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  Chapter 1


DRAGON. Also “wyrm”; affectionately, “cargo parrot,” “death chicken.” In Yemareir and the surrounding area, a hollow-boned, winged, feathered, flying, fire-breathing reptile. Sociable and intelligent; innumerable species breed and live within the city limits. Named by analogy to a species of featherless reptiles (also with the fire breath, long extinct) used by the Empire of Mlinivoun to assert dominance over their territories, back when they had territories. The historical record indicates that the Mrineen who settled Yemareir had dreams of using the native wyrm population to resume their colonial bullshit, but— 
(We invite the reader to interpolate six eruditely referenced paragraphs of fulminating deletia on Mrineen colonialism. Please see Dr. Agama’s widely praised articles, “Ectothermic Bastards of the Dragon Princes” and “Face-First Into the Conflagration,” for more detail. —Ed.) 
The main things for you, tourist, are these:

	Stay out of the precincts where breeding season is occurring. If you’re in an area that doesn’t look blighted, but the streets are empty, get out. If, in getting out, you run into a giant tower of obsidian and basalt that looks like the world’s most evil termite mound, TURN AROUND. 

	Unless you want a pushy best friend with big teeth and no boundaries, do not feed these things.




I’m not guaranteeing you won’t get roasted and eaten if you follow these guidelines, but the probability will be much closer to whatever it is wherever you’re from.

SEE ALSO: Brimstone Slipstream; Broodspire; Dragons, Common; Dragons, Rare.

—From “A Visitor’s Handbook for Yemareir,” by Shenireen Agama


      ***There were a few ways to get hotter on dragonback than Zaya was in her third hour coasting over the Emerald Dunes—a direct hit from a geyser in the Mariposa Annulus, for one, or fifteen seconds coursing through the Devil’s Tureen at an hour past noon. But when you were racing, there were other things on your mind, whether it was fending off the wyrm behind you or overtaking the one in front, and the rush of parting air keening a high white song the whole time. Out here, well—in theory, she was deeply absorbed in guarding the safety of the camel caravan below, stuffed with durable goods from Nistrium and the northern Ililuë convivencies. In theory, she was scanning for threats from all sides and triple-checking any shifty-looking clouds. In practice, all this vigilance occupied some small sliver of brain tissue deep in the back of her skull, leaving the rest of it free to dwell on every muscle moaning with the ache of spending hours clinging to a fire-breathing feathered lizard the size of an elephant. 
She looked ahead at Vrinzhoon and Zrileen, sitting upright on blue-and-grey Dusk Stalker wyrms, and thought idly about whether she could shake them in a chase, and how long it would take. A wide-open course like this didn’t reward agility; it would be purely an efficiency play. It wouldn’t be hard to get them to waste their wyrms’ blood sugar on extravagant sprints, pile up lactic acid in the muscles of their shoulders to slow them down. She could take this Dawn Wyrm anywhere and never get caught.
Or, anywhere except where the caravan was going to begin with: Back to Yemareir, to the house in Lilac Precinct, and to the purse of cash her family was waiting on. If they could afford to lose that, she wouldn’t be here in the first place.  
At the edge of Zaya’s mind, she noticed the Dawn Wyrm notice a flutter of some kind in the corner of its eye, far above them.
“Don’t chase buzzards,” she said. “They’re not good eating.”
Too fast, the wyrm’s mind responded. Too big, too close.
“How many?” Zaya asked. “What kind? Don’t look up.”
The wyrm waited several seconds, watching from the corner of its eye and tallying. Maybe three. The smell-image of the stalkers was thin, sharp, cold, the feather-pattern image grey-brown, the sense of size and mass substantial. Zaya put an image of a Greater Gyrdrake into the Dawn Wyrm’s mind and got back a buzz of confirmation. Your sense of smell is terrible.
“Learn to add single-digit numbers and you can drag me,” said Zaya.
The trajectories sharpened in her mind as they did in the Dawn’s: Wide circular arcs, but moving forward, like a child drawing loops in a line, to keep up with the caravan, high enough that the clouds provided cover. Zaya slipped her goggles on and reached into her jacket to loosen the knife in the sheath against her ribs. “We’re about to get hit.” She imaged what she meant: Dragons plummeting from the clouds to crash into them with fire and talons, rag-clad bandits laying about with rusted bolos and machetes. “How would you get above a Greater Gyrdrake?”
Wait for it to kill another wyrm and land to eat it.
“Not an option.”
Run away from it, go higher when it’s out of sight.
“You’re a shit tactician.”
I don’t eat Greater Gyrdrakes. I think maybe your friend there does though?
Vrinzhoon had his saber out and was pointing up at the sky; he shouted something to Zrileen, too far away for Zaya to hear. They peeled off and began to surge upward, broad wings and huge shoulders hauling them upward faster than anything that large had a right to move. The late morning sun caught them in stark shadows; they were beautiful sights, Zaya had to admit, tall, pale warriors with flashing blades, climbing upward through the sky on lithe, bright-feathered wyrms—their dorsal feathers straw-colored like the veldt, their bellies the color of the sky. 
They’re going to die, the Dawn Wyrm remarked in awe.
“Here’s what we’re going to do,” said Zaya, and made an image of it for the dragon.
That’s stupid, it said. That’s the kind of thing that gets you eaten.
The gyrdrakes had stopped looping and begun to lose a little height, pulling slightly closer to Vrinzhoon and Zrileen. “Regret to inform that we are getting eaten one way or another if we lose this thing,” said Zaya.
Not if we run away.
As one, the gyrdrakes fell into a stoop, gaping mouths belching cadmium-and-cerulean fire, plunging like knives down at the two climbing Dusk Stalkers—and at Zaya and the Dawn. 
Its mind seized, frozen by the vision of the coming impact: flame stripping flesh from its face, talons and teeth parting feathers and flesh, blood bursting forth in rivers. 
“It’s OK,” Zaya said, and reached.
In her mind, her own limbs doubled; she felt her own weight on her back, the push of massed air under her wings; her senses were overlaid with keen smell, dull hearing, a veil of slightly-off colors and contours in fine, swarming detail. She lashed her tail and hauled against the air, and the Dawn corkscrewed out and up, the gyrdrake missing them by inches.
The gyrdrake spread its wings to stop the fall, but Zaya had pulled the Dawn into its own stoop; and, before her wyrm could seize its muscles back from her control, it was on the gyrdrake’s back, claws sinking into the grey feathers and then into skin, jaws locked around the joint where long neck met skull for control. Copper blood-savor filled the Dawn Wyrm’s mouth, and Zaya’s. 
It wasn’t enough to drown out Vrinzhoon and Zrileen’s screams. She did not need to see the scene to know how it had gone; wyrmfire had seared them to death, and the sheer force of the stoop had given the massive gyrdrakes every advantage, knocking the wind from the Dusk Stalkers and pitting them against a larger, more savage enemy face to face and from below. Whether they died valiantly or ran away would not matter much; in fact, a bandit of any sense would give them the opportunity to run, because—
—an odd sensation, referred from the Dawn Wyrm’s belly: A tickling, almost, a scrabbling. The gyrdrake’s rider, climbing from his own wyrm to hers.
Zaya’s Dawn and the gyrdrake were plummeting toward the ground; the Dawn, at her urging, had pulled its own wings in, forcing the larger wyrm to do the work of slowing their descent. The Dawn’s pink, blue, and violet feathers shone against the gyrdrake’s dull grey; the bright red blood of the gyrdrake welled into a ruby bridge between granite-grey neck and magenta jaw; the gyrdrake’s tongue lashed against the air as it bellowed its rage and terror. But the rider was coming, and they would be larger and stronger than her, and they would be better at clambering over dragons in midair than her, and better with a knife.
They hoisted themself onto the Dawn’s back with a grace entirely out of place on this terrible plunge. They’d done this before. Zaya felt their body shift, felt the pain of their hand gripping her feathers—not hers, the Dawn’s feathers—to steady themself while they drew a knife. She realized she had no idea what they looked like, save that their body was long-limbed and starved lean, and they were right-handed; she knew them only from the Dawn’s referred sensations, not her eyes. They did not know she knew they were there. With a painful surge of will, she made herself not look as she felt them creep toward her. 
“If this doesn’t work,” Zaya said quietly, “I’m going to need you to roast the gyrdrake’s head.”
If I do that, we’re going to fall a lot faster.
“If you do that, you can let go of it and we can fly.”
Why didn’t we do that before this other human got up on my back? 
“You’re the one with its neck in your teeth! I can’t do all the thinking around here!”
The gyrdrake’s rider was in arm’s reach of Zaya now. She reached for the Dawn, but didn’t move it.
I don’t like this. I don’t like you in my head.
“You’re alive because of me in your head.”
The bandit’s weight came forward on their feet, and Zaya lashed at them with the Dawn’s tail.
It was not long or strong enough to knock them off—but the long orange feathers of the Dawn’s tail-tip blinded them for a moment, and Zaya drew her knife and wheeled to stab them in the meat of their thigh.
It was an awkward stroke, without much strength in it, and it glanced off a strut of some hard substance sewn into the bandit’s pants. She looked up into their eyes for a moment. The bandit was a Mrineen man, with the awkward tan of a human who’s spent a long time outside in a climate his complexion hadn’t evolved for. He was too thin, his teeth poor and partial, his hair weirdly well-kept. She felt his weight shift forward again, ready to swing, and thrust the Dawn’s tail between his legs. 
He buckled his knees in for protection, but she wasn’t after the jewels. She switched the tail back as hard as she—the Dawn—could, swept him half off his feet.
She tucked her knife into her armpit, grabbed a handful of feathers with all the strength she could muster, and reached to release the flame from the Dawn’s mouth.
The gyrdrake shrieked in agony and belched its own jet of fire, but its wings went slack before its voice gave out. The rush of air redoubled, and the half-pried-off bandit skirled off into the air. 
“Letgoletgoletgoletgo,” Zaya shouted, and after a moment’s confusion the Dawn did, using its wings to catch the air and stop, at last, the roar of careering sky that would have spelled their deaths.
“Slayer of the Beasts that Haunt the Night,” Zaya breathed, and before she could thank the god for their intercession, her sight went black with an impact that hit her like a brick house collapsing.
When her senses came back, she was falling, wedged between the Dawn’s shoulder and its wing. Her arm burned with effort—not her own arm, but the Dawn’s wing, which was pushing up in ways it wasn’t built to do, keeping her just barely balanced on its back. The Dawn was snapping and shooting fire at a gyrdrake that had come at them from above, weaving back and forth to keep the bigger wyrm from gaining any more purchase. She felt the gyrdrake’s talon graze her thigh.
She wrestled herself back up onto the Dawn’s back, then felt something disengage from her jacket and fall away. She caught it by reflex; sharp steel bit her palm. She had not lost the knife. 
The gyrdrake’s talon was inches away from her. It could gut her with a twitch. Zaya grabbed its feathers anyway, pulled herself over the wing like a half-lamed sloth, felt the whistle of a blade lash past her shoulder blades, and severed the thong on the wyrm’s saddle with a single stroke. She darted out of the Dawn’s mind and into the gyrdrake’s just in time to amplify the frequency range of the human voice: The bandit’s plummeting shout echoed louder in the gyrdrake’s brain than it had any right to do. The gyrdrake pushed off the Dawn like a hawk off a branch, following its rider. 
Its talon snagged her jacket as it left. For a brief moment, it dragged her with it off the Dawn. Then she fell away. 
Between her and the gleaming green sands there was nothing but air.
She knew she was falling, heard the slipstream roaring in her ears and tearing at her skin, but all she felt was a deep, suffusing stillness. There was nothing she could do. 
What peace there was in that.
Her jacket jerked upward, the leather cutting into her armpits; weightlessness became weight, and her heart crashed against the cage of her ribs. The air stank of rotten eggs, and she heard the Dawn pant from above her: It had seized her jacket in its teeth. She laughed, high and hooting, tears steaming from her eyes. “Fsenivain!” she said, reaching into the wyrm’s mind as she said it.
What?
Zaya imaged Fsenivain and the Ranger Wyrm; she felt the Dawn twist its head to look up. 
She’s fine. The other wyrm is running away.
“You saved me.”
The wyrm’s mind acknowledged this, but seemed to feel no need to reply to it. Zaya looked down on the still-onrushing sands. Two bodies sprawled like dropped dolls; when she looked up to the horizon, she saw the dwindling forms of two gyrdrakes, headed west.
“They could have killed us.”
Probably. But why?
“I feel like you’re saying you wouldn’t avenge my death.”
I wouldn’t avenge your death.
“My old dragon would have.”
I can’t keep flying with you in my mouth. I need to land.
“I know.”
The caravan and the curves of the dunes grew as they descended, and the Dawn’s hot breath stank, and the leather of Zaya’s jacket cut into her armpits. She couldn’t  wipe the sweat from her brow for fear of slipping out of the jacket, so she let the drops form, swell, and fall, evaporating in the desert air before they hit the sand.






  
  Chapter 2


ETHNICITIES. As of this writing, there are three main ethnicities occupying the city: The Mrineen, who fucked off from Mlinivoun so they could live around dragons again; the Kayalim, who fled here to escape the anti-psionic putsches in Kayazē a few decades after the Mrineen made landfall; and the Ililuë, who’ve lived here literally forever. There’s much to be said about the politics of all this, but I’ve received editorial feedback that my charismatic authorial voice is prone to off-putting compound tangents, so let’s stick to Actionable Intelligence For Tourists With Good Taste in Guidebooks: 
Yemareir is a profoundly unequal city, and if you’re just sightseeing in the relatively affluent areas you’ll probably run into mostly Mrineen. Don’t dump on dragons or talk politics and you’ll be fine. With Kayalim: Don’t assume they don’t speak Mlin (they do), don’t default to “they” if you don’t know gender (ask for pronouns, it’s fine), and don’t ask them to make animals do tricks (SO RUDE). With Ililuë: Don’t assume that they are struggling if they are unhoused (a lot of them are well-resourced transients from outlying communities) and, for the love of all you hold dear, don’t assume that they’re forest spirits or like mammal-plant hybrids just because they’ve got some green in their skin or the whites of their eyes. It’s diet. Don’t get creative.

SEE ALSO: Amalgam (Ililuë); Church of the Wyrm Immanent; Conurbation (Ililuë); Dragon; Precinct; Psionics.

—From “A Visitor’s Handbook for Yemareir,” by Shenireen Agama


      ***Zaya stumbled and nearly fell on her face when she dismounted from the wyrm to check back in with the caravan, but after a swift debrief, she and Fsenivain were back in the air: The first thing to be done was put some distance between the caravan and the site of the attack, in case the bandits had friends who’d come looking. She spent the flight aching, sweating, trembling, and revising hate-filled monologues aimed at the head of the expedition—who had unquestionably made the right call in moving on, but Zaya needed something to take her mind off her mutinous body. She wanted to pour herself into the Dawn’s mind, but didn’t dare. It wasn’t exhaustion that had made her fall when they had landed; she’d gone too deep into the Dawn’s mind during the dogfight, and her brain had begun to forget her own body plan. 
The caravan moved at a forced-march pace, and by the time they landed, they were ahead of schedule for the day. At that point came the questions, the stories, the tears. There was extra food because the cook forgot that Vrinzhoon and Zrileen were dead; there was extra drinking in their memory. The expedition head, Anzoun Rinkhal, took one sip of arrack to thank them and left the rest of the crew to the valediction. Zaya did her part, roasting Vrinzhoon for his unearned pride in his wyrm-handling and Zrileen for her awkward crush on one of the camel-drivers, then blunting the barbs by recounting times they had displayed basic humanity, the sort of story that draws praise and weeping only when it is told about the dead. She would sooner have done a haka, where the fixed forms of the funeral words gained new meaning from the memories of the mourned souls; but there weren’t any other Kayalim on the expedition, and she wasn’t in the mood for teaching. 
When Zaya stumbled away from the campfire, duty done, light was still bleeding through Anzoun Rinkhal’s tent-flap. She peeled it aside to spy him at his writing desk, bent over a letter. It would go to Vrinzhoon or Zrileen’s family. Maybe it would have some of the stories from their campfire wake. When she put her head down, she thought as hard as she could about Kiriki, hoping to dream of her. But sleep came fast, black, and heavy; and if she dreamed, the dream did not stay.

      ***“What do you think Rinkhal was after in the souk?” Zaya asked Fsenivain as they doffed their uniforms in the locker room at the depot. Weeks on dragonback had given Fsenivain a farmer’s tan on face, neck, and forearms; the latter were smooth, but her chest and legs were thick with brown hair. It seemed she’d only bothered to shave the skin that showed when she was in uniform. 
They had come through the Amber Gate late in the afternoon, the sun in their faces as it slid down closer to the city. Customs took longer when you’d lost people, although in truth the customs officers spent less time on Vrinzhoon and Zrileen than the investigator from Transdesert Corporation spent on the loss of their wyrms. But Zaya and Fsenivain had had to talk to both. Then Anzoun Rinkhal kept them waiting in the Souk of All Worlds while he made a rendezvous. By the time they made it to the depot, the sun was down and stars were coming out.
“He had that sack of emeralds,” Fsenivain said. “The one we dipped south to go pick up.”
Zaya remembered the sack, a rectangle about the size of a paperback in tan raffia velvet. “Is that why spent the night at that convivency?” 
Fsenivain paused her shaving to shrug. “We didn’t have it before, we had it after.”
Zaya sighed and took out her own razor. She pulled the hair back from her forehead and began cutting a bit above the roots, doing her best to keep the azure locks from getting everywhere. 
Fsenivain met her eyes in the mirror. “Scared straight?” she asked—enough singsong in her voice to make it plausibly a joke, enough depth in her gaze to invite an honest answer. 
“What’s it to you?” Zaya asked, putting more warmth behind her smile than she was feeling. 
“I liked your hair. But, look, if your near-death experience in the desert made you realize you want to settle down with a nice man and squeeze out a million babies, far be it from me to stand between you and happiness.”
“This isn’t about settling down with a nice man,” Zaya said, continuing to work back over her scalp. “I killed a man and a wyrm out there. This is in memory of that. That’s where the hair-cropping custom comes from. In Kayazē, warriors would shave their heads when they made a kill. About a generation after we came here, we decided everyone who’d survived that long was a warrior.” She was almost halfway back on her scalp by now; a scraggly fuzz of blue remained. She’d forgotten how much she hated the shape of her naked head. “About a generation after that, those of us who’d gotten kicked out of their families for kissing the wrong people decided we didn’t want to identify as killers. And then we spent five hundred years living in a city where most of us shaved their heads all the time and never killed anyone, so most people forgot what it used to mean.”
“Things they never teach you in school,” Fsenivain sighed. Ask yourself why that is, Zaya did not say. “So what does coloring your hair mean?”
“Whatever it would mean if you did it. Not everything’s about history.” This wasn’t really true, but it was close enough. She was on the back of her head now, groping for the last few strands of longer hair.
“Well, in any case, let me know if you need some help cleaning up back there.”
Zaya appraised her no-longer-colleague with the eye of a thirsty woman appraising a cold beer. Fsenivain wasn’t her type… but that might be better than it was bad, all things considered. And the family wasn’t expecting her home at any particular time. Then again, any drink looks good when you’re thirsty, even if you know you’ll regret it later.
“I’ll be all right. Thanks for the offer.”
Fsenivain shrugged and turned to her ablutions. Zaya was still shaving when she left. Regret nipped at her, but lightly. In any case, Fsenivain had left a calling card in Zaya’s locker: A smooth, black bead. She pocketed it.
She went to the mailroom to drop off a figurine she’d picked up in a covered market in Kerkakan: A pair of little owls carved from elephant ivory, a larger one wrapping its wings around an owlet so expertly done that each time Zaya touched it she expected to feel the fuzz of down. No one was there, so she wrote “for Kanireen in the routing office,” then turned to leave. 
The stable at the depot was in the opposite direction of the exit, but still, she made the detour. The smell of ham was in the air; dinner for the wyrms was quarter-pigs tonight. She found the Dawn, which was eating a seared carcass with more than a little enthusiasm. She felt its mind reach out tentatively to her own.
“I just wanted to thank you,” she said. “For not getting me killed.”
It understood the sentiment, she thought, but did not have much of a repertoire for responding. That was all right. “That’s all,” she said. “Enjoy your dinner.”
I liked flying with you, the wyrm said.
Zaya smiled. “Maybe we’ll do it again one day.”
I don’t think so.
“Me neither. But we humans like to tell stories about nice things that won’t happen.”
The wyrm’s mind showed no particular appreciation of the telling of stories about nice things that won’t happen. Zaya took the hint and left.

      ***The depot was in Madder Precinct. Zaya thought about renting a rickshaw, but compromised on a bike, taking the long way through the Boulevard of Parfumiers, which was wide and well lit. A Ranger Wyrm and an Eyrie Shrike screamed over her as she pedaled down the boulevard, the Ranger struggling to overtake but never quite managing; the Shrike’s rider was too good, anticipating the Ranger’s moves and generally making a nuisance of occupying the best lanes for passing. They disappeared into an alley in the direction of the shore. The Glimmerblind, then—if they were ’streamers at all, and not just a pair of wyrm-riders with something to prove. Zaya looked behind her to see if any other wyrms were flying the course that night, but saw none. She breathed the scent of sulphur, hanging in the wyrms’ wake; her legs felt strong on the pedals, her balance on the two wheels unshakable. The walkers on the Boulevard pointed at where the racing wyrms had gone, laughing, complimenting, analyzing. 
She left the bike on a corner a few streets from the house, then walked the rest of the way. She waved at the waitron in the mate shop, then to the kids sitting out on the rim of the fountain in the square when they should have been studying, then walked down Laurel Street, unlocked the gate in the low glass-crowned wall around the tenement, and ducked in to take the stairs, which smelled of the cedar planks they were clad in. It had been three years since she’d smelled that staircase. House Shearwater had moved back in from the co-domiciled flat in Celadon Precinct while she’d been gone. The last time she’d walked up these stairs, Jaliki’s legs had been as stubby as sausages; Taavi and Gilthiniel had been shorter than her; Eäril had been a baby, Enwë had not been born yet, Vnaleen had not died, and Vanako had not joined the family. She paused outside the door to take one extra breath, then, for the first time in six weeks, entered her home.
Minshoon was at the table, of course. He’d taken over half of it with stacks of paper, half of it house finances and half mathematical enthusiasms (Zaya had long given up on telling which was which). His smile was as broad as his shoulders and as quick as his legs; he closed the distance and scooped her up before she could say hello. She felt a knot loosen inside her as she squeezed his ribs. When he set her down, his smile was mostly gone. “We missed you,” he said.
She chuckled. “You and who exactly?”
“Everyone. Even Vani misses your potatoes in chili sauce. I tried to make it once, but it never comes out the way they like it. What did you do to your hair?” He looked at her as though seeing her for the first time. “Oh, Zaya.”
She ran a hand over the new stubble on her scalp. “It’s all right. Couple of bandits on gyrdrakes. We lost some guards.”
“More than one?”
“Two.” She knew what he’d ask next. “There were four of us.”
“Hey,” came a quiet voice from the hallway: Kirono had come out, broad as always and no taller than Zaya but a little more gaunt than he had been, the circles under his eyes a little darker. His hair was pale violet and slicked back. 
“New hair,” said Zaya, walking over to embrace him; he smelled of copper and gunpowder. “It looks good.”
“Yours not so much,” he said. “I caught the story. I’m glad you’re OK.”
“I’m definitely dead, I just haven’t realized it yet. I’m going to say hi to the kids and then collapse. You can wake me in autumn.”
“No way,” said Minshoon. “You don't get to spend six weeks in the desert and then sleep all summer. And you don’t get to just sneak out of this conversation about almost getting killed on the job.”
“The wyrms are very well trained.” Zaya gave him a look that was supposed to communicate And so’s your girl, by the way, but it was hard to summon the steel of a gimlet gaze when her eyes wouldn’t focus from fatigue. “And it’s the last haul of the season. I’m going to be here all summer. I couldn’t sneak away from you if I wanted to.”
“Good,” said Minshoon, returning to the table and his papers. “You’re going to want to.”
“He who needs his kith to make potatoes with chili sauce should be careful about getting salty with the cook.”
“All right.”
“I can take care of myself in the air, Minshoon.”
“I know.” He put a hand up in conciliation. “I do, actually, know. Go kiss your children, they miss you. Or at least your potatoes.”
“You watered the irises, right?”
“I watered the irises.”
Zaya turned to enter the hallway, and Kirono turned with her, headed back to his room. “Hey,” he said. “Be gentle with Vani, all right?”
“What happened?”
“I don’t know. Not nothing. She’s been stroppy for days. Worse than usual, I mean,” he added before Zaya could say the obvious thing. “She’s been snapping at Jaliki, even.”
“And all you’ve got is ‘not nothing’?”
“I’m on the edge of a breakthrough, and if we don’t publish it soon then Keneftheen Ferdelance will.”
“What breakthrough?”
“A new configuration for steel injection molding that’ll improve efficiency by—”
“Forget I asked.”
“She’s been out late a lot on the nights when she’s at her apprenticeship,” Kirono said. “That’s all I’ve seen. Normally Cer would just spy on her, but Enwë takes up all her time, so Minshoon’s basically been the only parent for the rest of them, and with Jaliki’s attack—”
“Jaliki had an attack?”
“Not that bad. Nipped him in the calf, it was over in a minute, he was only down for a day or two. But Minshoon’s been off his game since. I think he’s been just kind of getting through the days until you got back.”
Zaya took a deep breath through her nose, then touched the wall and looked up at the ceiling. “Maybe one of these days, a party when I get back? Instead of throwing me directly into the garbage fire?”
“You can go to bed if you want,” said Kirono. “The garbage will still be on fire in the morning.”
Zaya shook her head. “I’ve missed them for too long already.”
“I’m glad you’re OK.” Kirono jerked his head toward his room. “I’ve got to get back to work.”
Zaya nodded, and he slipped through his door, releasing a gust of odors she didn’t want to think too hard about. She looked at the doors off the hallway one by one and chose.






  
  Chapter 3


KEROSTASIA. The state of being preyed on by a ker. Colloquially, “hunted.” 

SEE ALSO: Ker.

—From “A Visitor’s Handbook for Yemareir,” by Shenireen Agama


      ***The first room was Taavi and Gilthiniel’s—the one they’d chosen to stay in together, even as the oldest children in the house. Taavi was studying a diagram Zaya half-recognized as a schematic of some organic process, iterated panels showing a cluster of colored balls docking at a conveniently shaped aperture on a large tube, which opened at their attachment. Gilthiniel was scribbling equations and cursing. The room smelled a bit like boy, but forgivably so. They turned a hair too quickly when she opened the door, then regained their cool; Zaya had to claim her hugs. She went for Gilthiniel first, throwing her arms around his neck from behind. “New beard,” she said. “It looks good on you.” 
He rubbed her head, cringing from her kiss on his cheek only enough to be able to say he’d done it. “I guess I’m making up for you?”
“When mine grows back, will you shave yours?”
Gilthiniel’s look was as dire as the grave.
“Then you’re not making up for anything.” Taavi had gotten up; Zaya had to reach up for her embrace. “Cerminir put fertilizer in the tagine again, didn’t she?”
“Please, Mom, I’ve been taller than you since forever?” She gave Zaya the same look Minshoon had. “What happened?”
“A couple of bandits. Nothing we couldn’t scare off once they realized we could—once they took a loss.”
“And you gave it to them?” Taavi nodded in cool appraisal. “Pretty hard, Mom?”
Zaya sat down on Taavi’s bed. “There’s a reason you’re not allowed to leave the house until facts are piling up on your desk from pouring out your ears, and it’s so you don’t end up like your mother. How’s studying going?” Taavi would be reading entrance exams in natural philosophy, Gilthiniel in engineering.
“Written should be fine?”
Zaya closed her eyes against the sight of Taavi for a moment. She and her twin had always been beautiful, long and slim with rosewood skin and soft curls that Taavi wore short and azure and Gilthiniel wore long and undyed. Zaya had never been within wyrm-flame range of a university examination room, but she knew who the examiners would be, and how they would look on Taavi’s skin, her hair, her bright, loose Kayalim clothes. “Oral will be fine too.”
Taavi was clearly not so sure, and just as clearly afraid to express her doubt; Zaya’s heart twitched in sympathy. “You looked at me like that when I asked you if you wanted to live with us,” Zaya said. “Just like that—you didn’t want to say yes, but you were too afraid to admit you didn’t want to say yes.” She got up from the bed and touched Taavi’s cheek, then tousled Gilthiniel’s tight-kinked hair. “But you made the right call. You’re good at thinking on your feet. Both of you.”
“You don’t always have to shower us with wisdom when you come back,” said Gilthiniel, not looking up from the double integral he was chewing on. “We’re not kids. We know why you have to go.”
“Showering you with wisdom reinforces my place in the dominance hierarchy,” said Zaya. “Which is especially important when adolescent males in the troop start doing insubordinate things like killing it on university entrance exams. Hey, your fathers told me Vani’s been acting strange. Is there anything you can share?”
At that, Gilthiniel did look up; he and Taavi shared a glance. “She’s been out late at her apprenticeship a lot,” said Gilthiniel. “I guess the architect is kind of a hardass, makes her redo a lot of work.”
He looked at Zaya; Taavi looked at him; he looked at Taavi; Taavi looked at Zaya. “I saw her come back to the square the wrong way one night?” Taavi said. “She came in going north from Orange Street instead of west from Goosefoot Street? But her apprenticeship is in north Viridian?” North Viridian was well northeast of House Shearwater; there was no reason to come back from the south. 
“That doesn’t prove anything,” said Gilthiniel. “Maybe she was getting food.”
“There’s nothing there but houses and schools?”
“Maybe she was dropping someone off.”
“Taavi knows it doesn’t prove anything,” said Zaya. “Vani’s not in trouble. But I’ve been gone six weeks. I just want to know everything’s all right.”
“Reinforcing your place in the dominance hierarchy,” said Gilthiniel. It didn’t sound as funny when he said it.
“It’s good to see you,” Zaya said. “Thank you. Don’t study too hard.”
“You sure?” said Gilthiniel.
“Good point. Study too hard, please. I love you.”
“Love you,” they said in one voice, and Zaya left, closing the door gently behind her.

      ***Vanako was next oldest, and had the next visit by right, but Zaya skipped her room. No one, she knew with a certainty not unmixed with guilt, would question the decision to see Jaliki next. 
He was in bed, propped up on an elbow, reading by moonlight—or, rather, scrambling to hide the book and close his eyes, which he hadn’t quite managed by the time Zaya had slipped into the room. She let him finish, let the eyes close and the breath deepen and the book flash under his pillow, then gave him a moment to open his eyes again. 
When he didn’t, she flashed a glance around the room. Her eyes came to rest on a sleek brown hound under the desk, its eyes peacefully shut, its chin resting on crossed forepaws. She took two silent steps toward it and kicked out as hard as she could. Its ribs shifted satisfyingly under her boot-toe; its eyes snapped open, wide and liquid and soulful. They met hers for a moment, and the hound vanished.
“And stay out,” Zaya whispered, knowing it neither would nor could. She sat beside Jaliki and rested a hand on his hip, which was as bony as the rest of him. “No sale, little man,” she said in her low, don’t-wake-the-children voice. “Come give your mother a hug.”
He bolted up, threw strong skinny arms around her, and the world was hers: the weight in her lap, the sharp angles of his shoulder blades, the smell of his hair. She kissed him on the scalp and the shoulder and on the thick bone behind his ear. Her fingers drifted down to his calf and felt the linen of the bandage.
He pulled away to look at her, and she regretted looking for the wound. “It’s OK,” he said. “It wasn’t that bad. Just one bite, and he didn’t go for the center of my body. That’s better, right?”
Her right hand found his left, where the middle and ring fingers were missing past the third joint. Immediately she regretted it, but he didn’t say anything. “It’s better,” she said. “Papa Minshoon said you were only down for two days. That’s good. How’s your walking?”
“Little slow. It hurts to put too much weight on it. Dr. ze-Jashi says I should be back to normal in a month or two.”
Tears sprang forth; Zaya fought the urge to wipe them. “When did it happen?”
“I don’t really want to talk about it.”
That was new. “I won’t make you,” Zaya said. “But I’d feel better if I knew.”
Jaliki shifted his weight as if he had to pee and made a dissatisfied grunting noise, which was generally a sign that she should drop the subject. But then he spoke.
“It was about a month ago, at dinner. He knocked me back in my chair and started biting. He just appeared out of thin air, we thought he was in here. Gil and Papa Minshoon and Mom Cerminir all got hands on him, but…” Jaliki shrugged. “At least he didn’t want too much this time”
“Oh, breath of mine.” By now it was pointless to pretend the tears weren’t there. “Enwë and Eäril saw?”
“They’re pretty scared of him now.”
They can get in line, she did not say. “Have you and Minshoon been doing the rituals?” she said.
“Yeah,” he said, with a look off to the side that said not as often as the doctor prescribed. 
“Of course,” she repeated. “School?”
“I can’t,” said Jaliki. “The schools in Lilac don’t want the ker there. They say they don’t have room for it. But I think they’re worried it’ll attack me again in class. Papa Minshoon is looking for something,” he said hastily, and Zaya realized she had drawn in a great draught of air without plans for what to do with it. She let it out with as quiet a sigh as she could.
She squeezed Jaliki around the chest; he tucked his head in the crook of her neck. “I missed you,” she said. “Do you remember anything about this house?”
“A little,” he said. “I remember the murals on the ceiling. I remember how you slept with your feet at the head of your bed so the sun wouldn’t shine on your face. Why didn’t you just move your bed?”
“Mama Kiriki and I had the bed that way,” said Zaya. “She liked to wake up early.”
“Why?”
Memories of those early mornings blazed through Zaya’s blood like strong coffee—bruised lips, aching tongues, sweat drying under dawn light. She kissed Jaliki’s head, lifted her arm and got up; it felt wrong to hold a child with her mind wrapped up in those thoughts. “She and I were different that way,” she said. “Anyway, that’s the bed you were born in, and that’s where it was when you were born. How could I change that?”
Sometimes those little stories would make Jaliki ask for a bigger story, something from the weeks that Kiriki had had with him before Ashen Precinct took her. Zaya didn’t realize that’s what she’d been hoping for until he didn’t ask for it. “Good night, heart of mine,” she said. “I’ll see you in the morning.”
“Good night.”
The ker had reappeared under the desk. Zaya kicked at it again in passing. It yelped and whined, but it looked her in the eye and did not leave. 
“Mom, don’t.”
She turned to look at Jaliki, conscious to make sure she wasn’t wheeling around in attack. The words came to her mind as though they’d been there waiting to surge forth: 
I know it’ll never leave, not until it takes you from me. I know I can’t stop its teeth from finding your flesh, your bones, your heart. But I can make it suffer. You can’t take that from me. It’s all I have.
But it was not all she had; and she smoothed every tremor from her voice as she looked him steadily in the eye and said, “All right, breath of mine. For you, I’ll stop.”

      ***Cerminir had taken what Zaya still thought of as Yyrreen’s old room, around the bend in the hallway, and the younger children slept with her, Eäril in her own bed and Enwë in Cerminir’s, the bassinet a formality. The room was thick-curtained and dark, and close with the musty-sweet smell of baby. Eäril was asleep; Zaya planted a kiss in her eyrie of soft curls and let her be. Enwë was latched on her mother’s breast, and Zaya kissed them both on the crowns of their heads as well. Cerminir stirred and whispered, “Welcome home.” 
“Hi, Cer. It’s good to see you. Enwë’s so big.” 
Enwë fussed, mewled and pawed at Cerminir’s breast, then fell to sucking. “She puts on this performance every night,” Cerminir whispered. “She’d better be fucking growing. Get out of here before you wake them, otherwise they’ll be insufferable in the morning. I’ll see you when I’m decent.”
Zaya closed the door as gently as she could, then looked up and down the hall. Her own room was next door, at the point on the corridor of bedrooms farthest from the common room, just behind the kitchen. Then there was Kirono’s, then Minshoon’s, and then Vanako’s.
The pull of bed was strong, just then: If Kirono thought “not nothing” was going on with Vanako, then any conversation with her was going to be long, one-sided, and exhausting, with a strong chance of an explosion. But if it happened now, they could go to sleep afterward, and maybe it would only ruin the evening instead of an entire day. Zaya drew in a long breath, held it for a moment, and knocked.
“Hey, Vani, It’s me,” she said. “I just wanted to say hi before I went to bed.”
Nothing.
“Minshoon,” Zaya called from the hallway. “You said she was here, right?”
“She’s not here?”
“I don’t know. Vani,” she called, “I’m opening the door on three unless I hear something. One, two, three.”
A bitter, acrid scent nagged at Zaya’s nostrils when she opened the door. It wasn’t easy to be sure Vanako wasn’t there; books, clothes, soft toys, pillows, blankets, and papers covered in paintings and sketches piled up in drifts, any number of which could have concealed a person. But of people it was empty.
Minshoon looked over Zaya’s shoulder. “Vani? Did she go out the window?”
Zaya sniffed once, then again, then laughed. “Smell that?”
“What?”
“Mastic and Dusk Stalker feather. She used a stealth charm. Sneaked right by you.”
“Or maybe right by you.”
“No way. I'd pick up that smell in a second.” Zaya briefly auditioned a few swears, then settled on “Shit.”
“What do you think we should do?” said Minshoon.
Zaya made herself breathe in and out: Once, twice. “I’ve been gone for six weeks,” she said. “The only context I have for the disappearance of this entire problem child is that you and Kirono think possibly ‘not nothing’ might be going on with her and, now, that she’s learned enough petty sorcery to catch you napping. Six weeks ago, the only sorcery she knew was how to say ‘Fuck you, mom,’ in a voice that scraped the inside of my skull like a grapefruit spoon and when I asked anyone where she was, I got the right answer!” The last word came out loud enough to ring from the close walls of the hallway. She held a single finger up, breathed deeply into her nose, and blew a thin stream of air out through her mouth. “This isn’t your fault. She’s old enough to be responsible for herself. But you’ve actually been here for the past six weeks, and I need more from you than I’m getting. Like, for example, where could she be, and what could she be doing?”
“I don’t know.”
“Minshoon. Try.”
Minshoon ran a hand through his hair; his face looked like he’d eaten something that was just starting to go sour in his stomach. “She doesn’t say much about school other than she hates it. She found an apprenticeship with a draughtsman twice a week in Viridian, right across the border from the school. I’ve seen her walking back from those with a Kayalim girl, she said her name was Eneki. I’ve seen her in the courtyard with a few kids from the project, the only ones whose names I know are Vayali and Berilien—”
“That girl’s name isn’t Eneki.”
Jaliki had walked down the hall to Vanako’s open door. The ker was panting from between his legs, smiling for all the world as though it were a normal dog. 
“Hey, Jali,” said Minshoon, squatting down and reaching out to touch his cheek. “Why didn’t you say something?”
“I didn’t know she told you her name was Eneki. It’s Zayeni. We met up with her a couple times when we went over to Dr. Snow’s for shaved ice.”
“Are they courting?”
“I don’t know. I saw Zayeni count out money and give some to Vani, though. I thought I had to go to the bathroom but I tried and I didn’t have to go, so—”
“Why not the Sweet Soldier?”
“I know,” said Jaliki, growing very serious. “Sweet Soldier has the best lemon cloudberry ice and Dr. Snow’s doesn’t even have cloudberry and their lemon is way too sweet and they have the crappy ice that’s all pebbly—”
“Don’t say crappy,” said Minshoon, relieved to be on familiar ground.
“And it’s across the entire precinct from the border with Viridian,” said Zaya. “Right by the Chartreuse border.” Zaya mulled this for a moment, then shoved the ker out of the way to give Jaliki a quick hug and a kiss on the temple. “Thank you, Jali. Go to sleep.”
“What about Vani?” he asked. The ker whined as if in echo.
“I’ll find her.”
“Where?” said Minshoon.
Zaya’s eyes flickered over to Jaliki, but fuck it: This was his sister, he should know who she was. “There are three bars in east Chartreuse that are open at this hour,” said Zaya. “Even Vanako’s friend Zayeni wouldn’t be dumb enough to set foot in the Blind Beggar without a crew. That leaves Jizeki’s and the Vat. If I don’t find her in one of those places, I’ll be back inside an hour.”
“How do you know which bars are open in the middle of the night?” said Jaliki.
“We’ll talk about it when you’re older.”
“I’m older than I’ve ever been!”
“What if you do find her?” asked Minshoon.
“That depends,” said Zaya, “on how long it takes me to skin and gut her before I drag her home.”
“Mom,” said Jaliki—half in admonition, half impressed. The ker yipped with excitement, and Zaya probably would have kicked the teeth out of its shitty face if she’d been in range, but she was already out the door.






  
  Chapter 4


KER. “The terminal instar of certain teratopneumic entities. Like most other pneumic entities, kers engage in protective mimicry, usually manifesting as intelligent social animals such as mammals and birds.” I read this in Tgarain Amphisbaena’s Nosomimetic Curses; the whole thing is like this. Translation for humans: A ker is a baby demon cosplaying as an animal, who even knows why.
Amphisbaena again: “The metamorphosis to adulthood requires the ker to bond with, alter, and ultimately consume the ba of an intelligent animal. A ker’s method of stalking is reminiscent of the ora or land crocodile, with long bouts of leisurely and even amicable society punctuated by probing attacks that escalate in ferocity until the final, fatal strike.” Again for the humans: Kers fuel their final metamorphosis by persistence hunting humans and tearing hunks off their bodies and souls over the course of months and years. 
Why put this grim shit in a guide for tourists? Well, Reader, this affliction is pretty common in Yemareir, and you’ll probably see some folks in the streets being followed by vultures or hyenas or massive monitor lizards and you could be forgiven for thinking, hey, this city is full of Kayalim empaths, doesn’t it kind of rock that these people have tamed all these dangerous pets? And you should know that they’re not pets, they’re not tame, they’re eventually going to eat those people they’re following, and there’s nothing anybody can do to stop it.
SEE ALSO: Empathy, Psionic; Goety; Magic.
—From “A Visitor’s Handbook for Yemareir,” by Shenireen Agama


      ***House Shearwater was on the northeast side of Lilac Precinct—high-towered, clean-streeted, well lit even at this waning hour. The bicycle Zaya had ridden earlier was where she’d left it, and she wheeled onto one of the broad, smooth thoroughfares that radiated like spokes through the precinct from the broodspire. 
A broodspire was the heart of its precinct, and the architecture always converged on the approach to it—windows grew smaller, heights shorter, and stones rougher, while draconic friezes, mosaics, and gargoyles became a noticeable theme and then a frantic, all-encrusting obsession. In Lilac Precinct, even the streetlights were dragons, globe gas-lamps resting teeth-rimmed in hyperextended jaws.
The broodspire itself arose from a circular plaza, with a low wall of thousand-year-old slate forming the inner edge of a ring road. The spire was not the tallest structure in Lilac Precinct, still less in Yemareir, but it was the tallest by far in the plaza, where the entirety of the architecture was proto-Yemari, squat and wyrm-festooned. It was built much like its perimeter wall, of stacked slates and much-patched mortar, a soaring stone needle shot through with warrens and bowers in which, when the season came, Dawn Wyrms would meet and mate. In midsummer afternoons the stench of guano and carrion would pour off it like a waterfall. The spire’s hugeness seemed to bow the city itself in toward it; Zaya felt her body slant dangerously inward as she whipped around the ring road, to emerge on the opposite side.
Sweat and cool night air cleansed Zaya’s mind, the burn of her lungs and the ache in her legs cleared it; but the streets on a bicycle felt ponderous and interminable, and with the torque of her turn on the ring road she recognized—not for the first time—that she had been straining to push the bike to wyrmspeed. She let herself ease off on the pedals, swallowing the slow creep of the streets like a dry scrap of bread, and thought forward. She would take Jizeki’s first; the barmaster knew her and, since she’d started coming without her fathers, had even grown to like her. The Vat’s owner was a self-hating Kayalim—which wasn’t to say she wouldn’t take two young Kayalim girls’ money, but she’d surely take any excuse to get them out as fast as she could manage it. Which meant they were probably at Jizeki’s.
The Vat was also nearer the Blind Beggar—which, in spite of her reassurances to Minshoon, Zaya was not at all sure Vanako was smart enough to avoid.
Zaya didn’t remember the day they’d first interviewed Vanako, three seasons ago in Celadon Precinct, because she hadn’t been there; she’d been on a months-long haul, shepherding a shipful of teak and argan oil halfway across the inner sea on one of two logy Tephratic Wyrms, which belched clots of burning phlegm that could burn holes in the sails and boards of ships. The captain had insisted that they sleep on a purpose-built raft far from the ship, and she’d joined them in solidarity, feeding them nips of her rum ration and encouraging them to attempt target practice on far-away flotsam. When she’d gotten home, flush with cash, she’d heard about this orphaned girl, a daughter of a cousin of Kirono’s colleague who’d end up on a work crew for selling datura and stealing unless a family could take her off the dole. She’d been upset at how fast things had moved without her—but she understood it; the girl needed a family, Zaya had been gone and out of contact. Life didn’t wait. “She’s a little rough around the edges,” Minshoon had said. “Really rough,” he’d amended, when Cerminir shot him a jagged-knapped obsidian glare. 
“Sharkskin rough,” Cerminir had said. “Rough enough to rip your face off.”
“But Jaliki loves her.”
It had all been true. 
The gradient of architecture from modern to ancient reversed itself along Temnodont Street west of the Lilac broodspire—but it reversed itself into a different version of modernity, one more slapdash and stunted than the East Lilac of House Shearwater. It was not a glaring difference—Lilac was still Lilac, a community of respectable Kayalim who tithed for schools, apprenticeships, and public art—but there were more open storefronts, more dead streetlamps, light creeping through more barred and curtained first-floor windows. 
The Lilac-Chartreuse border, on the other hand, might as well have been a canyon. More stores were closed than open, more street signs missing than in place; high-rise tenements on either side, built at the same time in the same style, faced each other like cautionary tales of the ravages of time, the Chartreuse buildings pitted with weather damage and gaping with shattered windows. 
Zaya’s heart rose in her throat, but she felt her shoulders loosen. Her daughter was here. She was lost. She wasn’t safe. It was time to take her home.

      ***Jizeki’s held a free shot of lemon arrack and the beginnings of a deep conversation about the bartender’s health that Zaya felt gutted for cutting short... but no Vanako. 
The Vat held a smoky-eyed young woman whose escort Zaya almost goaded into starting a brawl that would have flattened the place... but no Vanako. 

      ***Blood humming with quashed thirst and lemon arrack, Zaya opened the door of the Blind Beggar. She scanned the bar, under the glowing ceiling-mural of a feathered snake, for familiar faces, and got a nod back from Shaiyo Kingfisher and Peacemaker Alwë; that would have to do. In the corner of her eye she saw heads lean toward one another, whispers leap from lips to ears. That she had associates here had been noticed, as she’d hoped. 
The booths opposite the bar were shadow-cauled; the marching elephants above them had never lit up, at least in Zaya’s memory, or Papa Zinji’s either. She breezed past them, as if beelining to the game room at the back, then caught sight of Vanako alone in the corner of her eye and smoothly slipped into the next booth as if she’d been headed there all along. 
If Vanako had noticed her passing by, she gave no sign of it—one thing to thank her new-bald head for, maybe. She pressed her back against the back of the booth and ordered a beer from a sullen waitron. She wanted to pick Vanako up and carry her out of the Blind Beggar like a baby, arms and legs wrapped around her like a sloth cub; she wanted to seize her by the ear and drag her out, shrieking. But what she needed was to know what was going on—and also to show her idiot daughter that bullshit shenanigans would invariably scuttle on the shoals of Zaya Shearwater, which admittedly might have been the lemon arrack and/or quashed thirst talking. She heard feet tap, weight shift, the sharp ring of a thick-bottomed glass. She wondered, half-darkly and half with genuine curiosity, what Vanako was drinking.
At last, someone sat in the booth behind her. Then another person joined. Zaya felt the booth move under the weight of the second, felt him contort himself to fit. A long face poked into Zaya’s booth—a mandrill, she realized after a moment’s surprise. She shrugged and took a long pull of beer; the ape face receded. “Hi Zayeni,” said Vanako. “Who’s your friend?”
Zaya risked leaning out of the booth, just far enough to get a look at the bar. Shaiyo Kingfisher made a small shrugging motion and turned back to his drink. “Screw you too, Shaiyo,” she muttered to herself.
“My name’s Tjaroon,” said the voice that was not Zayeni’s, a nice tenor with the accent of a working-class Mrineen. “I’m sorry we had to meet under these circumstances.”
“You told?” said Vanako, shriller than she could have meant to be. “Zayeni, you promised—”
“I promised I’d hold off as long as I could,” said Zayeni.
Tjaroon laughed—silently, but Zaya felt it through the booth. “Did you, now? We’ll have to talk about that later. I’ll get to the point, Vanako—we have some very concerned clients waiting for the product you’re, I guess we’re saying, unable to account for. What do you expect me to say to them?”
“You don’t have to say anything. I explained it to all of them.”
“You should have explained it to me.” Vanako gasped quietly; Zaya felt her body stiffen through the thin wood of the booth. Her mind reached out to the mandrill’s. It had something soft in its fist: a hank of brilliant purple hair. “When a member of my operation gets robbed, I have concerns. For their own well-being first, of course. Thankfully, you look well.” These last four words were as dry as sand-scoured bones. “Then there are concerns over the fate of the product, and any understandings we might have to achieve with competitors. In these areas, Vanako, there is residual uncertainty.”
“I can’t help you. I didn’t see him, he didn’t say anything. I didn’t smell him. I don’t have anything for you.”
“The thing is, though, Vanako.” Stop repeating her name, Zaya thought. “No one’s set up shop, no one’s fenced the product.”
“Isn’t that good?”
“No one’s talked about an operation like this, no one’s set up the relationships. There’s a particular mix of dumbness, hope, and desperation that you need to execute a smash-and-grab like this with no plan to realize a return—and there are people who have it, but none of them were on Cicada Street in Maroon Precinct between the kebab cart and the Red Fountain at three hours past noon on the fifth of last week. So, Vanako, I have to ask you—”
Zaya didn’t have to feel the tension in the mandrill’s arm to know what was next; the rhythm was built into the script. She stepped out of the booth and elbowed Tjaroon aside to claim the space beside him.
Things happened all at once. The mandrill nearly leaped across the table, but Zaya was already touching its mind, and it was nothing to scramble its brain's instructions to its limbs; it collapsed in front of Vanako, then reared back, baring its fangs. Zayeni, a pretty Kayalim girl of maybe eighteen, fumbled for something between her breasts but seemed to have trouble finding it; Zaya heard something bounce from the seat of the booth to the floor, presumably a knife. Tjaroon collared Zaya and raised a fist, but Zaya sent the mandrill to roar in his face, and he dropped her and scrambled back; and Vanako covered her face in her hands and moaned “Mom, no.”
“Good evening,” Zaya said to Tjaroon. “I’m a much better empath than you, so that handsome monkey is now a much bigger danger to you than he is to me. Mandrills are about four times stronger than humans pound for pound, so if it’s you and maybe young Zayeni against the rest of us, I don’t like your chances. Lucky for you, I’m just here to talk.” Her heart was beating so fast it felt like she was shaking, but each word came out steady.
Tjaroon let the silence hang for a breath, as if ensuring he wouldn’t miss anything else. Then he rested his back against the back of the booth and placed his hands palm-down on the table. “With whom do I have the sudden and unexpected pleasure of speaking?”
“Vanako’s mother,” said Zaya.
“Shearwater-cha,” whispered Zayeni.
Tjaroon looked from Zaya to Vanako and back again.
“Vanako joined my family a year and change ago, in Celadon Precinct,” Zaya said. “Yes, I’m obviously too young to have given birth to her. What you care about is that I have money. Vanako owes you for some lost product. That’s a financial matter, and we’ll settle it like a financial transaction.”
“All respect, Shearwater-cha, if she’s setting up as a competitor—”
“Look into her mother’s eyes,” said Zaya, “and tell me you’re seeing someone who’s going to let her daughter continue selling drugs on the black market for one hot second longer. All she’s going to be ‘setting up’ as is an unbelievably diligent scrubber of dishes and floors for the foreseeable future.”
“If there’s product on the street that isn’t ours, we’ll know.”
“Of course it’s not yours. We’re buying it.”
“You’re not buying it.”
“Yes we are. Whoever mugged Vanako is stealing from us, not you.”
“You don’t have the cash.”
“We will.”
“Bullshit.”
“You know where we live. I can come up with the money.”
Tjaroon raised an eyebrow. “Lilac Precinct is perfectly respectable, but—”
“I have a house. I know you, not an idiot, didn’t give this girl enough ‘product’ that she could buy a house with it.”
Tjaroon looked over at Vanako; laugh lines deepened around his eyes, bringing a strange warmth to his expression. “Mom doesn’t pull punches, does she?” Vanako rolled her eyes. The laugh lines disappeared; Tjaroon’s thick features darkened. “But this isn’t just about money. It’s about respect—”
“Yeah, no.”
Tjaroon looked at Zaya as though she’d spat in his beer. “Speaking of which—”
“No,” Zaya cut in. ”Let me explain. Taking the payout feels wrong to you because you want to punish my daughter for being a bad daughter to you, and you want to do that because shame and pain are how you build your family. But she’s not your example to shame other dealers into performing, she’s not your redemption story to show bad kids how to get back in your good books, she’s not going to be the good soldier you scared straight. She’s just gone. We’re just settling her debt.”
Tjaroon gave her a frankly dark look. “You’re making this sound like a bad deal for me.”
“If you think you can get a better one, I’ve got a mandrill that’ll tell you differently, as soon as it’s done picking shreds of your face out of its teeth with splinters of your finger bones.”
“Holy shit,” Zayeni whispered, leaning into Vanako.
“Twelve slabs,” said Tjaroon.
Zaya’s chest felt like it was full of sand.
“Any less and you can send that monkey at me,” he continued. “But you know I’m not at the top of this operation.”
Zaya looked at Vanako, making her stomach into a ball of steel. “Does that check out?”
“I was going to pull in about eleven,” she said.
“The extra slab’s for my trouble,” Tjaroon put in.
“Fine, you baby,” said Zaya. “We’ll have the first two slabs to you in two weeks. Here?”
“Here’s just fine,” said Tjaroon. “Pleasure doing business, Shearwater-cha.”
“The pleasure’s all yours,” said Zaya, standing. She fixed a steel stare on Zayeni and jerked her head; the girl scrambled out of the booth to make way for Vanako—who took her sweet time clambering out. “After you,” Zaya said.
“Please,” said Vanako, “after you.”
“If you think I’m taking my eyes off you before I can confirm you’re in your bedroom under a blanket, I’ve got a surprise for you.”
Vanako’s face made it clear that she’d love to answer that with a cutting riposte, but her tongue wouldn’t deliver. She settled for a dramatic turn, making sure each footfall landed as loudly as it could.

      ***The night air was a benediction; Zaya sank into a squat with a shuddering sigh, covering her face with her hands—but not for long; when she drew breath again, she looked up at Vanako, who was just beginning to turn. “Vani,” she said, “what did you do?” 
Vanako looked away and shrugged. “I’m not smart like the twins. I was doing what I know how to do. To make some money. Support myself.”
“Vanako. I just got back from eight weeks where

      ***
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