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	At least half of a sparring match—potentially the most important half—is mental, not physical.
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CHAPTER ONE

	The Match

	 

	The upper stands of the main Chimor arena roared around Silluka. The smell of sweat and roasted maize filled the air. She had never seen so many people in her life, and not even all of them were Huaca.

	More importantly, they weren’t Huaca she had grown up with. A week ago, she hadn’t known this many people existed. She was still coming to terms with seeing them bustling around her from morning until well past when she fell asleep. Chimor never truly slept.

	“Will the murder happen soon?” Lugopo thwacked their translation circlet with one of their many arms. It buzzed before saying, “Apologies, mean the match, of course.”

	The little Allwiya was perched on Silluka’s shoulder as usual, but they’d found tiny flags somewhere, and held four of them, each in a tentacle as they signed, with two other appendages clutching Silluka’s shoulder. Two of the flags were purple with a little jakua head on them. The others were orange, with the outline of a Huaca performing The Wing Grows, the first movement of the morning ritual. Their last two tentacles held a collection of metal and wood shards that buzzed and rotated as Lugopo twisted it this way and that.

	“Are you charting chayu power again, Lugopo?” Ichu leaned in from Silluka’s left. Her brother had been interested in the Allwiya’s pet project since the little device had said his chayus were losing power. As much as he worried, Silluka still watched in awe at his smooth and graceful movement when he practiced. That didn’t come naturally to her, having not grown up using the chayus every day. She’d always been told the stump she had instead of a right hand would keep her from performing effective chayus. The elders of her village had been as wrong about that as about how many Huaca there were.

	“Already showing one Tortoise of power simply from collection of all these people! Such destructive capability!” Lugopo signed with three of the flag-waving tentacles, and their circlet picked up the translation, speaking with a high-pitched, mechanical voice.

	“You’re so busy looking at that, you are, you will miss the fight,” Cosquella said from Silluka’s other side. “Our first match between one of the Huaca and one of the Misini. Me, I want to see their capabilities.” The tall woman leaned into Silluka’s shoulder as she spoke, the rough skin of her arm brushing Silluka’s stump. There was a slight breeze through the stadium, and one of the few advantages of being in seats near the top meant they felt it. Cosquella’s solid black hair didn’t move at all in the wind.

	“Stands and smells! You lot are rambling on so much, you’ll miss everything.” Elder Quilqi pointed with one spindly finger toward the center of the arena. “Look, the challengers are coming out. These matches determine the prestige of the best practitioners—and their gods—in the city. The loser walks away with less honor, and sometimes, less blood. Pay attention, in case you’re out there one day.”

	Silluka didn’t miss the implication the elder had put into those words. Her whole village had packed up when the turtlemen’s island collided with their new Huaca near the coast. The land there had been rising steadily since her parents had been children, pushed up by the oncoming island. In the destruction, they’d had nowhere left to go, thinking they were the only Huaca in existence, until they came…here. The city itself was breathtaking, towers made of solid stone, each holding more people than she’d ever seen in one place.

	A week later, and Elder Quilqi—who seemed to know much more about this world than she let on at first—had dragged them all to this match. She’d implied it was the first in a long while that wasn’t between those of the same species. Though the matchups were completely voluntary—the participants who won gained respect in the city—there was more to it, connected to the gods themselves. Silluka just had to wrangle the reasoning out of the old woman. She was hard to pin down.

	The Huaca came out first: a tall, broad woman, nearly as big as Ichu. Silluka had heard nothing about the contestants. In the past week she’d been running around Chimor, on errands from Elder Papaki to bargain for supplies for their new village. The refugee center of Chimor was an area bigger than her whole village, but inside the walls.

	“She’s going to fight a Misini?” Silluka asked. She’d seen the jakua-looking people around but hadn’t talked to one yet. They seemed to be aloof, like their animal counterparts. “Do they call on the gods like we do?”

	“‘We’ meaning only creatures with weird bones all over?” Lugopo put two tentacles on non-existent hips.

	“Sorry, Lugopo,” Silluka corrected. “I mean, do they have chayus?”

	“Look!” Cosquella leaned forward, over the heads of the people sitting below them. She pointed to the opposite side of the dirt arena, bigger across than the main square in Silluka’s old village. The two figures were indistinct from this distance, but she could tell the Huaca, on her left, had no armor. That meant she must not be as powerful as either the storm warrior who crashed to ground outside her village, nor as Akamu’s stone warriors, with their glowing amber outfits.

	On the right, just emerging, was a figure wearing even less clothing than Silluka had seen on other members of her species. From this distance, she could see the elongated feet, like a sleek-furred jakua walking on its hind toes, and small ears rising above the contender’s head. The Misini was wearing only a belt stuffed with bottles and knives, and a simple scarf, artfully wound around her face, shoulders, and hips. Silluka was about to ask Elder Quilqi if all Misini wore such clothing, but a voice boomed through the arena, and she swiveled to look at an open box across from them, between the two entrances. A paunchy man stood there, the dark glow of the ampuka visible even from this distance.

	“Gentle inhabitants of Chimor!” the man bellowed, and beside her, Ichu frowned.

	“He’s using Coyote’s Howl,” her brother said, “but I’ve never seen such control of it, to speak rather than just yelling a signal. And he’s continuing to use it.”

	“There’s much you have to learn,” Elder Quilqi said, but the man was continuing.

	“Today marks the first match in many a year, not between Huaca and Huaca, or Misini and Misini, but between a mix of species!”

	There were some cheers and clapping from the crowd at that.

	“So is that bad or good?” Silluka asked the elder, but the old woman shook her head.

	“Hard to say. It’s different. The reason matches aren’t usually between species is that they channel the gods differently. It is difficult to compare their power, though the Huaca are usually considered one of the strongest.”

	Then she was drowned out by the announcer.

	“It’s time for something new, isn’t it?” There were a few more cheers from the crowd. Silluka saw the man shake his head. “I can’t hear you! Maybe we should simply call it off? Do you want to see how the Art of the slinky Misini matches up against the chayus of the powerful Huaca, or not?”

	This time the shouts from the stands made Silluka hunch down in her seat. She’d never been around so many people, and the noise was like a hurricane blowing in from the ocean.

	“Is that all? I guess I’ll tell these two contenders to pack up. Or do you want to see whose gods are the mightiest?”

	This time the roar washed over Silluka like a tidal wave, and she put her hands to her ears. When it was past, Lugopo shook their power-counter.

	“Nearly two Tortoises in ambient. Such potential, and untapped!”

	“That’s more like it!” The announcer shouted back. “Now let’s give our contenders the same respect. On my right, our reigning Huaca champion, a Pressure Adept near the peak of her talent, a sure shoe-in for one of our illustrious warrior ranks when she’s ready. Give it up for Chyuna, of the Huaca!”

	The Huaca in the crowd cheered, and beside her, Cosquella and Ichu roared with them.

	“To my left, a mystic in the Art of Changing Sight, a skilled entertainer of her gods, winner of last year’s all-Misini matches, cheer for Anuit, of the Misini!”

	This time, not many of the Huaca cheered, but they only made up about half of the arena. The other half was the feline Misini, Allwiya, another people with spiky backs, and even a few turtlemen. Together, they hissed, rattled banged on seats, and more. The noise was almost as loud as the cheering.

	“What’s the Art of the Misini?” Silluka asked Elder Quilqi. “And what’s a Pressure Adept?” She still had so much to learn. Akamu had only started to teach them how to connect to the core before he left them in the desert. He’d promised he would see them again in Chimor, but Silluka didn’t know when. She snuck a glance at Ichu. She knew he missed the stone warrior. They had made a good pair while they traveled on the sleds.

	“You’ll see very soon,” the elder said. “Now pay attention, girl. We’re not just here for fun.” She pointed down as the match began.

	Chyuna ran across the dirt of the arena, straight for the Misini opposite her. As she did, she gestured with one hand and the ampuka bloomed around her. Her hands curled into claws.

	“Jakua’s Claws,” Ichu said. “She must have stored the chayu before now, but it’s a questionable attack against someone who already looks like a jakua herself.” Ichu had been in so many sparring matches back in the village, Silluka was used to him giving a play-by-play of what was happening.

	“Three Tortoises of energy, just from one gesture!” Lugopo signed. “Such deadly force!” They thwacked their translation circlet, but it remained silent, and they made a complex shrug with three arms.

	“Jakua’s Claws shouldn’t create that much power.” Ichu looked at the elder. “I’ve never seen it produce more than a sixth of a Tortoise. Lugopo took the name from measuring the entire chayu of Tortoise Shoulders His Load, and that’s a much longer and more powerful sequence.”

	“Not when you depend only on what a Physical Adept could produce,” Elder Quilqi answered.

	However, Anuit simply stood silent, arms crossed, pointed ears twitching. She waited for Chyuna’s charge, and the moment before the woman’s clawed fingers reached her, Anuit melted into the ground.

	Lugopo’s arms twiddled their gadget. “Another two Tortoises. What is happening?”

	Chyuna ground to a halt, spinning, and made another gesture, dirt gathering from the floor around her to coat her in dull armor.

	“I think that’s Caterpillar Weaves His Cocoon,” Ichu said, “but I’ve never seen it affect other objects.”

	Silluka glanced to Elder Quilqi, but the old woman’s eyes were narrowed, focused on the match. There was a lot she wasn’t saying. How much depended on this contest?

	Then part of the dirt pulled away from Chyuna, forming into Anuit, right beside her. Chyuna yelped and stabbed with a knife, taken in a flash from her belt.

	But it seemed like Anuit’s image jumped, flicking from one place to another, and the knife hit nothing.

	Chyuna began a chayu, the ampuka glowing around her, and Anuit took the moment to attack, stabbing at Chyuna’s dirt armor with her daggers. They slid off, as Chyuna continued, in Dexterity Stance, her arms moving rapidly through burrowing motions.

	“She must not have stored that chayu,” Cosquella said, sitting up straight to see better. “Why is she inviting those attacks?”

	“She’s protected by Caterpillar Weaves His Cocoon,” Ichu answered, “and she’s crafting something with Quirra. Quirra Hides His Nuts? But no, the moves aren’t right.”

	“Quirra Digs a Hole,” Elder Quilqi supplied.

	“Another two Tortoises! I will need to craft a bigger scale, more powerful than ever before!” Lugopo crooned.

	As Chyuna finished her chayu, the ground parted around her, and she dove underground. Anuit stopped her useless attacks and sniffed the air, then stepped into nothingness.

	“And now there are no combatants to watch,” Silluka said. The others in the stands seemed to have the same reaction, grumbling and complaining.

	As the sounds raised to a constant rumble, Silluka saw the announcer step forward, ready to direct the crowd, but just then Anuit fell from the sky, one dagger aimed toward the ground where there was nothing.

	Except a mound rose up and spit Chyuna forth, one hand raised above her head. The dagger met her fist and shattered, as the crowd broke out into applause.

	Anuit balanced on the broken dagger like a needle balanced on Chyuna’s thread spool, then the Misini flowed down to the ground.

	Into eight different versions.

	They surrounded Chyuna, each with slightly different faces and clothes, none quite the same as Anuit’s original appearance, each making different threatening motions with their eight daggers pointed toward Chyuna’s throat.

	In response, the Huaca knelt down, spreading her arms out like wings. It wasn’t The Wing Grows, but it was similar. A gust of air blew out from her in all directions, and all eight clones of Anuit staggered back.

	“A good ploy,” Ichu pondered. “She was trying to find the real Misini among the illusions, but all of them responded.”

	“Anuit is well trained in the Art of Changing Sight,” Elder Quilqi put in. “I haven’t seen one with so much potential in many years.”

	“You want us to fight in matches like this? Why is it so important to you?” Silluka hissed back, as Chyuna went after first one, then another version of Anuit, trying to see which one was real as they all skipped away from her.

	“Scattering sands, you’ll be their equal in no time, girl,” the elder said. “A Pressure Adept is only one little level above a Mental Adept, after all.”

	Before Silluka could ask more questions, One of the Anuits drew back an arm, throwing her dagger. It arced through the air, and Chyuna, through some other sense, or some chayu she’d stored, sidestepped out of the way. But the dagger curved in its flight, and another Anuit threw her dagger, then a third, fourth and fifth.

	The daggers made a storm around Chyuna as she frantically sidestepped, the last three Anuits adding their daggers to the frenzy.

	“I thought this was supposed to be for honor, it was,” Cosquella asked. “Is it supposed to be deadly?”

	“Of course not.” The elder waved a hand at Silluka’s girlfriend. “You’ll see. Chyuna will…”

	Chyuna stepped out of the way of three daggers aimed at her heart. And right into another, which plunged through her eye.

	She fell lifeless to the ground as the crowd erupted in boos and angry shouts.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	
CHAPTER TWO

	Strength

	 

	Ichu glanced around before he opened the doors of dark polished wood, inset in the stone building. Elder Quilqi had taken them here on the first day they’d arrived in Chimor, and he hadn’t been back since. Now he wanted some answers, and the elder had been stingy with them so far.

	The city was still in an uproar about the match yesterday—the first one to end in death in over twelve years. It wasn’t a good sign from the first fight to pit different species together. Misini had been more visible in the city since then, some carousing in the streets with strange, minty drinks that seemed to act on them like fermented maize did on Huaca. Ichu was put in mind of the village’s Jakua when their handlers let them roll in a spicy-smelling plant they liked.

	What was the elder’s game, saying they would have to fight? His sister had done seemingly impossible things, but many people in this city were advanced far past even Silluka’s feats. Did Elder Quilqi really think she could train them so fast? Not with her reluctance to answer his questions.

	He had just arrived, yet Chimor was changing. There were so many powerful people here, he had to learn how to become the best body caster he could. He also had to find out more about the Huaca, the Misini, the turtlemen, and any other species. There were more here than he had thought existed in all the world. He’d only known of his village of Huaca and the few Allwiya who lived in the garbage dumps. He’d been completely wrong about them, until the elder opened his eyes.

	Once inside the building, he let his eyes adjust to the gloom. It was darker here, since the street outside was still in shadow, even late into the morning. The buildings in this district of Chimor were taller than the tallest trees around the Huaca back on the coast. That village didn’t even exist any longer, buried as the turtlemen’s island collided with theirs.

	In the middle of the square room, guarding the stairs up to higher levels, was a desk with the same woman behind it as the first time they had come here, working by a single candle. Her armor was similar to the storm warrior who had crashed to ground when they fled the village. It gave off its own sapphire glow in the dim light, letting her work with ease. She didn’t look up from her sheets of vellum, where she was scratching glyphs that reminded Ichu of parts of chayus. His sister was the one who could read, though maybe he would have to learn, now they were in this city. Yet another task for him.

	“I seek an audience with Nina?” he addressed the desk in general. He was used to people seeing him when he arrived. In the village, he had been the champion of many sparring matches. Now, he didn’t even know if he could stand up to his little sister.

	“I’m sorry, Administrator Nina is tied up with work today. Please come back at a later time.” The receptionist emphasized the title, all without looking up.

	“I…I arrived before with Elder Quilqi,” Ichu tried again. He didn’t want to depend on the strange elder for everything, but her name seemed to have power here. “The person you call ‘ancient one’?”

	The receptionist finally did look up at that, though there was none of the deference shown when Elder Quilqi was here. She didn’t wear a helmet, as the storm warrior on the coast had, though Akamu had shown him how warriors could summon and dismiss them with simple gestures. The rest of her armor sparkled like waves on a sunny day, and it fitted to her form close like no metal could do, even down to the tiny ridges of sapphire overlaying her fingers. Creating the armor was a process tied to storing chayus—a principle Ichu was far from understanding. From what Elder Quilqi had hinted, there were many levels beyond what the citizens and elders of the Huaca considered the pinnacle of perfection—that of learning as many chayus as possible and summoning the ampuka with each one. Such power was only the lowest level of Adepthood—a Physical Adept.

	“And for the ancient one, Administrator Nina may have time in her busy schedule. For you, I can answer any questions you have at this time.” She didn’t look like she wanted to answer any questions.

	Ichu’s mind spun. He had barely a plan coming here in the first place, save some vague idea to ask Nina for help with learning what was the next step past Physical Adept. The elder was so focused on Silluka’s progress, she had barely addressed Ichu the last week they’d been here. He needed to learn. He had to learn.

	“I want to be a warrior. How do I do that?” The words just popped out.

	The receptionist gave him a considering glance, and Ichu rocked back on his heels. The look itself had power. Then she blinked and the pressure against him disappeared.

	“You’re barely a Physical Adept. And you’re how old? You must be half again my age.” She laughed, not unkindly, but with enough humor that a spear of embarrassment passed through him.

	“I can learn,” he shot back. “The ancient one you’re so reverent of picked me, along with my sister and two others, as her champions. Do you doubt her?”

	That sobered the woman up. She stood up from her desk and came around to Ichu’s side. She was a slight woman, shorter than his sister and with barely more muscle. It was no wonder she was the receptionist for the stone and storm warriors here rather than helping outside of Chimor. Ichu straightened as she approached him, his shoulders above her head.

	“The ancient one shows up every decade or so, as Administrator Nina tells it, usually with some fanciful tale of which god is going rogue this time, or what island is coming our way. But Chimor has stood here for thousands of years. It’s the oldest settlement on this island, in the center of this island. I’d imagine it’s even older than the ancient one and has withstood all her tales so far.”

	Ichu stared up at the stone ceiling above him. The entire building was wrought of one piece, stone crafted by the power of the core by Huaca practitioners. Many buildings in the city were the same. He’d assumed it was maybe a hundred years old, but thousands? Could anything stand so long against the storms, earthquakes, and volcanoes that plagued their lands? Neither his village nor his parents’ had lasted more than fifty years.

	They’d passed into what Akamu had called the “stable desert” on the way here, where the storms and earthquakes faded away to nothing. He’d assumed that meant only they were more rare. He’d only been here a week. Did they never have such weather here? He could only imagine what his Huaca could have built if they didn’t need to migrate inland every fifty years or so.

	“Then you certainly have resources. Can you teach me?” he pressed the woman. “I’m sorry, I haven’t even asked your name.” He put on a winning smile—the one that had brought men and women to his bedchamber back in the Huaca.

	The receptionist lifted one slim eyebrow. “I’m Ganaki, of the storm warriors.” She turned a hand palm up in question.

	“Ichu,” he said. “Champion and best bodycaster of the Huaca. My Huaca, that is.”

	“Bodycaster? I suppose that’s another name for a Physical Adept? And you’re proud of being at only the first step of Adepthood?”

	“We didn’t even know of other stages before coming here,” Ichu said. “In my village, we perfected each chayu, each stance, until we knew it with our full body, until we could connect to the ampuka with it just by starting the movements.”

	“Then how could you adjust a chayu for the intent of your goal? Or store sections of a chayu to release when you sense your enemy’s weakness? It seems a very limited style.” She gestured to herself. “I’ve only mastered the Elemental Adepthood of air so far, which is why they keep me here until I can join one of the warrior bands. One must master at least two elements before being accepted, and most master three of the four before choosing their primary mastery.”

	The words washed over Ichu, and he scrambled to grasp the meaning. “This is exactly what I’ve come here to learn. How do I go from a bodycaster—a Physical Adept—to the next stage?”

	Ganaki crossed her arms, the sparkling stone of her armor catching a stray beam of light from a window and casting a rainbow of colors on the floor. It coated her from neck to toes, segmented sapphire. “You are much older than the usual Physical Adepts, and most of the Mental Adepts, unless they simply have no aptitude for the chayus.”

	“Then you’re at the stage after that? Elemental Adepthood?” The elder had done a poor job of explaining what the adepthoods meant. She seemed to be dismissive of them.

	Ganaki shook her head, a small smile on her face. “You do come from a long way away from Chimor, don’t you? This is something taught to every child here. Simply performing the chayus and showing a connection to the ampuka—what you call bodycasting—is the level of the Physical Adept. You tap into the ambient ampuka with no ability to control or manipulate it or understanding of how it connects to the core.”

	Ichu opened his mouth to debate the description, but at Ganaki’s glare, he shut it.

	“Do you want to learn or not? That’s what I thought. Now, the revelation of a true connection to the core starts the journey to the Mental Adept. The surge of power that comes with it shows the practitioner’s skill, but traditionally the test before judges only comes at the height of skill for that adepthood. Only after those higher than you judge your skill as passing, can you say you are truly one of those adepts.”

	Ichu thought back to escaping the collision of the turtlemen’s island, the earthquake that separated the front sleds from the undesirables following…and what Silluka had done, how her entire body glowed.

	“So, someone might suddenly fly when they become a Mental Adept?”

	Ganaki’s eyebrows shot up. “Flying? Uncles, no. That might be an effect of understanding the Elemental Adepthood of air, but I only got there myself last year. Did you see someone do this?”

	“I…perhaps it was a leap through the air. We were traveling during an earthquake.” Had Silluka skipped over the Adepthoods Ganaki was describing? Was that why Elder picked her out—did she have so much potential? But Ganaki was speaking again.

	“After the realm of the Mental Adept, then one will start the journey of the Pressure Adept, sensing a new realm of connections between the gods, the core, and all your surroundings.” She lifted her hands, gazing around the room, and Ichu got the feeling she saw much more than he did. Maybe that one candle was even more unnecessary than he thought.

	“Only then does a practitioner start to understand how the gods of the Huaca affect us, as they descend into the realms of the Elemental Adept.” She shrugged. “And that’s where I am now.”

	“But there’s more after that?” Elder Quilqi had never been so clear on where Ichu’s journey would take him. This one woman had given him more information than the elder’s weeks of implications.

	“There’s always more,” Ganaki said. “Another way to use the chayus, to channel the gods, to interact with the world. Administrator Nina is one of the only Huaca in the city to pass out of the realm of the Elemental Adept, and she won’t say what happens then.” A frown creased her face.

	“So to become a warrior like you, I need to become a Mental Adept, then a Pressure Adept, and then an Elemental Adept?” He gave a firm nod. “Then that’s my goal. I’ll become an Elemental Adept and more.”

	Ganaki watched him and again that pressure pushed him back. He straightened against it. “I admire your goals,” she said, “but you have a long way to go, champion and best bodycaster Ichu. You have a strange shadow over your connection to the core, and I fear it could make your journey much harder.”

	Ichu swallowed. She could see the effect of the vial he had swallowed? Elder Quilqi had told him it had contaminated his core with the turtlemen’s god, that he had a separation from the gods of the Huaca now. It would make progressing as an adept harder, but he didn’t know it would be so evident to everyone he met here. He changed the subject, trying to keep Ganaki talking so he could learn as much as he could.

	“And the other species, the Allwiya and Misini and others, they go through this process too?”

	“Oh, Tiyus, no.” Ganaki laughed again. “Each species has their own gods. That’s where their power comes from. And each god has a different way of expressing their power. You arrived with an Allwiya, did you not? Do you imagine they perform chayus like we do?”

	Ichu frowned. “I suppose not. Then what do they do?”

	“Ask them,” Ganaki said. “I assume you saw the match yesterday or heard about it. All I know about the Misini is they get their powers of illusion by entertaining their gods. Do you think Uncle Sky or Aunt Harvest want to be entertained?”

	“The chayus honor the gods and express their perfection,” Ichu objected. “They don’t want entertainment from us.”

	“The Tiyus, Tiyas, and Tiyes don’t, that’s true. But they aren’t the only gods. Chimor may have belonged solely to the Huaca far in the past, but we welcome all species here now, and their gods. That means there are plenty of places to learn about them. Ones that are not here.”

	Ichu almost missed her pointed hint. He was thinking about the turtlemen who had followed them across the desert. They had disappeared before the sleds encountered the crazed Allwiya in the desert, driven off by Akamu and his stone warriors. But Akamu had said they would be back. There was a whole island of them marching toward Chimor. It was why Akamu was still out on patrol. Would the turtlemen—the new ones, who followed their new beliefs—also be welcome here? It was another reason Ichu had to learn.

	“When do you think I’d be able to test for Mental Adept?” he asked.

	Ganaki went back to her desk. “Come back when you have a strong connection to the core and don’t bleed the ampuka from you like a dying prey animal. Then we’ll see.”

	 

	 

	 

	
CHAPTER THREE

	Adepthood

	 

	“You must be ready to test to Mental Adept as soon as possible,” Elder Quilqi told Silluka as they turned between tall stone buildings in Chimor, Silluka’s stump wrapped around Cosquella’s large arm. She’d barely had time for a spare moment with her girlfriend since they got here.

	They had all been shaken after the death in the match the day before, even the elder. The matches were almost never fatal, and it had cast a pall over the mixed-species competition. Supposedly, Anuit was under investigation by the heads of the Misini in the city—something called The Clowder.

	Silluka’s brother had gone off into the city this morning, saying he wanted to find a group to practice with. Silluka knew he was scared about what the vial had done to him. She was scared what it had done to him. His connection to the gods was weaker, and the arena fights were all about the gods, though the elder hadn’t said how. She suspected that was why Elder Quilqi was pressuring her to aim for heights even her brother—the best bodycaster in the Huaca—couldn’t achieve. What did she see in Silluka that she hadn’t seen in any of the other inhabitants of Chimor?

	“I failed my test to be a citizen, or I guess a Physical Adept,” she said. “You failed me at my test. How can I be ready to test as a Mental Adept? Can I even test again?”

	Elder Quilqi waved a hand. “What your village called ‘undesirables’ don’t exist. If you fail a test, you can always try again later. You’re a Physical Adept if I say so. You crossed that threshold when you started to show the ampuka. But to test for Mental Adept? You aren’t ready. Yet. That’s why you need to practice. Understand your connection to the core and learn how to store it within your sunqu. You’ll need that to be able to save an entire chayu within for later use. These are only the basic steps of adepthood, and you’ll need to leap past them to have any hope of challenging the Eztli Mecatl, or even others in this city. My champions must be strong to withstand what is coming.”

	The elder was unusually talkative today. Maybe because they were away from the refugee camp, and the elders. Silluka had claimed a small hut with Ichu, Elder Quilqi, and Cosquella. Lugopo lived next door with Muola and the other Allwiya who traveled with them, insisting they needed more space for their creations. Why such a tiny creature needed more space than she did, she wasn’t sure.

	“And what is coming?” Silluka asked.

	“A reckoning for which gods’ people survive,” the elder said. “The more species that exist on this island, the more powerful the entities they will attract. You don’t want to meet most of them, especially not as you are now. Come on.”

	She sped up before Silluka could ask more, taking them somewhere deeper in the city. Cosquella was looking at her worriedly as they hurried along behind. She shifted the large net she carried, Lugopo riding on top.

	“What does she expect you to do, does she?”

	Silluka shook her head. “I don’t know. You’ll help me train, won’t you?”

	“I wouldn’t miss it, me. I never get tired of watching you move.” Cosquella winked at her, and Silluka wondered once again how they’d found each other, both outsiders from their people, Silluka with her stump and Cosquella with her rough skin and large size.

	The rest of the refugee camp—mostly Huaca and elders from her village—all seemed concerned with such trivial matters, like which hut was nicer and how to negotiate with Chimor officials about better accommodations. Silluka had seen enough of the city already, and who was respected in it. Those with power were in control, and the remains of her village from the coast had none. The people of Chimor were called “perfectionists” behind their backs and treated with as much disdain as the Huaca used to treat the undesirables—what Silluka had been destined for. But there was so much more at stake. Even the elder sounded nervous about these powerful entities she’d mentioned. Were they other gods, eager for followers and control? Adepts so high on the ladder they might as well be gods? She’d have to press the elder for more answers later.

	The former undesirables, on the other hand, seemed to be faring far better in Chimor than they had back on the coast. Most had left the refugee center already for jobs in the city, as apprentices and helpers, accountants, drivers and porters, and more. It was what they had done in the village to get by, but there, labor and creation were looked down on in favor of perfection of chayu technique. In a city this size, those Huaca who didn’t practice chayus far outnumbered those who did. They worked hard, and in return, those who had no ability for the chayus were protected by those who did. Silluka had to keep practicing so she could protect them too.

	“This place you know in the city, you say it is a better place to practice?” Cosquella took up the conversation in the silence. She carried a net of what looked like wood and metal splinters over her shoulder, Lugopo clinging to the outside. The little green and blue Allwiya clambered over the parts, their translation circlet occasionally making remarks like, “This connection can be deadlier!” and “Such power in this area. But can the suit transfer it?” and other vaguely unnerving and threatening statements.

	“Blocks and roads, it’s not a ‘better’ place to practice. It’s the place where people practice in Chimor. Or one of them anyway.” The elder put her hand on her lower back
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