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      “Nothing in the world is more flexible and yielding than water. Yet when it attacks the firm and the strong, none can withstand it, because they have no way to change it. So the flexible overcome the adamant, the yielding overcome the forceful. Everyone knows this, but no one can do it.”

―Lao Tzu
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Flooded





    

    
      The world I know is flooded.

The water's black. You don't go in the water. You don't touch it. If you do, it will get you, drag you down, and you're gone. You're only safe from the black water in boats or on land, at least if you're a human. The Sundered can do anything they want in the water. Who knows why?

I believe the world wasn't always this way—that once there was land that stretched forever and water that held no danger—but that doesn't set me apart. What sets me apart, makes me different, is I believe it can go back to that.

“Hey, Harry!” Toddy, one of my younger Travelers, points at something. He straddles the black water, each boot on a different tuft, standing with the easy balance we all must learn or else we die. “There's something over there!”

I hate the tufts—knobs of land sticking out of the water, covered with limp grass like dirty hair. If there are a lot of them, we have to carry the boats. “Coming! Hold on!” Balancing my skiff on my back, I hop toward him, nodding at my Travelers who move to other tufts so there's room for me to leap past.

I don't really give a damn what Toddy wants. Whatever he has to show me, it's not the Hope, the reason I'm out here in this screwed-up place. But I'm young. I can fake interest.

The last space between us is water. I put the skiff in, untie the paddles, and skim toward him.

“There are eyes,” Toddy says, crouching now as I float near. “Over there, in the water. It's a Sundered One, I'm sure of it.”

Sundered? Here? “That's weird. We're not near any cities or catching grounds.”

“Think he's unclaimed? He must be!” Toddy whispers excitedly. “Can I claim him? If he's unattached, I mean? Can I?”

“No.” Damn, I said it too sharply—there's hurt in his eyes. “No,” I say again, more gently. “We don't know what tier he is. What if he pulls a re-versal on you?” I give myself points for not mentioning he flunked out of Sundered training.

Toddy nods, trying to be grown-up about this, but I've hurt him.

Later. I'll fix it later. Now, I skim where he pointed.

I see more tufts. I see black water, still and dark as far as the horizon in all directions, swallowing my world. I see—there it is. Round eyes bulge out of the water, over a hint of skin that looks freakishly orange.

This thing isn't even close to high-tier. I just feel it, the way I'd know what kind of pie it was by putting it in my mouth. The Sundered One realizes I'm staring at it seconds too late, and ducks under as if it thinks it can hide.

Why is it out here? Sundered only run wild in the southern tip of the world. I can feel it's un-claimed—that slick-slime mind, ugly and incomplete, parts of its psyche frozen and alive but not really functional, not really there. It's so low-tier there's no point categorizing it.

Toddy might be able to handle it, but I already said no, and to go back on my word is to regress as a leader.

It's free and unclaimed, and Sundered are worth money, so that means it's mine.

I half-close my eyes, focus my will, and tighten my grip around that worn mind.

It reacts to me and tries to run away, but this one has been claimed before. It—his—mental spaces almost fit me, edges dulled, and it's no effort at all to hold him tight. Into that mind, into those ruined Sundered thoughts, I plunge—and then I pull.

Pull with will and thought and purpose, like lifting a weakly struggling thing out of thick, sucking mud. The mind suddenly comes free as easily as lifting my own head, and I know he's mine.

That was too easy. He won't be worth much. “Come up and let me see you.”

He hears the words. Sundered have different ears than we do. Any vibrations seem to get through. He obeys and clambers onto the tufts.

He looks like a frog. An orange frog-man with bumps all over, a wide, flat mouth, and big googly eyes too far apart for a man's but not wide enough for an animal's. His spine curves so much he almost seems meant to go on all fours.

Really low-tier.

Toddy gasps, my Travelers paddle closer to see, but I don't look at them right now. I'm fitting my brain to this little guy's. “Ugly, aren't you?”

He sort of ducks twice, acknowledging what I said with a humility so low it's self-hate, and I realize he's got suction-cups on each fingertip and webs between his fingers. Wow. Really low-tier, then.

“What's your name, Sundered One?”

“Gorish,” he says.

Toddy tells the others how he spotted this one, so it's sort of his even though it's not. I want to find that endearing. I want to. I can't. I've been out here too long. “Hello, Gorish. You know you're mine now, right?”

“Oh, yes, master,” he says, doing that ducking thing again and again and again.

An unclaimed Sundered in the middle of nowhere. This is really weird.

My mind goes in all the usual directions. Why is he here? Could this have something to do with the Hope? Am I missing some important clue because I'm messing around with him instead of watching?

Maybe there's no Hope involved, and he just pulled a reversal on his former owner and got away.

Yeah, right. Not this little guy. He couldn't fight his way out of a wash bucket. Maybe his owner died. That would explain his condition.

I can't question him now, anyway. If I do it wrong, if I look stupid in the eyes of my Travelers, I could lose them. “I need a place to make landfall, Gorish. You know anywhere around here like that?”

“Oooh, yes, master!” the orange guy says, and he starts to caper. He dives in and out of the water, back up onto the tufts, showing off or—no, he's just playing because it's something he knows how to do.

This guy's head is shattered. Whoever claimed him last was rougher on his mind than I am. “Lead the way, Gorish. It's getting dark, and we have to set up camp by then.”

So Gorish does.

I say nothing as we paddle, my single-person skiff cutting through the black water. This wasn't the direction I was going. Gorish is leading us completely away from the tufts, further west than I'd planned.

I see some land, tiny islands, nothing but bald mounds of mud. What we need is a simple matter of size: What can handle eight people and all their gear, their tents, and a fire, but has a slope gentle enough that nobody rolls into the water in the middle of the night and vanishes forever?

Like all Sundered Ones, Gorish just knows where proper landfall is.

This one is almost flat, a mass of mess rising from the water. I whirl my hook-and-rope over my head and send it hard into the mud, anchoring myself so I can pull my boat to shore. My boots make sucking noises. This is one messy landfall.

Nobody cares.

Solid land is worth the mess, worth the relief of space between us and the water. Tents and voices rise, and our boats line the shore like silent guardians.

We'll rest well tonight. We're going to need it. 
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            * * *

        

I'm more tired than I thought, but I shouldn't be surprised. Claiming a Sundered One is never easy, even one as broken as this. “Demos.”

My right-hand man stops and looks at me, his shaved head glinting with the barest hint of stubble. “Yeah?”

“Get the buckets to Gorish. He'll fetch the water.”

Demos nods, pleased with me. I sit a little straighter. If Demos approves, it was a good decision.

Gorish bounds around camp, splashing like crazy in the shallows and scooping up water in the buckets we give him. He can do that safely. We can't.

Black water is dangerous when it's part of the sea that covers our world, but separate it—in a bowl, a cup, a bucket—and suddenly it's just water, safe to drink, safe to cook with, safe for bathing. Nobody knows why.

Will the Hope have the answer? I was taught it does. I want to believe it does. The alternative is ignorance and extinction. Doom.

Kaia, one of only two females in my group, whoops suddenly, and when I look over, I see her biting into an apple, crunching through the skin.

What? What? Whose idea was this? “Hey!”

Everybody freezes, guilty, but not guilty enough. Tomas has his hand in the apple bag, and he has the gall to grin at me.

“What the hell are you doing?” I demand.

“Hey, Harry,” says Tomas, drawing the words out as if to give himself more time to come up with a crap excuse. “You want an apple?” He holds out the bag, challenging me, daring me to argue.

This is one of those tests again.

I've led these people for two years. I shouldn't be tested anymore. Yes, I got the post from my father, but I can do this, and I've proven it, damn it all. “Tomas. Put them back.”

He takes another bite, watching me lazily.

Hard to believe this ass is Demos's younger brother. “Put it back. That one you're eating gets detracted from your next meal. You've cost Kaia her next apple, too.” I close the distance between us and take back the bag.

We have limited resources. We travel for weeks sometimes without seeing another human being. This was nothing more than stupid arrogance.

Tomas shrugs and turns away, like none of it matters at all.

My heart beats too hard. What did he think I was going to do, let him have the bag?

Maybe he did think that. Demos lets him get away with anything.

“You okay, Harry?” says Sandra quietly.

“Yeah, I'm okay.” I tie the bag again. Hopefully, the Sundered power that keeps these apples from going bad wasn't borked by this.

Kaia rolls her eyes and licks her lips at me, like she thinks she's being sexy. Um, no.

Sandra smiles. “Good. Don't let him get to you. He's a dumb-ass.”

I'm surprised into laughing. She walks off to do something with her tent.

I calm down. I haven't lost them. My Travelers are still here.

I need them. They're my backbone, my help. Father taught me this. But Tomas pushes the limits sometimes.

I tie the bag up and put it back, and after a few minutes, things go back to normal. Demos and Jax place small stakes tied with string in a circle around our tiny camp, making a minimal barrier—just something to remind us not to wander too far at night.

I feel so weary now. “Hey. Gorish.”

My new little orange guy comes bouncing up to me, crouching over like a misshapen frog. “Yes, master!”

“Are there any other people close by?”

“Oh, yes, master!” He holds his hands out wide and spins in a circle, encompassing the world.

I forgot I'm talking to an idiot. “Close by human standards?”

“Oooh.” His eyes go all big. “No, master. Not for days that way, or that way, or that way, or that way.”

North, South, East, West. Oh, yeah, this one's a winner. Maybe he's so dumb his old master just let him go. Low-tier don't live all that long, anyway. If I overuse him, there'll be nothing left to sell. "All right. Relax. Take it easy. We won't need you for a while." 

He stares at me, mouth hanging open. Okay. Don't know what I said that was so shocking.

“Harry.” Demos walks up, carrying a pot filled with ingredients for tonight's dinner.

Boiled things. Bleh. “Yeah, good choices. Wait—take out a few of the carrots. According to the Sundered One, we're a long way from any city. I don't want to run out.”

“Ooh, carrots,” says Gorish.

I look at him. I swear he's pleading like a puppy.

Eh, why not? “Demos? Give me a carrot.”

Demos hands me one without arguing. He's the reason I haven't kicked Tomas out. If I do, I might lose him. If I do, I might lose them all.

The carrot makes Gorish so happy he trills like a bird.

Enjoy it now, Sundered. Tomorrow won't be an easy day.
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            * * *

        

My map is the most priceless thing I own.

My father, grandfather, his father and his father before him all wrote on it, marked it. It lists known cities, predator-rife areas, places with tufts too numerous to paddle through. There's no mark for how many weeks it takes to go from one city to another, but you learn that as you go. This map is the real inheritance of an Iskinder. There's no other like it, anywhere in the world.

By my calculation, we have eight days of full food portions, and we're eight days from any city I know of, if we're careful.

Easy. Easy. Deep breath. We'll be all right.

Old, familiar fear settles in my belly, keeping me quiet. I fear that rushing to find civilization means I'll miss the Hope, fear that the immediate need for survival will eclipse the long-term, and I'll fail.

I won't miss it. I can't. Calm down, Harry.

Dinner is done and the sun sets. The guys laugh, crouching nude around their bucket on one side of the fire, washing the sweat and travel nastiness from their bodies. The ladies crouch on the other side, separated only by the flames.

Sometime in the past, we used to have showers and baths. We used to be able to swim—a terrifying concept. We used to be able to hook up plumbing with ease, on our own, without high-tier Sundered help. That was before the water turned bad.

These days, most cities can't afford it. We're used to bathing semi-publicly, using buckets.

I have to believe it can go back to the way it was, or I'm wasting my life. Or there's no hope for anyone at all.
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            * * *

        

I can't sleep. Out here, that matters. Sure, I could stay up all night in a city. Always lit, always open, shops and bars provide something to do. But here, in the dark, there's nothing to stay up for besides the stars.

My Travelers sleep, clean and full of boiled fish, unmoving in the light of the flickering fire. Beyond them, there's nothing. Just black water, black sky, black night-sounds.

That sound, though, was all wrong.

I know this world and how it feels. I know the tiny, cruel lapping of water on the shore, and the sound of my Travelers sleeping before tomorrow's row.

I also know the sound of Sundered feet landing on a nearby tuft.

It wasn't Gorish. He's sitting next to me, staring at his hands.

My heart beats faster. I concentrate, feeling for this new intruder.

It's free. Unclaimed.

Two free ones in the same area? That never happens. Never. This has to be some kind of a trick, or a trap. But what kind could this possibly be?

Gorish starts to hum.

It's a tune I know, familiar from early school. Fifth-tier's strong and lifts big blocks, not too bright but strong as ox. Fourth-tier's fine with clever fingers, painting, sculptures, make good singers . . . It's catchy. Kids' tunes are.

Tiers indicate intelligence and power. It's a simple system, but Gorish isn't even fifth-tier. Nobody numbers Sundered Ones that low. There's no point. He has power, yeah, but not a lot—I doubt he could levitate anything heavy, or turn things into other, more useful things. He doesn't have the physical strength of fifth-tier, the delicate dexter-ty of fourth. The gentleness of third, or the feral viciousness of second. Or . . . whatever it is first-tiers have. I don't know. They weren't in the rhyme.

Gorish keeps humming. Third-tier's quiet, good for play, safe for children every day. Second-tier's wild, feral, free, eats everyone, but works for me. Claim the rest with little work, but they die soon, so best not shirk.

The fire crackles. Thup-thup go Sundered feet on a nearby tuft. Sundered Ones leap like fleas, and they never miss coming down, not even the stupid ones. I lick my lips. “Gorish.”

Gorish looks up from the little suction-cups on the ends of his fingers.” Yes, master?”

I feel my mind-fingers deep in his skull, filling those holes never meant for my thoughts. He has to answer me honestly. “Is there another Sundered One out there?”

His gaze is steady. “Always, master.”

Yeah, not what I was asking, but okay. I might argue with it, honestly. There aren't enough Sundered by far—the best estimate puts their number at a few thousand, about the same as us, but shorter lifespans. “There's one very close now. Are there any people with him?” That's not specific enough. I need to be sure. “Is he claimed?”

“No, master! He is not!” Still crouched, he does a weird little shuffle, like he's celebrating that he gave me the right answer.

So the new Sundered is free. I'm not letting this chance pass me by. “Can he see us?”

Gorish sort of sniffs. “Oh, yes, master. He's quite close. He's superior!”

“He's high-tier?”

“Yes, master!”

Oh, wow. Third-tier I could claim, and he'd be worth the risk. A hundred Gorishes wouldn't fetch the kind of money a third-tier would—but if he's second-tier, I'll have a struggle on my hands. They're violent, hard to claim. He could pull a r-versal, kill me, and get away. Is it worth it? Is he worth the risk?

I'll hate myself if I don't try. “Which way is he, Gorish?”

“He's—” Gorish stops and blinks. Thup-thup sounds to my left, and Gorish points and whispers. “He's looking at us, master.”

I bet he is. Well, little guy, your curiosity just cost you your freedom. I reach out with my mind and my will, trying to find that oddly incomplete sense of a Sundered One in the dark. Emptiness, heat, everything moist and muddy and alone—

Light jolts through my eyes, and everything spins.

Gorish stops me from falling, catching my waist with his suction-cup hands, but my head is coming off, I swear my head is coming off, and if he lets go I'll fall in the water, but if I don't let go of him I can't hold on to this new huge mind.

And it's huge, holes big enough to swallow and lose me, angles too sharp to touch without cutting, taste too foreign to fully know. First-tier? Has to be first-tier because he's too different from third to be second, and I cry out, shouting, screaming, twisting in Gorish's grip—

More shouts join mine, and more people grip me to pull me backward because I am trying to hurl myself into the water to get closer to that mind.

No, no, he's made me insane! “NO!” Can't hold them both—“Somebody claim him!” I scream and loose Gorish with a flick of my mental wrist, and he makes all of one hop on his own before someone else claims him.

This new huge mind and I wrestle, but now, without distraction, he's mine.

I am whole. He is not.

Gripping where there is no grip, fighting where my will batters his, and he's losing now, losing. I fly up out of the dark as his empty spaces conform to me.

Mine. You are mine!

Suddenly I'm back in my skin, kneeling in the mud, dripping with sweat and blinking white spots away from my eyes. It seems so much quieter, even though people are still shouting.

Don't care.

Come to me, Sundered One.

Come to me.

He lands in front of me with grace like gravity doesn't matter and a shape I've never seen, so human that if he weren't flawless ebony black and eerily lovely, I might be fooled. His hair is long and straight, the same black as his skin, and his irises burn bright orange. Sundered always go naked unless we force them clothed, but not him: he wears a short white kilt slung low and loose on his hips. “My lord.” His voice is young like mine, barely into adulthood. Like a human servant, he kneels.

First-tier. I caught a first-tier. Ung—my head is so heavy it's going to fall off my neck.

Gorish makes worried noises. My Travelers demand answers, shouting in the confusion. I can't answer yet. I can't take my eyes off him. I've bagged a first-tier Sundered.

From now on, everything in my world is changed.
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Aakesh





    

    
      My Sundered is a perfect point of in the eye of a storm. He doesn't move, but his mind isn't settled around mine. It shifts against me, claimed, but not calm.

I might not be able to hold him.

“Harry!” Demos grips my shoulder, shakes me. “Storm!”

What?

Thunder booms in the distance.

No. I struggle to function, to beat the dizziness, the fuzziness.

Demos's eyes are wide, and sweat slides down his shaved head toward the mud. “Harry!”

Thunder means rain and slick mud and sinking boats. “Up,” I croak, and discover I'm hoarse from shouting. “Get everybody up and packed. Direction?”

“It's coming from the south-west,” Demos says. “We're already packing. Harry, what the hell just happened?”

I'm the leader. Their safety is on me. We have to move before the rain gets here. “Later! No time now, go, go!”

His jaw tightens, but he obeys.

I can't stand.

My fists dent the mud. My body rocks in time with my straining heart, making my breathing stuttered. Stand, Harry. I have to stand.

Wet footsteps, shouts, the low thunks of tools thrown into boats. Stand, Harry, before they think you need help! Lead! Lead!

“My lord.” My new Sundered crouches there, not smiling like Gorish, but watching me with unblinking orange eyes.

He's first-tier. What can they do? How much power does he have? “What?” I manage between clenched teeth.

“My name is Aakesh.”

I didn't ask him his name.

We stare at each other, this Sundered who volunteered his name and me unable to think. That mind moves around mine, unhappy with my intrusion. He's barely a few feet from me, and I'm on the edge of the water. He could send me in there if he gets control with a reversal. I'd be killed before anyone even knew I was gone.

I have to hold him. “Aakesh,” I bark, forcing my throat to work. “You may not bring harm to me and my Travelers, do you understand? You're mine. No harm! That's an order!”

I may have gotten a little loud. My Travelers stare at me, backlit by the weirdness of storm light.

Aakesh nods regally, like he's a king granting a favor. “Understood, my lord.”

What the hell have I claimed?

“Harry, we've got to get moving!” Demos shouts, and lightning strikes in the distance. White-purple threads dance over the water.

Son of a bitch, don't think about Aakesh now. Stand, Harry! Stand!

I overbalance. My head is too heavy. I stagger, and then I fall.

I fall toward the water.

I don't have time to scream. Something like a log slams into my midsection and lifts me, flings me, and the world goes upside down. I flip upside-down, take one strained gasp—and suddenly, I'm in my boat. Just there, paddle in my lap like nothing happened, bobbing up and down with the storm-bred current.

Aakesh is on the tufts a few feet away, looking at me with those orange eyes while his hair settles down around him like gossamer threads.

I stare back at him, my hands shaking.

“Harry, come on!” shouts somebody, I don't even know who, and I realize they're all pulling away from me. Paddling, moving, not waiting for the storm to catch them.

I stare at Aakesh a moment more before pushing off after the others. I have to catch them. Overtake them. I have to lead.

Aakesh saved me.

I didn't tell him to. He applied what I said, found connotations in my order. He interpreted. Sundered don't do that, their broken minds don't do that. How did he do that?

My hands are still shaking.

It's deadly dark once we're away from the fire. If there are islands or tufts or anything else that might knock us out of our boats, we won't know it until it's too late. Rain starts to fall, lightly for now, mingling with my sweat. My back strains and heaves as I pull ahead, passing the others, finally sliding past Tomas and Demos's brotherly two-seater and into the lead. It's my job to take the risk. If I flounder, they'll know not to follow me.

Movement catches my eye, something impossibly dark against the gloom: Aakesh. He moves ahead of us like he's dancing, flying from tuft to tuft, just close enough that I can see his hair falling around him like whispers.

Realization numbs me: his jumps are telling me where not to go. Where there's land for his feet, there's land to capsize my boat. I didn't command him to do that. I didn't even think of it.

“Master!” says Gorish, bobbing alongside my boat, unbothered by the storm.

Keep paddling, keep going, row, row, row. “Hi. What?”

Gorish swims along, beaming up at me. “You're so nice,” he says, and disappears back under the black water.

Huh?

Whatever, little guy. I have Travelers to lead.

The storm follows us, blowing around our perimeter and chasing us with death. Lightning explodes in the distance, leaping over the water like cracks in ice. Thunder echoes, and we row, nearly blind in the dark but for the silent guidance from my new Sundered One. I can't afford to question whether I can trust him.

My head stays too heavy, and my neck aches. A psychosomatic reaction. There's no physical weight in my head.

I still feel him.

Little by little, the rain slows down. Dawn tints the sky, washing away the storm. We've rowed the whole night, and the clouds are finally far behind us.

My arms, shoulders, and back hurt like I've been beaten. Did we all survive? Yeah—I see them all behind me. Demos and Tomas. Toddy and Sandra. Kaia, in a one-person skiff like mine. Jax and Sheldon. That's everybody.

Relief approaches, then recedes: we sailed in completely unexplored places last night. I don't even know where we are now. The Hope could have been there, or some clue to the Hope, and because it was dark, I missed it.

Could have. Might have.

Stop being paranoid, Harry. It's impractical to turn back, and your Travelers would doubt you. Focus on what's happening right now.

Aakesh looks stranger in the light of day, too dark to be anything but shadow come to life. Every movement is smooth, almost circular—like he's dancing to music only he hears, all the time. His long, slender fingers aren't like mine, even if they seem human. He watches me, unreadable.

“Aakesh.” My voice sounds tired.

“This way to landfall, my lord.”

I didn't ask him. He's anticipating, again. I'm suddenly cold. “How close are we to a city?”

“Six days' travel, my lord,” he says, for once not answering before I've fully asked my question.

Wow. We made impossibly good time last night. “All right. Starting tomorrow, I want you to guide us there. No tricks. No one gets lost or dumped into the water.”

He nods, turns, and hops, fine hair falling slowly behind him as he leads the way.

He interprets things. Anticipates. I've never heard of this in my life.

Focus, Harry. Once we reach landfall, we'll eat, then sleep. Everyone gets fruit, and we'll brew some tea. After a night like this, we deserve it.
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            * * *

        

Aakesh chose dry landfall, covered in crumbly dust instead of mud.

It's safe enough for me to take out my map.

I can't help feeling calm when I touch it, grounded, even anchored. The heavy parchment is thick and smooth against my fingers, and makes no sound as it unfolds. I prefer it to the thin, cheap paper that makes up books, exams, and bills of sale in the cities. Those things all fall apart within a couple years, but parchment lasts. Treated animal skin, it survives generations, utterly precious.

My sparse notes join my forefathers', marking broad expanses of emptiness with little black islands and big city dots. Carefully notated warnings indicate dangerous places, and angry red x's mark where the Hope of Humanity wasn't.

The Hope of Humanity is a myth, a legend. A panacea, maybe machine or maybe magic, or maybe just knowledge stored away for the future. It's connected to our wrecked Earth, showing up at the same time as the black water and the Sundered Ones in our history.

Nobody knows what it is. My family has searched for it for a long time, following hints of a story that claims the Hope can fix it all. It'll fix the water. Fix the Sundered. Fix us.

How or why doesn't matter. Questions aren't really encouraged among the Iskinder bloodline. We paddle the world, scavenging salvage and looking for the Hope. It's what we do, what my father did, what I do, and what my son will someday be expected to do. End of story.

It's not what I wanted to do. It doesn't matter. The Sundered are going extinct, and once they do, we will follow. Someone has to try, and nobody else believes.

A familiar funk of fish surrounds me. “What is it, Gorish?”

“You're nice. Won't forget, nice master,” Gorish whispers.

That's the second time he's said something like that. I look up, tearing myself from the blots and squiggles on parchment. “What the hell are you talking about?”

“Nice,” Gorish says, and he reaches out with his little suction-cup fingers as if to touch my face.

I stare at him.

He drops his hand. “Bye!” he squeaks, and bounces off.

What the hell was that about?

Aakesh crouches nearby, his toes teasingly in the first inch of black water, his orange eyes steadily locked on me. Gorish splashes over and squats behind him, deeper in the water, like a servant following him around or something. Now they're both staring at me.

Whatever.

“Harry,” says Demos, and offers me an apple.

It's the most delicious thing I've ever had.

It's a mush apple. It's brown, and the skin's wrinkled, but it doesn't taste like mud or boiled fish. It tastes like bliss, and I know what that means: it means we've been out here long enough, and it's definitely time to get to the city.

Six days.

I'll find the Hope someday. I will. But I need my Travelers to do it, and my Travelers need a break. “Gorish, Aakesh. Gather the water.” Time for a bath.
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            * * *

        

My head is heavy. My thoughts are slow. When we get to the city, I'm selling Aakesh at once. Someone who makes a living out of this kind of thing can have him, and I can get back to business.

“Master!” Gorish's voice slices through my skull, making it heavier even though he's not mine.

Who claimed him? Well, everybody. They keep handing him off to one another, practicing. Once we're out of school, most people never get the chance to claim Sundered. They're too valuable for anyone but politicians and people with money to have, so I can't blame my Travelers for playing around. I just don't want them getting too rough. “Kaia.”

She stops in mid-laugh, Gorish dancing in front of her like a marionette. He ducks like he was caught doing something wrong.

I'm too tired to deal with childishness. “Kaia, just leave him alone. He's had a longer day than we have, okay? If you use him up, I'm taking it out of your cut.”

She pouts, sticking out that lower lip of hers, but she obeys. I'm younger than she is, younger than most of them, but they still obey.

“So nice, master,” Gorish says warmly enough to make it weird, and bounces into the water with a splash.

I'm not your master anymore, buddy. You really must be broken.
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            * * *

        

We make good time before landfall, and I almost swear I can see a faint outline of city walls in the distance. I even imagine I can smell it, impossible as that is. My own brain works against me.

I wonder which city this is. My guess is Danton, which I haven't been to before, but if it's anything like the cities in this region, it's ugly, nasty, and it stinks, but it's better than nothing.

One of these days, I’ll have to choose a city and a woman in that city to continue the family line. I'll take the few years necessary to make a baby teach the baby how to read maps, and then leave the baby with my maps as I continue to explore. I'm just nineteen. I can put off heir-making a little longer, can't I? And who knows? If I find the Hope, I don't have to make one—or I don't have to look at family as continuing the legacy. I can have a family like a normal person. I can make a home.

I'm getting ahead of myself. There are too many blank spots on my map.

“You all right?” says Sandra quietly.

She has good timing. Her voice pulls me out of my gloom. “Yeah.”

She nods, but I don't think she believes me.

Toddy bounces over to crouch next to her, his smile crooked and playful. He's fifteen. A baby. This is all still just a great adventure to him. “You sure you're okay, Harry? You don't look okay.”

I bet I don't.

Aakesh crouches there with his toes in the water that would kill us. He's not doing that by accident. My claimed, leashed Sundered is mocking me.

“Harry?” Toddy really sounds unsure.

“I'm okay, guys. Get to work with the others, okay? Help get the tents set up. You had a turn with Gorish yet?”

Toddy looks so happy. “Yeah! I did great!”

“Ugh, no,” says Sandra, making a face.

No idea what her problem is. I can't help a little smile for Toddy. “He likes you?”

“Likes me?” Toddy looks so confused. “I don't know. Why?”

As if the Sundered can't like or dislike. As if they aren't alive.

Whatever. That's the school system's fault, not mine. “Hurry with the tents. We need to sleep soon.”

“Yes, sir, Harry, sir!” Toddy says, and salutes just for fun. I salute back. It makes him happy. He goes away.

Sandra watches me a moment more, then leaves without a word. There's dried mud in her light hair.

My smile is heavy, heavy like my head, and it falls away. I need a break.

City, whichever you are, here we come.
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            * * *

        

On the third day, I can definitely see the city walls from my skiff.

That's impossible.

It was six days away. Aakesh said so.

My Travelers know something's wrong. They all wear the same spooked expression, though none of them say what's wrong out loud. We covered way more ground than we should have. But we didn't do anything differently. We rowed. We slept. We ate. Aakesh showed us landfall each night.

We shouldn't be close enough to see the walls.

Did he lie to me about how far we were? No, he can't lie to me—and why would he, anyway? What's there to gain? Making us afraid? Making us push harder, row longer, and tire ourselves out?

This is stupid. I'm getting worked up over something I'm going to sell.

Still. The city's closer. Too close.

I don't like it when things don't make sense.
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            * * *

        

I can smell it before we arrive. Lucky us: it's going to be a typical equatorial city.

Because of the number of people and the way the walls are built, central-western cities have limited airflow. In years past, there were machines built into those walls to pump fresh air in and cycle old air out, but most of them have broken.

Nobody knows how they worked. Yet another technological wonder lost to our dying world.

This city has huge walls, reaching up into the sky in a nasty brown that never looks clean. There's no gate. There are Sundered Ones, claimed by people who hide in the towers, and those people get to decide who can enter. If you're allowed, the Sundered make a way. If you're not, they don't.

My Travelers are quiet, all too aware we got here in half the time we should have. Together, we row toward the main tower, which juts from the water like a big ugly phallic symbol. The city's official Sundered Ones swarm through the windows to meet us, getting a good look at who we are.

They're mismatched, mostly fourth-tier and lower, and vaguely animalistic, though no one Sundered looks quite like another. I have no idea how their species developed. Some have fur and some don't. Some have scales, or lizard faces, or big hairy limbs. That one is purple with a pig snout, but his tail is long and clever. They all cling to the walls like spiders, like their “down” isn't the same as ours.

Some of them look like they've been claimed too long.

It's easy to tell. Their eyes go white, pupils disappeared, and they're slow to respond to orders. A couple of these guys are past that point, so gone I'm surprised they don't just die right here and fall into the water.

I can't believe the waste. This city is run by fools.

We're running out of Sundered Ones. Nobody knows how they reproduce. It's obvious which are male and which are female, but that doesn't seem to matter. Breeding them does nothing, and every generation there are fewer Sundered to go around.

They can still be caught in the southern portions of this world, but every year there are fewer found. Without them, we won't be able to eat. Without them, we won't be able to build. Everything will fall apart.

“Announce yourself!” shouts one of the guards, as if we don't know the real threat comes from the Sundered Ones clinging to the walls.

My name means something. People expect crazy but great things from my family. Crazy: searching the world, traversing the vast open spaces after some imaginary thing. Great: nobody scavenges quite as well as an Iskinder. We come up with saleable items nobody else can find, things everyone thought were long gone. “I am Harold Iskinder. We travel for the Hope, searching for the cure. We come to you with goods to trade and benefit for your city.” Blah, blabitty, blah.

“Hold, Harold Iskinder.”

Their Sundered scan us, trying to determine if we're a threat.

I let them. They're low-tier, all of them. I bet Aakesh could keep us safe from anything they could do. That's kind of a nice realization.

"Harold Iskinder, you are welcome in Danton!" announces the guard, and then the Sundered make a way.

They plunge their fingers into the wall, into material that was rock hard a second ago, but now shivers like chilled fat. It wobbles, gapes, and parts, curtains like trembling flesh on either side.

We paddle through.

They close it behind us. It's solid again.

The smells and sounds of equatorial city life engulf us: grease and burning food, filth and unwashed bodies. I don't know how anyone can stand it.

Everything in Danton is the same ugly brown. The walkways are separated by long, straight canals of black water, like arteries—dangerous, but there's no choice about that. A city that doesn't allow the passage of black water through it crumbles apart in less than a week. Buildings rip themselves to pieces, twisting and cracking until a canal of some kind is formed, and if the structure didn't survive, well, too bad. It's like the canals relieve some kind of pressure.

Danton was poorly planned. Flat-faced buildings on either side rise five stories high, gaping with square black window-eyes, the source of even more heat and smell. There's barely enough room to crab-walk past the poles and awnings that cover the doorways of shops, especially if you've brought goods to sell.

Men with spears wait along the loading areas of the canal, watching us unload our stuff. “It's late and the market's closed,” one of them says. “Be needing a claim ticket?”

Like I'm leaving anything valuable in their care. “No, thanks. We'll be taking it to our rooms. Aakesh?”

He's behind the guards, posture-perfect and deathly quiet. “Yes, my lord?”

They jump. Those hardened bastards jump out of their skins, deeply startled he was there. That's odd—but satisfying. “We need something to carry our wares. Can you help?”

He actually bows.

He hasn't done that before. It's almost like he's showing off for the gua—

The canal shakes.

It's a low, quick tremble, terrifying in the way it makes the water move, and then comes a thump. A pause, just long enough for Tomas to start, “What the sh—”

Six narrow boxes rise out of the walkway, right through the ground like some kind of magic show.

They're glass and brass with elegant construction, corners ornate with brass scrolling that climbs the glass walls. They hover inches off the ground as if they were sitting on rails, and the ground is smooth beneath them.

I've never seen anything so beautiful in my life.

Everybody freezes, eyes huge, maybe ready to run. The guards stare at Aakesh.

If I can sound casual about this, I'll look like I knew it would happen. “Thank you, Aakesh,” I say loudly, evenly, as if I do this every day. “All right, people, load 'em up. Tomorrow we sell.”

Aakesh stands there, calm, perfect, elegant. Wow.

My Sundered did that. Mine. Maybe selling him is a dumb thing to do. Wow.

Demos is the first to move, and once he piles his salvage into the boxes, the others join him.

“Market's open in the morning,” one of the guards mumbles, remembering his duty. He adjusts his skullcap, giving Aakesh sideways looks.

My orange-eyed Sundered doesn't seem to care. He watches me, almost effeminate in contrast with these hairy guys.

“Thank you, gentlemen. With me!” I like it when my voice does that—deep. Authoritative. A leader's voice.

The carts float along behind me as if tied to me with string, and the hardest part is pretending it doesn't feel like they're stalking.

From now on, everything in my world is changed.
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      The buildings are dark inside. Those black window-eyes hold all the city has to offer: Living quarters. Brothels. Shops. The only thing outside is the market. Everything else here happens in the dark, with walls between it and the black water.

Odors from old cooking oil and over-curried rice choke us. Crowded with people in spite of the heat and the lack of light, the doors show nests of shadowed movement, like swarms of insects with gleaming eyes. Their sweat is acidic in my throat. We walk on.

The whole place stinks.

“Testy coming!” somebody shouts, and a Sundered One leaps down from one of the overhead living areas. He's blue, kind of fish-shiny, and shaped like a sack pulled over a fist. He has buckets in both hands, with something black and liquidy sloshing over the sides. I guess he's not high-tier enough to just burn it, whatever it is, but he doesn't dump it in the canal, either. Instead, he bounds down the street, warning people to get out of his way, going, “Testy coming! Testy coming! Ooh, look out, testy coming!”

Testy? What the hell is testy?

Aakesh's mind shifts around mine as if drawing my attention, alive and warm and breathing, and suddenly, I realize he's walking.

Not skipping or hopping. He's walking, upright like a man, foot to foot as if this is normal.

It isn't normal. Almost no Sundered Ones just walk.

“He carries danger in his hands,” he says.

What? “Who does? That little Sundered?”

“Yes.”

This is quite the conversation. Aakesh's weirdness makes me shiver like snow down my spine. “What's he carrying, and why should I care?”

Aakesh gracefully steps over a drunk who lies sprawled with one arm around an awning pole to avoid rolling into the water. Even the world's wastes know not to get too close to the edge. “There is an interesting order to your questions, my lord.”

What? He didn't answer me. “What does that have to do with my question?”

“Nothing, my lord. It is merely an observant statement.”

I stop and look at him, really look at him, trying to read his dark face and his orange eyes. He's standing so close to me, so still, more still than a human could be, and I can't read him at all.

“Is there a problem, my lord?”

“I don't understand you.”

He knows what I mean. It's in his eyes. The corners of his lips quirk before he answers. “I could speak more slowly, my lord.”

Did that son of a bitch just taunt me?

“Harry, you all right?” asks somebody in the line behind me, the whole group of them waiting patiently while I stand here and stare like an idiot.

If I keep talking to him now, he'll keep subtly mocking me. I don't want my Travelers to see that. “Yeah, I'm fine. And you,” I say to Aakesh with every inch of authority I have ever had, “will answer me later.”

He bows again, taking his time, and now I'm sure the son of a bitch is mocking me. “Yes, my lord. Whatever you wish.”

I clench my jaw and stalk on.

My head is way too heavy, making me dizzy. I can only hope I don't look scared.
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            * * *

        

For the first time in months, we meet other Travelers. It happens sometimes. You find a place to sell your loot, and lo and behold, another group of exploring bandits chose that city, too.

The problem is competition. Travelers like us make money by scavenging abandoned, rusty vessels, or searching settlements that are not on the map and for some reason were abandoned.

It's not always worth it. People die. Big rusty palaces sink. Obviously, it's easier with a Sundered One, but they don't live long if you use them that heavily.

The group of Travelers coming our way is loaded down with heavy boxes of salvage. This isn't good. We can't pass on this narrow walkway.

“Hey,” says somebody by my chest, and I look down to find a kid staring up at me. He's not even in his teens. He also looks like he tried to wear dirt on his face in the shape of a beard to seem older.

Okay, little guy. You're really tough. Sure thing. “Hey.” I look up and address the man behind him. “So how are we gonna do this?” Somebody's going to have to go into those nasty, dirty doorways, and if I can help it, it won't be us.

The kid glances at my Travelers, at their floating glass boxes of goods, back at me. “Selling your stuff here?”

Um. Why is he doing the talking? “Yeah.”

“That's too bad,” says the kid. His group looks . . . weird.  Nervous, even scared. They look at the kid for cues.

He's their leader? He's a child. What's wrong with these people? “What do you mean, too bad?”

The kid turns and spits a sticky glob into the canal. “They'll be talking about your accident for years.” He smiles.

Oh, so that's why he's their leader. He's out of his damn mind.

The kid snaps his head in the direction of his Travelers, and they respond like they've been practicing: they bulk together on the walkway, dropping their boxes and pulling out weapons.

They're filthy, these Travelers, a little too thin, with kind of a whacked-in-the-head wideness to their eyes. Something is very wrong here. “Okay. Take it easy.” I'm playing peacemaker. “Let's talk about this before someone gets hurt.”

“It's my market! Mine!”

Psychotic little brat. “The city's big enough for us both. Calm down, man.”

“No. It isn't. You can drop your goods in the canal, or we can push them in for you. It's up to you.”

I can't believe he wants to fight this out. We're a foot from the edge. We could die. “Look. Moron. We're in a city with open windows and no doors and lots of witnesses. You really want to try this? Maybe you'll get some of my stuff in there, sure. Maybe you won't. Maybe a person will fall in i-stead. Know what happens then?”

“We sell our crap, that's what happens.”

He's got a lot of balls, but nothing in his head to back it up. “No. It isn't. You get arrested. All your stuff is confiscated. If they don't feed you to the black water for murder, they'll kick you out for life, and nobody makes any money at all.”

“Not with my pet they won't,” he says, smiling with yellow teeth that he's filed to points for some stupid reason, and suddenly he's got a Sundered One by his side.

He's big.

Really big, with green, pebbly lizard-skin, vaguely man-shaped but with a head like the Tyrannosaurus Rex I saw in my old schoolbooks. His teeth are big, and he has slitted black pupils in his big yellow eyes. His cherry-red tongue flickers out, as if tasting the air. “Issssskinder!” he hisses.

What?

He grabs my throat and lifts.

My feet dangle. I kick, flail, kick, but can't breathe. Kaia screams, somebody else shouts, and then I fall, dropped so suddenly I almost stumble into the damn canal.

Demos catches me. “What the hell happened?”

I can't talk yet. I shake my head, clutching his arm. Demos stares, but he doesn't stare at me.

Lizard-dude is even bigger than I thought, his tail larger than my whole body, and he's wearing some clothes—leather straps over
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