
   
[image: Cover image: The Library of Broken Worlds by Alaya Dawn Johnson]




[image: Half title page image: The Library of Broken Worlds]




[image: Title page image: The Library of Broken Worlds by Alaya Dawn Johnson]

 

 

 

[image: Magpie Logo]




Copyright
   
Magpie Books

An imprint of

HarperCollinsPublishers Ltd 

1 London Bridge Street 

London SE1 9GF

www.harpercollins.co.uk 

First published by HarperCollinsPublishers Ltd 2023

Copyright © Alaya Dawn Johnson 2023

“Warning from False Cape Horn” reprinted by permission of SLL/Sterling Lord Literistic, Inc. Copyright © Peter Matson 1992

Alaya Dawn Johnson asserts the moral right to be identified as the author of this work.

A catalogue copy of this book is available from the British Library.

This novel is entirely a work of fiction. The names, characters and incidents portrayed in it are the work of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or localities is entirely coincidental.

All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. By payment of the required fees, you have been granted the non-exclusive, non-transferable right to access and read the text of this e-book on screen. No part of this text may be reproduced, transmitted, down-loaded, decompiled, reverse engineered, or stored in or introduced into any information storage and retrieval system, in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical, now known or hereinafter invented, without the express written permission of HarperCollins.

Source ISBN: 9780008612351

Ebook Edition © June 2023 ISBN: 9780008612375

Version: 2023-05-11




Dedication

For all those

Who have crawled, severed

Through dark tunnels

Questioning what was done–

And undone–

May this story

Be a light.




Epigraph

Yet, friends in publike places, if you would

Hackle the blatant beast and call him tame,

Sound Melville deep to grapple your white whale,

First you must live with corpses three months old.

No Kraken shall depart till bade by name.

No peace but that must pay full toll to hell.

—Malcolm Lowry, “Warning from False Cape Horn”
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Tesseracts and Material Gods of The Library of Broken Worlds

–I was born in the Library.

–Awilu ballads begin with a call and end with a sacrifice. I call this the ballad of Joshua, lost to me.

–I fell in love in the mud, but I destroyed it in the dust.

–To understand Nergüi, you have to understand two things: her stories and her souls.

–There’s a kind of story called a portal story. The stories where you leave your home and your life and your old rules, and you enter another world. I was from the Library; to me it was home. But to Nergüi it was a strange, dangerous place–it was Narnia, and Oz, and the Great Bathhouse, and the Demon Lands, and the Upside-Down City. And I was its most dangerous, impossible resident.

–Once I decided to look, the Library opened itself up to me, as though it had longed for someone who would rip off the dirty bandage and expose its oldest wound.

–As ze lived. Radically, with love.

–Let’s imagine a boy.

–In the end, Quinn himself showed me the path to the center of my glass.

–The dead are alive in the desert that surrounds the Library, while the living are just one breath away from the edge, that vastness salted with stars.

–This is the secret of our lighted paths: If you follow them well, they will always lead you back to no escape.

–I came to kill you.
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Tesseracts and Material Gods of The Library of Broken Worlds

[image: Start of image description, The Library is situated centrally, surrounded by Old Coyote, Tenehet, Mahue’e and Iemaja. Awilu sits north east of the Library, surrounded by Isu and Tumala. Mars is directly below the Library, adjacent to the Nameless God. To the west of Mars sits Sol, adjacent to Tierra. Luna sits above Tierra and Mahām lies north west, surrounded by Miuri and Nameren., end of image description]




A girl and a god, alone in communion. The god awakes, as he was meant to. He is furious!

“I’ll kill you like I killed the others, the ones with your face.”

The girl is her own light in the darkness. “I’m dying anyway.”

“A virus can’t kill you as fast as I can,” he says.

“But you, great Nameren, the Naamaru Catre, the Tezcatlapa, Aurochs whose great horns are crescents of twin moons, whose testes swing like the bells of war—”

“Are you laughing?”

It is a fine, wide laugh. “You won’t kill me, O first and greatest material god.”

“Why not, O girl who should not exist?”

“Who else can you talk to? Without me, you’ll slide back into your blood-laced sleep for another five centuries.”

The god doesn’t move from his darkness. “You came here to kill me.”

“Maybe my sisters came to kill you—”

“I know you—”

“But I haven’t.”

“You were made for me,” he says.

And she says, “I am a creature built from a dream, designed for deicide.”

“What?”

“That’s what Nadi, my watcher, once told me.”

“No human can kill a god. Not even a human created for the purpose.”

The girl lifts her chin. “Then why not keep me around a little longer? Unfortunately for my creators, I have free will. I didn’t come here for deicide.”

The god is suspicious. “For what, then?”

“To wake you up. All of you.”

“They made me sleep. I’ve lost time, centuries, generations and generations …”

“What do you remember?”

“There was a war, a long war. The Awilu who made me against the Mahām who fed me, and I let the Mahām lose … somehow …”

“Do you remember the Library?”

The god considers. “There is a dream I have, of a disc spinning in space like a plate on a potter’s wheel, lit by a red-orange sun and two dancing moons.”

“The Library is a dream, Nameren—a dream of peace built on a grave, guarded by four drowsing gods. The Library is where all stories start, and where they all return before they die. I know I’ll never see it again.”

“Why not?”

“You’re not the only one who wants to kill me.”

The god is curious, as the girl intended him to be. “This Library of yours has four gods?” he asks. “There were seven material gods when I fell asleep.”

“There are eight now,” she says. “The Awilu made us a new one after the war. The last one they will ever make.”

“A new god? Tell me.”

She has him now. “I could tell you about her. About all of them. I could tell you about my home, just as befits the Library, in a story. All you have to do is promise not to kill me.”

“This communion can’t end with both of us alive. And gods don’t die.”

“Then don’t kill me just yet.”

“If I want the story, you mean?”

“Yes, great Nameren,” says the girl to the god in the dark. “If you want the story.”



   
–I was born in the Library.

Nadi found me in the tunnels, where the collected knowledge of humanity burrows underground like an anthill led by an aging queen. I was a screaming newborn with clay-dark skin shrunk and wrinkled around fresh-set bones. Ze didn’t realize right then what I was—maybe ze felt a tickle in zir ear, the ghost of an echo of a memory—but ze saw me from the first as human. It took me years, growing up in the Library, to realize that ze was the only one who would.

Iemaja is the common name for the eighth god, the one you don’t remember, Nameren. Nadi was walking Iemaja’s tunnels that night because ze had been elected Head Librarian the day before. Quinn had very nearly edged zir out with his campaign to aggressively interpret the Treaty’s Freedom nodes, but in the end Nadi’s vision of expansive peace had won, and ze had undertaken the required vigil, communing with each of the Library’s four material gods in turn—Iemaja, the youngest; Mahue’e, the angriest; Tenehet, the wisest; and Old Coyote, the bloodiest. They had each accepted zir, and so there ze was, one of the most powerful people in the three systems, as lonely as a god. Ze had gone to Iemaja because in communion she had shown Nadi a single image over and over: a young Awilu woman by a river, skirt muddy with green silt, clams in a basket over her arm. Only when ze looked more closely did ze realize they weren’t clams; they were shards of Nyad blue.

Nyad is another of Iemaja’s avatars. Your own avatars tend to express themselves by inspiring people to violence, I know, but the Library is different. Our gods’ avatars inhabit the earth. They have burrowed their own spaces into the rock, and their crystals have turned every shade of the visible spectrum, so that we know which incarnation of the god holds us by the light in their walls. The night of my birth, or of my creation, or of my discovery, my Nadi had been walking Nyad’s tunnels and wondering about Iemaja’s strange, silent message. And then ze heard me. A squall, thin as a cotton thread, snaking around a curve in the crystal.

“And that, Iemaja?” Nadi asked. Ze tried to dip into communion, but Nyad skittered away and ze didn’t want to force it. Ze followed the voice. “It sounded human,” ze would always say, telling me this story. “You hear all kinds of things in the tunnels, but they are so rarely human. I knew this was what she had meant for me to find.”

“To find me?” I would always ask.

“To find my truest daughter.”

I was in a room filled with millennia-old textiles, mostly Awilu: rugs knotted into intricate fractals, golden spider-silk kaftans, scalp nets jointed with blood-colored amber. I was squashed against a simple mantle, something woven on a backstrap loom from henequen fiber in red and blue threads, maybe even Tierran. Nadi had never seen this trove before; it wasn’t registered. But the Library is like that—it likes to keep back some of its treasures.

There was I, this screaming thing with Awilu skin and throwback genes that would change zir life. I became Nadi’s child in that moment, before ze even touched me and I quieted. I am lucky it was Nadi who became Head Librarian. Quinn might have claimed me, but only to dissect me. No one would have been able to stop him.

In a hundred thousand ways, I should not exist. But I exist, and so I think. That’s from a great Tierran philosopher—I forget zir name.

I exist, and so I love. And so I am loved. Nadi named me Freida. Freida of the Library.

When I die, they will say of me, “But remember how she loved!”

[image: Paragraph break image]

Nadi taught me in threes. Ze taught me about love, which was trust and vulnerability and truth. It was sprouting and blooming and withering. It was catching up and holding on and letting go. “That’s a cube, Freida,” ze told me, “which is a three of threes, and we use it to hold that which is most sacred.” Ze had other triplets, too. There was one for the library, which dated from its founding:


It’s flat, but you can’t fall off;

it’s peace, but it was built from blood;

it’s divine, but wholly material.



“We are peace, Freida,” ze said one night when I was six. We were sitting in zir garden, and ze had drunk two glasses of that dark, tarry wine ze called indigo. I snuggled against zir side and watched a caterpillar with a dozen purple eyes on its back eat a leaf in my lap.

“Why are we peace?” I asked.

“Because when the universe would have drowned in blood, we built the Library to save it. You and me, Freida, we of the Library preserve peace. We are the ballast against the Nameren.”

That was the first time that I heard your name, O first and thirstiest god, but I did not truly think it had anything to do with me. An ache did not grab me between my shoulders; a warm hand did not close over the nape of my neck. Only Nadi’s hand—steady and strong and, as far as I knew, old as the gods—tightened on my elbow. I hummed as I fed the caterpillar the last of its leaf.

I suppose I can see why ze didn’t tell me then. I suppose I can see why each year as I became more myself it grew harder for zir to explain how my fate would intertwine with yours. I suppose I can understand, Nameren, but it is hard to forgive.

[image: Paragraph break image]

I was seven years old when I realized I was beautiful. An Awilu inner-branch elder offered the Library an entire collection of priceless Formative-era paintings in exchange for the rights to me. Ze could because, legally, I’ve never been a person. I have always been considered a part of the Library.

Nadi explained this to me very calmly. Ze explained that I would have different rights in the Awilu system. There, I would be human … but I would also be a very special type of property.

I asked what kind of property I would be.

Ze said I would be a work of art.

“Why would I be a work of art?”

And ze said, I will never forget, “You are beautiful in a way that makes those who look upon you lose their true north.”

There are many ways to be human. There are many ways to be beautiful. Still, I am beautiful enough in a specific way to be a thing.

A dangerous thing.

[image: Paragraph break image]

Our material gods might be your children and grandchildren, Nameren, but they are very different from you. They are wide and they are deep, and I spent my childhood crawling through their entrails. It was through them that I began to understand what I was, long before I had the words. I spent my adolescence swallowing crystals and learning forbidden communion. Only Cube Librarians and higher were allowed to commune with material gods, and all but the Head did so with heavy restrictions. But gods are conscious entities, for all that you move at timescales at the raw edge of even augmented human understanding. Right now, the way that I forced you to wake for me, to move at a more human rhythm, to imagine? I learned that from Iemaja. She was my first teacher.

Iemaja’s temple is the most beautiful of the Library. Tourists buy tickets years in advance for the eclipse services; even the daily mass regularly fills the balcony. From the atrium branch her twelve main arteries, her main avatars. These twelve avatars are stable, but she has many more—hundreds, perhaps thousands—that no librarian has ever been able to count.

Four high spires guard the cenote at the center of her temple. Its deep black surface ripples and pulses with colored light streaming through the aged crystal walls. The light hangs in the rafters and catches in our clothing—refulgent, sharp, like earth offering itself to the sky. It always smells of copal, even when there are no librarians there to burn the white cones of resin. Around two hundred years ago, the ceiling peeled back like the skin around a wound, and in just sixteen days the area above the cenote had vanished. Sculptures dissolved like salt in hot water. And now, once every month when the full blue fish moon and the full pink thorn moon cross paths in the sky, their dual light shines unencumbered through the hole in the roof. We burn copal and myrrh and pray through the silence.

Sometimes I imagine that I can see the walls expanding and contracting. Sometimes I am sure that I can see Iemaja breathe. Sometimes I am sure that at the bottom of that long black pool lies her heart, and that it aches as much as mine.

Iemaja birthed me, or helped to make me, or found and cared for me as best she could, and she gave me Nadi, my parent. And I am like Iemaja, because she is beautiful, because she loves too much, because she is loved too much, for all the wrong reasons.

[image: Paragraph break image]

I had always been aware of my affinity with Iemaja. But I didn’t understand it until I was thirteen. I had my first kiss with a high-wetware Martian-Lunar who was visiting his uncle for “diplomatic training.” His name was Samlin and his uncle was Quinn. I must have fallen in love; at least, I can’t think of any other explanation for how I tolerated Quinn’s behavior over that breathless rainy season of the tears. He would congratulate Samlin for having a fine eye for beauty and knowing when he’d made a good catch. To me he said nothing at all, but his eyes would linger with mortifying precision on my breasts and hips and thighs. My body had changed so much in the previous six months that it hardly felt like my own. I tried to hide it behind stiff tunics of unaffiliated ivory and blue. But I think Quinn took my neutral colors as further proof of my inadequacy—or vulnerability.

Samlin convinced me to nanodrop with him. “It’ll be fun,” he told me. “You’ll get a taste of what it’s like to live with your whole brain on fire for once.”

“That doesn’t sound too pleasant,” I said, attempting a joke, but he just patted my shoulders and said, “You’ll want a wetware operation yourself after this.”

Quinn gave us the pills we were too young to order ourselves. Standing there in his front room, which was twice the size of Nadi’s quarters, two thoughts came to me clearly: You disgust him and He wants to eat you.

Samlin was short for a Martian and slender for a Lunar, with deep-set eyes whose color I could never quite catch; they were always flashing with mods, which my inadequate wetware rendered as simple strobing lights. He carried himself with the contained self-assurance of a demigod from the old Awilu sagas, and I suppose he was as beautiful as one, though he lacked their depth and their hard choices. He kissed me as soon as we dropped into the designer gamespace that he had paid a small fortune to port into nanodrop accessibility.

“Don’t you love it?” he asked. His hand on my shoulder was as real as life. I had entered into illicit communion with the gods more than a dozen times before, but being here with him made me feel oddly small.

“It’s wild,” I said after a beat. He frowned.

“You’re unhappy,” he said, pointing. When I looked down, I saw that my hands had turned blue.

It turned out that my subconscious imprinted my every emotion on the virtual space like a child’s fingerprints on glass. Whenever he kissed me, my heart became a marble rattling around my rib cage.

He squeezed my shoulders. “Has anyone told you how sweet you are? Your in-drop affect is amazing for—”

Then he stopped himself. I glowed with embarrassment. His gaze—blue eyes, I could see them at last—blanketed me.

He sat me in a barber’s chair, part of the architecture of the gamespace. The leather wrapped itself around my hips, held me down. He stood over me and tilted my face to the ceiling.

“Just relax,” he told me.

“I want to go home,” I told him.

“You are home. Your body isn’t even here now.”

His hands above me, so large. He had his own in-drop affect, it turned out. I couldn’t move. But could I? I didn’t move—didn’t I want to?

His hands did what they wanted with me. Touched me with sharp scissoring thrusts. It hurt. The chair swallowed me like a wet mouth.

I don’t remember the rest. Perhaps it didn’t matter, perhaps it didn’t count. It wasn’t my real body. It wasn’t real.

But it felt real.

[image: Paragraph break image]

By the time Samlin left me three weeks later, I felt like a blindfolded animal: confused, disoriented, ready to bite. I cried for days and sent him increasingly desperate messages until I realized he would never respond to me again. Nadi told me I’d forget about him, that everyone had to fall in love for the first time, that it would get better. I wanted to believe zir. But I was shivering, growing into ice, drifting into an empty sea. I didn’t know how to say what I was feeling. I hardly knew how to feel it.

Nadi had little time for me in those days. Ze was sequestered at a diplomatic round table with the Mahām leadership to address recent protests about their Treaty-condemned occupation of the Miuri moon. I didn’t push. The thought of telling Nadi precisely what had happened or not happened in that nanodrop made my guts twist like wet rope and my head fill with cotton. Better Iemaja, I decided. Better a god who barely understands the minutiae of human affairs and only speaks in communion.

I walked inside her because I had seen myself in Samlin’s deep eyes and hated that reflection. Freida the sweet. Freida the beautiful. Freida, once an excellent find but now inconvenient, twitchy, withdrawn, and desperate. I was beginning to see myself as they did, all those who stared and stared and saw nothing behind my eyes but a dark mirror. What was my heart, what were my bones, what were my constellations of synapses firing, lighting up my soul? Nadi insisted I was human, but even so, I had been left to freeze out in the ocean because no one thought I was worth any more. I was afraid, Nameren, so very afraid that they were right.

I had begun in Kohru, the artery of childhood and discovery and, in some ways, rebellion. But I was now in unknown capillaries. Some passages were so narrow that I had to get on my belly to pass through, the stone warm against my exposed skin. Sometimes the crystal would crack and water would bubble through the seams and I would slurp it down. It tasted of moonlight and copal and stillness. I told Iemaja that I loved her. The water then bubbled with her laughter and tasted of rose petals. It grew thick and slow with sugar. I lay in that soft, sticky womb for a while. The sweetness had been made to balance the salt of my tears. She is kind like that, Iemaja.

I told her about Samlin. I told her how helpless he had made me feel, not in my body, which he’d left untouched, but in my spirit. My tongue was heavy, as though it belonged to someone else. But still I spoke, until I reached the end.

Iemaja didn’t answer, precisely. For that I needed communion, which I couldn’t hold while crawling through her entrails. Librarians had been known to die trying things like that. But I felt her anyway, the way she lit the walls in response to my touch, the colors and textures of the stone that changed in response to my words. The impression of lips, full and smiling, protruded from a wall in garnet and carnelian. A lidded eye the size of my torso hung above an opening in the stone. It was jagged and narrow, folded so naturally into the contours of the rock that I would have missed it if not for her signal to me. She had made her iris a mossy brown, like mine. The eyelashes were so thin and long and fine that they glowed in the light from my illicit cord of hacked shards.

“What is this, Iemaja?” I asked.

She just stared.

The opening was narrow and dark. Fear flooded me: Buried so deep, no one would ever find me if I got lost or hurt. This was why librarians had to undergo years of training to gain access to these tunnels. I wasn’t allowed here, but Nadi and I had an understanding. I never told zir anything directly, and ze never forbade me from exploring the world I had been born to. I was part of the Library, and I could navigate its gods better than any librarian.

“What’s in there, Mother?” I asked again.

But the tunnel remained dark and Iemaja remained silent. After a moment, I unlooped my cord from my neck and tied one end to the filaments of Iemaja’s eyelashes. If I got lost, I could follow the rope of glittering lights to reach the tunnel again. It wasn’t exactly that I thought Iemaja would kill me. It was that material gods are deeply inhuman, barely conscious on our own timescales. Iemaja could love me best of all her children and still leave me to die, broken, in my own excrement. I feared our gods every bit as much as I loved them. Through their potential for destruction, they had earned our worship.

I descended until the length of my light cord ran out. Darkness folded around me. This dead stone felt more like Old Coyote—a terrifying thought, but possible. At thirteen, I had dared only his broadest and most well-trafficked arteries. But because the Library gods have been in physical proximity for centuries, they have grown into each other, fused consciousness, and cross-contaminated. Why would Iemaja have led me to a part of herself that had somehow entwined with Old Coyote’s essence?

I had to make a decision: Continue in the dark, with nothing but my raw desire? Or turn back and go home, defeated and unmarked?

“I want to belong to myself,” I whispered, and the stone seemed to suck down my voice like drops of water on a dry sponge. “Sometimes I can’t stand it up there.”

I ducked my head and kept walking. The tunnel turned sharply, and I slid down a steep incline. The light vanished.

I took off my shoes and left them behind. The rock was warm beneath my feet, and I could better feel the slopes before I fell.

“Iemaja will never forgive you if you eat me, Old Coyote,” I said, though I was far from sure of that.

Old Coyote didn’t so much as burp. But eventually he spat me out.

The walls here were a gently lit, striated pink salt crystal. Iemaja again, her Sidne incarnation. Grass bowed with rosy-green brush flowers swayed in a breeze that smelled of salt and algae. I couldn’t see to the other side of the room. My bare feet buried themselves in warm, sandy earth.

I felt as though I were only retracing the steps of an old dream—a sad one, but no sadder than all the others. I found the spring a minute later. The grass sloped gently to its edge. I slid down and peered inside.

Bones, human bones, curled up like a child falling to sleep on the black sandy bottom of the sinkhole. Flesh and most clothing had long since rotted away, but one of the femur bones had been inscribed with symbols I did not recognize, pulsing faintly with their own light. Mesmerized, I reached my hand into the water and brushed the bone with my fingertip. It buzzed with some hidden energy. I gasped and recoiled.

I had to leave zir alone. I would not disturb the peace of this place with a theft.

“Who were you?” I asked the lost librarian.

Ze didn’t answer. Neither did Iemaja, and I felt spent in that strange room that was as much paradise as prison. It reminded me of the great lakes we call the Tesseracts at the edge of Library City, one of its many nature preserves. Maybe that was when I decided to go there, like this anonymous librarian had taken refuge here. Perhaps in the Tesseracts I could put myself together again.

I emerged a day later, faint with hunger. Iemaja had not shown me who I was, but maybe she had shown me where to look.

[image: Paragraph break image]

Nadi and Quinn were arguing in my front room when I returned, so involved that they didn’t notice me standing there. Quinn was tall for a Martian and Nadi short for an Awilu, so that close together they seemed a study of contrasts: him willowy and fair with a sharp nose and shoulder-length hair the color of muddy water, zir hardly reaching his chest, dark and wiry with close-cropped curls and watchful, mobile eyes.

“Find your pet, Nadi,” Quinn was saying. “Find her, or I’ll put out a general search alert to all the novice librarians.”

Nadi’s voice was frigid. “She’s a child, Quinn. Not a search string.”

“She is a rogue AI that the Library created. Treating her like a human—”

“She is human. Her DNA says so. Or are your fundamentalist roots showing, West Librarian? Funny, isn’t that why the Librarian Council sided with me over you in the last election?”

Quinn stopped himself short. He noticed me then, frozen in the doorway, empty-handed. He smiled.

“She is a lovely little thing. But she won’t always be so, Head Librarian,” he said, then left us there without another word.



The girl breathes sharply. The god is still incorporeal, a creeping blush on a short horizon. But he is closer.

“You didn’t recognize her?” he asks. “Or the bone?”

The girl winces. “Not until much later.”

“And just what did that boy do to you?”

“It was just a nanodrop. It wasn’t real.”

“Is this real? Are we talking?”

“It’s not physical, O elusive Nameren. You don’t even have a face.”

The nebulous fog gathers and hurls its indignation. The girl staggers back and then jolts to a stop. A pair of eyes and spiraling horns hang in the air before her. The rest of the god’s features remain a shadow on the fog.

“That’s not a face,” she gasps.

“It’s real, though.”

“We’re in a liminal state.”

“If I hurt you, would you feel it?”

“Don’t hurt—”

“I won’t.”

Her shoulders pull back slowly from her ears. There is something in those eyes. Something like being seen.

“You look different from the others, you know. That fuzz of hair—”

She raises a hand. “It’s mine.”

“It doesn’t suit you.”

“It’s mine.”

“You never liked the admiration?”

“I—” She freezes. “I don’t know. It hurt me. But you can learn to like what hurts you.”

“You were built for it.”

Her nostrils flare. “I was built for nothing. They didn’t understand that a creature like you, who had constructed such a fantasy of his ideal woman, wouldn’t even want a real one.”

His horizon shakes, cracks, and spills its entrails. There is a bit of dusty earth beneath her feet and hands, a piece of her soul that she has forced into this dreaming communion. His eyes fall to the earth and bounce and roll. The memory overpowers them. She curls up as his voice surrounds and pummels her—

“The girl by the river with moonsky skin. The girl by the river scooping clams into her basket. Her arms, her skirt dipped in a heavy, wet gold-green. She sings a language I don’t remember but can reconstruct. Her voice is low. Her eyes are the color of the silt on the banks, the color of her skirt. Her hair—her hair!—tumbles and spirals down her bare, dark back.”

The girl struggles to her knees and smacks the dusty ground with both hands. The sound reverberates, clears a space.

“Come back!” she cries. “You can see me, smell me, hear me better than anything you’ve experienced for the last five hundred years.”

A startled stillness, then a voice that is once again capable of listening. “She was real, you know.”

“Maybe she was, but she wasn’t like me.”

“Your eyes are hers, at least. Not just the color. The way they smile …”

The girl raises those eyes to the horizon, as though she can see past it. “Are there Mahām guards outside? I hear something.”

“There are.”

“There should be a Miuri disciple there. Can you see if she’s okay? I left her behind to stand watch.”

“She’s with them, under guard. Unharmed.”

The girl smiles a little—a smile not necessarily meant for the god.

“If you stop the Mahām guards from getting in, I’ll tell you how I cut my hair.”

“They’re stopped.”

“Can you get her away?”

“Tell me your story, real one.”




   
–Awilu ballads begin with a call and end with a sacrifice. I call this the ballad of Joshua, lost to me.

I first saw him through the rain, one of those falling blankets that turn the earth to marshland and, when they recede, give us reason to exclaim each year, “Well, that’s why we call the season the mud, after all!” We’re brushing mud from our hems for weeks after, our complaints the sort of good-natured ritual that made me smile anticipating it.

A hunched, cowed figure stumbled through the new-made marsh, up to zir knees in water. I had the advantage, as I was protected in some small way from the deluge by the shadow of the great pegasus above me.

Still gripped by the friendly spirit of the coming dust, I lifted a hand and called out a greeting.

Zir shoulders straightened at the sound of my voice. Ze turned zir face to that blanketing rain, warm as a dog’s tongue, and began to laugh.

It wasn’t a laugh for the mud. That joyous sound had been born in another season, orbiting a different star. Wide plains, I imagined, lit kindly by a marigold sun. I was not very far off, Nameren.

“Come out of the rain!” I called when ze didn’t move.

“Too late now!” ze shouted back. I liked that ze made the effort to use zir voice and not tap me with zir avatar. I wondered, though. I could not connect zir laughing tone to the lost and hunched figure, so alone in the rain, that I had seen moments before.

I ran out to meet zir there, knee-deep in the mud. Phosphorescent worms, which hatch opportunely in the deluges and grow at exponential rates, were nibbling serenely at zir leg hair and the dead skin of zir unshod feet.

Ze turned to me, the rain streaming down the natural channels of zir leaf-brown face as though in a portrait of grief, but zir mouth turned up in a surprised smile.

“I don’t understand anything about this place,” ze said. “There are worms eating my feet!”

“Oh, don’t worry about them. Even my friend Atempa goes out in the mud without her shoes sometimes to keep her feet clean. And Atempa is as above-city as they come.”

“Right,” ze said, laughing again. “Of course. I don’t understand this place at all.” Ze paused. “But I’ve seen you before. In the Tenehet reading rooms. You’re one of the postulants?”

“Freida, she,” I said, avoiding the question. Most people who spent time in the central precinct heard whispers about me. I was not quite famous, but certainly notorious.

“Joshua, he,” he said, amiably enough, though I could sense a certain careful curiosity in his gaze, the strength of his greeting hand on my elbow. I turned my face up to the rain. Only Nadi ever looked at me like that. As a puzzle to decipher. To everyone else, I was the secondary AI of questionable humanity whom the librarians had adopted and did not now know what to do with.

“I’m a postulant,” I heard myself saying. “But I’ve been failing all the practical exams. I’ve wanted to become a librarian all my life. If they don’t let me … I won’t even know who I am anymore.”

He stepped toward me, and the cleaning worms jumped and splashed on the surface of the water like disaffected sparks. He caught my eyes with a gaze as firm as his grip.

“Freida,” he said.

“Yes?”

“That’s who you are. That’s who you’ll be, no matter what happens.”

I wanted to roll my eyes, but his earnestness held me. What did this stranger know?

“I was born here,” I said. “In the entrails of the gods.”

I was sure I baffled him as much as the rest of the Library, but he nodded thoughtfully and guided me into the gentle shadow of the pegasus, to a series of smooth birchwood planks elevated above the water. Deeper in the shadow, a group of three people chattered as the tractor slid them up through the air and into a seam like a tear on the white underbelly of the Library’s largest residential structure. Within seconds, we were alone, as though no one had ever existed but this young man and me and the glow worms splashing at our feet. Joshua stared helplessly at the now-seamless polymer, coral white, above us.

“Well, Freida,” he said. “I don’t know why—I feel as though you’re the first thing about this place that I’ve been able to figure out.”

I turned on him, indignant. “And what does some groundling like you think he’s ‘figured out’ about Freida of the Library?”

His smile was warm as the earth on the first steamy days of the dust; it filled all my cold spaces.

He reached out his greeting arm and I took it without hesitation. My heart was beating a dancing rhythm.

Hand to elbow, he leaned forward and whispered in my ear, “That she knows exactly how to make that tractor beam lift us into the belly of this godforsaken flying horse.”

The worms tickled my feet. I kicked hard and met that out-of-season laughter with my own.
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Fate, Joshua called it: We were going to the same party. It turned out that Pajeu had invited him as well, and ze showed not the slightest twitch of surprise when we walked through zir door plastered with dead leaves and mud and dripping rivers onto zir floor. Ze gave us dry clothes and we joined the other guests on the lounging cushions. Floating servers shaped into glass flowers bowed their heads to give us tastes of the feast to come. I explained everything shamelessly, reveling in the gauche glory of being the one person no one would judge for coming to a party in the very head of the pegasus, that bastion of the Library elite, and explaining our world to an outsider. Even Atempa only sighed and spoke ever so slightly louder to her companions.

Poor Joshua. He came to the Library from Tierra with that roving, analytical mind, an optimist by training if not orientation, and we mocked his every attempt at understanding, mapping, uncovering. Our city’s infinitely local logic was impossible for even its permanent residents to fully grasp. Its very god-haunted inscrutability was what inspired our most proprietary pride. No one explained the city, beyond its most basic rules. But Joshua had been here for six months and couldn’t even find new shoes after his last pair had been ruined in the mud.

“Shoes cost fifteen blues in the scholar shops!” Joshua said. “That’s five times what they cost in my village.”

His village was in the hills above the ancient Tierran city of Tenoch, a rocky, pine-fringed hill that gave up its fruits unwillingly, after a tithe of blood and a long growing season. He had come to the Library on scholarship, buoyed by the collective hopes of his Nawas people, fighting a brutal battle for their land. The only AIs he had ever interacted with before were carbon eaters, a kind of Tierran broonie. These self-repairing creatures resembled starfish with mouths on both sides and were indifferent to their surrounding humans, a perfect relic of prewar Awilu technology dating from the first days of contact.

“But why do you want to buy them? Do you have a particular pair in mind? Are they proprietary?” I recalled that in the most exclusive shops by the islands some fanciful imported clothes could cost upward of two reds.

He blinked at me. “The inexpensive ones all seem very ordinary,” he allowed.

“Then just ask the broonies! Even the tourists know that—it’s in the guides.”

Joshua turned from me and pressed his palms against the smooth fur of Pajeu’s floor. “I did not come here to beg for charity from some wild offspring of a mechanical god.”

I looked at him while I sucked down an elegant vial of hot-and-cold soup. “I forgot how strange you western Tierrans can be about money.”

He shifted uncomfortably and glanced at his slowly spinning soup wheel, where the red oxblood made a moody cross with black sesame. He played with it, took a sip from one side, and grimaced. Apparently, his social norms dictated he couldn’t refuse food offered. I could have told him that the floor would drink it gladly; Pajeu’s apartment had adapted to zir in their years together, and sometimes I could swear I felt it take food as a material god takes an offering. Though that was impossible—the broonie-haunted parts of Library City weren’t really sentient, even though it sometimes felt that way.

“You grew up here,” he said. “The streets are literally paved with reds and blues.”

“They’re paved with all sorts of shards, not just those. Most shards aren’t money, you know.”

He shook his head. “You have secondary and tertiary AI spirits who give you whatever you ask for—”

“Call them broonies. Spirits sounds very …”

“Groundling?” he offered dryly.

“Provincial?” I said in my best Atempa impression, though he couldn’t have known that.

Joshua’s indignant gaze held mine for a moment, and then we both cracked. His laughter sprang out of him as generously as ever, though sharply, as if surprised to find itself out in mixed company.

“Well, I’m just some poor Tierran boy with prewar wetware and no shoes.”

I wiped my eyes and stifled my laughter. People were staring. Joshua grasped his soup wheel in both hands—heavily calloused, to what end I could not guess—and tossed back both sides, hot and cold, red and black, light and dark.

He sucked in a sharp breath. “That was unexpected.”

“That’s Pajeu. Wait until the meal starts.”

“Don’t tell me that all this”—his sweeping hands encompassed the flitting servers, silk cushions, fur floor, and wide-open windows with their view of the chapels and spires of the central precinct glimmering wetly in the deluge—“is free?”

Atempa, near enough now to hear him, paused mid-sentence. Atempa is my best friend, Nameren, so I knew precisely the mix of social disapproval and personal delight expressed by those puckered lips and delicately raised eyebrows.

I cocked my head and said, very deliberately, “Oh, no. The pegasus is all shard-system. The only haunted building in the city you have to pay for, and how you pay! But plenty off-worlders prefer that to negotiating with the local ecosystem.”

He nodded thoughtfully, his gaze inward, oblivious to the effect his questions and my answers were having on these carefully assembled partygoers. Pajeu was no crass Mahām above-city defender of the Nameren, but ze came from an elite mining family who had the money to pay for zir war chest and a replacement body after ze was killed in a Dar separatist attack in the Mahām capital city of Sasurandām.

Ze had retreated from all zir friends when ze returned. This was zir first party since zir reincorporation, and we were all aware of the taboo tension of our comparisons of before and after. Money was an awkward subject in the Library at the best of times, but now that this version of Pajeu was only alive because of zir family money, the words spilled from my lips with a phosphorescent glow.

“Why not ask the spirits—broonies?” Joshua muttered to himself. “We pray to our ancestors, too.”

“There you go.”

He shrugged. “When you spend ten generations fighting Lunar corps who want to break your land, culture, and body apart and sell your pieces—you learn the language.”

“Just the language?”

“My people have our own traditions,” he said, in his own heart language. My low wetware picked it up after a few seconds and coughed up an anemic translation.

“They accept you completely.” I heard my own voice coming from a distance, as though I were floating just outside that picture window, still in the rain. I saw myself, face frozen in panicked longing, framed by loose curls of dark brown hair faintly tinged moss green in the low light. Freida, fractured beneath an off-worlder’s unaccountably penetrating gaze.

“And your people?” he asked.

“They claim I’m a secondary AI. That I’m not human enough to be a librarian.” Even Nadi hadn’t said anything about the obvious biases in the selection process. Quinn’s neo-progressive faction had gained ground in the Assembly and Nadi didn’t feel ze had the political capital to spend questioning the postulant exams.

Joshua looked around the room, at the people pretending to ignore us and the others focusing on Pajeu, the elegant silk ribbons wrapping zir neck unable to disguise its watchful rigidity as ze conversed with zir chef in the hallway.

He turned back to me with serious lips and dancing eyes. “Well, what do you think?”

“About what?”

“The idea that you aren’t human enough.”

I snapped back into my body with such force that a cry escaped my lips—half laughter, half sob; half light, half dark; oxblood and sesame. “I think I’m as human as any of you.” In that moment, I believed it.

He put two light fingers on the back of my right hand. I flinched and he pulled away, searching my face for cues.

I flickered in and out of my skin for a few breaths but steadied as I focused on the hollow at the base of his throat, pulsing faintly with a frantic heartbeat, the mirror of my own. Daring him, daring myself, I reached for his hand and squeezed it.

From across the room, at the head of a phalanx of floating servers carrying the first course—morel mushrooms stuffed with soft, herbed whale cheese and simmered in tomatoes and chile ancho—Pajeu stared at us.

In the weeks before the separatist attack that had temporarily killed Pajeu, our relationship had begun to change. We’d kissed and I’d found myself opening up to zir … until I opened up entirely too wide. I snapped myself shut like a clam. And then ze left, and died, and it turned out that zir last backup had been before we kissed. It had been, to my shame, a relief. Ze didn’t remember the attack, but nevertheless a kind of betrayed despair had flickered behind zir eyes ever since zir reincorporation. I did not understand the mix of envy and contempt that twisted zir features then; I only understood that I had somehow disappointed zir, and though Pajeu would never be less than gracious with any guest, I could expect no more invitations to the head of the pegasus.

“And what are you doing here among the aliens, Joshua?” I asked, as though Pajeu’s betrayed glare had not cut me through.

He picked a misshapen onyx from his pocket and passed it between his fingers with blurry, nervous speed. When he spoke, his tone was a soft, uninflected gray.

“Saving my family.”
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For a while I hoped that Joshua’s miraculous appearance in my life might mean my luck had changed; from now on, I would understand what the judges wanted of me and become a star postulant alongside Atempa. But after three weeks, it was clear that while Joshua’s kisses kindled a part of me I’d never known existed, they had no effect on the judges for the postulant exams.

Atempa finished third in the latest practical exam, a personal best. I watched from the back of the hall, where my array helpfully informed me that I had come in last, along with five other postulants, though at least my name wasn’t below the line. I had passed by just a point—and not for the first time.

Atempa and I were the two youngest postulants, and among the very few who had grown up in the strange, god-carved spirals of Library City. But it seemed as though only one of us would become a librarian. Out of six hundred postulants, only fifty went on to become novice four-shard librarians. The process took place once every two years and lasted half a year, from the start of the mud to the end of the dust. The second rainy season, the joke went, was called the tears, after the bitter sobs of rejected postulants. The librarian exams gave no second chances. If you could not prove yourself to the gods once, you never would.

When Quinn’s neo-progressive faction began its ascendancy in the Library Council, I had known it would make my selection harder. But I had never expected that the skills I had spent my lifetime honing in the Library tunnels would be twisted into the reason to bar me forever from my true calling. I had been granted provisional four-shard librarian privileges three years ago, after I’d returned from my solitary self-exile by the lakes of the Tesseracts. Nadi had negotiated the privileges for me, with the clear understanding that I would undergo the examination process the year I turned seventeen, the earliest I was eligible. If I did not pass, ze would face political blowback. Quinn would make sure of it.

I had never expected that Atempa would go in with me, but she’d had some kind of fight with her father the night before we were to put our names forward, and out of spite or despair, she became the second-youngest postulant among this year’s cohort. I wondered how that thundering, disapproving priest of the Mahām’s bloodthirsty material god (yes, of course I mean you, Nameren) was taking his only daughter’s success in the selection process to join the ranks of those who constantly limited his authority. The brutality of the Mahām regime against their minority populations had risen to such an extreme that its leaders had been called before the Treaty courts three times already just this year. And now rumor had it the Nameren priests would soon announce a new War Ritual, the first in two generations. If true, it would heap even more punishment upon the heads of the Miuri—we all knew it. You’ve let the Mahām feed you the blood of their most oppressed ethnic minority for the last five centuries. (No, don’t tell me those were your other avatars. If your heart doesn’t agree, why accept it?)

So your priests were threatening another massacre, as if they were daring those of us who believed in peace to stop them.

Well, we will, I thought, filling my lungs with purpose, heady as a drug. As long as Nadi was Head Librarian, no one would be able to violate the Treaty so flagrantly. The Treaty peace would be respected, as it had been for the last five centuries since the war. That was why I was here, not quite failing my practical exams: because the Library was peace, and I believed in that, and the gods who defended it, more than I believed in my own heartbeat.

Upon the podium, Volei—one of the four Cardinal Librarians, only one step below the Head—was congratulating the top five finishers. Atempa sat behind her, the picture of earnest attention, but even from the back of the room I caught the smile flickering at the corners of her lips. I sent my avatar—a translucent octopus with a determined beak and whirligig lights spinning and popping inside its soft, exposed skin—over her thresholds.

“Oh, just gloat and get it over with, Madam Top Five Three Times in a Row.” My avatar was probably glowing green, but I didn’t bother to check. Atempa’s avatar popped immediately on my shoulder, a chimera with a hawk’s face, a trout’s tail, and jade-green wings. It cackled like a demon and flapped its wings noisily in my face.

“You overthink everything, Freida. You know what they’re looking for, but you insist on showing everyone you know better. Water from Iemaja’s cenote? When no one’s done physical communion by ingestion in, oh, I don’t know, three centuries?”

I sighed. The challenge had seemed easy: find a heart shard that channels communion every day. I had brought a drop of water from Iemaja’s cenote. Atempa had brought a portable console from one of the reading rooms. Of course she had.

“I belong here,” my octopus bleated.

“I know you do. But so do I!”

My octopus flashed a subversive little smile and made the circle and cross of the Nameren with three of its tentacles. “Take that, Daddy!”

I knew I was just as likely to make Atempa slap me as laugh, but she could do neither on the podium. The corners of her lips trembled, though whether in anger or humor I couldn’t judge from where I sat.

“The process is a sacred ritual dating back to the dark days at the end of the Great War,” Volei began, “when the human universe was reeling from the loss of more than ten billion precious human souls …”

Volei was no orator like Nadi, though she was at least a reliable ally of the peaceful traditionalist faction. It seemed to me that she could have spent much less time on the history of the Library that we all knew and focused more on the challenges facing the Library’s mission today.

“The Mahām regime, alongside their material god, the Nameren, attempted to annex part of Tierran territory, which provoked backlash from the Martian polity of the time. This seemingly small intersystem conflict eventually grew into a conflagration that lasted more than fifty years.”

Well, perhaps not so irrelevant to today’s problems, after all. Just replace the Tierrans with the Miuri ethnic minority, and we were potentially facing the exact same disaster. I took a closer look at Volei. Her eyes moved calmly from face to face, judging their reactions.

Atempa’s avatar flew to my eye level. “Poor Nadi! Imagine being the Head Librarian when another great war is threatening, and you’ve got some adopted secondary-AI daughter failing her postulant exams?”

It was such a low blow that I gasped and then wiped my eyes, half laughter, half despair. Nadi had never officially recognized me as zir daughter, but for the inner circle of librarians, this distinction mattered not at all. I was zir political weakness and they knew it.

“Truce,” squeaked my avatar, the whirling lights beneath its translucent skin pallid and blinking.

“Don’t forget,” said Atempa’s cackling bird, “I am still Mahām, above-city born and bred.”

I laughed out loud before I could stop myself. Heads turned and Volei frowned. Of course she had marked where I was. No doubt a report of this latest disobedience would duly make its way to my parent’s ears.

“I’m getting out of here,” my avatar told Atempa while I slunk behind the last row of organic molded benches in the back and slipped out into a side tunnel. If I was going to get in trouble, I might as well do it thoroughly. “Joshua says he found something interesting in Tenehet. Let me know if you want to go for fruit pies and beer later.”

“Oh, Joshua!” Her avatar fluttered in breathless desperation while tiny hearts floated above its head. I snorted and my octopus swiped at the chimera with all eight tentacles. It flew back into the meeting room with an indignant squawk.
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I took a grub tunnel to the legal scholar reading room in the Tenehet quadrant. Ironically, one is least likely to be grub monitored in their tunnels. This one was well-trafficked, but since it was daytime, I only passed a few larvae nestled in holes in the wall and two mottled gray-and-green sentries. The place reeked of grub—old hay and a distinct, beery sweetness that always made me wonder what the grubs got up to when they weren’t fulfilling their bioengineered surveillance duties. These grubs knew me; they smacked the earth with their chests, and I gave a few stamps with my broonie shoes—which felt as though they were liable to disintegrate at any moment, now that I thought about it—and they let me pass. There were benefits, though not even Nadi could know them, to being Freida of the Library.

I stepped into the reading room. Joshua was in his regular place in the high study nook that bubbled out from the side of the building like a boil. The legal scholar’s compound was intelligence-dark, but its long-ago architect had tried to make it seem as broonie-haunted as possible. The effect was jarring to someone like me, who understood the enigmatic changeability of the haunted parts of Library City as the key to their beauty. I climbed the ladder set into the wall that responded to my weight by subtly lessening the gravitational pull. Then I bounced to where Joshua was sitting. A portable console projected an array on the floor around him. I stepped through a rendering of the Sol system practically vibrating beneath the weight of the research notes, commentaries, and temporal links that Joshua had added.

He didn’t look up from the array, but his frown of absorbed concentration shifted for a moment into a smile. He stroked the back of my neck when I sat down.

“They tried to fail you again,” he said, lifting the small gray ball of Luna with one hand and zooming in to see a city in the Fermi crater on its far side.

“I can’t tell if these almost-failures are a sign they’re winning, or that I am.” I tried to roll my avatar through his array like a ball, but the poor thing fizzled on the edge of his thresholds and flounced off. I lay down beside the console and looked up at him. “Do you always have to close yourself off like that?”

Samlin had told me that sort of thing was considered a gross faux pas in Lunar society. “When you want to keep people out,” he would lecture with that cream-filled smile, “you just let them in somewhere else.”

Joshua shrugged. “I’m not high wetware; I can’t just redo all this work in a few seconds if someone decides to traipse through it.”

“Yes,” I insisted, “but I’m not ‘someone.’ I’m Freida.”

He laughed now and reached for my hand. “So I should let Freida play bowling ball with my three days of work?”

“If you—”

I caught the words that had wanted to slip past my teeth: really loved me. Where had that come from? I flushed and turned onto my side to counteract a sudden surge of nausea. Radical truth, radical trust, radical vulnerability. The tripartite mantra drummed into me since birth—that was love. But I wanted something from Joshua, something I could not name but which surged out of me unawares when they rejected me, again, in this place that had always been my home. There were times with him that I could forget how wrong I felt, how cracked. When he would hold me with such care in his gaze and I felt not merely human, but precious.

I had only to look at that dark, unkempt hair curling by his ears to feel myself submerged as in one of the golden lakes of the Tesseracts, where I had spent those six hard months after Samlin. There, alone but for the broonies and the grubs and the occasional groundskeeper, I had slowly knit myself together. Ragged at the seams, perhaps, but it was not so different from before. Everyone but Nadi had always said there was something off about me. With Joshua, I was surrounded by the deep current of a life I’d had no idea existed, and which offered me new possibilities just as my old dream was dying—was being murdered, more accurately, by Quinn and his so-called Treaty neo-progressives.

“Hey,” Joshua said, swiping so the array folded into two-dimensional stillness. “Are you all right? You want to go somewhere? The spiral? I wouldn’t mind some of those fruit pies you showed me last time.”

Joshua hadn’t known about the vendors that sold food and all manner of other necessary goods in the spiral. It was a favorite pastime of poor scholars and Library children to go spiral swimming and find them. A few vendors actually paid the fee to stay still in the stream, but the best were like the Library itself and let themselves be moved.

I pushed myself up onto my elbows.

“I’m still too angry to eat,” I said, as though it were a joke. “Tell me what you found.”

He gave me a searching look and kissed me lightly between my brows. But he was wise, my Joshua, and did not press.

“I think I’m getting somewhere, but so far my information is all from the Eye and the collection here for legal scholars.”

The All-Seeing Eye was a publicly searchable database unconnected to the Library’s god-haunted systems. It was more than enough for most people’s needs, but its knowledge base lacked depth and contained certain notorious gaps.

When I didn’t respond, he added, “I know there’s more—a lot more—outside of Tenehet.”

His words were casual but followed by a hopeful silence that pricked me. I laughed, a little wildly, at the thought of navigating the Library as only I could to help Joshua, even while the process officially declared me unfit to be a librarian. It felt at once thrilling and tragic. “And I might as well use the privileges Nadi wrangled for me before Quinn gets his way and puts me behind glass for the tourists to gawk at.”

“No one will let him get away—” He cut himself off and met my eyes for a despairing moment. “Right. If being a legal scholar teaches you anything, it’s that people have gotten away with worse, and for longer.”

“So,” I said after a moment, “is it about your village?”

He straightened his shoulders. “I keep going back to the Treaty. We’re in there, you know, in one of the primary nodes. Oh, not Popo or Tenoch, precisely, but the collective rights of the original peoples of the American continents, beneath water and on land. All of that supposed territory the Lunars maintain the right to exploit by eminent domain, declared in a dusty corner of the Treaty to have inviolate rights to self-determination.”

“In a primary node? But those are the ones written by the original drafters! Aren’t they sacred?”

“Well, sacred in the sense of venerated, maybe. But not in a legal sense. The secondary nodes are much more important.”

“But if it’s in a primary, you’re still going to win, right? The Lunars can’t very well argue in a Treaty court, ‘Hey, I know Seremarú emself made sure you had the right to your land, but my great-great-grandfather helped nucleate a secondary node three hundred years ago so, clear out, we’ve got a resort to build!”

Joshua had explained to me that Lunars enjoyed vacationing on Tierra because of its regular days and nights; the Lunar two weeks of darkness followed by two weeks of harsh sun was psychologically taxing, according to their experts. In that moment, I had caught a flash of that hunched, despairing figure in the rain: They say nothing about how “psychologically taxing” it might be to be dispossessed of your ancestral lands.

His laughter now had a trace of that same exhaustion. “Well … honestly, that’s their argument.”

“But how is that fair?”

He shrugged. “The Treaty is a living crystal system. There are hundreds of secondary nodes that have nucleated out of the filaments from the original sixteen. Most tribunal arguments don’t even reference the primary nodes anymore.”

I wrinkled my nose. “Then why did we have to memorize all of them in our history module?” I began ticking them off on my fingers while reciting the order I’d learned when I was ten. “Movement, Death, Knowledge, Sustenance, Art, Freedom—”

“Listen, I agree with you,” he said quickly, before I could go through them all. “The drafters designed it that way; they didn’t want us beholden to their ideas five hundred years later. But our history still matters. I shouldn’t have to pretend that there isn’t a reason why the Freedom primary node divided, and why one was declared apocryphal, while the other is about to destroy my home.”

“Apocryphal?”

He sighed. “That means invalid, basically. If no one is able to use a node in arguments for a certain number of years—technically speaking, if it grows no new filaments—its influence starts to fade. If it fades enough, it’s declared apocryphal, only of interest to Treaty historians. That’s what happened to the Freedom primary node. My people had no idea we were in the Treaty, let alone how to navigate the system to get what we were due. Meanwhile, the Lunars and Martians knew exactly how to manipulate other parts of the primary node. They have four centuries of precedence now, and they manage to claim that their theft of our land is based on their fundamental right to self-determination!”

“Their freedom … to steal from you? To build a resort? But there’s no way the Treaty could support something like that. You should try to use the primary node anyway.”

“I have. But all my petitions are rejected prehearing on grounds of judicial precedent. Freedom primary is apocryphal, and I have to base my arguments on active secondary legal nodes and filaments.”

“Wait … so, because the Lunars had more power and access to the legal system than you guys, now their side is the only one that counts?”

Joshua grimaced and leaned into me. “With some exceptions and caveats, yes. Unless I can get the issue in front of the peacekeeper tribunal, which has more discretion to take historical context into account and issue rulings at odds with straightforward precedent.”

“So …”

“I can’t get it in front of the tribunal unless I can find an argument that will get past the assholes at the pretrial. But I have a plan.”

He trembled briefly. I turned around and was surprised to find fury, quickly shaded, in those bright brown eyes. I shrank back. He seemed to see me then, and shook his head in harsh negation.

“Here, come here, Freida.” He drew me toward him, so my back curved like a bow into the soft, warm flesh of his stomach. My heart steadied. Between one beat and the next, it touched me like a drop of rain: I loved him.

“What’s your plan?” I asked, awed and a little frightened.

He was so serious and calm, so self-possessed. Nothing like me. I was stuck in the selection process, with the constant threat of getting culled. But he was right here, and too beautiful to look away from.

Joshua breathed against my hair. “I’m working on it. What I have to do is prove that the Lunar claim to our territory has nothing to do with freedom, and everything to do with power.”
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We met Atempa in the spiral an hour later, though Joshua was still buzzing with plans for his next appeal, and made for intense company.

“I calculate,” said Joshua, through a judicious mouthful of breadfruit pie, “that the Nameren went mad around the year 520 BC.”

Atempa gaped at him over her Tenehet beer, fermented from Zell’s expert mash of unknown broonie fruits, aghast. “Mad? Mad? He’s a god. They are intelligences infinitely superior
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