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I’M DEDICATING THIS BOOK, A STORY ABOUT FOUND FAMILY, RESISTANCE, AND HOPE IN TIMES OF DISASTER, TO MY FRIENDS.

AT THE BEGINNING OF 2025, MY FAMILY’S HOME BURNED DOWN IN THE EATON FIRE. MY FAMILY AND FRIENDS IN THE AREA MADE IT OUT UNSCATHED, BUT MANY OF US LOST ALMOST EVERYTHING WE HAD. WHOLE NEIGHBORHOODS ARE GONE. ONE HUNDRED AND FIFTY THOUSAND PEOPLE HAVE BEEN DISPLACED.

BUT MY LOVED ONES ARE SAFE AND WELL, AND FOR THAT I AM GRATEFUL. I WAS TOUCHED TO RECEIVE CALLS AND MESSAGES FROM SO MANY OF MY OLD FRIENDS ASKING IF MY FAMILY WAS ALL RIGHT AND IF THERE WAS ANYTHING THEY COULD DO. IT MADE ME FEEL A LITTLE LESS ALONE AND HELPLESS TO DO THE SAME. IN THE MIDDLE OF THIS CATASTROPHE, I RECONNECTED, HOWEVER BRIEFLY, WITH PEOPLE I’D FALLEN OUT OF CONTACT WITH FOR A DECADE.

LIFE CAN BE HARD, BUT GOOD FRIENDS MAKE IT WORTH LIVING.





The Makers saved us, the Accusers slay us, and the Executors find the balance.

—old Ataa saying







BOOK ONE





AN ENDING

“DO YOU REMEMBER THE WORLD WHERE DIAMONDS FELL LIKE RAIN?”

That was what the Maker asked Its companion, after the human emperor had begged It for Its aid. The imperial Accuser, a levitating tangle of limbs, did not answer immediately. For a long moment, the pair floated beside each other in silence, alien and construct, creator and created. They had both been worshipped; they had both been reviled. They had crossed half a galaxy together, had seen hungry stars swallow planets whole. They had forced lush forests to sprout from barren desert, had transformed frozen tundras into tropical paradises. They had seen civilizations rise and crumble to dust—and they had saved humanity from its own folly.

“OF COURSE I REMEMBER,” said the Accuser at last. “IT WAS AN UGLY WORLD.”

What they had done to it had been ugly, too. And what they’d do here would be so much worse.
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Fen walked through the camp as the darkening sky bled fire, picking up after the man she was guarding. Newearth’s dusty rings arced above her in gleaming white lines, slicing the firmament apart.

“Oy, Fenyyang!” barked the nasal, now-familiar voice of Talaat Nagi. “Hurry it up. The faster we move, the sooner I can sleep in my own bed.”

If her parents’ lives had not depended on her deference, Fen would’ve stomped over and smacked Talaat across his wrinkled, bearded face.

“I’m going as quickly as I can, sir,” she replied, bending down to stab her trash picker into yet another food wrapper. “If I miss a single piece of refuse, it’s my back that’ll get beaten. The punishments for environmental defilement are severe—”

“I know that,” Talaat snapped.

Did he really? As an imperial messenger, he could get away with anything short of murder. In any case, she didn’t mention that if Talaat hadn’t littered in the first place, she wouldn’t have to do this at all. “Then let me finish. Sir.”

“Fine. I’m going to lie down.” Talaat cursed under his breath as he stalked back to his photovoltaic tent, his spindly arms crossed over his chest.

Fen had realized this mission would be horrendously boring less than two hours in. Though it wasn’t as if she would’ve been doing anything particularly exciting back at Onath’s estate otherwise. What precious little free time she possessed was primarily spent deciphering the mail of the magistrate of Talishminn—her lax captor, reluctant guardian, and not-so-gracious host. Even though the messenger she’d been ordered to guard was tasked with delivering a missive of utmost importance to a high-ranking official, she already knew—from decrypting the correspondence itself one hour in—that it held nothing of consequence to her. Unlike some of Onath’s letters, the missive had little to do with the only two things she cared about. Namely, the condition of her parents, and of herself.

And even if the letter Talaat carried had been interesting, the whole mission was to protect him while he delivered it. She’d never gotten the chance to use the fighting skills she’d honed to a sharp edge under Onath’s instruction. No one ever attacked imperial messengers like Talaat—or any of Onath’s clients. The dictates of Enkaiia stated that criminal tendencies were genetic, and typically three or more familial groups were executed for the treachery of one. Her presence was just a formality.

As the sun sank beneath the horizon, Fen tied up the biodegradable trash bag she’d been lugging around and threw it into the trunk of the messenger’s transport to dispose of later. The floatcar was a sleek matte-gray vehicle, as much a symbol of the empire’s might as its heraldry. She picked up her quarterstaff from where she’d reverently rested it on the grass. She spun it experimentally before moving through a few forms. The weapon whistled through the air, the weighted copper bands at the ends winking in the fast-fading light. She didn’t have a license to carry a blade or a stinger, but even if she did, she wouldn’t trade her quarterstaff for the world. It was a work of art: tensile graphene and resilient realwood, embedded with parallel strips of titanium to turn aside cuts.

“Sir?” she called. “I’m done now.”

“Finally.” Talaat emerged from his tent like an ursus that had just completed its hibernation cycle. He wore his professional mask now, plain gray with holes around the eyes, nose, and mouth. Once they hit the road, he’d technically be on official business again.

He pulled a small round commandisk from his coat pocket. At the press of a button, the solartiles atop the tent folded up. The structure deflated like a popped balloon and shrank into a fist-sized cube. A few burrowing eryxes chirped nervously at the sudden commotion. Talaat, unbothered, tucked the habitat under his arm and headed for the floatcar. Fen climbed in after the messenger, the levitating transport dipping momentarily as she added her weight.

Like most of Onath’s clients, Talaat had paid Fen little attention for most of the mission. In fact, he’d fully ignored her on their three-day trip to Hollmigorn, a city of spires and tall grass. But the successful delivery of his message to the ruling magistrate there had put him in high spirits, and now he wouldn’t shut up.

After inputting a destination and activating the floatcar’s autodriver, he reclined his seat and turned it to face her. “So how long have you been living with Onath?” he asked.

“Twenty years,” Fen said stiffly. Most clients began interrogating her less than an hour after meeting; she’d naively thought that Talaat’s former silence meant he wouldn’t ask the same obnoxious questions everyone else did. Now she hoped her sharp tone would dissuade further attempts at conversation.

Talaat whistled. “So much of your life, then. Though you look much older.”

Fen sighed through her nose. Her hair had prematurely grown gray when she was a teenager, due to a combination of stress and a genetic predisposition.

“How old were you when you… ah…”

“When my parents were placed under house arrest and I was handed off to Onath?” When everything good in my life was wrenched from me? When I became a hostage? Fen gripped her quarterstaff a little tighter, bitterness seeping into her gut like poison as memories flooded over her. “I was six.”

Not old enough to remember her fathers in great detail, but just old enough to remember what happiness and safety felt like. To ensure she’d feel her family’s loss like a torn-out tooth every day.

Talaat’s narrow, lined face softened. “House arrest is the most merciful punishment they could’ve gotten for inciting rebellion.”

“They were ambassadors.” Fen swallowed down a mouthful of resentment and forced the words from between clenched teeth. “All they did, sir, was unintentionally encourage a few people to raise their concerns to the late emperor.”

She couldn’t see his face under the mask, but she could imagine that Talaat was giving her a flat look. “You strike me as a clever young woman. You know very well that ‘concerns’ were not all that were raised to the Sovereign.” He laced his bony hands over his stomach. “Tell me, if your parents’ lives did not depend on the preservation of mine, would you kill me and run?”

Fen sat frozen, her heart hammering against her rib cage. Was this a trap? She considered keeping her mouth shut, but Onath had taught her that silence was an answer, too. It didn’t seem like a particularly good one to Talaat’s inquiry. “You’re only the client of my captor. I’d probably just leave,” she said honestly. “I’ve never killed anyone.”

“When Onath sold me the protection of his supposedly best bodyguard, I assumed you’d be more… experienced.” Talaat took off his mask to get a better look at her. Curiosity and surprise had lifted his bushy eyebrows. “Onath has his fair share of enemies, even for a magistrate with, let’s say, unorthodox methods. I’m shocked you’ve never ended a life.”

Fen snorted. “Unorthodox methods” was putting it lightly. Most imperial officials had obtained their positions through some combination of nepotism and flattery. Onath’s path to his current administrative post, by contrast, was littered with bodies and bribes. But much like his brethren, his ambition was far from sated.

“I am Onath’s best bodyguard,” Fen protested. “I’ve dueled his entire guard of lictors. And won, every time.”

Talaat waved a dismissive hand. “Defeating someone on the training mats and drawing blood on the battlefield are two very different things.”

“Battlefield?” echoed Fen, forcing a chuckle. “There is peace. And even if there were not, I doubt anyone would do battle over you. Sir.”

Talaat scoffed. “Peace?”

“The uprising died two decades ago, with Kira Moru.” Fen spoke slowly, as if to a very small child.

“And yet, people continue to fight and die over the matter of her demise alone.”

The only thing anyone in the empire of Enkaiia could agree on was how the bloodbath had begun and ended. Moru, great leader of the insurgent Broken Masks, and Yaryun Akitsuro, niece to the honored late Sovereign, had met to sign their marriage papers. Omiko Gatasan, daughter of the chief imperial advisor, had taken Moru’s head. No one knew—and would ever know—what happened in between.

Imperialists proclaimed that Omiko was only defending herself and the princess from an assassination attempt. The Broken Masks—those that remained, anyway—declared that the noblewomen had attacked first. Whatever the truth was, to argue either in certain lands was to invite death.

“The leaders of revolutions are like the heads of a noboa,” the messenger continued. “They always grow back. Moru was not the first great insurgent general, and she will certainly not be the last. And with this unending drought…”

Fen swallowed thickly. They were fast treading into dangerous waters. The drought did not exist. And if it did, it was just a turn of nature. A normal environmental phenomenon that would soon pass. Or the rebels were at fault for the drying riverbeds and the burning winds. Somehow. To insinuate anything else was tantamount to treason.

“The drought will pass,” she said carefully. “In the meantime, every city has a storehouse. We have more than enough water and food rations to last the empire a century.”

“Have you any idea how many of those storehouses are empty?” Talaat shook his head. “A thousand nations throughout the ages have fallen for lack of food.”

Fen’s stomach plummeted. This was sedition. She glanced out the window, the urge to flee swelling as a terrible itch between her shoulder blades. The land rolling by outside looked like a sweetcake that had been frying for too long: cracked and brittle and grayish brown.

“The Makers left the Accusers for a reason,” she said, her tone flat. “We’ll be fine.”

Talaat snorted. “What do you know of the Makers?”

“I know they saved us. I know they gave us a new world.”

“Yes, and then they watched as we made a ruin of that one, too.” Talaat snorted. “Their Accusers are half myth, made real only when we step out of line. What reason have they to aid us?” His voice rose. “Those… creatures were sent to enforce the aliens’ will, nothing more and nothing less. They’re not even really sentient, you know. They say one once let a settler scientist take a sample—their cells look almost identical to our own, all bound by some sort of bioelectric network, but in culture they behave like viruses.”

Fen shook her head, trying to throw off the messenger’s rambling words as if they were drops of water. “They wouldn’t just let us starve. Not after their masters saved us.” She sounded as unconvinced as she felt. But if this man was a spy as well as a messenger, she wouldn’t risk her life by revealing what she knew to be the truth.

“Perhaps I was wrong about you,” Talaat said, frowning now. He donned his mask. “Perhaps you aren’t clever at all. Why do you think Moru started a revolution with your parents? For excitement? So a few particularly fearless singers would dedicate an album or two to her? The people have been starving for decades. Moru might have been an idealistic fool, but she carried on the rebellion so that she’d never have to see another child waste away while the emperor held feasts that lasted a fortnight—while the rich and titled destroyed what little living land is left to us.”

If Fen had been unsure that the man was a spy, she was certain now. He was far past mere insinuation. No true rebel would be bold or foolish enough to say such things aloud. Her heart beat faster at the thought of what Talaat might ask next.

“I suppose it’s unfair to expect you to know all this, though.” He crossed his arms. “You’re an Ataa prisoner a thousand leagues from home.”

It was a testament to the discipline of her training that Fen did not breathe out a sigh of relief. He believed her. Or at least he pretended to. Either way, she’d said nothing incriminating—and if his robes concealed a recorder of any kind, he’d have nothing to show the imperial spymaster.

“War is coming, Fenyyang,” Talaat continued, “and there is nothing you or I or even His Majesty can do to prevent it.”





[image: ]
2

ALEKHAI

Alekhai had been having a just-okay week when his sister’s assassins arrived. He’d been making the taxation rounds at his eldest brother’s behest, a nothing job leagues beneath a chosen grandson of Oldearth. It was a task meant to get him out of the palace so the great and lordly Sovereign, beloved emperor of Enkaiia, could rule for a few days without Alekhai huffing down his neck. Or so Akrysanth had said. Fine, the forced outing gave Alekhai the chance to follow up on more interesting things than taxes and levies and tribute.

And now, finally, he was on his way back home from Bakrai, a minuscule shithole of so-called artisans who’d fallen far behind on their taxes. It hadn’t taken long to figure out that the local chieftain had been pocketing most of the region’s yearly profits, but getting her to admit it had been a royal pain in his royal ass. But he’d submitted his findings to the minister of finance, and hopefully someone who wasn’t Alekhai would set things right.

For now, though, he was lounging on his personal barge, relishing the burn of the desert beneath the shade of an embroidered tarp. Though he rarely imbibed, he was nursing a crystal glass of iced vodka, turning his head every so often to nibble anata seeds from the painted fingers of the new friend he’d picked up on the journey.

Kacper was saying something particularly funny, Alekhai nipping at his thumb, when the skiffs appeared. The assassins had picked a good spot; the barge was trapped on both sides by two massive walls of sand, and the only option was to go forward or turn back. The skiffs slid down from the dunes like serpents, the hum of their engines echoing off the ancient rock. There were six or seven in total, each a rusted patchwork of ostensibly stolen parts. They hit the road just behind the royal barge, only meters away. Hoots of laughter grew as their vehicles closed in. One caught up to their right side.

The driver, a masked man with golden hair, spun the steering wheel and slammed his skiff into the barge. Kacper went right over the edge with a scream. Alekhai tumbled to his hands and knees with a hissed curse.

“My lord!” A Senmavar—one of only four guards Akrysanth had seen fit to lend him—helped the prince to his feet. Alekhai couldn’t see her face through her mask, but there was real terror in her voice. “Are you all right?”

“I’m fine!” He spun around. Another ship was gaining on them. Fast. The royal barge was a predator, and the skiffs were prey. Why hadn’t the captain shattered them by now? He yelled over the growl of the skiffs and the jeering of their drivers: “What are you waiting for? They’re going to cut us off!”

At the bow, Captain Yuen Hua-Ambar gripped the steering wheel. Repairbots swarmed the controls. “The defenses have been deactivated, sir! We’re working on it!”

Well, fuck. That explained why the assassins were still alive. No doubt Alekhai’s little sister Sona had thought she could skimp on contract killers if she was certain his barge would be rendered a sitting mochen when they attacked.

“How long?” Alekhai barked.

Hua-Ambar jabbed a complicated pattern of buttons, her fingers moving lightning fast. “I just need a few minutes, my prince!”

“I’ll buy us time!” Alekhai grabbed the nearest Senmavar. “Hand me your stinger.”

They yanked the stun weapon from its holster and slapped it into his hands.

Alekhai spun toward the blond man and fired. He ducked as a fusillade of golden beams burst against the skiff’s mast. The sails unfurled as a series of well-aimed shots undid the rope binding them, and the vehicle spun away, caught between the thrust of its engines and the push of wind. The crashed ship was soon replaced by two larger vessels, this time crammed with armed warriors. The skiffs scraped against the barge’s gilded hull, sending sparks into the air.

“Prepare to board!” rasped a bald figure, drawing a stinger from their charcoal robes.

Enemy fire nearly skimming his hair, Alekhai dashed forward with the four Senmavari, shooting wildly as the assassins began to clamber up the sides of the ship. One managed to throw a grappling hook over the side of the barge, binding the vehicles together. Alekhai shot him in the shoulder before he could climb all the way in. Blubbering his pain, he went flying back onto the sands.

The barge slammed to a stop. Two rows of folded blades slid out from its sides, dislodging a quarter of the climbing assassins. Alekhai looked back at Hua-Ambar. She gave the command. The nearest skiff burst into a shower of scrap metal as the blades unfurled and whirled into the hull. The two ships behind it were cleaved in half. The remainder fled with almost comical haste, billows of sand puffing up behind the skiffs as they sped off into the desert.

“Excellent work.” Alekhai handed back the stinger. “I’ll be sure to recommend you all for promotion.”

Hua-Ambar beamed at him. “Thank you, my prince. I would not have been able to get the blades online if not for your aim.”

“Of course not,” quipped Alekhai, striding back to his tent.

Hua-Ambar snorted; after years of service, she knew him well. “So what now, my lord? To the capital?”

“Not quite yet. We need to figure out who fucked with the defenses and skin them alive.” Alekhai plucked up his fallen glass, refilled it with liquor, and flopped back onto his pillow heap. “But first, let’s turn back and see if Kacper survived.”

He really, really hoped the man had nothing to do with the assassination attempt. The bowl of anata had somehow managed to remain upright, and he needed someone to feed him the rest of his fruit.
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The floatcar reached Talishminn on a cold, bright day. It was the end of the rainy season, though scarcely a few drops had fallen from the unforgiving cerulean sky. The floatcar carried them through the last few kilometers of the withered landscape surrounding the city.

Abandoned villages dotted the gray-green grassland, occupied only by ghosts. Hard times had forced many into the bigger settlements in search of food and work; Fen and Talaat passed growing parties headed for the same destination. There were commoners of all sorts: merchants and farmers, artisans and scholars. The only constant features were the state of their tattered clothes and the hollow looks on their faces as they watched the floatcar fly by.

As the sun reached its zenith, the pair passed the small salt lakes that had once attracted scores of tourists. Microbial pigment turned the open water of the lakes a scarlet as rich as blood, and the shallow fringes a deep gold-orange. Buildings painted in once-bright shades of blue came into view, curved frames hunched against the parched winds.

Without a word, Talaat dropped Fen off at the front gate of the magistrate’s estate, one of the few structures that still retained a gleaming cobalt shine. She grabbed her satchel and hopped out of the floatcar without bothering to bid him farewell, her heart rate already picking up. The magistrate would be expecting her.

A silver beam from the gate ran up and down her right forearm, scanning the subcutaneous omnichip implanted there. It was the latest model sold by the imperial family, powered by the body heat it converted into electricity. After a moment, the gate swung open before her. Fen strode across the outer courtyard, her path curving around empty stone-lined ponds.

The magisterial estate was a tightly organized collection of round buildings with angular roofs, encircled by porticos and connected by narrow colonnades. The autonomous security measures—stun fields and metal spikes that would impale anyone with an unauthorized omnichip—were running at full power since she was the only guard home. Like the rest of the magisterial staff, Onath’s official lictors were assigned by the palace. He trusted them about as far as he could throw them, and so he banished them on fool’s errands across the empire.

Fen laid her quarterstaff against the wall, toed off her boots, and dusted off her coat before entering the magistrate’s office. Though the room was small and low-ceilinged, it was uncluttered, and the glass doors on each wall were open to let in a breeze. A latticework screen stood before a row of large windows, slicing the afternoon light into golden ribbons as it fell upon the smooth wooden floor.

And at the center of it all was Magistrate Onath himself, draped in a simple tunic of brown cloth that shaded to yellow around the collar. Seated at an elegantly carved desk, Onath looked every part the imperial magistrate. He was a tall, thin man with a gaunt face that held deep-set eyes and a prominent nose many a sycophant had called aristocratic.

“The mission was uneventful, hm?” There was a datachip in his hand.

“Quite,” said Fen, not moving from her place by the door.

With a pang, she recognized the seal on the datachip’s gleaming surface. When had Talaat sent it? Yesterday? This morning? And with what, a courier drone? But she wouldn’t have missed it; those things could drown out thunder. And did it say anything about her? Her palms dampened with nervous sweat. Even with all her frequent missions, she was unused to seeing information in her captor’s hands that she hadn’t gone through herself beforehand.

“Talaat tells me your presence was reassuring, at least until you told him exactly how untested you are.” The magistrate shook the datachip at her. “He’s probably already told half the realm. How am I supposed to convince these cowards they need my protection now, you little fool?”

Fen sat before the desk while he berated her. She stared blankly at his official mask, hanging behind his high-backed chair. It was a gleaming confection of black stone inlaid in bleached realwood. The destruction of a tree—even part of a tree—must have been extremely costly.

When he was done ten minutes later, she met his furious gaze and said, “Talaat said far worse than I. He spoke sedition.”

“And you have proof of that?” the magistrate demanded.

“Well, no—”

The magistrate spat out a disgusted sound. “Then be quiet.” He steepled his hands over his desk. “Keep your head down, do as I tell you, and nothing else.” The corner of his mouth slanted upward. His smile was almost sympathetic. “The emperor who imprisoned you may be dead, but his son has not forgotten you.”

Fen was dimly aware of her hands curling into fists, of her blunt nails digging deep into her palms. “I know, sir.”

Of course she knew. Her parents’ lives were on the line, and a very thin one at that. If she ever wanted to see them again, she’d do her job and do it well.

“If you say so.” Onath stood. “I have errands to attend to. I’ll be back at sundown. Have dinner ready.”

Fen didn’t ask what or who might be involved; she’d learned long ago that with much of the magistrate’s work, it was safer not to know. She collected her quarterstaff and boots as Onath gathered up his things. Fen swung by her small house at the back of the estate to stow her things, and then headed for the kitchens.

Paranoid to a fault, Onath didn’t have any house servants, believing them a liability on top of an unnecessary drain on resources. Why hire a cook and cleaners when he could extort free labor out of his hapless Ataa prisoner? Fen stomped to the fridge and started grabbing squishy orbs of raw ingredient paste from their carefully labeled drawers: vegetable matter, protein matter, carbohydrate matter, sugar, and so on. She input the proper commands for a three-course meal into the food printer, and then popped the ingredient spheres into the device one by one. The device beeped cheerfully and informed her supper would be ready in an hour.

Instead of heading back to her quarters, she sat on the edge of one of the empty ponds, dangling her legs over the side. Up until a few years ago, right about this time, the trees in the courtyard had begun to bloom, filling the air with delicate perfume. But now only bare, bent trunks sat in their enamel pots, and the air carried nothing but dust and decay.

Someone pounded against the gate. The structure was opaque from the outside but perfectly transparent from within; Fen turned to find an imperial messenger at the door. Her unfamiliar figure was tall and broad, but she wore a gray mask that would’ve been identical to Talaat’s but for its paler hue.

Fen opened the gate. The messenger stared down at her from a humming floatcycle, a small parcel clutched in her left hand.

“Are you Lord Onath’s… ward?” she inquired hesitantly. “Is the magistrate home? May I see him?”

“Yes to your first question, and no to your second and third. He’ll be back at sundown.” Fen leaned against the side of the gate. She held out a hand. “I’ll put whatever it is on his desk.”

The messenger shifted in her cushioned seat. “Perhaps I should come back later.”

“Onath will be having dinner then, and he does not like to be disturbed,” Fen warned. She cursed inwardly; she should’ve said he was in a meeting. But the chances of the messenger staying until the “meeting” was over had seemed too high to risk.

“I was ordered to ensure that Lord Onath read the missive myself.” The messenger shook her head. “It’s important. It cannot fall into the wrong hands.”

Fen rolled her eyes. Obviously. The whole purpose of having human messengers, besides their ability to provide context, was safety. The imperialists were overcautious by nature; it was probably why they’d held on to power for so long. Any official letter that couldn’t be sent over the omninet—secure though it was—held information that was both very important and very sensitive. Perhaps so important and sensitive it held intel about Ata, about her parents. The need to read its contents crawled over Fen’s skin like an itch.

“Sundown, you said?” The messenger made to tuck the package back into the floatcycle’s trunk. “I—”

“Look,” Fen interrupted, pushing off the gate wall. Her gaze fell on the packages crammed into the trunk. “I’m sure you have at least three cities to hit before morning. You won’t make it in time if you circle back, and then you’ll have to explain to the imperial postmaster why you didn’t deliver all this stuff when you were ordered to.”

“But—”

“If you recognized me as Onath’s ward, then you know exactly who I am,” Fen said slowly.

“I do,” said the messenger, just as carefully. “I know you’re Ataa. If this letter were to end up in the possession of your chieftains, I’d lose my head.”

“The pompous fools in Ata are not my chieftains,” said Fen. She pulled in her shoulders, made herself look meek. “If you know who I am, you know why I could never betray my host.”

For many reasons beyond her parents. She had no one in the world to turn to for protection but the magistrate, despite not being here by choice. And in her own strange way, she trusted him. She’d always gotten the sense that he’d never been overly fond of her, but that he hated everyone else more.

“The postmaster didn’t even tell me what was in it, only to ensure that the magistrate received it.” The messenger’s grip tightened on the package, but after a moment, she handed it over. “It’s important,” she repeated, before speeding away.

The gate slid shut behind Fen as she made her way to the office. She tapped her forearm twice and the omnichip dutifully spat out the time. Nearly four hours until sunset. That was more than enough.

Fen hadn’t the slightest clue what was in the parcel, but she’d never left a single delivery to Onath untouched if she could help it. She set the package on Onath’s desk and plucked up a letter opener. The surface was a perfect, unblemished white, marred only by tiny ripples where the wrapping met. With painstaking slowness, Fen sliced along the seams. She pried apart the covering and untied the ball of black spidersilk within. Familiar stabs of anxiety racked her body as her eyes fell on the strange creature emblazoned on the datachip inside: a sphinx in shimmering blue. Of all the imperial seals, only the royal family was permitted to use this one. Fen forced herself to continue. She’d done this a thousand times, though only twice with letters straight from the palace.

She held the datachip over her forearm until the omnichip replicated the information within. A holographic panel popped up above her bent arm. Fen spoon-fed the program a series of files that would satisfy the biometric protections: a scan of Onath’s thumbprint she’d saved on a piece of glass, a three-dimensional image of his face, and finally a render of his irises she’d painstakingly stitched together from several dozen holoimages. She was rewarded for her efforts by the appearance of another screen. Now she could get to work.

The missive had been written in code, as much of the magistrate’s official mail was. But she’d been decrypting since before she was old enough to print her own breakfast. What set her nerves afire was that the letter was written in a simple character-replacement cipher, nearly the exact same one she’d seen in a handful of other messages from the palace. Anyone could crack such a code by checking the frequency of each character. So the letter had come straight from the desk of the emperor himself. A more sophisticated encryption method might have required the involvement of technical staff. So whatever was in the missive wasn’t official business. It was personal.

The cipher was a simple one: The letters had been shifted down three Standard alphabetical letters for vowels, and six for everything else. She typed in a few short commands with her other hand. A moment later, the complete deciphered letter appeared on the panel.


My loyal servant Onath,

Former ambassadors Juma and Kagiso Mekantai suffered a tragic accident this morning. My personal physician detected small amounts of poison in their bodies. Unfortunately, the chemical composition of the toxin is such that all traces of it will vanish by the time their corpses reach Ata.

See that the daughter joins them.
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Fen felt something die within her.

Her arm trembled so violently that she could no longer read. Dread flowed into her, transmuting her limbs to lead. She doubled over the desk, her mouth open in a silent cry. Rapid, panicked gasps inflated her lungs as if her torso were a paper bag. She squeezed her eyes shut, gripping the edge of the desk. She breathed in, long and hard, through her nose.

I’m not dead.

I’m not dead.

Yet.

And if she wanted to stay that way, she needed to do something. She opened her eyes. The fear began to dissolve, leaving her shaking like a leaf in a tempest. Another feeling trickled down her throat, as the knowledge that she’d never see her parents again sank in. Not sorrow. Rage. Rage flared inside her gut, pulsing through the rest of her like a heat wave. Rage so hot and solid she nearly choked on it. Senmavari—the emperor’s elite soldiers—had dragged her from her fathers’ arms when she was only six. She hadn’t even had the chance to develop strong memories of them. Gentle hands, laughter like tinkling bells, the warm softness of a realcotton blanket. That was all she had of them. That was all she would ever have of them. The emperor’s people had promised her that after another five years of dutiful service to the crown, she’d be reunited with her fathers. And now that life—the life back in Ata she’d fantasized about, the life she’d thought she would live once she finally got her family back—was dust.

Without the threat of her parents’ deaths, Fen was as free as she had ever been, and yet she felt as if a whole colony of myrma were crawling over her, biting every centimeter of skin they could find.

“What does it say?”

Fen jerked back as if punched. Blood leapt to her face and rushed furiously in her ears. “You’re early,” she whispered senselessly, as if she could change this, change anything. “You’re never early.”

The magistrate had moved so quietly she hadn’t even noticed the door swinging open. He was looking not at Fen, but the mefabo set on his shelf. It was his favorite game and the very first thing he’d taught her. They’d spent hours playing at the end of each day, until the morning he’d decided she was old enough to pick up a weapon.

“What does it say?” Onath asked again.

When Fen didn’t respond, he stepped a bit closer. Outside the window, Newearth’s rings had just started to redden, tinted a blushing orange by the slowly sinking sun. The entire room was cast in deepening crimson light.

“What does it say?” Now his voice was very, very low.

He arched a brow at her, serene as the worthless, rainless cirrus clouds now drifting over the courtyard. “Judging by your expression,” he murmured, “either your parents are dead or I’ve been instructed to kill you.”

She said nothing.

The second brow lifted. “Both, then?” He dipped his head in what appeared to be genuine sorrow. “My deepest condolences.”

Fen tensed, every muscle winding up for a fight as fear flooded over her. The magistrate had run all of her combat lessons himself; she knew very well how this would end. But instead of challenging her, he stepped back and threw the door fully open.

“Leave, then,” he said. “I won’t stop you.”

What game was he playing? “You’ll just hunt me down,” Fen rasped, the words scouring her bone-dry throat.

“Why would I do that, when I could just snap your neck where you stand?” He chuckled pleasantly. “Flee now.” He moved away from the exit, hands raised placatingly.

Fen took a single step toward the door, fear and hope warring within her. The magistrate stayed completely still.

She was almost over the threshold when he spoke again.

“Flee now,” he repeated, “if you want to end up impaled on the capital gates. Or you can help me help you.”

Though everything screamed at her to run away, Fen turned halfway around. “How?”

“We’ll fake your death, and I’ll give you the directions to your parents’ allies. They’ll help you escape to the very edge of Ata, where no imperialist will be able to find you.”

“Allies? What allies?”

“The Broken Masks, of course.”

Fen stared at him. When his expression remained perfectly serious, she let out a burst of strangled laughter.

“I am serious,” Onath said. “Do you have a better idea? Or any ideas at all?”

The familiarity of his irritation snapped her out of it. He was a cruel, vindictive man; Fen knew that. But he’d never been that way with her. With her, he’d been all bark, no bite.

Was this truly her only option? Was she so helpless? But as the precious seconds ticked by, no alternate plan surfaced in her mind. She’d been preparing for this her whole life. But she saw now that every plot she’d spun up till this day was as thin as a length of spidersilk. If she tried to escape to Ata, as she’d originally thought to, the Senmavari would run her down before she was even within ten kilometers of the border.

“What first?” she asked.

Onath smiled. “Get your things, then go to the garage. I’ll be there shortly.”

And he let her leave unobstructed.

Fen rushed to her quarters. She stuffed all her worldly possessions into her leather satchel. In went two sets of clothes identical to the ones she now wore, a brown tunic over brown trousers; the pair of matching engagement bracelets Onath had told her he’d found tucked into her pocket when the Senmavaris had handed her over; a spare medkit; and a tiny green jar. And though she knew it’d take up valuable space, she tossed in a pouch of datachips with a few holobooks and pictures downloaded onto them. She dug through her hoard of the emergency ration packs she kept for long missions, and stuffed as many into her satchel as she could. After a moment of consideration, she twisted her quarterstaff until the segments loosened and slid together into a small cylinder. Extending it again would take a few seconds, crucial moments she might not have if this was all a trap. But some part of her, bone deep, knew it wasn’t. She knew when Onath was lying: She’d seen him do it a thousand times, had learned each and every one of his tells.

She went to the garage. The magistrate was already there, along with three items: a corpse, a syringepad, and a commandisk. The floatcar’s doors were open.

“Oh, good, you’re here,” he said. He pointed to the cadaver. “Help me get that in, would you?”

Fen gaped at the body. The dead woman was phenotypically very similar to her, unnervingly so. They were both tall and toned, with skin the cool umber of polished realwood. If Onath had told her this was her long-lost sister, she would’ve believed him. They had the same round, dark eyes and the same scowling mouth, so at odds with the rest of their soft facial features. The only obvious difference was their hair; the woman’s was black and wound into very short twists, whereas Fen’s storm-gray hair puffed down to her shoulders.

“Whose body is that?” she choked out.

“Does it matter? Grab the legs and I’ll take the shoulders.”

Tasting stomach acid at the back of her throat, Fen rolled up her sleeves and took hold of the corpse’s ankles. The skin was like ice, the limbs unnaturally stiff.

Oh, Eternal Mother. Fen nearly dropped the woman. “Did you kill her?”

“Will it make you feel better if I say no?” Onath replied easily, as they dragged her onto the floatcar’s smooth floor. “She stabbed an entire family to death and got away with it. No witnesses besides my spies, and I couldn’t expose them. A model citizen besides, but no one gets away with murder in my city.”

“And where exactly were you keeping her?”

Onath gave her a deeply unimpressed look. “The freezer in the kitchen isn’t the only one on the compound, my dear.”

Knowing the woman was a murderer did not ease the churning in Fen’s gut. How long had Onath suspected he’d need a corpse to replace hers?

Onath stepped back out of the floatcar and picked up the syringepad. “I need a blood sample to fool the bioscanners. If we’re lucky, and I always am, then they’ll be set to confirm only your identity.”

Fen ground her teeth together but held out her arm. “So you’ll say I tried to hijack your floatcar? No one’s going to believe I’d be stupid enough.” Everyone knew government-issue craft were automatically set to self-destruct if tampered with.

“You’d be surprised what people will believe about their perceived enemies.” Onath wrapped the syringepad around her wrist. Fen felt a small, sharp pinch as the white surface of the device darkened with her blood. Meanwhile, Onath’s fingers flew over the floating, translucent screen his omnichip produced.

“There.” He waved away the display. “I’ve disabled the tracking and information-gathering program on your omnichip and transferred your identifications onto our friend’s.” He threw an unsettlingly satisfied grin back at the body.

Onath peeled the syringepad off and tore it into a dozen tiny crimson pieces.

“So where exactly are my fathers’ allies?” She couldn’t bring herself to admit aloud that she was headed for the Broken Masks.

Onath jumped back into the floatcar and began scattering bloody bits of syringepad over the floor and seats. “There’s a secret rebel base called Kanoh. One of many such hideouts, and far from the largest or strongest, but it’s less than a week’s hike from here—”

Fen drew back. “Hike?”

“I’d give you the floatcycle, but that’d be far too conspicuous. Plus, there are thousands of starving peasants wandering around the grasslands. You’ll fit right in.” Onath gave her a considering look. “You won’t even have to dye your hair or cover your head, since gray is popular among you young people again for reasons I shall never understand.” He chuckled to himself. “The emperor truly chose a fortuitous time to order your death. Give me your fathers’ engagement bracelets.”

Fen drew back immediately.

Onath rolled his eyes. “Come now. If I wanted those, I’d have them already.” He held out an expectant hand. “And hold up your omnichip again.”

Fen made herself reach into her bag and hand the bands over. She watched, tense, as Onath slid the two pieces together, forward and then backward and then forward again. There was a little beep, and then two matching rings of hidden lights lit up between the enamel segments. As the magistrate held the glowing bracelets over Fen’s forearm, a shimmering beam slid over her face before she could blink.

Her omnichip chimed. The second she activated it, a new file popped up. A map, with a blinking red light indicating her current position and a solid green dot over her destination. Even reduced to a simple illustration of tiny tents tucked into a forest, Kanoh seemed so achingly far away.

Her heart flung itself against her ribs. Her fathers had made this map for her. It had been right there waiting for her this whole time. And yet. “I can’t do this,” she croaked.

Onath reached out, a comforting hand closing around her shoulder. Fen tried not to flinch; though the touch was soft, the magistrate had rarely treated her with such affection. She tried not to resent him showing this kindness only now.

“Very well,” Onath said sweetly. “If you can’t do it, you can take her place in the car. It’s all the same to me.”

That was more like it. Fen trailed behind him as he strode toward the back gate, which opened into the desiccated steppe.

“What about you?” she asked quietly.

Onath beamed at her. The last time she’d seen him smile that big was when he’d received the news five years ago that the rival candidate for his current position had been gored by a wild emerino on a safari. “What about me?”

“What if they find me before I reach Kanoh? If the emperor discovers I’m alive—”

“If His Majesty discovers you’re alive—which he won’t—I’ll be long gone by the time he calls for my head.” He clasped his hands behind his back. “I’ve been planning to leave Talishminn for a long while now, though the time for my exit has not quite arrived.”

“Truly?”

“You’ve always been a decent student.” Onath’s voice took on a pedagogical cadence. “Tell me, what is Enkaiia?”

“Shall I tell you what the emperor declares, or what I believe?”

Onath sniffed. “Which do you think?”

Despite everything, Fen smiled. On this nightmarishly strange day, here was something she was used to. “The tribes were forced together long before I was born, and the empire spent its first years mired in a civil war. And things haven’t gotten better, the clans within each tribe squabbling over matters smaller than grains of sand all as the world dies around us.”

“And yet our esteemed leader calls himself the Sovereign. His predecessors conquered for glory. For the greatness of it all, so that their names would be remembered for a thousand myriads. But greatness is not the same thing as power, and what the imperials have is fragile.” As they reached the gate, Onath made a rough, derisive sound low in his throat. “So I am a man whose power comes from what may soon be a powerless dynasty. What does that make me? The Synedria, the emperor’s so-called ‘guiding hands,’ is elected by the people, but our rulers have heeded the councilors’ words as much as they might heed the chirping of a newly hatched eryx. What does that make this new world of ours?”

His knowledge of her fathers’ allies, the relative nearness of the rebel base to Talishminn, the casual treason of his speech just now…

“Are you a Broken Mask?”

“Eternal Mother, no,” Onath gasped in affront. “But why have few friends when you could have many?”

“Then why—why are you helping me?”

“You’re of more use to me alive, obviously. And now you’re very much in debt to me.” Onath smirked at her. “The more pots one has a hand in, the more likely one is to be fed. You’re an investment, another sign of my, ah, acquaintanceship with the rebels, should they rise up again and somehow succeed in striking down our great Sovereign.”

“So I’m just fresh meat. A sacrifice.”

Onath laughed. “I’d say I’m sending you as more of a ‘friendly gesture,’ but yes. I did teach you well.” He opened the gate before turning around to face Fen. When he spoke again, there was a roughness to his voice. “I knew your fathers, Fenyyang, better than I’ve let on. We were never friends, but… we had an understanding. If they were captured, if your life was at stake, I would take stewardship of you.”

With a slow, careful movement, the magistrate cupped her cheek. Fen stiffened in surprise, her eyes stinging as she stared at the one person who’d ever come close to resembling family since she’d been taken away. This was so much in so little time.

“You should’ve told me.”

“I know,” Onath said. His gaze fell away with his hand. It was the first time she’d seen shame in the man’s eyes. “But you know that I couldn’t.”

Before Fen could get another word out, he pressed the commandisk. On the other side of the estate, the entire garage exploded, flame fountaining into the deepening sky with a booming roar. A deluge of heat smacked into Fen, and she took a few stumbling steps back. Onath steadied her as sharp fragments of metal rained down a safe distance away. He let her go, but not before gently brushing stray hair out of her eyes. This time, Fen did not flinch.

“And that, my ward,” said the magistrate, “is your cue to leave.”
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Scorching air scraped against Fen’s skin as she trekked through a rustling sea of grass. Adrenaline had kept her awake all night, but as the distance between her and Talishminn grew, her heart gave up trying to tear itself from her rib cage and flee.

Sunlight stretched through the sky, striking flecks of useless white cloud. There would be no rain this week. Or the next. The waves around her glowed an eye-searing yellow. Not a speck of green. She couldn’t recall laying eyes on anything truly green in the last decade.

Many people trod upon the same path as her, heading in the same direction. They had gray, grim, determined faces, and they kept their heads down as they tugged floatwagons over the terrain. Fen kept her quarterstaff collapsed and hidden within her satchel. The titanium-embedded length wouldn’t pass for a walking stick, and she couldn’t very well go gallivanting about the wilds with such a conspicuous weapon. She wished she could don a mask or dab on face paint to hide her visage, but only nobles and servants of the realm regularly sported such ornamentation, and commonfolk only wore either on special occasions. Rebels were known for throwing on masks and face paint to both mock the highborn and hide their identities, but it wasn’t worth the risk. Even a dully painted face would stand out here. She couldn’t imagine that a mob of starving commoners would be particularly kind to what looked like a roving official, or that an undercover Senmavar wouldn’t hesitate to put a blade in the heart of a suspected insurgent.

A hundred fears filled her gut, wriggling over each other like worms and eating away at her insides. Her parents had been killed quietly; she could assume the emperor would want her death to be equally discreet. It was obvious now how little Ata cared about the affairs of anything that happened beyond its traditional borders, even if its own people were being killed off. The palace-appointed Ataa chieftan was as useless as the Synedria. She had to know what had happened to the ambassadors, but she’d continue to pretend otherwise so long as the emperor didn’t have the bodies paraded about. At least Fen wouldn’t have to worry about holoposters of her face going up on everyone’s omnichip—yet, anyway.

Any of the migrants around her could be imperial spies, waiting for the perfect moment to strike. Or watching her, letting her lead them to the rebel base. Even a party of particularly desperate commoners might just gut her for what little she carried. She could take on perhaps five or six fighters at once, but any one of the larger groups she’d seen would beat her to a pulp. What if no one even had to lift a finger to see her dead? She could starve out here, die of thirst.

The sun no longer felt like a blessing on her skin. It was a curse now, scorching tendrils falling upon her face, her neck. Sweat spilled down the ladder of her spine, plastering her tunic to the small of her back.

Fen’s vision flashed black for one terrifying second. Her breaths were coming fast. Her chapped hands tightened around the strap of her satchel as she stumbled, dizzy and disoriented.

“I have to stop,” she said aloud.

Speaking felt good, even if there was no one close enough to catch the words. Just hearing her own voice was enough. It reminded her that she was alive. And to stay that way, she needed to take care of herself. There were no rocks or trees to provide shelter, so she sat down where she stood. She stuck a hand into her satchel, hoping the tall, crisped grass would shield her from prying eyes. She pulled out a hydration sphere from a ration pack and popped it into her mouth. Her teeth pierced the edible skin, and electrolyte-enhanced water burst over her tongue. She chewed through the skin, swallowing as she dug around for a nutrient bar.

Her hand found leather instead, and she drew out a pair of sturdy gloves. They’d come in handy when night fell and the heat of day fled. Or if she wanted to avoid leaving a trail of fingerprints across the empire. Onath must’ve slipped them in, the sneaky bastard. Fen caught herself smirking and wiped the expression from her face.

She found a bar and tore it open with her teeth. While she ate, she tapped her omnichip so she could take another quick glance at the map. But this time, when the implant spat out its holographic interface, her identity had been replaced. Her omnichip now identified her as a mid-level bureaucrat, important enough to move throughout the realm without being questioned, but low-ranked enough that any traveler she met wouldn’t remember her. And there was money, more than enough for her to live comfortably once she was in Ata.

Fen silently guffawed. Was this the magistrate’s way of apologizing to her for keeping her captive? She’d never faulted him for that; if not him, she would’ve been handed off to another official. And perhaps they wouldn’t have allowed her chambers of her own, given her the run of the estate, handed her a weapon and trained her to fight. Granted, Onath had trained her so he could loan her out as a bodyguard. But the emperor’s people could’ve found a much worse use for her. He’d treated her as well as any ill-tempered cutthroat of a government official could. And then he’d saved her life.

Fen chewed down the wrapper and set the gloves back in her bag. As she did so, her hand brushed the engagement bracelets she’d slipped in.

Two silver bands, decorated with bits of yellow enamel. This was all she had left of her fathers. Her fingers closed around the jewelry. The loss of her parents as a child was like a terrible splinter, embedded too far under her skin to ever dig out. The agony had faded with time, leaving her with only the stinging certainty that something in her life was wrong.

For a long time, Fen could do nothing but kneel there and breathe, staring at the fading enamel pieces. She was so, so alone. She covered her face with trembling hands, her whole form convulsing with a deep sorrow she didn’t understand. She could barely remember her parents; why did their death agonize her? But she knew the answer, had known the answer even before the question had been posed. She’d worked for Onath, serving as ornamental protection for his clients for years upon years, to keep her fathers alive. To keep the hope of seeing them—of having a family—alive. As a child she’d promised herself that everything would be all right once they were all together again, and the years since had done nothing to dull that naïveté, only bury it. Deep down, she’d really believed they’d had a chance.

Rage and resentment; those were emotions she was well-acquainted with. Sorrow was an unwelcome stranger. She tried to dredge up a memory of her parents but found that for all her trembling efforts, she could gather no more than crumbling fragments sanded down by age. Images flickered into her mind, ephemeral: outstretched fingers, the curve of a smile. The visions vanished as quickly as they came, slipping from her grasp like handfuls of ash.

Fen stared at her clenched fists. There wasn’t time for this. Slowly, slowly, she wrestled down her despair, shoved it away. She’d mourn later, when she was safe.

So she walked.

And walked.

And walked.

When the sun sank in the sky, she collapsed into the grass and threw an ultrathin thermal blanket over herself. Dark-shelled tshekar clicked angrily at her as she settled down under the stars, fingers gloved against the coming chill of night. Two of Newearth’s tidally locked moons dominated the sky. This far from Talishminn, the two natural satellites didn’t have to battle light pollution to be noticed. They hung bright and beautiful on opposite ends of the sky, one a waning crescent, the other a waxing gibbous perched just within the outer ring—a perfect match, two pieces of a celestial puzzle. Stars shone between them, the light of better worlds gracing the planet’s skin.

There were fewer people traveling alongside Fen on the second day. As she crossed the unofficial border between the realm and the untamed wilds, she took out her quarterstaff. She swung it in a great, sweeping arc to extend it. Out here, between the cities and the forest, the imperial guard held about as much sway as the rebels: none at all. Large groups were few and far between now, and the fear of being arrested for waving around an unregistered weapon was fading fast. Anyone who tried to harass her would find nothing but a frayed temper and the blunt end of her quarterstaff.

Vast cenotes dotted the landscape. Limestone bedrock had collapsed here and there, leaving sinkholes that had once exposed groundwater. Massive semiaquatic carnufex, Newearth’s version of Oldearth crocodiles, had once inhabited the shadowy pits. But their numbers had evaporated with the water, leaving only bones to tell their tale. Meter-high ribs surfaced from the grasses here and there, bleached white by the sun. Fen found them lovely in a melancholic sort of way. She couldn’t imagine the grasslands supporting many of the great beasts for long. Had the skeleton to her right been the last of its species? Had it wandered the grassy oceans alone, crying out for its dead brethren as its world dried up? Her sympathy for the fallen creature took her by surprise as it melted into her self-pity.

Even a hundred kilometers from any of the many active wildfires, smoke hung heavy in the air as she lay down to sleep that night.

By the third day, the heat, unending trek, and bloodsucking bugs had left Fen dizzy, sore, and itchy. Every step felt like torture. She spotted ever fewer signs of human activity as she went on, bits and pieces of stories not her own. A circle of campfire ashes, soon to be swept up by the wind. A tattered scarf, undulating through the air. A shard of a glazed plate, its blade-sharp point peeking out of the sand. A pile of assorted detritus, dumped by a passing floatwagon.

At first, she’d been surprised by the refuse; she hadn’t exaggerated the penalties of littering to Talaat. But she supposed the people she’d seen eating young grass to fill their stomachs didn’t have the energy to care. And it wasn’t as if the emperor would feign concern about the environmental state of lands overrun with rebels and worse. Fen had read gut-churning reports about a powerful new bandit lord violently absorbing rival gangs in the region.

At night, she spotted a flash of silvery blue bioluminescence. She hadn’t seen much in the way of fauna until now. She crept closer and closer, only to find that the source was a trail of myrma, their tiny backs coruscating with chemical light. She’d tried a handful of the candied insects at a festival years ago, but the bugs were notoriously poisonous if they weren’t prepared correctly.

Fen followed the trail anyway, her stomach already rumbling. Another thing myrma were known for was finding the sweetest fruit. In less than half an hour, she came upon a clutch of dark purple anata bushes. Glossy cobalt blossoms unfurled under a trio of smoke-shaded moons. Fuzzy pollinators with iridescent compound eyes poked curling proboscises between the blue petals, while myrma dug into the rotting fruit below. At least five different species feasted together here. Life would survive the changes Newearth was suffering, Fen thought. Just not all life, and perhaps not the life that had brought about the changes in the first place.

When the Makers had whisked Fen’s ancestors away from Oldearth half a millennium ago, they’d left terraforming technology to complete the transformation of humanity’s new home. But the first settlers were impatient, and they’d forced an acceleration of the process. The consequences, unfolding over hundreds of years, were proving dire. The strict environmental protection rules placed upon everyday citizens did little to help the situation, not when the palace let noble-run corporations do whatever they pleased with the planet, and punished anyone who suggested the situation was getting worse. Not that there was anything Fen could do about it.

Six fat, shiny berries hung on the nearest anata bush. They were a delicacy she’d only heard about from officials who’d attended royal feasts. Fen twisted one off and flicked away the insects already inspecting it for harvest. With a grin, she broke open the bumpy skin to reveal one great clump of bloodred seeds, each bursting with sugar and vitamins. After three days of tasteless nutrient bars that left her whole mouth feeling gritty, she dug in with gusto. It was delicious, slightly acidic with floral notes.

As she tore open another, a whisper of wind ran through the grass. Fen pulled her mouth from the fruit and glanced around, eyes narrowed. When nothing happened, she returned to her meal, albeit a little warier. But though she tried to convince her brain not to imagine things, she couldn’t help but feel there really was something moving out there, watching and waiting. She scarfed down the rest of the fruit in her hands and plucked as many berries from the bushes as could fit in her satchel.

She tapped her forearm. With only the omnichip’s built-in flashlight to fend off the dark, she used her quarterstaff to draw aside a wave of grass. A dark blur of movement so fast she could barely detect it snagged her attention like a hooked blade. She whirled around, breath quickening as the steppe around her shivered. Perhaps the carnufexes weren’t as extinct as everyone believed. A mature one would be too large to hide in the grass, but an adolescent might be able to. Ice pierced her heart as she imagined serrated teeth sinking into her skin. Her muscles seized up—

No, no, get it together, Fen snapped at herself. She exhaled slowly, fingers flexing around her weapon. She angled her quarterstaff so she could deliver a crushing downward blow, or, as a last resort, shove the middle of it between open jaws to keep her throat from getting ripped out.

The grasses right in front of her rustled. Before she could move, before she could even breathe, a flock of eryxes scuttled out, chirping madly. Fen breathed out a sigh of relief as the burrowing birds ignored her in their haste to partake of the fruit.

And yet, even as she curled up to rest soon after, she felt eyes on her.
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On the fourth day, Fen saw no humans at all. Only desiccated shrubs and grass kept her company as she pushed on. Her thighs and calves screamed with exhaustion. Her shoulders ached horribly, and switching her satchel from one side to the other helped not at all.

Her movements could hardly be called walking anymore; she stumbled and swayed like a drunkard as the sun fried her back. She knew she should be taking more breaks, shut her eyes for a few moments, but she couldn’t shake the vertiginous vulnerability that overcame her whenever she did. She felt detached from herself, like she was a distant spectator watching the Mother pull the strings of her puppet body.

Five white-feathered corags circled high above her, drawing steadily closer as if they expected her to keel over and die any moment. They were probably right; her fatigue had swelled into a mind-numbing ache. With the ache came nausea. She floundered whenever her boots struck even the smallest of stones, her gut trying to escape through her mouth.

On the second-to-last day of her journey, Fen came across a temple. She spotted the edge of a dark, peaked rooftop poking out from behind a hill to her left. She recognized the building for what it was. For a couple hundred years, everyone onworld had loosely worshipped the same god, the universe itself: the Eternal Mother. Religiosity had declined after the imperialists began cracking down on rebellious clerics, though the people of Eira
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