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  An Introduction to Knyadrea



UNITS OF TIME

Below are units of time that appear in The Apidecca Duology. More information on this subject can be found in the appendix at the end of this book.

[image: Decorative element featuring moon phases.]

Segment: A 24-hour period which is further divided into segere, median, and segeind.
Phase: 6 segments, the time it takes for a Knyadrean lunar phase to change noticeably.
Revolution: A full lunar cycle.
Year: The time it takes for Knyadrea, Dryadene, and the planet Axis to orbit the sun.

GENDER IN KNYADS

Knyads are known to use standard, gynid, and andrid pronouns.
Standard: ae, aer, aerself.
Standard pronouns describe all knyads, but some may prefer to use only these pronouns. Standard is capitalised when referring to the knyad god, Adecai. The remaining gendered pronouns are adopted by many to further describe their sense of self.
Gynid: she, her, herself
Andrid: he, him, himself

ANATOMICAL ILLUSTRATION OF A MASKAD

The page below appears in a tome on transmutation. The original text is written in a writing system known only to resyncrafters (the text depicted is a mere approximation of it). There is a significance to the spacing of the symbols. It is possible that the illustration depicts resyn pooling points on a maskad's body.
[image: An illustration of a knyad with a single eye that is reminiscent of an octopus. Ae has no other features besides gills.]








  
  The Story So Far


The excerpt below comes from Dy Erla’s journal. It was written aboard an unnamed ocean liner in Rhestian waters. 

[image: ]

What a joy it is to have a period of respite from the scandals and injustices of Apidecca. Still, it saddens me that my friends must remain there. I trust Prismer will look after herself in my absence. It is a comfort to know that she has someone besides me to confide in. At the Assembly, talk of Oklas’s treachery has finally subsided. It sickens me that many have been so quick to disparage him when he is unable to defend his reputation. After a century in politics, I still find myself unprepared for the fickleness of some knyads. Although I have long thought the young Sayvian overconfident, it brought me no satisfaction to see his risky activities catch up with him. What a cruel transformation he underwent. Scumbling impairs self-expression – a particularly damaging blow to someone accustomed to relying on his charms. Despite his misfortunes, Oklas was in surprisingly good humour when we last spoke.
I doubt he would have adjusted to his changed circumstances so successfully if not for Prismer’s intervention. As a fellow maskad, she understands what he has endured, and she has been instrumental in his rehabilitation. It was only a matter of revolutions ago that Oklas had asked me to approach her about smuggling his student, Illanu, out of Apidecca. He had only a passing acquaintance with Prismer then, and had wanted to employ her skills in navigating the secret corners of the city.
Admittedly, I had worried he would embroil her in his schemes without proper regard for her safety, but it is heartening to see how quickly he has come to care for her. It never occurred to me to introduce my friends to each other socially. They were such different people, from entirely different backgrounds … but it seems they are aligned in the ways that matter. The superficial markers that divide us may be lost to the storms of life, but the truest parts of us remain. Could a pair of maskads, forgotten by society, be the heralds of a new tide in the city?
Adecai is watching over Prismer and Oklas, and so will I.
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  Content Advisory

This book contains science fiction and horror literary conventions. Sensitive readers might find some descriptions of visuals and events disturbing. A detailed list of  warnings can be found after the link:

https://cblansdell.com/books/content-warning/








  
  This book is for every reader who has found a place to safely unmask, and for those who are still searching for one.








  
  [image: ]




  
  Chapter 1

[image: Prismer]

In the subterranean ruins beneath the Assembly, torchlight illuminated brazenly uncovered faces. Prismer slid down a dark embankment and began picking her way through the rubble. From behind came a muffled gasp. Oklas collided with her and she grounded her stance to keep them both from falling. His pale gold optic pattern contracted in the dim light, revealing a large oval pupil at the centre of his angular face. They had left their masks back in her insula. In the darkness, they needed all the advantages their sensitive cycloptic eyes offered. 
‘You can turn back if the humidity is too much,’ said Prismer. Her synthesised voice echoed off the walls and ceiling, its metallic overtone more pronounced in the cavernous space.
‘What sort of pioneer would I be if I left my coresearcher to face all the challenges of an expedition for me?’ Oklas wiped away the beads of sweat collecting on his blue scalp. ‘Floor’s just slippery. I’m fine.’
Even with their flat, featureless faces, it was not difficult to tell when a maskad was struggling. Oklas’s breaths came in short, shallow puffs. Raised gills betrayed his weariness, just as flared nostrils and gulps of air did in normal knyads.
Prismer would not have minded stopping. Her legs felt heavy and her cold shirt clung to her damp back. ‘We could both use a rest,’ she said. ‘Let’s find a place to sit.’
Oklas did not object.
They came to an opening in the rubble, and found a collapsed pillar. It was not one of the load-bearing columns, so the area was likely safe. Oklas dropped to his haunches and settled on the pillar, shrugging the sling bag from his shoulder. He removed the lid of his water flask and tilted his head back. The beaked maw at the base of his throat bobbed as he swallowed.
There were no whole knyads to hide from here. They could go about in light activewear, a welcome change from the heavy fulvers they usually wore. Designed to conceal maskads’ speech synthesisers and unsettling mouths, the high-collared garments made feeding and drinking inconvenient.
Prismer joined him on the pillar. ‘Best you borrow my boots next time. Those shoes have hardly any tread.’
He finished drinking and wiped his neck. ‘When I sent my crutch-wielding student to you all those revolutions ago, I thought you’d be taking her down an easier route to the sea.’
‘We followed a clearer tunnel,’ said Prismer. ‘Ilu handled herself better than I did on my first trip down here; she’s a tough juvenile.’
Nine revolutions had passed since she had said goodbye to the young fugitive. According to Rosh, Ilu was studying again. The Ardedrians had arranged for her to continue her education via correspondence with an Orta institution. The insurgent group continued to surprise Prismer with their kind actions.
Oklas surveyed their murky surroundings. ‘I suppose I should’ve expected a cave to be stuffy and dark’ – he shivered – ‘and cold.’
He wasn’t an underground person, Prismer had learned that much, but his curiosity impelled him to push through his discomfort.
They continued their progress, with Prismer leading the way. The tapping of their footsteps on the damp floor and a steady dripping in the distance were the only sounds enlivening the place.
Oklas angled his torch so they could better see the faintly glowing algae on the walls and ceiling. ‘For all my grumbling,’ he murmured, ‘I don’t dislike this place. It’s strangely peaceful down here.’
‘It feels like the staff quarters,’ said Prismer, ‘like home.’
‘Just remember, Pir, knyads are made for sea and air. Up there is where you belong.’ He gestured somewhere beyond the ceiling.
She said nothing but the hint of a smile pulled at her gills. It was not often that anyone called her a knyad. She would not have chosen a life of hiding underground, but she and Oklas were freer in the tunnels under the Assembly than they were at the surface.
They reached a barren space that extended roughly a hundred alkar into the darkness. ‘Look,’ said Prismer, ‘that’s the dry resyn basin up ahead.’
Oklas followed her. ‘We’re here, already? Isn’t there supposed to be a labyrinth built around it?’
‘The Pilgrim’s Walk, yes.’ She gestured to the fractured, evenly-spaced walls standing like a plantation around them. ‘We’re inside it.’
‘That’s disappointing. I thought there would be more twisting corridors.’
‘Texts I’ve read on the subject suggest a section of the labyrinth was demolished a few hundred years ago to make a road directly to the basin. It was meant to speed up the collection of resyn. The basin dried soon after.’
Oklas slowed to examine the remains of the labyrinth with an attitude of respect. ‘The supply must have been used faster than it could replenish.’
Prismer thought the same. Resyn had so many applications, both in the sciences and the mystic arts. Any substance or living thing that had the misfortune of becoming valuable to knyads was bound to be exploited. Those who flocked to Apidecca were all too clever, and all too greedy.
Prismer laid a clawed hand on a wall slick with moisture, and the cold crept into her fingertips. Less sensitive than her fingers was her vestigial thumb which scraped against the hard surface. This was a place of fallen and forgotten things. Perhaps that was why she found it oddly inviting.
As the rubble on the ground thinned, she scouted ahead for the place where the Pilgrim’s Walk met the beginning of the empty basin.
A brittle lace appeared sewn into sections of the floor and ceiling. It was the strange fungus they had come to investigate; they needed evidence that it was involved in the formation of resyn, and wasn’t merely something that grew in the presence of the substance.
Over the past few revolutions, Prismer had brought Oklas pieces of fungus that she had collected from the tunnels below the Assembly. The specimens were desiccated but, according to him, still alive. There was hope. If the fungus in Apidecca had gone dormant, that could account for resyn’s disappearance from this region.
Oklas had tasked some volunteers with collecting more specimens from active basins. At least they could compare any new fungi they found against the Apideccan specimens.
Prismer counted her steps from the edge of the ruins. Sixty-two. Sixty-three. They were close to the centre of the basin, where the last puddles of resyn had dried.
She noticed a flaky patch protruding from the ground, and pointed it out to Oklas.
‘Oh, Pir. This is fantastic,’ he whispered, the pitch of his synthesised voice rising as he knelt to inspect the fungus. ‘They are so much denser than the other specimens.’
The mycelial threads of the fungal patch spread further than any she had seen before. The clear folds above the ground looked more turgid too.
While Oklas unpacked an instrument to gauge the temperature and humidity of the site, Prismer slipped on a pair of gloves. Carefully, she dislodged a piece of the fungus, along with the substrate at its base, and placed it inside a glass container.
Studying fresh samples could yield new information about their growth phase. Better still, they might show signs of producing resyn. If Oklas discovered what had caused the basin to go dormant, there was also a chance he could learn what would restore it.
He picked up the container, shining his torch on the specimen.
‘I have never handled resyn before,’ confessed Prismer. ‘What does it look like?’
‘It is clear, with a sap-like consistency in its raw state.’ Oklas’s optic pattern pinched in a frown as he traced the teal rim of the fungus with a filed claw against the glass. ‘The edges of these flakes … they’re dull, but I’ve seen resyn glow that colour before.’
At the Transmutation Guild, thought Prismer. Had his mind also sunk into that place with green lights and black tiles? A place where knyads were admitted, only to leave as maskads. The stifling cave air squeezed her lungs and she exhaled in a sombre hum. She sometimes forgot how recent his scumbling was. Oklas spoke little of his former life as a politician. Nowadays, they mostly discussed research or the happenings at Maskad Support.
He brightened, tapping the glass container. ‘This could be promising. If these samples have been in contact with activated resyn, that would open up some intriguing possibilities.’
Prismer believed this project was doing him some good. It kept his eye on the future. She prodded the fungus. ‘There is no fresh resyn here. Maybe it has come to the end of its production cycle?’
His optic pattern quirked. ‘Or it may just need the right conditions to start up again?’
With the specimens safely stored, they packed up to leave.
Prismer gave a hard sneeze, emitting a shrill whistle through her gills.
Oklas placed a hand on her shoulder. ‘I thought you said you were better.’
‘Don’t worry, I—’
Bowing, she raised her palms to her gills – just in time to contain a second sneeze with a trace of dignity.
‘Sorry,’ she said thickly, her speech synthesiser barely improving her delivery. She turned away from Oklas to clean up. ‘I’m not infectious anymore. It’s probably just the dank air aggravating my allergies.’
Wearing a mask in public went some way towards keeping common viruses at bay, and no one came close to Prismer if they could help it. But every so often something would catch up with her, especially now that she was going to Maskad Support more often. Her transformation hadn’t granted her any special immunity to disease.
‘Let’s get you back to your insula.’ Oklas got up and spun around, his eye searching the dim landscape for the way they had come. ‘Perhaps you should lead the way.’
Prismer found the road through the labyrinth and they headed back the way they had come.

      [image: ]As they reached the cave behind her insula, they passed Prismer’s moving sculpture, The Herald. The air spirit looked much more lively now that aer wings extended all the way. Ae could not stand without support, but that wouldn’t matter when ae was fixed to a pole above Oeliade Street. Now that Prismer was close to completing her long-term project, she was loath to let the lovely creature ascend. It was as if The Herald tethered the divine to her insula. While the sculpture was here, so was Adecai.
‘Here we have the best Beyashisik contribution of the year,’ said Oklas, gesturing towards the sculpture. ‘I can’t wait to see people’s reactions to aer at the festival.’
‘If it weren’t for your input, ae would’ve remained down here forever.’
He waved her off. ‘I just gave you some advice. Mechanical engineering wasn’t my area of specialisation, though you might do well to pursue it. You set yourself quite the challenge here.’
‘You don’t know how long I was struggling to keep those wing blades from jamming,’ she said, turning the cog in the sculpture’s back so the wings folded closed. ‘Eventually I stopped wanting to work on aer.’
‘Sometimes stepping back helps,’ said Oklas, ‘but there’s no shame in inviting other perspectives to move things along.’
Their collaboration on the sculpture hadn’t come without challenges. Oklas and she operated differently. More than once, he had protested that a component wasn’t clicking into place when he simply hadn’t applied enough pressure to it. The sculpture wasn’t nearly as fragile as it appeared; to survive all kinds of weather, it couldn’t be. Though not terribly practical, Oklas tackled problems from different angles. He didn’t become attached to a particular way of doing things as Prismer did. His contributions kept them from repeating mistakes, and Prismer lent him her patience to endure when necessary.
Together they had seen The Herald through to completion.
‘At one stage, I thought I’d have to take it all apart and start over,’ said Prismer, running her fingers over the fan-like blades of the wings. ‘So much trouble, when only a few levers and pinions needed repositioning.’
‘Often it’s the smallest changes that make all the difference,’ said Oklas as he bent to crawl through the hole in her bedroom wall.
Prismer followed him into her insula, and they dusted themselves down.
‘Missed a spot.’ He indicated the place on her head by patting the top of his own. She reached up, her long fingers rubbing the powdery grit from her scalp.
There was debris on his shirt too; she brushed it from his shoulder. It was nice to have someone who didn’t recoil at her touch.
Her harvestmates had always been all over each other, wrestling one moment and collapsing into fits of giggles the next. It had been a suffocating closeness.
Oh, how she missed it.
Life was different in the city. Even in her short time of being whole in Apidecca, she had found the knyads here kept their arms rigidly at their sides.
Oklas walked over to the chest of drawers where she kept her medicinal infusions and ointments. ‘Here, let me get you something for your sneezing.’ He picked up bottle after bottle, his eye narrowing as he tried to decipher her handwritten labels. She reached past him and fetched the topical decongestant he didn’t know he was looking for.
A pinch of oltseed fluff, and a few drops of the infusion would do. She dabbed her gills with the soft fibres, soothing the sides of her face. She had kept all her notebooks filled with Caja’s old remedies. The Inclatian elder would never know the gift she had left to Prismer in teaching her how to medicate herself. Few menders in the city were willing to help ill maskads. Occasionally, Prismer gave Taber infusions to pass on to others at Maskad Support. It was something she did anonymously so she wouldn’t be swamped with requests for medicine.
Oklas lifted a purple vial. ‘Is this a sedative? Maybe I should take it for my sleeping problems?’
‘Not if you want to be up for work tomorrow,’ said Prismer. ‘Desmai is a powerful soporific. It can render you unconscious within a minute. I slept for sixteen hours straight after taking one drop too much.’
‘Why do you have it?’
With her back to him, she answered quietly, ‘I bought it just over a year ago when I wanted to forget everything.’ She put away her decongestant and reordered the bottles in the drawer. ‘If it’s a tranquilliser you’re after, I can recommend beroli extract. I need to stop by at the apothecary for a fresh supply. Beroli won’t grow in here, it needs more light.’
‘What about Hidreth? She may have some in her garden.’
Touching her chin in thought, Prismer said, ‘Ask her if she has any to spare.’
Prismer had been introduced to Hidreth on a visit to the rooftop garden of the new safehouse outside Gilstren. She had not yet met Oklas’s other insurgent friends. Until he was further along with his experiments, she would avoid his laboratory at the Ardedrian base.
Oklas removed the case of fungus samples from her sling bag and set them on the table.
‘I heard from Dy Erla this segere,’ he said. ‘She should be arriving home today.’
Prismer’s ears pricked up. The Rhestian minister had been away from Apidecca for over a revolution, attending to business in her home clan. It would be a relief to have a friend in the Assembly again.
Oklas continued, ‘I’m meeting with her the segment after tomorrow to pick up a little souvenir.’
‘Your first samples?’
‘Yes, from Rhestatyn,’ he said, barely containing his glee. Dy Erla’s home clan hosted a large active resyn basin and Oklas had been quick to ask her to access it.
His stomach growled, interrupting his report. Prismer fetched a jar of peddlebib seeds, cupping her speckled hand to gather some for herself before passing the container to her guest.
Oklas had initially tried the maskad snack with some reluctance. Now he eagerly accepted the grey-spotted seeds, pouring a handful down his throat. His beak snapped them up with crunching, guttural fervour.
‘Pardon,’ he said, coming to himself and covering his neck.
Prismer imitated him, gobbling down her own seeds just as noisily. They both laughed.
His optic pattern pinched self-consciously. ‘If I carry on like this, I won’t be invited to formal dinners again.’
‘They don’t sound much fun for anyone with a healthy appetite,’ said Prismer.
‘They aren’t.’
He reached for another handful of seeds. A few fell from between his fingers, landing on the floor. Prismer bent to fetch them, bumping into the arm he held out in front of her.
‘I’ve got them,’ said Oklas, dropping to his knees and gathering the seeds. He crawled over to her bookshelf, stretching to fetch something from under it.
‘Now what are you after?’ asked Prismer. ‘If the dirt bothers you that much, you are welcome to give it a sweep as long as you leave my spindlemites where they are.’
‘You have more than one now?’ He gave a worried grunt from the floor. ‘Just let me know if I get close to one so I can back away in time.’
He pulled back and got to his feet, staring at the small piece of dust-coated card he had retrieved from under the bookshelf.
Recognising the card, Prismer strode towards him. ‘I’d wondered where that had gotten to. Let me put it back where it belongs.’
He flicked the card out of her reach, chuckling. ‘I’ve never seen captures in your home before. I didn’t think you had any.’
She gave a disgruntled click of her gills, and slid a frame from between two thick books on her shelf.
‘The bottom of the mount won’t seal properly. That capture keeps falling out,’ she muttered. ‘Now can I have it back, please?’
He passed her the capture without resistance.
The knyad in the portrait looked unreasonably young, her shape an assortment of pale greens. Behind her were Inclatia’s cloudy skies. Another three group captures, rendered in shades of grey, filled the frame’s remaining windows. In these, five juveniles pulled faces at the camera, their arms entwined. Prismer didn’t try to hide the captures from Oklas, holding out the frame so they could both see it.
His finger travelled from one side of a group capture to the other. ‘These are your harvestmates … and this is …’ He stopped above a juvenile who matched the portrait he had found, and looked at Prismer.
‘Me. Yes.’
She blended in with her harvestmates, the second tallest of those in the capture. It didn’t count for much; Inclatians were not large knyads. The younger Prismer already wore cybernetics in her left arm, but she appeared a bit fuller-cheeked than she did now. She worked hard and ate well then – everything tasted good after a segment’s labour in the fresh air and salt water. All the juveniles sported jagged speckles on their arms and smaller freckles on their cheeks and noses. Most wore their tendrils at a natural length, the tips brushing their necks. Prismer wondered how those faces had aged in the last eighteen years. Certainly, none would have changed as much as she had. The realisation aggravated her old instinct to withdraw deeper into herself.
She looked up from the frame and found Oklas waiting for her to surface from her thoughts.
‘I’ve always wanted to know what you looked like,’ he said, ‘why don’t you put your captures up on display?’
‘It’s embarrassing.’
‘You’ve seen mine.’
‘Exactly. You looked very dapper even as a juvenile. I was … ungainly.’ She lifted the frame again. ‘The group captures are better. More natural.’ In one capture, she even wore a grin. She usually kept her mouth closed because she didn’t like the way her teeth overlapped. There was little she could do about her long nose or her dark, serious eyes. They weren’t ugly, she decided. Nothing about her was.
Oklas was studying the other juveniles now. ‘Are these your harvestmates?’
‘Many of those here were harvested the year after me, except for Frumen who is older. He braided in my first tendril extensions before I came here.’
Prismer gestured to each of the others in turn, starting with the tallest: ‘This is Tritura.’ Next came a knyad who resembled Prismer, only skinnier and with fewer speckles. ‘Ceres. She was very clever – went on to become a mender.’ Prismer skipped herself and arrived at a pretty juvenile wearing a scarf around her neck. She stood out from the others for her sophisticated tendrilstyle and more urbane dress. ‘And this is Merethe.’
Her younger harvestmate wore the softness and spark of the juvenile stage with an easy grace that had eluded Prismer. She had never gotten that life phase quite right.
‘Merethe had bought herself a camera and took these captures before I left for Apidecca. It was one of those rare times when we were all in Inclatia at once. Our juveniles often found work in other clans before returning home. I was the last to leave. It was my farewell.’
‘You’ve mentioned Merethe before,’ said Oklas. ‘Is she the one who gave you the scarves?’
‘Yes.’
‘I like these. But this one is the best.’ He motioned towards the capture he had found on the floor.
‘Why? I look so grumpy.’
Young Prismer stood stiffly in the portrait, freckled lips pursed in a thin line. Her reddish brown eyes were narrowed in suspicion at the camera.
‘I don’t know,’ replied Oklas. ‘Maybe because it is very like you. I could swear I’ve seen your optic pattern crease in that same scowl’ – he pointed at her – ‘there, you’re doing it now.’
She blinked, relaxing the muscles around her eye. ‘You and Merethe both have a way of catching me off guard.’
‘I like your dimples,’ he continued, lifting the portrait to his eye. ‘I still see traces of them around your gills.’
Prismer didn’t think anything recognisable had remained of her features. Her face was still a long oval, though its angles were more pronounced than in her youth.
Oklas inhaled sharply. ‘You had a lovely face, Pir. I am angry with the Pentarchy for taking it from you.’
‘My harvestmates were all lovely,’ she said with a sigh, ‘but what is complimented in a village won’t often turn heads in a city. I miss that sometimes – not drawing attention. It’s why I can’t envy anyone for beauty.’
‘Because people stare at what is beautiful?’
‘And at what is monstrous.’
He lifted the capture from the frame. ‘Can I scan this?’
‘What for?’
‘It’s endearing and …’ he drifted, optic pattern bending in a pensive frown. ‘And it serves as motivation.’
Prismer couldn’t imagine what he meant by “motivation” but she had grown used to his quirks. ‘Then keep it,’ she said with a shrug.
‘Really?’
‘I didn’t miss it when it was under the table all this time, and I have scans of all my captures.’
He gave a nod of thanks and gently tucked it into the pocket of his fulver, which was draped over a chair.
She put away the frame and collapsed onto her bench, relieved to take the weight off her feet after hours of walking. Oklas joined her there.
‘Pir,’ he began, ‘what we’ve done today … the research we’ve been preparing for revolutions. It’s the first step towards something more than just securing funding.’
‘I understand that,’ she replied. ‘If you can cultivate resyn, we’d be able to use it more freely.’
‘Yes, and do you know what I’d put it towards?’
‘Flying to Dryadeen?’ She was teasing him, but it was also her honest guess. He had always been fascinated by the cousin moon.
‘Obviously we’re going there, but only once we’ve set something else right.’ His eye met hers. ‘I want to see if our research can attract the attention of resyncrafters. The kinds that might be willing to offer some insights into our condition. Who might even be able to restore us.’
Prismer hesitated before answering in a low voice, ‘Oklas, scumbling is irreversible.’
‘I know that’s what they say at Support, but where do they get that information from? The guild?’
‘I don’t suppose most resyncrafters are given the incentive to restore anyone.’
‘Exactly,’ he said. ‘They are paid exorbitant fees to scumble people. Why learn how to reverse it? But there are trained resyncrafters outside the Transmutation Guild. If our research yields results, I’d have something to offer them. Given funding and a supply of resyn, they might be willing to help us. Remember how we finished The Herald? New discoveries come about when people concentrate their efforts.’
At his core, Oklas was still a Praemor knyad; with all the desires of someone with much at his disposal. He extended that sense of abundance to all his friends, and recently, Prismer had received a greater share of it than anyone. She couldn’t cast doubt on his dreams, even if they were improbable. Besides, if anyone could find a cure for scumbling, it was him.
Her gills tightened as she lifted her optic pattern into an optimistic arrangement. ‘It’s a lovely thought, being whole again.’
He touched her jaw lightly. ‘I will see your face, Prismer, and not just in this capture.’






  
  Chapter 2

[image: Oklas]

Dy Erla placed a solid metal case on the workbench between her and Oklas. The back room of Kaldrend’s, a small furniture repair shop in the Dolna District, made for a private meeting place. There were few neutral settings in the city where a maskad could do business with a minister. Both Oklas and his former colleague were seated, and still she loomed over him. Dressed in a dark purple suit rather than her Rhestian robes, Dy Erla maintained an air of importance and dignity amidst their dusty surroundings. 
‘The guards at Fynnon’s Provenir found this a most unusual request,’ said the older knyad, wrinkles rippling above her arched eyebrows. ‘Most people come to the reservoir wanting vials of resyn, not substrate samples. I feared the governors would revoke my lifetime access to it.’
‘Nonsense,’ said Oklas. ‘You are the pride of Rhestatyn. They’ll do anything you ask.’
‘I am considered trustworthy enough to make unscheduled visits. That doesn’t permit me to saunter in and take what I like.’
With dexterous hands, Dy Erla clicked open the case locks. Oklas watched her with envy, his own vestigial thumbs twitching uselessly.
Inside the case were several rows of glass containers filled with powdery substrates ranging from pale grey to loamy black – quite unlike Apidecca’s golden-brown soil. Despite their differences, all the substrates were joined by familiar lacy flakes. The fungus’s presence in resyn basins far away from Apidecca was a good sign.
‘The sides of the basin are saturated with resyn,’ said Dy Erla. ‘It was difficult to find dry samples. Fortunately I am rather tall, even among my people. I took some from the ceiling.’
‘I hope you fetched some of the sticky specimens too,’ said Oklas. ‘They may be actively producing resyn.’
‘I have a range of samples from different areas. I also kept them refrigerated on the journey as per your exhaustive instructions.’
‘You did use the therma-hygrometer at the site? I’ll need to replicate the growing conditions in a controlled environment.’
‘All measurements were taken. You’ll find the figures listed in a logbook inside the case.’ The indigo marbling Dy Erla’s brown cheeks warped in mild annoyance. ‘You’re very demanding for a maskad, do you know that?’
‘I don’t think so,’ said Oklas, tilting his mask at her in a look of innocence. ‘The others are just alarmingly polite. Don’t worry, I am working on corrupting them.’
Dy tutted, but mirth wrinkled the corners of her amber eyes.
He welcomed her familiar reprimands. Their reunion some revolutions earlier had been an easy affair. Prismer had arranged for them to meet here. Dy Erla’s only comment upon seeing Oklas as a maskad for the first time was, I can see the mask is one of Prismer’s. It assured him that nothing had changed between them.
A sweetly tart scent touched his gills. The sawdust couldn’t enter through the filters of his mask; it had probably gotten in through his eyeholes. He slid the lenses down. Although Oklas had only one eye, his mask bore two. The space between the large eyeholes interrupted his field of vision with a dark blur. Maskads typically wore knyad-like faces, so he tolerated the partial blindness for the sake of appearances.
From behind came the faint whooshing scrape of a broom. Kaldrend’s maskad harvestmate, Eldred, was sweeping the floor. The shop owner’s association with maskads didn’t hurt his business, although Oklas noticed that Eldred remained in the back room during opening hours.
He revisited Dy Erla’s metal case. Beside the fungus specimens were vials secured in foam indentations. Oklas held one of them up to the light, his eye widening behind his mask at the sight of clear, refined resyn. ‘Is this a gift, Dy?’ he asked, his synthesised intonation picking up.
‘It’ll tide you over until you start cultivating your own supply of resyn.’
‘How thoughtful. I will certainly find some use for it.’
‘Another case of specimens is on the way. Your friend, Geshan Sprijin sent word this median; he is in the southwest and expects to arrive in Apidecca two phases from now.’
‘That’s wonderful news!’
‘Indeed. I have been beset with questions from him. It was a relief to be out of messaging range at sea.’
Oklas guiltily ran a hand over the top of his head. Burdening Dy Erla with Geshan wasn’t ideal, but he’d had no other choice. He didn’t fraternise with his old Praemor friends over his mitter. If the authorities were monitoring his communication, it could put past contacts in a difficult position. Dy Erla relayed instructions to Geshan on his behalf, just as she had done with Prismer when arranging Illanu’s escape. But unlike Prismer, who Oklas had selected for her knowledge of Apidecca’s secret exits, Geshan knew nothing of collecting specimens. He simply travelled often enough to reach them.
‘I suppose I should’ve warned you that Geshan requires a lot of supervision,’ he said.
‘You should,’ agreed Dy Erla, the lines of her face deepening in a half-smile. ‘I eventually suggested he hire an assistant with some understanding of mycology to accompany him.’
‘Excellent. When he delivers the specimens to you, just leave them with Prismer.’
‘Oh, no. My part in this is over.’ She laughed. ‘Geshan is eager to deliver them to you in person.’
‘W-what?’ stammered Oklas, coughing up a gillful of sawdust.
‘He kept asking after you. I suggested you meet at a neutral venue like this, and he jumped at the idea.’ She studied Oklas, reading past the mask. ‘You don’t exactly share his enthusiasm at the prospect. If you’re concerned about security, Geshan needn’t make contact with you. I can arrange—’
‘It’s not that,’ he said, raising a scaly hand. ‘Geshan has never left the Upper End. He may not be ready for this part of town. I’d be surprised if he has even seen a maskad walking the streets before.’
‘Were you so different?’
Oklas flinched. Was he? He had thought himself more aware of the poor in the city than his Praemor contemporaries. But if the past nine revolutions had taught him anything, it was that he knew much less about their lives than he once thought.
He found his voice to answer her. ‘Perhaps not.’
She fixed him with her tawny stare. ‘I have told him little about maskads. He knows he can’t expect you to be the way he remembers you. Why not give him a chance?’
The prospect of old friends shunning him haunted Oklas’s bleakest segeinds. Worse still, he might have to endure Geshan treating him with the strained delicacy of a knyad visiting someone critically ill. Was there a chance that anyone besides Dy could resume their friendship with him? He doubted it.
‘I fear he will see me differently,’ he confessed.
‘Oklas, you are different, and not all the changes are for the worse.’
Dejected, he rested his elbows on the table and slumped forwards.
‘Geshan’s reaction is no cause for dread,’ continued Dy Erla, her deep voice warm and coaxing. ‘Go thank him for his assistance. Should the encounter go unfavourably, part ways and seek out more tolerant friends.’
He avoided her unwavering gaze and sighed, massaging his temple. ‘When you put it so reasonably, how can I refuse?’
She reached across the workbench to pat his shoulder. Such a simple gesture had no right to be that reassuring. He understood why Prismer was comfortable enough to unmask in front of the Rhestian minister but he wasn’t quite there yet.
Dy Erla sighed. ‘I had hoped I’d never see another friend scumbled. Still, I am glad you and Prismer found each other. She has a renewed interest in life since she met … well, since you’ve come to know each other better. I am almost envious. You have made more progress with her than I have in years.’
‘You just don’t have my way with people,’ said Oklas, crossing his arms. More soberly, he added, ‘It probably comes down to my being a maskad. Some things are easier to share with those who know what that’s like.’
Dy Erla nodded and got up to leave, the tip of her hat brushing the low ceiling. She turned to Oklas once more and asked, ‘What are your intentions with Prismer?’
There was nothing accusatory in her tone, but the question caught him off guard.
‘Intentions?’
‘Do you know what you want from your friendship with her?’
He was about to tell Dy she was being interfering, but stopped to consider her question. ‘I don’t like to place expectations on friends, and Prismer especially deserves her share of freedom. Besides, it is difficult to plan anything without some solid variables. So much is uncertain.’ He was babbling. What was he trying to say? ‘I suppose I have some thoughts on how I might repay her.’
Dy Erla tilted her head at him appraisingly. ‘Keep thinking on it. Good segeind, Oklas.’
‘Segeind.’ He repeated absently, watching her take long strides up the metal steps leading to the shopfront. She vanished in a swish of blue and purple, and Oklas sat with the case of specimens and his muddled thoughts.
When he came to the exit, Kaldrend unlocked the door for him. The carpenter’s eyes, which were the same shade of yellow as his skin, landed on Dy Erla’s case. ‘Fruitful meetin’ with the Rhestian minister, Sayve?’ he asked.
After the news broke that Oklas had been scumbled as a traitor, he saw little point in continuing to go by his false name, Kosta, in private.
‘Oh, this is a mere souvenir,’ he said, swaying the case. ‘The real prize was catching up with a friend. I’ll see you when you next host Maskad Support?’
‘We start up again with the night phase,’ mumbled Kaldrend. ‘Driminn said somethin’ about a new maskad visitin’ from abroad.’
‘I know of no maskads who travel,’ said Oklas sceptically.
‘Maybe an immigrant? There’s no life for your sort in other cities – too few to form communities. It’s why I stay here with Eldred. If he can’t leave, nor will I.’
‘If only we all grew up with harvestmates like you, Kaldrend.’
The carpenter shrugged, scratching the back of his head with a large hand. ‘It’s still some way off ’til curfew. You headin’ anywhere else?’
‘Only if you have substants for me to burn.’
Kaldrend chuckled and locked up after him.

      [image: ]Pulling his soft flatcap over his ears, Oklas stepped onto the pavement. The still air was too cold to carry more than a faint whiff of smoke and fulmenum battery fumes in the lunar night. Maybe he needed to replace the filter in his mask. He wound his way a few streets from Kaldrend’s, still in the part of Dolna bordering the Lower End, before crossing the tramlines and entering the Industrial Park. He knew the area well enough to take a shortcut through to Gilstren. There would be no time to stop at the Ardedrian base tonight.
Oklas used to see the sky every segment from Witalit Estate, but now he glimpsed only slivers of it between the buildings and the rusty orange walls of the gorge. Could he still recall what an expanse of sun-streaked clouds or constellations looked like?
He clipped his mitter visor to the side of his mask so it covered the eyeholes. On his way home, he would review some messages in private. His pace slowed as he split his attention between the glowing layout and his physical environment. Too often he tripped while preoccupied with the accessory.
While Oklas took care not to share anything controversial over the mitter, he still used it to discuss everyday subjects with fellow maskads or colleagues at the Engineering Consortium. He browsed recent images and documents. Prismer’s capture, which he had scanned the segment before, filled the display.
Something felt complete now that he had seen her face. He couldn’t say if it was the face he had imagined for her, the details had always eluded him, but it suited her. It was as handsome as the mask she had carved for herself, but all the better for the little imperfections in her skin. Her irises bore traces of the berry red he saw in her optic pattern even now. Unlike him, she had largely retained her original colouring.
This younger Prismer was a wildling formed of seagrasses, foam and salt air. They were around the same age, only revolutions apart. What would have happened had they met when the capture was taken?
Oklas closed the image and removed his visor, scuffing his work boots on the cobbled streets. He would have liked to visit Inclatia; clans of the Orta and unclassified strata were so varied in their customs. But he wouldn’t have spared Prismer more than a smile or some friendly conversation. While he respected the lower strata for their resilience, he’d never idolised them the way he had more privileged juveniles: the kinds of knyads he met at the seminars Emis took him to. He’d put on whatever behaviours they deemed clever or entertaining, present himself according to their definitions of beauty, and take stock of who to befriend and who to ignore.
Would he have been too embarrassed to be seen with a rural juvenile like Prismer? Emis hadn’t raised him that way, but somehow Oklas had allowed Praemor snobbery to rub off on him. His friend deserved better than the person he had been; he was no different than the knyads who had dropped his acquaintance after his fall. Perhaps Dy Erla was right to be protective of Prismer.
Without the spark of immediate attraction, Oklas’s feelings for the projectionist had crept up on him slowly. He didn’t trust the strange impulses of this new body, his unsightly feeding habits or the involuntary whistles and clicks that came from his gills. But there was something in his skin that responded to Prismer’s presence, something that recognised them as the same. He trusted that.
She felt it too, in her own way. But he didn’t want to confront her about it and make something perfectly simple into a complicated mess as he so often did. Like a skittish qintralope, Prismer was proud and strong, and prone to bolt when cornered. He could guide her through the exasperation she felt working for thankless ministers, help her rekindle friendships with maskads at Support. But where her feelings concerned him, he’d tread lightly.
As he traversed the Industrial Park, factory workers joined him walking the pavement. In clusters, they exited buildings made of brick and corrugated sheets of metal or xylemfibre. Upon noticing his mask, some crossed the street.
The Apidecca Oklas had known only a year ago was an embellished, inviting place. A mystical dimension filled with promise. A stage complete with props and an artistic backdrop. He had been unprepared for what lay beneath the floor and behind the curtains. For the ugliness of the structures that pinned people in place. Just as he started to believe that Apidecca held no further surprises, new sides of the city, stripped of glamour, began to present themselves to him.
He came to the place where the tram tracks divided the Industrial Park from Gilstren. A pair of enforcers slowed to watch him enter the street. Patrollers of the Industrial Division wore charcoal coloured uniforms with a white and red trim. The higher-ranking enforcer made a show of resting aer hand on the grip panel of a spiragun, an electromagnetic projectile weapon.
Oklas’s breath hitched. He lowered his head, playing the part of the meek maskad. The enforcers eyed his case suspiciously. The lower-ranking of the two looked to aer superior expectantly. Oklas kept walking, each step taking what felt like an hour. The older enforcer noted the direction he had come from. Ae worked aer heavy jaw, aer mouth a grim line. Releasing aer grip on the spiragun, the enforcer turned aer back on Oklas, and aer young colleague made no move to inspect him. Thank Adecai Oklas was in his Consortium uniform and looked like he was carrying work items. He crossed the tram track, his heart pounding against his ribcage.
When he was a politician, he had considered the city’s enforcers his protectors, some even friends. Now he felt anything but safe around them.
Were they more heavily armed than a year ago? Many still carried standard-issue batons and stun pistols; was he only noticing the electromagnetic weapons now? Prismer had mentioned security at the Assembly Chambers was becoming more stringent. Whispers of sedition had set the Erud sovereigns on edge. Oklas worried for his Ardedrian friends.
He had never seen security forces wield anything more dangerous than a baton until he left the safety of the Dras Channel. The juveniles at the seminars had teased him about the pacifist position of his clan. He adopted their bravado, joining them in speculating what electromagnetic projectiles could do to a body. They were all fascinated by a kind of violence they would never endure; it was nauseating.
He was about to climb the sloping streets of Gilstren, when a familiar voice drawled, ‘Heading home early, Kosta?’
Oklas jumped. Nithan.
He hugged his case closer.
No, he scolded himself. Relax, or you will draw attention to it.
He turned around to face his probation officer, a banded marsh-green knyad in a neat cloak. Short and unremarkable, Certus Nithan had a way of materialising when least expected. Yvere had taken to tracking the slimy bureaucrat on the segments when Oklas was scheduled to visit the Ardedrian base. It provided some relief – he was growing tired of looking over his shoulder.
Nithan gave a silly hum, amused by the paranoia he fostered in his probationer. ‘Let’s take the funicular. You could do with a change of scenery.’
Oklas had no option but to follow Nithan.
Gilstren’s funicular was not in the same league as the aerial cableways of the Traditional Quarter, Clanfare, and Lepotra. In his time in the Department of Research and Development, Oklas had seen the funicular undergo maintenance, but further renovations were needed. The station, painted in a faded but persistently sunny mural, admitted passengers through a rusty gate. At least the motor in the engine room sounded like it was running smoothly. Oklas sometimes walked alongside the railway to watch the carriages trundle by, but could not afford to travel this way often.
Nithan led him straight past the paying booth to the carriage.
No one stopped them.
They entered the vacant carriage, a clean space with curved walls and moulded xylemfibre seats. A cold draft came through a nearby window, its pane wedged halfway open in a rusty frame. Although they were the only two in the carriage, the door slid shut behind them. Nithan must have arranged for the unusual privacy.
Oklas slouched in his hard seat. ‘Isn’t it a little soon for another of our chats? Not that I don’t look forward to them, but I thought we weren’t doing bi-revolution reviews anymore?’
‘I decided to make an exception for our last meeting,’ said Nithan, taking the seat beside him and adjusting his orange-accented twill cloak.
‘Our last?’
‘Yes. The Engineering Consortium is satisfied with your productivity; your colleagues find you unobtrusive; and in the last three revolutions, you’ve only received one warning.’
Oklas snorted.
Nithan continued, ‘For context, you had arrived late on Zim’atrez the twenty-sixth. There is still room for improvement.’ He raised his mitter display, the blue glow colouring his sunken cheeks. ‘You appear to lead a reasonably quiet life. It is encouraging to see you’ve integrated with a community of maskads who are of some benefit to society.’
When questioned about his absences from home, Oklas had maintained that he was visiting maskads from Support. It plausibly explained his time spent at the Ardedrian base.
Nithan lowered the display. ‘Your closeness with the Assembly projectionist also hasn’t gone unnoticed.’
‘Leave her alone,’ said Oklas, the metallic edge in his voice sharpening.
‘She knows her place. Maybe you will soon learn yours. If you care about her and the others, you won’t lead them astray, will you?’
Oklas’s jaw tensed, his gills bristling against his mask filters. ‘No.’ The carriage rolled into motion and he looked out the dark window to avoid Nithan’s impassive gaze.
‘Remember, Oklas, only docile maskads have a place in this world. Accept correction quietly and you can enjoy the freedoms you have with those of your kind.’
‘Freedoms?’ repeated Oklas coldly. ‘I have tasted real freedom, and no amount of conditioning will make me mistake these scraps for it.’
Nithan shrugged. ‘You forfeited that life.’
Oklas turned from the note-taking bureaucrat. Dimming lanterns and dark buildings roved past in a glinting procession. Without looking at his fellow passenger, he asked,
‘And what sordid little cranny have you dug out for yourself here, Nithan? Does it extend beyond prying into the paltry affairs of maskads?’
‘We’ve developed something of a friendship these past few revolutions. And friends can be frank, can’t they?’ Nithan’s tone was sincere rather than mocking. ‘As a Praemor politician, a wealthy heir, you had the luxury of viewing society from on high. The rest of us don’t get to see much besides the unpleasantness, and we have to make the best of it. You didn’t claw your way to power, so power was bound to abandon you eventually. It will always flow towards determined wielders, and you used your share carelessly. Even now, you have no idea of the hardships many endure just to reach Apidecca.’
Oklas hadn’t given the dull knyad enough credit. Nithan knew exactly where to aim a cutting remark, and maybe he was nursing hurts of his own.
‘Of course,’ continued Nithan, ‘you had your philanthropic pastime, the Emisrian College, to ease your conscience.’
‘While you’re right in your assertions about my ignorance, my care for the lower strata was genuine. Can you say the same about our delightful Erudean Pentarchy? They have far more than I ever did. How do they use their power to benefit you?’
Nithan acknowledged him with a grunt. ‘Ah, but you see, Oklas, we all covet power in small ways. You may have learned this in your time among the lower strata. Shaking our fists at sovereigns who do not know we exist is a futile endeavour. So we snipe and gripe at anyone within reach. We scratch the sheen off the pleasures enjoyed by those who have just a little more than us. It is particularly satisfying to lash out at someone who has dropped as many levels as you have.’
Oklas turned from him, staring into the dark recesses of the carriage. ‘Have you never thought of changing it?’
‘Provoking my superiors like you did?’ Nithan stifled a laugh. ‘I have to respect the Eruds’ cunning to hold their positions as long as they have. Many have come against them over the years and failed. Clever schemes can’t compare with centuries of experience in ruling. Every maskad I encounter is a repeat of the same pattern. That your Praemor privileges and your inheritance were taken away is no accident. Fate isn’t kind to those who aren’t paying attention to this game.’
‘I think you will find I am paying attention this time, because I see what this is.’ Oklas leaned towards him, interlacing his scaly fingers. ‘A test. You’re trying to rile me, get me to threaten insurrection so you can prove I am not ready to be left unsupervised. Well, it won’t work.’
‘You drew that conclusion only now?’ Nithan hummed, his droopy eyes opening a crack. ‘I thought you’d catch on quicker.’
The funicular carriage slowed as they approached their destination. As they came to a stop, Nithan picked up the case of specimens.
Oklas stood too quickly. Grike, not now. Not when I’m so close.
‘Don’t forget this,’ said the bureaucrat, passing the case to Oklas, who silenced his inward cursing, ‘We can’t have you smearing your record by leaving Consortium assignments on public transport.’
Accepting the case with forced restraint, he thanked Nithan.
The probation officer gave him a curt nod. ‘You’re an intelligent maskad, Oklas Sayve, but you aren’t patient. Keep your head down, wait, and who knows? Maybe your fate will take another dramatic turn.’
‘Is this it then?’ asked Oklas. ‘My probation is over?’
‘Officially, yes. A maskad is never beyond suspicion, but we’ll be seeing each other less frequently.’
With that, Nithan smoothed his cloak and swept from the funicular. Oklas followed him out, and hurriedly left the station. It was only a short walk down to his insula block from here. He didn’t believe Nithan’s insistence that his probation had ended. It was a ploy to get him to lower his guard. People would not so quickly forget Oklas Sayve, the insurgent minister. Yes, the Assembly had continued without him, and, yes, people no longer speculated about him in the papers. But he was still here, wasn’t he? His fingers traced the edge of his mask: a constant, stark reminder of who he was now. Did he really need to believe that he was still important enough to be monitored?
The prickling that sometimes skittered over his newly-changed skin had subsided. He was slowly forgetting what it felt like to see with two eyes, to taste real food, or reach up and tug at tendrils on his head. His body was like sand on the shore. Demolished by a wave, he now lay settled, dry and flattened.
Oklas pulled his hand away from his mask, as if to prevent himself from dislodging more troubling thoughts. Of one thing he was sure … he could not make a home or a future in this shape.






  
  Chapter 3
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Machines hummed and clicked around Prismer as she watched Rosh replace the sensor modules in her detached synaptic implant. The young biomechanist bent over his work, his head a mop of dark, curly tendrils. Like Prismer, he was comfortable with silence. She felt no need to make conversation with him while she sat waiting, with her tingling, scarred arm resting on a workbench. They were in a small room near the annex that connected the Consortium with the trainee residences behind it. Had Rosh not come to fetch her from the street, she surely wouldn’t have found her way here. It was early segeind and no one else was in the small workshop. The trainees Prismer had passed in the passages on her way in seemed surprised to see a new maskad at the Consortium. There was only one mask they recognised. Oklas – or Kosta, as he was known here – had become the Consortium’s token maskad just as she was the Assembly’s. 
Without her cybernetics, Prismer’s left arm didn’t feel like it belonged to her. Her hand curved awkwardly inwards, and a searing tightness ran from the site of her old injury to her fingertips.
With deft fingers, Rosh sealed the synaptic implant housing. Returning Prismer’s cybernetics to her, he said, ‘I altered the castware on the encoders, I’m sure you’ll find your dexterity much improved.’
She thanked him and set the implant in the hollow of her scarred arm. Upon activating it, she immediately felt a difference. She flexed her tendons and brushed her fingertips with her other hand. The motion … it was so light and fluid. A laugh bubbled from her gills.
‘Oh, Rosh, you have done a remarkable thing for me.’ She curled her fingers into her palms and opened them again with no trace of a tremor in her wrist. ‘I didn’t know—’
Her face warmed. Didn’t know how much better this would be.
‘Excuse me.’ She turned away, loosening the straps of her mask.
Rosh shielded her from the doorway while she lowered her mask to dab at her gills. When had tears started coming so easily? Sniffing, she replaced her mask and straightened.
Surprising kindnesses were all around. Maskads usually were left to help each other, but none of them could have upgraded her troublesome cybernetics as Rosh had.
‘Keep it on for a few more minutes; see if it feels natural,’ said Rosh. ‘You want to forget you’re wearing it.’
Prismer extended her hand in wonder. ‘I had gotten so used to working with it as it was. It’s just like the other side now, better even.’
‘We can be sure of that after I’ve run a few tests.’
He made to walk, then stopped, pointing towards the door.
‘I’m just going to fetch the testing kit. Try picking these up and handling them with your left hand.’ He withdrew a few tools from a box. ‘I don’t think anyone will come in here. If they do, just tell them the Assembly sent you on an errand. You’re in uniform so they’ll believe you.’
Prismer watched him leave, then looked around the room, taking in the posters and diagrams she could make no sense of. Fetching one of Rosh’s metal implements, she twirled it between her fingers. Her shrunken thumb was still as impaired as any maskad’s, but there was nothing to be done about that. With practice, she could improve her coordination. She pictured herself working both sides of the Apex Hall presentation consul at once. She had needed this – something to make her feel capable.
In the wake of her scumbling, Prismer hadn’t worried about the future. It had been taken from her and she couldn’t imagine a long life. She would fade – dissipate into the dank air and pass through the walls – until she truly did earn the courtiers’ moniker for her, “the Ghoul of the Canal”.
But slowly, she had recalled that she inhabited a body, odd though it appeared. It still required food and sleep. It sometimes got sick. It demanded to live.
During Prismer’s recent illness, Ognitta could see she was unwell and had gladly given her two segments off. But less merciful eyes were also on her. There was an urgency in recovering. Prismer was in her prime, but the years to come would gradually sap her of her strength, widening the gap between her and the younger technicians. Sympathetic knyads like Ognitta and Dy Erla would not always be there to protect her. Her position was the thing that tethered her to this world. To the person she had been. Who was she apart from the Assembly?
Rosh returned with a box. ‘Good control there,’ he said, looking at her drawing of a compound leaf. It was meant to be the brooch Illanu had given her, but Rosh didn’t immediately recognise it. Perhaps her technique needed some refining.
‘You seem a bit morose tonight,’ he said, unpacking his equipment.
‘Do I?’
‘Well, considering your cybernetics had a successful fitting…’
‘Sorry, I am overwhelmed. You realise you’ve bought me some time? Extended my usefulness at the Assembly.’
‘You don’t really enjoy working there, surely?’
‘It’s not as though I can leave. The only place for a maskad who has been dismissed is the street. Serving is preferable to that.’
Rosh stabilised her hand and flicked her claw to test her reflexes. He gave a satisfied murmur. ‘You’d have other places to stay. New friends to make.’
From the way he looked at her, she knew he was talking about the Ardedrians, though it likely wasn’t safe to mention them by name here.
‘I have met some of your friends, Rosh, and I like them, truly. But they expect a lot from their supporters. Their cause runs on favours and there’s no such thing as being off duty. It’s intimidating when you’ve lived alone for as long as I have.’
‘You were willing to risk your life helping Ilu through the caves. Is that not scarier than being around other people all the time?’
‘Oh, stop being so sensible. I thought you were supposed to be sticking sharp objects into my hand?’
‘That’s not how we test reflexes,’ he said, maintaining an air of patience. ‘You also get to call on friends when you need something. They’ll hardly treat you any worse than the Assembly does now.’
‘I notice you are still working here, rather than running away with them,’ said Prismer.
‘It won’t be long until I’m qualified. I’d like to join Ilu.’
Taking her hand, Rosh gently pressed the joints of her wrist, and asked her to make a fist.
Prismer followed his instruction, curling her scaly fingers into her palm. ‘The Erudean Pentarchy aren’t kind,’ she said, ‘but they do maintain order. Could your friends manage that when their members are all so different?’
‘I believe they can.’ Rosh let go of her arm and sent her a quizzical frown. ‘Sometimes it almost sounds like you respect the Eruds.’
‘Even their enemies do. And in a way, I am indebted to them. Erud Aurel could have dismissed me after I stole from the Assembly. Instead, she kept me on. Few maskads get to stay in an insula of their own like I do.’
‘You have nothing to be grateful for,’ he said sternly. ‘If they maimed me, I’d be too furious to stay. Even if I couldn’t get a job elsewhere.’
‘You’re still young, Rosh. You feel anger like fire in your limbs. To keep that burning for decades would take more energy than I have.’ She recalled a time, long ago, when she could not yet speak through her new synthesiser. When, furious and gutted, she would smother her gills with a pillow and wail until her throat was raw. Perhaps she still had a trace of that anger buried deep inside, but she wouldn’t feed something so futile.
Rosh watched her from underneath thick, dark eyebrows. ‘Maybe you need others to be angry for you.’
She laughed. ‘I wouldn’t want to bring our divine rulers’ wrath down on you. At least they can’t curse me any further.’
‘They aren’t gods and you’re not cursed.’
Around them the lights of machines winked and pulsated. Prismer let herself fall in line with the rhythmic hum of the room, and tilted her head at Rosh.
‘We’re said to be formed in the deep for a purpose. Sometimes I think I missed mine … it’s a tram I never boarded.’
‘If we do have just one purpose, I think it is ever-evolving – something we carry within us.’ Rosh smiled ruefully. ‘Awful things happen, but so do beautiful things. And why should any of it happen at all?’
He then picked up a blindfold.

      [image: ]Prismer’s fingers traced a chalky, porous surface. With her mask lenses covered, she had to describe the textures of the objects Rosh had set before her. Concentrating, she hummed as she searched for words she hadn’t yet used. ‘Rough.’
Someone who wasn’t Rosh replied, ‘It’s something from the sea. It’s just missing its spines.’
Prismer knew that synthesised voice; it was followed by Rosh’s disapproving muttering.
‘You don’t need to give her clues, Kosta. This isn't a guessing game.’
Prismer lifted the blindfold to find Oklas had entered the room, wearing his Consortium overalls and blue filigree mask. In the cool night phases, he had taken to wearing a woolly flatcap just as she wore her headscarves. She looked down at the workbench; the object beneath her fingers was a disc-shaped shell, the dried remains of a gibbous urchin.
Prismer grasped Oklas’s arm affectionately. ‘If you’re going to distract me, I think you’d better wait in the corner until we’re done.’
‘We can stop now,’ said Rosh, splaying his dull yellow hands upwards in a stretch. ‘Kosta wanted to be here earlier, but I wouldn’t let him in.’
Keeping up with Oklas’s public and private personas was proving difficult for Prismer. Unlike him, she had kept her name after her scumbling. Though she had gotten to know him under the guise of Kosta, she now preferred holding the sound of his real name in
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