bother to answer.

				Keema watched in silence as Jun put the mask back on, his hands shaking while he did so, like an addict lighting a bowl of duri leaves. He didn’t ask where he had gone, or what had happened to him in the heart of the Gathering; nor did he ask why he put the mask back on when everyone already knew who he was. He simply stood by his side and waited.

				There were some hours yet to pass before the Gathering had finished its preparations for the attack. With permission from the admiralty, who wished to keep the peace between the fishermen and the empress’s party, Keema took their pontoon boat and brought Jun to the shore at the edge of the reservoir, a small outcropping of rock and wet sand, bordered by an imposing wall of tall grass that they were warned not to approach. Jun sat down on the sand. Keema leaned against a boulder. Neither spoke; Jun far away and Keema wondering where he was but not knowing how to ask, for there had been so few opportunities in his life to practice such kindness.

				Keema remembered the love worker who briefly took him under her wing, back when he was still a guard on the pleasure barge—how she would sit with him during his moods, and then, bored of his stoicism, would stand up and offer him her hand to dance. He was always resistant at first, a part of him fearing what might happen should he actually enjoy it…but she always got her way in the end. “Come, kitten,” she’d say, pulling him to his feet, “there’s nothing in this room to fear—this is nothing more than the old magick.” Together they would move as one, telling stories with their bodies, of the greedy monkey and the forlorn husband, and the bending of ancient bamboo. He enjoyed it so much that he continued the practice even after she was gone from his life, and he had no one else to bring him out of himself. In his empty rented rooms and makeshift campsites, he would stand up, and move, and he would remember that at least he was here, breathing this air.

				He wanted to show Jun this side of him. He wanted to stand up and reach out and offer Jun his hand and ask him if he would like to dance. But he was afraid, and in fear he could find no words to pull out of his parched throat.

				And so he tackled him.

				Offshore some fisher boats glided by. We watched the weird young men fight for a time in the sand. We wondered if we should tell someone. We didn’t. They rolled over each other. Keema managed to roll on top of Jun and pincer his arms to his sides with nothing but the tension of his thighs.

				“Do you submit?” he asked.

				Jun’s disbelief of the situation faded; wherever he had gone, he had returned.

				“No,” he said.

				He kneed Keema in the crotch. Keema’s eyes popped and he fell on his side, pressing his forehead in the sand, thrown of breath as his hand cradled his pain-throbbed genitals. Slowly, they rose to their feet, in unison; with one finger, Jun moved his mask back into place, the move subtle and cool; Keema snorted, and attacked. We took bets. I was the only one who had a woodcut coin on the cripple. And for the third time, they dueled. Keema dodged Jun’s punch and grabbed his wrist, tossing him over his shoulder. Jun fell onto his back with a breathless humph, but didn’t waste any time in tripping Keema’s ankle, knocking him to the ground, where he then pounced, Keema struggling underneath him, wriggling his arm free before he knocked Jun’s head aside with his elbow—a hollow thunk reverberating as his elbow collided with the edge of the mask—the boy withdrawing his arm in a vibrant, vibrating pain. He was drooling. They rolled down the shore, the sand in their hair, the both of them red-eyed and wild of voice. Both of them kind of spent. Rolling, one atop the other, and back again. “You—submit—do you submit…” Keema breathed out, only for Jun to shake his head before pressing his hand against Keema’s cheek, smushing it into the sky. We didn’t stay long to watch. It soon became obvious this was a fight with no victor. We had other business anyway. A few fishermen remained to watch as the two warriors fought like back-alley thieves, until finally they rolled off each other and lay sprawled in the sand without another breath to spare.

				A draw.

				“Probably…stupid of us…to do that…. before tonight…” Jun said.

				This made Keema laugh, which in turn started Jun up laughing too.

				No winner at all.

				
					In time they got up again.

				

				In time.

				
					“How long has it been since you slept?”

				

				Jun looked at him.

				“I slept in the boat,” he said.

				“I mean really slept. Slept long enough to fall into the Sleeping Sea.”

				Jun turned away.

				“Two days,” he admitted.

				Keema frowned. “You should have a rest.”

				“Not in this place,” he said quietly. “It’s not safe in this place.” He laughed quietly too.

				“I’ll keep watch,” Keema said.

				“You’ll keep watch,” Jun repeated, laughing as if he didn’t believe him. But Keema nodded and said it again.

				“I will keep watch.”

				And there, in Jun’s eyes, was a dared temptation to believe him.

				“An oath, then,” Keema said. He was sitting upright now, his head bowed in Jun’s direction. “I swear to watch over you, Jun of No Tribe, for the next few hours while you sleep. I swear to protect you from any spirit or animal or living or dead thing that may mean you harm or mischief. I swear you will wake up again, and I swear that you will be rested.”

				“One of your famous oaths,” Jun said lightly, but Keema could tell that he was moved by it, by the way he wouldn’t look at him. As if defeated, Jun fell onto his back and shut his eyes. “Fine. At least I know that if you fuck this up you have to disembowel yourself.”

				“I hope that brings you much comfort as you sleep.”

				“Oh. It does.”

				They were both grinning.

				For all of his paranoia, it did not take long for Jun to fall asleep, curled up in the sand. His breath evened out; he rolled onto his other side; and Keema, sitting on the boulder above him, did his duty. He kept watch over the sleeping Peacock while nursing what was probably a new bruise on his rear, and he watched the tall grass for movement, and he watched the water for anyone who might approach. Every now and then a boat passed by, some of them stopping for long enough for Keema to stand up, and we would drift just beyond the shore, wondering if we could do it—if we could take them—but the boats would always leave in the end.

				Keema glanced at Jun on occasion, to make sure he was still there, he told himself; to make sure that what Jun feared most had not in fact happened. That nature hadn’t taken its revenge. That the sand hadn’t eaten him whole. That a wolf hadn’t dragged him into the grass. His occasional glance became more frequent over the next few hours. The demon mask slipping off his face in his restless sleep, revealing to the light his dark eyelashes, his full and parted lips. He wondered what it would be like to run his finger along those lips, and then, ashamed that his mind had been so distracted, he returned to his task. He watched the grass, the sand, the water, as he listened to the light and dreaming breath. His oath upheld throughout the remaining hours before the return of the reconnaissance party, for no one, and nothing, had disturbed his sleeping charge.

				
					She reached out, once, an hour before the horn blew.

				

				I wanted to know if he was healthy. If he was still able to fight that night.

				“Yes,” Keema whispered, looking at him now. “He’s fine.”

				Good, I said to him.

				I left it at that.

				And the small hairs on the back of Keema’s neck prickled a bit at the passing of Her unearthly presence.

			

			
				DUSK

				
					Upon the fall of the sun, the signal was given.

				

				The admiralty led all of the clans in prayer while a group of children played a row of small golden bells, calling out to the spirits of fortune. May the river carry us safe on our passage. May the things in the dark recoil from our bow. On the hull of Tajeem’s ship, the final blessings were painted. And Kaara/Tak-Lina swiped her bloodied palm on the prows of the boats that would lead the charge. May we be doubtless in our search for freedom. The unfurling of the Gathering occurred without collision or bump; their movements practiced as they unlatched the boats from one another and directed their oars toward the exit rivers, the entire construction dismantled in less than half an hour, ship following ship, silently in one another’s wake as dusk burned above them.

				With their weapons returned to them, Keema and Jun had returned to their boat, with the empress and the tortoise, and they were about to take up oars when Kaara/Tak-Lina glided up to their side and said, “Don’t bother,” and with a wink carried them forward on a summoned wave; the wind tousling their hair as they joined the departing line.

				And they were off.

				
					Night, falling like a dead man.

				

				The lantern blown out; the world cast back into that total and unforgiving dark; the sky as black as the Burn itself. Throughout the Thousand, the rivers were emptied of boats, the trawling lines pulled and the traps left out in the waters—the people of the river villages shutting their doors as they put their children to bed in their hammocks and made their rounds to the windows, ensuring the latches were bolted and that no nighttime creatures would be finding their way inside, while northward, the Gathering flew.

				They were sleek as carp, cutting silk through the water, the reflection of the sky shuddering in their wake; the stars shaking like children in the cold. All around them was a lightless world. They turned onto a thoroughfare, the tall grass now well behind them. In the far distance, small lights burned like beads from a broken necklace. Tree lines and mountaintops were visible only by the stars they blocked.

				“I feel you there,” the voice in the jar said softly.

				“Jun,” the voice said.

				“Speak to me, Jun.”

				Jun did not speak.

				A black shape towered on the horizon—the crater that was the Bowl of Heaven.

				The quiet fleet entered one of the main straits, empty of civilian vessels. They were an arrow, aimed for the twelfth canalway. The massive wall of the crater continued to lift into the sky, and Keema wondered if the walls were higher than even the palace mountains. He noticed that unlike the other rivers to his left and his right, which were peopled with torches and lit-up wooden towers, theirs was almost completely dark. He would on occasion hear something odd on the wind, but whatever it was, was too far up for him to pick up anything other than an echo of a scream. Their boat passed at least three dark, unattended watchtowers. They bumped into something in the water, but Kaara/Tak-Lina’s wave had already pushed them on before Keema could see what it was that was floating in the water. I was singing a song that my friend hated. Neither of us were looking out at the water like we were supposed to. I was too busy laughing, driving him mad. And then I went silent. “Finally you shut up,” he said, smiling, and when he turned around, it was just in time to see my throat being opened by a knife from the dark.

				Canalway Twelve approached like a hungry snake. The tunnel entrance was abandoned, the guard station demolished, the ballista boats shattered, a fight we’d finished not a few moments before the first of the ships arrived, the bodies strewn across the water.

				The dark tunnel swallowed them, their ears popping from the change in pressure.

				“Do you get nervous before a battle?” Jun asked in that black passage.

				“Yes,” Keema said. “I get nervous.”

				Jun chuckled.

				“Why is that funny?” Keema asked, a little insulted.

				“Fear is not something my brothers would ever admit to. I’ve never met any warrior who would admit to such weakness.”

				“It’s not a weakness,” Keema said.

				“Oh?”

				“Fear keeps you alive.”

				“Not always.” Jun tilted his head. “Not when fear kills your good ideas. Not when it makes you run and your enemy shoots you in the back with his arrow.”

				“My fear has never guided me wrong,” Keema said.

				Jun shrugged. “Either way, it was not an insult. Not intended, at least.” He made a strange and unreadable gesture in the dark. “It’s interesting that you are so proud of your fear.”

				“Are you not afraid before a fight?”

				Jun took off his mask and looked at him. His face appearing and disappearing along the tunnel wall of torchlight.

				He was smiling.

				
					They were out of the tunnel.

				

				They spilled out into the apartment district. The twenty-third. The southwest passage. Massive apartment barges towered over their paltry ship like great ocean beasts surrounding minnow. We were awake in our berths. The overseers believed we were asleep. They did not know we were waiting for the lighting of a torch. Shouts rang out ahead—panicked, terrified. Something large crashed into the water and sounded to Keema like an entire building had lost its balance and fallen in. They did not know that we were mighty.

				And then it was quiet again. It was time for Keema and Jun to part from the main line. Kaara/Tak-Lina nodded at them as they headed their own way down the dark waterways between the looming barges. Without her wave, they were forced to row with the oars they had been given—A loan, I told the Peacock, when I handed him the oar, so make sure you return it after this is done. They pushed through the water in silence, passing beneath dank woodwork and rickety catwalks and stone arches; between the lesser barges, where the lights were never on and where if one looked with enough care one would see the movement of hungry eyes shining against distant torchlight. Not all of us were part of the plan. Some of us watched, and wondered. We whispered, “What if?” What if it was all about to end? While fires bloomed in the direction from which they had come, they made their way to the northeastern quarter of the Bowl, cutting across the wide central expanse to the prison fleet, where, once they were close, Jun turned to the Defect, and said, “Your turn.” The creature raised its head and listened to the vibrations of the threads in the night and led them through the ink-black spots between torchlight, its whispering giggle directing them, “Yes, this way,” and “More to the right,” for Keema and Jun were, for all intents and purposes, working blind as they wended their way into the spiderweb of the prison fleet.

				“Stop,” the Defect snapped.

				A torchlit patrol boat came around the hull of a massive junk ship. A man at a swiveling ballista stared into the dark as his oarsmen pushed the boat onward. One of them lifting his nose into the air. Thought I smelled something foul—but what didn’t, in those waters?

				The boat moved on, and the party sighed. On they went, and the closer they got to the center of the fleet, the louder and more frantic the tortoise became, its head whipping around as if trying to see over its own shell. Jun tried to quiet it down as it loudly murmured, “I have arrived, my God, I have arrived…” They passed under a banner, stretched between two giant ships, celebrating the Holy Week. Keema sensed something amiss. A feeling that raised the fine hairs on his arm as he looked out into the dark and quiet avenues of royal ships. There were no more boats. No perches from which the Terror’s Silver Monkeys might strike. It seemed all the forces of the Bowl were already heading toward the Gathering’s strike points.

				“Tread with care,” he whispered.

				The royal prison barge lay ahead of them, the second largest ship in the prison fleet. Keema felt a sense of vertigo as they approached it, as if they were but ants crawling up to a fallen tree. The Defect’s head, like a dowsing rod, pointed toward the heart of the vessel and said, “Right there. Please, my Gracious Moon, free my mother! They are right there!” Jun snapped at it to be quiet.

				They drifted up to the sheer rise of the hull, just under the area the tortoise was pointing eagerly toward. They all looked to the empress. I did not tell them how tired I was; how spent, from all of my behavior back at the Gathering. Pride, I suppose. I had brought them here. If I did not do my part, what manner of god was I? So I pulled what little energy I could out of my increasingly empty bag, and I made them an opening. The starboard wall of the barge was shorn off like old skin, with the popping of hundreds of nails pried out of their sockets, Keema staring in silent awe at this display of magick, as the wooden wall shattered into the water in many small detonations, their boat careening over the disturbed waves. She had revealed a cross-section of the interior of the boat; a dark honeycomb of rooms and cells on display like the naval exhibits you once liked to visit. None of the lights inside the boat were on. There was no one inside. Keema noted this to the others, unnecessarily.

				“Perhaps they have abandoned their posts,” he suggested.

				“I don’t know,” Jun said again.

				“There it is,” the Defect said. “There!”

				On the lowest level of the barge, in the widest and tallest of the unlit rooms, as large as a warehouse, there was the shape of something large and round. Tortoise-shaped, perhaps, but in this thick night, and from their distance, it was impossible for them to be sure. “Gracious Moon! I beg you, save this one’s mother!” the Defect cried. But I, too, was troubled. Something was off about the tortoise god’s presence. I had so little left to spare—we needed to be sure what it was we had come to save. Jun nodded, and he and Keema rowed closer up to the side of the barge, next to the mildewed and barnacled siding. It was Keema who volunteered to go up and check it out.

				“No, I will,” Jun said. “This is my duty.”

				Keema shook his head. “Of everyone on this boat, my death would be the least inconvenient.”

				Jun scowled, started with a “But—” and then I threw up my proverbial hands and said for SOMEONE to go, and before Jun could protest, Keema leapt off the boat. He had chucked the spear before him, landing its point just below the entrance to the prison, and was now scaling the wall of the barge, the cracks in the hull providing him with just enough footing that he could launch himself up, by his one arm and his two feet, like a panther—throwing himself, in a heavy pant, onto the floor of the hold. He scratched his thigh on a broken wooden board as he wriggled inside, blood seeping from the wound. Wincing, he signaled to the others below that he was fine with a wave of his hand, and Jun moved the boat farther out so they could get a better view of him and the interior.

				It smelled awful—as if there were thirty Defects in the room with him, oozing pus. Breathing through his mouth, Keema twisted the spear out of its wedge in the wood and made his way in. He didn’t get very far before a voice from the dark said,

				“Stop.”

				
					Upon the man’s Word, he had no choice but to obey.

				

				Every muscle in his body went rigid, only his eyes remaining mobile—two terrified orbs, darting in every direction that could be conceived, while the rest of the body remained as still as stone. A breathless grunt escaped his unmoving lips. His frozen chest. It was a fear that Keema had never known before. Not even his small finger accepted his command. Someone could walk right up to him and lick the side of his face and steal his spear and he would not even be able to flinch. His pupils tunneled into pinpricks as a bright flame was ignited on the other end of the prison holding.

				There, by the torchlight, and the shadow of some behemoth creature, stood a man slight and small. He was dressed in a very fine black robe patterned with intricate red designs, a thick scarf wrapped around his neck, its colors red and black. The man seemed the type to have never sat on anything harder than a pillow; delicate, his posture that of someone who had just woken up. Bored, tired. Someone who was waiting for his dance partner to return. “You made it,” he said, his voice fine and rich in the way older voices often were—though his had a hard rasp to it, as if sore from some recent injury. He was perhaps in his mid-forties. The same age as—

				“My brother,” the man continued. “You are the one who beheaded him. The boy of the Daware tribe.”

				A strangled noise quit his mouth.

				“Oh, right,” the man said. “You can speak.”

				“You are Luubu,” Keema said, dry-mouthed.

				The Second Terror smiled. He walked past a teeth-clenched Keema and toward the massive cataract in the wall, stopping himself at the broken edge.

				“She’s down there, too, isn’t She?” he said.

				“She’ll rip…your face off,” Keema struggled to say, his frantic lungs still swelled against his rictus muscles.

				Luubu made a show of thinking about this.

				“Good point,” he said, nodding to someone in the far back.

				
					The nod was the signal.

				

				From the rails of the prison barge deck large mesh sacks were tossed. The heavy sacks sailed through the air, trailing behind them long umbilicals of rope that, at the termination of their length, went taut as bowstring, thrumming, as the sacks swayed above the brackish surface of the crater’s waters.

				I felt it immediately.

				Beneath the moonrock traps, the water began to tremble.

				It began to shriek.

				He had captured me.

				The old woman, silenced, was powerless as Luubu looked down at Her from the ship’s cataract. His own ears, closed to the world with plugs of wax, were deaf to the sound of the tremoring water, his Word still powerful as he waved down at Her and shouted, “Hello, Mother!” And “Hello, nephew!” And “…hello, brother.” Behind him, Keema, red-faced, grunting, tried to take a step forward, in vain. His hand, tight around Araya’s spear, would not budge. He wanted to vomit. He looked around the room for anything that might help him. And it was then that he took true notice of the large shape half-hidden from torchlight. His eyes widening as the dark resolved, and he saw what it was.

				What had become of it.

				“My god! I am here! Where are you!” the Defect cried.

				Keema felt the bile rise in his throat as he looked upon the gargantuan shell of the tortoise god, cleaved in two. Half of the creature’s face yet uneaten, its mouth opened as if in mid-scream, the flesh all but gone. The god had been hollowed out like a tajeline. And its corpse smelled like nothing Keema had ever smelled before, the underside of death, his eyes watering, the salty tracks running down his frozen cheeks.

				Luubu smiled down at the little boat in the water. His voice entered their heads, though his lips made no movement. I told them that I was sorry, but I had eaten the god they were searching for. That it took a long time. There was so much…flesh. The womb had already been taken to the palace many years ago, to feed the heat beds, but what remained on the body was nothing short of a feast. It was a project that lasted over the course of many months, and only now, standing here, looking down at them, had I reached the end of it. I told the defective tortoise that if it was any consolation, its god was a resilient creature.

				It was alive for most of it.

				“No…” the Defect murmured.

				Yes, I told the tortoise. And with each awful bite I gained more access to the One Mind, until the whole network was mine. I saw through the eyes of its brethren and I heard through their ears—and, just that day, I had opened my way into the Defect, tricking the creature into believing its Mother was reaching out to it.

				Luubu sighed with pride.

				What a joy it was, to discover not only my beloved mother in your company, but my brother’s head too. What a—

				“LIES!” the tortoise cried. It honked pitifully into the air. “MY GOD! ANSWER ME! MY GOD! YOUR CHILD HAS COME FOR YOU!”

				“It is bad form to interrupt someone when he’s speaking,” Luubu said to the creature with some distaste. He gestured at his men. And Keema heard from somewhere above him the creak of wood: the large, turreted ballistas, loaded with thick iron-head bolts, spun in the direction of the boat in the water. The night thrummed with loosened bowstrings. He saw the brief glimpse of bolts as they shot past the hole in the wall of the barge, their serrated metal tips catching the light of the torches in one instant before they sank deep into the Defect’s shell, five of them peppering its body, and one, aimed by the truest shot the Silver Monkeys had, pinning the sobbing head to the floor of the boat.

				It was dead, its god’s name lost on its withering tongue.

				Black bile oozed from its ear hole.

				Jun shrank back, begging the old woman to do something, in his panic kicking the rice jar, the First Terror’s head rolling out into the spreading pool of tortoise bile, but the empress did nothing, for she was a breathing body and nothing more, no longer able to fight back against the scream of the water—the energies of the natural world stopped along these frozen threads—all of her efforts focused on holding her consciousness together.

				Keema clenched his teeth, his furious gaze trained on Luubu, his spear hand trembling against the restraints of the prince’s Word.

				“You…are…a coward,” he said.

				The Second Terror looked at him as if he had forgotten he was there. He looked at one of his guards. “Why does this boy still live?”

				And when Keema turned his head, he saw a man from the dark, with silver paint on his face, lunging at him with a needle-thin dagger aimed right for his heart, and he knew there was no avoiding its plunge, that he would die right there, and he thought of how sorry and pathetic an end that would be for him, the stupidity that had brought them to this discursive point, when a spout of water shot through the hole in the barge and punched him out the other side like a rag doll, his limp body tossed into the water by the river spirit Kaara/Tak-Lina, upon one last desperate throw before the shrieking water dissolved her and he fell into the dark water of the Bowl, bruised, and broken, and lost of consciousness.

				
					And at the end of this Day, there is silence.

				

				The audience is quiet as the players leave the stage, leaving only this moonlit body under the light of the brazier. You hear the change in the atmosphere. The utter quietude of it. The voices of the ancient and of the dead receding, too, for but a brief time, to make space for the one who would tell their own story.

				At the end of that Second Day, as I felt my senses robbed from me for the last time, I knew that if I did not act, and did not act swiftly, then all would be lost.

				We stand before the Third Day of the Holy Pilgrimage, this most fateful Day, and we perform a dancer’s swap. I had gone quiet for too long—I had let my body rot in its disuse. And for a day, we trade one voice for another. A move that is only appropriate, considering the events that are soon to follow. In this Inverted Theater, out of time, and out of place, this moonlit body allows Her Royal Whisper to enter in full, to tell the tale as she would tell it. How on the Third Day I made a choice I never thought I would make. The tale of a wrathful child’s revenge, and the breaking of the Bowl of Heaven. So hear me, audience of the theater—listen to the Moon on High, the Empress of the Eight Sons of the Moon Throne, for I have a tale to tell.
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				It began and ended here.

			

			The Bowl of Heaven, they called it, for from its depths sprung an eternal font of water that fed the land. Throughout my time on this Earth, the Bowl had been a mark of pride for the people—proof that humanity had been chosen by the gods to rule this country. Yet for me this crater was not a gift of the five heavens but an embarrassment, a shame, deep in my bones. When I looked upon this crater, what I saw was a deep scarring of the earth. I saw the rivers of fault and blame, spreading out from my hands.

			
				I saw my body, falling.

			

			The crater was where they found me after I had quit my place in the heavens. At the bottom of the burnt-out basin, atop the cracked shell of the wounded tortoise god who absorbed the brunt of my impact, my new, fragile, human form draped unconscious over the bleeding creature. I do not know for how long I slept, but when I woke, the tortoise god had carried me to the nearby village, where I was surrounded by supplicants, on their knees, their heads bowed low, and their hands out, begging me to touch them. I was finally here; no longer were these people distant abstractions to be witnessed from high up and far away; they were now up close, and so loving, it was an intensity beyond measure. I rose up to meet them, but when I slid off the mighty shell of the tortoise, my legs, new and never used, swiftly gave out beneath me and I collapsed into the dirt. I rolled onto my back as the people murmured and cooed over me, and through their ministrations I looked up at the sky, at the dark Burn high above, until the crowd parted for the warrior who had cut me free from the stars. He touched his forehead to the dirt and he told me he was glad that I had made it down safely, before he reminded me, softly, that in exchange for what he had done, I had promised him his heart’s desire.

			“And what is it that you want?” I asked, with barely a breath to ask it.

			“Sons,” he said. “I would like sons.”

			
				It is not hard to remember the old days.

			

			My time as the Moon is never far from mind. The days of cold milk forests and silver rivers are a sacred hideaway in the isles of my memory. I dream of rare midnight flowers curling open to the night sky, drinking up my radiance, and of lovers in the woods, dewy and flush, breathing in my moonlight through their skin. I was once a great beauty.

			I was the second creation of the Weaver. His Pale Eye. I watched Him stitch together the carpet of stars, and I bore witness to His eight consorts, who breathed life into the barren land like bellows stoking a fire, the canopies of trees billowing up from the canyons like smoke. I was there from the beginning, watching the first seeds take root, and the rivers pulse and overflow. I was there when the first of men came crawling from the Water, like babes bare-fleshed and weak, squinting against the light. I was there when they picked up that rock, and struck down their brother in the woods. I was there at the first spilling of blood.

			There is much of my experience in those days that I cannot translate into human speech. Beauty and terror unutterable to your muscled tongue. Believe me only when I say that the world back then was like that of the ripest berry, swollen and bursting in the teeth. Those were the days before gates and brigades; before the Red Palace and the Northern Estates and the Divine City. Those were the days when the animal castes still populated the fields and forests, strong in number, their homes not yet cut down for their timber, their burrows not burned out for their metals. When the bears and the wolves still commanded the mountains and the rivers still bucked with shimmering fish. But of all the wonders that were on display below my pale eye, there was nothing I loved more than to watch the dancing.

			The people were fewer in number in those days. They had to fight for their place alongside the other castes. To compensate for their lack of fang and claw, the Water taught them the magick of the dance. The people danced for the earth, and the earth giggled and swelled and made the harvests ever richer. We called it The Palm Beats the Dirt. They danced for the rivers and the fish, and the fish leapt into open nets. The Spring Fills Our Basket. They danced for the sky to bring rain for the grass and thunder when fire was in need. The Arrow Pierces the Cloud. They danced for the people. They imbued the builders with the gift of strength and the artists the light of creativity. And when my sibling Sun would retire, and it was my turn to take position in the sky in our eternal vigil with the Great Dark, the people would perform for me, and me alone. I drenched their land with my light, in pools and valleys, I made their paths safe to travel, and they gave to me their wonderful dances that told tales of lost loves and great battles.

			When I cast my reflection into the heart of the ocean, and visited my love in its Inverted World, it would ask me what I thought of the newest dances it had taught the people. And we embraced, as I told the Water that each dance was finer than the last.

			“It is all for you,” they whispered in my cold and luminous ear.

			If only there were a way to prolong the inevitable. If only there were a way to hold a moment in your hands and keep it alive forever.

			
				But nothing, and no one, lives forever.

			

			Not even gods. We are mighty, but we are not invulnerable. Death simply must work harder to catch us—another few hundred years, a few thousand perhaps, until from our fallen corpse a new god is born, like a molting, and whatever we once were disappears. Our likes and our loves gone, as a new order rises in our stead. Up until the days of humans and their dances, I had lived for a very long time. The surface of myself had become pocked and cracked and cratered, and I knew that if I let myself remain in that form any longer, I would disappear; a new Moon would take my throne, and it would no longer be my light that the animals and the forests bathed in. It would no longer be to me whom the dancers presented their finest arts, but some other lesser creature who would not be able to appreciate and love the same things I did; and such a thought I could not bear.

			I would rather there were no Moon at all.

			To the strongest of the humans, I asked of him this: free me from this Tapestry, and I will answer your heart’s desire. The man, who hungered for more than life would ever offer him, accepted my task, and he built a blade longer than any blade had been built before, which he used to cut the stitching around my body. And as I came tumbling from the throne that the blessed Weaver had given me and fell toward the earth, I believed I had done it. I had tricked them all. I had tricked even Death itself. For I knew that if I remained missing from the sky, no new Moon could be birthed from my corpse, and there would be nothing left on heaven’s throne but an infertile Burn, a scar that would remain as proof of my eternal rule, and no one else’s.

			When I woke in my new form, earthbound, and mortal, I entered some of the happiest years of my life, as I enjoyed the dances up close, and even learned some of them myself—the feeling so much more tactile, and present, than the strange, upside-down workings of my dear Water’s Inverted Theater. I even came to enjoy the warrior who freed me, who was himself a most skilled dancer, and lover, and I did not mind when he requested of me that I take on the form of a woman, to better fit with his desire. But always, beneath all of my moments in their company, I was aware of the world I had left, and the one I was yet expected to create.

			
				“I want sons,” he said.

			

			Sons, he said, and the lands of his brothers, for nothing tastes so sweet to the human tongue than the squeeze of stolen fruit. So I gave him sons, and I gave those sons the power to not only survive in this world, but to take it for themselves. And in this dynasty, I lost myself. I forgot about the Weaver and the Stars and even the Water—the Burn above my head all but a small reminder of how far I had come. All that mattered was my family and throne.

			The tortoise god once wondered aloud if they had done the right thing, catching me the day of my fall. The first sluice gate had by then been constructed, the Gora River choked of water.

			“What did I save that day?” the god asked.

			I could not say.

			Many generations later, I looked up for an answer.

			
				And my son looked back down on me.

			

			From the dark cataract of the ship, very little of Luubu’s expression was visible to me, but I knew that he was happy. His trap had ensnared us, and the wretched Defect had been slain by the ballista bolts, and the Daware man was nowhere to be seen, but my son, who had orchestrated all of this misery, seemed to think of nothing but of how glad he was that I was there, to see him triumph. But his joy, I think, would have been tempered slightly, had he known that his success was only partial, for I had been trapped once before by the moonrock pentagram, by his father—trapped, for a very long time—and I by then had a sense for when one might strike; which is why, the closer we came to the prison fleet, I in my well-founded suspicions took a precaution, and before we arrived at the boat in which we believed the tortoise god to dwell, I had done something reckless and unwise.

			
				DAWN

				
					I split myself.

				

				Inadvisable. That is what Jun would have said if I had shared my plans with him before I took matters into my own hands. Over the brief time that I had known him, he had been becoming more and more impertinent, but in this instance he would have been right to chastise me. I had only so much of myself left to spend, and to divide myself between two bodies took effort and strength I had barely the reservoir for. But the choice proved wise, and from two separate points of awareness I watched the events of that night unfold: from my body, and from the eyes of a small gorion bird, perched atop the railing of a nearby prison vessel.

				The bird was distant enough that it was only mildly affected by the trap’s dampening power. Through its beady eyes I saw the moonrock sacks sail over the railing, and I saw the swivel of the ballistas, and the flash of metal before the bolts found their target in the tortoise’s body. I saw Jun crouch over the tortoise’s head, stroking its bloodied beak, as the patrol boats came out from Luubu’s ship to seize us. And as my body drowned under the weight of the screaming water, my small wings beat furiously, and I flew high above the Bowl, and below the morning-dark skies.

				
					I took stock of the city.

				

				The crater echoed with the sound of battle. Luubu may have tricked his family into his trap, but there was little he could do to the growing rebellion but engage it in the many little skirmishes that were occurring, at once, throughout the Bowl.

				My little bird observed from the railings and rafters the fighting. Many of those revolting were the workers who lived in the dirtier apartment barges, who worked the trawling ships and the textile fleets. Kaara/Tak-Lina and her admiralty’s tactics were that of confusion. The night had begun with the spark of small fires throughout the Bowl, with missing patrol boats and strange commands from superiors, delivered through the flash of coded messages across ship prows. Half a crate of explosive powders, stolen from Lord Waag’s foundry, was used to sink the largest of the barracks-boats, while the other half was used to hold hostage the Shrik-Soso pleasure barge, which was wide enough to provide cover from ballista fire for the other insurgents.

				Now, in this early morning, the heads of the captaincy of the most important ships were being severed. Men and women young and old took up arms and charged through the deck halls and even climbed up into the netting of the sails like spiders up tilted webs as they overthrew the masters and backbreakers, while patrolling ballista boats sprung bolts into their chests, spearing them overboard into the water. I saw three men pinned to the hull of a ship by a single discharge, like a stack of parchment stuck to a needle. I saw a fire lit in the berth of an apartment barge, the flames rising from the lowest and the poorest of the decks to the highest, the people flinging themselves into the water to save themselves, where they were cut down by the blades of Luubu’s brigade, the Silver Monkeys. As for where Kaara/Tak-Lina was in all this, I did not know. At the time I assumed she had been as affected by the trap as I had been, and was, I supposed, dispersed into the cold waters of the Bowl in many droplets, trying to re-collect herself.

				The sounds of the fighting were everywhere; one could not escape them. However, there were parts around the Bowl where it was noticeably quieter; where the smokestacks from the flames were but thin black lines on the horizon of these protected neighborhoods, and the boats had time to draw the water collected overnight from their bilges. It was in such an area, in one of the wealthier pleasure bays within the crater, where I discovered the Daware man’s body, floating in the water. My bird landed on him and was relieved to find that he was not dead, just unconscious, his pulse a slow and distant drumbeat below my talons. But no matter how many times I pecked at his chest, he did not stir, and in time I was forced to abandon him when a sudden torchlight illuminated his body and shadowed men in a slim collector’s skiff dragged him aboard. Troubled times, like that day in the Bowl, that was when we went out hunting—no one notices a trotter here or there gone missing. I followed them at a distance as far as I could, but the skiff soon disappeared into the interior of a massive pleasure barge. I studied the markings emblazoned on the side of the barge so that I could remember it and told myself that I would soon return after I had finished my reconnaissance of the crater at large.

				And while this was all occurring, I was still aware of, but not yet focused on, the senses of my body—not until we had stopped and I was parted from my son, and Jun, somewhat violently.

				
					We were brought onto Luubu’s pleasure ship.

				

				A man I did not know carried me. His hands were large and rough, and the sense of myself that was royal was offended that he touched my person. I fixated on this affront as I was brought to a small, private room, where I was kept under lock and key. The man with rough hands placed me on a sitting pillow like an old, used-up toy. I thought that perhaps with enough effort I could use the last of myself to pop open this blasphemous man’s head, but the thought was fleeting, and with time I was able to remember myself as well, as the rules were yet the same: do not spend all my coin on one game. This body had enough for only one more physical act, and I intended to make it count.

				The room was as florid as one might expect from one of Luubu’s royal cruises. There was a bed wide enough for five humans, with sheer curtains that parted the mattress from the rest of the room, and on the other side of the room, a long and plush lounge sofa and tea table carved from a single piece of red gannet wood. This was the room for visiting dignitaries, for people the Second Terror wished to impress his wealth and status upon. For a room of such pedigree, I was surprised that the screech of the moonrock trap seemed unusually loud in here; with some surveyance—I could yet project myself some distance from my body—I discovered a series of holes in the wall, too small to crawl through but large enough to let in all the sounds from outside. There were also two openmouthed pipes that erupted from the corner of the room. I projected my mind upwards and I followed these pipes. One went up to the bridge of this ship, which was, curiously, empty, and the other went from this room to the outside, as if designed to more clearly pick up the noise of the Bowl, and in this way it seemed that this room had been built just for me.

				I could go a bit further. Luubu’s trap was spread out, diffuse, not as acute in its disruption as the Wolf Door’s; I could not move so much as a book or a teacup, but I could at least spy into the adjoining rooms and see where the others were being kept. My son was in the room across the hall from me. His head was placed on a dinner plate, which sat atop a stool in the middle of an empty room, cleared of all furniture. Someone had taken the effort of decorating the plate with some sliced fruits and finely cut greens. It was Deegan who did it, the crack-up. He was the one who plated the royal pig. Luubu approved of the scene. The head on the plate, less so. He seemed aware of my presence in the room.

				“A fine day this is turning out to be, isn’t it, Mother?” he said.

				I moved on until I found Jun. He was down the steps, in the lower deck. They had thrown him into a small closet that was once used for storing various tools and materials for fixing the ship’s odds and ends, but the shelves had been cleared out. His mask had also been taken from him. He was kicking at the door, trying to break it open, when it suddenly did, the lock splintering outward. He was briefly jubilant before three men appeared and beat him into submission. Enough so that when he was deposited back into the closet, it was all he could do to crawl into the corner of the room and cover with his bloody hands the tattoo on his face.

				“Having fun looking around?”

				The brass voice came from one of the pipes in my room. I pulled myself back into my body.

				“Strange,” the voice from the pipe said, “that this is only our second time meeting each other. That the only other time was when I was born. For what it is worth, I would like you to know that it is a pleasure to have you aboard my finest craft. It’s okay, you don’t have to speak, I understand why you prefer silence. I would, too, at your age. I just wanted to check in before everything gets started. To let you know that you are in my care now, and that I intend to keep you as close to myself as possible.” There was a smile in his voice that would have made a human nauseous. He went on to talk some more, but I was uninterested in what he had to say, so I focused my efforts elsewhere for the time being. My little bird was circling the inner wall of the crater when it spied something curious.

				
					Two long boats, filled with masked men.

				

				They glided silently through one of the canal gates, no one there to witness their entrance, for the gates were destroyed in the uprising, and the guard posts were on fire, draped with bodies, or simply abandoned. The twin crafts cut across the water at a deliberate and watchful pace. The way their many little oars dipped in and out of the water reminded me of the small legs of a centipede, running across a bedroom floor. By the make of their dress, cloaked and hooded, I could tell they were neither rebel nor Silver Monkey, but a third party whose identity I could not yet determine. But I was too preoccupied with thinking of a plan of escape for my body to be further concerned with these new arrivals.

				The main issue I was confronting was that being a small bird was somewhat useless. This was not the bird’s fault. If I could have inhabited a person, I would have, but the unwilling mind of a human takes great effort to wrangle; I did not have the strength to wrangle, only coax, and the bird happened to be the only creature in reach who was open to my whispering.

				With my options limited in what I could do on my own, I had to resort to allies, and the sole ally I had who was not in Luubu’s capture was the Daware man. I was worried that communication would be difficult between us, since I was a bird, and he was not, but he had proven himself capable on this journey. I flew back toward the pleasure barge into which he was taken, trusting that, once I freed him, we would find some method of alliance.

				As I flew, I checked in on my body. Luubu was no longer speaking to me through the brass flower, and there was no one coming to interfere with my body, which meant I still had time to act before my son did something regrettable. What exactly his plans were, for me, for Saam and Jun, I did not know.

				I did not care to find out.

			

			
				MORNING

				
					Had they all been so violent?

				

				Even the Third Emperor, the softest of my boys, turned cruel in his later years. In those days I was a more active parent; I even delighted in teaching my sons the way of the world. The Third and I spent much time in the Bowl, where I showed him the secrets within its waters. The worms that emerged from the spout of the Sleeping Sea; worms that spun silk in their bellies. And together we wove fine carpets and tapestries the likes of which I think are yet to be matched in quality.

				He was, perhaps, too soft. Those who craved his power beheaded him. I took our revenge, and afterward I sewed my son’s head back onto his body, but I saw that ever since then he was not the same. He shied away from the things he used to like to do. He let the people weave the carpets and he shrunk away from the light. Fear weighed on his shoulders every day. Once, on the banister of the pleasure boat, a small bird landed gently, and my son flinched, and I watched him as he, without a word, used the power I had given him to break the bird’s neck.

				The creature dropped into the water like a rock.

				“There is nothing left to fear, Mother,” he said softly.

				Blame is an endless circle.

				
					And I seemed to be standing in the center of it.

				

				As I returned to the barge that had swallowed the Daware man, a few stray arrows almost clipped my wings. I had flown too low and had glided straight through some battle below that I was not taking notice of. The boat was almost under our control before Overseer Sengyyna lit the signal that called for help and before we knew it we were firing arrows at a patrol ship that was coming up on us. Olan didn’t make it. Right through the eye the arrow went. I had failed countless oaths that day, but that was the one that hurt the most.

				The barge was quite a distance beyond the battle. It sat heavily amongst other pleasure ships of its kind, like a family of walruses on some little-visited shore. I circled its massive form, searching for a way in, but for all of my searching I could find only one entrance: a docking bay that opened up in the rear of the ship, where visitors landed their skiffs.

				I landed upon a railing within the docking bay, taking care not to be seen and shooed away, and I listened to the people coming and going, hoping to pick up a piece of information, a clue, that would tell me where they had taken him. This did not prove difficult, for he was the only one-armed person that had come through that day. I learned that such a person of his description was taken into the deck two floors up. There was a conspiratorial hush to the way they traded this information that worried me as to his fate, so I flew quick through the ship, only once being spotted by a young cleaner who tried to bat me off with his broom. He chased me, but I quickly lost him in the crowd of people walking toward the main staircases; everyone else didn’t seem to mind that I had come, though some covered their heads with their hands as I flew over them.

				When I found where the Daware man was being kept, I saw that I was right to be concerned. With some expert and well-timed flutters from ceiling beam to ceiling beam I was able to get deep enough into the third deck to discover what the people here called the Toy Room. We were the toys of the pleasure chest. And we never got out. In the shadowed recesses of the pleasure barges both fine and suspect one is bound to find such places, where a person may be taken and through long-term means be rendered into only a breathing body for the pleasure of those who might find use for it. The mind scrubbed out through cruelty. I was broken, I was. They took these sticks, hard and pointed, and they, they, they—

				These Toy Rooms were not against the law, but they were frowned upon when it came to terms of good taste, even though it was well known that Luubu partook in such company. He whispered in my ear that I never loved anyone but him, and his Whisper curled around my thoughts and I believed it, I believed he was the only one I had ever loved and when he left I scratched at the walls to get to him until my fingernails snapped off in the cracks in the wood. It was here where I found the Daware man, his arm and right leg chained to the boards of the cell in which he was kept. He had by then regained consciousness but still seemed dazed and disbelieving of his situation. He had been beaten. His left eye was swollen, his bottom lip broken. And his spear was gone, presumably lost in the waters of the Bowl.

				A woman almost as tall as the deck itself was walking up and down the cells with a pleased smile. Her torch-thrown shadow passed over the cages, making the inhabitants shrink back into the wall. We dared not look at her. We knew what horrible sounds she would bring out of us, should our gazes meet. When she was far enough that I felt safe to venture out, I swooped down through the bars of the Daware man’s cell and found myself wondering how to speak to him, for he just looked at me with a blank expression and said, in a whisper, “You are not the bird from before.” He wore a weak, bruised smile. “Are you that bird’s friend? I would keep my distance if I were you.” He made a pained expression, staring at his empty hand, and though he said nothing, I knew his thoughts were of defeat. “I am an oath breaker,” he said, close to tears. “I am a man of poor fortune.”

				I cared about none of this. I tweeted at him and I flapped my wings, but this aroused no useful response in him; he merely smiled at me, as if he was humoring me. He made no effort to interpret or understand, his mind too tired to engage in such decoding; all he wanted was to enjoy this little bird that had chosen to visit him. It was an immensely frustrating experience. “If you see a guy in a palace mask,” he said tiredly, “tell him I’m looking for him.” I needed use of the Daware man’s body, but I could not leave the bird and enter his mind. I was worried that the slightest bit of resistance from him would dissolve this shadowed self of mine. I had to choose my next action with care.

				The fearsome woman was coming back around from the end of the corridor. With no recourse, I decided to leave the Daware man for the time being. He seemed not to mind as I took flight once more; he gave me but a slight nod of farewell before I slipped through the bars.

				I regrouped outside of the Toy Room. After a brief moment of helplessness up in the rafters, where I fluttered my wings in frustration, it was clear to me that nothing would get done unless I got it done. With more ship yet to explore, I decided to see if there was anything I could put to use; a key maybe, or a tool the Daware man could use to free himself. Through more eavesdropping I discovered that the keys to the cages were held by the warden, and the warden only, and he, at that moment, was entertaining himself up on the Zoological Deck.

				I had never heard of or been to such a deck before, and when I flew up the main staircase and entered the large, vaulted space, I was dismayed by the many animals I saw, caged and suspended from the ceiling like ornaments. There were bug-eyed bats and colorful parrots and, bathing in a tub of water, a family of gannets. A small, gray-haired monkey pressed its snout against the bars, reaching out to me as I flew past. Cats roamed the hall, lazing on the edges of tables until they got in the way of the games and were shoved off. When I looked down, I saw that this deck was not only a prison for animals, but also a gambling hall, with many low square tables on which people played cups and dice, and other longer tables on which many white stone tiles were placed in dizzying patterns to overcome their opponents through some opaque means of divide and conquer. As I searched for the warden in these back halls, I discovered something else of infinitely more promise—or rather, I heard it: the large, bellowing roar of a bear, coming from the other side of the hall.

				A drunken crowd cheered around a cordoned-off area, where the black bear, leashed to the floor with mighty chains, was seated on a pillow too small for it, while a man with fine cheekbones dusted his face with vibrant blue makeup, as was custom those days for performers. He and the bear were performing a stage play. The man was the aggrieved spouse who wanted attention from their lover, and the bear was the lover tired of his spouse’s henpecking. The crowd fell into raucous waves of laughter whenever the man said something along the lines of “You used to call me beautiful! You used to say I was the water to your parched throat! And what do you say to me now?” to which the trained bear would roar, and swipe the air as if dismissing these complaints.

				The bear’s strength was immediately appealing to me. I had a vision of ripping free the shackles from the Daware man with its teeth. The creature would do. But as I made my way to the performance arena, I was forced to perch on an unoccupied bench and pause, for I realized that, back at my body, back in the royal cruise, there was someone standing in the room with me.

				
					It was the man from before.

				

				The one with the large hands who had carried me in that way I did not like. He picked me up and carried me out of the room, not nearly as gently as Jun used to. When I saw that we were headed up the main staircase, I knew where he was taking me. It was, after all, only a matter of time.

				The servants bowed their heads as we passed.

				I was brought into a vast room, minimal in its presentation. The floor was made of a black wood that shined, and the walls were long red panels, on the faces of which were the brushstroke paintings of his banner creature, the silver monkey, in various positions of yearning and fury. The room funneled toward a simple blackwood table, at which Luubu was seated on the farthest side, and where I was then seated opposite him. Fine plates arrayed with delicate slices of silver-eye white fish were placed on mats of Induun silk, each slice of fish interrupted by a vegetable of surprising and vivid color, red and purple and silver.

				Luubu dismissed the man who carried me, and then we were alone, apart from the attendants who stood in the shadows of the room, waiting to be beckoned. “I wonder if you had ever known how desperately I wanted this,” he said. “To share a meal with you.”

				I said nothing.

				“My brothers had much the same desire. To spend time with our mother. Listen to me.”

				The power of his words overwhelmed my weakened state. I had no choice but to open myself to him.

				“It is a strange thing,” he said, “to know where you’ve been our entire lives, but to not be able to go to you. The First tried to sneak out to you once. This was when we were little. I never learned what our father did to him as punishment, and he never spoke of it.” He pushed the food around on his plate like a discontented child; I could still smell the flesh of the tortoise god on his breath. “Strange thing. So close, yet so far. We felt you in our dreams. For nights on end we would dream of the Moon so bright in the sky that it was blinding. We would sometimes share those dreams with each other. But as brothers do, we grew apart, and we kept our dreams to ourselves.” This thought seemed to cause him great anguish, or that was what he wanted me to believe, for he turned away from me dramatically. “I think we all have been holding out hope for the day one of us became emperor. The day we would be given the key to your room and we could finally spend some time with you.” He breathed in, and turned back to the table. He poured tea from a heavy stone pot and I could not help but enjoy the sweet perfume of its steam. “I don’t even know what tea you prefer,” he said. “I hope this one is all right. It was grown not far from here, in a reserve that I own. Never let it be said that only Lady Panjet grows delicious leaves.” He smiled. “On another day, another situation, I would’ve brought you there. That reserve. The flowers turn gold at sunset.” His smile became more muted. “Ah. Well.” He sighed and ran a hand through his black hair, which was thinning. “The plans I made to get you here…it would exhaust even you to hear of it. All I will say is that it is a lucky thing that Jun took the tortoise with him. It made eating the god all the more worth it, because I’ll tell you, that was hard work. The weeks of eating its chewy, tasteless meat.” He let out a high and fluttering laugh. “I kept it drugged so that its meat wasn’t tense when I ate it, and it slurred like a drunk as it begged me to stop. But how could I stop? Every bite brought me closer to a kind of…becoming.” He shut his eyes. “I hear them all now. The tortoises’ messages. Their memories. I can even smell what they smell. The silver fear that lifts from the people’s shoulders. Their red fury. Father really fucked up, didn’t He?” He put down his cup. “Oh, Mother!” he exclaimed, falling on his back, a pillow there to catch him. “If only He hadn’t kept you down there, things would be different! I was lonely! Father only had eyes for the eldest, but you, you would’ve seen me. If you were there, you would’ve listened. You would have told me what I needed to hear.” He crawled over to my body. He put his head in my lap and took my limp hand and placed it on his cheek. “If I had a bad dream you would’ve stroked my hair and told me it was all right to go back to bed. And when I woke, you would’ve given me the courage to go on with my day. It was so hard, growing up without you, Mother.” He was whispering now. “All the things we could’ve done if you had been there.”

				He used my hand like a comb. He sighed against my touch.

				“I have a busy schedule today,” he said, in a distant, thoughtful voice. “I’m going to torture my brother. He’s just a head, but he can feel pain yet, and certainly humiliation. And if you’re wondering why I am compelled to meet him with pain, just know that you have missed much during your time behind that Door. I will probably have his son killed in front of him. Skinned alive. I could have my Silver Monkeys take him against his will, right in front of his father.” This thought seemed to amuse him greatly. “I haven’t decided. But there’s time yet to mull over those matters. Right now, the two of us have business with each other.” He nodded in my lap. “Yes. A most urgent business, Mother. Because now that I’ve had the taste of one god, I find myself hungering for something a bit more substantial.”

				He looked up at me with wide eyes.

				“I think I’m going to eat you.”

				And as he said this, the midday chants rang out through the Bowl, for the day was by then half-done; his hand resuming its grip on mine as he combed my fingers through his hair for a little while longer; and I felt acutely aware that we were all running out of time.

				
					I once asked him why sons.

				

				The man who unstitched me was very honest about what he wanted. There was no false modesty in his answer, and when he answered a question, it was clear and direct. There was no game with him. I liked him for that. But when I asked him why he wanted sons to inherit his legacy, he never gave me a satisfying answer. He would go on about tradition, about rights of succession, about strong bodies versus weak, but if I were to press him on matters of tradition, or strength—if I reminded him that I was a god, and that with my power I could help him change tradition, and give him a child who was strong regardless of how they presented to the world, he would become testy, and ask why I needled him with such pointless questions. I told him I asked him this because my time as a human woman had been a pleasurable one, and the other women I met and spent time with seemed as capable as any man their equal. But this had little impact on him; always the man would find a way to remove himself from the conversation without engaging with me. At the time I told myself this was fine, that I had an oath to answer, and it didn’t matter what my opinions on that oath were; I would fulfill it regardless.

				I always wondered though. Across the many long and bloody campaigns of my offspring, I’d ask myself if things would have been different, had one gotten through; if there had been an empress to answer for all the emperors. If the earth would drown in so much blood had she been there to stop the swinging of the blades. I had many tempting fantasies of such description. But I think now I know that, even though she would have been a welcome respite and perhaps even a soothing balm to the burned hand of the people, it would not have been enough. I had seen what happened to all of those sons I gave birth to. How they were molded by the world they had been given, for even the man who had started it all did not know why he made the choices he did. It is all a spiral that feeds into itself with the gathering weight at the center we call Power. That was what occurred to me as I was trapped with my sick child on his fancy boat. It was an old lesson that everyone in the old village knew: You can fault the dancer, but more often than not, it is the dance itself that has to change.

				Luubu gazed at me with a love so infinite it presented as a mad and indecipherable pattern. It was overwhelming and violent in its hunger. And even now it remains hard for me to determine how I feel about the men who had sprung from me—what to do with my deep hatred, and my bottomless love, for them.

			

			
				MIDDAY

				
					The day was slipping away from me, and I had to act.

				

				I swooped into the performance arena without heed, and, I admit, a bit panicked, for Luubu had rattled me. I thought little of the bird’s safety as I flapped over the cheering crowd and arced toward the bear. The spear-armed guards that haloed the arena did not notice me, nor did the male performer who was at that moment trying to “woo” the uninterested bear by pulling up the hem of his silk robe to reveal his naked legs. The bear, tired from the long day, stretched its mighty jaws and yawned.

				
					I dropped the bird into its mouth.

				

				And then, I was the bear, and I was choking on the little bird flapping in my throat. With a heavy roll I fell onto all fours and hacked up the creature. The bird slapped onto the floor, drooling with my saliva, twitching a little before it wicked the fluid off its wings with a few resolute beats. The performer flinched.

				“What is this?” he asked.

				I looked at this man, and as the bear, I was overwhelmed with fury, for this bastard had been my tormentor for many years, the awful plays he made me perform, and the many nights he made me go hungry as punishment for his bad reviews. There was no argument: I back-swiped him into the crowd. He let out an airless oomph and flew into the benches as a cannonball would into fortress timber. As the man groaned amid a pile of cracked rubble, the people laughed, believing this to be a part of the act; they even laughed as I pulled with all my weight against the unyielding chain that bound me to the floor; it only went quiet when the guards, who knew my actions were not part of the script, leapt over the cordon and began to circle me with their submission spears. One of them jabbed me in the thigh. We shouted for him to calm down. We shouted his name. We tried to frighten him with our spears. Remind him what happened last time he tried to escape. But nothing worked. The creature was berserk. Frustrated, I clamped down on the chain with my jaws and I ripped the entirety of the chain hook out of the floor. The wood splintered, metal bolts flew, and the chain hung loose from my neck like an untethered leash. I looked around. The guards stepped back. The people clutched their chests. There was a hush on the Zoological Deck as it dawned on everyone in the audience that I was free.

				And then I charged forward.

				Only one guard was foolish enough to stand his ground. I couldn’t move—I couldn’t move. I leapt on him hard enough to send his body through the floor, into the lower deck. As I ran, I roared to make the throngs of people clear the way. This unfortunately had the opposite effect, for in their panic they tripped and stumbled over the dice tables, tossing chairs, and stepping over one another, going in every direction but the safe one. I kept my head down as I ran, butting out of the way anyone who couldn’t see themselves out of my charging line. I burst through the gambling tables. I destroyed the cages that kept the bats, and the bats screeched and skittered through the air. I took some satisfaction from this destruction, but I did not pause to indulge in it, and leapt down the main stairs and headed for the Toy Room.

				I like to imagine what the Daware man must’ve experienced in that moment. What he must’ve thought when he heard the crashing and roaring and stampeding from the floor above. I imagine him trying to stand up, to rise and meet the chaos on the upper decks. I imagine the sound inspiring him to try to get free but straining in vain against the chains that bound him. How he must’ve frozen in place when he heard the sound of a large creature barreling through the paneled walls. The sound of screams, of pleas for mercy, of doors crashing out of their frame. And what terrified blood must’ve pumped through his temples as the last door fell forward and a breathing, snorting, bloodied bear came trundling down to his very cell, past all the other cells, as if he alone had all the bad luck in the world—a man of poor fortune indeed.

				He pressed himself up against the wall. He was holding his breath. Perhaps if there was time, I would have indulged in the fear he seemed to take of my presence as I towered over his cell door, for humans have such a funny way of scrambling. But there was no time.

				“You’re fucked, cripple,” a gaunt man cackled from an adjacent cell.

				The Daware man shrank as far into the corner of the room as his chains allowed, which was not very far at all. I ripped the cell door off its hinges and entered, my body too large to fit my entire self, my snout taking in the rank smell, and my black eyes in scrutiny of his injuries, as he looked at me with unrestrained terror. From outside this squalid prison I heard the march of armed guards coming down the main steps. Poor of time, and believing that I would have time to properly communicate with him later, I decided to free the Daware man before attempting to convince him who I was. I broke the hooks that bound his chains with my feral bear strength. The manacles, still locked to his wrist and his right ankle, came free from the wall with loud pops. I was about to scratch his name into the wood, to prove my identity, but as soon as I had displayed my claw the Daware man, deathly still up till that moment, broke into a run, squeezing through the narrow gap between my girth and the doorframe. He tripped into the corridor, falling on his face, then scrambled to his feet like a frightened child. I cursed myself for not writing the name down before I freed him, but this curse came out as an angry roar that only made him run faster.

				There was nothing to do but to chase him. He ran straight down the corridor, in such a panic that he ran into the chest of an approaching guard. The two men spun around each other like a dancing pair. As I came barreling down the corridor I saw that they were fighting over the guard’s weapon, the Daware man at last winning as he yanked the spear hard from the other’s grasp and sprinted off. The unarmed guard gulped at me before I batted him out of the way.

				The Daware man was going up the stairs, fighting against the terrified flow of people coming down, all of whom were headed to the barge’s docking bay. A squadron of soldiers rounded the corner and pointed at me with spear tips brandished in the glow-light of the wide corridor. I snorted and followed the Daware man to the upper decks. I heaved with tired breath as the endless staircase zigzagged all the way to the top of the ship.

				I could smell the clear, salty air, and I knew we were close to the top deck. At the head of the last flight, the Daware man glanced behind to see if I was still chasing him, and he cursed with loud disbelief when I turned the corner and gained on him. He rushed out the doors.

				A gray-bright afternoon sky greeted us both, the rest areas and the tea tables of the sky deck all but abandoned but for a few old men who were so entrenched in their routine that they could not be bothered to end their ginseng gossip because of a loose wild bear. As the Daware man, in a rather pathetic bid for time, tipped tables and pots over to slow my charge, I tried to think up a way to communicate with him. I tried to speak, but those only came out as roars. I tried to stop chasing him, but he continued to run all the same. My bear brain could only think to keep going—my path interrupted by the whistling of a ballista bolt and its musical thrum into the railing on my other side, the shot so close the small hairs around my snout had swayed as the bolt soared past me. Another bolt wedged itself into the wooden board beside my paw. When I stopped, I saw, with a rather hopeless feeling, that all along the perimeter of the top deck there were manned ballistas on swiveling platforms, all of them aimed at me.

				Up ahead the Daware man had cornered himself against the end of the vessel. More bolts flew over my head as I ran at him, desperate now not to die. When he saw me coming, he looked over the railing, judging the distance from the sky deck to the water. Unfortunately for him, we were on one of the tallest pleasure barges in the Bowl. The fall was a swan dive off a high cliff. The landing would not be kind. But all it took for him to find his motivation was another glance at me, and the angry bolts that peppered the deck, before he made up his mind between the lesser of two evils, and leapt.

				A bolt ripped through my ear—I roared at the sky as I leapt after him.

				We fell into the water.

				It is only by the grace of the Water’s love for me that our fall was cushioned. I could feel the surface dimple below us, and though the collision was not soft on our bodies, I knew that it could have been much worse. For a moment I floated suspended in the green waters of the Bowl of Heaven and I remembered what it was like, to move with the Water; I remembered floating high above, directing the tides. I remembered making the Water laugh into waves. Air bubbles came out of my snout as I, for once that day, indulged in a moment and stopped. Even as the bolts humphed into the water around me, I was unhurried. I swam up. Swam toward day. And once I broke the surface, I paddled myself toward the Daware man, who had fallen unconscious from the drop. This marked the third time he had blacked out on our journey, and as I carried him in my open jaws, I hoped that he would not wake up mind-bent and useless to me. The guards continued to fire at me from the top deck, but they missed all of their shots, for this was likely the first and only time they had ever had cause to operate the ballistas on the pleasure barge.

				It was a long swim to the crater-side docks, but it was an uninterrupted one, for everyone else in the Bowl was busy with the matters of the rebellion. I could smell above the murky tang of the crater waters the scent of smoke and fire. Somewhere in my periphery a boat was burning but I could not be bothered to stop and look. I did not stop swimming until we reached the stone steps of the dock, which were slick with bay water, and I, drooling water from every bit of my fur, climbed up and deposited the sleeping Daware man onto the floor. He would wake soon, so I set to work. In time, he coughed water from his mouth, and he held his sides as if to stop his lungs from falling out, his coughing fit ending when he blinked and looked up, and saw, cleaved deep into the crater wall by my throbbing claw,

				I AM THE BEAR.

				He turned to look at me. He was shaking from the water. His dark hair plastered to his forehead. “You’re…Her?”

				I nodded.

				He let out a small laugh.

				“Why? How?”

				I blinked at him, and he chuckled, because of course I could not answer him, his chuckling serving only to make him wince. He lifted his tunic and scowled at the reddened skin that had slapped against the water. “I guess I should keep the questions for later then,” he said. “But I should thank you first, for—”

				His words were interrupted—or I could no longer hear him—for at that moment something changed. I heard something. The sound of a crunch. It was happening right at that moment, and the pain of this nameless loss was more profound than any I had felt before. Even my fall from the heavens was a kindness compared to this pain. It was a pain so vivid it prompted me to roar. I roared in the Daware man’s face, the breath so hot and forceful he was startled off his feet. On the ground, he asked me what was wrong, but there was no way for me to tell him what happened.

				
					That Luubu was eating my finger.

				

				His head was still in my lap. He had slipped my pointer finger into his mouth, fitting it between his molars, before he bit into it. It was a hard and decisive bite, as if biting into a carrot. He looked up at me as he gnawed on it. The white of the bone stuck out between his suckling lips. His eyes were unblinking, like a fixated baby, as his tongue worked the flesh from the bone. Whether he took any pleasure in the action I could not tell, for he ate without much expression, only an animal urgency, as he chewed and swallowed.

				I could not think.

				I was, for the first time in my earthly existence, scared.

				Far in the distance, I heard the echo of someone shout. Shouting for my attention as Luubu’s eyes fixated on me with great love and daring. The shout of the Daware man, who had spied the approach of a ballista boat.

				
					“Watch out!”

				

				He was pulling at my fur. He was telling me to move. As the ballista rope twanged and let loose its charge I started running, trying my best not to listen to the crunch of bone between eager teeth. I felt the bolt as it missed my rear. Together we ran down the long dock that outlined the crater’s edge, trapped between the water and the massive and impenetrable wall that made up the crater’s southeastern curve. But I could not run as fast as before, distracted as I was from the delirious pain. I staggered, and the Daware man saw me staggering.

				“What do you need?” he asked. “Tell me what you need!” I roared at him in mounting frustration. A second bolt parted us, our ears ringing as the metal tip collided with the stone wall. We heard a third bolt being loaded. I tried to move, but Luubu was humming now as he chewed, and blood was pooling from my hand, and we both looked at the ballista boat expecting a swift and sudden end to the day, when some strange magick occurred.

				
					A small shadow fell out of the sun.

				

				It was the blur of a purple bird, descending on the man at the ballista, clawing and flapping at him with a ferocity unusual to creatures of its kind. The man screamed.

				The bird was pecking out his eyes.

				The driver of the boat tried to help his partner, but in his panic he swung at the bird with his short blade, and the bird, without much effort, moved out of the way, the blade wedging itself into wood while his partner screamed about his eyes, his eyes.

				There was something familiar about that bird—a feeling, small and warm. I had the suspicion that we had met once before, this bird and I, but in my weakened state, there was only so much attention I could pay to the creature. The Daware man seemed to have met the bird, too, from the way he stared at the scene. Perhaps if I had known what I know now. If I could’ve gone back…

				…well.

				What’s done is done.

				It was thanks to the bird’s intervention that we were able to get to safety. Beneath a stone archway, shaded from both the sun and any passing patrol boats, I made it clear to the Daware man that I needed a moment to rest, for something else was happening back on the royal cruise that required my undivided attention. He seemed exasperated as I sat down and did not budge, forced as he was to stand guard over me with no weapon but his fist, his new spear as lost in the water as his old one. But he was irrelevant in that moment.

				
					Someone was sneaking onto Luubu’s ship.

				

				I felt them arrive as Luubu napped, tired from the meal, his head still in my lap—the twin long crafts from before now sliding up to the side of his cruise without a sound but the gentle lapping of the water. From the crafts, a few dozen masked men disembarked. These men were swift and they were quiet and they moved as one organism, the ones in the front acting as eyes for those holding bows in the back. Sudden corners were crept upon. Footsteps listened for. Blades slid out of polished sheaths. Luubu’s Silver Monkey guards were dispatched with little effort. The blood from their split necks painted the walls while the masked men in the rear held between them, with care, a wrapped corpse, carrying this body up the decks of this royal junk ship.

				No one was spared in their silent assault. I had just finished clearing out the kitchen when a blade snuck its way into my back. I felt myself tremble as the knife went in many times. A trail of bodies left behind them as they made their way up the many waxed blackwood steps. They crept past Jun’s storage closet. Jun heard the strange noises but did not know what to make of them, thinking that maybe it was the Daware man come to help him, a tentative smile breaking on his face before he heard that it was not one but many footsteps that crawled up the length of the boat—up into the apartment deck, where the two Silver Monkeys guarding the First Terror’s door were beheaded in two blurred strikes. Fountains of blood sprouted from rent necks, presenting their arrival as they unlocked and opened the prince’s door.

				Their father’s head was silent as one by one his sons entered, carrying with them his body. The pride he felt upon seeing them was of such magnitude that even I could feel the echo of it in myself, tears falling freely down his cheeks, the saltwater dropping onto the sliced fruits on his plate as he beheld them all and whispered, “My sons, my sons,” while they unwrapped his body and took out the needle and the thread of fine silver.

				It was not a perfect repair; none of them had ever had to return a missing head to a body before, there were bound to be flaws in the design, but the strength of the blood that he had received from me in his birth took the healing the rest of the way. The silver thread was a little loose in some of the seams, stretching but not snapping as he rose up in a body he had believed gone for good, but the stitching held, and he was whole again. Each one of his sons, he kissed on the cheek, and they beamed at the touch of his lips, proud that they had for once saved him.

				“Where is our uncle?” the eldest son asked.

				Saam pointed up at the ceiling.

				On the floor above them, Luubu slept in my lap.

				It would have been a perfect time to strike, but Luubu was not their next destination, a fact which surprised both me and his sons, as the Terror led the way down the steps instead of up, all the way back to the locked closet that Jun was held behind.

				
					“Open it.”

				

				Upon his father’s command, the eldest broke open the door with a decisive kick. Jun leapt to his feet, on guard, his shoulders relaxing a bit when he saw his brothers, and his father, though he went tense again when his father stepped into the closet with him. Behind the First Terror, a deep and simmering ambivalence seethed off of the Red Peacocks’ shoulders. Never would we forget how our brother once held our father’s head in the air—never would we forgive him for that trespass. I could sense their resentment, as could Jun, who backed away slowly at his father’s approach. But his father did not share his sons’ sentiments. It seemed that being without a body for a time reminded him of how brief and trivial our many earthly arguments often were.

				“I will offer this to you only once,” his father said.

				And he held out his hand.

				“You could have thrown my head away at any point on your journey,” he said. “You could’ve tossed it into the tall grass or into some secret river, never to be seen again. But you did not. You kept me close. You kept me safe.” His gaze on Jun was soft, even after all that had happened, and if there was ever any doubt that he loved his children, let this moment dispel that doubt completely. “I do not know what you and my mother spoke of in that cavern. I do not know what she said to you. What…memories she made you relive. In many ways it feels like you went down there as one person, and came back as someone else entirely. You are almost unrecognizable to me. A strange thing to admit about one’s own son, but there it is. I do not understand you, or the choices you’ve made these past few days. And yet, you did not throw my head away. Which tells me something vital: that you were never really gone. Changed, but not gone.” His hand reached out even farther, waiting. “Jun. You can come home.”

				Jun stared at that hand.

				“All of it, I forgive,” his father said. “All of it, I will let go. Just come home.”

				Jun shut his eyes, welled with tears. Every part of him wanted to take that hand in his own. It was a pull stronger than the Weaver’s heavenly knots. But his father was correct. Jun had come far. And he stepped away from that hand, until his back hit the shelving.

				There was no hiding the heartbreak on his father’s face. He seemed not to know what to do with himself. He looked away. “That’s fine,” he said, leaving the closet. “That’s…that’s fine.” He glanced back only once, with his reddened eyes.

				He smiled.

				“I’m going to save you all the same.”

				He closed the door, and barricaded it shut with a chair. Jun slipped down to the floor, weeping.

				The Red Peacocks ran up the stairs without him.

				
					Luubu was awake by then.

				

				I had not noticed this until he rose from my lap as if from the dead, the chewed bone of my finger in his hand as he gestured for his attendants to leave the room. As they padded through the side doors, he stood at the head of the tea table, facing the entrance of his court. Whatever hope I had that the finger he had eaten had yet to work its way into his system was quashed by the confidence and awareness with which his slim body moved, how even the air itself seemed to part from his step, and I knew then that the First Terror did not know what arena he was stepping into.

				
					“Why have you stopped? We need to keep moving!”

				

				The Daware man was pushing against my body. I roared back at him. He threw his hand up at me and left, shouting back that he was going to look around for something useful. I let him go. I needed to focus.

				
					The Brigade of the Red Peacocks filed into the room.

				

				Like in a wordless dance they entered, in two lines, the honed bodies of these lifelong warriors stepping into Luubu’s court without fear, their ears plugged with makeshift wax stoppers. They were followed by their father, who briskly walked in the violent stitching on his neck, and a long sword drawn and thirsty. Thirty-three red-tattooed warriors and their beloved leader faced the ruler of the Bowl of Heaven, whose hands were clasped behind his back, politely waiting for them to make a move. Before the First Terror addressed his brother, he looked at me for a long moment, and I saw that Luubu was right; he was not the only son who craved to see me and to spend time with me—perhaps, even, to devour me. “It is quite the game you’ve been playing,” Saam said, still looking at me but speaking to Luubu; or perhaps both of us. “The music you’ve been piping into my room is atrocious.”

				“I thought you liked those songs,” Luubu said.

				“Always playing the innocent, even now.” He walked farther into the room, until he and Luubu were separated only by the table. “You’ve lost, brother. My sons have protected themselves from your Word, and you know as well as I that your influence has no purchase on me. Whatever blade you might keep under your robe will be deflected. Whatever warrior you send to die on your behalf will die on your behalf. But know that I am gracious enough to offer even the likes of you an honorable death.” He held up his sword. “Kneel.”

				“Kneel and you’ll make it quick?” Luubu laughed. It was a forced laughter, the braying of a goat. “I’m impressed you were able to return to your body. You look great.”

				“Kneel,” Saam said as he began his walk around the table, his blade at the ready.

				“I see that losing your head hasn’t shaken free any of your stubbornness.” He sighed and got on his knees. He even closed his eyes, though he smiled like he was a child waiting to be given a sweet.

				“Whenever you’re ready, brother,” he said lightly.

				Saam paused halfway down the table. His mouth tricked into a smile. “What is your game here?”

				“The game is simple,” Luubu said. “I’m waiting for you to cut off my head. Here I am, brother. Certain victory lies before you, as it always had.”

				“If the past week has taught me anything, it is to be anything but certain.” The First Terror shrugged. He approached no farther. With a raise of his left hand, he signaled to his Red Peacocks in the back, who drew their arrows.

				But Luubu said, “Stop. All of you.” And the ten archers froze in their drawn position, the arrows stopped inside the bows’ quivering tension, their fingers unable to release the string. His Word had gone straight through the wax. A light breath escaped the First Terror’s lips, as he realized something about Luubu was different—his eyes widening when he saw the pool of blood in my lap, realizing what it was his brother had done. He broke into a run, toward Luubu, his sword gusting toward its target, but Luubu pointed at him and said, “You stop too.” And the First gasped as his legs locked into position and he staggered to a halt, caught, for the first time, under the influence of his little brother. Luubu was grinning wide now. He wasted no time in flexing his potential. He pointed at one of the archers. “You. Kill the brother standing to the left of you.”

				Without hesitation, the archer turned and shot the man in the back of the head. The arrow pierced the skull and the man dropped to the floor. The First Terror made to scream, but Luubu put a finger to his lips, and said, “Quiet.”

				A torrent of grief swirled in his older brother’s stopped throat.

				Luubu started walking around the room now filled with these pliable humans. “Amazing. Just one finger, and I can do all of this.” He stood next to another Peacock. “Show the room your ass.” The man bent over and pulled up his skirts. “Shit yourself.” As the waste crawled down his leg, Luubu continued down the line, chuckling to himself, muttering, “Even Djove won’t be able to resist me now.” But speaking that lord’s name aloud gave him pause. He looked around the room, at all these dolls under his command, at his disposal, and he sighed. “It’s somewhat amusing,” he said to the First, whose eyes were red and wet. “I’d dreamed of such a scenario for so long. To see you stripped of all your unearned glory. But I am so much bigger now. My aims higher than your station. And now I just want to hurt you as fast as possible.” He told the Peacocks to spread out and stand around the room until they were evenly dispersed. They did as he commanded. And then he turned on his heel and swiveled toward his brother. “Look at your sons. Look at them look at you.” He gave a short nod. “Now kill them.”

				The First Terror tried to fight it, his teeth gritted to the point that it would not have surprised anyone if they had shattered; his arm moving of its own accord, like a snake from a basket, as it pointed the sword at the son closest to him. His eldest. The veins in the arms like thick worms as he tried to redirect the swings. My father was coming toward me. I had never seen him panicked before. I had never seen him scared. That’s what terrified me the most; not that he was going to kill me, but that even he could be broken.

				There was nothing I could do; the scream of the moonrock trap was still omnipresent. I cursed the Red Peacocks for not taking care of those devices. I cursed the First Terror for not taking care of those devices. I cursed Luubu for using them. The closer the First Terror got to his son, struggling the entire way, trying to slow himself as much as possible, to buy time, to hope for some kind of blessed intervention, the more my son grew distressed, and frightened, and rageful, and I in such close proximity to him felt all of those emotions too. And I as a bear roared as he raised his sword in tears and hacked off his eldest’s head. The arterial spray almost beautiful in its utter force as the head rolled away, and the First Terror, half-drenched, turned to his next of kin. And when he looked at me I pissed myself and everything that had made me feel safe in this world was now gone and then he brought the sword down on me, but I didn’t die and so he brought it down on me again and I screamed until I couldn’t scream and my father continued on with his task in silence, and in this manner the Brigade of the Red Peacock was ended, the blackwood floor turned red.

				
					I roared.

				

				The sun was in mid-set behind the westward crater wall, and I roared for my son who could not roar. I roared not for the end of the brigade that had through its actions earned this bloody farewell, but for my grandsons who were, in the end, little boys cut down by a large sword. I begged him to stop, but he couldn’t and then he swung, my father swung, and I felt them cry as I did the ache in my own body. I cried out to him, but he did not cry back. In that room, they were of me, because we all shared the heat of that mental sympathy; of a father who could not help himself. He said nothing. He said nothing. He tried to make the deaths quick, but however quick they may have been, that did not make them pleasant. We bloomed into the ceiling. The death of a human had never repulsed me. And yet that day I roared.

				I roared until the Daware man returned to me. He asked me what was wrong but I could not answer him; even if I could speak I would not have the words, for the agitation was deeper than words. I let loose a low keening and as I did so he told me that there were people down the docks, a fight, between rebels and the Silver Monkeys, and before he could explain the situation further I charged forth. This is the central problem with leaping into the body of an animal—you are swept up in the animal’s being. Anger was not just anger, it was a ball of fire in my head. Indignity could not be shrugged off; it needed to be won back. Agitation needed to be acted upon. There was no wait and see. There was only now. I needed a fight; the Daware man showed me to one.

				The skirmish was significant in number: ten Silver Monkeys hounding twenty civilian fighters, hacking at them with quick swipes of their short swords. From the positioning of the boats that were jammed up against the dock, the story seemed to be that the Silver Monkeys had pursued this rebel contingent all the way from one of the lower apartment barges. One of the fighters was on his back, cowering from an attack. I held up my arms to protect my face and the Silver Monkey hacked through them, as if they were nothing but branches. The smell of blood only stoked my bear rage. I cared not who fell under my claws, I leapt at the first human I came across. It happened to be one of Luubu’s men; as I wrung him out like a doll, the rest of the skirmishers were scattering, shouting at the sudden appearance of this hungry bear. I clenched my jaws and the body between my teeth let loose a final death-twitch. I tossed him into the crater wall. I found another one, abandoned by her partner, who had taken away the boat for himself in a panic. She put her hands together in prayer before I clawed her apart. I snorted and growled inside her opened belly, but the boats were now leaving, and there was no one left to maim. And as my agitation died down just a little bit, the First Terror dropped his blade, having finished off the last of his sons. Luubu bid him to sit at the table with him and me, and he did, with hollow-eyed obedience. Not one part of him was dry.

				“Serve us,” Luubu said, pushing the teapot toward him.

				Again, he complied.

				The Daware man ran up to me, slipping a bit on the pool of blood spreading out from the Silver Monkey’s discarded corpse.

				“It is very difficult to not know what you want to do!” he shouted.

				I lowered my head to the ground.

				“I don’t know what’s going on,” he said, exhausted. He put his hand on his knee and breathed out. He looked out at the boats and the smoke. “Is Jun…does he still live?”

				My bear ears pricked up.

				As if in sympathy with the Daware man’s thoughts, Luubu lowered his cup of tea, and he looked over at his brother serenely. “Oh yes. I completely forgot. There’s one more.”

				
					The closet door then swung open.

				

				But when Jun emerged, he saw no one behind it—just the chair that had been propped against it now tipped over on the ground. He stepped into the empty corridor. A voice came from a brass flower in the ceiling.

				“Come upstairs,” Luubu’s voice commanded.

				And like all of the Second Terror’s victims that day, the last of the Red Peacocks had no choice but to obey.

			

			
				DUSK

				
					I think of Jun.

				

				It was an easy matter to break him. I did so, I admit, with relish. I had spent many decades in attempt to breach the moonrock trap behind the Wolf Door, and more years yet in pursuit of someone whose will I could bend in accordance with my own. When I finally found him, I did not hold back. I unleashed on him the frustration and impotence and fury that clung to me during my long imprisonment.

				Many guards came and went upon whom my efforts to seduce were wasted. I would spend time studying them as they stood in that cavern, probing at their thoughts as they pretended that nothing was wrong, looking for memories or motivations to exploit. But when I tried to manipulate one, one of two things would occur: either they were completely unaffected, well trained to withstand such assaults of the mind, or they broke like cheap wood, and were then dragged out in some gibbering heap by their comrades, utterly useless to me. I needed the person who stood between these two states; someone who would break, but not so much that they could not serve me. What luck it was when he was assigned to me, for I was nearing the end of my life and I had limited time to accomplish what I desired.

				It will always remain interesting to me that the first and only guard I finally broke was a Red Peacock, and not just any Peacock, but one of the most favored. Jun was an experienced killer by then, having gutted all sorts for the sake of his father’s proud smile. He had galloped into rebel encampments, into flocks of free-band warriors, into the homes of both murderers and innocents, his blade, his hatchet, smiling in his hand; his mind peaked and valleyed by confusion, by regret, which he hid behind an almost perfect mask of loyalty. I suppose it was my luck, then, a favor of fortune, that he had recently burned down a rice farmer’s house and was, to say the least, affected by the memory.

				I smelled the stink on him as soon as he entered the cavern. It wafted from his sunken shoulders. The sweat of a young man who stands on the edge of himself. From there the rest was easy—all I did was pull on a thread, then let the whole thing unravel. He remembered the smell of burning peaches from the farmer’s open window. He remembered the charred hand that reached out from the flames. He remembered the child who ran into the house for his parents. The burning beam of wood that collapsed on him. The dull impact that killed the child instantly. I made him live the moment as the mother who burned alive. I made him live as the father who tried to save her. I made him live as the child who knew only terror before the wooden beam crushed him into the Sleeping Sea.

				I made him relive these memories and more in the dark of that cavern. I snuck the smoke into his dreams, with some variations on the theme. Sometimes it was his own brothers whose throats he opened. Sometimes it was his father he pushed off the cliff. And then I brought in the other wounds. The intense, needling regret of unrequited love. I made love smell like spilt blood. And he would shiver and weep in his sleep as in his dream he leapt onto himself and stabbed himself in the back with that bloody knife, given from his father.

				He was an ugly thing when he cried. In the heights of his overwrought tears I wondered how he could be in any way related to those first people who danced under my moonlight—how this back-bent dog of battle was worthy of his own breath.

				When he was ready to take it, I started the whispering. The insinuations. The blame. I crept around his brain palace until there were no secrets left for him to hide. I made light of his perversions and threw into relief his dark dreams and his moments of shame, of which he owned many. He tried to fight back. He defended himself, he made his excuses. Predictable. I was the more practiced hand in the realm of the mind, and it was a rather easy thing to tear down his defenses, wall by wall—which is not to say I had not learned my lessons from the other men I had ruined. I did not destroy him. But I opened the box that made him go a little mad, so that he would hear the whispers in his head, the hauntings of those he killed, for the rest of his life.

				In a few months’ time, it was he who was begging me to know how he could earn some ounce of salvation for the soiled ley lines of his spirit.

				Not all of our conversations were so contentious. There were nights that he and I spoke of smaller matters, for there was much time to waste before we could finally act. Once I spoke to him about the dances, projecting these memories into his mind, and he saw them just as I had, when I was whole and radiant, and he agreed that the people were very beautiful. And in his dreams, the dreams I did not touch, a lover’s hand would caress his cheek and gently peel off the red tattoo, like it was nothing but a wet piece of cloth, and he would wake up weeping until I pulled him back under and gave him softer dreams to sleep by.

				I mention this all because it is important to the moment in the tale that now follows, when Luubu called him upstairs. That there was something I did not anticipate happening during those six months that I warped him in that cavern. An attachment of some kind, the coordinates of which even I cannot pin down with my finger, but which made itself known by the worried pang in my breast as Luubu lured the boy toward certain death. I did not care for Jun. Not because he had a loathsome past; in truth I did not care about that, I had known people much, much worse, and loved them still. No, I did not care for Jun because I saw so much of myself in him. To look at him frustrated me. The pathetic sound of his cries frustrated me. He was weak and he was stubborn and his heart was vice. But in that cavern he told me he would never kill again, and he did so in a way that gave me something I had not had since I could not remember when. It gave me hope. Hope that things could be different.

				And so as he walked up the stairs to Luubu’s deck, I reared my bear’s head and I roared to the sky that hope would not die that day.

				
					The Daware man shouted as I flung him onto my back.

				

				He was shouting for explanation, for some hint of what I was planning, but I had grown weary of his strange expectation that I should finally answer him coherently from my bear mouth, so I roared once to shut him up and I started my trot down the dock with him clutching the scruff of my neck. As he whispered a fevered prayer that he would not be thrown off, I searched the docks for a way to cross the Bowl and reach Luubu’s cruise.

				The Daware man did not get a semblance of my plan until I had climbed up to the second tier of the docks to get more height, and stood at the edge of the outstretched pier, eyeing the distance between us and the nearest ship, which was fast approaching. He grasped a thick tuft of my fur, and I took this for acceptance. I backed up from the edge to give myself a distance to run down, and then I broke into a charge. The Daware man cursing as we neared the edge of the stone and I leapt, clearing a great distance of water before we crashed onto the top deck of a passing junk ship. He was thrown off my back from the force of the landing. The sailors around us were scattering but for the brave ones who approached us with drawn sabers. All it took was a roar for them to think twice about coming any closer.

				Once the Daware man had gotten himself up on my back again I ran toward the bow of the ship. The ship was headed in the opposite direction of the royal district, but they were nearing the end of a long chain of ships that, to hop across, one after the other, would take us directly there. The Daware man gripped tighter this time as I ran and dug my claws into the wood and leapt—this time onto the broadside catwalk of an apartment barge. A man smoking out his window stared at us with little expression as we crashed into the wall. The Daware man climbed out of the apartment he had been thrown into, tattered paper and cloth falling out of his hair as he beckoned me inside. “There’s a way through here!” he shouted. We ran past three lovers who had been enjoying themselves in bed, the Daware man pausing briefly to look at them before I snouted him into the main corridor, where guards on the other end of the hall came running down. In a quick scramble, the Daware man was on my back again.

				
					“Welcome, Jun.”

				

				My grandchild had reached the top of the stairs. His eyes wide as he surveyed the room that was almost entirely red now. Red panels, and floors slick with red. In the center of all the bodies sat Luubu, his father, and me.

				The table had been moved to the side of the room. Luubu said it was getting in the way of the dramatic presentation of the scene. Ever the showman, he had arranged everything just so. My back was to Jun. Sitting to my left was his father, whose bloody face Jun could see only in profile, and to my right was Luubu, who was smiling at Jun as if an honored guest had finally arrived for tea.

				“Come over,” he said. “No need to be bashful amongst family.”

				Jun did as commanded and walked through the abattoir. He stepped over the headless bodies and splayed limbs of those he had fought alongside his whole life, those he had slaughtered with.

				He tasted their blood in the air.

				As he stepped toward us, I was leaping from boat to boat through ballista bolt fire. Wood splintered and I was crashing through walls with the Daware man, crossing the sectors of the Bowl as fast as we dared. I roared and I leapt as Jun padded softly across the bloody floor and took his seat on the empty pillow that faced his father. “Do not worry about all this mess, nephew,” Luubu said, waving at the dripping room. “It is all part of the weave. What they call…divine punishment. Say this is so, brother.”

				“It is divine punishment,” the First Terror repeated.

				“You see?” Luubu said brightly.

				He then took my hand and bit off another finger.

				
					I staggered.

				

				I crashed into the mast pole. I felt as though I had been cut in half. The Daware man had taken another soldier’s spear and was fending off those who would end me while I tried to recover. I grunted and etched the floorboards with my claws as I endeavored to rise. Follow, Daware man! I roared, and I think he was beginning to understand me, for he leapt on my back quickly and we were off to startle the passengers of the next boat. We were almost there.

				
					I heard lips smack.

				

				“I could’ve had children too,” Luubu said as he wiped the blood from his mouth. “I could’ve whored myself across the land like my brother here, and grown my own sons and daughters like bushels of wheat. But it seems I was the one child who remembered the responsibilities of his position—the requirements of grace, and control, that are asked of a prince. Only a woman worthy of my attentions will carry my seed in her basket. And that child will one day inherit all that I have to offer. He will not have to vie for my love or my attention. He will never have to feel jealousy, or wonder if my estimation of him is greater or lesser than mine of his brothers, for he will have no brothers. There will only be him, and he will be happy.”

				Luubu washed my blood down with a cup of tea. His pupils were wide, as if drugged.

				“I see so much now,” he said. “As the tortoises had seen the colors of the invisible world, I see the frayed threads that bind you all together. I see the poison that seeps from father into son, and the rot that builds in the son who has been led astray. I see your hatred, Jun. Your renouncement of all your father’s ideals. Because of Her, you have turned your back on the path of the blade, and you insist that you will never kill again.” Luubu shook his head. “A pitiable outcome. Your son is lost, brother. He is wayward, because your attention strayed. You have failed him as a father. Say it.”

				“I have failed you,” the First intoned, looking through Jun.

				“Tell him he is a disappointment.”

				“You are a disappointment.”

				Jun withered.

				“You offered me an honorable death,” Luubu said, to the First Terror. “And now, I would offer you a similar kindness. I will bring your son back from his wayward path. He will be a Red Peacock once more.” He leaned over and picked a long, gleaming object up off the floor. “Here, Jun. Hold this sword. You know it well, do you not? It is your father’s famous blade. I found it amongst your effects when we captured you.”

				Jun took the grotesquely long sword in his hands, his arms buckling a little from the surprising weight of it. Blood still stained the metal, but in the reflective sheen of its surface he could see his own bewildered eyes.

				“You already know what I will ask you to do with that sword.”

				“Please,” Jun begged. “Don’t do it.”

				If ever there was a day Luubu could be swayed by another man’s word, that day was long past. “The man in front of you is responsible for making you who you are today,” he said. “He is the reason that tattoo on your face will remain till the end of your days, the reason you will be marked outcast long after this is all over. You hate him, don’t you?”

				“Yes,” Jun said weakly. “I do. But I do not want to kill him.”

				“You do. I smell it on you. It comes off of you like a stench. From the truest part of you.”

				“I won’t do it.” His voice was wet. “I’m different now.”

				“Different, no.” Luubu frowned with sympathy. “No one really changes. Our parents make us who we are, and that’s all there is. You speak as if we can will ourselves into being who we are not. But every movement we make, Jun, we make under the influence of others. Wield the sword and ready it.”

				In an expert motion Jun hefted the handle as he once dreamed of doing with this sword in old childhood fantasies of himself as his father’s successor. But now his bottom lip trembled.

				I roared as we ran across the long deck of the final ship.

				“Bring the point to your father’s chest. To the heart.”

				The metal nudged aside the wet clothing and revealed the naked chest. The apple of the First’s throat bobbed deeply as he looked into his son’s eyes. Saam blinked, his eyes wet.

				“There is nothing to forgive,” his father said.

				“Jun,” Luubu said. “Do it.”

				The sword pulled back and readied its dive as I leapt off the final deck and landed with all my weight against the Cav-Meer’s hull, my jaw clasping over the rope that suspended the largest of the moonrock traps, my weight bringing the sack down into the water in a geyser, the barrier disrupted,

				
					and I was free.

				

				And all of my spirit returned to my body and before Jun could thrust I grabbed his wrist with my three-fingered hand, and I opened my eyes, and I looked at him; the boy stunned, the tears streaking down his cheeks, as I shook my head, and told him, “You can let go now.”

				His hands opened. The sword dropped to the bloody floor. Luubu shot to his feet and staggered backward.

				“Mother,” he cried, “be silent!”

				“You will have to eat more than two fingers for that to work, my son,” I said.

				I said.

				I said!

				What I felt, speaking with my own mouth, after so long, it was at once exhilarating and tiring. My lungs punched for breath, those old cloth bags, but the breath tasted so good on my tongue. I knew that I did not have long; that I should use my words sparingly.

				“My son,” I said, “I free you from his Word.”

				And the First Terror doubled forward onto his hands, gasping for air. He released the scream he had been forced to hold in that entire afternoon. He screamed loud enough that the blood on the floor trembled. The red panels broke outward. His face snapping in Luubu’s direction.

				“Be still!” Luubu cried. “Be silent!”

				But I had freed Saam, and I had disrupted the trap, which meant he had little issue not being still, not being silent; he rose to his feet and told Luubu that he was going to kill him now, and before Luubu could have any say in the matter his older brother ran toward him, the blood leaping from his sandals with each step. With a flick of his wrist he twisted the blood of his sons upward into funneling spikes that arced toward Luubu’s face.

				But Luubu had eaten two of my fingers. It was enough for him to deflect the blood bolts. He smiled with the awareness that he now edged Saam out in strength, that he could still win the day.

				The two of them collided in the center of the room and the ceiling was blown away by the force of their impact, the top of the cruise sheared off its hinges, the wooden beams and the finery and the paneling all flying up into the air of the Bowl, letting in the burnt evening sky. In the midst of this explosion of energy my two sons were reaching for each other with hands gripping the air in eager desire to strangle the other; the closer each of them got the more powerful the surges released. The boat cracked down the middle like a man breaking open a tajeline.

				Jun had slid back into Luubu’s throne of pillows while I held my ground. Large waves of water rolled out from the boat and throughout the Bowl. Apartment barges rose higher than they were constructed to handle. The prison fleet smeared against the wall of the crater. A poorly made textile ship splintered apart and released into the heaving wind thousands of streams of vividly colored fabrics, along with the people who helped make them. A small girl flew briefly into the sky, her neck snapped, her eyes dead.

				I knew that my sons had to be stopped before the entire Bowl and everyone in it was destroyed. I staggered toward them, hesitating only a moment, out of nostalgia I think, and out of remnant love for them, until Saam looked back at me and said, “It’s fine!” Brusquely, a dog bark. “It’s fine! I’m ready! Do it!”

				And so, as Luubu snarled and finally wrapped his hands around Saam’s throat, I brought my own hands together and with those hands compressed the air around my sons. Folding it and folding it, like sheer Induun fabric, until they fell into each other’s arms, their last sound that of Luubu’s small and terrified gasp before I brought my hands together one last time, and smashed them together into a single small coin of flesh. A royal copan. And no sooner had the coin dropped to the floor than I picked it up and swallowed it.

				The waves settled. The debris that had been swirling above the city now crashed back into the water. The crater filled with the sound of a thousand brief detonations as I crumpled to the floor, my grandson running to me.

			

			
				EVENING

				
					He carried me out of that sinking ship.

				

				In my falling awareness of things I felt him hold me in his arms. They were strong arms, with the grip of a human who carried with him precious cargo. This, I approved of, even though my own sense of decorum wished to still be carried on that pillow above his head. I was still a god, after all, even if I were now a dying one.

				I heard him call the Daware man’s name. The Daware man was on a skiff he had cut free from Luubu’s disintegrating ship. The Daware man called his name back.

				If one listened, one could hear it in their voices.

				One can tell a lot, even in such a state, by the way someone speaks another’s name.

				
					We were on a boat leaving the Bowl.

				

				I was laid on my back, staring at the orange-and-purple evening sky. I remember having the thought that soon night would fall. In my delirium I remembered how the night used to be mine. How I used to be the night. My finger pointing upward.

				I used to be right there.

				That Burn.

				“It’s okay,” Jun said, lowering my hand. “Rest.”

				“We’re almost out,” the Daware man said as he poled us forward.

				The world turned black as we glided through the tunnel and out the sluice.

				
					I remember going down a river.

				

				I could see the wall of the crater shrinking in the distance. I remember Jun looking down at me with a tenderness that surprised me. I remember looking at his face and thinking that it was beautiful. He was beautiful. That the world was lucky to have such a beautiful person in it. And I wondered at myself, and why I had ever thought to hurt this beautiful person, or the world he lived in. Looking at him, I wondered at the things that I had done.

				The Daware man told us that there was a blockade ahead. A broken river checkpoint, destroyed in the rebellion. It was effectively a dam.

				He told us we would have to disembark.

				
					And then I was lying beside a fire.

				

				It was a small fire, but it seemed impossibly bright against the moonless night. A camp in the wilderness. The two of them were seated on either side of the fire. In that moment did they remind me of the old guardians of the city beneath the Sleeping Sea, who protected the black pyre on which flowers bloom and are uplifted on the draft of the eternal flame. I could see them that night, soaring into the air above that little campground. I could see them lighting the stars on fire.

				“You’ll make it to the eastern shore,” Jun said. “You just have to return to your sleeping state.”

				“I will not make it to the Divine City,” I told him. I could tell that they were unused to hearing my voice, my true voice, aloud. It must have sounded so odd to their mortal ears. What is the sound of the voice of the oldest tree? What is the song of the Moon? “I will die here,” I said.

				They said nothing to this, for they knew this to be the truth, and there was little reason for me to lie.

				“You have not failed me,” I told Jun.

				He did not answer me.

				“But I do have one last request. Of the both of you.”

				And the both of them nodded.

				“I will not make it east,” I said once more, “which is why I would have you consume this body.” My hand on my chest. Their eyes widening. “Consume this body, and take what little power I have left to offer. Return this body, and end the life of my last child. The Third of the Three Terrors, who yet rules the eastern shore of this despoiled country. Consume this body, and end him, and once you have done this, offer my bones to the sea, so that the Water may give me back to the sky, a new Moon born to the night.”

				“A simple request then,” Jun joked, his voice strained. The Daware man smiled grimly, and I let loose a rattled chuckle.

				“Far from it,” I said. “But I would make it all the same. Swear you will do this.”

				They both swore, without hesitation, and this made me glad.

				I looked up at the sky once more.

				The constellations burned.

				I was falling asleep.

				I asked them if they knew a lullaby. I missed the old songs. But my protectors had lived their lives as warriors in this bloody land, and they confessed to me that they knew no lullabies. The Daware man and Jun, all they knew were war songs. They knew the battle chants. The victory cries. The bloody verse of mercenaries over strong drinks, a lover on their lap. I told them that was fine. A war song would do. Just sing.

				And my last thought that night, in that world, in all of my many years, was of how strange my ending was. These two young men singing me to sleep with untested voices, singing of all the dead that had passed their blade, and of all the dead that were to come. The flames leaping, throwing their laughing shadows onto the surfaces of the ancient boulders that surrounded us as they sang of conquest. How strange, their chants of battles won and lost. How amusing, how one boy would teach the other one the words. A rare excitement in their eyes as they stomped the beat into the earth. The two of them raising my spirit into the bloodborne night on their hoarse, ugly, beautiful singing. I thought how strange it was that I ever feared the end. That I had ever tried to escape it. And like that, it was done. My hand releasing from its fist. The battle fought. The life slipped from this old tether.
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				Her tale is told.

			

			When Her voice leaves the theater, all that is left behind is silence; a silence with such weight, you can feel it on your shoulders, pressing you into your seat. Onstage, this moonlit body, and its fellow dancers, having performed Her tale as She willed it, now lower to these knees, heads bowed to the floor, a finality to their movement that only confirms that Her voice is gone, and will likely never return. You are not sure what to think when the curtains draw shut for the first time since this performance had begun, a panic in your breast when this moonlit body disappears behind the swift meeting of the drapes, and the theater comes alive with light.

			The brass bowls, relit by the spectral attendants and their sparking sticks, roar once more with fire, the tapestries that hang off the walls and eaves bright in all of their gloriously splintered patterns. You blink, as if waking from a long dream, feeling full, if not yet satisfied, your arms stretching to work out the cramps of sitting still for too long, until you realize that the other shades have begun to rise and exit the theater. Out they go, in single file up the aisles, with all that occurred on the Third Day going with them present in the way they carry themselves—an exhaustion to their step, a stupor, and in some, a bounce, the story a part of their body now. And as you watch them leave, you clutch your family’s spear close to your chest, giving space for the shades to move past you and join the line headed for the exits. You ask the tall shade beside you why everyone is leaving, thinking that the story could not possibly be over yet—hoping this wasn’t the case, for all the loose threads that yet remained—and with some kindness, and some condescension, the shade leans over and tells you what is happening.

			
				“Intermission.”

			

			With nowhere else to go, you follow the line out of the theater and into the ornate lobby, which is decorated with yet more banners, floating lanterns, and trees that erupt from the floor and press up through the high ceiling, a fluttering sprinkle of flat-brimmed leaves falling all around you as you press up against the far wall and play observer, as you tended to in these sorts of situations. Toad-men wander the crowds of shades with trays, serving drinks. One of them ribbits when he passes you and you politely tell him you are not thirsty, but he presses a cup into your hands anyway. The cup is smoothly hewn of a dark wood, a dull gold liquid sloshing inside. It tastes how you imagine light tastes to a shy flower. You wonder how well this drink would sell at the pub where you work.

			You smile faintly. You had been so caught up in the tale, you had forgotten your own. All that awaits you on the other side of this dream.

			You are not looking forward to picking up that mop again.

			With this cup of light in your hand, you walk around and pick up some of the conversation between the other shades. The talk is casual. No one speaks of the tale. They instead share tales of themselves; of where, and when, they were before the dreaming tide brought their spirits here. I’m lying amongst forty others, in a room with a ceiling so low you have to walk on your knees when you need to go to the bathroom. We spoon our bolt-action rifles like old lovers. Another says, I am asleep within my blade. It is the third night, and we are soon to pierce the veil of the fourth heaven—on our way to a battle over the sun itself. It is nonsense to your ears, but the more you listen, the clearer it is that not only are you all from different places but also different times, different eras, and it strikes you as notable, special even, that you are all gathered here in this place outside of time. You wonder if there is a reason you all share this space today, if there is any greater link between you all than mere happenstance. In the canopy of a great tree, I made my camp. There are no more people in the land where I dwell. From the Red Plains to the Dead River, I am alone. I was young when the weapon fell from the sky. I was young when my country was ended, on the whim of a bastard.

			Not all the tales were grave.

			He is stroking my hair as I sleep.

			I feel safe.

			
				A woman is hailing you.

			

			She is hard to miss, for she is one of the few here who is not a shade. She is solid, with skin and hair and cheeks, a familiar look about her that you cannot place. Her details resolve as you approach; she is tanned, like the fishermen who work the docks of your town, and like them she is very thin and wiry, and the way she moves has a slink to it, as if she had never known a straight line in her life. Her eyes are gray and cutting, their attention on you—or rather, on the spear you carry—so intensely that you recoil.

			“Who are you?” she asks.

			A funny question to begin with, considering she was the one who beckoned you, but your dedication to politeness compels you to answer. You tell her that you are a merchant’s child, but as soon as you start to speak, you notice she seems less interested in you than the spear you hold. She asks you if this is the selfsame spear from the tale—the same spear that Keema had sworn to bring across the country in Araya’s name. In a moment of pride, and characteristic sheepishness, you say you suppose it might be. You say you come from a time that was many, many years after the time of the tale—in the time of trains and radios—and that this spear had been handed down the successive generations of your family. You say that the line of inheritance was long and not very well known. Your father, and your lola, could only trace the spear’s history back to your great-grandfather’s passage across the Great and Unending Sea. Who owned it before then was anyone’s guess.

			You say you were surprised to learn that Commander Araya had the same spear. You wonder if the two of you are related by some distant means.

			Great, great, great, great, great, great, grand—

			She asks you if she may study it. You hand her the spear after a moment’s hesitation, some bone-deep part of you reluctant to let it go. Her sleeves are pulled back; her hands reach out; the grooves and etches are explored. There is something intimate about the way she explores it, as if her fingers spoke the tongue of the spear and they were now in deep conversation, no inch of its length left untouched. Her expression is melancholic. You feel like you are watching a reunion of sorts, friends from long ago, meeting again after all this time, the intensity such that you even feel a little embarrassed for staring. She observes aloud that the details of the spear are different from the tale’s description, pointing to the markings that cover the shaft: a series of bumps and grooves, almost like musical notation. You nod, and tell her that you are not sure what the markings signify; not even your lola had a tale to explain them. But the woman shrugs, and says she knows well what they are.

			“They are dance steps,” she says. “This is an old form of notation. One from even before the time of this tale.”

			The fine hairs of your attention prick up. You ask her what kind of dance it is.

			She seems to have forgotten you are there. “The people would etch these notations on their weapons, on the inside of their armor, so that the steps were never forgotten.” A low breath leaves her lips as she takes stock of the spear once more, before handing it back to you. “But I’ve never been one to read such markings. I do not know what dance this spear foretells.”

			She turns and walks away. You make to follow her but a bell chimes from up in the canopy and the sound rings in your ears loud enough that you shut your eyes, and when you open them again, you are in the theater, back in your seat, the tall shade nodding at you before they turn toward the stage. You look for the woman, but she is nowhere to be seen, your task made impossible as the brazier lights dim out and the drums command your attention with their steady, pounding beat. The curtains part once more, for the final stretch of this tale, but you find that your attention is split. You are listening to the drums, and you are also listening to the spear, your thumb running over the grooves and etchings on the shaft, trying to imagine who had carved these notations, and what movements they describe. You still do not understand how you are now holding this object, the math not adding up, for if the spear was lost on the Third Day, gone in the waters of the Bowl of Heaven, then how did this weapon come to hang on your family’s mantel centuries later? And why is it here now?

			The tall shade nudges you and you look up. The stage is open, and you see the bodies of two dancers, sprawled on the floorboards.

			You feel a chill, as you think for a moment that they are dead—followed by relief, when you see the subtle rise of their chests and you understand they are only sleeping. You see one of the dancers kick and tremble. You hear them groan. And you understand that whatever sleep the man was having, it was a bottomless one, many leagues beneath the surface of the Sleeping Sea—trapped in a dream as restless as wolves.

			
				A dream as real as day.

			

			The last that Keema of the Daware tribe remembered of the world was standing with Jun at the edge of the river, helping him scrub clean Her bones in the water. Whatever flesh of Hers that they hadn’t eaten, and hadn’t been boiled off in the pot, would go on to feed the fish and the waterweeds. They did not speak as they worked—what, Keema thought, was there to say, as he held Her femur in his hand. No comment seemed appropriate. She tasted like old jerky, unsalted, dank. Her texture was rough and sinewed; there was no softness at all to Her. The meal seemed to have lasted for hours, though in truth it was not so very long, there was not much of Her to eat at all, small and aged as she was. He had never eaten human flesh before. He thought he was going to have to fight to keep Her down, but the sad truth was that he had eaten very little these past few days, and this was, in many ways, the first proper meal he’d had in a while, though he tried not to think of it that way; he tried to remind himself that what they had done was but a duty, done by Her request. He glanced at Jun, whose hands worked the bones in the water with a fevered focus, and thought better of asking him how he was doing. They would speak in the morning. That was what Keema thought, when they finally finished, and brought the bag of Her bones back to camp. And so he lay down that night by the dying fire with little thought as to the inner workings of his body—the chemistry of bequeathment and inheritance that began as the acids of his stomach met the gnarled and potent flesh of a god.

			Let this then explain his dream. Why upon the shutting of his eyes, he fell immediately through the heavenly bands, as a rock might through endless sheets of colorful parchment, a silent scream on his yawning mouth until suddenly he stopped, and he found himself standing at the edge of the Last Road of this existence.

			
				You know this road.

			

			You remember it from her stories. It is the road that marks the border between this world and the next. A road on a high cliff that overlooks the endless roil of the Sleeping Sea. The Red-Cloaked Fisherman once sat upon the edge of this road, with his stool and his rod stringed with the unbreakable strand of hair plucked from the head of his true love. The same road that the solemn warriors of the fifth heavenly band would walk, cutting down any coward soul who yet clung to the cliff’s edge, not ready to fall. It was the road for wanderers—for those who had never known a home, not even in themselves.

			
				This was the road where Keema met Uhi Araya for the final time.

			

			The dream was such that he did not feel surprise when he saw her, only relief, as she approached him while riding astride a tortoise. She rode without reins, like a god on some mystic steed, and her dress was that of a person who had been on the road for a very long time. None of her clothing matched, neither color nor cut, the fabric old and weathered from near constant exposure to the elements. She looked as though she had seen and been through much. But she smiled anyway when she saw him, and after she had taken a healthy swig from a jug tied to her waist—alcohol, he could smell it, even from where he stood—she spoke to him. “It’s been some time since I’ve crossed paths with another wanderer.”

			Keema lowered himself on his knees, his forehead kissing the ground in supplication. “Commander Araya,” he said, his voice choked.

			She chuckled.

			“I do not know this Commander Araya, though I’d like to know what she’s done, to deserve such humility from you, stranger.”

			When he looked up at her, he saw that there was not a glint of recognition in her eyes. Whatever life she had once lived was far behind her now, in this outward place. “She saved my life,” he said.

			“A thing worth saving,” Not-Araya said seriously.

			He looked up at her.

			“Do you truly not know me?”

			She shook her head. “No. I do not. Your face stirs nothing. But do not look so crestfallen, child; all I’ve known on this walk is this landscape, these clothes, this creature.” She patted the tortoise’s shell as she looked out over the cliff’s edge. She looked at Keema, and smiled warmly. “But you seem nice enough. If you like, you can walk with us for a time.”

			“Where are you going?”

			“This is the Last Road,” she said, as if he were a cute fool. “There is no going. We are already here.”

			They walked alongside each other down the road, while the tortoise ambled slowly behind them.

			He asked her how long she had been here.

			“Too long to say,” she said lightly, staring up at the swirling clouds. “I remember my first moment of awareness. I was gripping the side of this cliff, doing all I could not to fall, while someone, some strangely dressed warrior, was standing above me, telling me to let go, or else he would cut free my fingers. He told me to embrace my end.” She shrugged. “Clearly, I was ready to do no such thing, so I traded places with him, and have been walking this road ever since.” She was silent for a moment. Keema could hear the distant crash of wave against wave far below. “There are no days here,” she said, “or nights. There’s only the churning of the Sleeping Sea, and the wind that kicks up the cliffside. Some days it is beautiful; others I wonder why I keep walking. Why I do not…let go, as that warrior once suggested I do. But I cannot help but feel that something here has been left unfinished. So here I am. Araya the Wanderer, Who Walks the Last Road in Search of Her Destiny.” Then, with some concern, she asked, “Why does your face fall so?”

			“I fear you walk this road because of me,” he said.

			“Do I now?” she said, with one cocked brow.

			“I broke the oath I made to you,” he told her, falling back down to her in supplication. “In life you asked me to bring a treasured family spear to the eastern shore of our land, to return it to those who would care for it. But in my travels the spear was lost to me, gone forever in the waters of the Bowl of Heaven. I failed you. By my honor I should have ended mine own life. I—I should have done what must be done, but I hold on to my life like a coward. And now by your unfinished business are you here, doomed to walk this road along the edge of heaven for eternity. I do not deserve your forgiveness.”

			The words came out in a heavy rush, mannered, stilted; the way he always seemed to speak when he was truly nervous. He expected her to turn on him. To punish him in some way for this failure.

			He did not expect her to laugh.

			“You young men,” she said in tears. “So serious.” When she was done laughing, she reached down and grabbed his arm. “Come on, boy, stand up, I can’t stand groveling. Here, have some of this, it never fails to cheer me up.” She tipped the jug of alcohol into his parted lips. He coughed until he was on all fours once more and she was laughing all over again. She crouched beside him. “Maybe you’re right,” she said. “If what you say is true, maybe I should be furious. Maybe I should haunt you for the rest of your living days until you are dragged here with me. But though I remember nothing of my life before this road, I do have a feeling when I look at you, and that feeling isn’t fury.” She shrugged. “So let’s have that be the end of it.”

			He wiped his mouth. He was aware this was a dream. Or close to a dream. Yet his throat burned and already he felt the spirits hit his head in a buzzy way. “I will do everything in my power to find that spear again. I swear I will try till the last of my days.”

			“Will it make you feel better if I pretend to care?”

			“Yes,” he said earnestly.

			She took another swig. “Then your humility has been acknowledged.” She looked at him as she drank. “Though I must say, there is a strange aura about you. Don’t you think so too?” She looked down at the tortoise, who sniffed Keema, and shut its eyes in agreement. “I know not how to explain it,” she said; then, with some suspicion, “How did you come here?”

			“I don’t know,” he said. He tried to remember where he was before this. The muddle of his mind made it difficult to keep the events of his life in order. But somewhere in there, there was a spark. “I ate a god,” he said.

			Araya’s eyes widened.

			“We have only just met,” she said, “so forgive me for saying that that does not sound like a very wise decision.” He conceded that she was right with a shrug of his shoulder, and said nothing as Araya walked up to the edge of the cliff, looking out into the Sleeping abyss. She went quiet. Her eyes were eastward, staring into the black-and-blue horizon as a sudden wind kicked up, tousling their hair. “Whatever your situation may be,” she said, “it seems you have a more pressing concern to deal with.” Her hair flowed in the wind like black waterweeds. Like ink spilled from its well. “The Wall approaches. It will arrive in a day’s time, if the taste of this dread wind is any sign.”

			The words carried with them a foreboding that sat heavy in Keema’s stomach, though he knew not what they meant. He asked Araya what this Wall was, but she did not tell him; she had other interests to speak of. “This spear I tasked you with delivering. Whom did I want you to bring it to?”

			“Shan,” he said. “A soldier named Shan.”

			“Shan,” she repeated, looking out into the abyss.

			“That was all you told me. Just a name. You said you wanted me to tell them something kind.”

			“Oh.”

			She turned away so he could not see her face, but he saw the way her shoulders sunk; her hands touching her belly.

			“Well,” she said.

			“Are you all right?” He approached her.

			“It is a pretty name, don’t you think? Shan.” Araya the Wanderer breathed out, her hands falling to her sides. “If you happen to find her,” she said, “I hope you do tell her something kind. That would be enough, I think.”

			She climbed back onto her mount, her jug firm at her side. “It seems we both have business to attend to,” she said. “Best we get on with things while we still have the time. The road waits for no lady.” She nudged the tortoise with her heel and the creature began its slow march down the unending road of this reality’s keen edge. And then she stopped it, turned to Keema, and asked, “What is your name, anyway?”

			He let out a breath that was almost a laugh.

			“Keema,” he said, “of the Daware Tribe.”

			She tilted her head, as if the name rang familiar, from a place she yet did not recognize. “I like that name.”

			“I know,” he said.

			She smiled again, and nodded. “Farewell, then, Keema of the Daware Tribe. I wish you luck in the day to come.”

			“I will find your spear,” he said. “And I will bring word of your passing to your family. Your spirit will rest easy.”

			She laughed—her laugh seeming to come from far away. As in a dream, things clipped forward; somehow, she and the tortoise were already small in the distance. “Worry not for me, Man of Daware!” she shouted. “It is you the Wall is coming for! You who must wake up!”

			What Wall? he wanted to ask. But he had no chance to reply.

			The ground gave way beneath his feet.

			
				He fell.

			

			His body dropped through the blood-red sky, the cliff face rushing past him like an endlessly running scroll, his clothing buffeted in the freefall. He did not scream as he plummeted into the abyss—it all happened so quickly he did not have time to scream. His body puncturing the black like an arrow. Reality betraying its unusual shape to him as he fell through an open window of a farmland kitchen into the mouth of a crying child and out the side of a mountain from whose great heights he saw the edges of this old country—the Wall that Araya had spoken of, as tall as the sky itself, in full view now—dark and impenetrable. A bubble in the pit of his stomach as the curtains of this towering Wall parted, and a giant eye, desperate and hungry, was revealed—the thick lid of this eye snapping open, and in whose fat pupil he saw his end. But all falls, no matter how visionary, must come to an end; all nights melt off from the fires of day; his journey to the edge of heaven, and the words he had shared with Araya, doomed to be forgotten upon waking. But what might seem a pointless loop along the long line of this journey would, come the opening of his eyes, remain in the unspoken text of him, for he had taken part in the consumption of a god, and no mortal in this earthly domain can resist such almighty transformations.

			Come the first needlings of light over the horizon of trees, he would know how far he and Jun had come.

			
				DAWN

				
					You hear a plucked string in the Theater.

				

				It comes from behind the wings. You think of a woman’s finger curling over a taut, freshly tuned string of silk and gut, her thumb pressing gently into this string, letting the casual weight of her digit bend it until, like a lover rolling out of bed, the thumb falls away, and the string releases its built-up tension. And upon the springing of this magicked note, the two bodies onstage rise as one, as if waking from a deep slumber. I woke up different. You jump a little. The others in the audience, too, are caught off guard, for all of you realize this is your first time hearing Keema’s voice, whispering through this theater. You do not know how you know it is him, but you do. His voice is harsher than you expected it to be, his tilted tone like a shadow coming out from between your legs, reminding you of the young men of your town, who hung out on street corners or balconies with cigarettes in their lips, their squints so performatively cynical it circled back around to sweetly earnest, though you still hurried past them on your way home. The world smelled different. I smelled different. The dancers move around the stage as if confused by its construction, overwhelmed by the floor, the curtains, the proscenium. They move without looking at one another, without being aware of one another, a strange synchronicity to their bodies that tricks your eye, making you think that you are seeing a mirrored image of the same man. The dancers touch and sniff and study the stage. They do not yet realize their connection. They are still becoming aware of the world, of themselves. Of a change they cannot name. One of the dancers touches the air in wonder. The other touches his own cheek. I knew I was different now. I could feel it. The dancers hold themselves. I was so hungry I could’ve eaten a whole fish. An entire orook. I could’ve eaten the quills. A stomach rumbles. The world, it seems, is coming at them from every direction, so vividly it is almost unbearable. A second note is plucked from that far-off guitar.

				
					The sun rose to a sound as sweet and sharp as a sugared lemon.

				

				Light streaked across the valleys east of the Bowl in thick strokes of gold paint. The sea green and hay-yellow grass was flooded with heat. A barrage of butterflies shattered the light off their wings as they peppered themselves over a thatch of wildflowers. Keema could smell the perfume powder of their wings, the musky sweet nectar they drank from ecstatically colored pores, but he didn’t know that was what he smelled—that his nose had become so sensitive to such a small detail of the world. All he was aware of was that something in the air smelled vaguely sweet, and made his mouth water, as he lifted himself up from a dream he could no longer remember.

				“Hale morning, Keema.” The voice, no louder than a tired croak, filled his ear like cold water, and it inspired in his body a delighted shiver. When he turned to the person who spoke to him, he saw cold gray clouds driven with black iron nails—he saw a stormcast sea swirling around two dark whirlpools—and he felt a profound vertigo, as if he were looking into the heart of an endless chasm, and it was like he was falling, his breath caught in his throat, until he put his hand on the ground to steady himself, and he realized that all he was looking at was nothing more, and nothing less, than the gaze of Jun’s eyes. I could not look at him, not that morning, not yet. He did the orator’s trick, and looked at the bridge of Jun’s nose—the scattering of sun-freckles, the near-invisible sheen of oil—as he asked him what they should do for breakfast. We would eat well that day, for it turned out that the skiff I had taken from the Cav-Meer belonged to the Red Peacocks, and they had stocked their ship well. They decided they would eat simply, some porridge, maybe some jerky. But when Keema opened the bag and reached in for the food, he paused, holding a strip of dried meat in his hand.

				
					Dark red and cragged.

				

				His thumb ran along the cracked surface of the meat. The minute fissures and small hairs once invisible to the eye. He pressed it up to his nostrils, the flesh savory and acrid, a tinge of iron from a pat of dried blood, the leftover spoils of the dead. The cow was dead, he could smell its story, its haunches rotting in a field beyond a small farm ruled by a tyrant who no longer cared that his livestock were sick. Illness had stained this meat. The white fear of a creeping death. He was crying. It was all too much.

				
					“Keema.”

				

				Jun’s hand was out. Keema wiped his eyes and tossed the stick to him and started chewing a strip of his own—the muscles in his jaw at work like arms kneading dough, saliva-glistened beef melting slowly on his shivering tongue. He fetched the hand pot—warm and hard like the arm of a lover in the woods who needed something, anything but this, the lip of the pot cragged and uneven, forged by a man who had thousands more pots to make that day, just let him rest. Keema brought the pot to the newly started fire and began making the porridge. So invested was he in his own sensory experience of the world, he did not notice Jun across the camp, feeling the fabric of his pants between his thumb and forefinger, as if in the stitching there was hidden the answer to a riddle long lost, in the friction between skin and thread.

				
					“Do you feel different?”

				

				Keema hummed as he poured water from a canteen into the pot. His hum trembled the top of his skull in a pleasing way. From the other side of the camp, Jun listened to him hum, and watched him pour the water. As he poured the water into the pot I was poured with it, and as I filled up the container I wondered how much we had left for the journey ahead. “Five full canisters,” Keema said. “Don’t worry, we should be fine.” And when he said this, I smiled, for now I wasn’t worried.

				I trusted this person with my life.

				Keema blushed as Jun got up and went somewhere private.

				
					Behind the boulder, he relieved himself.

				

				The sigh bubbled up from the bottom of his lungs, releasing into the air his humid and spit-dried breath as he splattered urine against the rock and the dirt. The crackling sound brought with it old memories of campout days, when he and his brothers hunted together, and cooked together, and pissed in brushes together. We were not as close as our father wished we were. But there were days when it was only us. Us, and everyone else. Jun shut his eyes. When he was done, he didn’t return, not immediately. He instead leaned forward and pressed his forehead against the coolness of the rock, and he stood there, remembering the smell of blood in the room where all of his brothers had died, along with his father. It was strange, it happened only yesterday but already it felt so distant, like it was but a story that someone else had told him in passing. There were some memories inside of him that were like picking up a sharp rock, but not this one. This one was like a note scribbled on a piece of ripped parchment, worn from its time in the pocket, the message dire, but the writing soft and faded. He looked down at the soles of his bare feet. He had washed them the night before in the river, but there was still a slight darkness to them, some mixture of dirt and dried blood that would not go away for a while yet. He tried to rub some of it off with his thumb, but it did little to clean the foot and just made his thumb dirty too. He had been gone a while by then. I wanted to tell him the food was ready, but I could sense that he needed some time by himself.

				Jun flinched, and glanced behind him. A bug scattered from the grass.

				“Keema?” he called out.

				From the other side of the boulder: “Food’s done!”

				He slipped his sandals back on, glancing once more behind him, certain that he had heard something—a whisper on the breeze. But the moment came and went, and he found that relieving himself did a great deal to make him feel better. He walked back to the fire with a lighter step, and when he saw Keema crouched over the pot, bouncing a little on the balls of his feet as he stirred the porridge, Jun was filled with warmth. He sat down by the flame, and as the stew popped and boiled, he listened to the gurgling pot—and the trill of birdsong high above, like a sharp green color twisting around a fingernail—and he asked himself when was the last time he had a calm morning like this, when there was no rush. No schedule to keep. No danger. Even the voices in his head were unusually calm. We were there. But it was different in there. Some change—some clearing. We could not muster the energy yet to hound him. Not as he smelled the thick and floral aroma of the porridge. When was the last time someone made him breakfast? When was the last time I was served breakfast?

				
					Never.

				

				Keema smiled. The pleasure of waking up to someone, whether friend or lover, preparing food for you was a pleasure denied him for most of his life. He had seen others do it. When he was a guard on that pleasure barge, his feet sore from the long nights spent standing in place, he would watch tired lovers leave their rented rooms at dawn, hair disheveled and eyes dreamy as they went to fetch breakfast for their partners who waited for them in bed. He would feign disinterest. He would nurse a colorful envy. This is why he took such a rare pleasure in being the one to cook someone else food for once. They may not have been lovers, but when Jun returned from relieving himself and made a comment about the delicious smell, it pleased Keema in a fluttery way that Jun was pleased, and he set to ladling the food out into small bowls for them both.

				Their stomachs were empty carts waiting to be filled. This did not strike either of them as strange, despite their meal the night prior. We tried not to think of Her—we tried not to think of how She tasted. They tucked into the food and ate in silence. Keema caught Jun looking at him from over the rim of his bowl. He could feel his gaze like a hot breath on his forehead.

				He smiled.

				Jun could not help but look at him. I thought he had died in the Bowl when that spout of water took him. When I saw him again, bringing us an escape boat from that sinking ship, I was almost knocked out from relief. I had the urge to hold him. I could not stop staring at him. It felt as though I were in a dream, to be sharing breakfast with him now.

				Keema looked up from his bowl, startled by this admission. It gladdened him. “It is like a dream, isn’t it?” he said. “To still be alive, after everything that happened yesterday.”

				“Did I—?” Jun began to ask, but he believed the question to be mad. He threw it away. “Yes,” he said, echoing Keema, “it is like a dream…”

				“I had a dream last night. But I cannot remember it. There was water in it. I think.” Keema spoke with his mouth full. Wet, masticated rice fell onto the dirt, and Jun’s lip curled.

				His father, if nothing else, had taught him manners.

				Disgusting, I thought.

				Keema felt the word like a knife in the side. “I—I apologize,” he said, wiping his mouth, finishing his chew. “The dream I had,” he continued, “it is like the shadow remains, but I cannot make out the shape that is casting it.” He frowned. “But I know the tortoise was there.”

				Jun’s expression darkened as he remembered the creature’s death, and to Keema, it was like the clouds had blotted out the sun, both of them drawn into the pit of themselves as they remembered it like it was happening right at that moment, the bolts flashing through the dark, piercing flesh and wood, vibrating like tuners, tongue lolling out of a slack beak, eyes snuffed of their vital fire, a black bile spilling out of its—

				
					Jun heaved.

				

				The ground splattered with digested porridge and dark flecks of meat. It was the most rancid smell Keema had ever taken in, somehow more potent and unbearable than the latrines at Tiger Gate. Jun, shaken, wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, and after he kicked some dirt over the vomit, he collected himself.

				I wondered if he was all right.

				I was fine.

				“I’m fine.”

				I wanted to change the subject.

				He changed the subject to one that always gave him comfort to discuss. Future plans. “It is because of Her that we now have the means to finish off the last of the Terrors,” Jun said, his hands trembling slightly. “The Third lives in the Divine City on the eastern coast, within a palatial walled-off fortress.”

				“Of all the Terrors, he is the one I know the least about.” Keema winced from the smell of the vomit. How in the abyss did it smell that bad?

				Jun laughed, unsure what to say to that. He went on, “It would surprise me if you did know anything about the Third Terror. Much effort on the emperor’s part has gone into keeping him out of the eye of the citizenry. Even I have never met the man.”

				“Truth?”

				Jun nodded. “Truth. My father—”

				His voice caught.

				Father.

				The word was like a stick in my throat. Keema swallowed dryly. He waited, unhurried, for Jun to continue, and after Jun inhaled, resisting his tears—I would not cry, I was strong, I was strong—flattened into Luubu like a coin, bones crunching from the impact, dead—he touched his throat, steadied himself, and said, with a cracked voice, “My father, he rarely spoke of his youngest brother. Few people of the Throne ever mentioned him, much less within hearing of the emperor. I do not even know what god gift he had inherited from the empress, though I know that he was born strange.”

				“Strange?”

				I had been called strange before.

				Was strange good?

				“Monstrous,” Jun clarified. “A demon. The Wrong One of that batch of triplets.” Jun looked off to the side, morose again. “Though I guess they were all the Wrong One in the end.” I hated myself for feeling bad that he was gone.

				I hated myself for missing him.

				I was beyond redemption.

				“It is not strange to miss your father,” Keema said.

				“What?”

				Startled, Keema said “What?” back at him.

				Jun’s eyes were sharpened knives.

				“You keep doing that.”

				Doing what? I wondered.

				“That—talking like I just said something.”

				What joke was this guy trying to tell?

				“There is no joke here,” Jun said. “I assure you of that much. Now, stop. It’s making my skin crawl.”

				“I didn’t say you were joking.”

				“Have you marked me for a fool? I know what I heard.”

				“What did you hear?” Keema asked, annoyed, on edge.

				Jun laughed harshly. He was playing with me. The Daware man was playing a game. I did not understand it, but I did not like it.

				“There’s no game,” Keema spat.

				Jun’s eyes widened. “How did you—?”

				“I—”

				Keema put down his bowl. His hand was shaking. He was scared. Why was he scared? The accusation. He felt it too. But there was something else that he was beginning to attain a dim awareness of, and he felt like an utter fool for not seeing it before.

				The way he looked down at his feet. I could see that he was as confused as I. I—I could feel it. I started to feel less sure that he was doing any of this on purpose.

				“I’m not doing anything on purpose,” Keema said.

				He did it again.

				“And so are you.”

				Jun’s shoulders tensed.

				“We’re both doing it.”

				He was right.

				“Our thoughts,” Keema said.

				“We can hear each other,” Jun said.

				
					Almost.

				

				The stories are everywhere, you cannot avoid them. Every day you tell a story to yourself; the details of your day become a part of your myth. It is reordered. It is made sense of. Your lola told stories about the country she had come from; your father told you the stories of himself, his destiny for greatness. They are private stories told on stages behind thick curtains, seen only by the teller, and no one else. But what was happening in that moment, on that Fourth Day, was the pulling back of the curtain. It occurred to both Keema and Jun, as they looked at each other from across the ashen fire pit, that a door had been opened, and a threshold crossed. They could hear each other’s story. That inner narration. The same narration that you can hear in this very theater. The realization made Keema’s skin prick up. He felt like his blood was not his own. He looked at his arm, his hand. And I asked myself: Where had my bruises gone?

				“Healed, most like,” Jun said. “Resilience was one of her…gifts. It was how my father lived past his beheading.” The father whose head you chopped off.

				The thought, careless, accidental, slapped Keema across the cheek. “He was trying to kill us,” Keema reminded him.

				“I know.” I told him to fuck himself. “I know.” I told him to fuck himself.

				“You fuck off!”

				Jun held up his hands. “Stop reading what I’m thinking!”

				“Stop throwing your thinking in my face!”

				And then we returned.

				“Who is that?” Keema asked.

				The clearing gone, the peace gone, and he was agitated once more—and we had our opening. “Who the fuck was that?” Keema asked, looking around.

				Jun put his hand to his forehead as if overcome by a great headache. Killer, Murderer! we cried. We burned alive and we fell at your arrows and what do you have to say to us now? Why do you get to keep on living, YOU BASTARD? “Just,” Jun breathed, “just give me a second.” He fell on his hands, his breath labored. If we could’ve stopped his lungs we would’ve. We would’ve made him choke on his own thoughts, because he didn’t deserve any of it, not this morning, not this breakfast, not the man across the fire that he fancied, this pervert murderer whore we HATED him we SCRATCHED and we BIT and we SCREAMED, “just a second,” Jun cried, Keema crying with him, “I just need a second,” UNTIL HE brought out a cold cloth and threw it on the fire of himself…and we…stopped…for now. He sniffed and he wiped his eyes. “I’m sorry,” he said, doing his best to even out his voice—to regain control.

				
					“I’m sorry.”

				

				The two young gods slowly raised their heads, their eyes widening as they saw the state of the camp. The boulders that surrounded them had been pushed outward, with deep furrows in the earth trenching their path, as if the boulders had been dragged away. One of the supply bags had ruptured, grains of rice fanning out from it. Every object scattered from them as if they were the epicenter of some great and forceful wind. “They just started moving,” Keema said, dazed. “They just…started moving.”

				Jun rose to his feet. “We should get moving. There’s little point in remaining, and I…I could do with the walk.”

				“As could I,” Keema said.

				They started packing quickly. They saved what rice they could. Keema threw more dirt onto the fire pit to make sure it was dead. I glanced at Jun to make sure he was all right, and Jun growled, “I’m fine,” though it was obvious he was not. “Fuck you, not obvious,” Jun muttered. There was no question as to who would carry the bag of bones. Jun snatched it up before Keema could even think of approaching it. Keema made do with carrying this spear that was a poor replacement for the one he had lost, and a few other of the sacks slung over his shoulder.

				In silence, they set off east.

			

			
				MORNING

				
					You think of thought.

				

				There were times in your life when you wished your mind could be read, or tuned to like some frequency on a radio. Times when you did not want to do the work of speaking your piece. Like when you and Jadi fought that day shortly after your lola died, scrappy, bruising, and afterward you knew it was your fault, the fight, but you didn’t know how to tell your friend that you were sorry. How easy it would’ve been, if you could’ve just opened a door and let him walk inside and see the mess for himself.

				But you know as well as any guilty party that no one thought stands alone. That there is a city within you, populated by both high- and lowborn beliefs, interjections, prayers, rantings. You once thought of pressing your finger into Jadi’s eye until it popped. It was not a thought born of malice, it was one of curiosity, of strange play, gone as quickly as it had come; harmless but for the fact that you held no dominion over such thoughts; that it called into question your own control over yourself. And sometimes you wonder, even now, if maybe your mind has a mind of its own.

				What would Jadi think if he saw, paired with your apology, the image of you blinding him?

				With how much charity would he greet such thoughts?

				It was not long into their journey that Keema and Jun had to contend with such a problem.

				
					In the morning light, there were no shadows to hide in.

				

				They crossed the plains that lay beyond the Bowl in plain sight, over the wide tracts of grasslands interrupted by veins of water hidden amongst the weeds, which meant there were many opportunities to snag an ankle, if one did not step with care. It gave Jun and Keema an excuse not to speak to each other, focusing instead on their steps, both of them hoping that silence would stop the leakage of their minds. But I could not help but think of the blood in Luubu’s court. A sea of my brothers’ blood. The iron and pungent smell of it trapped in my nostrils. And as Jun thought of the violence he had witnessed yesterday, Keema could taste it, the iron, the sweat, the gelatinous marrow on his tongue. He looked at Jun. I wondered if he could hear what I was thinking? I could hear what he was thinking. I could hear him thinking what I was thinking. I could hear him thinking what I was thinking what he was thinking. The thoughts were sparks from a roaring and unbounded fire. The fire was spreading up the trees of their inner forests. Keema tried to control it. He made a game with his feet. I was a snake winding between grass, my feet went one in front of the other, over the water and between the rocks—but Jun was annoyed by the interruption of his own thoughts—I was alone, my family was dead, I was alone—which made Keema sneer. You’re alone? I’ve been alone my whole fucking life. Sometimes they were direct images, arrow-shot straight from the mind. The corpse of an ox pulsing with maggots; my hand kneading the maggots like rice. A man pulling on his shirt to show his hard nipple—pinching it till it bled. An old woman laughing with a pipe in her mouth. Sometimes it was just noise; the loud, angry, unshaped noise that plays beneath the mind and is rarely if ever shown as it is. Never.

				Never never never never never never…

				One leap took them over a thin stream. Low clouds rolled over slight hills up ahead. Keema remembered what he had overheard back at the campfire, where the voices in Jun’s head had said the man you fancied. He didn’t mean to remember it; he wasn’t trying to embarrass Jun, it just came to him unbidden as he leapt over the stream, and I wondered what that was about. I thought I knew but I couldn’t be sure, couldn’t be sure I heard it right, because everything about that moment was so strange. And when he turned, he saw that Jun had yet to cross the stream with him.

				“It didn’t,” Jun said, “it didn’t mean anything.”

				I was lying.

				“You’re lying?”

				Yes. “Fuck.” That was all Jun said as he hopped over the stream and walked away from Keema. Keema was a bit amused. His heart was also beating fast. He said he was lying.

				Jun paused in his step before he hurried on, not looking back.

				
					Separating.

				

				Physical distance lessened the volume. Private thoughts, meant for no one but the person thinking them, became harder to hear. They were quite far from each other, a field’s worth at least, when Jun thought the words He was a cripple—why, he did not know. It was a random murmur that nonetheless presented itself to Keema in a poisoned whisper. And Keema, not helping matters, remembered on a lark the vibration that ran up the bone of his arm as he swung the ax into the First Terror’s neck. Jun knew that Keema was not remembering the details of his father’s death out of malice. But still. Farther and farther from each other they went. The god-tether that bound them growing lax as hill and rock and river came between them. And the next time Keema looked for Jun, he was a speck on the other end of the field, almost silent but for the faraway crinkle of the sound of a house on fire—the wooden timber in his memory breaking in half, in a sudden, heart-stopping crack, the child looking up at the falling ceiling with big eyes, as Jun passed through a low, rolling cloud of mist that then turned him into shadow.

				
					Both of them, finally, were alone.

				

				You know what it is to be alone; to walk the halls of an empty house, with no sound but that of your own breath, and the traffic from outside. These days you are the sole attendant of the house that was once your father’s. Your brothers are either gone, or dead, and you do not make enough money from your job at the pub to pay for help to sweep the steps and beat the rugs. The big clock in the hall remains unwound, the stopped hands always tricking you into thinking it is either later, or earlier, than it is. Amazingly, your granjo is still alive, slumped in his wheelchair in the living room, gazing emptily out the bay window. You feed him, and bathe him, all on your own, and only sometimes does he move to slap your hands away.

				The war yet goes on, but the radio remains off.

				It is still in your father’s study.

				Sometimes on your way to work you think you see the one-eyed soldier from years past. You do a double take, your shoulders sinking when you realize the person sitting on the low wall outside the pub is someone else. The rest of your day spent below a cloud as you remember what it was like to be touched.

				Your little brother calls regularly from abroad.

				“What are you up to?” he asks. And, “When are you coming?”

				You’ve made up so many stories for him by now, it is easy to make up more—you spin tales of all your friends and brightly lit nights, and he is gracious enough to believe them. And though your granjo no longer moves, sometimes, when you are feeding him, you think you see the light of judgment in his eyes, along with the question you’ve been asking yourself every morning for a very long time now.

				What are you still doing here?

				But on you go. Your movements automatic as you live through each day and sleep through each night. You know what it is to be alone.

				You’ve been too scared to be anything else.

				
					It’s why Jun walked alone.

				

				There was a slight wetness to his scalp as he exited the cloud. He shook the dampness out like a dog, and when the sun revealed itself, he squinted, following the path of light down into the valley. Giant rocks erupted from the earth, and on the tip of one of them he saw a family of black foxes sleeping under the heat. Two of the younger ones were fighting over a bone that seemed human-shaped. His stomach rumbled with the memory of cleaning Her bones in the river, so he moved on. He was alone, like he was always meant to be—like we always knew he would be. “It’s fine,” he said as he slid down a slight ramp of dirt. “You can talk now. I just didn’t want him to hear it.”

				We showed him the charred hand reaching out of the burning window and he only sighed. We told him what we thought of him, but he knew the words already and even repeated them alongside us until we grew weary of his games and searched for another line of attack. We found one.

				We told him that the Daware man would never trust him.

				Not with that tattoo on his face.

				He winced. And we knew we found a ripe target. “I never thought he would,” he said. “I wouldn’t trust me either. I’m talking to myself now, aren’t I?” Yes, he was. He was going mad. The Gracious Moon had seen to that. She had started the unraveling, and all that would be left of him was a pile of string. “So long as I finish what we started,” he said, climbing over a rock, “I’m fine with that.” We knew he was only playing the part of martyr. We knew he wanted to survive. “Of course I do.” We knew all the things that even he did not know about himself. The things he had no time to consider during this journey but which nonetheless existed in the secret spaces below his heart. He will never love. We told him so. A tear falling from his left eye, which he wiped away as he reckoned with that. “I have not come this far expecting love.”

				We were running out of ways to turn him against himself. We raged. We pulled at the curtains. We told him that the Daware man did not trust him and did not like him. This made Jun chuckle. “I think he does. At least a little.”

				And we knew we had lost.

				Then, it was quiet. It came unbidden, but welcome, the quiet, and Jun had the opportunity to sigh at the beauty of the valley; at the way the sun bounced off the grass, and how the clusters of trees chuckled against the unfurling breeze from the north. He looked in the direction he had come, at the rise in the earth that now separated him from Keema; no signal shared between them now, not at this distance.

				The voices were at least right about one thing.

				He was indeed alone.

				
					As was Keema.

				

				The young man of Daware was small amongst the vast stretch of field that surrounded him. With Jun lost to his sight, his mind slipped into a place he tried not to let it slip. He thought about death. There were mercs in some of the less reputable teahouses who between drinks would talk about how they wanted to go—what the most honorable way to be offed was—and even he sometimes entertained such notions, especially when he drank, thinking that it would be all right if the awkward road that had been his life ended at the skewering end of a thousand spears. A death to sing a song by. But that was rarely how things went. The mercs who prophesied their own mighty ends were often the ones who died in dark alleys, gutted, their hands holding in their insides. Keema had seen people die screaming while on fire. He had seen them starved on the side of the road. Quartered in public for treason. The body ejecting all it held. The smell of piss and shit and vomit. He had made those things happen to other people.

				He remembered the messenger he had speared.

				I screamed.

				There was no other way.

				I screamed.

				He had to die.

				Keema tripped into one of the hidden streams in the grass and banged his chin against the ground, splitting it—and in the distance, unbeknownst to him, Jun winced in pain, though he did not know why the bottom of his chin throbbed so. Keema cursed and picked himself up. He touched the blood on his face. He put the bags down and washed his face in the stream and it did not take very long for the blood to stop, a few minutes perhaps, and when next he touched his chin he could no longer feel pain. The healing of his body quickened, making him feel both powerful and freakish. Shaking his head, he picked the bags back up again and hefted his spear. He continued walking.

				The plains stretched out all around him. He was taken back to the time before all of this, when he traveled alone between the far places of this country.

				A boy scaling a mountain.

				Sitting in a cave, listening to the rain.

				Humming as he followed the curling path of a forest brook.

				Being alone, in and of itself, never bothered him. He liked that he could keep to his own schedule. That he was self-reliant. It was only when he crossed paths with families or groups of friendly travelers that he remembered there was no one at his side to watch over him at night.

				The dark nights.

				Sometimes there was a wildness about it, like he could feel the heartbeat of the trees, and in those moments he craved to run his tongue up a man’s back and make him howl. Twisting wordlessly in on himself until he was able to postpone the feeling that he was missing something vital about the world. As he maneuvered through the field of rocks that had appeared from out of the plain, he thought it strange, the thoughts a man has when he is alone, even when he heads toward battle. Or was it the other way around? Was it the prospect of the coming battle that made his blood ignite? His own coming death? He looked in the direction Jun had gone. The blue sky interrupted by thrusts of earth. It was a tickly feeling, to know that there was someone close by who liked him. But by then he knew better than to expect the best of such situations. He was too burned by the past to make the first move. And he knew that Jun was too preoccupied with all he had lost to even begin to think about desire. It was best to just let things lie and see how they may or may not play out down the road.

				That was what he thought, anyway.

				But he still enjoyed the knowledge of it. And he desired nothing more than to leap on Jun and start sparring. He wanted to fight him. He wanted to get kicked into the dirt and then trip the other guy onto his back. He wanted to wrestle. He wanted to climb on top. To look down and tell the guy exactly what he was going to give him. He shut his eyes tight, as if to make them explode from the pressure, embarrassed by himself, not realizing that as he did so, behind him, he had made a rock shoot up into the air, gone into the cloudless sky.

				He felt like an idiot.

				His self-berating was interrupted when he heard some surprisingly unpleasant birdsong, and the purple bird that had been following him since the beginning now made itself known from a nearby tree branch. And with his heightened senses, Keema could smell the bird, even from its distance, and he was surprised by the pungent odor that emanated from the creature’s little body.

				
					Across the way, Jun was listening to the world.

				

				In the strange conversations he and the empress shared in those six months by the Wolf Door, when they had firmly established their antagonistic relationship, She had told him about the Rhythm.

				You remember your lola’s finger, tapping a beat on the side of the kitchen table.

				“Everything moves in time,” she said.

				The Rhythm dictated that time.

				You hear it now.

				The drum, pounding the beat.

				The dancers, holding the beat on their toes.

				Long ago, people had an easier time hearing the Rhythm than they did now. Their bodies tuned to the earth. The empress said that Jun would probably never be able to hear the Rhythm. That he was only human. She said it with a sneer.

				There are no words exact enough to describe a piece of music and there are no words to describe what he heard as he walked barefoot on the earth. The soles of his bloodstained feet crunching over dried crumbs and hot, yielding pillows of grass. Through the ground he felt the boulders to the south, their beat faint, but it was there, coming in clearer with focus, his body still unaccustomed to its frequencies. Centuries of erosion and chipped faces. A thousand years of waiting; but a slice of a beat that would not make itself known for many decades yet.

				Jun was small.

				He was standing on the edge of the world.

				
					He walked into the shadow of a tajeline tree.

				

				High up amongst the threaded palms were the hard shells filled with creamy nectar. His mouth salivated, but he had neither the tools nor the inclination to climb this narrow, branchless tree. He supposed he could use Her power, to practice here—knock a fruit off its perch. The skin on his arms prickling, a voice seeming to come from both his inner ear and the bag of bones he cradled in his arm, as it whispered, Here are the steps.

				“Okay,” he said.

				He put down his bags, his sandals, and he stood before the tree. As he bowed to it, he tried to remember the woven patterns She had once showed him in the dark, and he was surprised by how readily the memory of it bubbled up, as if it were responding to his request. He did his best to follow the instructions. Facing the tree, he spread his legs so that he stood in a wide squat; his hands rested on his thighs. He clapped twice. He leapt, and landed with his right foot forward, his left foot back; his right hand coaxing the air. The transitions were clumsy, the movements rigid. But he persisted, and as he rolled his shoulders back and leapt and changed the position of his legs, he began to feel some gradual change in the world. He could hear, distantly, faintly, the pulse as his feet connected with the ground. Left hand out, coaxing. Right foot back, back, tapping. He could begin to feel the tree respond. He felt the fine little tendrils that wound up its trunk tingle and swell. He felt the tree bend, as if pulled by the gravity of his dance. And when he landed once more in the return position, his feet slapping into the ground in that wide squat stance, with both palms face-up, a tajeline fruit landed in his hands and he yelped.

				
					Keema wondered at the tingling on his palms.

				

				Like something hard and smooth had just slapped them. He worked the feeling out with a few flexes and continued walking while his friend the purple bird flew overhead. And as he walked he could feel in the earth the faint pulse of Jun’s rhythm. As if he were feeling the footsteps of someone on the floor below him. He could tell by the beat that Jun was dancing.

				Don’t be shy, kitten, whispered the voice of the consort from his past.

				“I don’t dance,” Keema said, to her, to no one.

				But kitten. These are no ordinary dances.

				This is the old magick.

				As he walked, his walk began to keep the time. He did not do it consciously. He was a piece of driftwood on a rippling wave.

				He leapt over another hidden muddy brook.

				
					Jun felt Keema land on his feet.

				

				He cracked the tajeline over a rock and drank from the halved shard. The fruit was not yet ripe, its insides more liquid than cream. The fluid was overwhelming in its sweetness, but also cool and refreshing. He licked his lips and wiped them on the back of his arm. The hard-shell halves falling away as his steps went in sync with the beat of his friend through the earth.

				Soon Jun stopped—he listened—smiled.

				He heard the sound of running water.

				The Comosa River ran cursive through the plains, its banks staggered by low-hanging tajeline trees. The tajeline fruit sticky all over his hands and face, he decided to go for a quick wash. He slipped down a sudden furrow in the land and slid onto the silt shore of the river. He put down his bags and crept up to the water. He knelt beside its cool, flowing touch and dipped his hands. A small fish swam between his fingers and skirted away from him and he giggled. He cupped his hands and brought the water to his face and rubbed it in, with gradual intensity, as if to rub the tattoo right off the skin. But alas, only the juice released itself from his body.

				He smelled himself. He looked around; he could not see Keema, though he knew he wasn’t far off, the beat of him faint but still present. Alone by this river, Jun decided to bathe the rest of himself. He pulled off his jerkin and the bandages around his abdomen and he slipped out of the trousers Keema had gotten for him from the Gathering, and his underclothes. He stepped into the water.

				
					A shiver ran up Keema’s legs.

				

				The purple bird looked at him curiously as he slowed his walk, confused as to these sensations in his body.

				He felt cold, but pleasurably so, as if he were taking a long-overdue bath. He wasn’t frightened of what he felt, for some intuitive part of him knew that Jun was the cause of it. As he walked he found himself focusing on these incoming sensations that were alien to his current experience of walking across the hardpacked dirt and grass of the plains under a hot, unblinking sun. It was a shiver that ran the length of his body, all the way up to his neck, and then back down again, till the coolness seemed to even out at his waist. And he laughed as Jun washed his armpits. Some trick in the transmission; Keema more ticklish than the person bathing. And then there was the very odd sensation as Jun rubbed down his arms, and Keema looked at his phantom left as it went damp and cold and was soothed by the other man’s touch. He used to miss his arm, but that was a long time ago; what he felt now was not nostalgia, just a distant and unnerved curiosity. More pleasurable sensations followed. As he walked he sighed as his scalp was worked. He gasped a little when a finger flicked across a nipple as the arm dropped to the side. He felt himself growing hard.

				
					Jun’s eyes widened.

				

				He knew he was not alone. Not quite. He knew Keema was aware of him, for he was aware of Keema. The door between them was both an exit and an entrance. As Keema experienced the physical reactions of Jun bathing, so, too, did Jun experience Keema’s; the quickened pulse, the blood flow, the stiffening. And it was a feedback loop of another sort. The act of bathing, for Jun, turning from a practical matter into something else entirely.

				And I thought: this was not a bad thing.

				He remembered back when he was still a Peacock, he and a few of his brothers had been given special seats to the presentation of a singing recital by one of the local lord’s daughters. They were there in representation of their father, who could not make it that night. It was one of the first shows Jun had ever been to. He remembered not thinking much of her singing. His brothers had better voices. But the joy she took in performing for an audience was infectious. And there was a give-and-take between her and her listeners that night, their mood changing her inflection, the way she approached the melody, which in turn heightened their mood and provoked it. One was dependent on the other. There was no beginning, and no end. A completely average voice and yet he never forgot it. And he found himself making this comparison as he stood in the shallows of this cold river; how he was her, in a way, in this moment. This bath had become a performance, with an audience of one.

				It was an audience he was glad to perform for.

				His hands lowered beneath the surface of the water, and he swore he could hear the sound of Keema’s breath in his ear. The memories of the week obliterated from his mind as his hands touched the bone of his own pelvis. Tracing the contours of the muscles, the faint map of veins, the lines of sinew that arced downward.

				By then Keema had stopped walking. He was leaning against a tree, staring at nothing, feeling those hands, those fingers running past the edge of his pubic hair, pulling a tuft, twirling it. Keema smiled in an almost manic way. He felt the hands go everywhere but where he wanted them to go. Between the legs, in the crook between the thigh and the crotch. A finger running along the base of himself in a way that made his legs turn to jelly and he slipped to the ground in an almost chortled moan.

				Jun smiled, pleased with himself until Keema retaliated, the moment becoming much like their duels as his hand slipped underneath his shirt, and he ran circles around his own nipple. The dizzying delight of it interrupted by a sudden hard pinch. Keema grinning mischievously while somewhere, far out of earshot, Jun shouted into the river, “You piece of SHIT!” His shock giving way to laughter. The nipple recovering from the attack. Not quite sore, but close. Sensitive and alive to his touch now. His other hand slipping back, to his firm bottom, Keema’s eyes very wide now, rubbing himself through his skirts as Jun’s index finger traced the curve of himself—but before it went any further we showed him ourselves as he last saw us Jun withdrew his hand as his mind was clipped with the images he tried hard to keep away from himself, the charred hand reaching out of the flame and the child in the fields stuck with arrows and the river bloated with corpses that he tossed yet another into and the boy lying limp under him with a back full of knife holes. We made him live it. He could smell the bodies covered in their own stink. He could smell the rot baked under the sun. He retched; Keema went soft, for though he could not see what Jun saw, he could feel his sudden distress, and he could even smell in the air the faint whiff of burnt timber.

				They grabbed their belongings. Keema stood up. Jun crossed the river with his bags held over his head. And we were louder in his head than we had ever been as we told him that this was the fate he deserved. We were his guilt, and we would rob him of every intimacy. He dressed in great agitation, slinging his bags over his shoulder, and picked up the bag of Her bones, a little embarrassed that he had done what he had done in such close proximity to Her. A river boat passing behind him, the fishers giving him a slight wave as he pulled on his brother’s Peacock mask and gave a polite nod back, his face once more hidden. The women on board conversed with one another, laughing, deep into swapping the local gossip about a drunk, his niece, and their three dogs. This was his life as it would ever be. And with sunken shoulders, a head full of noise, and the remnant grace of a tingle on the tips of his fingers, he walked on, as did Keema, who had by then lost sight of the purple bird, neither of them far now from the road that led to the Divine City.

				
					To Swan Road.

				

				Keema heard the road before he saw it; the rolling of wheels and settling of wagon wood. The bray of the beasts of burden. The people shouting over one another in the midst of conversation energized by anticipation, by circumstance. It was the penultimate day before the end of the Pilgrimage, and everyone was making their way east for the final celebrations. Hundreds of wagons were dragged by horse and ox, hundreds of groups on foot streamed down this wide dirt channel. There were even stalls set up on the sides of the road, manned by shopkeepers who had smelled an opportunity for foot traffic. I asked him if he’d heard the rumor that the emperor was castrated by His mistress during the Fisher’s Day, but he said he’d heard that it was the First Terror who was castrated and it was the emperor who did it. He smelled it, the sweat of the people—I couldn’t find my mother—and the horse waste and the aromas of the stick foods sold from the roadside stands It was fucking hot and I was selling pan-pan sticks for overmarked prices; yes, it was the best day of my life. The closer he approached, the louder it got. And he knew that it was not only Jun’s inner voice that he could hear. I remember we groaned when we saw the cripple coming toward the road from the fields. We tried to move out of the way. It was bad luck to be so close to his kind.

				I pushed my children toward the other side; I didn’t want them to smell him.

				He looked…weathered. We felt bad for him. I thought we should give him some coin.

				But we didn’t want to risk it.

				It was everyone’s.

				As he joined the people traffic he felt all of the voices pour into him as one. We had been traveling for TWO DAYS and she wouldn’t stop TALKING. I wanted to drink poison and die in front of her, but I knew even that wouldn’t shut her up. He thought his head was going to crack open. My daughter had died the day before but I was loyal so I was not going to miss the emperor’s celebrations but I couldn’t stop thinking about her bloated lips because they found her in the river, they found her in the river and they don’t know who put her there. He tried to press forward; he was following Jun’s pulse, Jun was somewhere ahead. And then I saw this creature slink past me and my whole body shivered because he had only one arm and I feared that he had just made me sick and of all the things I needed—I SAID HEY, WATCH IT—I can’t find my mother—stick it in her stick it in her all the way make her moan—feet all stubbed and bloody from practicing all last night and I pulled off the nail of my big toe like a scab—He coughed in my face and I wanted to vomit—Smell, smell everywhere It’s crawling up inside me—I will never be satisfied again I will die like this, hot under the sun surrounded by these fucking people—COME ON COME ON COME ON COME ON—there, a cripple boy, I had one like him in the Toy Room back on the Induun pleasure barge, I made him love me—What is it like to have only one arm, he’s kind of cute—But we should remember to keep our distance—Keep distance—Stay away—HEY! TOO CLOSE!

				A hand shoved his back and he went staggering forward, dizzy from the heat and the noise, and he tipped and began to fall, the gravity of the drop lifting his stomach, the sweat curling up over his forehead, and once he fell, he would be kicked dead by this overwhelming world and he was okay with that because this was how it was always going to end for someone like him, trampled underfoot by people who didn’t give a shit, and I thought, Maybe if I just land on my face and break my nose through my skull I could finally get some goddamn rest.

				
					But then someone caught him.

				

				Two hands lifted him up and he thought he might dissolve with relief when he saw the masked boy staring back at him. By the tight grip on his shoulders, he could tell that Jun was also having a rough time of the noise—Two weirdos blocking everyone’s way, yeah, of course we told them to get a move on—Our bodies still rotting in the bastard’s mind, worm-thing pushing out of eye socket—but something happened that neither of them expected. As they stood in the middle of that crowded road and stared into each other, the voices started to dim. Lost lease and now itchy asshole couldn’t leave it…couldn’t get by it. And in that tangle of theirs, which they had found themselves in after Jun had caught him, their hands on or near each other’s chests, they could feel the beat of the other’s heart. The rhythm of it. He left a flower in one of my sandals with a note and I burned the note without reading it and then I ate the flower because I would never forgive him. And Jun, with immense sweat beading on his chin, said, “She told me about this. The Rhythm. It’s everywhere.” Keema nodded in quiet awe. His palm now pressed into Jun’s chest, and Jun’s into his. Told the two perverts to get a room. They didn’t hear me. And their bodies syncopated in their rhythms. The feedback loop went lax. It became loose. The sound continued to dim further, until it was only the low roar of a far-off shore. Only a few voices got through. I wanted to go home, I wanted to go home. And Keema realized it was not sweat that poured down Jun’s chin but tears, for finally, in the calm of this syncopation, we were quieted, the river cleaned of bodies, the knife taken out of the child’s back, and a cold rain falling on the burning house, until the hand in the window slipped away and all that remained was smolder.

			

			
				MIDDAY

				
					Swan Gate.

				

				There were few beautiful gates in the Old Country. These were structures not meant for beauty. But Swan Gate, and its sibling checkpoint on the Road Above, Trine Gate, were the rare exceptions.

				Both gates were the last stand between the rest of the country and the noble houses of the eastern coast. Jealous of the mountain cradle His Smiling Sun claimed dominion over in the west, the Five Families and their compatriots strove to finance and construct their own ornate signs of power. Trine and Swan Gates were but a small percentage of the many mighty constructions that peppered the eastern edge of the land, all—at least in some part—made possible by one of the Five Families. It was Lord Waag who had led the efforts to build the opalescent and wing-tipped structures that composed Swan Gate, the materials that now shimmered in the noonlight in the distance mined from his most precious quarries.

				The effect on the people was immediate and powerful. I reared the horses and told the others to come out to look. When Swan Gate came into view, one had to pause, if for a moment, to appreciate its overwhelming presentation. I held my child over my head so that they may see over the people. Look, I told him. Look at what our lords had made possible! The smooth white rock wings coming up over the gate itself, which was a hinged slab of solid green jaxite. My father died helping build that eyesore. His superior did not believe him when he said the scaffolding was weak. It would take too long, his superior said, to rebuild it. Keep going, he said. Twenty men and women died that day as the bamboo shifted and the wooden poles beneath them snapped. My father was crushed beneath them all.

				This brief tale was caught by Keema’s new senses, though he could not see from whom, as he and Jun walked with the people toward the grand gate. Behind its behemoth walls lay the Fissures, where the land, cracked from Her Impact, erupted into a maze of canyon and tunnel and alien formation. This was the dividing line, where Soma’s Fields met those hallowed canyons.

				Past those canyons were the estates.

				Amongst those estates, His Summer Palace.

				They were close.

				
					A wind was rising.

				

				It was in the sway of the surrounding trees, the play of the leaves. The gathering of the people’s hair. The steady flapping of the wagon’s canvas flap. In the dilated state of their new senses none of these details were lost on Keema and Jun, who saw the wind now almost as a physical object; as a brush that curled through the air and swept along its horsehairs all the moveable elements of the world. It was the wind of portent, dragging itself eastward, to the estates, to the shore. Pulling the people toward a gate that was, mysteriously, shut.

				The heavy jaxite jaws of Swan Gate were dug in the dirt. No one was able to pass. A crowd that was hundreds strong had already begun to accumulate in front of this gate, shouting to be let through.

				This was exceptional.

				They had closed it on us with no warning, no explanation, and the damned archers on the wall wouldn’t tell us when they would be opening it again. We were stuck outside, in the heat, with no idea whether it was best to turn back or wait. Keema and Jun wove through the mass of people—I thought, Of course this was happening to me, first Jela leaves me and now, well—slipping between the backed-up wagons and the wheeled platforms that had, tied to their surface, statues carved in the emperor’s likeness—for months I had labored over this, so that I might receive His blessing—and carts filled with contraptions and pieces of art to be presented at the divine celebrations, the two of them trying to get closer, so that they might learn why everything had been stopped.

				In the heart of the crowd they listened, and though not everything they heard was useful they were able to sift through the noise to get the story of the gate that day. Wonder if it’s true. Stupid reason to keep it shut if it is. They don’t need a tortoise to inspect us. No concern of ours if it doesn’t want to work for them anymore. Keema and Jun shared a glance. “The tortoise isn’t working?” Keema asked, to which Jun nodded, and said, “We can find out more.”

				But there was scant information to be gleaned from the growing irritation of the people forced to wait; just that the gate had been closed for a while now, probably because of the malfunctioning cooperation of the tortoise within, but maybe not, and the sentries up on the wall holding those bows refused to speak.

				It was a bit farther up when they heard, coming from somewhere to the right, someone think: Five fucking hours I had been waiting in front of Swan Gate. I had come all the way from the Palace City for this. Dragging this wagon full of fucking useless trinkets to the ass end of the country to make a profit that I could’ve doubled if I’d remained with my old partners. I blamed my driver. I blamed my ex-wife. I wondered if maybe I lit those fireworks something would happen—if that would get the dumb bastards behind the gate to open up. With a shiver, Jun and Keema both experienced the same icy recognition of that puffed-up voice.

				
					The trinket seller.

				

				The man who had distracted them earlier that week while someone else tried to burn their wagon down. It did not take long at all to pick him out from the dust-choked crowd. He was still the same plush gentleman as before, looking in Keema’s eyes not unlike a preening bird. The day had not been kind to the seller. He was scuffed, scratched, and he even had a bruise going up his neck to his cheek, which was easily explained by the man himself. They could have just said no deal. They didn’t have to accuse me of grift. They didn’t have to push me off the goddamn platform.

				“This man,” Keema muttered.

				“Don’t kill him,” Jun said. “Let’s talk to him first.”

				“You Red Peacocks are much too merciful.”

				Jun chuckled.

				When the trinket seller saw the two young men approach, his eyes glanced over them before he avoided eye contact, for I believed they were beggars come to ask me for pocket change, and charity makes fools of us all, but when they coughed for his attention, he reevaluated them, seeing better the confident way they carried themselves, and he wondered if maybe he was faced with prospective customers. I prided myself in my discernment of whom I allowed in my good graces. I was an excellent judge of character. He was about to launch into his sales pitch for why this piece of rock, tied to the end of a rope, was in fact of divine origins, when the faces clicked, his memory as bright as a cloud break as he said, “Oh shit.”

				“Good day, fellow traveler,” Jun said.

				They were going to kill me. This was how I was going to die. For going along with a stupid kid’s plan! “Look, gentlemen, it wasn’t my idea. It was—it was”—he seemed to be looking around for someone to blame—“it was a jape! Just a jape! No real damage was done, I trust? It’s all a matter of, they didn’t know you were one of the good ones, okay? They saw the royal wagon and they smelled the tortoise, and the people, they’re so temperamental, they wanted to let off some steam so they asked me to play a part in their little scheme but that’s all it was, just a, just a scheme in the end really.”

				“What say you?” Keema asked Jun.

				“I say horseshit,” Jun said. “What did you mean they didn’t know we were one of the good ones?”

				The trinket seller looked up from his obsequious posture and very quietly said, “You are rebels, are you not? Of the Gathering?” He clarified: “I passed through Rabbit Gate not long after you did. I heard the story of the wagon driven by two young men of your description and a renegade tortoise, chased by the First Terror himself. You both made quite the topic of conversation on the traders’ routes.”

				“Is that so,” Jun said.

				I prayed that they believed me. It was almost the truth! Though what they actually said was that the wagon was driven by a cripple and a masked freak—but they need not know about that. “It is so, it is so, young master.”

				“Maybe I’ll believe you if you spin some useful story for us.”

				Oh thank the gods, thought I. “O-Of course, anything you like! Please just ask, I’m here to serve.”

				“Why is this gate closed?”

				The trinket seller made a small, dismissive gesture. “Internal politics, so I’ve heard. A misbehaving tortoise that won’t sniff a soul.” He then looked between the two of them. “And what became of your renegade tortoise? Has it found a new home yet?”

				Keema tensed.

				Black bile, pooling at the feet.

				“It is no longer traveling with us.”

				“I’m sorry to hear that, Mr…. I apologize, I haven’t caught either of your names. You are?” he asked Keema.

				Keema straightened up. “Death.”

				“Ah.”

				Jun shook his head and pressed the topic at hand. “So no one’s said anything more than that? Was hoping you’d have more of an ear to the ground, being so congenial and all.”

				The man began to sweat. “Very kind of you to notice, young master, but truly the gate guards have been their usual antagonistic selves. Questions are met with warnings, which are then met with shouting, which in turn is met with more warnings.” The trinket seller then looked on at the crowds with a surprising sobriety. “They won’t stand for it much longer, I don’t think.” He shrugged, his mustache fluttering in the rising wind. “And so I’ve decided to wait.” For a revolution or a massacre, I didn’t care. “The gate will open in time—though I have heard that the commander of Swan Gate is particularly hard-nosed about conceding ground.”

				
					Within the checkpoint,

				

				the commander was at that very moment trying to hold on to what ground he could. As he stood before the stubborn tortoise, trying to convince it to work again, he could hear the crowd outside the gate; the shouting was only getting louder by the moment. His personal aide was doing his best not to look bothered, but unable to do much about his trembling lip—my father told me this job was a bad idea—his sentries beginning to lose nerve in the face of all those raging people on the other side of the wall. He knew that his soldiers were scared, but he was a man of the Throne, I was the goddamn commander, and he would not let one civilian through without going through proper inspection procedure, for once procedure was lost, all was lost. A country either had total security or none at all.

				“So help me, tortoise,” he said, holding a perfumed handkerchief to his nose, “that crowd of thousands out there, in the heat of this day, thirsty and tired, they wait on your obedience. Hear me, I am trying to protect you from them. They will look for anyone and everyone to blame for their inconvenience. They will look to you.”

				The tortoise didn’t bother to lift its head. “This one will not comply. This one is finished with this task.”

				“You cannot be finished. You are never finished. One’s duty to one’s country is never finished!”

				“This is not this one’s country,” it said.

				“Blasphemy!”

				“There can be no blasphemy when the god being blasphemed is dead.”

				And it did not speak only to the rumor that the emperor had been assassinated, for what the commander did not know was that the tortoise, every tortoise, had felt its own god’s passing. Now that Luubu was dead and the web that bound them had crumpled, the creatures had become distant lighthouses to one another in the dark, able to send and receive only the most basic of information and images; and it was in such a dark place that they received, from somewhere, from one of their number who no longer was, the image of a morning spent drifting down a calm and sun-touched river. A morning spent alone, in the company of oneself, unattended by sentries or diplomats or generals. No sniffing the people they did not want to sniff. No reading of thoughts or emotions, no picking out treasons theoretical and real. There was only the river. The sky. And itself. And this alone was enough to make the creatures reconsider the chains that bound them to their wretched watchtowers.

				The people had begun to fling things over the wall at the archers. A bag of jerky pelted someone in the back of the head. The commander frowned. He told the tortoise that it tried his patience. It was unmoved.

				“This one is done,” it said.

				More food sailed over the walls. We shouted down for the people to stop before things escalated. This was not what the people wanted to hear. “Escalate?” I shouted back at the man, “I’ll escalate this rock up your ass if you don’t open this gate!” “Oh dear,” the trinket seller said as the crowd throbbed with agitation. They stopped throwing food and started throwing harder objects. The archers cursed. I got hit with a fucking ladle! The archers promised the crowd that soon they would start throwing much sharper, more pointed things back if they did not stop. The commander heard this, but he didn’t care; he just wanted the tortoise to be under his control again. But Keema and Jun could see the bloody outcome of this feud. They could see the gate soon to be littered with bodies. “This wouldn’t have happened last year,” the seller said. “The whole world has been turned on its head this past week it seems.”

				“We should do something,” Jun said to Keema. “Before it gets worse.”

				“What? You want to try opening the gate?”

				He nodded. “It wouldn’t hurt.”

				Keema thought on this.

				I was curious to see if we could even do it.

				This, Jun agreed with.

				The trinket seller heard the words “try opening the gate,” but he did not understand what they meant. That gate was ten full-grown warriors tall, and ten times heavier than that. When the masked freak and the cripple said they meant to open it, they sounded as though they had lost their minds. If this was so, then I feared for my life. “As well you should, if you keep calling me cripple,” Keema said to him before he and Jun walked away, leaving the trinket seller by his wagon, stunned.

				The two of them went unnoticed as they took up their positions in the back of the growing crowd; there were enough people present that the archers took no notice of them, lost as they were amongst the visual noise of the riot.

				They shut their eyes. They silenced their minds. They listened to the Rhythm. They could feel the strength of the wood that composed the towering gate. The rope bindings and the mighty cogs that turned with the wheel. They could feel the hours and days and weeks that went into this gate’s construction. They could feel the pulse and ache of the trees that were cut down from the forest to the north. The ageless sunlight once imprinted on their branches. They could feel the years, and the life, of this object, which to them in their mode of focus breathed just as deep as the humans that stood on top of it. The wood had flex, and tension. It bled energy.

				It was in this deep study, which they undertook with one arm each held out toward it, that they felt the resistance give. They took the sounds of shouting, the crackling disappointment of the crowd, and they used that force against the beams of wood. We were thirsty and we were tired and they wouldn’t tell us anything. But we knew what had happened in the Bowl. We knew that it was possible to break through. They let the two energies speak to each other. And from my wagon of useless trinkets I saw them do it.

				I saw it happen.

				
					The gate began to lift.

				

				When the commander heard the sound of the wooden teeth of his gate being dragged upward—a sound he only liked to hear twice in the day, early morning, and late evening before true dark—he cursed and climbed down from the tortoise’s watchtower. “Who’s doing that!” he shouted. “Who is at the wheel!” His sentries approached him, baffled. We told the commander that no one was. The wheel was unmanned. “Then explain to me how that gate is rising!”

				He stormed over to the wall but saw for himself that the wheel turned on its own and, in that moment, felt himself surrounded by worldly quantities that he did not understand. As a man who left the mysteries of the world to the emperor and the scholars of the Inverted World, he greeted this unexplainable moment with fear, and anger, and an irrepressible urge to snuff it out. “Stop the wheel! You three, grab those handles!” But the sentries’ hearts were not in it, for they believed that to do so would be an interference with the divine. We believed it would be blasphemy. And besides, the turn of the wheel was too sure and strong, too inevitable, for them to fight against it. So we pushed with it. A group of sentries gathering at the wheel, aiding the divine power in its obvious will to have this gate be opened to the people, despite the status of the tortoise, and much to the commander’s fury. The gate had risen enough that the first of the people were able to squeeze through, despite the archers shouting for them to not enter. The commander called for the archers and the more loyal of his infantry to follow him, and together they formed a line across the courtyard, where the crowd of confused civilians emerging from the still-opening gate met them.

				None of the civilians knew why the gate was opened now all of a sudden, and they were even more confused that they were being stopped again by the commander and his archers. A scrawny man who had not planned to pilgrimage to the Divine City but ended up doing so out of parental guilt—my mother warned me that if I did not go cheer for our emperor, my firstborn would be cursed—and wanted little to do with any of this somehow found himself at the front of the pack, and, after a long standoff between the two groups, a hand shoved him forward, and he, unwilling spokesperson for the people, said in his ineffectual voice to the imposing commander, “Please let us through.”

				“Turn around,” the commander growled. “All of you. This gate is closed until further notice.”

				The scrawny man looked back at the crowd for help. An older woman shook her head at him. “No?” he said. “No. Let us through. Please.”

				“Archers, draw your bows.”

				They did so, and the crowd recoiled.

				“All of you trespass on holy ground. If you value your lives, you will turn around, and return at a later time when we are fully operational.”

				“Fuck you,” a voice from the crowd said; a kid, on his father’s shoulders.

				And then the eastern gate began to open as well. But this time it was not Keema or Jun who was pushing it up but the sentries themselves. The commander turned and shouted, “Stop! Stop before I have you executed for insubordination!” They did not stop. We had to follow the will of the world. The world wanted these gates opened. “Archers! Fire!” Some of the archers lowered their bows, but three loyalists released their arrows at their fellow sentries. A quill punctured a man’s spine. He crumpled over the handlebar of the wheel. Murderer! we shouted. And a rock pinged off the archer’s head, breaking his nose, and then it was done, the momentum was too great to stop, the people charged forward and the commander was relieved of his position, beaten by five of us till he stopped fighting back and pulled into a building for tie-up, while the archers and soldiers surrendered, and the wheel was turned, the final road to the Divine City revealed to them from behind the steady and inevitable rise of the jaxite door.

				Swan Gate was once again open for passage.

				
					“Forgive me, forgive me!”

				

				The trinket seller bowed until his head kissed the road. “I did not know you were gods! Please, forgive this humble purveyor of small delights!” The people traffic moved around them, the crowds funneling into the gate. Some passersby gave the three of them a side-eye. I told her it was probably an older man who liked being shamed by younger gents. I wanted nothing to do with it, that’s for sure, the jinxed perverts.

				“Hey!” Keema said, catching the comment. Then, to the seller, “All right, stand up, will you? We’re not gods.”

				“No, no, quite right, you two aren’t gods,” the trinket seller said before he gave them an ostentatious wink. “Well, then, young-masters-who-are-not-in-any-way-responsible-for-the-gate-opening-on-its-own, I see you carry with you many bags, and though I have no doubt now as to the un-limits of your strength, everyone can do with a bit of comfort now and then, which is to say it would be an extreme honor if you did me the courtesy of riding in my wagon on our way to the Divine City.”

				Keema looked at Jun. How about it? I asked him. Shall we accept his offer?

				Jun looked back at him. I said that we should. I was done walking.

				“All right, Trinket Man,” Keema said. “We’ll ride with you.”

				“Blessings!”

				He ran back to his wagon and shouted at his sleeping driver to get the horses moving. “Right this way, young masters!” They threw their bags into the hold, the seller wincing as his wares were crushed underneath their stuff. Jun eased Her bones onto a pillow in the back. As there was not much room inside, the two of them sat on the back steps of the wagon, while the seller and his driver sat in the cab. Keema smiled as the wheels started rolling. They passed under the frame of the last gate. I asked Keema why he was laughing. “Feels like we’re back where we started,” he said, “riding this wagon.”

				Jun nodded. I told him I was surprised he remembered that, considering it was a thousand years ago.

				Swan Gate receded from view.

				I told Keema that we were near the end now.

				It was almost over.

				Keema leaned against the lip of the wagon. He watched the road unwind beneath them as they rolled into the mouth of the fractured canyon.

				Almost.

			

			
				AFTERNOON

				
					They rode through rock.

				

				The procession of pilgrims, hundreds strong, shuffled down the road that cleaved through this steadily blooming canyon. We prayed that there would be no dust storm to delay our passage. Striped rock that had been smoothed out by millennia of salted winds towered above them, cutting off the hot glare of the sun for many blessed steps. The people kept to the main road, which was beaten into the rock by the soles of the many brave travelers who had come before them—the road sometimes branching off in tempting directions, with signposts that told the direction of nearby quarries, and though there were those of us who had family or friends who worked Lord Waag’s mines, and his northern forges, we did not sway from our path. Many of us wished to see the emperor off on His journey. Others wished to see whom He would pardon from the prison of Joyrock. And there were those of us who had nothing else to do but go forward.

				In these static hours, where little of note came to pass but for a gecko scurrying up dusty rock, or the odd family of bats crashing out of a hollow in the canyon walls, Keema observed the people who marched behind the trinket seller’s wagon. The quiet families. The merchants and their guards. The caravans that made up half of an entire village. If he reached out, he could feel their exhaustion. Their confusion from the frightening silence of the tortoises all over the country. Their unearned hope that once they reached the outskirts of the Divine City, all would become as it was once again—a hope for a return to normalcy, even if that normalcy was fear and distrust and hunger, for at least the fear, the distrust, the hunger were familiar. During the ride, Keema would look at Jun. There was nothing I wanted to say to him in particular. My eye traveled to his masked face of its own accord. And sometimes Jun looked back, and Keema would feel a little kick in his stomach that he would nurse with some tired pleasure.

				“Once this is over,” Keema said, “what are you going to do?”

				“If we live, you mean.”

				Keema smiled. “If we live.”

				Jun thought of Mira of the Gathering, and the promise he had made to her, of his life. It was a thought he did not want to sour the moment with, so he guarded it from Keema, who saw only a blur of a woman’s face in Jun’s memory. “Do you have someone who waits for you?” Keema asked hesitantly.

				Jun chuckled. “No. No, I do not.” He breathed out. “To speak honestly, I don’t think I have a good answer for you. I have not thought too far ahead of our task.” It was hard for me to imagine there would be an “after.” “What about you?” Jun asked. “What will you do?”

				Keema swallowed, and tilted his head, pretending to give it a good long think. “I don’t have any plans either.”

				“Is that so?”

				“Yes. It is so.”

				“Then after this is done,” Jun said, looking off to the side, at nothing, “maybe we can help each other. It would be a good thing to have a travel companion for a bit, while we get things sorted.”

				Keema shrugged nonchalantly.

				“That’s not a bad idea.”

				It was a rocky ride. Their shoulders bounced together. And in their heightened state such contact was like the meeting of two exposed wires.

				Keema gripped the rim of the wagon’s entrance. He was embarrassed by how happy he was, to be sitting next to someone. He tried to hide it, his delight, but it was too expansive. I was unused to such touch. It flowed over the lip of his soul and onto the floor. Jun, not being as deprived as Keema when it came to the nourishment of physical contact, took notice of the pleasure radiating from his friend. He pressed gently into Keema’s side; Keema pressed back. They sat together with elbows touching, with lightning on their skin. They watched two children fight over a snack. A man on another wagon tapped two sticks together to make a beat, a woman wondering aloud to her friend how long they had been walking for, and how it could be that a body could get so tired and still keep moving. On occasion the trinket seller would leave the driver’s carriage and walk alongside the two of them, making frivolous conversation, pointing out things they passed that readily explained themselves.

				“Down that way is Corcova Quarry,” he said, pointing south. “Most of the land’s moonrock comes from there.”

				Then:

				“Ah! A shiver-gecko. Have you heard of the princess of old who poisoned her sisters with the blood of these geckos? Would you like me to recount it for you?”

				Keema or Jun would tell him not to bother, but he would launch into the tale anyway. I was going to get in good with these strange gods if it was the last thing I did. Every ounce of luck they had to spare would be mine.

				But whatever luck these young gods possessed, they seemed reluctant to part with it, no matter how I entertained them, so for most of the time I left them alone and sat with my fool of a driver in the cab.

				As the seller and his beleaguered driver bickered loudly, Keema and Jun sat in silence. To anyone who saw them, they looked like two tired travelers who barely knew each other but had decided to share a seat at the back of someone’s wagon out of mere convenience, which would be true in its own right. But as they gazed at the landscapes they passed, the bubbling rock formations that arched over the road like old fingers, they were walking through each other’s minds. Past the doors both open and shut. And it was near the end of some long and little-visited corridor where Keema, with trembling lip, showed Jun a memory he had never shared with anyone, for he knew that if he did not share it now, it might stay locked within him forever, and that was a possibility too unbearable to entertain, and this was how Jun learned of the tale of Keema’s lost left arm. And when he did, he looked at Keema with reappraising eyes through his mask, and he said nothing, for some memories do not need commenting on.

				You may wonder what it was that Jun saw behind that memory-door. What pain, and what bloodshed, that was secreted away for so many years. But this was a tale meant for him and him alone, and matters little in the scheme of the story told on this stage tonight, so this moonlit body will leave it where it lies.

				If this does not satisfy you, then imagine this:

				Imagine a great battle in the courtyard of a towering fortress. Imagine a sword, whipping out of its sheath, and a leap of blood as Keema, wide-eyed, watches his arm fly across the battlefield.

				Imagine whatever lie you like.

				“The wind’s picking up,” Jun said with his hand in the air.

				
					A dust storm soon arrived.

				

				The people’s prayer remained unanswered; such was the erratic nature of the wind that day, and no one saw it coming. As the dust from the rocks was whipped into the air by the wind in stinging gales, the people searched for shelter, some finding solace under wide umbrella-shaped formations, others in the hollows that speckled the canyon sides like pores in a well-risen loaf of bread. The trinket seller ran around, and, after apologizing profusely, he told them that they would have to take shelter as well, for the horses refused to fight the grain of the current. “Unless, young masters, you have it in you to stop the storm yourselves?” They told him they did not. Cursing, the trinket seller and his driver brought their wagon into a hollow in the rock while Keema and Jun ran into one of their own down the way. It was empty, yet unclaimed by any of the travelers. As the dust winds shrieked they felt snug in their dark cave, protected from the storm outside. As Keema relaxed against the smoothly curved wall, it occurred to him that they were alone together, and from there the memory of the river was not far at all. He knew Jun knew what he was thinking about, but Jun seemed determined not to bring it up; the masked man put a small rock on the ground between them. “We should practice,” he said. “While no one can see.”

				“What are we going to do with a rock?”

				“See who can pull it toward them first. Keep your hand behind your back,” he said, “and I’ll keep mine behind my back too. See if we even need to gesture at a thing to make it move.”

				“And see who’s stronger?”

				“Sure.”

				“We putting any bets on this?”

				Jun grinned. “I wasn’t aware you had any money to bet with.”

				Keema gave him a rude gesture. The dust winds screeched and howled as they took their positions on opposite ends of this dark hollow. Their hands behind their backs. Jun, with a focus in his eyes, brought the rock, which was about the size of a fist, up into the air. Keema felt him do this the way one can feel a flower burst open. The rock levitated in the center of the cave like a dark thought.

				“Okay,” Jun said with gritted teeth. “Start pulling.”

				Like before, to Keema, the rock was a thing that was a part of him, as was the cave and the winds outside and even the other body who stood before him. To pull on the rock was to flex a muscle he did not know existed until today. It started drifting toward him. He was calling it home. But unlike before, this time there was resistance. It was like he was pulling the rock through mud. Like it was fighting against some opposite-facing current. And over the brim of the rock he saw the intense knit of Jun’s eyes and remembered that they were fighting for dominance over this rock, and so he pressed his bare feet to the ground and pulled harder with his mind, the rock now jerking in both directions, unable to choose its master, the winner of this impromptu competition between boys whom the world had tricked into believing they were men, that old, base spirit of friendly battle coming up as they began to taunt each other. Jun shouting with hoarse voice, “I know you have one arm, you half-boy, but come now! Pull! Do you have only half a spirit?” The rock favored Jun. But then Keema, whose callused heels had begun to feel the burn of being pressed so deep into the cracking ground beneath him, thought back, The only crippled one will be you after I win and smash this rock into your legs. The rock jerked back toward Keema. “Brave words to say to the son of the First Terror!” Jun shouted. He wasn’t so terrifying when I cut off his head. “Way I remember it, he was about to finish you before I distracted him.” Do you often look for excuses when you are about to lose? “No. Just reasons for my grand…comeback!”

				The rock shook, torn between two demanding poles, neither of them realizing that in their efforts over this tiny object there were reverberations all around them, slight pulses cascading off their shoulders and trembling the dirt and the dust off the walls of the cave and off the faces of rocks in a fields-wide circumference around their standoff. The people looked up at the ceilings of their caves. We thought it was an earthquake. A small one, but still, we couldn’t help but wonder what we had done to deserve this. Keema was more desperate than anything for this rock, even though by now he was not sure why, this trivial pursuit of glory, and he thought maybe that was why he wanted it so bad, because it didn’t matter at all. And then he pulled so hard he thought his spirit would snap off his spine, but it worked: the rock flung toward him, so fast that it would’ve gone straight through his head and through the wall behind him if he didn’t move out of the way fast enough, the object shattering into many little pieces, the shrapnel flying outward in a sudden cloudburst and catching him in the side of the face. A single slice cut across his right cheek, which he gripped as he staggered backward. Jun ran toward him.

				“Are you all right?”

				“Yeah,” Keema said. He brought away his palm, slick with redness, which looked black in the dark of the cave. I feared that it had scarred me.

				“It’s not that bad,” Jun said.

				“It doesn’t hurt much,” Keema insisted.

				“I can clean it.”

				“I said I was all right.” He wasn’t looking at me—it must’ve been bad.

				“You can stop worrying about your face,” Jun said, smirking.

				“I’m not worrying.”

				Jun walked away laughing.

				He shouldn’t have worried.

				
					He still looked nice to me.

				

				The thought snuck out like a mouse in the corner of the room, swift enough that Keema would have missed it if he hadn’t been so aware in that moment. He looked at Jun, who was now looking away, walking away, toward the bags. Jun ripped a piece of cloth from the frayed end of a bag and dipped it in canteen water. Keema stood there in dumb fashion while Jun cleaned the wound. The sting was sharp, but he didn’t hate it, and he realized that Jun felt it, too, by the knit in his face, the wince of the right eye as he pressed the cloth against Keema’s cheek. Their heartbeats now returning to the front of the stage as they stood close to each other in the dark, close enough to feel the current of each other’s breath.

				The wind howled outside. A beetle on the cave wall scattered. Keema swung his fist at Jun, and Jun, after dodging nimbly backward, broke into a surprised laugh.

				“What the fuck was that?” he asked.

				“Spar. I want to spar,” Keema said, flush, his voice clipped. He dove at Jun. “Come on.”

				He obliged him. They swung at each other. But they soon found that none of their hits would connect. They could read each other too well. Keema smiled. I could see exactly what he was going to do. Jun snorted. And I saw what his counter would be. Their fists narrowly avoided. Knuckles skimming across the surface of shoulder blades. Coming back around. They leapt around each other. They did not mind the difficulty in hitting. But they were not aware of something deeper that was happening in the circuitry of their bodies—that the fight was in the process of transformation, as they wove in and out of each other’s grasp, the rhythm of it changing as Keema’s fist met Jun’s chest and Jun twisted to accommodate its presence. Both of them too caught up in the movement to realize that the fight had instead become a dance as they leapt and grabbed at and pulled under and over. A strange dance, out of time, from another place entirely, pirouettes and side slides, alien to anyone who might’ve witnessed it, but they were quite alone in that hollow, there was no one to question or to wonder; there was only the two of them, in movement, Jun’s hand sneaking out from behind, squirming up Keema’s chest like a snake until it stopped just above the heart, and held its beat. Jun’s lips behind Keema’s neck, breathing; and they stood there like that, against each other. Just breathing.

				Keema pressed his back against Jun’s chest. Jun’s breath hitched. Neither spoke, neither moved. Jun tightened his grip on Keema.

				
					You do not deserve this.

				

				And then he released Keema.

				He backed away.

				
					You do not deserve any of this.

				

				“Good spar,” Jun said, with no body to his voice. “Let’s leave it there for now.”

				“I—” Keema said.

				Jun turned around, and shrugged.

				“Let’s leave it.”

				Keema looked at him with wide eyes. I did something wrong. He tried to reach into Jun’s mind, but he was greeted by a wall with no door. A surface, frictionless and impenetrable. And as Jun receded to the other side of the cave, a coldness came over Keema, and he thought, Fine, this is fine. Just as before, with Raami’s rejection, the doors of himself slammed shut. He let the emotion drain from his face. And he sat against the cave wall, staring at the storm of dust that shredded past the entrance.

				I was fine.

				
					The wind howled.

				

				How long they were sitting there, listening to the dust, they did not know—at some point, Jun had tried to make a joke about the trinket seller’s relationship with his driver, which prompted a curt grunt from Keema—but in time, they heard from outside the sound of clopping, and we thought the storm was over and the trinket seller had returned. But the dusts raged as heavily as before. The only difference now was that there was a creature’s silhouette standing at the cave’s mouth. Both boys stood up. I asked Keema if he saw what I saw. I told Jun that I did.

				It was an elk. For a time it stood there, unbothered by the sandpaper winds, and wordlessly Keema and Jun receded farther into the cave. Another animal appeared, this one a monkey, knuckling its way to the elk’s side. I suggested to Jun that perhaps there was a caravan transporting animals; that some cage had broken open. But this did not explain how unaffected these animal silhouettes seemed to be by the dust storm—and when the monkey was then followed, of all things, by a strutting peacock, the two young men were certain that they had slipped accidentally into a dream; that during their duel they had somehow knocked each other out and were experiencing the twitching hallucinations a bleeding skull might inspire; this certainty only growing when the animals stepped inside the cave, and they saw their true colors.

				The Purple Elk.

				The Silver Monkey.

				The Red Peacock.

				
					“Creatures of myth.”

				

				Your lola sighed, the day before she died.

				“I saw them,” she said. “Out that window.”

				Who did you see, you asked.

				“The Three Shepherds of the soul,” she said, with a shy smile. “Come to take me to the blessed Sleeping Sea.”

			

			
				EVENING

				
					You call it many things.

				

				It is the place that lies below what is known. Your lola told you it was called the Sleeping Sea. She told you it is the place we of the Old Country look to when we are lost, for it is the place from which we have come, and the place where we, in the end, must return. Many of her age called it by that name, the Sleeping Sea—preferring how the title evoked both mystery and an abundance of life. It was a name that gave them comfort.

				“It is a holy and beautiful place,” your lola said to you from her bed, in a state of mania, her grip on your wrist painful. “I will leave this body, and as water is taken into the soil so will my spirit be taken into the land. And in time I will find my way there, that Undersea, and then I will return to this earth, born anew. Do you understand me, child?” Of course you understood, she had told you this exact sentiment the day before, down to the letter. And like yesterday, and the day before, you told her yes, you understood—this time with more bite than you intended, but whether she noticed the fraying of your patience she gave no sign. “I have nothing to fear, because I am not going anywhere,” she said in a hush. You handed her a kerchief to wipe her tears, but when she ignored the offering, you took it upon yourself to dry her cheeks as she, in a delirious whisper, insisted to you that her route was clear, and that she would not be gone long.

				She looked at you with big, wet eyes.

				“I am not afraid,” she said.

				To people like your father, people who were always searching for purpose and who put stock into the notion of the immovable Pattern, they called it the Tapestry’s Fray. They saw life, both its past and its future, as an already-completed work. They assuaged their guilty consciences by telling themselves that their actions have been written into the fabric of the world long before they had come into it. Moral responsibility gave way to the needs of destiny. The world and its timelines had been mapped, and the Tapestry’s Fray was the border of that great work. The worried edge, and the unyielding hem, that held the image together. When your lola passed away, your father said that there was nothing to be sad about. That her death was expected. That life had a certain design and your lola had fulfilled her role in it. “Her part in the Tapestry is over.” As if that explained all of your mortal concerns.

				As for you and your brothers, rare was the day when you thought about the place suspended below the known world, for there were daily concerns that pulled you in every direction but inward. But it did come up as your brothers fell, one by one, one dying in the war, another alone in his apartment with a piece of bloody glass in his hand. It came up as you spooned lukewarm soup into your granjo’s parched mouth and walked past the dead clock in the main hallway. What is the place we go to when the last seconds of our life have been spent?

				Perhaps your eldest brother summed it up best, in the words he etched into the bark of the courtyard tree, before he ran away when you were little.

				
					The End.

				

				That was what the purple elk answered when Keema asked where they were going. From another creature, such words might seem glib, dismissive, an unwillingness to speak plainly to a mortal mind, but from this elk, it was clear to Keema that this was the only true description of the journey they now made.

				They were far beneath the earth, where the air was cool and the bones of ancient travelers both man and beast jutted out of the rock like teeth, the five of them traversing the network of bridges that spanned the First Chasm. Without hesitation the elk clopped across the thin stone bridges suspended over the darkest and deepest of pits, and despite the queasy depths that swallowed the stray kicked pebble, Keema felt at ease under this creature’s charge, even though he had only just met it. Some base part of him trusted its step and its eye as that base part of him also trusted the silver monkey who led their troupe, casting seeds on the branching bridgework before them to determine what path was real and what path was but a trick of the eye, falling into nothing.

				They were more than halfway across the chasm when Jun lowered his mask and sniffed the air.

				“I smell flowers,” he said.

				He had intended this as an innocent observation—the trace element of lilac, daffodil, some curl of perfume, had tickled his nostril and he thought it a pleasant enough way to break the silence. But when the elk tensed beneath him he realized there was more to this detail than he would likely ever know. The silver monkey paused. It asked him from which direction he smelled the flowers, and Jun pointed to the right, and without another word, the monkey led them down the path that favored the left, away from that sweet and foul smell. Keema asked the elk what they were traveling away from, to which the elk replied that there were things that sat along the edge of heaven, born from the darkest fissures within the earth, whose lives were spent in waiting for someone to follow their scent; waiting for someone to walk up and fall into their arms.

				The elk told them they would be wise to fear such scents, and that if they wished to survive this journey below, they would heed the words of monkey, elk, and peacock and remain under their watchful protection. This, the two young men had no problem with. And to the sharp, bright, and predatory eyes that glowed from the dark, the red peacock burst open its tail fan, the eyes of the feathers like small coins of fire that warded off any would-be attackers.

				The road changed the farther down it they went. Keema and Jun, robbed of words, speaking not to the animals or to each other—neither wishing to speak of the frayed awkwardness of that moment in the cave—observed the changes in their surroundings in a tense and silent awe as it became ever clearer to them that they were journeying into the heart of the realm of the spirits; to a place that no mortal was allowed to enter. What was once a tunnel, digging ever farther into the earth, became a dark jungle path, thick with brush and canopy, the elk’s antlers shaking clear the vines that snagged on its teeth. Keema’s excitement for what came next taking a purer form than Jun’s, who had noticed the red peacock’s disdain for the tattoo on his face and could not help but fear that he was being brought to his execution.

				Camp was made in a brief clearing. The silver monkey handed each of them seeds that were bright gold in color and had the texture of velvet. The seeds had a cold jelly center that surprised Keema to bite into, but once he was used to the feel of it in his mouth, he discovered this to be one of the most delicious foods he had ever had the pleasure of eating. He thanked the monkey, who made a brief gesture of acknowledgment before it climbed up onto the resting elk’s back and picked at its downy fur.

				They moved on. The jungle path became a strand of hair. A long black strand as wide as the Road Below, and which curved down into a tapestry of stars; more stars than Keema had ever beheld in his life, and more worlds than he knew existed.

				Worlds where energy springs and spoils. This strand of hair winding into the deepest depths of the supposed Tapestry, where the roots of flowers erupt and coil around the dog moons and firebrands in the sky, and in the stars were etched the pantheon of giant cats and wolves and bears who watched the five of them pass with ravenous eyes, as if waiting for permission to leap from the dark and eat the small interlopers who had gone where no mortal should ever trespass. They walked this strand of hair until they disappeared into the scalp of this long-dead giant whose name is still writ large in the blood of the guilty. And in that nest of hair, the path became a shallow river, walled by the tallest of grass. Here, the world was alive with the sound of rattling bugs, the air textured with the click and the whir of insects flitting between stalks, avoiding the thrown tongues of toads from the dark. The elk’s hooves clopped down the avenue of water. The river’s surface was so still that their reflection was like that of a mirror, clean and articulate. This area reminded Keema of the Second Day, when they rafted through the Thousand, which now felt like a lifetime ago, and to recall that day gave him a strange and unexpected sense of history. Both he and Jun thought of the tortoise, and the oath they had made to it to see it safely east.

				You do not deserve this, the voices in Jun’s head refrained.

				Keema could feel Jun withdraw into himself. But he did not know what to say to pull him back out. And even if there were a combination of words that would offer his new and only friend some peace, some accord, there would have been no time to speak them, for it was then that the silver monkey paused and the elk nodded, and upon turning to them suggested the two warriors hold fast to its fur. Keema and Jun gripped tight, believing that the creature was about to break into a gallop.

				But the animal went nowhere—it merely shuddered.

				
					Shudders.

				

				And nothing observable happens. The creature continues its unhurried walk, the silver monkey and the peacock keeping pace, and for a moment Keema believes that a trick has just been played on them, for all that he had noticed as unusual was a brief drop in the stomach, as if his body had been startled by something that his mind was yet unaware of, and a ripple flowing outward from them as if from a small impact—but little else.

				The tall grass sways. It is only when he turns to Jun to share a questioning look, to commiserate on the oddity of the movement, that he is struck by the thought that his friend seems different. Looks different. Jun hears this thought. I tell Keema that he looks different too—but in a way that I cannot name, this feeling unsettling me. But as ever, the answer reveals itself in the many small details. Keema sees it in the hook scar on Jun’s lip, which has changed sides. Jun sees it in the reversed part in Keema’s hair. The missing arm.

				Once left, now right.

				Everything is flipped.

				Keema looks down at the water and realizes they have entered their own reflection. And with this realization, the silver monkey tells them that they are here, and it parts the wall of grass, revealing from behind it their destination.

				It is here that the monkey and the peacock part ways—their roles fulfilled. Keema and Jun bow to them both in thanks as the elk takes them past the border of grass, its hooves stepping onto the surface of the lake beyond it as if it were the keenest glass. The only sound in this still and quiet lake is the light splash of its step as it walks the two warriors down the avenue of lit braziers that float suspended over the dark water and lead up to the mouth of the structure that sits in the middle of this interior place. The center of this ribboning existence.

				
					The Inverted Theater.

				

				The hairs on the back of your neck prick up as a murmur ripples throughout the crowd; a questioning. It cannot be—they are not—I do not believe it.

				But all of you know it to be true. In this place outside of time, and location.

				They are here.

				
					In the lobby they are told to wait.

				

				The attendants disappear behind a sliding door. The elk drinks from one of the fountains as the two warriors walk around the lobby in a reverent silence, a dreading silence. As they look at the tapestries that hang on the walls and the carved spouts that release rivers of water, it is not lost on them, the feeling that they are approaching a moment much larger than they may be equipped to handle. It is in the numbness of their fingertips. The agitated pacing of their step. They are not speaking to each other.

				Keema is unable to stand it anymore.

				There is no Daware Tribe, he says, out of the blue.

				Across the lobby, Jun furrows his eyebrows.

				What do you mean?

				He shakes his head, more at himself than anyone else. The Mothers told me my parents died with the name of their tribe on their lips. They thought they heard the name Daware when they asked them where they were from. But it could’ve been anything. This name that meant…nothing.

				It was all I had though. People would ask me where I was from, and I’d tell them Daware. I added to it over time. Picked details from actual tribes to give it weight. But none of it was real.

				I just…made it up.

				Jun looks at him.

				And those unbreakable oaths?

				Keema looks away.

				I made them up—took them from some peoples to the north who used to do that sort of ritual.

				Jun does not understand.

				Why? Why take that one?

				Because it makes him feel special. It makes him feel greater than himself. As though he is a part of a larger network of ideals than his own survival. Because it was the only way to get people to take his word seriously. Because otherwise I’m just…me. Some man of poor fortune.

				No story to my name.

				Jun takes this in.

				Are you mad at me? Keema asks.

				No. I don’t really care. I’m more thinking about how we are mortals in the spirit world right now.

				That makes sense.

				If it helps, Jun says, the fact that you are of the Daware Tribe is the least interesting thing about you.

				Keema starts laughing.

				Jun, glad that his words helped, joins him.

				Soon the doors open. The drapes part. Kaara/Tak-Lina stands before them. She does not answer their surprise at her appearance with words, only a stern expression, and a beckoning gesture for them to follow. And then they are led inside, and it is over, this moment between two souls, as fine a way to spend one’s last ten minutes of peace as there ever was.

				
					You see them enter through the back.

				

				They look a bit different from what you expect, both a bit shorter, Jun the shorter of the two; they are two aisles away from where you sit, and the shadow and light of the theater are such that it is hard to pick out the finer details of them, but you know Jun by his tattoo, which burns in this sacred place like some demonic sigil, the ink glowing an unearthly red as it reacts to the spirit currents that blow through the theater.

				You, the audience, are pin-drop silent as the two young warriors are led up the stage, where this moonlit body awaits them. Kaara/Tak-Lina, her task finished, bows, and steps into the shadows of the back of the stage, leaving Keema and Jun stranded in the middle of the light. Keema, unused to so many eyes on him, to such attention, is overwhelmed, and keeps his gaze on the black polished floorboards. Jun has fallen back on his imperious past, his arms crossed, his chin lifted; it offers him confidence as he asks the only question right now that matters.

				
					Why are we here?

				

				All eyes fall on this body as it approaches them—moonlight shifting around its skin like living tattoos. “You are here because the Rhythm has led you here,” this body explains, its voice calm and matter of fact. “You are here because the Pattern has dictated you would be here. You are here because you chose to follow those ancient animals, the elk and the monkey and the peacock, through the impossible heart of the world. You are here because you have always come here, will always come here.” This body raises its hand and gestures to the rafters. The lights from the braziers brighten as the depths of the performance hall are revealed to them. “This place, which lies between your world and the next, is the theater where stories like yours are told.”

				Keema’s brow furrowed.

				Our story?

				“The tales of old. The tales of heroes, Keema, of brave deeds and grim tragedies. The audience you see before you, they’ve followed you since the First Day of your long journey, and in time, they will see what comes to pass at the end of it.”

				Jun, with a look of displeasure, for he did not like the idea of being watched, asked, And what is the end?

				This moonlit body smiles gently. “This body does not know. Time moves around this place in everchanging currents. Right now, at this moment, it knows only that your path has led you here, so that this one can deliver you a warning, and your final instructions.”

				Whatever doubts and misgivings the two warriors have, their attentions come alive at this last statement.

				What warning?

				“You know of the fell wind that drapes the land. You have felt it.” This moonlit body walks between them. “How the wind shifts east, toward shore, as an inward breath. Keema, you have dreamt of its foretelling. Your Araya has told you of the portent.” You see him, confused at first, slowly coming alive as he remembers his dream from the night before. She was riding a tortoise along the edge of reality. “But even if she had not warned you, you have both felt for yourself the great inhalation. The strange twisting of the trees. The wind that goes toward the sea, for it is the Water taking in its breath before the great expulsion. The Water knows that its lover is dead. It knows that the Moon has passed on. It can feel Her bones and Her essence, somewhere in the land. In that bag you carry. In those hearts you keep locked away.” This moonlit body takes its finger off of Jun’s chest. “And it wants Her back.”

				
					You see it on the backdrop.

				

				A moving painting of a wave, white-foamed and rolling over the continent. You see the wave, openmouthed like a hungry wolf, swallowing the Old Country. The Great and Unending Sea, rising up into the sky.

				Kaara/Tak-Lina—the woman who asked you about your spear—steps into the light.

				“You are here,” she says, “because you both have broken the covenant between god and mortal. You have eaten the flesh of the Moon. You have crossed a boundary no human should cross.”

				“Even now the Water recedes, preparing to rise,” this moonlit body says. “In a great wave, a towering Wall—and soon it will approach the shore of your land. It will destroy all in its blind and angry search for Her remains; the same remains you now hold in your arms; the remains you hold in your hearts. The land you journey through, so close to being released from under the heel of the Throne, will be crushed underneath the Water in its final tempestuous throes. Do you understand, Keema? Do you understand, Jun? You are here because it is up to you to stop it.”

				Fine, the young warriors say, so eager to throw themselves into battle. We will end the Third Terror, and we will stop the Water from devouring the land.

				But even Kaara/Tak-Lina, so disdainful of these two, has the heart to look away from them, these proud fools, when she says, “It will not be so simple as that.”

				They misunderstand her. They think she means this statement in its most literal interpretation. One cannot go charging headfirst into battle; heart alone will not win the day; the warrior who does not plan, plans to fail. Trite missives of glory won, and all but useless in this grim scenario. Their warrior’s fire sputters out when this moonlit body shakes its head and tells them in no uncertain terms what comes next.

				“To stop the Water means your death.”

				
					They are quiet.

				

				Now Keema is looking at the floor, his expression dazed, as Jun stands tall and meets the news head-on. The audience is quiet as this moonlit body and Kaara/Tak-Lina explain to them that the Moon is a part of them, wedded to their flesh, and that along with Her bones, their bodies, too, must be sacrificed to the Water’s hunger, if they wish to stop its rampage. This body will not let them be under any illusion: if they agree to go through with this final set of instructions, their end is all but inevitable. As powerful as they might be now—as many gates as they might be able to push open with mere thought—they are more human than not, and their human bodies will not survive the Water’s crush. They must go in with clear eyes on this matter, or else they will fail. And once they have accomplished their task, and the Water has receded back to its resting state, no one would remember them. Their martyrdom would be rewarded only with the telling of this tale, to an audience who would forget all of it upon their waking. If this was acceptable to them, this body would open for them a passageway, one that would bring them into the Fifth Day as safely as possible.

				The rest would be up to them.

				“This one is sorry,” this body says. “This one is sorry that this is the only choice on offer. And this one is sorry to force you to make this choice in front of all of these people. But this, too, is part of the tale.”

				It bows.

				
					The reception to its words is mixed.

				

				As Jun listens to this proposal, he smiles—a smile of disbelief, and inevitability. Of course this is how it goes. Of course. And when this body bows, and he and Keema are left to think about the consequences of their future actions, his face suddenly clears of all doubt, long before Keema has even begun to digest the idea.

				I’ll do it.

				Keema’s head snaps up in shock. Even Kaara/Tak-lina and this moonlit body pause, and ask him if he is sure. He nods. I started this journey with the expectation that I would not see the end of it. He does not look at Keema, or anyone else onstage—he is looking at himself. The empress was always clear on that matter from the beginning. She didn’t intend for either of us to make it, and I was fine with that. She told me there would never come a day when I’ve balanced the scales of my life, that the things I’ve done to others will remain as scars on this world, forever, and that the same went for Her. Redemption was out of our reach, but we could at least step toward it, and if we died on that long road, then all the better, for everyone. She said we did more harm than good, sharing this earth with those who deserved it. She said it was time to move aside. The smile Jun now wears is a genuine one as his eyes glisten in the brazier light. My family is gone. Once this is over, there will be no place for me here. The tattoo on my face will mark me forever as my father’s stain. So really, it doesn’t matter when I step aside, it’s going to happen regardless, with or without my help. I might as well make that moment useful. He looks to this moonlit body, to Kaara/Tak-Lina, to you, the audience, and says that it would be his honor to give up his life to stop the wave. My life is yours. He does not mention the one regret that lingers in his heart. He does not speak it. He says he will stop the wave, and he looks to Keema for accord.

				
					But Keema says no.

				

				He backs away. He tries to pull Jun up from his bow, but Jun shrugs him off apologetically. No. Keema’s voice carrying throughout this dark arena. No. No, no, no. NO! His voice is childish. Childlike. It is angry. Confused. Angrier. This makes no sense. The language of another time seeps in, infecting him. It’s FUCKING STUPID. No. I will not sacrifice my—you will not have my body. YOU WILL NOT! Jun, get up—Jun, why do you bow to these people? They are—we were—and then he stops, as the memory of the Comosa River and the cave pours into his mind, and he remembers life; the static shock of touch up his spine, and the thrilling sensation of two bodies, standing in the dark, listening to each other breathe. He backs away from everyone, his heel on the edge of the stage. You see his back; the knot of flesh that landmarks the arm he lost. His voice cracks. It sounds wet, his voice. You know that tears now flow, but you are too far to see them.

				His voice is small when he says, out loud, “I was so close.”

				He is looking at Jun when he says this. Jun refuses to look at him; he knows that if he does, he will change his mind. Keema is looking at Jun and he is crying.

				I was so close.

				He looks into the dark.

				Why is this my story?

				
					It doesn’t have to be.

				

				“Keema,” this moonlit body says, venturing a step toward him, and then another. “What tale is told of you, of your exploits, is decided here. We stand in the place where the Rhythm is decided, and from which the Pattern unspools. If you walk away, that will be your choice. And of all things that lie between these heavens this one has seen and understood, it has been witness to and has told the tales of crimes of far greater magnitude than that of a boy who decided to live for himself.”

				Keema takes one step away from this moonlit body, but no more.

				He is not leaving.

				He is listening.

				“I can make a door that will bring you to His royal palace. Up to His royal apartments. It is the only place high enough to not be destroyed by the wave. If that is the choice you make, the Rhythm will change—a new dance will take its place. In that mountain palace you will spend the rest of your days, as the Water shifts and spoils around you. You can live up there, for years if you like, but the Water will stir, and wait. And there will come a day when you are ready, and you will offer yourself to it. That is all but certain.

				“There is another door,” this body adds. “To another world. Another time. You can escape the Old Country altogether, and live a life as rich and as long as any fortunate soul, blessed with the Moon’s good luck.”

				He considered this.

				“But my old land will be swallowed,” he says.

				This body nods. “There is no escaping that point. The wave is coming. And the makings of this life are such that this one can do only so much to aid you in that respect. But come what may, there is a path you can walk that does not lead to your end just yet.” This moonlit body touches his shoulder. “You can choose to live. And none of these people here can tell you otherwise.”

				“Enough,” Keema says, exhausted. “Please. Enough.” He wipes his eyes.

				He does not look at anyone.

				You all understand what is being chosen before your eyes, and you wonder if the boy onstage understands that he is deciding between his life and yours—that if the land is swallowed under the tide, the people of the Old Country will be wiped out, the root of your ancestry cut, and you will never have been born. Your life will have been but a dream, a fleeting curl of smoke blown out the lips of some mysterious teller, gone upon the next crossing of the coastal winds. In this place outside of time, in the unknowable and mysterious flex of this Inverted World, this Fray in the Tapestry, any new Pattern might be born, to subsume the old.

				No one speaks. From across the stage Jun watches Keema without expression. Kaara/Tak-Lina crosses her arms. The eyes of the audience are on the young man of Daware, and he feels like he is about to throw up.

				“Just…make this easy for me,” he says. He sounds defeated. He sounds like anyone halfway resigned to their fate. “I will do it. I will…I will do it…just make it easy.”

				This moonlit body bows to him.

				“As you wish.”

				And then it looks to you.

				
					You.

				

				Upon this moonlit body’s gesture, you understand that you are meant to join them onstage, but the old insecurities keep you pinned to your seat—until the tall shade sitting beside you nudges you to your feet.

				Go on, they say.

				Everyone on the floor and up in the many balconies watches you as you enter the aisle and begin the long walk toward the stage. You hear someone cough behind you. Someone else to your right is murmuring into the ear of their seatmate. Your steps are soft and uncertain. You are a mouse in a cathedral. Even your breath can be heard, from every end of the theater, as you approach the steps. You have a stunned, embarrassed expression as you climb up, and pass Kaara/Tak-Lina, and Jun, and this body. But it is only when you stand before Keema that your embarrassment fades, for when you see his face by the brazier light, you see him as he is, as he was. And you are not thinking about yourself, but of him as you wonder how someone can seem at once so young and so old.

				His eyes are in study of you. The spear you hold.

				They widen.

				“Yes,” this moonlit body says. “This is Araya’s spear. The same one you lost in the waters of the Bowl of Heaven.”

				“I do not understand. Why does this shade have it?”

				“They are Araya’s descendant. One of many. As is everyone in this theater. Everyone here tonight has a root, dug deep, that can be followed into the earth, all the way to where the grave of Araya’s family makes its soil. She never told you she had a daughter.”

				Keema shakes his head, stunned.

				“Not once did it come up in the short time I knew her.”

				“Judge not the parent who keeps silent to their child’s cry. There are too many reasons in heaven and earth to disappoint the ones we care for.”

				This moonlit body steps back.

				“But this moment is between the two of you.”

				It bows.

				“Speak your piece.”

				
					He looks at you.

				

				Keema of the Daware Tribe. There are bags under his eyes. A weary gray. The day has worn on him, but there is an attention to his gaze that holds you in place. For a time neither of you speak, unsure what it is you are meant to say to each other. He begins by asking you what you know of Araya. You confess you did not know of her existence until tonight. That you did not know you were of her bloodline until this very moment. He asks what you know of your ancestry. Of the people who had come before you. You tell him that you know little. That you know only the name of the boat that brought your lola to the new continent, and nothing before that.

				“Then who are you?” he asks, with impatience.

				You tell him. You tell him about the dockside town where you grew up. That your father was a textile merchant before he left for the war. That your mother was gone; not dead, just gone. You tell him about your smoking lola, who told you the stories, and your brothers, all nine of them, all of whom you loved. Some more than others. Few of whom you truly knew. Your granjo, who lived in his chair and would not die.

				Keema asks you about this war. Who it is between, and what they are fighting for, but all you can remember are the propaganda posters that curl off the adobe walls and waft down the crooked alley streets. You give him half-remembered names, of places, of kings. You stutter to recall how it all began—a gunshot, ringing in a temple—but you speak so vaguely that he squints to understand you. You move on. He asks you if the Old Country is still spoken of in your time, and you hesitate before you tell him that it is, but more in whispers than anything; that like most of the world before a certain time, it has been all but forgotten.

				He surprises you when he asks you if you are proud to be of its people. The question seems to come from nowhere, but the way he asks it tells you that this question is no frivolity. He needs an answer. Your instinct is to lie, but the truth comes out before you can stop it.

				Sometimes, you say. For most of your life it has been little more than a curiosity, this root that is caught on your heel. You would tell people about it to catch their attention, if they were the kind of person to be interested. You would sometimes hide it—and hide it you could, with your mother’s blood—if you wished to be part of the group. Sometimes you made fun of the fact of it. Behind your lola’s back you used to mimic the elastic twang of the mother tongue to your friends—no, you would heighten it, make it ridiculous, nonsensical—and you would make them laugh. You didn’t think twice about it.

				He looks at you, and you cannot read him.

				You tell him that most days you do not think of the Old Country at all. That it would be a lie to say that you hold the place close to your heart, that your ancestors speak to you in any profound whisper of the spirit. You tell him that all you have are some stories, and some carpets. A Daido your father carved out of rock that your brother tried to sell, with no luck, to a man who didn’t care.

				You tell him you live in an empty house now, apart from your granjo. Your lola is passed on, and your parents are no longer in your life. If the radio tells it true, the war will soon come to an end, but it’s been coming to an end for decades now, and your brothers are already gone. Some have joined the war effort. Others have moved away to better places, to live better lives.

				A few are dead.

				You think about them often.

				You tell him that you have lived a strange life. Easy in some ways, difficult in others. You are kept awake at night by a rattling shutter you don’t know how to fix. Some days you are so alone, you think you will collapse into a hard and dense rock. You tell him that you wish things were different. That you feel as though you have a sack over your shoulder, heavy and dragging, but you have no idea what’s inside the sack, or who gave it to you. It’s just there. It’s just yours. And you regret so many things. You’ve hurt people, you’ve embarrassed them, you’ve embarrassed yourself. You have made so many wrong turns that it’s a wonder that you’re still walking. It has been a strange life. You say it again, and again.

				And then, having listened to you speak your piece, Keema of the Daware Tribe takes in your words, and at the end of it, he asks you a simple question, a question that cuts right to the heart of it: he asks you if you would like to keep on living.

				Even if nothing changed; if it all played out the same way.

				Would you want this life?

				
					You bow.

				

				You hold out Araya’s spear.

				Offering it to him.

				And you tell him yes.

				
					Behind you, the people fall to their knees.

				

				One by one. A rolling wave. The sea of descendants bowing, with you, to Keema. And when you feel him take the spear from your hands, you glance up at him, and you see that he is yet again overwhelmed. He stands there, at the front of the stage, holding the spear grooved and etched by the magic of the Sleeping Sea, and he nods to Jun, who with swelled chest joins his side. And the narration of their lives rings out in this suspended place.

				
					We will stop the wave.

				

				“Listen well to this body, then. The great wave will arrive on the Fifth Day, come the late afternoon. It will crash over every valley and mountain unless you bring Her to it first and give the Water what it seeks.”

				We swore an oath to the Lady Moon. To end her royal bloodline. We would finish the Third Terror first.

				Kaara/Tak-Lina scoffs. “You play with time the way only mortals do. Recklessly. The Terror can be dealt with later on, but the wave cannot.”

				We made an oath. We will stop him with Her at our side. This is the oath we made, and we intend to keep it.

				“Then the two of you have a very busy day ahead of you,” this moonlit body says, and Kaara/Tak-Lina betrays some admiration for them with the quick smile she wears.

				“We will give you what aid we can. But know that there will come a point of no return that the wave will cross. When it does, there will be nothing you can do to stop it. It will swallow the world despite your best efforts. As soon as the sun is blotted out of the sky come the late afternoon, you will be too late.” This moonlit body smiles. “So do not tarry. Do not delay.”

				“And do not fuck up,” Kaara/Tak-Lina says.

				They leave this theater. All of you descendants of Araya remain bowed, silent and reverent, up to the last moment, till they disappear behind the exit curtain. You do not know what else to do to honor them. You hope this is enough. And when they are gone, you stand up, and you return to your seat. The lights go down. This moonlit body and its dancers fill the stage.

				And you watch the end.
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				The drums rise with fury.

			

			And it begins. The air cracks with the clap of bouncing sticks and the thrum of taut animal skin. The dancers leap from the wings, and this moonlit body, at the front of the stage, raises its hands, and the whispering voices of the ancient and the dead flood back into the hall—our tale coming to its close—our long week nearing its end—the now familiar trappings of this theater something of a comfort to you as you settle into the scene. Four days done, and only one remains. But this time, amongst the whispering dead that chant from the dark, you hear other voices, our voices, voices whose tone and timbre are stitched to your memory, no matter how long ago your last meeting may have been—for that, after all, is the nature of family. We are never far. And we are here, ready to help end this story. The vision of them comes suddenly—in one moment, you are following the gaze of this moonlit body up to the ceiling, which you realize is not a ceiling at all but the hollow of a great tower, so limitless in its height you feel the emptiness above you pressing you into your seat, your eyes red from the incense sticks the attendants drag down the aisles, tear-streaked and clouded—and then, you are not in the theater at all, but in the living room of your family home, where a man you know very well, standing by the sunlit window with hands clasped behind his back, turns, and cocks his steely gray eye at you.

			
				“It began here,” your great-grandfather says.

			

			No longer is your granjo the glassy-eyed old crumple in the chair. No longer do you have to care for me. He is younger in this vision, a salt-and-pepper middle-aged falcon of a man, dressed like a general prepared for battle. He slaps a piece of paper on the long table, a map, and he draws, in clear, confident lines, the positions of the armies, the factions vying for power on the Fifth Day. Here were the nobles. There the loyalists. There the marshaling forces of the Families. He speaks directly and without emotion, so unlike that bitter and mercurial man your lola once described from her childhood, or the drooling thing you were so used to feeding with a spoon, near unrecognizable but for those great chutes of white nose hair, which bristle with excitement as he tells you of the state of things.

			“It was precarious,” he says to you. “By all accounts the Moon Throne reached its end before even the dawn of the Fifth Day, with the death of nearly all of the royal family.” His fingers drum along his forearms. “In this vacuum of power, the land was up for the taking. Many tried. The Wise Men in the palace attempted to seize control shortly after the empress painted the walls with the emperor’s blood, but the coup was short-lived, falling under the sword of the loyalists who yet remained.” On the table map he tips over the castle token on the western border, his finger sweeping to the center of the country. “In the Bowl of Heaven, the Fishermen’s Rebellion was more successful. Many of the ships that still remained afloat after the destruction of the Third Day were brought under the command of the Gathering, to little resistance, for many believed that the cascading waves that emanated from the Cav-Meer had been summoned by the fishermen themselves. The only boats they could not wrest control of were Indunn’s remaining textile barges, protected as they were by their own private forces, loyal not to Luubu but to the Families.” A smile—the old warmonger can’t get enough of it. “But where matters would truly be settled was the skirmish on the eastern coast.” His finger touches the token that lies on the eastern border of the map; it is shaped like a conch shell and sits along the cliffs that overlook the Great and Unending Sea. “The Divine City. The stronghold of the last of the loyalists, and the residence of the Third Terror.”

			He taps this area with a stern finger.

			“The Divine City began life in the era of the Fourth Emperor as a summer home, a place for the royal family to vacation, and get away from the political troubles of the capital. It was constructed out of the shell of a gigantic sea beast felled by the warrior Handa of the Yabare Tribe, as trade to stop the incursion of the Throne on tribal lands; the shell’s top removed, and the city built along its inner walls, the main road spiraling up through the districts, to the highest point, where His Summer Home looked out over all. Protected by the two main gates wrought of nigh-impenetrable jaxite, the nobility cowered in their homes while the honor guard patrolled the alleys, and the last of the Second Terror’s Silver Monkeys and the Third Terror’s Purple Elks had retreated there as well. They knocked on the door to the Summer Home, hoping to enlist the aid of the Third Terror Himself…but no one answered. All they could do in the end was prepare for battle, and make use of home advantage, before the army came. Time was running short.” He draws a concentric circle around the token. “Outside the walls, the pilgrims who still believed that the emperor was alive arrived to bid their Smiling Sun farewell, before His passage across the sea. There were thousands of them. They installed their tent and wagon communes around the walls of the Divine City, unaware that they were forming for the nobility a wall of flesh, to stand between them and the armies coming from the west—nor were they aware of the wagon, filled with explosives, that would, when the time was right, be pushed up against the gate of the city and clear a path for Induun’s forces.” He draws a larger circle around the one previous; a circle that engulfed them all. “The armies of the Five Families—composed of their own loyal brigades, of soldiers of the Throne swayed from their ranks, and of free-band mercenaries bought with Family coin. Their goal was simple: conquer the coastal city, and claim the land once and for all, under the shared banner of the Houses of Industry. Behind the rise of hills northeast of the city they prepared, the riders and the pikemen and the blade-hands muttering their final prayers before they marched off to what they knew was certain victory.” His hands lay flat, bordering this small and necessary section of the map. “This was the state of things, at the dawn of the Fifth Day. The air electric with the prospect of war and the morning prayers sung out by the pilgrims who stood between the proverbial lion and the rock.”

			From the other room, an old woman’s voice calls out.

			“But none of them knew the wave was coming,” she says.

			Your granjo nods to you, and steps aside. The swinging door of the kitchen begs you inside.

			
				You enter the cloud of smoke.

			

			You cough and wave your hands and finally the tobacco clears and you feel, mingled with surprise, a sense of inevitability as your lola smiles at you from across the kitchen table. No longer do you have to miss me. She is a little girl, no older in your eyes than a child of ten, her cheeks as smooth as lacquered wood, her once-foggy eyes now glinting with a startling clarity, like an old glass freshly rinsed. Her small hand taps ash into an empty porcelain teacup while the other fondles her prized yellow egg timer, pinching it, feeling it, threatening to wind it up but never committing. You would tell her that it is good to see her again, but there is an aspect to this vision that denies you voice, a reminder that this is still the performance, and that you, for all of your self-possession, are but the audience. But she grins at you anyway, as if she has heard you, as if I were never truly gone, and you are caught off guard by how much you missed her sly smile.

			“There were signs abounding,” she says. She takes a drag and blows a smoke shape into the air. “The banners twisted restlessly in the dread wind, and the air smelled of wet copper, and even their own bodies all but shouted that something was amiss—the small hairs, here, and here, raised like radio antennae.” She touches your forearm, the back of your neck. You feel the goosepimples rise. “But the people did not listen to the auguries of the earth. When they looked over the edge of the eastern cliff and saw the ocean’s retreat, the silt floor completely exposed, they believed this to be nothing more than yet another peculiarity of a most peculiar week. The dunes, the swells of sand, like a sheet of beige silk laid over a warped floor, on top of which thousands of slick fish gasped and died. No attention was paid to how the Water was marshaling its own forces that day.” She sighs, and brushes aside her thick curls. “Tides have gone up and down. Waves large and small have crashed against the rocky cliffs of the eastern coast, but never in the history of all the emperors, nowhere in all of their records, had the waters ever withdrawn completely. One might think it amazing that in the face of such overwhelming evidence, no effort was made to save themselves. But though I cannot help but wish that when the world quirks and shudders, we have the wherewithal to listen, even I cannot deny how difficult it can be, to accept that sometimes, to survive, we must change our course.” And then, as if to underline her point, she takes in a long drag until the cigarette in her hand turns to ash.

			Another sigh.

			“For so long has the Water missed the Moon. Centuries of yearning that manifested itself as a gathering swell beyond the eastern horizon. It would stop at nothing to honor Her bones. Come midday, even the sun would be blotted out by its yawning jaw.”

			The light outside the window begins to darken.

			“The end was coming.”

			When the both of you hear an agitated shuffle come from the office down the hall, your lola leans back in her chair, and for but a moment you catch a glimpse of the old woman’s spirit behind the child’s face, aged and weary, before she nods at you, bidding you to stand.

			You know your next destination.

			
				Your father frowns before the tapestry.

			

			He is not even looking at you when you enter his office. He is squinting through a jeweler’s loupe, checking the tapestry laid out on his desk for flaws before shipping the piece to its buyer across the sea. No one gave me any time. It all fell on my shoulders, and no one gave me any goddamn time. You find it darkly amusing that even in this magicked vision of yours, he is working—that, just like the last time you saw him, walking down that dark alley to war, his back is to you. But eventually he looks at you, and you see that he is but a boy, a teenager with hungry eyes who would always be trying to prove himself to the people he believed were his superiors. And when I look at you, I feel so many things, so much pride and worry and regret, that it is easier to look away.

			Easier to pretend we are strangers.

			“We focus on the particulars,” he says, his face pressed close to the tapestry. “We focus on Induun.” You sit beside him as he worries over the crenellations, the mirrored faces. The unending fractal. “On the eve of the Fifth Day, Lord Djove Induun observed the lighting of the fires in his army encampment with a satisfaction he rarely allowed himself to feel. For months he had been watching the emperor in fear and madness retreat further and further into His palace, His control over the land weakening because of His refusal to engage with it. Induun, a man of vision, knew that it was only a matter of time before someone else filled the throne their ruler was leaving behind, and it was obvious to him, and to all of his associates, that the man most qualified for the position was he. And now, after so much planning, he was here, about to have all that his heart desired. But because of his old childhood injury, when he turned away from the encampment and headed back to the main tent, he did not hear the song that broke out from fire to fire, the tremulous melody of the men and women who would be fighting in his honor, as they sang of the glorious deaths to come.

			“That night, Lord Induun held a banquet for his fellow lords and his generals; a lavish spread of fish and rice and lamb and an unending fount of rice wine and harder spirits, for there was much to celebrate.” Your father draws away from the loupe for a moment and gazes out the window. The young man has a yearning look in his eyes. “To have been in that tent, feasting with the five most powerful people in the country, must have been a rare privilege. Merchants all over would have given all their wealth to sit at that table. To have supped with the great men and women who would soon rule the land. Listen.” Clearing his throat, he takes out a sheet of paper, a record of all that was said that night in the war tent, and he reads it like a script from a play, reciting to you the speech the lord of the textile fleet made to his compatriots on the eve of the battle.

			A toast.

			“ ‘Let tomorrow mark the last day that we must suffer under the yoke of the Throne’s tyranny. After tomorrow, no longer will we have to answer to the mercurial wants of a mad leader. No longer will one man rule, but many—all of us, together, deciding the course this country will take, on the rich and prosperous road to come. Yes, my friends. Loyalists still hold the capital, and we have lost the Bowl of Heaven. But these are necessary sacrifices, small pieces in our larger game. They hold the vestiges of the past. Once we have the Divine City, and the grand port, we will hold in our grasp the future. The emperor’s timid steps onto the world stage will become, under us, an expanse of trade routes and newly forged alliances. Our tea, our rice, our fish, our blades, and our textiles will spread as the untamed forest does into the fertile valley. Our meager holdings will be as vast as the coffers of the gods.

			“ ‘And so in this spirit, I raise my cup to you all. I thank you all for your participation. I bow to your ferocity, and your loyalty. And I pray that our continued friendships remain steadfast and strong in the days, the months, the years to come as we build out this empire. Not one man amongst us forgotten.’ ”

			Your father is smiling into the sky until he notices the shadows behind him move. His smile falling, when the shadows speak.

			
				“Someone is always forgotten.”

			

			Your brothers are faceless. They are dark clouds that shift and sway. No longer must you bear witness to us. Their voices swirling in your ears like smoke in a bottle as they speak as one, and say, “The man named Induun was so focused on that speech, and the feast afterwards, that he spared no thought to the one who stood behind him.” Slowly the shades separate from you. They are holes in the air. They bleed nothing but smoke. “You know her. On the Second Day, it was she who passed on the order to take down the Terror of the Bowl of Heaven. Her life spent in service to this man, addressing the powerful. Her life, his shadow.”

			The brother-shades grimly chuckle.

			“She stood in that tent, on the eve of battle, only half listening to the words spoken during that party. She had no interest in the talk; she knew the verse of Induun’s rhetorical flourishes so well she herself could have addressed the crowd if such were his desire. And there were other matters on her mind besides speechifying and premature congratulations. A vision of the morrow, and her part in all of it—for Djove himself had promised her a position on the front lines. Her stomach became unsettled as she imagined the carnage she was soon to face. Her hand tightening over the hilt of her blade. She was afraid, but she would not turn back. She had been on this course, set by her mother, for far too long. The shame of stopping now would be too great. It would mean her end.” Your brothers sigh. “Not a glance was spared that night for the warrior heading out to her possible doom. Or for the soldiers who would be winning them the day. Or the pilgrims, caught in the midst of all of it.”

			
				There was only tea, and laughter.

			

			“It was the eve of victory,” your great-grandfather says. “There was no space for introspection or the attendance of your subordinate’s emotions. There was only the movement of the tokens across the map. The grim determination of leaders and the unwavering bravery of the man-at-arms. And the pounding of the drums of war.”

			
				There was only smoke, and whispers.

			

			“The signs of the wasted world unheeded,” your lola says. “No time spent worrying over the lowering tides of the coast or listening to the troubled dancing of the wind. There was only the concern of mortals, who knew only of what was facing them, not of what was coming up from the back. No stopping.”

			
				There was only pride, and glory.

			

			“The waiting for incomparable rewards,” your father says. “There was no sorrow. No lingering. There was only forward, and the search for the bounty that waited on the other side of the hill, the other end of time.”

			
				And there were only ghosts.

			

			“As the two warriors made their way back from the spirit world to stop the wave,” your brother-shades say. “The woman who was Induun’s shadow, soon to become entwined with Jun and Keema’s threads.”

			Your brothers look at you.

			“Her name was Shan. Granddaughter of Djove Induun, and daughter of Commander Uhi Araya. And there was only one thing on her mind. One mission.”

			The vision is fading—the stage returning.

			The light of the brazier-sun stoked to life.

			“To rescue her father.”

			
				DAWN

				
					She woke before any of them.

				

				Amongst the dozens of campsites, where the hired free-band warriors and Family Men came alive from slumber, no one was surprised to see Shan Araya walking the fields with grim purpose. They bowed their heads as she passed and wished her hale morning, affording her the respect her bloodline demanded, we gave the Girl of Induun our regard, but when she was out of earshot, or near enough out of earshot that they could deny having said anything, blame it on the wind, they would mutter some choice names, though most of us just called her the Child Giant. It was a name she was well aware of, one that had followed her her whole life, for she had always been taller than most, and broader of shoulder; an oddity for one of her young age.

				At fifteen, Shan Induun was not only an anomaly in the prodigious developments of her body but also in ranking. We would never believe that she earned any of it. Her life was dedicated to swordplay. She participated every year in the noble games, and every year she came second in the duels, always throwing the last fight in her opponent’s favor at her grandfather’s behest, as he curried favor with the other Families, and bolstered his alliances. It was only a few months ago that she was named Lord Induun’s First Protector, a title that meant little, but still, it rankled her fellow warriors, who did not believe she had justly earned her place at the table—to say nothing of the rumors of her lineage.

				Even as she walked the fields that morning, heading toward the main tent, the whispers followed her. We knew about her mother. The woman who married for love. It would for her entire life beguile Shan, why her mother, Uhi, had cut short the prosperous union arranged between her and a cousin to the Throne, and instead ran off with a man of poor fortune whose name was written in no ledger of renown. The scandal was delicious; all of us apart from Lord Induun himself took great relish in spreading the word of this embarrassment. The elopement, written of in sweaty accounts in diaries and letters, ending swiftly, when the emperor’s men discovered the lovers in their northern hideaway and, to answer for the blasphemy, had the man of poor fortune sent to the bowels of Joyrock, where he was to live for the remainder of his tortured days. It was only at the cost of Lord Induun’s humbling before the court that Uhi was suffered to live, her life to be dedicated in service to the security of the Throne, where over the years, and with her father’s influence, she became the commander of the ramshackle fortress of Tiger Gate—her life lived in wondering if that man of poor fortune yet lived in that abyss below the Divine City. No one could convince her to change her name back to Induun. Forever would she be Uhi Araya, in remembrance of the one she loved, and lost.

				Shan grew up apart from her mother. It was agreed by both Uhi and Djove that the girl should not be saddled by the weight of her mother’s history; to live with her grandfather, whom she might one day succeed. But there were letters. Letters that even Lord Induun did not know about, hidden in a secret compartment below Shan’s childhood bed. And in those letters I told Shan about her father. I told her of the man named Radle Araya—the craftsman from Lord Waag’s forges, who had eyes the color of well-steeped tea, and a smile brighter than the noonday sun. I told her of a man humble and kind. A man who laughed easily and whose love for me I never doubted, not once, in the too-brief days we spent together.

				A man who made for me a spear, out of red korga wood and minerite.

				A spear, he told me, that would cut through any boundary that might one day part us.

				In the lonely and formative stretches of her young life, Shan would reread these letters with the fervor of a monk poring over scripture. Because Lord Induun never traveled the Road Below, and because he kept Shan occupied with the many duties of her station, she never had the opportunity to visit her mother at Tiger Gate. All they had were the letters they sent to each other in secret, passed from one to the other by trusted servants. The Radle Araya of her mother’s letters becoming as mythic in her mind as the giants that once loomed on the southern horizon of that mystic country.

				She never told her grandfather about the letters. She never told him of her dreams of the father she had that were as desperate and real as her longing for her mother. She never told him of their plan to one day free Radle Araya from the pit of Joyrock, if even he yet lived—that from the start, their motivations had not been to the Family but to the stubborn fruit of love. That despite his wishes, she intended to ride with the first charge, and to lead a contingent of favored warriors into the Summer Home itself.

				She had told him none of this, until today.

				Within the main tent, past the quartet of generals who surrounded the map table as we agreed upon the closing of the routes, and where we might best infiltrate the high houses of the city, in the back, beyond the last cordon, where few others were allowed to enter, grandfather and granddaughter shared their last conversation on this earth. Djove Induun did not so much as turn around when she addressed him and told him what she planned. His brow did not so much as lift as the attendant finished dressing him. He only breathed out, and waved the attendant off, before his voice went as quiet as a whisper.

				“You choose death, Shan,” he said. “You do realize this.”

				“Death is not a certainty.”

				“For you, today, it will be,” he said. “It is vanishingly small, the number of warriors who survive the first charge. These survivors are imbued with either the luck of the gods or of unearthly skill, and I have known you your whole life, First Protector. You are skilled at swordplay, more than most, but even you do not have the godly prowess required to defy Death itself.” He looked at her as if daring her to retort. She did not. “And you are tall, which means you will be an easy target for the archers. Blame your father for that, but there it is. I see it as clear as day: an arrow, sailing over the wall, and pinning you to the earth before the battle has even begun.” He shook his head wearily at this child. “Not the most interesting of ends for the scribes to record as they finish your brief, unsatisfying biography.”

				“A satisfying biography was never my aim,” she said.

				The bitterness of her voice brought a sternness to Induun that he reserved for the most heated of negotiation tables. “There are two roads before you, Shan. One road, the road of wisdom, where you stay with the generals in the back line under the defensive umbrellas, leads to life. It leads to a tomorrow where you are on hand to guide the creation of a new order to this country. The other road, the road of pride, takes you through the soldiers not yet tired from battle, and the archers not yet out of ammunition, and the doors not yet beaten-in. It is the road that leads to the harshest conflict. To your likeliest end. The end of your tale.” He held up a hand, like a shrug. “You choose death.”

				Shan did not like argument. She would just as soon lose them quickly than win them after a protracted battle, which is why she said, “Fine then. I choose death. Just so long as we are both clear what is happening today,” and then turned heel. But he stopped her.

				“Wait. I have one more question, First Protector.”

				She braced herself to hear it.

				“This man. This man you have never met. This man who may be already dead, or, if not dead, then driven mad by the torture. This man who may not even be your father—you risk everything to see him safely from Joyrock.”

				“I do, Lord Induun.”

				“At least tell me why.”

				She closed her eyes.

				“What a country we will be,” she said, “when we are led by a man who has to ask such a question.”

				
					When she was gone, Djove met with his generals.

				

				He gave for them the performance of a man in control of his destiny, as stoic and unyielding as the western mountains, as they went over once more the tactics of the siege. To this great man we showed the certainty of our coming victory. He was dressed in simple, durable robing, and his face was painted delicately with his house colors of green and silver, no aspect of him giving away the now-troubled thoughts that stormed within. He told us that we had all done well; that he wished us good luck on this auspicious day. Inside, he fumed. The insult his granddaughter had shown him, after he had given her everything she could have needed in this life, was too much; in one spite-filled snap he had told her to go, go do what she wished, her life was her own; and now, as he gazed at the men of war who surrounded him, his anticipation, his excitement, was poisoned by the regret with which he had ended things, for as coldly as he handled his business, there were things in this world he did earnestly love, and she was one of them.

				He decided to send for her, to patch things over and perhaps convince her, in a gentler fashion, as he used to when she was very young and just as stubborn, to not throw her life away on this lark. But when his messenger returned, he was told that she refused to treat with him, deciding instead to ride off with her men, for the hills that surrounded the Divine City.

				
					Outside the city, the pilgrims gathered.

				

				Hand-drawn wains formed impromptu markets: wooden boards propped up with hooks and color-dazzled textiles arrayed in sweeping fans for hands to touch and flip through. Inexpensive fabrics and necklaces and rings. Large pots boiled and spat, a gangrenous chicken claw sticking out from the rim of one before a ladle pushed it deeper into the hearty stew; pots that, with the aid of a judicious amount of spices, became floral and savory beacons that diverted the flow of people wandering the tent markets with empty stomachs. As the crowds thickened, pots of jerin powder were put out to cool the air. We laughed as we opened our robes to the blue embers. There were shouts from somewhere concerning stolen property. A tent in the western slice had caught fire from a cooking accident. Sandaled feet squelched into human shit. A few children wandered around, lost; not all of them were found again.

				The trinket seller and his driver were amongst the thousands in the field that day. He had hitched his wagon amongst the dozens of others that crowded around Gavel Gate, in hopes to be amongst the first to be let into the Divine City, to hawk their wares to the wealthy elite who lived within those high walls. It was of some concern that the gate remained shut, even though the day had begun. The city was occupied, we could see the small heads of archers up there, looking down at us like we were ants, and like they had done back at Swan Gate, the merchants tried to shout for these archers’ attentions, but not a word was returned from the distant balustrade.

				When it was clear that the gates would not be opened for a while yet, the merchants set their sights on the pilgrims of this tent-and-wagon city. The trinket seller rolled his wagon through the narrow paths between canvas halls and planted himself in a patch of field that was getting much foot traffic. “Fireworks!” he cried. “Pearlescent stones from the shores of the Inverse! Tablets of lascivious desire!” He worked the crowds as he did his best to ignore the uncanny sensation on the back of his neck that something was terribly wrong with the world. He tried not to think of the word of the strange low tide along the coast, or the gates that would not open, or the two young gods he had traveled with the day before and who had vanished without a word of thanks for his carriage. He tried not to think about the spreading rumor that the emperor was not coming; the whisper that the emperor was injured; that the Bowl of Heaven was in disorder, for though he harbored little love for the god-king, or the Families, he had no desire to be thrown into Joyrock for blasphemy. I hadn’t gotten this far by stirring the pot. Keep to yourself. Keep clean. Stay alive. This was the way. He tried to think only of his wagon full of trinkets and the people fool enough to buy them. He ran his throat ragged, shouting his made-up stories of objects stolen from the gods, and he yelled at his put-upon driver to relieve his frustrations, telling him to help or to get out of his sight, until the driver did as he was told and simply got up and left, much to the seller’s fury.

				“Wh-Where are you going?” he asked helplessly.

				The driver wished to see for himself the rumored state of the sea. He followed a group of others heading toward the cliff’s edge and saw that it was indeed as described—the ocean was retreating. All that was once invisible under the water was now exposed. Not just the fish and the sharks and the eels and the flattened weed-silk, but also the wall of coral in the far distance, like a line of colorful flowerpots. And on the seabed just below the cliff, the emperor’s fallen ships. Eight junk ships—the Smiling Sun’s massive wooden beasts, His venture for the new lands yet unconquered, grounded on silt. Seven of them were capsized, Maada and Induun and other family namesakes on their sides, like toys tipped onto the floor, with only one boat still standing, the Jorro, leaning at a tilt, held back only by the last rope restraints tied to the stone hooks that lined the royal quay.

				The trinket seller’s driver, and others who shared his curiosity, watched the men below try to rescue the tilting boat. Years of work nearly gone with a low tide…. We had never seen the likes of it before. Our only hope was to pull the ships back upright, patch any damage to their hulls before the tide came rushing back in. A small crowd of onlookers on the clifftop cheered and laughed and shouted pointless instructions as the tiny men far below flung ropes over the starboard railing of the Jorro and pulled—thirty men and women pulling now—as they tried to prevent the inevitable slump of the eighth ship.

				But like a tired cat, the Jorro would not be stopped in its want. The massive boat rolled onto its side and its mast cracked in half like a bone. The men with ropes in their hands staring at the fallen beast in stunned silence.

				“Poor fucks,” the driver murmured.

				As the driver mused on the futility of serving an unforgiving master, the trinket seller was shooed away by yet another unhappy customer. With sunken shoulders he turned to the carriage, wishing to vent to his driver how difficult it was to sell his wares to fools and idiots, and when he saw that the carriage was empty, the seller had a brief moment of self-awareness as he wondered if, perhaps, when in consideration of the many wrong turns his life had taken, some fault might lay with him. This was not a happy day. He decided to return to the gate and see if any news had yet come from within. The horses, unused to his presence at the reins, moved only after much effort on his part, yanking left, right, and up, sparing themselves from his onslaught. It was all for naught anyway—when he arrived, the gate was yet unmoved, and the line of wagons had only grown in number. He noticed one of the wagons by the gate, covered fully by thick folds of draped canvas, was unattended by any merchant or driver. I supposed that, after a week like this one, some of us had simply given up. Went in search of an easier life. Seeing that unattended wagon, even I was tempted to just walk away. Such was the state of the pilgrims’ stretch, when the day then began in earnest.

				“What in the five heavens is that?”

				The shout echoed out from the middle of the crowd. Upon the woman’s shout and her pointed finger, the people looked west, at the horizon of hills, and the light that broke through the gathering clouds.

				A black line had formed along the crests of the hills, the distance such that the details of it were smudged and indistinct. It looked to the trinket seller like sediment, hard and compact, the kind that grew beneath his wagon should he neglect its cleaning—but this sediment seemed to be of a graver sort than what he was used to scraping. Hands shaking, he grabbed an old spyglass from his chest of wares and he saw the black line for what it was: an army, hundreds strong, flying the banners of the Five Families and the free-bands who fought for them. And all I could think was what a waste it was, that I had traveled all this way for nothing. When a formation on horseback broke from the main line, flying the colors of House Induun, the trinket seller began to sweat, and through his spyglass he saw the woman at the head of this formation raise her hand, flashing a piece of glass against the dawn light. It was a signal. She was sending a message. The seller knew this, but he did not know what this signal meant, who it was for.

				“Is it the emperor? Has He finally come?” someone nearby asked.

				The trinket seller lowered his spyglass. He was practiced in slipping out of tough situations. He knew when he could get away from a fight, and he knew when it was time to brace for the punch. He turned to the woman, dry-mouthed.

				He wanted to tell her that it was time to hide, but he had misjudged the direction from which the danger was coming, because a moment later he was on the ground, and his ears were ringing as bits of wood and rock rained down on him and all the other people who had been knocked flat with him. His ears were bleeding. People were screaming, but he could not hear them. My husband—he was just standing next to me—had anyone seen him? It was as if whatever force had pushed him to the ground had also knocked him underwater. And as the world fell apart at the seams, the trinket seller found within himself a reservoir of holy feeling, and as he in a dopey stagger looked around the smoking chaos for his driver, there came, unbidden from nowhere, a prayer at the end of the threading of his frayed mind—for rescue, from any who might be listening.

			

			
				MORNING

				
					The gates to the Divine City collapsed inward.

				

				From the outskirt hills where the lords observed the carnage, it looked less like an explosion and more like a sudden puff of black smoke, and the unceremonious tipping over of the great stone slab, which they heard only as a series of distant thumps. Djove heard nothing at all. His attention remained on the front-line forces charging on horseback toward the cratered wall—cleaving through the avenue of scattering, screaming pilgrims.

				It had begun. Congratulations were served to Lord Waag, who had overseen the development of the explosives, which were made from the materials mined from his quarries, and Lord Waag beamed and told the others he was proud to see his work used for this higher purpose. The lords retired to the war tents behind the hills, while Djove lingered for a moment, watching through the glass as the first of his warriors disappeared into the smoke and rubble of the city wall.

				He turned away.

				On his way to the main tent, he crossed paths with a breathless young warrior.

				“Demons, my lord!” the warrior said. “There are demons who wish to speak with Shan!”

				
					In a dark tent, they waited.

				

				The reserve unit that had captured them stood outside the holding tent, silent, none of them sure how to put into words what they had all just experienced at the crossroads not far from camp. We were on the patrol, ensuring no secret strategy had been employed by our enemy—no reinforcements aiming to take us from behind, when the Daidos appeared. One of the Family Men peeked through the tent flap. He did it quick, touching the flap as if it were hot, afraid to look inside for too long. More Daidos than any of us had seen. Hundreds of them. In a blink, without a sound—they were just there. All of them of different size, some large as a bear, others like little pebbles on the ground. The spirit statues carpeting the entrance of a side road that led to who-knew-where. When we sensed something coming through, we readied our blades, our bows and arrows.

				“What are they doing in there?” one of the men asked.

				“Just standing there,” another answered. “Just…waiting.”

				We were expecting something with many teeth and evil eyes. We were expecting our sudden death. But what emerged from the Daido gate were but two humans—or so we at first thought. Males, near enough to our age. One had but one arm. The other wore on his face the tattoo of the Red Peacock.

				But we soon saw that these were no mere humans. The air seemed to shake off of them as blood does from a wicked sword. With weapons drawn we told them to give up their arms. We demanded to know where they had come from and what they intended to do. And they looked at us, and then at each other, and though they did not speak it was clear they were communicating, for one of them soon gave a small nod, and said that they wished to speak with the soldier named Shan. Give up your arms, we told them once more, but then…but then…

				We heard them. In our minds.

				Like a whisper from a rock.

				Bring us to Shan.

				When none other than Lord Induun and his personal guards arrived, the soldiers bowed with intense relief. “Have care, my lord,” the bravest of the reserves said after he explained to Djove the situation in which these two prisoners were discovered. “There is no telling what these demons are capable of.” Djove waved the reserve unit away, and his guards filed into the tent. They tried to convince their lord to let them handle the interrogation, that it was too dangerous for him to enter, but Djove Induun would not be swayed from meeting with supposed demons who were in search of his granddaughter.

				The armed Family Men divided the tent into two halves; he, well-protected on one end, and the two young demons flanked by spear and sword tip on the other. At first, he wondered why his men were scared at all. These captives were dusty, their clothing tattered from some vicious battle, their faces gaunt and tired in a way that reminded him of the urchins who would come begging through the roads of the Family compounds. He thought he recognized one of them, the shorter of the two, with the tattoo of the Red Peacock chiseled onto his sharp face. As for the other, he was miscellaneous in Djove’s eyes, a bone dagger of a boy unearthed from beneath some old and forgotten boulder. He took note of his missing left arm, fearful for a moment that he now shared a tent with a leper, but that fear overcome by the emotions he felt when he saw the spear the boy held. He swallowed dryly.

				Once every year he would visit Araya at her checkpoint. They would drink tea together, and have a polite, if tense, discussion about their interim lives. He would make no mention of the poor state of her fortress; of the copious amount of wine she would pour herself. But every visit, he would ask her if she might like to take back the family name, and every visit she would kindly deny him, argument breaking out only when he took note of the damned spear that continued to hang on her bedroom wall.

				“Is it not enough that you almost ruined us with your behavior?” he would ask. “Must you also parade your failure before all of your guests? This mockery of love?”

				“It is all I have of him,” she would say—adding, with a sneer, “and what do you know of love?”

				As he looked at the spear in the one-armed creature’s hand, he was reminded of all of their petty fights. Of the ways he believed they had failed each other.

				The stupid girl.

				“Who are you?” he asked quietly.

				“My name is Keema of the Daware Tribe,” the young man said. “I served under Commander Uhi Araya before the First Terror’s brigade attacked, in search of the runaway empress. Araya gave me this spear before she died and bid me to deliver it to a soldier named Shan.”

				Djove took this in.

				I believed them.

				“How did my daughter die?”

				It was clear by the break in the young man’s expression that he did not know Araya was his family. “As anyone might hope to go,” he said. “Bravely.”

				For a long moment Djove did not move. He was a distant and soundless storm. His guards glanced at him; they asked him if he was all right. “I had heard word of the empress’s escape,” he said finally. “I suppose you are the two guardians who were driving Her caravan.”

				“We were,” the man of Daware said.

				“Where is She?” he asked.

				“She died,” Jun said.

				“She died.” Djove repeated this with as much credulity as he had to offer. “The Eternal Mother of Emperors, the Moon Incarnate, the Lady of Night, died.”

				“She spent the last of Herself, killing the First and Second Terrors.”

				This was news to him. “And Her body?”

				“We ate Her, at her request.”

				The line of guards did a backstep from them. One of the swords was shaking. Djove, whose body did not express things such as fear or distress, felt a slickness in his palms. Keema stepped forward. I looked at them all and told them, with these thoughts, that it was true. As my voice entered their minds, I presented them with proof that we were in command of Her Gift, while Jun made the tent poles tremble and the straw mats on the ground lift from the earth. It was a show, just as the empress had done with the admiralty. The guards, all men of belief, fell to their knees before them and kissed the dirt. Djove’s eyes were wide, but he remained standing. But we heard this thought, and we did not care who bowed and who stood tall. We told them that the wave was coming and that we were there to stop it, after we had brought down the Third Terror. That if they valued their own breath, they would recall their forces and escape west, for we did not know how far the wave would come before we could cease its march, and we would have as few people as possible be crushed under its mighty weight. They were words that even Djove could not refuse to hear, for they went right past his damaged ears and into the very temple of his thoughts. For anyone to dare enter this place, his inner self, was a trespass that he could not bear to let pass without punishment. There was even, on the tip of his tongue, the command to have his guards strike these whelps down. But we heard this thought, and we told him that we did not recommend this course of action.

				Djove Induun bit his own tongue, because he did not trust it to restrain itself. A prominent vein ran down his forehead. It seemed to pulse with his displeasure, his frustration, as he bowed to them.

				Neither Keema nor Jun expected this.

				“I thank you,” Djove said, through gritted teeth, “for your patience. For not slaughtering us, for I imagine it a small feat for you now. Though if what you say is true, if a wave is truly coming to sweep this land away, then I do not think much about your time-management skills.”

				He stood back up. He walked past the line of guards to their side of the tent. He looked no less furious.

				I did not like to lose.

				“My lord…” one of the guards whispered.

				“If Shan yet lives,” he said, “then she charges through the city as we speak. She makes her way to the Summer Home at the top of the hill—to Joyrock.” We thanked him. And we told him that if he wished to live, he would retreat now. He glared at us. “I will meet with the other Families,” he said slowly. “But I doubt that even should the horn be blown that Shan will return. She believes her father yet lives in Joyrock, and I fear she would sooner die than fail to free him.”

				He bowed to them once more.

				“Please. Find her.” He swallowed. “Send her back to me.”

				
					Within the city walls, Shan sighed.

				

				She flicked the blood from her sword as the headless man rolled down the sloping road. “With me!” she shouted, and she and her coterie sprinted up the city’s Grand Loop, passing through districts of royals cowering behind slapped-shut doorways, and imperial regiments coming from alleys, from behind, from even the balconies and rooftops. Her men encircled her. “Shields up!” she cried. Wooden shields were raised in turtle formation, catching arrows in the air. Sharp stone heads bit through wood like a swarm of bee stings. Whatever misgivings we had before we followed the Girl from Induun into battle were shed as she tore through the soldiers like a knife through cheap cloth. Shan, for her part, was terrified, but she had learned from the best how to hide any emotions that would get in the way of her and what she wanted, and what she wanted was her father.

				An arrow sliced across her arm. She gave it a cursory glance before she charged, screaming. Blood sprayed onto the sides of the adobe buildings. It sloshed down the cobbled road.

				It ran wet and warm down her cheek.

				
					The demons were gone.

				

				Djove watched them speed off into the fields toward the flash of battle. “My lord,” his attendant said, on a tentative approach, “what would you like us to do?”

				I would’ve liked them to give back my certainty.

				“Where are the other lords?” he asked.

				“In the resting tent, having lunch.”

				“After I’ve spoken with them, I would have you sound the retreat.” That last word was like bile on his tongue. He closed his eyes. He was about to do the very thing his whole life had been dedicated to fighting: concede. He knew that the heads of the Families would not look at him the same after this moment. He knew that he was, in effect, handing over his power.

				What a strange end.

				His retinue walked him to the safe area, in the glade protected by a circle of their finest warriors. His step was heavy as he walked toward the mouth of the tent. In many ways he felt like a child being led off to get chastised. Retreat. Lord Maada would no doubt come for his position after this. Or the Panjet-Waags. They would tell him today that retreat is the wisest course of action. And then they would come for his proverbial head.

				But then, he thought about the spear.

				He thought of Araya, trampled into the dirt.

				He thought about Shan, cut down by a sword.

				What do you know of love?

				He stopped, just before he entered the tent. His attendant looked after him, worried. And Djove tensed his jaw, and he breathed in the troubled air, and he stepped inside. The flap shut behind him. And there they were, seated at the long table, all four of them, his rivals, his enemies, his closest friends. Lord Waag was still smiling, though he was considerably more drunk, as he continued to bask in the success of his explosives. Lord Maada and his wife, Zusa, kept to themselves on the other end of the table, for neither of them cared for Waag’s bluster or Yinn’s theatrics. None of them noticed Djove enter, except for Lady Panjet, who noticed the uncharacteristic slump in his shoulders. “What happened, Lord Induun?” she asked.

				But before Induun could answer, it was Lord Yinn, never one to read a moment correctly, who interrupted him with a startled giggle. “It looks like you’ve brought in a visitor, my lord!”

				A small bird had flown into the tent behind him. A bird the unusual color of royal purple. The attendants lining the walls of the tent broke into a panicked chase as they tried to capture the bird and bring it outside. And while the other lords, buoyant on the successes of the day, laughed and kidded about this unexpected guest, Djove stared at this bird, at the striking hue of its plumage, and suddenly, like that, all of the heaviness in himself then lifted. His failures and his victories, and all the loves and hates in his life. They went up, through the ceiling of the tent, and into the sky. For he knew this bird was no simple bird. He knew it before any of them—even before the bird flew into the corner of the tent and came out from behind the folding screen a bird no longer, with a silhouette long-snouted and many-toothed. But Djove Induun needed no obvious hint. As soon as he saw those purple feathers, in the basest pit of himself, where truth makes itself known to instinct and instinct alone, he knew.

				“What in the abyss is that?” Lord Yinn cried, scrambling from his seat.

				The creature’s full-moon eye beheld them all before its jaw unhinged.

				Djove smiled in gracious defeat.

				And I welcomed my death.

				
					“So began the chase to the center.”

				

				Your granjo unfurls a map on the table; a closeup of the outskirt field and the city. “Between the two warriors and the Terror’s Summer Home lay a swarming battlefield, an impenetrable wall, and an entire city. More than four hundred warriors fought in the streets, and the field beyond.”

				“The gate was choked with death,” your lola says. “There was no way through the smoke, or the sweeping blades.”

				Your father stands by the window.

				Around him sit the shades of his sons, their hands on his slumped shoulders.

				“You can hear it,” he says, with his ear to the air.

				
					The screams.

				

				The trinket seller pressed his head into the dirt while around him the fighters raged. He knew the banners, he had sold his pornographic tablets to most of them at some point or another. Rooster’s Claw. The Black Dragons. Tempest. The River Snakes. The Hatchet Men. Broken Manse. God Killers. Fortune’s Promise. Blood Moon. Summer’s End. The Stone Demons. They clashed with the loyalist forces of the Purple Elks and the Silver Monkeys while the people between them screamed and ran. Through the lopped-off limbs and the arcs of blood, the seller dragged himself under the wagon, his breath quick and shallow. I searched desperately for my driver. I just wanted to see the lazy ass again. I just wanted to make sure he still breathed.

				Half of a man’s body slumped into the dirt beside him and he whimpered.

				A contingent of loyalist soldiers emerged from the southern gate. These soldiers met the warriors hired by the Families out in the field. The men and women of the River Snakes sang through the torrents of gore they spilled onto the fields. The fight by its own natural momentum closed in on the crowds they surrounded. The crowds surged toward the front gate. People sank beneath the surge, crushed. I couldn’t breathe. Feet were standing on my chest, my neck. Fists pounded on the portcullis. We shouted for them to let us in. Shouted until we couldn’t shout anymore. The honor guards that had been stationed outside to create an avenue for an emperor who was never going to arrive formed a line between the free-band and the civilians, trying to keep the peace. They told us to keep back, but we had no weapons! They thought we were soldiers! The people were cut down. The honor guard shouted for the free-bands to stop their fighting, to stand down, but their commands, backed by no visible power, fell pathetically to the ground, until a man of Fortune’s Promise walked up to them and dropped his hammer on a quaking man’s head. Bits of skull exploded. The man of Fortune’s Promise was swept off his feet. The honor guard skewered him beneath a gang pile of spear tips. The iron smell of blood mixed with the musk of fur and shit. Fear rose from this quarter like a smog. The trinket seller watched it all from the jail of his fingers, as a child he did not know huddled at his side. His entire body tremored, and all of his stubborn history fell off his shaking shoulders as he became acquainted with the parchment-thin divide between breath and stillness. It was then, upon the basest moment of my fear, that I saw the two warriors, running toward the fray. And with widened eyes I watched them approach the great wall of the Divine City and witnessed them perform their second miracle.

				
					Your granjo makes an estimate with his hand.

				

				His hand wavers, and then stops, at the height of his own head.

				“About as tall as a checkpoint, a bit taller.”

				He shrugged.

				“Nothing a human could scale.”

				
					They leapt.

				

				From beneath his wagon the seller watched it: two bodies, flung into the air as if by catapult. The spear nearly slipping from the man of poor fortune’s grasp as he went up, and over. Two archers on the wall staring slack-jawed at the arc of their bodies, like birds burst from a locked cage. They didn’t even think to shoot at them. Not even they wanted to ruin this moment. And silently Keema and Jun disappeared over the high wall, the seller whispering a prayer mumbled from the heart before the horn from the northwestern hills let loose its blast.

				BRROOOOAAAAAAAAAMMMMMM—

				Over the teeming city the blast rang out, sourced from the hills to the west, where the Family encampment sounded its retreat. The footstep of every Family Man, every free-band rider, halted. Our leaders were dead, and by Djove’s last command we were to bring our warriors back. The Family Men broke from the skirmish first, for they were the most loyal, and the readiest to follow the command of the lords—the free-banders more reluctant to stop the fighting, their bloodlust at its apex, while the Silver Monkeys danced out of the shadows, cutting off their retreat.

				A knife bounced off the sword Shan wielded. She was at the entrance to the second-to-last district. She was almost to the top.

				“First Protector!” one of Shan’s men said as the baritone howl of the retreat horn cracked the air. “We must fall back!”

				But she was too close.

				Years, she had waited for this moment.

				A lifetime.

				“I’m going on,” she said to the six bloodied warriors of hers who remained. “Those of you who would come with me, then come with me. Those of you who would turn back, return to camp and tell them that Shan Araya keeps her promises.”

				The six warriors glanced at one another.

				She had, if nothing else that day, earned our respect.

				They bowed to her before they ran off, and she had enough energy in her to laugh before she continued on her path to the center of this world.

				
					From the roof of a courthouse, they watched the retreat.

				

				Jun clung to the arm of a statue praying to the sky while Keema straddled the curved awning, his eyes shut, his ears listening to the unheard voices that rose from the stream of bodies below. I was cold, I was so cold, it was all coming out of me and I was so cold—DAMMIT ALL, I had him, I nearly had him, but I didn’t see the knife, it came up out of his robes so quickly, it stuck me right in the side, and I knew this was it, this fucking life—COME AT ME, I screamed, I’M READY, but I wasn’t ready—We were trying to retreat, but the arrows kept coming, Therin, he, he, it was in his eye, like a flower, and he smiled at me like we were back in our cot, holding each other, he smiled at me like it was okay—Just come back, just come back—piece of shit motherfucking whore of a man—Yes, I was taking my time, do you even know how good it feels when it slides out of the fucker’s belly, like dragging a knife through mud, and he groans under you as all of him just comes out in a flood and I was nearly done right there, just, soiled myself from his flailing—No, nonononono, NO—It was too late—A bird flew over the rooftop and I saw the light and the smoke beaten from its wings and I lowered my blade because what else can you do, when it was all so beautiful?—I was close, one more district, and I was there, I would make my mother proud. Keema’s eyes snapped open. He pointed with his spear at the grand loop’s second-to-last revolution. “There!”

				
					She never saw them coming.

				

				Shan was sprinting between the beautiful towers of frozen seaweed and the buildings composed of brain coral as blue as freshly sprinkled jerin, and the hollowed-out crustaceans of ancient size, the things the emperors of old had brought out of the sea to compose their summer palaces, when the two young men slammed into the ground ahead of her.

				A spear skittered away. A sack flopped next to their sprawled bodies. She looked to the sky for explanation as the young men groaned.

				One of them was a Red Peacock. When she saw the tattoo on his face, she had a sudden and violent image of her mother impaled by the Blood-Red Prince. She charged toward them, her sword drawn. Sensing her, the Peacock leapt to his feet. He held up his hands, unarmed, before he snatched the sack from the ground and cradled it to his chest. The second man came between them, his one arm holding his spear with enough strength to skewer five men through.

				“Shan!” he shouted. “Wait!”

				The sword almost slipped out of her grip. Her feet skidded across the pebbled floor, her sandals burning from the friction. The young man gazed at her, as if they were old friends too long since met. She reassured her grip on her blade.

				“How do you know my name?” she said. “Who are you?”

				The young man said nothing, for he knew that words would not do justice to what he could simply show her. He presented her with the weapon that he carried. The spear, carved from korga wood and minerite. Its gleaming tip winking at her. And as he held the spear out to her, all the sounds of the city, the sounds of the dying, the hoarse shouts, the rainfall of retreat all seemed to fade out until there was only her breath, and the whisper of her fingers meeting this object she knew only through the stories of her mother.

				“Who are you?” she asked without voice.

				“Keema,” he said. “Of—”

				He stopped.

				This part, it was not his story.

				“I worked for her,” he said. “At Tiger Gate.”

				She held the spear to her cheek. She did not know why. It just seemed right. The grooved wood was warm, and solid. It was real.

				“I’m sorry,” Keema said, for by then he knew this girl was Uhi’s daughter. “She—it was—” Again, his words, they crumbled in his fingers.

				Tell her something kind.

				“It’s for you.”

				The Girl of Induun’s lips trembled as tears made rivers down her dust-blown cheeks. She breathed in deep.

				“A wave is coming,” he said. “It threatens to sweep this whole land beneath its crush. We will try to stop it, but this city may be taken. You should go, before it is too late.”

				Shan wiped her eyes. Her day was not yet done. “Not until I’ve reached Joyrock.”

				“Your father,” Keema said.

				There was wonder in her eyes, of how he could possibly know this. She nodded.

				“There may be no coming back from this,” Jun said.

				“That was clear from the start, Peacock,” she said with venom. To Keema, “You have come far to give me this weapon. I thank you for that. Truly. But I have come too far myself to stop here.” She looked at the spear with a renewed dedication. “I have to try to free him. Even if he…I have to try.”

				“Okay,” Keema said. He would not argue the point. “Then we’ll come too. Like you, we also have business at Joyrock.”

				“What business could you have at that cursed place?” Shan asked as they started moving. “Do you mean to free someone too?”

				In a way.

				“We mean to kill the Terror.”

			

			
				MIDDAY

				
					At the zenith of the Divine City, all was quiet.

				

				At the top of the sea beast’s shell, within the spare bowels of the Summer Home, the head attendant worked, unbothered by the explosions, the screaming. I have heard much and more in my time under the employ of the Throne. It was all noise to me now. She continued cleaning the many floors of this grand estate, which sat on the highest point of the city, paying no mind to what she called “The Ruckus,” which was any and all business that had nothing to do with her, this building, and the place below it.

				Through towering corridors empty of all people or life the small woman scurried. Small she was, and gray of hair, but I’ve never minded the grays; they did nothing but make me look more distinguished. Her way of moving was fastidious, done without hesitation. She knew the whisper of every lantern that lit the dark halls of the Summer Home, the sound of every step. With a practiced ease she cleaned the coral pillars, and the doorframes that were once the jaws of massive territorial sea creatures, and she dusted the lush rugs that yawned for meters down unending corridors—rugs she alone cleaned during the long and unattended days of this grand building. Her steps echoing but never ceasing, the work carrying on as the city outside was torn apart.

				Setting down her cleaning supplies, she decided to look out the window, just to see. From the tall windows of the second floor she surveyed the city, her eyes squinting against the harsh light.

				A brief chuckle escaped her lips when she saw the three warriors approach.

				“Best of luck,” she whispered.

				
					The promenade opened up before them.

				

				It was the one place untouched by the battle. An amphitheater of white stone and dizzying coral bushes and trees, and ornate statues carved by the most practiced of sculptors. Eight emperors, as tall as the gates themselves, stood in a circle, presiding over the centuries, each emperor more muscular, more powerful, than the last. By the Smiling Sun’s orders were we made to sculpt His statue as the tallest of them all. As the three of them passed beneath the gaze of these dead-eyed emperors, Keema had the prickling sensation on the back of his neck that they were being watched. He held fast to the blade Shan had given him in exchange for the spear—a kind gesture, one he appreciated, but nevertheless did he miss that old weapon, feeling strangely exposed now, as if he had given away his clothing. He tried to focus, to not be overwhelmed by the beauty of this promenade, the likes of which he had never seen before; the breathtaking sight of the seaside horizon that cut the space between looming buildings; the bare ocean bed only reminding him of how little time they had left. Gulls squawked overhead. A babbling fountain of water heralded their approach as they walked up the one hundred steps that led to the towering Summer Home. Up above, he saw on the distant second floor a window curtain shift, as if someone had disappeared behind it.

				Someone was home.

				“Keema! Behind you!”

				A spike on a rope flitted through the air.

				We, the last of the honor guard of the Purple Elk, the Tines of the Antler, would defend the home of He We Had Sworn to Protect.

				Keema let out an oomph, like he had just walked into a piece of furniture. He looked down at his belly. The spike in his abdomen looked back at him. The rope that the spike was tied to came out of him like a misplaced umbilical cord. He touched it with his blade hand. The shock was such that he did not feel much at first. A feeling that something was where it should not be. It almost tickled.

				“Jun,” he said, as if to show his friend something funny and strange.

				And then the man yanked on the rope, and Keema went flying down the steps.

				“No!” Jun roared, chasing after him.

				Keema bounced to the bottom, where at the foot of the steps he lay, not moving. Purple-armored warriors sighed out from behind thick columns, from dark doorways. Jun leapt down five steps, ten, until he was crouched over Keema’s slumped body. “I’m fine,” he croaked. He had already pulled out the spike. Blood was seeping through the clutch of his fingers. “Really,” he said, his hand shaking, “I’m fine.”

				The Purple Elks closed in on them like vultures.

				The two young warriors looked up the stairs, at where their brief partner stood.

				“I’m sorry,” Shan whispered, then ran up the stairs without them.

				
					The front doors burst open.

				

				Daylight flooded the dark and curtained hall of the Summer Home. From the shadows the head attendant observed with a dispassionate eye the tall and frantic girl as she slapped sliding doors open, murmuring, “Where is it, where is it?”

				“Is it the entrance to Joyrock you are searching for?”

				Shan froze—pivoted.

				Like a vole, the attendant stepped into the shafted light. Shan’s elbow knocked a porcelain vase from its stand; the vase, painted with many purple elks, teetered, but it did not topple.

				“This way,” the attendant said.

				She walked down the side corridor, her shadow long and trailing. Shan walked up to the corridor’s entrance. At her feet, an Induun carpet, the red of deep earth, unfurled the way to hell.

				
					“She followed the woman, of course.”

				

				Your lola looks at you with a shrug.

				“What else could she do?”

				
					“It’s nice to have visitors.”

				

				The attendant spoke with the soft reserve of a spouse who had been told that they speak too loudly in good company. “The emperor hasn’t visited in a very long time. A pity. So much effort went into the finery here. So many wonderful views. Now enjoyed only by the damned.”

				Shan could feel the chill of ghosts all around her. I remember the attendant. When I was dragged into the Summer Home for besmirching His name on the walls of a Shisha temple, it was she who greeted me at the doors. She treated me kindly. She poured me tea in the royal salon that overlooked the verdant sea. She said it was only right that someone enjoy it for once. They called it the Last Kindness; those last few moments of peace, before they throw you in. And a kindness it was, for I cried, to hear the gentle lapping of the waves.

				“Do you not wonder why I am here?” Shan asked as the attendant slid the door open. “Do you not know of all that is happening outside?”

				The attendant laughed—dry, like paper slipping onto an attic floor. “I have been here for more than thirty years. I have heard many noises. I no longer wonder about any of them.”

				“Do you even know that the emperor is dead? That two of His sons are dead?”

				The attendant paused. “Which sons?”

				“Saam and Luubu.”

				“Oh.” The attendant carried on. She opened the last door down the red hall with her bone-white key. “That’s fine then.” The lock clicked and the doors pushed open in a loud groan.

				Before she even saw what lay beyond the door, Shan doubled over from the stench. Again the attendant tutted, taking the girl’s face in her surprisingly strong grip and rubbing with her thumb a powerful smelling-salt paste beneath her nose. “There.” She held Shan’s face up and gazed into the girl’s eyes in an almost loving fashion. Leaning on the attendant’s arm, Shan struggled to her feet, her legs jelly, every reactive instinct in her body demanding that she turn away from this room.

				Plain and unadorned was the entrance to Joyrock. Four white paper walls met at pleasing blackwood beams. There was no furniture, no finery. The room unfurnished but for the hole in the floor. The hole was a perfect circle, wide enough for a boulder to be dropped through, and it was this hole from where the smell plumed; the smell of viscera; of blood, and shit, stale and ancient. A smell that made shapes in the air that one had to force one’s way through, which is what Shan did as she followed the attendant to the edge of the hole. “Most of the blasphemers were dropped in,” the attendant said without much emotion. She gestured to the pile of rope ladder hanging on a wall hook. “But for everyone else, for the good ones, there’s that.”

				With the attendant’s assistance, Shan unfurled the rope, hooked the end to a bolt in the floor, and let the rungs roll off into the hole. The ladder disappeared into the dark, but it wasn’t long till she heard the slap of the end-knot hitting the ground, revealing a drop much shallower than she expected. It had to be shallow. Nothing important could be broken. The demon needed something to chase, after all.

				“There are two warriors outside,” Shan said. “They may already be dead, but if they’re not, and they’re looking for me, can you tell them where I’ve gone?”

				The attendant looked through her. And though Shan did not quite believe her when she nodded and said that she would, she thanked the woman anyway, and she held her breath as she looked into the hole.

				“I have heard tales,” she said, her voice thin and reedy. Her legs shaking as she sat on the lip of the hole and tucked her foot onto the first rung. “Tales that the Third Terror did not kill everyone thrown into the hole. Sometimes he kept them alive. Sometimes for years.”

				The attendant stared at her with glassy eyes. She did not confirm or deny this point.

				Shan looked into the hole one last time. “A man named Radle Araya was thrown into this hole fourteen years ago,” she said. “Do you remember him?”

				“I remember them all,” the attendant said. “He was a kind man, all things considered.” She smiled. “He was one of the few I let use the ladder.”

				Shan could not look at the woman anymore. She was fully on the ladder now. The abyss yawned below her. It seemed to pull at her feet. She shut her eyes and pressed her forehead against the cool stone of the lip.

				“Do you think it possible?” she said. “That the man I seek is still alive?”

				To which the attendant said, “I have known the one you call the Third Terror for his entire life. I have seen the depths of behavior he is capable of. And even I sometimes struggle to predict his actions.”

				
					A small shadow flicked over the bloody promenade,

				

				unnoticed by the combatants dancing between pillars, their weapons sweeping blood across the marble steps. Life was leaking out of the wound in Keema’s abdomen. He had to shake his head into focus as yet another Purple Elk came at him from the side with a shanking blade. He heard Jun grunting somewhere across the promenade, his view blocked by coral shrubbery. I thought to him that we could not fight this many men. And he thought back: I know. A grimness coming over him, failure seeming in that moment inevitable. His blade thunked into a skull. It was as he tried to wedge it out that something hit him from the side, sending him sprawling onto the ground—pain shooting up from his spike wound. His lungs punched for breath. His vision blurred as he rolled over onto his back. He squinted up at the man in purple robes, face fuzzed, arm up over his head as he brought up a sledgehammer. And Keema, in the strange firings of his brain, imagined what it would feel like when the flat of the hammer hit his face. He thought of Vogo Sugo, of all people. The obliteration of the skull. His essence pushed far into the earth until he came out into the Inverted Country. He thought of falling back onto the stage he had just bravely exited, where he would confess to you, the audience, the magnitude of his failure as he tried to keep his swinging jaw in place. It was a strange and sudden vision of a future that never came to pass, for a large shadow jumped across the frame of his vision, taking with it the man with the sledgehammer like a great wind blown in from the god of good fortune. The hammer dropped, cracking the stone upon which it fell. And as Keema brought himself up on his elbow, and then to his feet, his breath heavy, as if filtered through a rock, he noticed that the sounds of battle were fading. That for every clash of steel there was then a guttural noise—the noise a man might make when falling suddenly into a hole he did not expect—and the quiet spray of liquid, like a snapped fountainhead, and all the water that might break free from the pressure. The noises were a strange comfort to him. It was like a release. A sigh of spring. He blinked as he staggered forward, his foot slipping on the carpet of blood before he met a bewildered Jun in the center of this stone park, painted red.

				Jun, wide-eyed, asked Keema if he saw it.

				I asked Jun what he had seen.

				His friend pointed at the foot of the steps to the Summer Home.

				
					He pointed at the purple-feathered bird who sat there.

				

				Keema’s ankles seemed to turn to liquid.

				“It’s you,” he said.

				The bird preened. It flapped its wings but it did not take off, as if showing off its plumage. It lifted its right wing, like a salute, before covering its eyes and beak with that wing, like a trained lover would with an unfurled fan. And then, like a fairgrounds trick, the bird withdrew its wing and transformed before their eyes into its true form.

				What Keema and Jun saw as they looked into the full-moon eyes of the creature was no less than the history of its creation.

				Listen well to this tale.

				
					The Tale of the Demon Prince

				

				“To tell the tale of the boy,” your lola says, “one must first know of the birth, which, like all princes of the Throne, occurred deep in the bowels of the western mountain, behind the fabled Wolf Door.” Granjo lights her cigarette for her as she continues. “When the Moon was presented with the emperor’s bowl of seed, She was bound by the laws of the First Wish to give Him an heir. But She had been imprisoned long enough that She no longer had the desire to follow the law of the First Wish to the letter. And so, for the first time in the long lineage of the rulers of the Moon Throne, She gave Magaam Ossa not one heir but three. It was a small but significant act of rebellion. She drank deep the sour seed and let it take root in Her body, and, when it was time, split the seed into triplets, and in doing so, split amongst them the gifts that, till then, had been given to one. So it was with fury that Emperor Magaam returned to the Wolf Door, only to find three crying babes in the bowl where His seed once dwelt, and then, as He looked upon His sons, a dawning horror as it became apparent what, exactly, the Moon had done.”

				She chuckles mirthlessly.

				“To the firstborn was it given the gift of the power over the elements. Just as the Moon once made Wind and Water dance, during their reign in the Sky, so, too, would Saam Ossa play with and manipulate the natural materials of the world. To the second-born was it given the gift of the power over human thought. Just as the Moon inspired those who basked in Her beams, and earned the praise and worship of the earthbound dwellers who admired Her, so, too, would Luubu Ossa enjoy the reverence and belief that those who listened to his Word would give him. As for the Third. The Last. The most often Forgotten…he was given a most unusual gift.”

				“Unusual indeed,” your father grunts. “When the emperor stood over the bowl of crying babes, a new father ready to look upon His sons, He gasped, and drew His prized knife from its sheath, and pressed the blade to the throat of the boy with the wolf’s head—and where fur met skin, he drew a bead of rich, royal blood.”

				Your lola sighs.

				“To the third-born was it given the gift of transformation,” she says. “Just as the Moon waxed and waned as shifting shadow, so, too, would the Unnamed Ossa enjoy the mutability of form. He would live life as a shapeshifter, as any creature he so desired, though his base form would always be that of a boy with a wolf’s head.”

				“Whatever had stayed the emperor’s blade that day,” your father says, “whatever fleeting glimmer of love He had for His malformed offspring was never made known to the cursed child. For the entirety of the Third Terror’s youth, Magaam showed him nothing but contempt, ashamed as He was that His seed had produced such an ugly and unrefined creature. And as the emperor raged at this feral thing, behind the Wolf Door, in the dark of her prison, the empress smiled.”

				“The boy was born a beast, and he lived as a beast,” your father continues. “Very little about his behavior, his movement, suggested a human lineage. He tore apart his clothes. He refused his table manners, the mats and the dishes. He ate on the floor in the corner. He pissed where he liked. There was no taming such a creature.” Your father looks at you, with apology. “The story of the shunned, misbegotten child remains unchanging through the years. It is the same now as it was then. You know the arc, and the characters. The patriarch who despised him. The brothers who pretended he did not exist, in fear that to do so would earn the wrath of the father.”

				Your brothers crowd around you.

				“Sometimes,” they say to you, “through the slatted windows of his dark room, the child would look out into the courtyard, and he would watch his brothers spar, with their friends, their trainers. He would watch them sweat and laugh and strike at each other. He would watch them play. And he would pant, and scratch at the wood, and he would howl, desperate to join them.”

				“A whip kept him in line,” your father says.

				Your lola nods grimly. “The residents of the palace who had the misfortune of crossing his path were horrified by the sight of him. For but a few years did the emperor withstand the child’s presence, the child’s smell, the child’s many grave disappointments. One day he would be living in a room tucked far away in the royal apartments. Another day, he would be moved to the basement. And then, the locked stables. ‘Wherever I can no longer smell him,’ His Smiling Sun would tell his servants. But it was the day he was found crouched over the ripped-apart remains of a royal retainer—I had whipped the whelp, not realizing that, small as he was, he could very well fight back—that His Smiling Sun thought of a way His child might serve the Throne.”

				Your father lowers his head.

				“We need our children to find their place in this world. Without a place, they are lost.”

				“The labyrinth below the Divine City,” your granjo says at the map. “Once a noble playground, fallen into disuse over the decades, no longer where the court held their summer games—no matter. The labyrinth had found a new purpose.”

				Your lola sighs again, her cigarette finished.

				“They dropped him into the hole when he was eight.”

				
					Into the warrens beneath the earth.

				

				Through the dark and slick caverns that Shan Araya stalked with torch in hand did the Third Terror live out the majority of his forty-odd years. Her heart beat against her brain. She could feel the Rhythm in every pore of her body. The smelling salts unable to hold back the stench of this abattoir. “Radle!” she shouted into the peerless dark. “Radle Araya!” Her shout met only by the rebounding echo of her own voice, her father’s name fleeing away from her as fast as she had spoken it.

				She stepped over a broken rib. A pile of gnawed-on bones. Her torchlight revealed rooms with walls in which a moon had been scratched many times over. She discovered the many little gifts that had been piled before a clumsily etched mural of the empress. Things collected from the people who had been dropped in. A bracelet. A ring. A bloody purse-sack. She looked for anything that might signal her father, any effects he might have had with him. But she found nothing.

				She did not notice the scratches in the wall below the hole itself—the scratches of desperate escape.

				
					“The maze was a prison for both man and monster.”

				

				Your lola breathes out her smoke. “The Third could transform into whatever it was he wished, but his life had been so sheltered, so limited, there were few options that remained to him in the small room of his imagination. He was beaten well for his pale and rabid imitations of his brothers, his father, of any human. And he had seen precious few animals in his time, and not for long enough that he would even consider becoming them.”

				Your brothers murmur: “For decades he lived in the caverns, doing as he was trained and bid to do. He tortured the blasphemers. He ate them. And sometimes, when he grew weary of this life, he tried to climb out of the hole.”

				“He would fall,” your lola says.

				“He would try again,” your brothers say.

				“Thirty years shredded off his blunted claws.”

				“His only friend was the silhouette of a woman who stood at the lip of the hole, looking down at him. An attendant who sang to him sometimes at night, as the child howled pitifully below the hole, while throughout his labyrinth, the blasphemers ran and cried.”

				
					Shan touched the manacles bolted to the walls.

				

				Nearly every body she encountered was not only lost of life, but desiccated. It had been much time since anyone or anything here had been attended to.

				She was deep in the labyrinth now, marking her turns with the arrangement of bones. Torchlight made glimmer the fingernails imbedded in the rock. We scratched at anything we could. The hair and teeth on the ground. It all fell out eventually. The farther she went, the more she could feel herself unravel. The shouts of her father’s name grew more hopeless. Hoarser. There was a ceiling to her breath that her lungs kept hitting. The smelling salts were not enough. The whole world was pouring in through her nostrils, and it smelled like death.

				“Radle Araya,” she said. “Are you here?”

				On she shouted.

				“Father!”

				Hope all but lost when a voice in the distant dark answered back.

				
					“Is…is someone there?”

				

				Your granjo looks at you. “Before they were thrown in, they would be marked. An iron brand on their cheek: a number that told the Third Terror how many years he was to keep the prisoner alive before consuming them. He became good at it. Keeping the body going for longer than it should be able. Though he was still of animal tendency, he learned over the years how to bandage and stop bleeding. For the chained-up prisoners, he would give them water, and he would feed them meat and the stale et ceteras he would be tossed from the mouth of the hole by the attendant. He would release some on occasion. He would unchain them. And then he would chase them. They screamed through the dark.”

				Your brothers shake their heads. “They did not know he was trying to play.”

				“He became caretaker and torturer in one,” your father says. “A combination that is all too easy to fall prey to.”

				“Some days,” your lola adds, “he would be loving as he chewed up and regurgitated the harder cuts for them. Some days he would sulk and they would not see him at all, and they would go hungry. Some days he raged. Frustrated. Trapped.” He picked up a rock and he slammed it into my head. For five years he had kept me alive and he ended it suddenly and I was grateful. “And there were days when he just sat below the hole, looking up. He could speak but one word, in a kind of bark.”

				“That word,” your father says, “was ‘Mother.’ ”

				“The attendant who sang to him,” your lola says, “the attendant who loved him as her own, she knew that it was not for her whom he was calling, but she pretended this was the case all the same. And as she answered his call, and threw treats into the hole, the child continued to howl, yearning for a mother who was not there; a mother far away from that wretched place. He needed Her.”

				
					We are called to our parents like sirens.

				

				Shan crouched over the man who was not her father. This man was wrapped in a bundle on the ground. He had no limbs, and his eyes were glazed in cataracts. It was impossible to tell how old this man was. But she knew it was not him. I had traveled so far in search of the man who had made up the myths of my life. In search of the man who I was told was wonderful and kind and intelligent and who would love me dearly if he ever saw me. I had traveled so far. And for so long. I had come to the lowest place in this land in search of him. And in the end, I had found only a man.

				One, of many.

				“How long have you been down here?” she asked softly.

				With a gentle touch that he winced to receive, she turned his head. The brand on his cheek burned with the number 20.

				His bottom lip trembled. Tears broke from his sunken eyes.

				“Your voice is so beautiful,” he said, his throat wet. When he opened his mouth, she saw that he had no teeth. “Why has this beautiful winged arkana from the Many Heavens come down here, to this place?”

				Shan Araya wiped her eyes.

				“I came looking for my father,” she said.

				He smiled, tear-stained himself. “Many fathers have been through this way.”

				“His name was Radle Araya.” She let out an empty chuckle. “I don’t suppose you have seen him around here.”

				The man looked up; looked past her. “I think I’m the last.”

				Shan breathed out.

				“I am so sorry, my arkana,” the bundled man said. “But this place has been so quiet. The child sometimes cannot help himself. Sometimes he does not heed the numbers.” His lips touched each other, groping. “Is—is the child near? I have been so hungry.”

				Shan did not answer at first. She was silent as she sat beside the man who had endured more than any man should.

				“You should leave,” the toothless man said. “Before he comes back.”

				She looked around the cell with heavy shoulders.

				“I know,” she said quietly.

				He gasped a little when she picked him up. She walked him down the cavernous corridor, following the bones she had marked as her exit. She held him like a baby. It had been a very long time since the man had been held. His cheek wet her shoulder. “I do not understand,” he said. “Why do you save me? I am a sinner. A blasphemer.”

				He sobbed.

				“I am no one.”

				
					Such was the identity of all who dwelt in Joyrock.

				

				“And none of them was less of a man than the demon who called those caverns his kingdom,” your lola says. “The child was a creature born without a name, who with every passing year was more desperate to escape the hell his father had tossed him into. The drafty halls of the Summer Home filled with his sweet, mournful howl as he dreamed of flight—the attendant listening with heartache to his cry as she lay to rest at night. She was the only one the child had in this world, and she did not take that responsibility lightly. It weighed on her, that he suffered so.”

				“Soon,” your granjo says, “news came to the Summer Home that the emperor was going to leave this country, and that before he did, he planned to close Joyrock. The people of the land rejoiced, believing that he was going to free those he had imprisoned there, but the attendant met the news with grim expression. It was clear to her that the emperor was going to kill his child. And so she felt she had no choice but to finally let him go.”

				“She dropped the rope ladder for him,” your lola says. “And she wept and cheered as he ran out of the house and into the world.”

				“The first creature he ate was a bird,” your granjo says.

				“He became purple-feathered and free,” your brothers say. “He flew into the midnight sky.”

				Your father shakes his head.

				“And he had no intention of returning.”

				“The journey to this moment,” your lola says, “of him greeting Keema at the steps of the Summer Palace, was a long one. After he escaped from the labyrinth, he became many things in those brief few months when he was free. A bear. A tiger. He enjoyed the crisp fish in the rivers. The dirt and the trees and the open sky that felt as though he would fall into it. But always he would return to his original form, and with his bloody snout he would sniff the air for Her scent. Under scorching sun and blackest night where She once dwelt, he traveled west to find his mother—his truest mission, and his gravest mistake; little did he know that his father had heard of his escape, and was searching for him. It did not take long at all for the trap to be sprung—at a crossroads, not far from the Palace City, where the Third Terror, mid-flight, was caught under the spell of a sleeping poison that sent his small bird form tumbling into the dirt. When next he woke, it was in a cage in his father’s apartment, a sigil-spell wrapped around his ankles, trapping him in this form, as the man who despised him most of all smiled at him through the bars.

				“The various tortures he endured during that captivity were slight and stupid. Food just out of reach. Water delivered in paltry amounts. Invective and insult drooled over him as his father unleashed His frustrations and His failures on this pathetic creature, both of them trapped in positions that they could not remove themselves from. The child tried to escape, but the cage was unyielding. He saw his brother, the First, and he squawked at him to save him, but his brother looked at him with only a distant curiosity, eyes passing over him, unaware and uninterested in who this bird might be.”

				“It was coincidence that saved him in the end,” your granjo says. “Once he had taken over the tortoise network, Luubu learned all of his father’s secrets, including the identity of the bird in the cage in His royal apartments. Craving the power he might earn upon consuming his younger brother, he orchestrated a plot to have the bird stolen and delivered to him. And he would have been successful had it not been for Keema of the Daware Tribe.”

				“When that lid in the caravan was opened,” your lola says, “and that young man picked him up with gentle confidence and unwittingly undid the binding spells around his ankles, the child was greeted with a rare kindness. And he was—though he did not have the vocabulary to describe it himself—smitten.”

				“We fall in love so easily,” your brothers say.

				“He was taken with the warrior,” your lola says. “His warm touch. His face—the light coming in through the canvas flap made him seem born of a golden river.”

				“In Joyrock,” your brothers say, “very little was beautiful.”

				“The child had experienced a limited range of wants. Hunger. Thirst. Mother. Father. Brother.”

				“But desire,” your father says. “Desire was new.”

				Your lola smiles. “After he attacked Keema’s face, and gathered himself, he followed the young man who had saved him, and—animal though he might be—he paid back his debts by helping him on his journey east. He took down the messenger who was bringing word of warning to Rabbit Gate Checkpoint. In the Thousand, he surveyed the river before they traveled it. He knew their boat would pass a village that was filled with men and women who, upon one sight of their tortoise cargo and their imperial insignias, would have slaughtered them. So he slaughtered them first.”

				“Preemptive strike,” your father says.

				“The child did everything he could to help them on their way. When a fork came in the river, one leading toward the ambush and the other leading past a Daido, straight through an empty river, the Terror flapped its wings and squawked, and was heartbroken when it was unheeded. But still it came back to help, like the lovesick child it was, returning once more during the siege of the Bowl, saving Keema and the empress from the gunner on the swiveling ballista. He tore apart Induun and Yinn and Maada and the Panjet-Waags after he saw Induun’s men capture Keema. And he would’ve killed Jun, too, but he knew that Keema liked Jun—He knew this, and stewed over it as he watched the two of them duel throughout the week, seething with jealousy.”

				“It should be me he duels!” your father shouts as the Terror.

				“Yes, he knew Keema liked Jun,” your brothers say. “For now.”

				“But now,” your lola says, “Keema would only have to look at him as he was, and surely he would appreciate all he had done for him.”

				“Look.”

				
					The Third Terror held forth Djove Induun’s head.

				

				Induun’s jaw hung slack, his sunken, upturned eyes like that of a priestly martyr. The Terror clenched the head in his jaws as his human arms and legs galloped up to Keema as would a dog, and deposited the head at his feet. A gift. The creature looked up at him, panting.

				“He loves you,” said the attendant at the top of the steps. She was tearing up at the sight, her hand on her chest. “What a day this is. He returns, and he is in love. My son.”

				When Keema breathed in and looked down at the wolf-man, when their eyes met, a link was made, and the Terror, through the silent meeting of their minds, shared with him his story. Keema learned of the labyrinth, of the escape, of all this creature had done for him on his journey. He learned of the creature’s desire for him, to be with him, duel with him. And perhaps it was some residue of feeling from the empress that he had inherited, but when Keema looked upon the creature’s purple feathers on the creature’s snout, at his fur and tufted ears, he felt pity. Pity for the body of a full-grown man, hunched and apelike. Knuckles pawing at the floor. Sniffing Keema’s feet for acceptance. But that pity curdled when the creature rose to his shaking legs. Look at me, Keema. When he stood, taller than any human by many heads. His body muscle and sinew. Thick, blood-pumping veins running across his broad chest, and down his sculpted arms, like his own private Roads Above and Below. Every part of his body seemed to breathe and pulse with power. Even the organ between his legs, which was fully erect, like a stone hammer. Look at me.

				And Keema stepped back, overwhelmed and repulsed.

				
					“He was denied,” your lola said sadly.

				

				“The creature, denied his embrace, shrunk away, embarrassed, ashamed, hiding himself behind the attendant’s legs as these new emotions burned like pieces of hot metal in his gut. With despair he watched the Red Peacock wield his hatchet, and Keema, after gathering himself, stand beside his friend, and the Terror did not understand what he had done wrong. He had saved this warrior time and time again. He had delivered him the gift of the head of the most powerful man in the country. He had done anything and everything to earn this warrior’s affections. And though he had never thought of himself as princely, in this moment, he believed he had been denied his due.”

				
					“And they have the gall to deny you!” the attendant spat.

				

				“You are strong and you are beautiful and it is your turn to deny THEM!” Madly, she shouted, “Go into Joyrock! A woman trespasses in your lair! A woman prized by these fucking fools! Kill the woman and make bitter their victory!”

				The wolf-boy trembled with fury. He sprinted up the steps and disappeared into the mansion.

				Keema and Jun ran past the snarling attendant, giving chase.

				
					At the entrance of Joyrock, Shan sighed.

				

				The entirety of the rope ladder lay at her feet, for someone had severed it off from the bolt with a knife. The man in her arms was silent as she looked up at the hole. He seemed to be basking in the warmth of her body, the softness of her shoulder skin. She ignored his bizarre nuzzling and wondered to herself how she might get out of here. But she grew worried when she felt the nuzzling stop, the man in her arms trembling like a cold bird.

				Wetness dampened her palms.

				He was pissing himself.

				“He’s home,” he whispered.

				She listened: past the sound of the displaced air at the mouth of the hole, that low and vibrant hum, she heard in the distance the small patter of quick footsteps. Like a sprinter on the other end of a large house. She heard doors slap open. She heard the footsteps become larger. The man in her arms began to cry, murmuring, “I am so hungry,” as a true and bone-deep fear took root in Shan. She dropped the torch so that she could hold the spear in one hand and the man in the other, and ran back into the labyrinth. In a panic she went left, and then right, before deciding to go left again, randomly. Straight into the dark.

				“He’s home…he’s home,” the man whispered. She tried to shush him. She begged him to be quiet.

				
					Someone dropped into the hole.

				

				The sound of the fall echoed throughout the glistening caverns. Shan held her breath and pressed herself into a shallow alcove, clutching the mewling man’s face into her shoulder, no doubt suffocating him, but she needed him to be quiet.

				Whoever had dropped into the hole began to sniff the air. Large, vibrant sniffs.

				She crept away.

				
					The child sniffed the earth.

				

				His fingers gripped wet rock as his snout traced the scent of sweat and skin and dirt. Easy to pick her out of the other scents. She smelled like sweet earth. She smelled like fresh hair. Like wheat. He went faster.

				“He’s here…” a man in the distance moaned, “…he’s here…”

				His ears pricked up.

				The Terror in a sprint rounded the corner. He saw at the end, slumped against the wall the limbless man, abandoned.

				“I’m so hungry…” the limbless man whispered.

				And indeed so was the Terror. He could have eaten the world in that moment. But for all the times the Terror had been tricked and trapped, perhaps it speaks well of his character, in some small, sick way, that he never learned his lesson. That he remained guileless to the end. For the abandoned man on the ground was not quite abandoned, as he quickly learned, when Shan leapt out of the shadowed alcove and lanced him with her spear. It was but a scratch. A shallow line made down his shoulder, but a palm’s length, and bright with blood. A wound any warrior might easily shrug off—Shan herself had dozens like it across her body, just from today. But what neither she nor the Terror knew was that in the forging of this spear, her father had blessed the tip with a fistful of sacred moondust—a magick profound in its effect on both god and demon.

				The cut sent him shrieking into the dark, without looking back.

				
					In the heart of Joyrock, he huddled.

				

				Clutching his wound, licking it, the blood sour on his tongue, but no administration would comfort the sizzling hurt that emanated from his shoulder. He sat on the floor beside a broken manacle while blood seeped down his back. As the pain wended its way down into his heart, he felt the darkness of the labyrinth surround him, pressing down on him. He had gone so far, only to end up back here, alone. Slowly, he lay down on his side and shuddered.

				He wanted his mother.

				He burped.

				His hand swelled.

				His leg shook, the skin ripping down the bone.

				
					As he transformed, Shan ran.

				

				She turned the slick corners of the labyrinth, not daring to look behind her to see if he was chasing her—a desperate heave to her breath, until she turned the last corner and saw the halo of light in the high ceiling.

				The walls began to shake. Bits of rock crumbled down around her. Below her there was some great shrugging of the earth, and she almost lost her step, dropping her spear and catching herself just before she body-slammed the man in her arms. Grimacing, she stood back up, gripping the spear, and she kept going. She headed for the hole. She saw no reason to hope that she might make it out of there alive, but what other choice did she have but to try—even if she had to shatter her fingernails crawling out of this pit, she would try—and she wept, joyfully, when like a prayer answered, the two warriors were there, standing in the light of the entrance, reaching for her.

			

			
				THE END OF THE DAY

				
					Listen to the inhalation.

				

				On the docks that led out from the cove at the bottom of the Summer Cliffs, the eastward winds howled around the workers as they looked without hope upon all the turtled ships. We knew there was fighting up above; you could almost make out the sounds above the wind, almost…. But fighting didn’t matter so much to us. We were dead men already. Their despondency owing to the fact that they did not know the emperor was no more, and they had assumed that the god-king would be delivering His punishments to each of them personally for their failure to rescue His prized crafts, which were both expensive and time-consuming to create, and were all tipped on their sides, useless. We were more than dead men.

				They sat around the pier, sharing a strong drink. “Maybe He’ll understand,” one of the men joked. The others laughed. Their leader, sitting on a barrel facing the shore, slid off his perch and flicked away his joint.

				“Do you see that?” he said.

				The workers gathered around him, following his finger out to the sea-barren horizon.

				
					Up above, within the walls of the Divine City,

				

				in one of the upper reaches of the nobility apartments, a group of children gathered around the salon window, the girl holding up a spyglass while her brothers tried to wrestle it from her. Their parents were in the midst of being served tea by their servants, doing their best to ignore the noises from outside and the barricade of furniture they had erected in front of their own door, when the mother, with cup trembling in her hand, noticed the children behaving oddly. “I told you not to go near the window,” she said, walking over to them. “And what are you looking at anyway?”

				Her daughter pressed the spyglass into her hand.

				“There’s a wall,” she said. “Look.”

				“Of course there’s a wall.”

				“No, behind the wall. There’s another wall. Way over there.”

				The mother, who had, only an hour ago, removed a clump of hair from her head that had come unstuck from stress, breathed in the last of her patience and humored her child. She looked at the wall of the Divine City. And then she looked over it.

				“Oh,” she said, her lungs empty of air.

				Behind her, the servant and the father exchanged a meaningful glance, for they had been having an affair for years now and believed the mother’s gasp was simply yet another example of her histrionics.

				
					But underneath his wagon, the trinket seller heard it.

				

				He was clutching his favorite pornographic tablet to his chest, of a woman in a loose robe with legs spread open to the viewer, her eyes welcoming them home, when he slowly lowered his head to the dirt and, with his ear pressed to the ground, heard below all the hoofbeats and bootsteps and collapsing bodies a faraway roar, like an army of lions many hills away.

				
					And he knew that the worst was yet to come.

				

				This is how it began to those who were watching and listening: as a curiosity, too far away to matter, and too big to make sense of. Surely the blue band in the distance was a mere trick of the eye and nothing more, and even if it were not, surely it was not coming out for them. But indisputably, to those who continued to watch, the band rose high and higher, gaining in amplitude to a degree that made the bottom of the stomach drop out, as the body understood the true ratio of their respective proportions.

				Spyglasses cracked, as they slipped from the fingers and bounced off the ground.

				It wasn’t long till the first calls were shouted out from the highest districts of the Divine City to the lowest:

				
					A wave is coming! A wave is coming!

				

				The sun was soon swallowed by its crest. A strange half-light illuminated the land. A colorless twilight that softened all shadows and made the world seem submerged in a basin of ghosts. The people who had given up, the ones waiting along the cliffside that overlooked the shore, they observed the approaching wave with a grim acceptance. There were even vendors handing out food for free, though few had any appetite for meat skewered on sticks. We couldn’t even raise our hands to shoo them away. We just ignored them and they continued on, they as dazed as we were, wandering down the ever-lengthening line of people who had given up and were no longer hungry.

				Some enterprising individuals with tools for this sort of thing measured the distance the wave was from land, and after some quick math done with a finger in the air, determined that they had a little more than an hour left to live. It wasn’t much time. Some people spent it alone, others with company. We fucked right there on the open field. People watched as I put my fingers in his mouth, but it didn’t matter. We just wanted to feel good. And while this subset of the population observed the steady and inexorable source of their demise, the fighting outside the city and within it continued. Honor guards screamed as hatchets rained down on them. Two free-bands had been eradicated entirely, their corpses stepped on and over as the remaining groups warred for supremacy, of what, even they were no longer sure—if ever there was purpose to the battle in the beginning of all this, that purpose had long since evaporated. A furious arrow dug its way into a woman’s heel before she could spike another woman’s back with her blade. Blood ran down the slanted streets of the Divine City and stained the outskirt fields. A warrior stood atop a dead horse, fending off Silver Monkeys with his broad ax. The wave was rising, and the world was running out of time, and it seemed that no one quite knew how to spend it.

				As Keema and Jun and Shan ran out of the Summer Home, Keema glanced at the always-startling view of the coast, and his eyes widened when he saw the blue stretch of wave in the distance, reaching higher than the cliffs, than the walls, than even the highest point of this grand city, and he remembered what this moonlit body had told them: that once it was too late, it was too late. Finish what you mean to finish before you doom us all.

				What if they were too late?

				Jun read this thought. I told him we couldn’t think that. We had to keep going. And Keema knew he was right.

				“What’s this?” Shan shouted as the ground began to tremble.

				Instinct told them to look behind them.

				The Summer Home stood tall and still in the half-light.

				“I think—” Jun began.

				
					And then a giant hand burst through the front doors.

				

				The tall blackwood doors ripped apart like paper. The stone-and-coral edifice swelled and exploded. Daggers of refined quarry rock and hard-packed and ancient sea stuff punctured congratulatory banners. All they saw were the tips of the giant fingers coming toward them, like a nightmare, before Jun grabbed Shan—and I thought to Keema: Push us back!—and he and Keema propelled each other backward, clear across the now-crackling promenade, narrowly avoiding the massive hand that slapped down onto the front steps to the palace, shattering the foundation.

				The head attendant reached up to greet him as he crushed her.

				Soon the rest of him emerged. They watched from a nearby rooftop as the hand continued its searching grasp, obliterating the statues of emperors past, before the fingers dug into the ground and pulled the rest of the body out of the disintegrating house.

				A man, naked and slick and pulsing as if newly birthed, and as tall as the palace itself. His skin was punctured with large, shimmering purple feathers that flexed out when he breathed. His legs were grotesque in their muscularity, his flaccid penis dripping between them. His eyes were still white and bottomless, that of a panting wolf, but instead of fur, it was purple feathers that decorated his pronounced snout. Somehow, Keema could tell that he was smiling.

				“MOTHER,” the Terror said, his voice booming as loud as the war horn. There was a hesitation to his movements, as if unused to this new growth. As he stood, the last of the palace fell off his shoulders, and behind him, they saw the backdrop of a blue wave as high as the heavens.

				Shan shouted: “We can’t fight him here! We need to get him out of the city.”

				“MOTHER!” the Terror shouted again, grasping at the air ahead of him.

				Keema looked around. The shape of the city was a spiral, which they were at the center of; they would be doing the same amount of damage no matter which direction they went. He asked Shan which way they should lure him. She pointed south. “There are few residences that way, so long as you keep him going in a straight path.”

				“He sees us,” Jun said.

				The wolf’s eye widened. His startlingly human hands reached out as a purple tongue lolled between thick, brilliant fangs. Jun backed into Shan and put her on his back, the nameless man squeezed between them. She did not complain, knowing there was no time for pride in this moment. Keema tucked the bag of bones under his arm and lifted the spear. They tossed each other to the next domed rooftop, landing on their feet this time, while the giant man crashed into the manse they had been standing on. The house bloomed like a summer flower, its petals scattered, a chunk of roof flipping down the curved street before exploding against the delicate eaves of a high-district teahouse. Screams echoed out from within the rubble. “Remember, straight line,” Shan said. They leapt two more rooftops away, these ones lower down the incline. Keema nodded and whistled at the wolf-man. He put down the spear and lifted the bag up above his head. “She’s over here!”

				The beast, half-cast in gray light, swiveled its head. “KEEMA,” he said as he took another step forward.

				But there was yet an uncertainty to his step, made more difficult because the entire city was a slope, and he was now going down an incline. He misjudged the landing of his right foot. His ankle bent.

				He was sent tumbling forward.

				Three stomachs dropped. There was no time to leap out of the way. The body, flopping down the hill, hands windmilling as it tried to stop itself, crashed into the courthouse they stood upon. Jun and Shan and the nameless man were separated by the blast. Jun was thrown through the paper shutters of a nearby balcony. Shan and her charge fell into the swirling dust and detritus below. Keema had made it to another rooftop, a coral spire, in brief awe at the destruction: the city looked like a hill a child had rolled down, the buildings crushed and indented into the earth like blades of grass. Clear imprints of the body were left behind on the surface of the high district; giant purple feathers fluttered into alleyways.

				The Terror’s body was now tangled amid the rubble. He let loose a loud groan as his legs shifted, trying to find purchase to stand, his toes dragging through entire streets. Keema searched for the others, only realizing as he slid down the roof that the spear was gone.

				
					It was stuck in a floorboard.

				

				When Shan Araya fell into the courthouse depths, she thought for sure it was the end. It was an odd sensation, to fall so freely—at once so quick and so slow, enough time to think about her mother. How much time they had wasted being apart. But it was not the end. She had landed on her back, but somehow she was okay. And the man was still, miraculously, in her arms, unconscious, yet breathing.

				The wind was knocked out of her; as she recovered her breath, coughing against the smog, she began to realize that what she landed on was soft, with give—it was strangely moist, like skin after a run—and when the thing beneath her swelled with breath, a shiver of revulsion made her stomach bubble when she saw that what she sat on was the Terror’s right shoulder blade. She stood up quickly—too quickly—and lost her balance, slipping down the muscular curve of his arm before crashing onto the floor, reflexively protecting the man in her arms as she hit the bottom. Groaning, she looked up. Most of the ceiling was gone, but two-thirds of the walls were still standing. A crow cackled from a drooping beam of wood. She cut her foot on a sharp rock as she stumbled through the still-clearing dust clouds. The long building. And then, squinting, she saw through the dust clouds something large and white illuminate the ruined dark, and she thought for one dazzled moment that it was the Moon, returned to them all.

				She gasped and dropped to the ground, on her back, clutching the nameless man close to her.

				The wolf’s eye had opened. A deep whimper was let loose from its snout as it tried to rise up. The eye was so large, Shan imagined stepping into it and into another world. But then she saw the spear, wedged into the floorboards not far from her, and she had a different dream for it.

				She put the man down and crawled forward, pausing, when the Terror mewled in its rumbling, unsure voice: “W-WHY K-KEEMA…”

				The moon half-shut, despondent.

				She stood up and went for the spear. Her hands gripped the pole as she summoned the weapon from its deep wedge. Her lips twisting. Her palms rough and to the point of bleeding as she pulled, pulled. The moon-eye slowly opened as the wolf’s ear perked to the sound of something nearby. She was then silhouetted by this eye, full and piercing and white. Her heart stopped.

				The spear zipped out of the floorboard.

				“KEEMA?” the beast asked.

				Shan said nothing. No wise words. No sentiment.

				She just threw the spear at her target.

				The moon exploded.

				
					And the Terror howled.

				

				“MOTHER! MOTHER!”

				Keema had just found Jun in the apartment he had been thrown into, coming back to consciousness, when the massive body began to thrash. We felt the world trembling as his fists pounded into the earth. We felt it all coming apart. The Terror swept his arms left and right, clearing out the space around him before clutching at the bleeding gash in his face. Keema and Jun ran out to the balcony in time to see him rise. There was a sickly countenance to his skin now; a translucency that seemed to sag and stretch and beg to slough off the bone. His remaining eye was a milky white substance without pupil, a furious void. He reached out at the air and grabbed at nothing. He was a child again. He sniffed the air. His snout directed at the two of them, and the sack of bones that Jun carried. “MOTHER? MOTHER!”

				When he took another step his knee buckled, and he stumbled forth and fell again, Keema’s heart seizing as he watched this man roll toward them; but this time they were ready. With their god gifts they tossed each other out of the way as the ball of limbs bouldered through the city, taking with him building after building. Bright-red coral shrapneled everywhere. “Fuck!” Jun shouted, and Keema echoed this sentiment as they flung themselves upward and chased after this writhing form of destruction. They flew through cratered houses and splintered spires and the people who had not yet fled, some of whom were crushed by the body and others who looked around dazed as they stumbled out of the rubble. We watched the two demons run past us, glad that it was not us that they hunted.

				The Terror had rolled down to the second-to-last district. He was half inside of a wide hall, a magisterial building where forms were filed and trading negotiations were signed off on. Most of the people who had been hiding within that building ran away, though there were some who stayed to fight, impotently sticking the pointy ends of whatever they could grab into the soles of his feet or his hand as he pushed himself back upright. The spears and swords got wedged into the flesh but made it nowhere near anything vital or weak. He bit at a clutch of people. Legs squirmed between clenched jaws. The last thing I saw was the roof of his mouth before his tongue pressed me into it. The Terror stood up without noticing the small army that attacked his toes as he clutched at his eye wound and took in another inhalation through his wet nostrils, the breath so strong it made the roofs rattle against the updraft of air. Slowly he turned toward Keema and Jun, who had made it down to a nearby building. I told Jun that we had to lure him away.

				To which I said to Keema that was a fine plan, if impossible, and did he have any destination in mind.

				I pointed toward the cliffside. That was where I thought we could knock him into the ocean.

				It was the only plan they had.

				“Your mother is here!” Jun shouted; now it was him holding up the bag. The giant raised himself up. Keema and Jun shouted for people to get out of the way—They did not need to tell us twice—as they leapt from roof to roof, toward the southern wall, luring the sniffing snout of the beast in their direction. The people scattered through the streets. To anywhere. It was too much. There were five ends of the world, and to run away from one meant running into another. They leapt over the wall, and shortly after, the colossus burst through the stonework, the wide jaxite gate coming unhinged, rolling out of its slot, wheeling through what remained of the pilgrims’ tent city like a giant coin, skipping through abandoned wagons that exploded underneath its weight into clouds of wood shrapnel. The free-bands were no longer fighting, nor the honor guards; they were running away with the people, except for the brave few who helped others out of collapsed rubble, and shouted directions toward the city’s exit.

				The two warriors bounded through the remains of the tent city, clearing people out of the way with smooth flicks of the hand that carried the crying bystanders aloft through the air—for one moment, before the end, I flew, and I thought this was it, I was dead—and landed them not so gently onto the beaten grass beyond the field of battle. At the outskirts, when Keema and Jun turned, they realized the giant was no longer following them. He had stopped just outside the walls of the city, staring with his one good eye at the approaching great wave in the distance.

				He was stunned. He was frightened.

				The child took a step back. A soldier was crunched beneath his heel. He backed himself toward the hole in the wall that all the civilians were pouring out of, wanting nothing more than to return to the labyrinth, to familiar safety.

				“She’s over here!” Jun screamed, holding the bag, but the Terror had eyes only for the impending wave.

				He took another step back.

				And another.

				A dark and luminous shadow draped over the river of people streaming into the fields.

				The heel coming down on them.

				A man held his child to his chest.

				If there was one last thing I held in this world, it would be her.

				And then a snap of color exploded from beneath the shadow. A frizzle of jerin blue and blood red. Spikes of neon green and serrations of royal purple. The colors shot up with increased strength. White blossoms popped. Constellations of red and orange. The fireworks slung into the air and exploding in a rainbow of furious color while the trinket seller laughed desperately as he lit his wagon on fire, his livelihood. Streamers twirled into the sky. The loud crack in the air caught the wolf’s ear. The Terror turned. A dragon’s breath of color blew up in his face and he howled, his eye temporarily blinded by the light. He withered from the fireworks, the people, and careened into the now-emptied fields south of the city, following the one thing he had left in the world: the scent of his mother’s bones.

				He called to her.

				“MOTHER!”

				And the flow of her scent, like stardust, led him through the resolving dark. Up an ever-steepening hill. But he did not ask where they were going. In his blind groping, his scrabbling, his wolf senses trusted her smell completely, without question.

				
					Up to the cliff that overlooked the sea.

				

				Keema and Jun stood together on the edge of that sharp, dagger-toothed rock that jutted out from the cliff. As they watched the giant clamber toward them, fingers digging into the dirt as it reached up at them, its bellowing and desperate tones for its mother singing through the air, Jun looked over at Keema, and Keema looked over at Jun.

				“I would’ve won,” Keema said. “If we had ever had a proper duel. Fully rested. I would’ve won.”

				Jun smiled.

				“Fuck off,” he said, which, to Keema’s ears, had the same melody as I love you.

				And then the Terror arrived, ready to be delivered into his mother’s arms, and the two warriors, with hands pressed into the earth, sent a pulse through the ground and severed the rock from the mainland.

				They slipped together into the abyss.

				The blue sky was darkening behind the wave as Keema and Jun floated down, carrying each other to the ocean floor. Their feet touched the silt one after the other, sinking into the soft and giving earth. Thousands of fish lay dead around them, but most striking of all were the giant capsized junk ships that surrounded them. The junk ships were towering behemoths. They could’ve carried hundreds of warriors in their berths. Keema and Jun regarded these vestiges of the Moon Throne. Their sails hanging from their masts like dead skin off broken bones, their hulls cratered, cracked open like tajelines. It was as fitting a backdrop as any, to end the royal line.

				“M-MOTHER…”

				The Third Terror had not fallen as gently as they. He writhed around on the sand, no longer a colossus, but still large, and thrashing. Keema and Jun approached him carefully. We just had to keep him here till the wave came. The fall had short-circuited some essential part of him, it seemed, as his body spasmed, his limbs erupting into various large and terrible forms. Wings of black cartilage sprouted from his writhing back before withering off like crumbling charcoal. His right leg shot out into tentacular forms while his left cracked into the backward joints of panthers and lions, toes flexing into paws, a vulture’s claw. His arms bristling with purple feathers that shed from him in great plumes, carpeting the silt below him. They could feel the waves of pain coming off his body; pain, and fear, as he looked past the ships, at the leviathan wave that would be here any minute now.

				In his spasming, he turned to the cliff’s face.

				He was going to run.

				The writhing creature went tense, like a dog ready to charge, its oddly jointed feet digging into the damp sand, kicking up a spray of it as it ran full-tilt toward the cliff. Keema leapt into its path, his hand held out. An easy swipe sent him flying. He crashed through the soaked hull of the Jorro. When Jun leapt and swung the hatchet at the Terror’s dangling limb, a tentacle looped around Jun’s back and clutched him around the neck, the appendage turning into a white-knuckled hand that brought Jun up to the Terror’s wolfish face, all thoughts of escape now gone from the Terror’s mind, his remaining eye wide and furious, for he saw in Jun’s face the face of his brother, who soaked in all of their father’s love, and he saw the face of his rival, who basked in all of Keema’s love, and the face of the bastard who snuck away all of his mother’s love—in whose body his mother dwelt in that very moment, affording him Her power. And to the rabid child it seemed that all of his problems would go away if he just squeezed hard enough on this tiny body. And so he did, and the veins popped in Jun’s neck, his face red, and then purple. His mouth jawing to speak but with no air to speak it.

				
					The force of the squeeze was so great even you feel it now.

				

				The splinters run through the theater, and the stage cracks in half, the audience flinching as the high walls tremble. This moonlit body looks up at the crumbling edifice as a wind blows in and the braziers go out.

				
					Jun is unconscious.

				

				Jun is about to pop.

				
					“Wait! A duel!”

				

				The braziers light up again as the Terror relaxes its grip on the throat of the boy in its grasp; the wolf’s head turning to see Keema limping from the destroyed hull of the Jorro, holding out his hand, beseeching the child to stop. “A duel.” He coughed pathetically. There was blood on his lip, his chin. “I”—blood swallowed—“I challenge you to a duel.”

				Somewhere, long ago, a young boy clawed at the windows to play with his brothers.

				He whimpered to be included.

				And now, at the Daware man’s unexpected invitation, he could not help but pant with delight.

				“Yes,” Keema said, strangely moved by the creature’s reaction, even now, even with the world at stake. “A duel. Just you and me. If I win, you stop. You just…stop. If you win, well…you win.”

				Jun’s body slipped out of the child’s relaxed grip, and slumped onto the silt. Keema resisted the urge to run to him, keeping his eyes on the child, who was now his own height, if a bit taller—he was on all fours, sitting like a dog waiting to play fetch. His right eye was missing, his fur matted with blood, but he didn’t seem to mind.

				It was time to play.

				
					The sky darkened.

				

				The people along the cliffside sat with legs dangling as they watched the two small figures down below meet amongst the ruins of His Smiling Sun’s grounded ships. With little else to hold on to, we watched the man of poor fortune face the Demon of Joyrock. We were soon to die, but at least, we thought, we would see one more duel before our untimely end.

				Some of them even began to cheer, as the two combatants prepared to fight.

				The water roared behind them.

				
					The boundary was drawn.

				

				Keema drew the circle in the silt with a piece of timber from one of the boats. He did it quickly with Her Gift, the wood moving of its own accord, to his wishes, while Keema stood to the side, clutching at the vicious wound in his side. He smiled without joy.

				I thought I was a god.

				Why was I still bleeding?

				His head was swimming as he asked the child if he was ready, to which the child dug in and jumped around and ran to his end of the circle.

				“Right,” Keema said, his hand on his wound.

				He breathed in.

				“Positions!” he shouted, wincing as he drew into his stance. Right foot forward, right hand out. A laugh escaping his lips as he saw the Terror snap into a startlingly professional stance, his naked, muscular body tensed and ready to tear him apart. His snout wet, his many teeth bared.

				The two boys, who once wanted nothing more than someone to fight, now faced each other.

				“Begin!”

				
					Against the backdrop of the rising wave, and the dead ships, they rumbled.

				

				It would not go into the scrolls of history as the finest of all fights. It was in fact over almost as soon as it began, for the truth of the matter was that Keema was injured and weak and the Terror was a creature of pure strength whose life had been dedicated to the hunting and killing of prey. To his credit, the Terror obeyed the laws of the duel. He did not bite, and he did not scratch. And Keema put up as good a fight as any in his situation might when faced against a god-child. Four blows, two deflections. A kick rounded into the Terror’s jaw, and the Terror taking the blow as a parent might their child’s playful slap. The duel ending when the Terror swept Keema off his feet with a kick to the shins, and with his muscled and veiny hand pressed his throat into the ocean floor.

				It was over. Keema had no more fight in him.

				He patted his hand against the ground in concession.

				It was over. It was over.

				I’d lost.

				The wolf looked down at him. The child’s snout was pressed up against his nose, the wolfish breath hot against his face. He was certain that the Terror was now going to eat him alive. He even shut his eyes, to ready himself for the first crunching bite.

				But the bite never came. Instead, the child’s hand released his neck, and, no longer pinned to the ground, Keema sat up and watched as the child stepped back, and then bowed, as he had watched all the others do after a duel well fought. Beaten, Keema rose to his wobbling feet, and he bowed back. And then the child walked over to the bag of his mother’s bones, where he curled up and laid his head, for after all these years, all this time, he was satisfied.

				
					Jun woke up with Keema smiling down at him.

				

				“I had the most wonderful dream,” Jun whispered, “that you lost yet another duel.”

				Keema, with tears in his eyes, laughed. He helped Jun to his feet.

				They turned to face the wave. It towered above them at such a height that it was almost impossible to register.

				“It’s not stopping,” Jun said. He sounded exhausted. Replete.

				He was right. The wave had not yet sensed them. It was not shrinking to meet them. Keema doubted it was even aware of their presence. But he was not afraid. He knew what needed to be done.

				“We have to make it see us.”

				He took off his sandals. His toes pressed into the silt. He felt the world on the soles of his feet: the dead flop of the fish, the slowing thump of the Terror’s heartbeat. The roiling tremor of the great wave as it tore across the ocean floor in wild grief. I asked Jun through our link if he felt it. The sounds. The Rhythm that connected us to the wave. And he told me that he did. And I knew that together, we could do it. So I held out my hand.

				
					And I asked him if he would dance with me.

				

				When Jun took his hand, Keema wanted to laugh, because for his whole life he wished he was brave enough to ask this question, and in the end it was so easy. The meeting of their hands seeming almost inevitable. Jun followed him in the steps that had no name, at least not yet, for the story was still writing itself. One day in the endless loop of history, in the circular currents of its water, where there was no future, and no past, these steps would be inscribed in the shaft of an antique wooden weapon, and would tell the tale of these two warriors.

				“I would hold the spear in my hands,” your lola says, “and I would wonder what these markings meant. Words and meaning lost to history, but in their grooves my hands would feel a sense of purpose, a sense of warmth.”

				She smiles, as she sits with your family, and puts out her cigarette.

				“I would feel like I was home.”

				It would only be later, as people recounted what had happened or what they heard had happened, that they would settle on a title for what the two warriors performed on that day. It was a title that, like the other dances of the land, was described in its own movements, in the way two men leapt in synchronicity and landed on solid feet and held each other against the coming end. And we thought the movements together, and we expressed with our bodies that same thought. We were not ourselves anymore but each other, speaking through our bodies to a wounded and grieving land. And what we said was this:

				The body holds the body.

				The arms hold the spear.

				
					And the spear cuts through water.

				

				The water stopped, as if frozen—as if the energies that composed the wave had gone still to listen to the whisper of the sky. And then it split, right down the middle, like a part in the hair, like a crack of the shell of a tajeline.

				Like two wings, unfolding.

				The people on the cliff watched in stunned awe as the wave unzipped itself. It became two arms of water, reaching out to either side of itself, before turning inward, converging toward the Terror, the empress’s bones, and the two young men standing before the end of the world.

				The both of them were seized with a sudden fear of the end. A bodily reaction to the walls of water barreling toward them, ready to crush them. Jun ran up to Keema and held him, and Keema cradled the back of Jun’s head with his hand, feeling the sharp stubble of his shaved head. Their hearts bird-wing rapid. The two of them slumped against each other, shoulder against chest, like two rocks balanced over some great chasm in an act of trust that seems both impossible and ancient, before they were swept away on that incredible tide. Pulled and pushed in a thousand directions until Keema was sure that his body was going to be torn apart, a fist of water pressed against his ears and his nose and his mouth until he felt it come out—Her, expelled from his body—and he thought he saw the impression of Her in the Water, Her faint smile bubbling into nothing but dark foam as She was returned to her greatest love, and he was glad he had this last measure of peace before the end, before the Water continued to crawl into him and swell up his lungs and his body went into some great ecstatic thrashing, convulsing without breath, and his mind went warm and dull as he wondered if this was what it was like, to be held, and how sorry he was that this was how he found out, and how glad he was that it was over. To the Sleeping Sea he would go, to join the energies of those who had passed before him, and had become once more synonymous with the world. Perhaps he would return as the eyes of a fish, or the pulsing heart of a creature deep below who wakes only rarely, only when time strikes it appropriate to do so, and it stands and brings with it to the surface a mighty pearl the size of the Moon, which it might throw up into the sky to give the people another holy satellite by which to walk on their way to their loving nighttime trysts beyond the village gates. This he might next become, these the last fireworks of thoughts that erupted from his brain as the Water filled him up—or maybe it would be even simpler than that. Maybe he would move up, instead of down. Maybe he would be drawn up into the sky. Higher than even the mountain from which his family might’ve come. Wherever the warriors of Daware had once laid their claim. Living inside of a dark cloud above the land, as it swelled and thundered before the burst. Maybe he would be the sound of drums itself.

				
					Maybe the rain.

				

				And then, for the first time in a very long time, it did rain. The sky broke open and the grass was fed more than dew and the trees glowed green as they fed from the water that soaked their roots. And the people held out their buckets and their cloth sheets and their open mouths and they tried to catch as much of it as possible. We tried to fill our bellies. We tried to get our fill. But there was only so much they could do on such short notice. All they could do was drink deeply from the sudden and surprising gift. Shan, standing in the plains with her warriors, held up her hands to the falling water. The trinket seller picked up the remnants of his blown-up wagon with his reunited driver as he wondered what had become of the young gods he had tried to squeeze for luck.

				Over the mountain palace it rained. Over the rubble of Tiger Gate. Over the terraced rice paddies and the mouths of the Thousand Rivers and the fishers’ houses. Over the canals and the waterways and the Bowl of Heaven and the canyons beyond. The last of the ape castes gesturing their thanks to the sky. The levels of the rivers rose and overflowed, the veins pumping once more as the land breathed again under sheets of rain, torrents of it. The leaves smacked like drumskins. The people’s thirst finally slaked. We looked up as it poured over our heads with equal fervor. We looked up and opened our mouths and tasted the same taste. As did the boy with the cleft lip, who sat on a ledge in a small village in the palm of the Spires, where he was taken in by those who cared, along with the other lost children of the land—his tongue held out beneath the cloudburst sky. And we knew this to be nothing less than the fruit of heaven.
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				The voices are gone.

			

			The theater is once more silent as the footprints of the dead and the ancient, satisfied that their lot has been shared, return to the fabric of the weave. You’ve become so accustomed to their whispers that the quiet that follows their absence is almost chilling, and you and the tall shade and all the other members of the audience shift in your seats, waiting for this moonlit body to start moving again.

			This body rises from its crouch and looks at you all. The finale has come and gone. The story is, for the most part, finished—but no one rises from their seats, for there is yet a loose thread that spills from the end of this tale, caught on the tip of a blood-red spear.

			On the backdrop behind this body, the webbed shadows of time and circumstance wheel forth.

			This is what happened after.

			
				After the great wave fell.

			

			Once the Third and Last Terror was dead, the world closed the drapes over the end of the Ossan family line, finishing the last days of the Emperor’s Summer with two weeks of unending rain. It was under these clouds, gray and cracked and blessed, that Shan Araya rediscovered the family spear, sticking out like a flagpole amidst the rubble of the half-destroyed Divine City.

			The days that followed the end were not easy for her. She carried this spear with her, for support, using it sometimes as leverage as she helped clear the wreckage left behind by the Third Terror, freeing the civilians pinned underneath the fallen rock and timber. Time was limited and they had to use any means necessary to get the people out of there before the unending rains filled up those small warrens and drowned them. Sometimes they were too late. A memory that would haunt Shan for the rest of her days was of the mother and son her people found under the collapsed wall of the courthouse, bruised but alive in that small cup of earth. Through a small hole, Shan touched the little boy’s hand and told him he and his mother would be freed soon. And they tried. Bloodied hands and snapped fingernails all, they tried. But the stone was too heavy, and it seemed that with each wooden beam they lifted, there was another beneath it. And the water would not stop falling.

			It took them both in the end. When their drowned bodies were lifted out of the wreckage, a Family Man behind Shan muttered that it was just as well—that these loyalists had what was coming to them—and she spun around and the Family Man, a kid, no older than thirteen, conscripted from who-knew-what village, flinched as if she were about to strike him, and she saw in that flinch yet another kid, drowning.

			She was fifteen years old, but that day she might as well have been forty.

			“Go,” she said. “Listen for any others.”

			The spear became her companion during those two weeks of rain, and her sole source of stability, and comfort, as she catalogued the losses of the day. It kept her on her feet as she grappled with the news of Induun’s death, and her own complicated feelings for the man, and it was there, leaning against the corner of the room, as she attended to the nameless man from the labyrinth.

			He passed on seven days into the storm, which he watched with great delight from the mat Shan had laid out for him by the open flap of the tent. She had a physiker watch over him day and night. She had the man cleaned and fed. And she felt a great well of emotion when the man asked to be brought under the rain, and he let loose these strange and delighted squeals as she held him under the breaking of the heavens. Why not, she would think. Why not just say he is my father. Her sadness then inevitable when one day he seized up on the mat, quietly, as if in the throes of a nightmare, and then went limp.

			He was dead in less than a minute. The physiker told her that it was a small mercy that the man from the bowels of Joyrock had lived that long. He said it was a shame that they never learned his name.

			“Mercy” was a word she heard a lot in those days. The Sky Beggars, holding their sloshing, swollen wooden bowls, sang the word throughout the land, singing that the Emperor’s Summer was finished. Gods have mercy, it was finished. But Shan had difficulty seeing such mercy in the world as the dead collected at her feet.

			With spear in hand, she looked for the two young men who had saved her from Joyrock, and, if the rumors spoke true, also stopped the deadly wave. She spoke to those who claimed to be there on that day, standing at the edge of the cliff, watching the last battle on that exposed ocean bed. They described in embellished detail the duel between the one-armed warrior and the wolf-man, and because the duel was in truth so brief and did not lend itself well to a tale worth a neighbor’s time, the duel became longer and longer in memory, until it became an endless ballet of blows, with even the emperor’s ships being used as psychic artillery between the two godlike fighters.

			“But that is not even the most surprising part of it,” the teller would say to her.

			After the Terror was slain—obliterated in all manner of ways, depending on who was telling—the two warriors performed a dance that stayed the wave and cut it in twain. It seemed to be a dance of the old way, from the time when the people were still in communion with the magicks of the world, not just the royals with their poisoned blood. There was some quiet dispute regarding the relationship of the two young men. Some claimed the dance was too intimately performed, too synchronous, too seductive, to have been the product of mere platonic fraternity. One who was amongst the number of witnesses that day swore to seeing the two of them kiss before the water took them, but such gestures were not too uncommon between men in those days in moments of great spirit. “In my eyes they were but brothers-in-arms,” a pilgrim told her. “Fellow warriors who fought to the end to protect their beloved land.”

			She heard many variations of the tale in those two weeks, but it seemed that no one knew anything of use to her.

			More, fallen.

			She leaned against the spear, tired.

			After the rains ceased, and the world continued its stately revolutions, Shan Araya became the new head of the Induun family, and upon the consolidation of forces between the various nobilities not tied to royal blood, for a decade she helped lead her province through a difficult period of transition and instability. In all respects she was a decent leader for her family, and modestly respected, though because she never made a show of her accomplishments, her legacy was rarely spoken of except in the most perfunctory of terms—the more charitable of historians describing the almost impossible situation she had inherited from her predecessor. Pressured by the board of the Induun family, she married the eldest son of Lord Yinn in a consolidation of power; rice was as valuable an export as textiles in the lands overseas, and the two Families were hungry for the promise of profit. The son of Lord Yinn was an aloof man who, in reaction to his father’s softness and obsequiousness, entertained no fools, and was generally thought of as an unpleasant and bitter little bug. But he surprised everyone, including Shan, when over the duration of the first year of their marriage, he fell madly in love with her.

			He was as short as she was tall and he looked up at her as if she were his Smiling Sun and his Gracious Moon. There were days when she loved him too. When their union felt right. But because she was forced into this matter—and there was nothing Shan liked less than being forced to do something—she found it difficult to give herself to him completely. Some days were easier than others. Some days he looked at her from across the room so earnestly, she was filled with a desire to give him what he craved, and together they would spend a happy afternoon under covers, much to the blushing of the prudish attendants who were stationed outside their bedroom door.

			Some days.

			It was a nephew who killed her in the end. A power struggle and an ousting that she long suspected was coming, for the nephew had made his discontent with her leadership known for many years. Poison, in a teacup; that was what did it. Her last thought was a chuckle, thinking that at least her killer had the courtesy of sweetening her drink with honey before he served her her end.

			
				We knot this thread.

			

			So began the spear’s long journey. It went into the custody of the nephew who assassinated Shan, but he did not have it for long. Come the end of his life a year after the poisoning—disemboweled, as he was, during the Flower Rebellion, when the farmers of Tran and Syta compound, discontent with the leasing system, and the spiraling debts it put them under, ambushed his richly furnished caravan with the sharpened tools of their trade—the spear shortly after was bequeathed back to one of Shan’s many, many children.

			The spear traveled through a world of great upheaval. A young woman chronicling the state of the country after the dismantling of the tortoise network carried the spear with her for protection on the long roads Above and Below. The weapon slung across her back, she passed the dehydrated, eviscerated corpses of many tortoises, as she visited the villages that used to house the creatures in their watchtowers, and the gates that were still operational, interviewing the heralds who traveled village to village spreading news the long way around, as well as the guards who had been in direct communication with the creatures prior to the abandonment of their posts. She learned that after the death of their god, the tortoises were no longer connected, and served no purpose to those who once used them. Many of them were killed in retaliation for how they had served the Throne, for all the loved ones they had sent to Joyrock, their heads pulled out and their necks severed, while others were left to die just beyond the village gates or beyond the dismantled checkpoints, starved, or eaten by the animals. In her interviews, she learned that the tortoises had all been heading east, to some unknown destination.

			Not all of them died. The young chronicler met one of the escaped tortoises in a hut outside one of the river villages. A kind family had hid the creature there in safety, and at night brought it out to the river to enjoy the sights and sounds of night. The chronicler asked the creature where it and all of its kind were headed, and why, and the creature lowered its head to the ground in mourning, as it told her of the vision of freedom that one of their brethren had delivered to them, of a river, and a bug on its beak, so powerful, so intoxicating, they felt they had no choice but to follow it, and see it for themselves.

			“This one will travel the Thousand for the rest of this one’s life,” the creature said, “and this one will find that river.”

			It shut its eyes.

			“And finally this one will know peace.”

			With the tortoises gone, news once more traveled the slow way around. The Five Families each had their own heralds that they sent to the outskirt villages, spreading their own version of the state of the country. The people heard enough conflicting reports of who owned what and where power now lay that they were not sure what to believe. A devout sect of penitents even held out hope that the emperor was still alive, for without seeing His body—there was, after all, little of Him left to be seen—it was easy to present alternative theories to truth; easy for the remaining loyalists to believe that He was not dead but somewhere in hiding, marshaling His forces, waiting to attack those they believed to be blasphemers. Violence between the people rose as they fought for the supremacy of their reality.

			The young chronicler returned home, and laid the spear to rest with a heavy soul. The future worried her.

			Two generations later, the spear went on to live amongst many other family relics in a vault in one of the Induun house-barges in the Bowl. There it lay unattended but for the monthly rotation of servants who dusted the forgotten objects of wealth, as a guard stood at the entrance watching them for theft, while outside the world continued its aching transformations.

			Upon the death of the Gracious Moon, the moonrock traps that once stunned the river fish with such reliability now no longer worked, their magick rendered ineffective. The old ways of fishing had to be relearned, the line and the lure, which took time and effort, and caused much friction between those putting in that time and effort, and those who were demanding the same quotas from before to be met, if not in greater quantities.

			It was the death of a river child that catalyzed a minor war between Lord Maada’s descendants and the exhausted fishermen. After the battle at the Tributary of the Brass Cicadas, won at great cost by the fishermen, Lord Maada’s descendants were killed, the dismembered family cast into a lesser river that fed into the heart of the Thousand, and for a brief time, the Gatherings flourished. They even made ties and treaties with the other Families, threatening to become an equal power. But the Induun-Yinn family union, nervous about the precedent set by this successful revolution, as well as the faction’s proximity and dealings with the Bowl where the heart of Induun’s power lay, determined that the faction was dangerous to their future and must be dismantled. There was another battle. The Battle at the Southern Sluices.

			On the eve of the massacre, a descendant of Shan’s searched the family vault until he found the spear he had been told such grand stories of. Unbeknownst to his mother and father, who wanted for him a life of quiet safety as a business dealer for their tapestries, he planned to ride with the contingent of soldiers who would attack the fishermen.

			“I’m going to be a hero,” he told his lover that night. He held out the spear until the blade tip rested against her chin. “Kiss the spear of the hero.”

			His lover was much older than him, and she was more often than not amused by his youthful rudeness.

			On her knees, she smirked, and made him feel like a myth.

			During the battle the following day, he hid in terror beneath a capsized boat while the water around him tinted with darker and darker gradations of red. He choked on the bloody water, sputtering it between his lips as he tried to keep his head above the rolling surface. He stayed under there for hours until he dared venture past the dismembered limbs of the soldiers he had supped with mere hours ago, to the shore, where a fisherwoman crouched over one of her own fallen comrades. Seized with opportunity, the young man ran across the sand, the woman turning around just in time to see his panicked face as he thrust the spear into her chest.

			Kaara/Tak-lina, done in by a mere child, had enough strength left in her to slip a thin dagger up his chin, and as he scratched frantically at the bleeding puncture, she wandered to the edge of the water and dropped to her knees, smiling as her hand stroked the grooved shaft of the spear, and whispered, “Nice to see you again,” before her last breath quit her lips, and she dissolved into a splash of water.

			And so it was that the Thousand, too, fell under the rule of Induun-Yinn, the revolts growing in intensity over the years throughout each of the provinces, the Families unwilling to relinquish their power, meeting each of these rebellions with bloodier and bloodier responses. Their attention on the revolts so all-encompassing, so unyielding, they paid little attention to the coming danger from outside their borders.

			The spear, after being retrieved from the river shore, continued to lie in wait in the Induun family vault, gathering dust behind studded armors and jeweled chests, until the day came when it was needed once more—many, many years later, when, toward the end of his days, a descendant of Shan’s looked around the vault in search of a gift he might offer to the general of an invading army.

			
				We knot this thread.

			

			It was easy for the army from the north to take over the country. Organized and ruthless, they cut through the provinces with little effort. They bled out the Families. The tea estates burned and the quarries were ransacked, and the descendants of Panjet and Waag—the union long ago disassembled—were quartered publicly, as an example to be made to the rest of the populations. Cannons exploded the clay walls and terra-cotta roofing of the manses. The Yinn family, when faced with the armies at the gates of their rice terraces, sent for reinforcements from Induun, but Induun did not answer that call, not willing to risk opening themselves to attack, and so, along with Panjet and Waag, Yinn’s descendants, too, were swept away in as few as a handful of days. It was only due to the fact that the invading army was land-based, and inexperienced with the traversing of water, that the Induun family, tucked away in the heart of the Bowl of Heaven, was able to buy enough time to plan for their salvation.

			The spear was offered in the spirit of friendship to the army’s general, of whom it was known that he had a love for interesting and unique weaponry. With the spear, and the offer of marriage to the sister of the eldest son, the general agreed to let the people of Induun both live and to keep their name, and to continue the manufacture of their fine textiles under the guidelines of their new leadership. And so it was that the spear came under the stewardship of your great-great-great-grandfather.

			The brutal man led but the first occupying force—it wasn’t long till news spread of the untapped riches the land had to offer. After his army occupied the country for a fruitful number of years, five more countries in search of fertile lands passed their fists over these valleys and mountains over the decades. Upon the invasion of his manses, your ancestor general fled with his family into a faraway town, where he changed his name, and in those difficult and lean years he and his family sustained themselves on the mythic power of the spear, and the colors of their tapestries. When he died of the pale sickness, withered and stenched in a hospice bed, his wife, paralyzed by the sudden freedom to make her own choices after a lifetime of servitude to his wants, opted instead to follow her late husband into the Sleeping Sea, by way of the third-floor window.

			
				We knot this thread.

			

			The spear was thrust into the eldest daughter’s shaking hands, and then, in a moment of resolve that would determine her behavior for the rest of her life, those hands gripped the spear tight, as if to choke it. Unsympathetic to her mother’s ending of her own life, this daughter, who had up until then considered herself a strange mixture of her parents’ sensibilities, of the line between hard and soft, finally pendulum-swung in the disciplined and hard-stepped direction of her father’s ascetic lifestyle. With spear in hand she raised her siblings by the ticking second hand of the clock. She entertained no tantrums, and no moments of the soul. She worked as an apprentice to a merchant who traded in textiles across the sea. The merchant worked her to the bone, but she made herself useful to him, with her family’s knowledge of the craft, and in time, he helped her start her own business.

			Her brothers and sisters both relied on her for financial support. They feared her, for she was not afraid to strike someone who spoke out of turn, or anyone who stood in her way, even if it was her favorite grandnephew. The most tender acts of her life were reserved for the boy who would one day become your granjo. She shared with him the history of her father’s conquests and war crimes with pride. And it was to him that she signed away the family business and her beloved spear, before she, too, was claimed by the waves of the Sleeping Sea on the frigid tide of a blood clot.

			
				We knot this thread.

			

			Your granjo was in many ways her duplicate, much to his own parents’ disappointment. He even held his chin high like she did, his gaze ever-cast downward even at those who towered over his slight frame. His family tried to have some sway over his life and the business, but he was unmoved by their pleas for him not to bring it overseas to the Unioned Continent, for all too many companies had failed in such reckless expansions. With his wife and daughter and three attending servants whose names he often confused, he set sail for the New World, where he planted his business in that dockside town where you would one day come into this world. It was a struggle to establish himself, for he was not the only merchant king in relocation, but in time he built up your family name and your wealth, while his daughter, who perked up only when he or her mother told her the more fantastical tales of the Old Country, grew up and one day took over. His wife passed at the age of eighty, but he carried on in an almost supernatural way. One day he sat in his chair and he never got up again. At a certain point, it was just assumed your lola had inherited the spear.

			
				We knot this thread.

			

			And there the spear hung, on iron hooks above the mantel, in one of the larger manses of that dockside town, while below it, your lola told you the tales that were one of her sole connections to a world beyond her window. And there it hung while your father in his wild moods stalked the house with feet like iron nails driven into tracks—who then one day vanished in the middle of the night, off to war, with you as the sole witness to his desperate effort to find himself, at the cost of everything. And there it hung as your uncle borrowed what money was left and did not return it, and as your brothers scattered, to join the war, to flee into the wilderness, to die in drunken accidents in alleys that few visited, or, worse, to live wealthy and successful lives against which you compared yourself daily. While you and your granjo live on in that now-abandoned house, you are the undying man’s sole keeper. It is a lonely life that you are nevertheless desperate to keep, for who knows what tomorrow will bring.

			Or so you tell yourself.

			After all, for you, there was no predicting where you are now, sitting in this Inverted Theater. The family spear you had given away now less a spear than a sewing needle, stitching two distant points of time together in one unending embrace. You wondered, as you gave the spear to Keema, why it was you who was chosen to be representative of all the descendants; why you, whose connection to the Old Country was tenuous and variable at best—and, in some essential way, poisoned, considering your heritage. But perhaps now you understand that you are not a representative. That like the spear’s journey through time, much of this dance is dictated by chance. You are merely, crucially, no one but yourself, as anyone else is themselves—mere stewards, gifting recursively over the divide of time this spear, that memory, to the people and the place from which they had come—and who, in turn, gift back to you your strange, and sad, and wide-eyed futures.

			
				We knot this thread.

			

			And only one thread remains.

			
				After the great wave was felled,

			

			after the people danced, and the halberds from the north fell upon their necks, and after Induun became the great and only and then the only and forgotten, and the people and their stories were stretched and pulled until they snapped and the seeds went flying, and after one seed took root in a dockside town by an ocean far away from the land from which it came, a merchant’s child was pulled into a dream of the Inverted Theater and was told a tale that only few had the privilege to hear, and yet come the end, when but most of the threads of the tale were resolved, they were left unsatisfied.

			
				This moonlit body stands on this broken stage and looks at you.

			

			With all of the dancers, and the audience, it faces you.

			You, alone.

			Waiting for your answer.

			You cough. Nervous. You insist that a part of you is satisfied—the part, at least, you share with your granjo, who would have appreciated the bullet-point list of family history that had just been served. But you are one made up of many. And though one yearning was addressed, another stands sprouting from your concrete.

			
				“I thought this was a love story,” you say.

			

			Your lola’s insistence has remained with you since the beginning, and you say these words in a quiet manner, with a shrug, as if to let these performers know it is fine, it does not matter that much, this thought—that maybe the definition of what a love story is could be stretched to include all that has up till now taken place. You say it like an apology. Like it is a thing to be apologized for. A runaway child, charging through the porcelain shelves: I thought this was a love story. I had hoped this was a love story. You say it with shame, embarrassed at having said it, wishing you could take it back. You say it, worried that you have betrayed some secret part of yourself that does not wish to be exposed—an old gremlin in you, sick and yearning.

			You say it with hope. Timid and without conviction. The hope of someone who knows they are about to wake from a dream to a reality they do not understand. The pub awaits, as does your empty bed.

			I thought this was a love story.

			You regret having said it; as if you know it will lessen the quality of the tale. Rob it, of its smoke and shadow.

			But still, you say it.

			And this moonlit body smiles. And from the wings the patting of the drums slowly builds, and the curtains behind the dancers rise. Because you are right, this moonlit body tells you; this is indeed a love story. Down to the blade-dented bone. And this body asks its parent the Water if there is a chance—if in the deepness of its waves there remains a mercy to be extracted, and somewhere your lola lights a cigarette in your honor, breathing deep the smoke, lungs like hot-air balloons lifted into an overcast sky, as the drums build, and build,

			
				and sound to you like rain.

			

			It was the fourteenth day of water. Two weeks since the fall of the wave. A fortnight since the people had seen the sky behind the sheet of gray clouds that now hung over them. Water as fresh as the emperor’s own supply rat-a-tatted on wooden eaves and the bottoms of buckets. Cupped hands reached out open windows. Dogs drank from dark puddles. For the first time in so many years, no one in the land went thirsty.

			There were many homes that were collapsing under the weight of the water, homes whose roofs had not been built to take into account anything that might fall from the sky. Brooms and buckets shooed the flooding out the door. A child laughed and screamed as their wooden figurine went sailing into the village square on a runaway stream, while behind them their parents and their neighbors held up a falling beam that threatened to take down the whole front of the building.

			One of the men, while holding the weight of this heavy timber, opened his mouth and drank deep the water from the sky.

			It was on the noontide hour of the fourteenth day when Shan heard it. She was sitting in an open-walled salon, observing the curtain of rain as her thumb ran over the grooves and sharp edge of her parents’ spear. Generals and Family Men were sitting behind her, speaking of matters of security, of the faction in the Bowl that would need to be dealt with, and of other issues of state. Shan was meant to pay attention, but her mind was far away, present only to the whisper of cloth on wood as she polished the spear and lost herself in the silken texture of the work. The coolness from the rain from the open wall breathed on her cheek in a pleasing fashion. And that was when she felt it: the spear, like a dowsing rod, pointing west.

			She stood up.

			“First Protector!” one of the men shouted. “Where are you going?” as the door shut behind her.

			An attendant hurried after her, popping open an umbrella large enough for the both of them. Shan did not thank the attendant, but neither did she push her away, and the attendant asked no questions about their destination, even though they walked for long enough that the umbrella was all but useless by the time they arrived—the spear taking them into the heart of a copse, where amongst the trees there was a clearing, and in that clearing were the curled-up bodies of the warriors who had saved the country.

			“Are they dead?” the attendant asked.

			Shan felt Keema’s breath on her hand. She sighed, looking at these two bodies, wondering how she would carry them.

			“I should have brought more men.”

			
				For two weeks, they were gone.

			

			When the wave was cut, and the Water collapsed into them, the conscious forms that were Keema and Jun were taken into the heart of the Water, the way a curl of smoke might be breathed into a nostril. They were taken to a place beyond awareness, or pain. They were, for a time, the Water itself. And then, they were returned. It was during the long rains that the Water, upon this moonlit body’s request, gave back to them their bodies. Their flesh made whole again in the quiet and verdant spring of that gathering of trees, where like two creatures of the wood they slept on moss and grass and leaves, unbothered and unaware, and unwaking, until on the last day of the rains, they were found.

			
				They were carried away.

			

			When Keema woke, it was in a room he did not recognize, in a body that felt alien to him, with a girl whose name he did not know sitting by his mattress, crushing herbs into a poultice. When the girl saw that his eyes were open, she stood up without a word and left the room. His throat was too strained to call after her. It was upon sitting up that he noticed it; the change.

			He held up his hand and waved his fingers in the air.

			The sensations dull and vague.

			The god gift was gone. Where before he could feel the minute currents, the throbbing of life from objects once thought inanimate—where each breath was an intoxication of life and flavor, and light was a blinding radiance—and the marks of the other worlds were made visible to the mortal eye, now there was nothing. No vision of the divine. Just the scrape of the wood of the door as it slid open and the daughter of Araya stepped inside. Keema was at once relieved that he was not bombarded by her thoughts, her inner self, and grieved the loss of that once-overwhelming connection.

			“I should be dead,” he said to her.

			“It would seem the world has other plans for you.” She shut the door behind her and sat beside him. She told him how long he had been gone, and where she had found him. “I am relieved that you have returned to us. I had never thanked you properly for what you had done—we were parted too soon by the chaos of that day.” A flash in Keema’s mind—a wolf’s head breaking through a wall—gone in his own thoughts for long enough that he was startled when he realized Shan was bowing to him, her head brought low to the floor. “Thank you for saving us, Keema.”

			Flattered, uncomfortable, he waited for her to rise before he asked her of his friend.

			“The Peacock is fine,” she said with reservation. “I’ve already spoken with him.”

			Relief flowed through his veins like cold water, a heavy breath exhaled; but something in the tone of her voice did not allow him to relax completely. He may have only just come back from the dead, but even he could pick up on the troubled waters beneath the calm surface.

			“Where is he?” he asked.

			He tried to get up, but her hand suggested he stay put.

			“Please, Keema,” she said, sounding very tired. “Please, sit back down.”

			He did. He sat very still, like a small animal on edge, and waited for her to explain herself. Her brow pinched. She was staring at his left arm, or rather the lack of it. The knot of skin that signaled the end of his shoulder. “I had heard report that the two of you were crushed under that wave. But when I found you in that copse of trees, you were whole and hale, and I knew then that you had been…saved…as if restitched into the fabric of our world by powers beyond my ken.” She tilted her head. “Except for that arm. And now I cannot help but wonder why you were not remade whole again.”

			“I am whole,” he said flatly. “Why am I being kept here?”

			She bowed her head. “I apologize for the offense. Truly. And you are being kept here because of the necessities of this strange situation. For information. You and the Peacock are in the unique position of being able to fill certain gaps in our knowledge of the happenings of the week of His Holy Pilgrimage. And so I would just ask that you share with me your tale, of how you had come to be in possession of my mother’s spear, and everything in between then and this moment. A more complete picture of events would go a long way in helping me deal with the mess left in the week’s wake.”

			“Have you asked this of Jun already?”

			She nodded. “He told me a tale that beggars belief, and as I am sure you can understand, because of who he is I cannot take his word at face value. I need your story so that I can hold it against his and sort the truth from the fantasy.”

			“Is he safe?”

			“Yes,” she said, the words for now left unspoken. She held up a hand, gesturing for him to start. “If you would.”

			
				He did.

			

			It took time. He was given food and water. Shan even brewed tea, crushing sweet herbs the way her mother did—a technique described in one of her many letters to her. When he described the attack on Tiger Gate, and Araya’s sacrifice, Shan looked into her cup, not speaking, and only sometimes throughout his tale did she ask a few clarifying questions. Yes, her mother was betrayed by one of her own sentries. No, he was not sure if the dream was real—if Araya yet walked the Last Road. There were no windows in that room; by the end, after he had described the enveloping of the wave, he did not know how much time had passed, or when in the day it was, only that he was exhausted. “I assume,” he said, “that that is much how Jun described things to you.”

			Shan stood up and, after telling him that she would be back shortly, she left the room. When he heard a click, he got up and gripped the wooden latch, but as he suspected, the door wouldn’t give. He cursed and he kicked it, feeling as though he had just been tricked. All he could think to do was sit back down and wait, to see what direction his life was about to take.

			It was about an hour later when Shan finally returned, as promised. When the door opened, he restrained himself from rushing at her in attack.

			“Explain yourself quickly, daughter of Araya,” he said.

			“My second apology, for locking this door,” she said, her face drawn. “I only did so at his request.”

			“Whose?”

			“The Peacock named Jun Ossa,” she said. “The favored son of the high prince and First Terror, and whose family is guilty of more misdeeds than there is script to record them. It was he who asked me to lock the door. It was only after much cajoling that I was given permission from him to tell you why.” Keema, with narrowed eyes, offered her time to elaborate; but not much, his dark expression said. She nodded. “You both have done our people a great service. Without you, there would be no people. But the fact of the Peacock’s identity remains, and as we move into this new era, freed from the Moon Throne and its influence, he and I agree that it is best that he, in essence, disappear.”

			More unspoken words: without you.

			“Where is he?” he asked quietly.

			“He is free,” she said. “Given a new mask to cover the tattoo on his face, and a bag of supplies to last him a few weeks on the road, to wherever he might choose to go.”

			Keema’s head swam. “I don’t understand. Why did he not—why would…”

			And here, Shan’s neutral expression broke into something close to sympathy, for she saw the hurt in this young man’s face. She knew this hurt; this rejection. Ever was she too old for her age. “It was a kindness, I think,” she suggested. “That was his intention, anyway. He is the last of the Red Peacocks. The enduring symbol of a rule the people, and the land, have come to hate, or will, in time. The road that lies ahead of him is likely a short one. A knife in the dark. A stone thrown from a window. Justice served for some ill he had acted out in the days of his bloodshed. A life that will always be unsettled. On the move. A life he told me that he deserves. When he woke, he knew there was a chance you would want to come with him on this journey, and, in his words, he had inflicted enough pain on the world, and would not add your name to his list.”

			She looked over at Keema, who was staring at his lap, slumped.

			“He is right,” she said, after some thought. “If the condition of your arm is any clue, your life has not been an easy one. Perhaps, if I may be bold in saying so, you’ve earned some reward, and rest.”

			“Is that why you locked the door? To give him time to leave?”

			“Again, at his request, but yes.”

			He looked then at the door, still half-open, a dark corridor lying behind it. Shan followed his gaze.

			“I suppose you have a choice then,” she said softly. “You can go looking for him, though he has had quite the head start, and even if, on the off chance you do find him, he may not accept your company. And if he does accept your company, he may not accept your love.” His eyes snapped up at her, and she shrugged, as if it were obvious. “And even if he accepts that love, for however long it lasts, the road you would endure would be a difficult one. It would be unsettled, you would always be moving, for he is right, you know—there are many people, and there are many things, that would take their revenge out on this surviving member of the royal family, just as they will the loyalists being dragged out of the Divine City.” She sighed. “But if you stay, as he would like you to do, and as I would be honored if you did, then I can promise the wealth of—wait,” she said, startled as he stood up and headed for the door, “I haven’t even told you—” But she cut herself off, seeing that there was no point in describing the pride and glory that would be showered on him for the deeds he had accomplished. She had not smiled much in those two weeks. It was as relieving to feel on her face as was the coolness of the rain.

			“You have made your choice then.”

			“Thank you for finding us,” Keema said, bowing to her, “and for seeing us well again, Shan Araya. But if I would have hope of catching up to my friend, I need to leave now.”

			“Very well,” she said, bowing her head. “Then I suppose there’s no point in me not telling you that the last I saw of the Peacock was him leaving the main road, just beyond the gates, in a southwesterly direction.” She slapped open the door. The guard in the corridor jumped, startled. “Give me your weapon,” she said, and the guard hesitated before he handed Shan his spear—sturdy, but unremarkable—which she then gave to Keema, who was at first at a loss for words.

			“Why are you doing this?” he asked.

			She looked at him like he was mad.

			“You are running out of time, Daware man.”

			
				Outside, the clouds broke.

			

			After fourteen days, the skies finally cleared. Night flowed into this world as milk does into a bowl. The people Keema sprinted past were stunned into silence as they looked up and saw that the Burn was healed; a new Moon was stitched in its place in the black canvas sky. Over his shoulder he saw it. The new god of night, like a white, unripe berry hanging off the branch of the heavens, and quickly he paid his respects before continuing on his way, tracking the disturbed grass that he hoped marked the Peacock’s path.

			When Shan left the Family’s temporary headquarters in the ruined Divine City, she stepped carefully into the glowing street, thinking for a moment that she had stumbled into some astral realm, a world elevated above her own, until five children sprinted past her, laughing, their steps slapping dirt into the air, and the guards at her side leaned on their heels as they gasped at the smooth and awesome radiance that hung above them like some perfect earring. The world had weight again, and Shan knew this was real. This bone-white illumination, leaking perhaps from the place her mother and Induun and the nameless man from Joyrock had gone to—on that thread-tripped dream that comes after death. On those fleeting whitecaps. And like so many others that night, she felt as if she could float up from the ground; and her spirit did. It drifted up into the moonlight as Keema ran over hill and field in search of him.

			
				That fool.

			

			In the dark between the trees, upon the snapping of a twig, the masked traveler with the pack slung over his shoulder stopped.

			He did not bother to turn around.

			“I thought it best that I leave without seeing you again,” he said, his voice muffled once more. And then, all he said after that was, “Are you sure?”

			“Yes,” Keema said. “I am sure.”

			The young man sniffed. He wiped his eyes beneath his mask before he turned to face Keema. The mask was pale white, and smooth, with dark slits for eyes that were bent in laughter. “Fine then,” he said with a wet voice. His shoulders shaking. His voice trying valiantly not to break. “We head west. Is that all right? I have unfinished business, in a village in the Thousand.”

			He had promised a woman his neck.

			“I expect we will make it there in a few days.”

			He intended to keep that promise.

			When I saw the Peacock at my door, kneeling before me with his head offered to me, as I had dreamt he might, my hand did not hesitate—I reached for the knife in the drawer that had been waiting for him.

			“I should have enough food for the both of us,” Jun said.

			“What business do you have there?” Keema asked. “In that village?”

			Jun was quiet.

			“I would rather not say.”

			He told me that I could do as I liked, how I liked. I told him I liked to see a Peacock dead. I looked down at my knife. I saw in the blade the oath I had sworn to those I had lost. I saw an end to all of my sleepless nights.

			“You avoid my gaze,” Keema said. He smiled, heartbroken. “Strange, is it not, that we have come back from the dead and you will not look at me.”

			Jun turned away from him.

			“Why did you follow me?” he asked.

			I told the Peacock to make his last prayer. Think of something lovely. And he shut his eyes as I held the knife to his throat and readied to open him. The hilt felt so right in my grip, it was like my hand had been built for just this purpose.

			
				And then, I stopped.

			

			When I saw that bead of blood bright red as berries, drawn from that boy’s neck, I stopped the blade. The knife fell from my hands and clattered onto the floor, the moonlight bouncing off its metal. I couldn’t do it.

			Keema stepped toward his lost friend, and as he did, Jun leaned away, as if to step back, but he did not move. Keema reached up and touched the edge of Jun’s mask and lifted it, revealing eyes that brimmed with tears.

			Whatever nightmares used to haunt me, this young man kneeling before me was not that nightmare. I didn’t know who he was. My hands shook as I turned away, and told him that I had a busy day.

			“That’s it?” he asked, almost disappointed.

			That’s it, I said.

			I told him I was satisfied.

			Keema touched Jun’s cheek; the permanent, unfading red ink of his tattoo that the Sleeping Sea had not washed clean. And though Jun flinched from his touch, he did not move from it, and as he wept he asked Keema why they were returned. “I thought I had found it,” he cried. “A good death. A death more glorious than I deserved. I do not understand…. Why am I still here? Why am I still ugly?” His voice was wracked, almost indecipherable. “What reward is this? What punishment?”

			“I do not know if this is a reward,” Keema said. “Or if it is a punishment. But maybe it is neither.”

			He pressed his forehead against Jun’s.

			The heat immense.

			Alive.

			“Maybe you are just here.”

			
				And here, they found each other.

			

			In the dark forest drenched with rain, away from the torches and the drinking and the dancing of the people along the eastern coast. The agitated mind of the earth and sky now calmed. The voices quiet, out amongst the thickets and ancient trees, where the night bugs were the loudest, and where through the canopy above, sheets of moonlight fell on mossy rock and soft grass; in a slick bright glade, two bodies embraced.

			
				The world was quiet.

			

			They could no longer hear the Rhythm of the ground. The breathing of the trees now subdued to the point of sleep. The pulse of the rocks by their feet all but dead. Neither Keema nor Jun had to say it out loud, for they knew what had come to pass; the Water had taken Her away from them, and now they were themselves again. They would never feel the beat of another life so fully again, and their thoughts would remain their own. Never would one know what the other was thinking.

			But where the Eighth Emperor or His sons might greet such a realization in terror, to have lost such control, such dominion, there was no fear, no anger in these warriors’ hearts, for as they looked at each other in the full moonshine of that night, they saw that they did not need the power of a god to understand how deeply they were wanted.

			
				Keema stepped toward Jun,

			

			and touched him. His arm, his bony cheek, his lips, and Jun received that touch as he would the water from a waterfall, with eyes closed and face upturned. “You feel like the sun,” Jun said. Their hands discovering on each other the scars of war like canyons and mountains, the rough terrain of battle and all the years of blood they had bathed in now slowly washed away in one of the few rains they had ever experienced in their lives. They drank deep this kiss.

			“Why are you laughing?” Keema asked, amused by Jun’s sudden giggling.

			His friend shook his head. “I remembered that there is a theater, somewhere in the lands of the Sleeping Sea, acting out our story.” He rested his head on Keema’s shoulder; kissed the warm skin there. “Do you think they can see us now? Are they performing this moment onstage?”

			“I do not know,” Keema said in a distant way, his arm locking around Jun’s waist. “Would you stop, if they were?”

			“No,” Jun said firmly. “They have already seen my life. They have seen my most shameful moments.” The pained look in his eyes quickly faded as he gazed into Keema’s. “Why would I deny them one of my most beautiful?”

			He grabbed Keema’s hand and led him deeper into the dark.

			
				They approached it in steps.

			

			The passion was ordered. They did not want to miss an opportunity for delight or surprise. The warmth of a mouth on a finger, a tongue flicking across a toe. Whatever experience Jun had with the act, he was still novitiate, for it was the first time he had ever really felt it before, holding Keema as one would a sacred sight in a disappearing dream. But Keema would not disappear. He was as solid and warm and real as he himself was. And he licked the crook of his arm and the small brown nipple and the hollow of the belly as he felt Keema’s foot work him down below and he tasted the salt of Keema and they shared that taste with a kiss and drew blood from someone’s lip, whose lip it did not matter, for they both in that moment felt the pain and the pleasure and the fleet taste of iron on the tongue.

			
				There were moments of cold.

			

			When Jun touched the tattoo on his face that would never go away, and which would forever mark him an outsider. Tears beading along the rain on his cheeks as he tried to scrub it off his skin, before Keema gripped his wrist and pulled his hand away, and gently licked the red-roughed skin of his cheeks and his brow.

			
				There was a time of rest.

			

			Keema sat in watchful guard of the night that surrounded them. As Jun slept, Keema sat on his perch, with his spear, and he watched the bending trees and the swaying vines and the sharp eyes that lit up the dark brush. And when he heard a growl, he slowly approached the curtain of vines that separated them from the uncertain night, and to whomever, or whatever, lurked there, he said: “My name is Keema, the guardian of that sleeping warrior. And tonight you will not have him.”

			A wind rising about his ears—believing for a moment he heard it whisper,

			One day, we will.

			When he returned to Jun, who was then awake, and wide-eyed, he told him that it was nothing but a small animal with teeth too small to break skin. He lay beside Jun and placed a hand over his chest and felt through the hot skin the frightened pace of his heart.

			“I may never sleep again,” he said.

			To which Keema replied, “Then neither will I.”

			
				Jun looked at him.

			

			Into those eyes he did not understand. Keema’s eyes as flecked with color and mystery as his thoughts. How long would this person stay with him? How long could he stand the life of a nomad? Would the day come when even Keema would turn him over to those who would hurt him? If there was an answer to these questions, Keema’s eyes would not give it up. And as he leaned in to kiss him, Jun wondered if this was why the emperor had everyone wear masks at court. If, for fearful men, it was too much, this life.

			
				And on it went.

			

			A night in the woods, witness to no one but the small monkeys in the trees that hugged their branches and observed with their moonlit eyes the movements of two creatures briefly inhabiting each other. That was what it felt like, becoming someone else, as Jun straddled him, and sat, and Keema entered him with widened eyes, swallowing the rainwater in his mouth and trying not to finish immediately, while for Jun the moment was the edge of pain, it was the grit of teeth and a wince, but pain did not dissuade; pain was a part of it too; it was the offering to the night; to the man he chose to give himself to. Their eyes locked in this ceaseless rhythm as they smiled and dared each other to look away.

			
				They did not.

			

			Every last ounce of energy spent, for they did not stop to rest, even after spending themselves, the moments burned through as quick as your lola’s cigarettes. They continued their dance. To rustle into each other. To chase and tackle each other into the brush and start all over again, with renewed fervor, as if to wipe the ink of their bodies from the scroll of history. To evaporate, until the body was ready to join where the spirit already was.

			
				High up.

			

			Above the trees. Where the stars dance and fall like failed incantations.

			That is where we end our tale.

			With the dancers leaping over the fire.

			And this moonlit body, bowing to you in thanks.
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