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Dedication


To everyone who must choose

between white lies and uncomfortable truths

in response to casual questions.
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  Glossary

(Spoiler-Free) 


Pronunciation Notes

Long vowels are marked with macrons: ā as in say, ē as in see, ī as in eye, ō as in go, ū as in blue. Short vowels are unmarked: a as in cat, e as in bed, i as in sit, o as in hot, u as in cup.
Ä - “Ah” sound as in father. 
ə - short, neutral vowel like the beginning and ending sound in “arena.”
KH - a throaty K common in many non-English languages. Found in the Scottish “loch,” the Vietnamese KH, or the German CH in “Bach,” for example. Voiceless velar fricative.
þ - soft th, as in “thin.”
Ç - This Asri consonant falls somewhere between the English "Ch" and "Sh," and I'll write it either way—whatever looks better. Most will pronounce it wrong, but look at you—my fellow nerd—reading this glossary. You know the truth, that the canonical pronunciation for both Charania and Ea Shadohe is technically “voiceless post-alveolar fricative.”


Academy – Boarding schools and career guilds that originated within the Chaeten culture. Academies raise and train children year-round in the same facility, allowing the most prestigious in that discipline to practice their work on site. Academies are often associated with a specific military, academic, or religious order, and details vary widely between these orders.
Academy Mother (or Father) – An advisor assigned to oversee the progress of a student in an Academy.
A's'aan Khel (Ä-s-ÄN KHEL) – A perception filter works both at the level of neurological systems and photoreceptors to expand the human blind spot. Anyone staring an an A's'aan khel will not see the hidden area, and not be aware that something is missing in their field of view.
Attiq-ka (ä-tē-KÄ) – Reincarnated immortals whose memories/souls were preserved in Oria. Since the Ghost War and the destruction of specific Asri tech, there has been no record of an Attiq-ka reincarnation. Physiologically, Attiq-ka were indistinguishable from the humans they coexisted with on Nara Mnaet at the time of birth and were born into Asri families. Culturally, the Attiq-ka preferred to choose names from among the oldest of Earth’s heroes and gods. The vast majority of surviving Attiq-ka did not support Azara and Jeron Alexander in their rise to power, and remain hunted outlaws.
Asri-ka (ÄS-rē-KÄ) – The original inhabitants of Nara Mnaet before the Chaeten arrived. This term covers both immortal humans (Attiq-ka) and mortals (Sedo-ka). Asri maintained much of the core genetics of their home planet and focused any genetic engineering on preventing disease rather than further experimentation and refinement. They would appear similar to the people of Earth in terms of range of skin tones and hair, although far more diverse in terms of ethnic heritage. Their eyes have darker limbal rings and layered irises in otherwise natural colors.
Azara (ä-ZÄ-rä) – The only known Chaeten to survive to adulthood and merge with the reincarnated soul of an Attiq-ka. Her unique lineage was originally a symbol of peace that helped her garner support among both Chaeten and humans in the years following the Ghost War.
(Magic) Blocker – A Chaeten machine that emits a frequency that mimics and disrupts the delta rhythm specific to Chout Attiq-ka. Enhancement/use of magic employs this rhythm, and anyone using magic within the radius of the frequency would experience an intense, focal seizure. Even with short exposure and immediate treatment, the magic user would experience neuronal death and possible bleeding within the brain. Anyone incapable of—or untrained in—using magic would not be affected, and trained wielders not currently using magic would be less affected than those actively using their skills.
Chaeten (CHĀ-ten) – A species of humans that came to Nara Mnaet as refugees two hundred years prior to the Ghost War, following the destruction of their home planet. They quickly adapted their genetics to survive on the planet, introgressing their genes to the Asri. Chaeten were allowed to settle in Thebos, but wide scale peaceful, mutual cohabitation was never achieved before the reign of Azara.
Chaeten-Sa (CHĀ-ten-SÄ) – A deliberately ambiguous term! This originally referred to any Chaeten deemed inhuman (and to the most radical Asri at the time of the Ghost War, this meant all Chaeten). Since the Ghost War, it refers to a specifically genetically enhanced line of immortals created by the Chaeten to mimic Attiq-ka longevity and abilities. Jeron Alexander chose the term to refer to his spec line as a way of taking back power from those who intended it as a slur. Although the Chaeten-sa spec line was designed to limit their skin tones to those among the Asri, the eyes for that spec line were always bright yellow-green and their hair always red.
Charania (Çä-RÄ-ē-ə) – A large island in the northern hemisphere with the oldest temples and the least Chaeten influence.
Chout (CHOWT) – Discipline. See “magic.”
[The Attiq-ka] Council – The government prior to Azara’s reign, comprising a group of reincarnated elders who voted on major judicial and executive decisions in partnership with local governments. Local government generally (and often intentionally) comprised mortal elders.
Dahn (DÄN) – A magical power that is innate and does not require meditation or training to use at its most basic level. (See also: magic.)
Earth – Although the reader can be safely told both the Chaeten and Asri ancestors originated from the third planet orbiting Sol, the general population on Nara Mnaet does not generally think this far back. It has been hundreds of thousands of years since humans first ventured into the stars. The Asri/Attiq-ka are aware that they originated from the “Planet of a Thousand Names” and have some highly overtranslated accounts of what the planet was like.
Ea Shadohe (Ē-ə-shä-DŌ-hā) – Capital of the Nine Islands, and of Nara Mnaet, located on the island of Iyad.
Ghosts – Spirits/souls that are either not welcomed into Oria, incompatible, or whose minds are too damaged to rejoin it. Composed of subatomic energy signatures, ghosts can interact with minds and brains attuned to them and have minimal to no impact on anything else in the natural world. They also have little protection from both Asri magic and Chaeten tech outside of a mind or brain, so further degradation of memories or functions is inevitable unless the ghost finds a host. (In Asri – Ruren.)
Ghost War – A brutal war between the Chaeten and Attiq-ka prior to Azara’s rise to power that wiped out 90 percent of the world population over the course of several years. There were many factors that contributed to the start of the war, but all agree the creation of the Chaeten-sa immortal line was one of the final fractures, causing the majority of Attiq-ka to call for their extinction. It’s the reason most of the immortals on the planet (particularly Chaeten-sa) are now dead.
Inner Empire – The equatorial islands of Iyad, Meyit, and Thebos. Chaeten cities and culture are more concentrated in these regions.
Iyad (Ī-ad) – Largest of the Nine Islands, located on the equator. Contains the world capital Ea Shadohe.
Jeron Alexander (JĀR-on) – General of Azara’s armies and royal consort, and the second most powerful immortal on the planet.
Ka (KÄ) – This term is most commonly translated as “human.” Layered with both the ethical and philosophical connotations in “mind” or “soul,” but not encompassing intangibility or immutability. The most literal translation would be “the sum of the connections between synapses in a human mind,” and the programs and systems that could be translated to Oria. A ka can briefly live on beyond the scope of the human brain as a ghost. Although the term can be used on an individual level, the most common usage is to assign humanity to a group. Example: Noé-ka would be understood to mean humans who live on the island of Noé, and Chaeten-ka would be one or more humans from the Chaeten culture.
Khel (KHEL) – A wall or a barrier. The broad term is usually used in the context of Asri magic (chout). Depending on the type of energy employed, it might harm minds that pass through it, interact with certain technologies, or alter perception.
Long Hour – The hour in the daily cycle with nineteen extra minutes, so that the day has twenty-four hours; the third hour after midnight. The original inhabitants of Nara Mnaet tried to incorporate a time system similar to the planet they came from (Earth) where seconds and minutes were identical to their original system.
Magic – Any technology whose mechanics are generally not fully understood by the user from a technical standpoint but are integrated within the mind. Asri purists will prefer the term “Chout,” meaning “discipline.” Although the Chaeten are aware that magic runs in Asri families, they have never isolated a gene or marker associated with its use. The Attiq-ka retained skills gained during prior lives and generally had higher discipline/a broader array of magical skills. Magic use is restricted within the empire, with more powerful skills only allowed to be performed by elite Z’har priests or Azara herself.
(The) Nara (NÄ-rə) – Short form of Nara Mnaet, and the more commonly used term to refer to the planet.
Nara Mnaet (NÄ-rə m-NĀ-et) – The original name of the planet, translating to “New Beginning.” Nara Mnaet is roughly Mars-sized with similar concentrations of iron oxide dust, but it has a thicker atmosphere than the original planet Earth. The vast majority of Nara Mnaet is covered with misty, shallow seas.
Niire Mai (NĒ-rā MĪ) – The mandate for Asri to do no [intentional] harm. Although the principles that comprise this are complex, the main ones that factor in this book are to never kill and never eat anything with a brain, with guidelines to limit intentional harm to brains. There's some other exceptions to the rules beyond "Sa" being excluded from this prohibition, but for the purpose of Red Demon, don’t worry about it.
Nine Islands – Although other islands in the Nara were occupied prior to the war, the Nine Islands in Azara’s empire remain the only human-occupied land in the Nara.
Oria (ō-RĪ-ə) – The underground mycelial bionetwork array that contains the memories of ancestors whose souls were welcomed back. A living, sentient database composed of the sum of the knowledge of the dead. Oria is a symbiotic life form developed by the ancient Asri, consisting of a native life form fused with a fungal strain originating from the “Planet of a Thousand Names.” Oria derives energy both from the heat of the planet’s core and chemical decomposition at the surface.
Pathfinder – One of the positions on the Attiq-ka Council, which must be held by someone with a magical ability to model and/or make credible predictions about the future.
Red Demon – A figure in an increasing number of bedtime or campfire stories, with a long trail of blood behind her. A lone Chaeten-sa who wanders the wilds and kills indiscriminately and quietly, often without saying a word.
Reic (RĀ-ik) – Attiq-ka founder of one of the Underground networks.
Ruren-sa (RŪ-ren-SÄ) – Although any dead spirit might choose to be malicious, the majority of those that wander the wild in Jesse’s world are left behind from the Ghost War. 90 percent of the population was destroyed at that time, and some souls that were once in Oria were damaged. Many Ruren-sa want revenge but have a blind, driving desire to preserve themselves by joining a human mind—or failing that—a brain. They cannot join a mind without causing harm, inflicting rage and hatred without much context.
Sa (SÄ) – A derogatory Asri word translated in Chaeten to “demon.” The Attiq-ka originally used it to describe humans who committed crimes/sins that stripped them of their humanity, precluding them from access to Oria. The term Sa was later expanded to refer to any humans genetically modified to a point where it was impossible for them to live according to the principles of Niire Mai.
Sedo-ka (SĀ-dō-KÄ) – The Asri word for non-immortal humans, which were the majority of humans at any given time. It literally means “Dead (past tense) soul,” with the connotation of a pre-life death. Any Sedo-ka whose soul is accepted into Oria has the potential to reincarnate as an Attiq-ka.
Shortgrain – Originally derived from wheat, it has been heavily genetically modified to maximize both shelf-life and nutrition. The crop reaches maturity in about two months.
Ruren (RŪ-ren) – See “ghost.”
Ruren-sa (RŪ-ren-SÄ) – Ghosts that are corrupted in such a way that they cannot enter a host without killing the mind they inhabit—and prove willing to do it anyway. Demon ghosts.
Thebos (þĀ-bōs) – A densely populated urban island with Chaeten tech on full display and many Z’har academies.
Year – Because the author allowed themself to be lazy somewhere, the time it takes Nara Mnaet to fully orbit its star is only negligibly different from an Earth year in terms of minutes. The day is nineteen minutes longer, but the Nara Mnaet year is 360.243 days shorter to make up for that—so, 360 days with a leap year about every four years. Twenty-eight-day months, seven days in each week, with twenty-four days left over for festivals not formally incorporated into those months or weeks. This author does not plan to name the days of the week if they can avoid it.
Z’har (z’-HÄR) – One who is formally pledged to the service of the empire through one of several religious, academic, or military fraternal orders. Z’har, while not expected to be celibate, are not allowed to marry or raise their own children.








  
  Chapter 1
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Everyone Died


When everyone in town died, we heard no scream. We should have, every sound carried up that forest gorge. Winters in the south bend of Noé carry no birdsong, no rustle of leaves, just the crinkle of my feet rolling over the snow as softly as possible so as not to spook the deer. My brother Iden tipped his bow in the quiet, as still as the trees staring down. The deer died in the silence of that winter morning. A village of three thousand did too. 
At fourteen, I stood almost to my full height, my lanky frame already capable of lugging back game, wood, or baskets of whatever herbs, berries or mushrooms we could gather from the forest. Iden, a year older, stood just as tall and strong—though the scrubby blond stubble he called a goatee still eluded me. Each day, we tested our muscles to hunt or gather what we could until we were old enough to do our part in the mineral mines. I gutted the doe that morning amid trees as wide as I stood tall. Iden prepped the pole to carry it between our shoulders. 
I inhaled earthy blood as we trudged back to the cobble road, eager to get that deer butchered in our shed. We made it down the road a ways, talking about the venison stew Mom would soon bubble over the fire, adding chives, potatoes, and wild root vegetables to make it perfect. I dreamed about a good shortgrain bread to go with it, but Iden reminded me we’d have to wait until spring to save up. Imports were expensive, and money was tight since Dad died last year.
Death wouldn’t be new to me that day, just the scale of it. We’d all banded together after Dad’s death because we knew all Chaeten had to. Our ancestors already survived the death of a planet, coming to a new one as refugees, and a war when the native humans on Nara Mnaet couldn’t agree if we were coded human enough to say so. Through these last few generations, we’d changed everything about our genetic code to live here, to make ourselves belong. Dad always said Chaeten don’t break, we mod ourselves stronger and move on. We’d stood tall in that town for three generations, stubborn enough to flourish in a place where our Asri neighbors once slaughtered as many of us as they could.
“It shouldn’t be this quiet,” Iden said as we reached the maple grove.
I shifted the deer on my shoulders. “I’m fine with quiet. The twins just learned to whistle.” 
He groaned. “Yeah, they woke me up this morning with a new whistle-song.”
“Yep. Told them you’d love that.” I’d relished my little sisters’ smiles just as much as Iden’s annoyance.
"You shit.” He laughed, but he’d been right about the quiet. There were no work trucks on the road, or rumbles under our feet from the mine. A breeze chimed through the icy trees, then running footsteps. The moment I first saw the Red Demon will be etched in my mind forever—every slow second of it.
I didn’t know what she was then, or what to call her, but I recognized she was something special, powerful, beyond the human I was. My eyes were sharp enough to see her on the far edge of the field, to make out the maze of scars down her golden arms and the long, wine-red hair streaming behind her. I hadn’t seen hair that shade before, glowing a little more than it should, hovering with something brilliant on the edge of perception. Her hair bloomed as all colors do when we’re children, warm and shining bright. She moved fluid, precise, flawlessly fast. I couldn’t pinpoint the otherness of it, but I couldn’t look away, even when she swerved to charge us. 
She came from the village, all lean muscle and grace across the field of white powdered snow. She crossed twin swords in front of her, their blades glinting with blood. I’d dropped the pole from my shoulder, but I still stood there like an idiot, too transfixed to be afraid. Iden drew his bow.
Mid-stride, she wiped one blade in the snow with a flash of sunlight. Another step, she flipped it and cleaned the blood off the other side. Lunge, wipe; lunge, wipe, all without changing pace.
“Get your knife out, Jesse,” Iden said. His voice sounded calm, too calm. All the same, his green eyes flitted with panic when I didn’t jump immediately.
I unsheathed my knife, my heart pounding when only a few paces remained between her and my neck.
She stopped, letting out one slow, frosty breath. Her blades shone clean as she stared at us with vacant yellow-green eyes, meeting our wide-eyes for a moment before her gaze flitted down the road beyond us.
Iden breathed in deep beside me, his bowstring taut, every muscle prepared as we waited for her to speak or take one step forward to meet his arrow.
That armor of hers, once well-crafted, hung tattered and torn: a studded leather bodice and bracers over a ragged shirt. Iden could still target a mortal wound to her neck or her eye, but she’d left little else exposed. She wore black Chaeten leather pants: a thin, alloyed fabric, patched with dyed deer hide. I could also aim for that patch on the inner thigh if the bow missed. But by then, I was shaking. I’d seen how fast she could move. 
“Who are you?” I smiled, hoping for the best. “I’m Jesse. That’s Iden.”
Iden’s eyes flitted to me in warning, then back to the Red Demon, his bow still trained on her.
I nodded at my brother. “He’s friendlier than he looks.” I hoped I looked calm even as my heart galloped in my chest.
The Red Demon glanced my way, then beyond, emotionless. She sheathed both blades at once with a thud, so fast I could barely track it. Then she veered off with long strides toward the trees, hair flaming behind. We watched every step.
Iden kept his bow trained on her. “Wait until we know the Chaeten-sa isn’t circling back.”
Chaeten-sa. I suppose I should have put it together the instant I saw that hair, but the portraits in my history books of the warriors that won our right to live on this planet painted a different picture. General Alexander, second in command to our queen, has similar hair and features. However, our Chaeten-sa general stands immaculate and grinning in his portraits— nonchalant in front of the white stone palace, a bustling capital in the background. Although “sa” meant “demon” to his Asri enemies, General Alexander co-opted that slur with pride, formally adopting the name for everyone in his genetic spec line.
She shouldn’t be here. Chaeten-sa veterans should be in places of power, not roaming the frontier in ragged armor.
I could no longer hear her footsteps among the trees. “Whose blood do you suppose that was?”
He twitched a frown, lowering the bow half-way. “Let’s find out.” He nodded toward the town, and we crept down the road, leaving our deer behind.
On the first street, a young girl lay face down in the snow, long brown hair under her cap. Iden and I ran, then flipped over her frigid body, not yet stiff. It took us a moment to accept what should have been clear from her pallid skin, but no blood stained her clothes, no wounds. We could see nothing to explain how she died. I didn’t remember the girl’s name, but knew her parents ran the corner store. 
“Help!” I yelled.
“Someone, please help!” Iden called out.
Our voices echoed between the frosted gorges. A dog barked, but no one called back. We started running. By the time we reached the market, the dead lay everywhere.
Do you know what most people do in a crisis, when the right thing to do is act fast? They fucking stand there. They freeze, until someone tells them what to do or shows them by doing it first. There must be some primitive part of our brains our engineers have yet to mod away, though I’ve since tried to train it out of me.
We stood there, mouths agape, at the dozens of friends and neighbors leaning on the market booths, apples toppled into the street where my old tutor lay slumped by a cart. Then there was Marc, that little girl’s dad, lying in the street in a puddle of blood, fresh and freezing on his coat. He lay next to a bright display of flowers, the sign for his corner store streaked with the last of his life. The two women beside him were unmarked: no blood or wounds, neither bruises nor signs of broken bones. They just stared up at the sky with frost-glazed eyes.
I made myself forget much of what I saw in that square, but Marc was important: that blood. He lay stabbed while most others were not, and I knew who stabbed him.
“Keep your knife up, little brother,” Iden said, his voice as icy as the wind in his hair. 
“What good is that? A knife didn’t do that,” I whispered, gesturing to the woman crumbled by the apple cart without a mark on her. Ms. Carter had lived three houses down. I was breathing hard, struggling to stay calm. “What happened to her?”
Iden opened his mouth and closed it again, his eyes darting as fast as mine. “Home,” he said, his jaw set. “Let’s go home.”
Iden turned into an alley, his bow up in front of him. I followed, my mind racing, thinking about Mom and my sisters. I didn’t see a point in his ducking down under windows, or choosing the alley over the street. The enemy would find us if they wanted. They’d gotten everyone else. When the alley ended, we jogged in the open, down the road home.
I tried to make sense of the threat. It would have taken some heavy tech to kill our town. But what, and who had it? Queen Azara had outlawed anything she thought the Asri could abuse to hurt us, and she’d outlawed anything she thought we Chaeten could use to hurt them. The priests said Asri magic can corrupt even little things, like electricity, without the right protections. On the fringe of an empire surrounded by Asri towns, we did without a lot of tech our ancestors found essential, to prevent tragedies like this.
“Asri tech—magic, whatever.” I couldn’t get that thought out of my head. “It has to be.” They didn’t teach us at school how that magic worked. They didn’t want to give anyone the key to abusing it. But it had wiped out communities before.
At first, I thought Iden would keep his mouth clamped shut as we rushed on. “Maybe,” he said. “Let’s go home. Hurry.”
We ran.
We crossed the alley between the school and the temple. Ice clinked in the branches of the bushes along the street. A cat mewed from a porch with a door wide open to the winter cold, the body of Dr. Garla lying in the doorway. I recognized the purple in her hair and blue tint to her skin—a more traditional Chaeten, wearing bold, unrepentant colors when the rest of us were coded to blend in.
A pram drifted slowly across the road toward us, blood smearing the outside. We slowed our pace, but I avoided stepping closer to that carriage, too fearful to look and confirm if it was a baby’s blood that stained those blankets. A woman lay cloaked in indigo down the road, blood on her arms and chest—the mom, perhaps.
On every street we jogged down, only the dead greeted us. Then we were home.
Our gate creaked on its hinges. My pulse pounded in my ears. And then I saw my sisters.
The twins, Cara and Samantha, lay sprawled in the front yard, a dusting of snow on their winter clothes. At five, the twins doted on the youngest, Sora. She lay dead beside the twins on the icy ground, her thin blonde hair rustling in the wind. Brushing the snow off did nothing to warm their little bodies.
I wanted to lose it, to scream, but I didn’t. Iden’s chest heaved, and I gripped a hand on his shoulder. Mom taught me there will always be someone else to cling to when a pillar of our life falls down, and she taught me to be that pillar in turn. We kept it together, holding each other up.
Mom lay dead in the kitchen, near the fire… very near the fire. I’ve never had a nightmare that hollowed me out as much as pulling her red, blistered body away from the embers, seeing the mutilated face of someone I loved so much.
I can tell you what it felt like when I realized she wouldn’t be there to turn to. My hope died. It didn’t feel possible that I was here, and she was gone. I don’t think I’ll ever stop missing her, or stop feeling as if she is missing, even if I know she’d hate that. The Chaeten way would be to let her go and never look back. She left me too young to see that lesson home, to teach me how that’s possible.
Resilience is often mistaken for coldheartedness, especially so for us Chaeten. We coded ourselves to survive our near-extinction, never surrendering to fear or heartbreak. When they cut us down and we’d hold our heads high at the end, the Asri saw it as inhumanity, not bravery. But heartbreak sums the same for all of us. I didn’t break that day, but the cost would come later, in my dreams, and in so many quiet moments where I could never fully surrender to joy.
“I’ll check the basement,” Iden said.
“I’ll check the other rooms.”
The bedroom door just off the kitchen creaked as I opened it to see what, at this point, I was expecting. My sister Bella died at twelve, tucking in the young neighbor kids for their nap. There were always extra kids around the house, whose parents were on shift in the mines. That’s how Mom earned coin. Bella’s long blonde hair spilled across the multicolored blanket, her head down as if resting her eyes. I checked her cold body for blood, then lifted a bright-squared quilt to look for clues on the children’s faces and little bodies. Nothing; I’d hoped it felt like sleeping for all of them when they died.
It started snowing out the window. I stayed until I heard Iden’s footsteps behind me. 
“Downstairs is clear.” Iden sheathed his knife and stood for a moment, eyes fixed and overcome. He gripped the doorframe, painted over in bold green and blue geometric designs.
“Should we burn them?” I asked, trying to be practical, to not fall apart.
“The mines.” It looked like he considered his own words as if they hadn’t just come from his mouth. “Mal and Oren won’t be back for hours. They might be—Jesse, they might be okay.”
I bit my lip. All seven of my siblings lived at home with me, odd for Chaeten standards, I know, but the frontier was different.
Iden paced the room. “The Asri don’t use our tech. They wouldn’t want our mine. They’d just want to kill us.”
“The Chaeten-sa had blood on her sword. That’s no accident, and she’s no Asri rebel.”
Iden massaged his forehead. “She didn’t attack us, though. Maybe she killed off the people who did it.”
“Then where are their bodies?”
Iden turned to the bodies of the children in bed, his eyes unfocused. “So, the kids, that bloody baby—” He shuddered. “You’re right. It has to be her.” It still didn’t explain the ones with no wounds. Squatting beside the bed, I held Bella’s cold hand, too exhausted to speculate further. I pushed blond, curly hair from both our faces.
“Mr. Gell was lying by the temple. I saw him.” Iden gripped the door frame so tight I wondered if it would splinter.
“I liked him,” I said. Mr. Gell was the only Asri in town, a bearded man with a bright smile and hazel-ringed eyes that came alive when he taught his classes on history or the Asri language. He left out the parts my mother taught me—things Asri called us in the war—things that rebels still called us in secret, but he meant well. If the killers didn’t check Mr. Gell’s irises for those two shades of color, I suppose they wouldn’t have noticed which kind of human he was.
The embers in the kitchen provided little warmth through the open doorway. I’d have to see my mother’s body again to stoke the fire. I wanted to sink into the chilled wood floor, numb and cold as the dead. Iden had the same glazed-over look as I must have. Seeing him snapped me out of it.
“Iden, we should go.”
Iden nodded, pursing his lips. “Go-bags. Mines.”
Dad had made sure we were prepared for emergencies. I was grateful for a routine that took little thought. I packed food and water, wrapped in the best blankets. Iden took our best hunting gear, our warmest clothes. I picked up a bracelet from Mom’s jewelry box, the only memento I allowed myself that didn’t serve a practical purpose. Not everything in our house would fit in our packs. I took the rest in my memory, vowing to never forget the walls painted in a rainbow of little hand prints, the smell of spices in the pantry, the feeling of being in a room worn down with love and laughter.
Because I knew this house would never be home again.






  
  Chapter 2
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The Mine


As a young kid, the colossal mining trucks fascinated me. I’d stop whatever I was doing to watch them lumber past, kicking up dust on the road as the ground vibrated under me. That day, twin headlights stared at me across the falling snow in the dying light, chilling in a way the wind could never be. Behind the truck, the mine lay dark and quiet, with metal doors stretched open like a wild dog’s yawn. 
Inside, our steps echoed between stone walls. Slanting beams from ventilation shafts speared the gloom, painting vague figures on the walls. I took the lack of bodies as a good sign, but Iden frowned, his eyes fixed forward, adjusting to the dark. Both of us had inherited the vision our parents and grandparents had modded for their work. We waited a moment until we could see the fuzzy shapes of a world in black and white.
The drill rigs should have been running. I should have felt that vibration to my bones, a low roar audible from a kilometer away. Those rigs self-piloted most of their work, sensing seams of the right densities to explore, knowing the path of stone and earth to tunnel to avoid other machines or structural failures. They’d return to the maintenance level only when they were full, low on fuel, or when a human told them to stop.
“Someone stopped the rigs,” I said.
Iden looked through me, his gaze falling hard down the entrance hall toward the office wing.
“Did you hear me? Mal said it takes hours for a rig to get back.”
“So?” Iden kept walking.
“So, if they died like the others, the machines would still be going. They had the time to stop them. Our people must be hiding, planning something.”
Iden flicked his gaze to me, then away. Silence never bothered me when the two of us were hunting, but it felt as heavy as my pack just then.
“You’re too optimistic. Asri magic could kill them and stop the machines too, as far as we know.” Iden twitched his fingers across the hilt of the knife at his hip.
We opened the door to the admin suite; the shadows held tight to corners, but the shafts’ faint glow traced edges of desks and chairs. I tried the light panel, heard the click, and still saw darkness. I went for my pack to dig out a lantern.
“Not yet,” Iden whispered, gesturing to sunroofs at the far end of the office. “If anyone is here, we need to see them first.”
We reached the door of the main office without seeing a soul. Dust danced in the thin light, motes swirling like tiny stars in a galaxy between desks and strewn chairs. Coffee mugs sat full and abandoned on desks—each a disquieting testament. Iden trembled, staring into nowhere. I poured a mug from the sideboard that he refused to take.
“It’s just going to waste.” I took a swig of the cold brew.
His fingers drummed the surface of a dead monitor. He didn’t look up at my forced smile.
“Iden. Take a moment, think. No one’s here. Let’s work through what’s next.” I drained the‌ mug to make my point when he kept staring out into the dark. Despite my cool bravado, I was just as freaked out as he was, with my heart thumping to keep time with the tremor in Iden’s hand. I knew if I surrendered to that feeling, it would pull me under. I needed to keep his head above water too.
Iden let out a breath, finally looking at me. He picked up an empty mug and poured from a pot on the side table. Mug in hand, he sank into a creaking office chair. “If I were here, and we lost power, I’d have gone to the surface. I’d have gone to town—and I’d have died with everyone else.”
“There are no tracks in the snow.”
“Maybe they all left this morning, before the snow.”
“I don’t remember seeing any mining uniforms among all those dead. Besides, they have all this tech here we don’t, right?” I waved around to the office, full of tablets and screens that no longer worked. “Maybe they saw what was coming, and knew it wasn’t safe to come home. Maybe they are waiting this all out in one of the lower levels.”
Iden set his jaw, lost in thought. But as he opened his mouth to reply, we heard the shriek of metal tearing against metal.
We knew the sounds of a happy drill rig, and that wasn’t it.
The sound rumbled deep below our feet and through the stone walls, shaking straight through my chest. Adrenaline flowed bitter in my veins. I ducked down, not sure what else to do as the floor shook under me. Papers fluttered, a few chairs rolled, but no walls tumbled down onto me like in my nightmares about Dad’s last day on the job. Then it was silent again.
“We should go.” Iden rose from the ground beside me, gripping the desk. He picked up his bag, jogging toward the glass office doors.
I rushed after him. Grabbing his arm, I dug in, stance wide. “Iden! Mal and Oren might be stuck down there in the dark, terrified.”
Iden hesitated, then muttered a curse. “Fine.”
He paced for a moment. When hunting, he’d come up with excellent strategies if I allowed time for his thoughts to brew. But that tic in his face, clear enough to see even in this light, told me he was as lost as I was.
“Alright, we stay dark—silent as possible,” Iden said. “No flashlight in case Asri magic can disrupt that too. We use the lantern when we must. If Mal and Oren aren’t at their station on level three, or if we see anyone at all we don’t know, we head for the woods. Good?”
“Yeah, good.” I let out a breath.
We crept deeper into the office to reach the emergency stairs, and I wondered if we were walking toward the explosion or further away. The vibration had seemed to come from everywhere, but I thought I could at least pinpoint the sound to not-that-stairwell. There was dwindling light as we crossed the office, and all I could make out were hazy flickers as Iden crept beside me. My heart skipped with each creak of the office floorboards—wood and scaffolding under our feet, not earth or stone.
We opened the steel door to the stairwell. Too dark.
“Lantern time,” I whispered to the open door. The sound echoed down the cement walls as Iden glared.
And then I could just make out some movement, a muffled breath a level below. A dark figure hurled up the stairs toward me, long steps pounding fast.
“Jesse!” Iden hissed. I tried to close the door, but there was no lock, not even a latch. Taking a step back, I fumbled out my knife as the door flung open. The lantern fell, stuttering out.
The dark figure rushed me, hitting me hard in the chest. They threw me to the floor, and I heard my hunting knife spin across the floor and clank into a cabinet. We fell in a tangle of limbs and grunts. He was well-muscled, and I glanced one blow off his arm before he twisted away. I got up, lunging at him, a roar escaping my throat. My fist caught the man’s torso as I sidestepped. He stumbled back, grunting. I caught a flash of terrified eyes through the hazy silver light. But no, it couldn’t—
“Mal!” Iden roared.
“Mal?” I said, just before his fist pummeled my jaw. I tasted my blood, metallic and sour. By instinct, I curled my body to protect my vital organs, not yet sure if I should aim at his. It couldn’t be Mal, just someone Mal-sized and just as—Fuck, ouch. I grimaced at my throbbing stomach, but escaped the next blow, forcing a desk between us.
The shadowed man pulled something from his belt, a glinting—a knife. Voids, a fucking knife. I wasn’t sure why he didn’t lead with that. He charged, clearing the desk in a bound.
I grappled for the blade as he hesitated, feeling the sharp metal slide beneath my fingers while I used all my power to keep it away. The blade flashed silver in the darkness, but I rotated away from his swipe. The man kicked. I stumbled back, and he lunged forward, toppling over me. I pried the knife free from him as he flailed, kicking him away. He fell hard onto the floor.
A burst of light. I turned to Iden, lantern in hand, shadows flickering around the office. The attacker shrank away.
Mal, definitely Mal scuttling back behind a desk, but this was not the brother I knew. His eyes, once sparkling with a mischief I appreciated, glazed over with fear as he rose. Dust, grime, and blood matted his beard and sandy hair, usually so neat and trim that it deserved frequent teasing. My oldest brother, my friend, was a stranger in this skin of fear.
He froze, eyes wide. Recognition. The knife trembled in my hand, but I didn’t let go just yet. Time slowed. My world shrank to just the three of us within the boundaries of the flickering lantern.
“You look like shit, Mal,” I said, breath rasping.
Mal slumped back to sit on a desk, eyes only on the knife, terrified.
“Okay.” I let the blade clatter to the floor, its metallic echo jarring. I put my empty hands up when he startled at the noise, drawing a fist. “It’s okay, Mal, It’s just me. Just Jesse, and Iden—”
Iden took a wary step forward, eyes darting between us. 
Mal looked beyond us to the stairwell. His fist clenched.
“What … what happened to you?” I said.
Mal shrank back, the fight shattering from him like one of those dropped coffee mugs. “You aren’t here to kill me?”
Iden and I shared a look, then looked back to Mal. “Why would we do that?” I said.
Mal rubbed his shoulder, shuddering.
“Mal, who else is down there?” Iden said. “Oren?”
Mal stopped breathing, his entire body frozen at that name. My mind raced as Mal sat there, staring at us with frantic eyes, offering neither answers nor questions of his own. 
Only when Iden started moving toward the stairwell did he speak. “Don’t. Oren’s dead.”
I saw more than just grief on his face, but I wasn’t sure what. He rubbed his beard, dried blood on his hands.
“How’d he die?” I asked. My voice, quiet, echoed in my chest.
Mal stared at the ground as if his eyes could bore through the levels beneath. “I think that’s the Red Demon down there, killing people.” He looked at Iden.
“The Chaeten-sa? We saw her,” Iden said. “Did she kill Oren?”
Mal stared off into the dark.
“Mal?” I tried again.
I’d never seen Mal wear that look before. Distant, broken. “Most of them just died—dropped like hail. Not us. Oren was shaken up, but the Chaeten-sa didn’t get him.”
“So how’d he die?” Iden growled.
Mal shifted back on the desk, his eyes latched on Iden. “I killed him.” His whisper cut the air between us.
“No.” I refused to understand. I could see the guilt in Mal. Maybe he watched Oren die. Maybe Mal just felt guilty that he couldn’t save him. “No,” I repeated, uncertain, when nothing in Mal’s expression so much as flickered.
Iden shook his head, kept shaking it. “Keep it together, Mal.” He reached a hand to Mal, who just stared at it. “If he’s dead, we’ll get out of here, and we’ll figure the rest out.”
Mal hoisted himself to a stand. “I killed Oren with my knife.” He motioned to a stain on his thigh, a slash through the clothing. “He tried to kill me first. That’s all he got in on me.” He shuddered, collapsing back down into a chair.
“Why?” I whispered. All my memories of Oren had smile lines: the only dark-haired one among us. He’d be sitting across the table at dinner laughing, or letting me ride on his shoulders through the forest.
The metallic screech rent the air again, closer this time, shuddering through the floorboards and shaking the stone walls.
My heart beat wild as shelves clattered to the ground, mugs shattered and tables toppled. Raw panic spurred us into a run.
Iden’s lantern wove swaying shadows in the dust-thickened air. We reached the office door then scanned the hallway: clear. The glass in the front windows shattered on the floor.
“What is happening?” I yelled at Mal, but I’m not sure he heard. That rasp in my throat was nothing compared to the rhythmic clang that pained my ears, or the groan of twisted metal as it shredded the structural beams, collapsing the office floor behind us.
“The rigs!” Iden yelled over the noise.
We ran past the truck bay. The floor beneath us shuddered, but we kept our feet, dust raining down from the ceiling. It made little sense. The machines wouldn’t do this unless—unless someone programmed them to.
Fuck.
Fear pulled air from my lungs. Our drill rigs were tearing this place down beam by beam. The ceiling at the other end of the hall caved in, and the ground beneath me shuddered. I coughed through a cloud of dust.
The sounds of grinding metal echoed louder through the stone floor, but stone wouldn’t stop machines that could carve a meter a minute through solid granite and crack through imperfections much faster. We sprinted toward the fading light of the mine entrance. Iden stooped to grab my bag from the front; his was long gone in the collapsed office.
We burst into waning twilight. Mal, a few long strides ahead of us, stumbled on the bone-shaking ground.
“Mal, get up!” I knelt down, lifting him to his feet before chasing after Iden.
I slowed my steps on the quaking, icy road. Whirling around, I expected to find Mal there. He was at least twenty paces behind now, limping. My gaze shifted to the broad mine entrance, billowing dust.
A figure leaped out into the twilight, her bright red hair streaming behind her. The Red Demon charged in her begrimed leather armor, hands on the hilts of both her swords.
“Jesse! Mal!”
I faltered.
“Run!” Iden yelled.
My feet planted to a stop, my instincts warring between escape and going back for Mal. The Red Demon had swords, prime engineering in her code, and I had nothing to defend my brother. My hunting knife lay buried in mine rubble. I moved my traitorous feet like Iden told me to: ten more paces, twenty. When I turned again, trees leaned uprooted on the dented hills above the mine entrance, their angry branches clawing the red winter sky. My heart stuttered when I found Mal—standing, knife out, too far away.
A flash of silver, a burst of crimson. My blood turned as cold as the void, an icy vacuum stealing my breath. I was close enough to see the Red Demon’s impassive face when she killed my brother. I was close enough to see the maze of little scars, like old Asri art, on her muscled arms. And I was close enough to see the spray of blood as she cut Mal down like a sapling on her path. It replays in my nightmares to this day: one swipe across his chest, one thrust between his ribs. A kick to his chest to remove her blades. His knees buckled as he fell with a hollow gasp, the light in his eyes fading. He reached for me. His eyes found mine.
My mind stilled, hollow. I stared at the Red Demon glittering with my brother’s blood, trying to understand. For a moment, I got the sense that I did; that nothing was real but her and me. Maybe that’s the same thing that smaller animals feel when they face down a predator and stop running. They make it all make sense; get high on their own hormones before they die.
The Red Demon didn’t charge. She didn’t look like she wanted to, standing tall and cocking her head at me. She was terrifying, enchanting, and other words that sprang to mind that shame me even now. My brother was dead at her feet, his blood still coming in gushes, and my traitorous brain chose that moment to find her beautiful.
Time slowed, the clang of the rising rigs scarcely registered. One long exhale escaped me, then my breaths came fast and shallow. Iden screamed beside me, a hoarse roar that overcame the sheer impossibility of it all. The snow drifted down around us. Iden pulled my arm, his face desperate and pleading.
When we ran, the Red Demon followed, but she didn’t outpace us.
She could have.
We kept catching glimpses of movement behind us, so we kept on running. When Iden lagged behind, he let me shoulder the pack instead. We walked a few paces for the exchange, and ran again along the rocks and deer path, sliding down hills and angling up them to avoid slipping on the ice. About an hour later, Iden was wheezing and slouched, and I coughed with my sides throbbing. Below the mist of our breath arced a rippling stream. We stopped there, standing alone under the stars.
I put my arms around Iden as the flurries of snow stilled. He leaned in, his head on my shoulder. When he shuddered against me, I gripped tighter, pulling the cold sweat of his forehead to mine. We stayed like that for a moment, keeping ourselves warm through shared breaths, holding each other up.
I looked back at our footprints in the snow, to the trail that would tell the Red Demon exactly where to find us.






  
  Chapter 3
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Deer Stand


Iden washed the mine dust from his face in the icy river, leaving only his exhaustion behind. 
Looking around at the snow-blanketed hills, I felt grateful that Iden paid attention to where we were going. The tall cedars that creaked far up into the night sky were outlines I recognized, the smaller pines underneath familiar friends.
“Dad’s deer stand isn’t too far from here.” I was ready to collapse.
“Yeah,” Iden said. 
We walked along the rocks of the river to hide the last part of our journey, hoping that was enough.
The deer stand along that glittering stream wasn’t what it once was; it had been about five years since we built it with Dad. And by we, I mean Dad, Oren, and Mal—all using their powerful muscles to saw and plane logs. I’d watched them anchor the boards into the wide trunk, hammering with a crack that echoed through the forest. Meanwhile, Iden and I played at fetching things, but spent most of our time pretending sticks were swords. Maybe if Iden and I were more helpful that day, Dad would have found time for a second layer of sealant so that the caulk didn’t peel off, and there wouldn’t be cracks in the tarpaper roof. But mossy boards were better than the snowy ground, and there were walls. Walls with holes to shoot deer from, but walls.
We settled in with the single blanket we had in the one pack, huddling together as best we could. Mushroom flour flatbread and jerky satisfied what little appetite we had, followed by metallic-tasting water from the canteen. The structure swayed with the branches in the wind, with each gust seeping through the weathered bones of the frame.
We lay back to back rather than risk a fire the Red Demon could see. The silence felt hollow as our shivering kept us awake, but any words I tried tasted like ash on my tongue. I had no words for Iden that were both hopeful and true. My thoughts drifted to the cold beds in my childhood home, the silence of all those dark rooms in all those dark houses, and my sisters’ bodies lying underneath the fresh snow. We’d need to get back to burn them before the wild dogs and crows found them.
“You think—” I said, my voice cracking in the dry air. “How much longer do you think it will be until the empire sends help?”
A ragged sigh escaped Iden and dissolved into the night. “They’d be here already if half of what the priests said was true. Exaggerating fucks.”
I’d come to the same conclusion myself, but I needed to hear that anyway. General Alexander had a satellite system monitoring for any major attack, ensuring he didn’t lose the peace that he and the queen had fought so hard for. History at school or news at the temple were full of stories of Jeron Alexander’s armies coming to destroy clusters of rebels, or our queen defending Chaeten from century-old bigotry. Even if civilians lived with minimal tech to not give magic a foothold, the empire should have trucks, drones, at least horses to mobilize fast from the nearest Z’har barrack.
By now, we should have heard army trucks rumbling along the road between the gorges or seen airships lighting the milky, star-flecked sky.
“Did you hear that?” Iden said.
I focused, unsure if I was imagining the flicker of fear in his voice. I heard nothing but the sigh of the wind through the branches. “Hear what?”
Iden sat up, startled. “Thought I heard a kid’s voice,” he muttered, shaking his head. 
The treehouse creaked. Rising, I shivered as a breeze tickled my neck. 
“Just the wind, I think.” My laugh sounded brittle.
Iden shivered. “There’s a man whispering now. From there...” He pointed wide-eyed through the gap in the boards, toward the dense shadows at the edge of the clearing.
Only gnarled shapes of trees reached out from the darkness; the dancing shadows cast by the moon. I looked back, bewildered.
“M–Maybe I just need sleep.” His voice lacked conviction. But his eyes, even in the faint moonlight, held a ghost of something I couldn’t name, something that reminded me of Mal. I rubbed the bruised abdomen where Mal had punched me, the last touch from my brother.
Sleep felt like a betrayal. Dreams waved in and out of waking thoughts, fitful cycles of Mal’s final, choked gasp before I’d raise my head to scan the woods once more. I’d see Mal’s wild eyes flickering in the dark, pulling that knife on me. Then he’d be standing sentinel in our tree stand, staring into the darkness where Iden heard the voices. In that place between waking and dream, I felt a presence haunting the forest. When the first rays of dawn bruised the sky, Iden was gone.
“Iden?” I hissed. I didn’t dare yell, but his tracks were clear in the drifting snow.
I shoved the blanket back into our bag, then shimmied down the bark where the steps had fallen off, landing with a crunch of ice. Iden’s tracks led me upstream where he sat by the bank, an empty canteen beside him.
“What’s wrong?” I asked. A stupid question if there ever was one.
Iden didn’t respond, his eyes fixed on the trickle of water between planes of fresh ice.
“They’ve been waiting for me all night,” he said, voice raw in the cold.
“Who?”
He pointed to something in the snow, footsteps, not ours, circling back through the wood near our tree. “They’re afraid of the Red Demon too.” Iden turned his haunted eyes to me. “She’s watching us now, somewhere near that ridge.”
“Is that who you heard last night? Her?” It clicked into place, the prickling of unease beyond the cold; the feeling of being watched.
“A whole crowd of them are watching me, but it only takes one,” Iden whispered. He scratched his hair, pulled it. “And there’s only my set of tracks, so…” A bitter laugh escaped him.
“What the fuck, Iden?” He winced. I took a deep breath. “I don’t understand what you’re talking about.”
He opened his mouth, stopped himself, tried again. “I’ve been trying to remember everything we learned about Chaeten-sa, to make sense of this. Not the General, the rest of them. I wished I’d paid more attention.”
My mouth opened. “Why?”
“Most of those others went crazy, or died too young to see battle,” he said. “They’d break in different ways, even after the war, right? Did Ms. Orozca ever tell us why?”
I remembered the lesson from school. Suicide rates among Chaeten-sa were very high after the war. Some would see things that weren’t there. Some seemed healthy, then killed friends—unprovoked.
“Dad said we’re unbreakable. They got stronger mods than any of us. They still broke.” Iden’s head jerked up, looking around.
I saw nothing. My breath hitched, lost. “So? They’re not you.”
Iden held my stare. “I’m breaking, Jesse.”
“You’re fine,” I said, too quickly. I followed his gaze to the sky, the clouds tinged with red. “I won’t let you break.” 
He didn’t look at me. “She’s close.”
I scanned the woods for the Red Demon—the one who must have done this to him. The trees watched in silence on the ridge where Iden focused his attention.
“So why won’t she come out?” I asked, loud enough to echo.
Iden rocked his knees against his body. “One of the louder ones says that when you look into her eyes, you know when it’s your time.”
“Who?”
He gestured to the surrounding air, his jaw clenching. A crow cawed and flew off before he turned back, staring past me over my shoulder.
“Iden...” My voice trembled in the cold.
Iden stood up, his face resolute. “Get out of here. Take the bag and go.”
His words were like a punch to the gut. I couldn’t speak.
“Keep going north. Stick to the woods,” he said in a rush, watching the trees behind me. “Stay away from the Asri towns. Get help from a Chaeten colony with lots of Z’har, or a military barrack. You got that?”
The Z’har were those who pledged their lives to keep the empire safe, serving Queen Azara and General Alexander as priests, soldiers, or scholars. They hadn’t kept us safe.
“You could book passage to the Inner Empire after. There’s more of us there.” A flicker of warmth. Iden had dreamed of seeing the shining city lights in Thebos or the palace in Ea Shadohe, but I watched those dreams die behind his eyes.
“C’mon, Iden,” I said, shaking. I couldn’t make myself understand.
“Jesse.” He turned, his voice so fucking calm. “Don’t—” his voice choked off, he put his fist in his hand.
The wind tinkled in the frozen branches. I didn’t move. Iden stepped closer.
His hand on my cheek stopped my head from shaking. His gloved palm felt warm against the biting wind. “Jesse,” he whispered, the grit in his voice chafing my hope. “Don’t watch me die.”
Wet eyes blurring the image of a resolve I didn’t have the strength to crack.
“Come with me, Iden.” My voice felt strangled. “Keep it together. Just get through today.”
Iden shook his head. “Don’t watch me die,” he pleaded, his gaze flicking to the dark line of trees behind me.
A rustle, soft as a sigh in the wind, a last breath of fear. I spun, my heart pounding on the doors of my chest, and there she was, looking straight at Iden.
She stalked from the trees, one slow step, then another. Her long scarlet hair cascaded down her back, with dawn glowing on her face. I analyzed every ragged scrap of that antique, studded armor. I memorized every scar I could see on her lean muscled frame, her golden skin stretched over high cheekbones. Her piercing yellow-green eyes met mine.
I stood taller, too angry to be afraid. “What do you want?”
The slow, deliberate way she unsheathed her twin swords, the glint of cold steel catching the sunlight, was her only reply. I didn’t bother to go for my pocket knife, not after how I saw her move against Mal. I had neither the skills nor the weapons to make a difference.
“What do you want with us?!” I repeated, putting my body in front of Iden. She cocked her head at me, curious.
“Go, Jesse,” Iden said, resolute, past all fear.
The Red Demon took another measured step forward, her boots crunching on the frozen ground. Her gaze brushed past me, fixed on Iden. At that moment, I believed my brother was right. I could see my fate in her eyes: she’d marked him; I was inconsequential.
“Pick up the bag, Jesse. Go!” Iden drew his hunting knife from his belt with a shaking hand.
He didn’t draw on her. He drew on me.
I watched him, stunned, as he took a second hand to pry the knife from his own grip, flipping the hilt toward me instead of the blade.
I clasped the handle, which he struggled to let go of. Confusion disrupted any lingering excuses. The Red Demon waited in silence as I picked up that bag with shaking hands. I clasped Iden’s shoulder one last time, thinking about pulling him with me, but his muscles tensed under my hand.
“Go!” he roared at me.
With a choked sob, I forced my legs to move ahead of my mind, carrying me away from the stream, away from the last person alive who knew my name. I crashed through undergrowth, pushing icy air through my lungs, the forest a blur of ice and pine.
Iden got his last wish. I didn’t see him die. But his scream rumbled through the trees and echoed off the gorges. That sound has yet to stop haunting my dreams.






  
  Chapter 4
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Another Dream

Faruhar


Idon’t ask her name. I imagine she doesn’t even have one. 
“May I tell you everything?” The words catch in my throat—I haven’t used my voice in a while, I guess.
“Why, Chaeten-sa?” she asks, her gaze a soft blur above a red dress. Every detail shifts like smoke. Her eyes, the color of moss after rain, might have been brown a heartbeat ago. I watch as they drift to blue ringing a sandy gold in the next moment: Asri eyes instead of the Chaeten green they started. The surrounding tavern lights breathe with me, shadows flickering and details of the room shifting with an impatience I can’t control. Today is a bad day, one where it’s difficult to focus on what’s real. I try to hold her details steady: the black hair, the blue dress.
I give up.
There is a woman with warm brown skin I want to see most of all, one whose smile glowed, a woman who held me when I was small. I can’t make the woman in front of me be the one I trust. I’ve never had that much control. But the shifting figure in front of me is not trying to kill me yet. Good enough.
“I want to tell you everything because you aren’t real,” I say. “It still helps, sometimes.”
She’s laughing—a breathy, amused sound that does little to chase away the unease clawing at my insides. “You were always such a strange girl,” she says, her words tinged with … something. A threat, I guess. When in doubt, it’s that.
“Always? Do you know me?” She wouldn’t be the first person I forgot.
If she answers, I lose the words in the wind’s rush, a phantom gust that chills me. Then the lights in the room dim, flicker like dying stars. I lose focus on her brown eyes, her green dress.
“I told you not to come back,” a different woman says. She kneels down to me on the floor, although I was sitting in a chair a moment ago. I’ve become small, and I hate that. It’s easier for people to hurt me when I’m young. They attack more often. So I, in turn, attack more often too.
At some level, I know this means this must be a memory or a dream, nothing real and happening now. It all feels the same, though.
“They know what you are,” the woman says.
“So tell them to stay away,” I hear myself say in a child’s voice.
“You should go before they try to kill you.” Her image shifts too fast to know if that’s concern in her face, or if I need to kill her too.
“Again? I just got here.” The word tastes sour on my tongue.
I can see her face now. Hard, resigned. But a soft face that looks similar to the one I trust. I study it, hoping to recognize her. No, this other woman simmers anger in a way the one I trust never could, even when I deserved it. The one I trust was crying when I saw her last, and that was my fault. The woman I trust had a name, even if I lost it.
“Who did you kill this time?” The woman wears a cloak now, a scarlet shadow obscuring her form. Someone else, and I’m overwhelmed by it all.
It’s easier to look away, to let none of them be real. I can react to threats as they come and allow myself to feel nothing. But for my sister’s sake—for Bria—I pay attention, just in case I see someone real, not another shadow that deserves death. For her sake, I do everything. There’s no blood around me yet, and no bodies. So far, so good.
It’s a man’s face I see now, Chaeten with dark skin and short black hair, his arms crossed. There’s no hate in him, just confusion. So I talk.
“Here’s everything I know. I can focus better if I stay near the same people every day. When things stay the same between days, a place or a person, I remember more. My sister said I should make myself useful.” When I turn, the man is gone. No one stays long.
I wish I could control what I feel on bad days. There should be a
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