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The light

Four hundred years ago, a light appears in the sky.

Bright enough to challenge the sun, its blaze is not warm and golden like that very sun, nor tinged pink like the light of the pink-silver moon. No, it is an eerie, even white light that draws the viewer in to look more closely, to wonder, if they squint or stare or perhaps just tilt their head, can they see behind—or through—to a rainbow prism or another world?

Everyone for miles looks up, shading their eyes. From the commander-philosopher of the College of Intrinsic Foundation to the students studying in the Cult of Hopeful Design near the mouth of the Lapis River, everyone inside flees to windows. In the streets, merchants and artists, small kings and revolutionaries stop to stare, mouths parted, while combat-designers activate force-shields and design mercenaries drag their wards to shelter. The sudden surge of forces causes bridges to tremble and the force-eddies mingling over the city to knot, blowing hard winds that rip razor petals and translucent leaves from the garden canopies. Feather foxes hunker low in their alleys while rep-cats and copper apes leap as high as they can into trees and trellises and balconies. Avian creatures of every kind burst into flight, heading away. Away from what? The light’s point of origin, of course, over the center of the crater.

Even the Moon-Eater frowns in his palace in the heart of the monster city, distracted by the weird gleam directly above. He says, “Eliri, find out who is doing that and bring them to me,” and is obeyed.

The Moon-Eater is always obeyed.

As the light fades, a star remains. It glimmers, hangs against the plain blue sky.

And the star begins to fall.

[image: ]
Lyric is falling.

He can’t see, eyes burning with white-cold light; his ears ring, but beyond that is a terrible roar of wind. There is a body in his arms, and he huddles around it, blood in his nose, trembling unstoppably. He makes himself a ball, wrapping around her body like he is a nest and she is a fragile egg.

He falls and falls, even as forces pull and pull. Lyric is the heart of something, a great disk of design, an array the width of his city spinning and spinning with him at the axis. The spinning array pushes outward with tight centrifugal power, dragging at his dominant inner rising design. The array and his rising force slow them down in their fall, turn him from an axis point into a shooting arrow. A focus. An anchor.

The anchor hits the ground before Lyric does, piercing sharp and hard deep into the crust of the world. Its shock wave slides back up the lines of force and catches him like a massive hand.

Lyric touches down almost gently against red rock and thin crystal sand.

His ears still ring, but the wind is gone. It’s only his pulse hammering in his skull, his body alive with popping ecstatic force. His skin tingles and his head aches.

Lyric sucks in a huge breath and sits up.

A whimper chokes off, and through painfully wincing eyes Lyric looks at what he’s cradling.

She’s curled against him, hands fisted in his robe, blood across her jaw and mouth.

Iriset, he tries to say, but nothing comes out.

Her lips move, too, and bloody teeth glint. Her body convulses once, a wretched whine tearing free.

The altar—Lyric remembers the altar in the Moon-Eater’s Temple and the numen and Iriset standing bold and awful with her arms outstretched arguing to break the Holy Design—

And a dart slammed into her.

It jabs out of her ribs just under her left breast, blood darkening the orange shift she’s wearing. Lyric makes a noise that still isn’t words as he presses his hand around the wound. She gasps, face contorted, and coughs up blood.

Ecstatic force blinds him for a panicked moment and Lyric seethes his breath slowly through his teeth, controlling himself. He lays her carefully across his lap, her head on his folded knee, and rips at the thin shift where the dart tore through. Cloth comes away, making a shredded gap for him to see.

Blood pools and spills around the shaft. Iriset trembles and her breathy gasps are too shallow. Coughing blood could mean the dart is in her stomach or her lung, and Lyric can’t save her.







[image: Chapter Two.]

The last Vertex Seal

Lyric’s first real memory is huddling in the lee of the Moon-Eater’s altar with a large fossil molar pressed to his stomach. Outside the dark pocket of the temple, people yell his name. They sound furious and Lyric curls around the tooth, making himself smaller. He doesn’t remember why he slipped out of his bedroom before dawn, why this place drew him, why he hid and didn’t simply ask to come. The attendants would have said yes, his mother would have said yes, his uncle the Moon-Eater’s Mistress would have said yes.

But he didn’t ask, and now they’re angry at him, and he’s afraid to crawl out from behind the altar even though nobody will hurt him.

The voices and chaos move away until he’s alone. They don’t look in the Moon-Eater’s Temple. When the sun rises, Lyric’s uncle sweeps in, snarling at his attendants that he’ll be fast. Lyric hears the rustle of cloth and a soft brush of skin on stone. His uncle leans on the edge of the stone slab opposite Lyric, propped up with his left hand, his head fallen back to show his long throat to the starry midnight dome of the temple. Lirdal méra Niyah, the Moon-Eater’s Mistress, is disheveled, his wavy dark hair unbound, his sleeveless robe mussed and pulling as if it’s not on quite right. He closes his eyes and breathes shallowly, his right hand hidden by his body as he begins.

Lyric doesn’t want to bother him, and remains still, on his knees behind the altar. His uncle’s back and shoulders loom up, like a broad statue, and Lyric remembers he has one of the teeth—the Moon-Eater’s teeth!—and they belong on the altar.

Gently, Lyric lifts the rough tooth, fingers in the grinding furrows. He holds his breath as he places it beside the others with the tiniest scrape of stone to stone.

The Moon-Eater’s Mistress freezes. Lyric ducks down, huddled back into a ball.

A soft sigh reaches him, and then his uncle moves. Hands grasp him and he’s pulled up into a lap. “Lyric, you’ve scared everyone.”

Lyric shakes his head, again and again.

“I need to take you back.”

He darts out his hand to grip the hem of his uncle’s open robe, clenching his fingers tight.

“You want to stay.” There’s something Lyric doesn’t understand in his uncle’s voice. But Lyric leans into Lirdal’s chest. “Very well, little moon. But I must put you down.”

Lyric allows himself to be settled on the ground again, and spreads out to lie flat beside the base of the altar. His uncle brushes hair back from his forehead tenderly and murmurs, “Maybe you will feel him, too.”

Closing his eyes, Lyric listens to the soft sounds of skin and stone, matching his breath to his uncle’s even as it picks up, rhythmic and shallow, and when the Moon-Eater’s Mistress finishes, Lyric’s ears pop. He isn’t afraid any longer, and takes his uncle’s hand to be led back to the Seal tower. If he is punished for hiding in the temple, he doesn’t remember it.

[image: ]
Lyric is seven years old when his father brings him into the mirané hall for the first time and sets him on his feet in the seat of the throne. “Do you know what this is?” Esmail méra Niyah His Glory asks.

The Vertex Seal is tall and broad, mirané-brown skin painted in long white and blue stripes stretching from his hairline down over his eyes and cheeks. The stripes skip his short beard to pick up again under his chin in those colors of ecstatic and rising forces. As usual, he wears layered robes in all four force colors and his hair is pulled into a high tail, from which tumble black curls with the barest hint of auburn. Standing like this on the throne, Lyric can look directly into his father’s crater-red eyes.

“This is the throne of the Vertex Seal,” Lyric says quietly. He always speaks quietly, because everyone else is loud. “The center of the empire.”

“Correct. My throne, and one day yours.” Esmail plants fists on his hips. “Do you know what it means to be the Vertex Seal?”

Lyric frowns and stiffens his fingers where they brush against his plain black skirt. Its narrow pleats fall to brush the tops of his slippered feet, and this morning his mother tied him into a sleeveless vest embroidered with her favorite fat red flowers. Lyric likes them, as well, because they look like his baby sister’s cheeks when she smiles. And Ama is always smiling—unless she’s screaming. She is the loudest person Lyric knows. “To lead,” he finally answers his father.

“It means you must be the best miran there is.”

Thinking about that, Lyric nods. It makes sense. He doesn’t realize for years that while to him the best meant he should be just and good and proud and compassionate, Esmail only meant for his son to be strong.

To Esmail, to most Vertex Seals before him, strength comes from conquest and domination, expanding the empire in Aharté’s name without needing to care about what’s destroyed in the process. Want more, be greater, do better, get stronger. That is what Esmail demands of Lyric. A single-minded perfection ignoring the quiet parts born in his son. Esmail would say he hones Lyric’s natural inclinations into the sharp weapon a Vertex Seal needs to be, shaving back unnecessary thoughtfulness, polishing away curiosity, dulling wonder.

In Esmail’s image, Lyric would grow to be as unmemorable as his father.

[image: ]
A year later Lyric wakes before the sun again, clear-eyed and eight years old. It’s his birthday, but miran don’t celebrate such individual things, relying instead on the anniversary of the birth of all miran four hundred years ago to mark the passing of time.

Lyric had been dreaming, and the dream rests quietly in his mind, all sound and song, no imagery. He knows what it means and turns his face to the boy sprawled beside him in bed, uncertain about waking the other or letting him sleep. But in the end Lyric prefers to give everyone their own choices when possible, so he shakes Garnet gently and says, “I’m going to the Silent Chapel.”

Garnet, also eight, nods and drips out of the bed to tiredly put on his slippers. He doesn’t ask why. Lyric drifts like a ghost through the darkened corridors of the palace complex with Garnet trailing behind. The young body-twin whispers to the Seal guards and sleepy attendants where they are going, and they gain a small entourage that Lyric ignores until they reach the gate of the chapel and he looks back at them, miran all but Garnet, their red-brown skin gleaming under the dim light of Aharté’s moon. It’s a thick wane this time of night, steadily fading into half by the moment of true dawn.

“Stay,” Lyric tells everyone quietly, and pushes open the gate with a firm shove. Garnet ignores him, but Lyric expected that. Although most people assume they get along because of similar interests and seriousness, it’s because Garnet knows how to be just as quiet as Lyric—when he cares to. It’s almost as if Garnet can read the other’s mind sometimes, sensing or guessing what the heir needs or wants without Lyric having to speak. Everyone else in Lyric’s life demands noise of him, whether it’s answers to oral exams for his tutors, or reports on what he’s read for his father, or opinions on how beautiful his mother is and his favorite foods for her to arrange, or if he prefers to focus on breath work or footwork or strength training with his combat instructor, or some vocal acknowledgment to redirect Ama’s constant babbling. Soon he’ll be required to speak up at meetings of the mirané princes. His uncle has promised that once such meetings begin, Lirdal will make it his daily mission to tease a laugh out of the serious little boy. Lyric is unsure how to explain to his uncle that he often feels joy, he simply doesn’t let it out. An instinct deep inside him—a core knot in his inner design—tells him to pull his feelings thin, to weave a shell of them. Especially around his father.

Garnet understands all that. And so Lyric allows him to remain at his side even when drawn to the Silent Chapel by his dreams.

The priest who greets them is an old mirané woman with wiry white hair and more wrinkles on her mirané skin than there are stars in the sky. Her sleeveless red priest robe is as plain as any, and she has nothing painted on her face, nor any mask. It is the way of Aharté’s priests, for they give everything to Silence, including honesty and even their own names.

“A Lyric to Bridge the Silence,” she says softly. Of course she knows him.

And Lyric knows her: This is the Holy Peace herself, most revered and blessed priest of Silence in the empire. Yet she crouches down so her knobby knees stick out like any grandma, and takes his hands when Lyric tries to touch his eyelids in respect.

“Not to me, little Seal,” she says with a smile. “Not to anyone but your parents, and one day, your children. When you meet Aharté, do it with your full gaze.”

Garnet remains at the gate as the Holy Peace leads Lyric by the hand deeper into the chapel grounds. Only the silver-pink moon lights their way, through circlets of flow and rising force-steeples that gather the pretty moonlight and reflect it bright enough to see clearly. The Silent gardens are simple, filled with elegant columns climbing with vines and plinths spilling night-blooming eris flowers. Tiny water features ripple quietly at the movement of frogs, and the fountains draw Lyric’s attention because their design is so exact that water arcs in perfect quiet. No splash. No ripple.

Lyric finds it so very easy to breathe here.

The Holy Peace takes him to the great labyrinth at the heart of the garden and sets him on its path.

He walks it for more than a day.

Hunger focuses him in his body, and the gradual ache of his feet, until everything else falls away and Lyric hears only his own peaceful thoughts. Then even those thoughts quiet, pulling thinner and thinner, and he feels it: Silence.

The very moment Silence arrives, it dissipates, but Lyric notices.

[image: ]
Though the Vertex Seal is apathetic to his son’s devotion, Lyric’s mother Diaa is pleased, and reminds her husband that Silence is the strength of the empire. Lyric will be the Vertex Seal Esmail molds him into; let Lyric be Silent for himself.

She pulls her son to sit on her lap though he is too gangly to fit. She reads to him Word of Aharté and Writings of the Holy Syr, and inquires after a tutor from the Silent Chapel to instruct him once a quad. By the time Lyric is eleven, every word of Word lives perfectly in his mind, and then follows Writings.
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Lyric is fourteen the first time he feels jealousy. He’s tending the young garden on his balcony, which he keeps to remind him of the herb garden in the Silent Chapel.

He breathes carefully as he touches the soil at the base of the blue sage to assure himself of its lingering dampness, and is about to move on to pinching lemony basil leaves because the plant grows furiously and every day he harvests a basket for his mother’s rose ice tea. The desert gentians aren’t blooming, but they prefer the drier parts of the summer.

A shriek resounds from inside the suite he shares with his sister Amaranth and their body-twins.

“Lyric! Listen!” Ama shoves the lattice screen away, bursting onto the balcony with her inner trousers bunched over her heart, holding her loosely tied breast-binding in place. Her hair is a shocking mass of black curls and her eyes alight. “I was expecting it soon because I’m hairy now, and sweatier? And, well.” She drops her arms away to reveal still-small breasts under the thin binding cloth. “But it’s finally happened!”

Lyric raises his eyebrows in question.

“Menstruation!” Ama cries loudly enough everyone in the complex below their petal probably hears the future Moon-Eater’s Mistress’s news. “I was hot all night, but then forgot and was just standing there getting dressed, and this sensation started gathering in my guts, but not really my guts, in the cup of my hips, and it felt strange, not really unpleasant. It drew all my attention.”

“Ama.” Sidoné appears beyond Ama’s shoulder. The skinny mirané body-twin has been wearing her hair in a puffy halo recently, and it makes her seem taller than she is. “Must you subject everyone to these details?”

Lyric winces slightly, predicting the reminder will only make Amaranth more visceral in those very details. He puts a stop to it by saying, “Congratulations.”

“Thank you,” Amaranth says laughingly, spinning in place, her trousers once again held to her breast.

The delight suffusing his sister’s entire being brings an answering smile to Lyric’s lips. “Have you sent anyone to inform Uncle Lirdal?”

Amaranth freezes, and as she stares at Lyric, her mouth drops open and her eyes grow watery and wide with luminosity. “Oh,” she breathes. “The Moon-Eater!”

That is the moment the jealousy curls through Lyric, like saw-creeper vines around his lungs.

He wants that. To belong to a god. To be able to wake one morning and find his body has prepared him to serve that god. Lyric has to work so hard just to brush against Aharté. His devotion is real but difficult to touch when he is so busy with becoming a great Vertex Seal, inundated with noise. He longs for the ease of giving body and sex and release to the Moon-Eater. Instead Lyric can only work and work and work to barely understand Aharté’s Holy Design.

He watches his sister and vows to himself that he will succeed. He will understand Silence and make himself part of it, until there is no difference between himself, the Vertex Seal, and the Holy Design of Aharté’s empire.
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Lirdal turns the work of the Moon-Eater over to his niece when she is fifteen and Lyric sixteen. Their uncle leaves Moonshadow for the city of Ilistrum in the north, to enjoy the snowy winters, he says. Really he’s there to whip the mirané governor into shape and excise festering corruption. He only visits his family again four years later when Esmail dies and Lyric is invested as the Vertex Seal. He says to Lyric, “May you live to step down one day. I’ll teach you snow sculpting.”

But Lyric is brimming with the pressure of an entire empire dropped suddenly and solely on his heart, as well as grief, and he speaks with brutal honesty, “I cannot imagine voluntarily subjecting my child to this.”

Lyric does not mean to implicate his uncle, but that is how Lirdal takes the words, and once he returns to his new husband and home in Ilistrum, he never comes back.

[image: ]
Lyric has been the Vertex Seal for less than two years when a skull siren drops onto his balcony, its wing battered, a leg broken, and a tiny fracture lining the blunt curve of its skull between gaping eye sockets.

He crouches, priest-red robes pooling on the glazed white tiles, and his hand hovers over the trembling little body.

“There, little one,” Lyric murmurs. It wails a sorrowful song, and Lyric starts to call for Garnet, working in the study.

He stops. The skull siren will die. It’s suffering.

Just four days ago Lyric commanded the army to put down riots by the most efficient means in a town three ribbon hours away. Next quad he will choose the names to receive relief during the Days of Mercy. He has learned well how to kill via command, and walks the labyrinth of the Silent Chapel again and again, struggling to know how to think of himself, when he can be responsible for such violence by proxy, or such mercy by his own word. What is the Holy Design of this?

Lyric picks up the bird and it flails, slicing his palm with its delicate talons. He holds on, murmuring lines from a Silent prayer. He can do this. He can snap its neck. If he can kill seven people at such a distance, he should be able to kill a small bird in his hand.

Its body flutters, one little talon hooks under his skin and stays there. The song spilling from its bony beak is woeful and weak.

Do it, Lyric thinks. You can. It’s suffering.

His hand doesn’t move.

Lyric feels his own pulse throbbing as if his skull has moved outside his flesh like the strange face of the skull siren.

He’s learned a quad of ways to kill a person on a battlefield: barehanded, with force-blade, with baton and staff. Those motions are part of his muscles and instincts after years of training.

His hand doesn’t move.

Lyric stands, the bird cradled against his chest. His indecision only prolongs the suffering of the creature. Decide! he commands himself. Act! You must. Help it.

He doesn’t kill it.

When he can delay no longer, he hurries inside and offers it to Garnet, who grew up among griffons and has never killed anything by word or deed. Garnet crushes the bird swiftly.

Lyric méra Esmail His Glory doesn’t manage to kill anything with his own hand for six more years.
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Silence exists in every shadow of his thoughts, holds between his heartbeats. It is there when he has strange dreams, when he struggles to choose how to align his empire with his faith. When his sister manipulates behind his back, when she gloats, when he faces a numen chained behind his throne and doesn’t set it free. He has Aharté as he writes letters to a wife he’s never met, hoping to seduce her with his conviction. Silence throbs with his inner design during drawn-out meetings and mirané conflicts, long nights, pestilence in the south and blight in the west, armies from the Bow reemerging, rebellion in the streets of his capital city, and the revelatory cries of human architects invested in a new prodigy who flaunts her apostasy.

When the balance of Holy Design frays at the edges of his mind, or the knots pull taut in his guts, he walks the labyrinth until he recalls it in the repetitive motion of his feet and the longing rise and pinging ecstatic charge under his skin, feels it reverberating in the globe of his skull like the sea he’s never heard caught in the slick pink curve of a shell.
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When Lyric is twenty-seven, he meets a young woman in a garden who tells him he’s wrong about everything. Maybe that’s why he falls in love with her.

He’s the same age when she dies.
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Empty sky

Helpless, Lyric presses against the blood spilling from Iriset’s ribs. The dart jerks with her agonized gasping and Lyric tries to push it all back in, take it back, he never would have commanded this, but that doesn’t matter, it happened anyway, and Iriset mé Isidor is going to die again. In his lap.

He puts his other hand to her forehead, brushing sweaty hair away, and holds her against the crook of his knee. “I’m sorry,” he says, “I know it hurts.”

Iriset’s lashes flutter and her hand flings up to grasp at his shoulder, digging in hard.

Lyric remembers a skull siren, fluttering, too, and grasping, and he knows he can’t kill Iriset any more than he could help that dying remnant of apostasy. But he’s stronger now. He can make it faster.

Rubbing his thumb at the crease of her brow, as if that could possibly offer comfort, he wraps his bloody hand around the dart and, without hesitation, pulls hard.

It slips, and he grits his teeth as she whimpers. He tries again: The dart jerks free, and Iriset’s mouth gapes open on a hoarse, choking cry.

“Pressure,” says a voice in Lyric’s ear, and he instinctively obeys, flattening his palm to the wound. Hot blood seeps through his fingers, filling the nail beds and finding every wrinkle in his knuckles. No, wait, this isn’t what he was doing, he was trying to help her die faster, easier. Who said that?

Lyric whips his head up: He’s in a small crater in mirané-brown rock, and scrambling down the wall toward him is a monster.

He presses harder in shock and Iriset groans. The monster is vaguely human-shaped, covered in rough green scales, from the clawed feet digging into the rocks as it skids down the crater wall to the sharp spines lining its elongated skull instead of hair. Tattered pink cloth covers its hips and ties around its neck like a little cape, beneath which are powerful shoulders over two pairs of arms with four-fingered hands tipped in claws with a wicked hook where a thumb should be. The lower arms are smaller, attached to the ribs with extra elbows of some kind, and Lyric cannot stop gaping.

Its eyes are huge, round, and bright as verdigris with no white at all. The pupils are tight slits in the bright sunlight, hooded by thick brows of sharp scales, like an alliraptor. Its cheeks are scaled, too, in ridges as along its jaw. It has a lipless mouth but a scaly human nose. All its exposed skin is yellowish-green, like an old bruise.

That lipless mouth is moving, speaking to him, and the longer arms reach toward Iriset but Lyric leans away, pulling Iriset, too. He is staring at a human-alliraptor hybrid creature and he can only think of the alliraptor that appeared with Aharté and the Holy Syr in those stories from the end of the Apostate Age—the alliraptor She Who Loves Silence also loved, and Lyric says, “Aharté.”

“Aharté,” the monster answers, and then says more, and its head turns to look at another person carefully sliding down the edge of the crater. This one is human, a young woman with Osahar-peach skin stretched too tight around colorless lips as if she were recently ill. She arrives and does not shy away from the monster, but touches its shoulder to nudge it aside, speaking to Lyric with horrible, penetrating looks. Lyric wants to cover his eyes, wants to demand they both cover their eyes, put on a mask, anything to stop staring at him, but he can’t. The woman’s eyes are luminous gray and large over sharp cheeks, and her red-brown hair is cut bluntly across her forehead and equally straight at chin-level.

“Aharté,” she says, and her voice is quiet. She kneels and Lyric flashes his gaze finally down at Iriset in his lap. Blood coats the corner of her mouth, a smear of it spread down her jaw and staining her collar. Then the woman tears at the remains of Iriset’s shift. The rip echoes through the ringing in Lyric’s ears and as he watches, the woman flexes her hand, her fingernails gleaming like quartz, like the tips of design styli, and she uses small crystal claws to draw a force-net right there in the air, over Iriset’s ribs, a little cage she twists in both hands and pinches into the edges of Iriset’s bloody gash. With a bright click of something, teeth maybe, the cool air surrounding Lyric coalesces in an ecstatic charge, raising hair all over his body.

Ecstatic snaps together in a visible flash and burn and Iriset arches, head lolling against his knee. Then the design net is gone, and the ozone flavor fades from the air.

The tears in Iriset’s robe are wet with blood, but he pulls them away to find no gaping puncture, no bleeding. The edges are welded together, bright red like burns. His hand trembles as he touches the hot skin. Her ribs expand with breath. Lyric bends over her as pure joy shivers through him, bringing a wave of exhaustion behind.

The woman is speaking again. Lyric raises his head. Her voice remains soft, urgent and earnest. He can almost understand.

“Is she all right?” Lyric says. “Will she be…?”

The monster murmurs something and he glances fearfully at it, willing himself to be calm, to swallow his discomfort. No—to be honest it’s disgust and horror, and the monster who is maybe also a human turns away as the young woman speaks again, but slowly.

Lyric recognizes a word, then another. It’s not mirané, but he does know it, he—

Old Sarenpet.

The words form in his mind: He’s fluent in reading it, but he’s never attempted speaking it before.

“Wife…” he hears, and “needs help” and “go”—or “leave”?

Lyric says in Old Sarenpet, “Help… up.” He shakes his head, frustrated. The language has no personal pronouns, and in reading that’s easy because the sigil for whatever the subject or object of a sentence is can simply be repeated. It will take practice to teach his ears and tongue to understand and speak smoothly. Do they use personal names for me and I and us and them?

Someone else speaks, maybe a question, and he hears the word moon or star and maybe man. Lyric looks beyond the woman and monster to the edge of the crater as another voice joins the discussion, which grows swiftly into an argument.

Standing around the rim of the small crater are a quad or so of people staring down at them wide-eyed, whispering. None are miran, but they could be Osahar and Sarenpet, colored like southern sand and sun-baked browns and freckled desert peach, dark hair in braids and strange short-chops. They wear sandals and pleated skirts knee- or calf-length with layered tunics instead of the robes and trousers of Lyric’s people. Dark paint lines most of their eyes and some lips, some have chunky jewelry, their hair bound up in heavy combs; others have shade-fans tied into elaborate braids. Most with the fans and braids wear a uniform pale purple: attendants, Lyric guesses from a lifetime of being attended. The rest give the impression of finery and expense. They must be nobility or of a high caste.

None of them wear actual masks, but they do have elaborate face paint that looks like scales or flowers along cheeks, and two have headdresses involving elegant feathers, and another’s eyes are so bright a pink they almost glow.

And Lyric slowly realizes it isn’t face paint or headdresses or impressive illusion: That man has scales, and those women have feathers instead of hair, crested like a bird from the Bow, and the eyes are—the eyes are real.

The monster beside him isn’t a monster, it’s a chimera. This is—

Human architecture.

Now that he sees it, he can tell there is a uniform beauty to all the people, symmetry and smoothness as if they’re works of art, not human. His breath thins out, shallow with alarm.

“Eliri will help Aharté,” says the young woman at his side, the one with crystal claws. There is no other sign of apostasy about her. Iriset would like those claws, Lyric thinks numbly, if she could see what this apostate does with them.

“Eliri,” Lyric says tentatively. “Name?”

“Yes.”

“Lyric,” he says. The murmuring of the crowd starts up again, but Lyric doesn’t think his name means anything in Old Sarenpet—at least not that he knows. It’s a thoroughly mirané name.

“Does Lyric need help climbing out?” Eliri asks. She has yet to make an expression. Though her gaze tracks to Iriset’s face repeatedly. “The Moon-Eater will see Lyric Aharté and wife and then wife will be properly healed.”

“Yes,” Lyric says, shying away from the Moon-Eater because—because well…

He stands gracelessly, arms full of Iriset. Eliri and the chimera each take an elbow. He flinches from the chimera and it widens its eyes, then darts away, whipping a thick, stiff-looking tail around as it digs claws into the crater, skimming up like a lizard. The crowd leaps away from it, too, and it’s gone.

Lyric shifts to tilt Iriset’s head against his shoulder as he hooks his arms under her thighs and around her back, holding her against him. He doesn’t know how to climb up, and he doesn’t know how to let Iriset go.

“Be calm,” the same voice that said pressure murmurs in mirané. Suddenly arms of force wrap his waist, lifting, and Lyric chokes back a cry. He struggles to hold on to Iriset and his posture as he’s carried up the crater smoothly by this invisible thing. Eliri steps back, and Lyric raises his chin, wipes his face clear of expression, and goes with it. Whatever is happening will make him look powerful as long as it doesn’t throw him back down. Looking powerful is a good strategy in unknown situations.

The crowd backs away, watching indeed with awe, and Lyric’s boots settle to the flat ground and the invisible arms release him. Lyric resists the urge to glance back. He waits, holding Iriset, trying to control his breathing because obviously he can’t control anything else.

Several bystanders reach down and help Eliri up. When she’s at his side again, Lyric says, “Wife needs help,” impatient to end this strange quiet. They’re standing in a rock garden of some kind, spread with tiny obsidian gravel that eats light, interspersed with red flagstones, twisting crystalline columns, and flowering spider cacti. The rock garden is bordered by trellises teeming with lush flora that shouldn’t coexist with the desert rocks and dry air.

Beyond the garden rises an elaborate complex of clustering silver spires like skeletal fingers reaching up into the stark blue sky. A forest of them, some towering so high the afternoon sun itself is half hidden by the tip of one spire. The silvery, metallic walls shimmer strangely, pockmarked by bubbles of colorful glass like windows. Lyric’s eyes ache from how bright it all is, and the relentless bold blue of the sky.

Lyric takes a trembling breath and focuses on the woman Eliri. “Please,” he adds in Old Sarenpet.

“Come with Eliri,” she answers, holding out a hand she sweeps toward the widest trellis path. Without waiting for an answer, she turns and walks. She says to a young person in the violet skirts, “Go to Alis Healer. Bring to the Moon-Eater’s Pit with surgery tools.”

The attendant dashes off and Lyric follows Eliri. His arms ache already and he hitches Iriset closer. The small crowd comes, too, after a moment’s hesitation, flowing behind them like a river. The Moon-Eater’s Pit. The Moon-Eater, god of apostasy, in this garden of chimeras and apostates.

Lyric breathes carefully to avoid panic and holds his gaze forward, determined not to stumble or distract himself. Flashes of silver flicker as the sun glints against the spires. He smells flowers everywhere, hears piercing birdsong and some animalistic calls that sound almost like human laughter. There must be an explanation for what is happening—Iriset has to know, she’s the one who did it. Lyric needs her to wake.

Focusing on Eliri before him, Lyric takes one step at a time. He is only walking a strange labyrinth, that’s all. Eliri leads him without rushing. Her tunic is finely embroidered with dark purple flowers and her skirt falls nearly to her bare feet. Despite her simple attire she commands the respect of those near her: They give her breathing room, none near enough to touch accidentally despite their eagerness to lean closer to stare at Lyric.

They pass a gardener, standing with his mouth dropped open. A trowel falls from his hand, tip sinking into the gravel. The gardener points at Lyric’s face. Someone from the crowd hisses and darts forward to make the gardener step back. Lyric ignores it. Ignores everything. It’s not the time for conclusions, not when there’s so much information he needs, when he’s aching all over, when he senses eyes upon him, and eddies of forces scratch and kiss his skin though they aren’t clearly ecstatic or flow or falling or rising. He must stay calm to survive.

Eliri starts up a broad flight of obsidian stairs leading toward a yawning atrium. Iriset groans softly in his arms and Lyric clenches his jaw. He is so angry with her, but right now she’s everything he has. (Lyric and Iriset share a skill for compartmentalization. And dramatics.)

Pausing, Lyric settles his feet against the ground, breathes in a calm eight-count and he can feel the echo of it in the marriage knot, alive and throbbing inside Iriset.

Then, as Lyric has done countless times in his life, he looks up at the vertex of the sky to find peace in Aharté’s steady moon always looking right back down.

But the sky is empty, a swath of blue and painfully white sunlight, cavernous, infinite.

There is no moon.
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The song and the breath of a song

Impossible.

The word rings in Lyric’s mind. This is all impossible. Pieces of information stick to him: the Moon-Eater and Old Sarenpet and human architecture, the monster—the chimera—the empty, empty, empty sky, no mirané people, the red rock of his crater but there is no palace or temple or architecture he knows. The forces tingle and swirl and he can’t quite feel his fingers, but it’s wrong the way everything settles against his skin—no balance. No Silence.

No moon.

Impossible.

Lyric takes one step, a foot on the stairs, and another, carrying Iriset with him.

But how many things were impossible before he knew Iriset mé Isidor? Before he married an apostate who changed her face and upended the Silence of the Vertex Seal’s palace, infiltrated the hallowed balance of—of everything? Killed his mother, started a rebellion, freed the numen, tried to destroy Holy Design. The marriage knot churns in his chest, biting, eager, reminding him.

Nothing is impossible when she is involved.

Eliri leads him across a foyer of polished black glass. It shimmers like liquid, and Lyric nearly trips. The tiles are solid, but they seem to shift like water. Flickers of color dart here and there like tiny fish, disorienting. The foyer is lined with pillars encircled by deep green tendrils, long leaves waving gently. It’s like being underwater.

Beyond, a great archway opens up into a massive bright courtyard. They descend shallow black glass stairs that give way to paler glass, or clarified quartz, or something that ripples like sunlight on water. Five of those metallic towers rise all around, as if the courtyard is a disk held in the palm of a giant’s silver hand. The towers are woven of filaments of silver and crystal and seemingly grown together with exquisite design. Lyric has seen nothing like them. Elegant glass-like bridges connect the towers at various levels with balconies and glass bubble windows here and there. At the pointed tips, hundreds of paces up, sea-green pennants drift long and languid in the wind. The sky remains an empty, impossible blue.

Lyric looks abruptly down at the clear glass floor again, shaking off disorientation.

“Shade,” the invisible voice hisses, and something darts past him—it’s the numen, its silver hair streaming pink and black as it moves in leaps and starts toward the daybed at the very center of the glass courtyard.

Someone reclines upon it. A mirané man, Lyric thinks, as the figure gets to his feet.

He’s an extremely masculine-forward person, broad and muscled, more defined than a chiseled statue and wearing only a long unbound vest and pleated black skirt. What is more outstanding, though, is that he is mirané brown, but more: Not only is his skin crater-rock red, the man’s hair and eyes—even the sclera, the palms of his hands, and nail beds that on a miran tend to be paler—are as crater red as everything else. This is a man carved not of marble but of polished red moon rock, and Lyric knows what he is looking at although he cannot name it yet. It’s impossible.

“Shade,” the numen says again, a mirané word for a slash of darkness across daylight grass, the shadow of a tree cast by the sun. And the impossible man’s body changes, slipping itself into a mirané-skinned youth, fifteen or sixteen only, lanky and almost cute except for his hair going silvery and his eyes pink-black. And a vicious baring of fangs that cannot be called a smile.

The Moon-Eater says, “Never?”

It’s a mirané word, too. A negative absolute.

“Yes,” the numen answers with a laugh, and it is a youth just like the Moon-Eater, lithe and eager, and as pink-silver as Aharté’s moon.

The two creatures embrace, arms wrapped tightly around each other. They kiss again and again, rubbing their cheeks like cats. Only, where their cheeks touch they smear, faces merging together and pulling back like raw dough. Lyric barely registers how disgusting it is.

He sinks to his knees, sitting back to cradle Iriset in his lap. He stares. Awed, shocked, his pulse seeming to spark in little stars outside his body. He can’t. The Moon-Eater, the moonless sky, Old Sarenpet, human architecture, chimeras.

The Apostate Age. This is at least four hundred years before Lyric was born.

“You came back to me, Never,” the Moon-Eater says. He smiles again; even his teeth are red.

The numen cups the Moon-Eater’s face. “Leaving does not mean no returning.”

For a moment the Moon-Eater’s expression slips into an undefinable passion, but it’s gone too quick, and Lyric too exhausted.

“Why now?” the Moon-Eater asks, removing the numen’s hands from his face but holding on to them.

“I found a sunderer,” the numen answers.

The Moon-Eater scoffs. “That old story you like.”

“It isn’t a story, you child,” the numen snarls.

They’re speaking mirané, Lyric realizes, dazed. “What is a sunderer?” he says mostly to himself. But the Moon-Eater’s attention snaps to him.

“Eliri the Adept Hand,” calls another voice, in Old Sarenpet, and everyone looks.

Eliri touches Lyric’s elbow gently. “Alis Healer is here to help Lyric Aharté’s wife.”

“Iriset,” he says, aware of the Moon-Eater slowly stalking closer.

The healer is a dark-skinned woman with red freckles painted on, and matching eyeliner. Her gaze is steady, waiting for Lyric’s response. She must be only a little older than him, but right now he feels like a lost child. So instead of answering, he lets her help him lay Iriset out. But Lyric keeps her head in his lap. “Dart shot Iriset, ah, here.” He doesn’t know the Old Sarenpet word for lung or ribs, but he can show the physician where the robe is torn, where the blood soaked the deepest. “Eliri stopped the bleeding, a force—a force-burn?”

The healer nods, slicing the material away with a tiny tool between thumb and forefinger like little pinching scissors. With a few drops of something that smells like liquor, she cleans the blood from around the wound. It remains raw and angry but closed up.

Alis Healer has a box beside her, to which she returns the bottle of liquor and retrieves instead a knot of material and quickly opens it. A net of some kind, which she pricks to Iriset’s skin over the injury, using her pinching scissors that must be also like tiny styli for design work.

Lyric is about to watch apostatical surgery. He should make them stop. He should—

Except before he can protest, the Moon-Eater plops into a crouch next to Lyric.

Lyric startles, but the Moon-Eater only cocks his head, staring at Lyric as his hair slithers into black waves like Lyric’s, his eyes turn mirané brown with flecks of red like Lyric’s, and his teeth finally turn white as bone. He is handsome but his expression tilts slightly toward madness, perhaps his eyes are too large for his face, his pupils not quite round, or there are too many white teeth in that mouth, or he has no pores but only smooth, impermeable skin. One such thing or all, Lyric’s mind flags the Moon-Eater as wrong, wrong, wrong.

“Your tongue curls so smartly around these words of ours, friend,” the Moon-Eater murmurs in mirané. “What are you?”

Then the Moon-Eater reaches out with a forefinger extended and Lyric steels himself. The Moon-Eater’s finger makes contact with his brow.

Lyric barely manages to keep his eyes open, looking into the gaze of the Moon-Eater. It must be some kind of sacrilege. The Moon-Eater is a numen, he thinks. He feels the four forces in his body one after another: ecstatic popping with his heartbeat, the flow of breath as he struggles to keep it even, rising heat in his blood and falling exhaustion, cool trepidation, pulling him into himself.

“You should kill him,” the numen says coldly. And who can blame it? Lyric and his family imprisoned and tortured it for a hundred years.

“Ah,” the Moon-Eater gasps softly. “But he is perfectly designed. Not a thread out of place… Ah, so beautiful.” His finger slides down Lyric’s nose and taps his bottom lip, then the Moon-Eater cups Lyric’s face. “I’ve never seen the like. And tied to this one at his core.”

“That is the sunderer,” the numen says. “She was fool enough to marry him.”

“So she might be upset if he dies,” the Moon-Eater says, looking only at Lyric like he’s fascinating. “And I don’t want to kill him.” He switches to Old Sarenpet. “These two caused the star?”

Eliri kneels as the healer continues to prick design against Iriset’s ribs, ignoring everything else. Eliri says, “Yes, Moon-Eater. The star fell, knocking a crater in the Sunrise Rock Garden. Two were within, this Lyric Aharté and wife. Eliri did not realize the Moon-Eater’s friend was a third until now.”

The Moon-Eater glances at the numen. “Do you know what happened?”

“Maybe,” says the surly numen, flicking a glare at Lyric. “He imprisoned me for one hundred years. He should die.”

“He doesn’t look old enough for that,” the Moon-Eater says, and Lyric wonders if he can bargain for Iriset to live, at least. But then the Moon-Eater’s attention returns to him. “Who made you?”

Lyric tries to speak, his tongue dry. He swallows, tries again. “I am made by Aharté.”

“Lyric,” the Moon-Eater says slowly. “Aharté. The song and the breath of a song. A word and the pause between words.”

“My wife is Iriset,” Lyric manages, his voice hushing as he lowers his gaze to the healer’s work. “I don’t know what happened, or how we got here.”

“The sunderer,” the numen says.

“Hmm.” The Moon-Eater grins. “If your stories are true, Never, she could kill me.”

“She won’t. Don’t hurt her,” Lyric says, shifting with the urge to hide her, to put himself between them. The healer grumbles at his movements. From the way she ignores the rest and Eliri remains still and quiet but on guard, Lyric guesses they don’t understand mirané.

The numen strides forward and grabs the Moon-Eater by the hair, pulling his head back. The Moon-Eater’s long red neck bends easily, too long, inhuman. And he smiles, flicks out a tongue that’s just as too-long. Nausea ripples up Lyric’s throat.

In his lap, Iriset stirs. He jerks his attention to her as a tiny groan parts her lips. Lyric tenderly brushes hair off her sticky forehead. Everything around him is monstrous and confusing, but she’s here. One thing he knows, even if he never knew her at all.

The healer—Alis—clicks her tongue and Lyric looks to the physician’s work. Golden threads of force are visible in a dome with four curving corner wings, like a strange roof. From each wing, lines of force plunge into Iriset’s body. At the points, there is redness and tiny droplets of blood. “What…?” he asks.

“The pagoda array is building down into the wound to the deepest point, and will leave force-mesh in place to assist the body in healing well,” the physician says. “The work already done to stop bleeding and close the wound was crude but effective. This patient will survive with rest.”

Then Alis uses her scissor stylus to pinch the four wings of the array up into something Lyric can only imagine as a dumpling. She twists it closed with a quick flourish and the force array sinks into Iriset until the dumpling cap rests against her skin. “Array will remain, fading when its work is done. Two, three days.”

Lyric nods, too overwhelmed to speak. He bends close over Iriset, tucking his nose to her tangled hair.

“Lyric Aharté,” says the Moon-Eater in mirané, having ended his disorienting flirtation with the numen, who crouches with too many knobby knees and arms a distance away.

“Moon-Eater,” Lyric says more mildly than he thought possible. Despite the Moon-Eater’s assurances he wants Lyric alive, that could change at any moment. This creature reeks of capriciousness.

Right now the Moon-Eater’s smile is almost affectionate. “You need rest, and your little sunderer wife is still knitting back together. In a few days I will meet you again.”

“Shade!” the numen protests.

“I want to know what she can do, and what he is made of,” the Moon-Eater says teasingly. Then his voice hardens. “And you have not been here. This is my city, Never. Mine. If you would like to challenge that, do so. If you would like to leave, again, do so.”

There is a tension in the air, a force unlike any Lyric is familiar with, and he wishes he was not here, was not feeling it.

“Shade,” the numen hisses softly.

“Yes. You and I have much to discuss. Let them rest. Eliri.”

Eliri kneels. “Go with Eliri, Lyric Aharté. Will find a place for Lyric and Lyric’s wife.”

“Iriset,” he says.

“Iriset,” Eliri says quietly.

“Thank you,” he says in mirané, because he doesn’t know those words in Old Sarenpet.

“It is ‘thanks given between friends,’” the Moon-Eater says in Old Sarenpet. He’s smiling again in his youthful form, and the numen has wrapped itself around him from behind, arms tight about his waist and chin tucked over the Moon-Eater’s shoulder. The Moon-Eater reaches up to pet its face and neck tenderly.

Lyric repeats the phrase of thanks to Eliri. She only nods. In all this time she has barely expressed anything but quiet surprise and a little curiosity. But she helps him stand with Iriset in his arms, her hand on his elbow.

“Take care of her,” the numen croons.

Lyric studies it for a moment, and then nods slowly, having come to no conclusions.

He goes with Eliri, weariness darkening his vision. He only wants to fall onto his face, to sleep, too. Let Garnet strip him down, put a cup of water in his hand. He wants to hold Singix—no, his wife is not Singix. Iriset.

He hasn’t slept since his mother died, since he chased Singix and discovered she’d been dead for quads, since he killed the rebel—the first time he’s ever killed by his own hand. Lyric hasn’t slept and it’s all too much.

Eliri leads him to a room and points to a bed on a swaying platform. He sets Iriset carefully onto the pillows and falls down beside her.
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Familiar

Lyric wakes with his face smooshed against Iriset’s hip, neck at an unfortunate angle, and one arm draped over her thighs. She smells like sweat and blood and he sits up with a deep frown.

However long he passed out, nobody touched them. He’s torn between thanks and offense. It takes effort to peel his mouth open, and several tries to wet his tongue. He feels like a desert grew inside his lungs as he slept.

Rolling off the bed, Lyric’s feet clomp against the floor, still encased in boots.

The room itself is plain blue-washed walls, with a honeycomb ceiling of blue-green. The large bed sways as he stands. Its corners are attached by thick silver wires to metal beams, and the platform drifts only a handspan over the tiled floor. The tiles are dark blue, like the dome of the Moon-Eater’s Temple back home, and climb up the inner wall. Humor floats in the back of Lyric’s mind at the similarity. Then suddenly Lyric can hardly breathe.

The Moon-Eater, the chimeras, Old Sarenpet. The Apostate Age. He is back in time; he is in the past. Somehow. There was no pink-silver moon of Aharté watching from the vertex of the sky.

Pressing the heels of his hands into his eyes, Lyric takes a deep breath. Then another. Or he’s gone mad, or this is the most elaborate dream. A trick of the numen? Something unknown like a power to create illusions and trap him? Lyric’s inner design twists and pops, uncertainty and fear making ecstatic and falling twine jaggedly together. The forces here are so difficult to understand because they batter at him chaotically. It isn’t like Silence. It isn’t Silence at all. This is before Silence, before the city was reshaped to Aharté’s will. To Holy Design.

But Lyric’s dominant force is rising. He breathes, imagining a line of pink moonlight from the center of his hips up his spine, tugging up and up, through neck and skull and out of his crown to lift into the sky.

All his unstable inner forces drag toward the pillar of rising, untangling, threading into the patterns his body knows.

Lyric focuses. He feels everything from the pressure of the floor against the soles of his feet to the twinge in his hip from sleeping soundly, from the pinch of his pants at his waist, his overfull bladder, the tickle of cloth on his shoulder blades, to the gentle warm ache of his neck and his dry mouth, cracked lips, the hum of soundlessness in his ears.

Strange that he hears nothing. No buzz of life, of movement or conversation, no birds. The room is dead with silence, not living with it. The wide bubble of dark blue glass that might be a window lets in spare light and no sound.

He glances at Iriset, sprawled on her back, head tilted half off the pillow. Sleeping. Breathing.

Lyric strides to an inner wall where there’s the impression of an arched door. He skims his fingers along the seams, up and down the smooth glass-like texture, seeking a mechanism to open it.

Nothing.

“Hello?” he calls, not too loudly for fear of startling Iriset awake. He knocks. Then again.

The wall shimmers like slipping rain, then the rain vanishes into the floor and leaves behind an arched passage. Two Sarenpet-brown women in violet tunics and skirts wait. One speaks a word Lyric thinks means something like honor or integrity. It’s said with a questioning lilt, so he decides it must be a title like “honorie.”

“Lyric,” he says, touching his chest. “Lyric needs food and water and, ah—” He doesn’t know the word for toilet or relief, either. But his bashful glance down must do the trick.

The woman who spoke, with brown curls in several relaxed buns down along the base of her skull, smiles. “Come this way,” she says.

“Iriset—” Lyric glances back at his wife, and the younger attendant touches his arm in a few quick pats.

“This servant will see to Lyric’s wife.”

“I—” Lyric gathers himself. “Lyric will care for Iriset, change, feed.”

“Yes,” the older attendant says. “Bathing room is just here. Lyric Aharté can care for Lyric Aharté, then take care of honorie’s wife.”

He is reluctant to leave Iriset, but steels himself to go with the older attendant. She leads him along a rounded corridor and to a nearby archway. Two shallow steps lead down into another round blue room. Lyric asks her name.

“Saff,” the attendant says. She’s his mother’s age, by the delicate wrinkles on her warm tan skin and a few wiry silver curls puffed out from her buns. Thinking of Diaa of Moonshadow sends a sharp pang through Lyric’s chest, grief stopping up his throat. She’s only been dead for a few days, dead by his wife’s hand and—Lyric presses his tongue hard to the roof of his mouth. His eyes feel too wide as he watches Saff patter around the washing room, pointing at a toilet alcove, a long washing stand, wardrobe, and heated towel rack, before crouching at the edge of a sunken bath to run water from four massive spouts. The floor is strange and Lyric focuses on it: a thick layer of rippled glass over a mosaic of hundreds of colorful fish. It’s beautiful. Lyric counts the fish—four, eight, sixteen, thirty-two, sixty-four—before the knot of grief melts enough he can breathe evenly.

Saff is still pointing out soaps and oils, then flings open the wardrobe to reveal robes and plush towels. Lyric nods and strides to the toilet alcove. The design is unlike what he’s used to, but simple enough to figure out. The forces don’t ping and tug in the same way they do at home; instead he has to focus in order to sense them at all—a tangle, a mash of ecstatic and flow, maybe…

Iriset would know. He’s going to have to rely on her here, whether he likes it or not. Rely on her to survive, and to get home. (Can they even go home?)

Lyric decides not to wash himself first. He goes back to the bedroom to find the younger attendant standing beside the bed with her hands folded. Lyric nods and sweeps Iriset up into his arms before taking her to the bathroom.

There he instructs Saff to lay out a few towels for him to settle Iriset upon, then he gestures for her to go.

Stripping, Lyric folds his robe and trousers to indicate he wants them washed not discarded, and his loincloth, too. Then he kneels on the smooth glass to undress Iriset. Blood is crusted to the remains of her tunic and stuck in her hair. Those clothes he tosses aside like trash.

A soft tapping sound alerts him that something fell out of Iriset’s shirt: a smoky quartz coin. An echo coin, commemorating someone’s death by unraveling. Lyric holds it in his palm and stares. It could be her father’s. Or the real Singix’s. Closing his eyes briefly, Lyric chooses to suppress his feelings and sets it on the dressing table.

Lyric shuts off the water valve, tests the temperature, then carefully lifts Iriset up and climbs into the bath with her.

For a moment, he settles her against him on his lap, back to front, her head lolled against his shoulder. He closes his eyes and holds her. Her weight is so familiar to him.

The grief returns, and Lyric presses his temple to her dirty hair, letting a few tears leak out because she can’t see. It’s all so much, too much, the last few days and now this completely unbelievable circumstance of being hundreds of years in the past. That such is possible seems beyond reckoning, and yet here is Iriset, who lived undetected in the heart of Silence. In his heart.

The edge of the pool is rounded and, aside from the stairs leading into the water, is rimmed by a long underwater ledge for seating. Brief exploration shows the ledge to undulate at various heights. He finds a suitable place to prop Iriset so that she’s submerged to her collarbone, then hurries to wash himself with a variety of the soaps Saff left on a tray beside the stairs. The softest of the soaps smells dry and spicy like sugar sage, and Lyric takes that with him back to Iriset, along with a syrupy oil scented like desert jasmine.

It’s slow and occasionally awkward as Lyric washes his wife. First her body, and oh how strange—most of it is so well known to him he could conjure it in any lonely darkness. Through the distortion of water, Lyric watches his mirané-brown hand against her dark peach skin. When Iriset changed herself to play the part of Singix Es Sun, she changed her skin color to pearl white, and the thick, knotting texture and rich brown of her hair to silky-straight, fine, lustrous black. She wore a craftmask on her face to widen her cheekbones and change the shape of her eyes, straighten her lashes, thin her bottom lip into symmetry and sharpen the bow. A million tiny changes to her ears and nostrils, the eyebrows, the arch of her hairline. But aside from the veil of Singix over hair, face, and skin, this body is her body and always has been. He is so familiar.

Lyric knows the line of her clavicle, the slope of shoulder, the curve of breast, and the soft fold of her belly when she slouches in relaxation. He closes his eyes again, dropping the soap so that it sinks onto the ledge. He washes her and he knows her, his wife. Lyric doesn’t think he’s ever washed her hair before.

Just under her left breast, the pagoda cap rests. It tingles merrily, keeping to its work of recovery. Lyric slides his fingers between the threads to feel that the skin’s texture slicks where the dart pierced her. Lyric presses against the strength of ribs to either side. Iriset breathes slowly, so slowly. Her skull is a weight on his arm, and the rest of her body drifts, skimming against his thigh occasionally.

The warm water and caretaking lull him into a meditative state. He can hear his pulse in his skull, and every tease of water on his skin, especially where the surface laps his chest and back, the curl of Iriset’s hair around his arm, a tentacle, clinging. Under her eyelids her eyes are still.

Lyric imagines letting go. Allowing her to sink down to the glass fish swarming in loops across the floor of the pool. He threatened to kill her once, two, three nights ago—thousands of nights from now—the night he discovered her alive in the arms of the Saltbath rebel. She told him it would set him free.

“I’ll never be free of you,” he says again. Except there’s no voice to it, only the movement of dry lips. He can’t let her die: He needs her. He—

Water streams loudly away from them as he stands and sets her on the bed of towels Saff prepared. Drying himself, Lyric spends a moment at the wardrobe toying with a semi-triangular cloth with string-ties at two corners that he guesses is a loincloth of a very different style to his own. He makes it work. Then he chooses a pleated skirt that falls to his calves and reminds him of his childhood. They have no vests or sleeveless robes, so he puts on a tunic that might be backward. Lyric tells himself it’s only strange fashion, and not that he’s helpless without Garnet or palace attendants. It feels pretty, anyway. He
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