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  The Moth of the House of Hua

  
  




Of the tenth Hua, little is known. She was born into a time of war, in the shattered remains of a once-great estate. The records that might enumerate her great deeds are gone; no pacts of renown gild her legacy, and no scrap of her name survives. But she survived, and that is a victory itself.


The estate did not survive the night.

We stand in its ruins, my lord and I, ashes beneath our feet. Some parts are on fire still, while others are banked embers. Countless books are now gray-white flakes, drifting slowly in the way of dandelions. It’s not the priceless tomes and family grimoires I am thinking of, but her favorite novels. They’re replaceable, true, but some of them were books on which we learned advanced language together.

“Well,” says Yifen Hua, tenth of her house, “it’s just us now. All the servitors that Mother bound have left.”

“So they have.” Pacts rarely last beyond the warlock’s death. Others last generations: at my side is the greatest heirloom of my family, a sword forged ages past by the Hua family and gifted to us, beautiful steel to honor my ancestors’ knightly service to the grand lineage of warlocks. I touch the pommel now, draw strength from that past, turn my thoughts to the affection and loyalty that have been earned in the present. “But I am here.”

She brushes ash off her shoulder and turns to me. “And will you leave too, Sille?” This is spoken in a voice smooth as polished mahogany, gleaming, sure of itself; indifferent to the rest.

I reach for her—not difficult; I am tall, and she is not—and flutter loose a pinch of burned things from her temple, sweep it clean of her hair. “Of course not. I never will. From my beginning until my end, I belong to you.”

Yifen, almost, smiles. “My little moth.”

That’s the joke between us, you see: that she is the flame, and I am the insect lured to it. Unable to leave now, and unwilling too—from the age of ten, I have been hers, and that isn’t about to change. Because when I cup my hand around her flame and feel the singe, that is when I feel the most human.

“Then let us leave; there is nothing more for us here,” Yifen commands, looking the ruins over one last time. “It never felt like home, anyways.”


⬥


On the train, we look as nondescript as any other passengers. Third-class carriage, when once Yifen commanded the wealth to ride first-class. But the transport companies that run these things are studiously, grimly neutral: they don’t get involved in any conflict, and will probably not hand us over to our enemies, even if they recognize either of us. And what’s left to recognize, really—we are a sorry pair, despite our efforts to clean up before purchasing our tickets, our clothes tattered and stained. Yifen limps slightly on a sprained ankle, and breathes relief when we finally reach our seats.

“You know,” Yifen says in a thin whisper as the train leaves the station, “I’ve always hated all this.”

I make another vain attempt to turn her hair presentable. The white particles have gotten everywhere. Desperation gnaws at me: I want to get rid of the evidence of my failure, the evidence that her family home is gone. The garden and greenhouse where we played hide-and-seek, the hallways in which we ran laughing, the kitchen in which her mother taught us to cook. “Hated what?”

“The pedigree.” Her face tenses. She does not meet my eyes. “The fact I carry our line on my back, the fact I have the responsibility to continue it, the fact that we’ve always structured ourselves this way so that when disaster strikes, we have nothing. No branches. No net on which we can fall back. There’s just the Hua heir. There’s just me.”

“Your sister has no doubt survived.” Younger than Yifen, skilled in magic and committed to legacy in a way my lord is not—the true heir, the rumors say. She was abroad, studying and cloaked in power. Notably, we are not going to seek refuge with her; we will call upon my family. “And you’ll feel better when we arrive at my cousin’s home.” I try to make my voice certain; I try to keep my expression cheerful. “You’ll get to see your daughter.”

Her laugh is harsh. “The obligation I discharged to make sure there’s a next Hua heir, you mean. Let’s hope someone can raise her to be a true warlock, because it’s not going to be me.”

We are silent for the rest of the journey. Most of our fellow passengers don’t look much better off than we do, having themselves fled the brewing war between mages—a conflict spreading fast through this part of the country, and will spread faster still, incited by a new-risen cabal who pursues the revelation of all True Names. Yifen’s mother did not agree to join this group, standing her ground at the estate, and lost. In the aftermath, I hid Yifen and waited out the night. None of the demons stayed to fight after her mother breathed her last. They’ve never been creatures of fealty: the moment the contract ended, they dissolved to smoke and ink and the fragrance of funeral flowers. 

There’ll be no body, no jar of ashes, for Yifen’s mother. I do not know if they took her True Name, or allowed her soul to leave this world as it should. By all accounts this cabal is deeply vindictive, and will make extravagant examples of those who defy or resist. I think, not for the first time, that if Yifen’s mother had been more powerful—if she’d been able to tutor my Hua properly—if she’d had the foresight to bind demons to protect her daughter…

“Sille,” she says, as if reading my thoughts and reaching inside me to pull them out like weeds, like parasitic plants. “We have survived—so far. That’s not nothing.”

It’s easy to remember that I comfort her by both instinct and training, but she reaches for me and lays her fingers on my cheek just as often. We are each other’s warmth when this world has offered us so little, when her legacy has failed her and when mine has never appealed to me.

Evening descends, and I get us food from the dining carriage. Cheap calories—fried buns stuffed with more fat than meat, pork skewers, glutinous rice. There is no telling yet whether the war will disrupt food supplies and distribution chains; our conflict, unlike the conflict of non-practitioners, can be esoteric and occur in sudden, brilliant flashes before dying down. And the owners of granaries and warehouses can arrange for teleportation, and for transportation in trains that—like this one—do not precisely obey the laws of physics and spatiality. But it’s not a war over resources, so perhaps we will manage yet with the food.

“Do you know what I’m looking forward to the most?” Yifen says between bites of pork and rice.

That she might look forward to anything ever again lifts my mood. “Yes?” I know it’s not seeing her daughter. I adore the child; Yifen does not.

“Cooking for you in a real kitchen.” Her smile begins to unfurl like petals. And then just as suddenly it stops.

I know why, too. Everything she knows about food, she learned from her mother. The mother she’ll never get to cremate.

Exhaustion catches up with her, eventually. She falls into fitful sleep, head against my shoulder. There was a time she skinned her knee, at eleven; she was stoic through it, not crying at all, and that was when I decided that I would become her pillar.


⬥


My cousin’s house is out in the countryside; she keeps chickens, bees, cows, and plants—a considerable variety of crops. The enterprise is attended to by our extended family, a few hands she hires from a nearby village. To all appearances, no one would ever know she is a mage—and even among us, she would be counted as very little: a woman who can speak to the trees and the animals, who can persuade them to do what she wants. I have always liked her talents, but to most thaumaturges it fails to impress.

Elene comes to meet us at the gate, plump and sun-touched, removed from the war and its growing ravages. “You’ll be safe here,” she promises as we cross into her domain. “No one will come here looking for mages’ True Names. Why, the townsfolk think I’m but one of them.”

Yifen stops and curtsies, deep, to my cousin. Both of us startle. By any accounting, the Hua house is many steps above ours, in pedigree and power alike; no member of her family should ever bow to one of mine. “Thank you,” says Yifen. “Not just for this but for taking care of Phaedra. My house has never been anything but a burden to yours.”

“It has not.” Elene takes Yifen’s hand, gripping it tight in her rough one. “Sille was miserable in our family. As your companion, she’s the happiest I’ve ever seen her—at ten, at seventeen, now. And your daughter’s an easy baby. Will you want to see her?”

My charge stills. Her gaze flits over her shoulder, as though she abruptly wants to flee. “Maybe in the morning, Mistress Elene, if it is all the same to you.”

“She’s very tired,” I offer. Elene respects the distance Yifen puts between herself and Phaedra, but she does not understand it. “Can we use the guestroom we always use?”

Now Elene chuckles. “The guestroom of impropriety, yes, seeing that the two of you have not wedded. The wardrobe still has your things. Clean, too; all you will have to reckon with is a little dust.”

The room is kept in order, as she promised, part of a wing remote from the rest of the house—the houses, rather; she has an entire community in here, various buildings for the use of what seems, to me, like innumerable families. Some related to us, many not. We will have to ourselves this broad room with its broad bed and sturdy wardrobe, a bathroom, and even a little kitchen. Not well-stocked; we will need to pilfer Elene’s central pantry, but she is ever generous, and this is a place of plenty.

For the moment though, we cast off our dirty clothes, get ourselves clean, slip into bed. We’ve been running on fumes, and both of us are exhausted. The mattress is hard but the sheets are immaculate, and we fall asleep clasped in each other, skin to skin. The way we always have. Our natural state, like two foxes born for one another, abiding in our little den.

I wake to see Yifen practicing with straw dolls. They move deftly under her control, pirouetting, bowing to each other with more grace than their limbs should allow. Most think this is simple telekinesis, but what she actually does is slipping a sliver of her will into the target object. Her animation is of the highest caliber, her finesse unmatched. I have always told her so—that her talent is strong, and one day she’ll be hailed as the sorceress of her age. But she would shrug and say the fact remains that she can no more draw a demon into this world than she can draw the moon down from the sky.

“I’m thinking,” she says, knowing without turning around that I’m awake, “this could help with the farm work. I could animate homunculi the































































































































































































































































OEBPS/1cb1c221505f7299101f690e7d3449bba459a670_smallRaw.jpg
“THE HOUSE
OF HUA

MARIA YING















