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To whom it may concern, our Gods have died.
To my daughter, I apologize.

Excerpt from the last will and testament 
of a lighthouse keeper. 
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a renegade, a child and a bard
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At nineteen, when he’d been on his own and a man for over four turnflames, he punched the woman he loved into a ragdoll. 
He’d regretted it, right after. He always did. She was so lovely, tending to him despite the bruises; every time she forgave him, he felt whole. Cleansed. And he promised himself he wouldn’t do it again.
And then he did; do it again. 
Dondra scratches his uncovered stomach, and the slip of skin wrinkles like a page. The dark is textured with movement – shadows dissolve under his gaze. He spies on the sound of absence with the bated breath of an insomniac man. In hindsight, he did a mighty fine job as a fisherman.
He’d been a lousy son. A failure of a man. And a terrible husband. 
But he did a mighty fine job as a fisherman. 
Dondra observes the immobile landscape. Quietly, he mourns his last ennead alive.
In five sunbaums, merely four sunrises, the world will end. He’s run out of despair, run out of platitudes to spare – 
He’s run out of time to undo the past.
It has finally come to this: the Turnover. He’s never bothered to read much scripture – he’s fuzzy on the details. 
Mouth Bay’s crooked arms clench around him, and he stares at the stars through the cliffs’ fingers. The windless island welcomes him in its hostile hug; the brine slides under his tongue; the cold bucket of bait blows its bad breath from the corner of his hut; further down the dunes, the sand files its teeth against the sea.
He sighs. What a cunt the end can be – worse, when you know it’s coming.    
No one would deny him his forger’s nature, even though he is an inlander by birth. Yet when he tallies his life, all he can come up with is the Quagmire where he was born: the stench of sulfur, clinging to the canyons; his mother’s skirts, rasping in the dirt, the fabric thick and rough in his small hands. His father’s palms he had loved to watch work. The first time he tasted the sweetness of skaern – how the liquor had ignited his throat into coughs. He swore he’d never do it again. 
But loebaums, he is never without a drink. 
Lost in thought, he almost whistles the hymn of the Dirt King – stops, startled eyes darting around the sleeping beach. Tis’ bad luck, they say; tis unlawful: music. He shakes the unruly ruffle atop his head with belligerence; inhales the dusty sea with flared nostrils, catching hints of soot. He curses his inability to forget – but he knows himself well enough not to try his hand at forgiveness. It’s one of those skills people have to be born with. Like love. Unless you have an aptitude for it, it doesn’t get better with practice. 
He rubs at his aching chest as he drinks the horizon with vicious thirst. He takes a shot of skaern to smooth the landing. His eyes slide down the scenery and catch the square muzzle of a Gracewalker as it kisses the dock further down. The Fortunate is coming. Majestic, under the guise of anonymity, the ship glides across the Breathless Sea, dragging a trail of green smoke behind its iron shell as it reaches shore.
Dondra drinks some more. He steels himself from the memories rushing between his fingers. 
A rustle at his side reminds him that he’s with company. The hammock next to his sways with alarming squeaks of distress; his fellow fisherman is keeled over the fabric – unwashed scent pouring over Dondra like the tide. 
Runt squints against the bleak carpet of stars, face scrunched into an ugly mask of confusion. They often talk, but they rarely speak to each other: they both like it better that way. Intimacy, without the burden of proof. But watching the lonely profile, Dondra suddenly feels hollow with grief. 
Aye, he’d been a lousy son. But, to his defense, his father was only half a man by the time they met.
He tears his gaze away – it’s like clawing out of a painting. He burrows deeper into his hammock. 
As a child, he’d grown up with bedtime stories. His mother had woven – soft-spoken, with the eyes of a leashed dog – her stories like cashmere. When she was done, you could hardly tell the difference. All Dondra ever truly need to know about his father was that the man was a hero – the next sip Dondra takes, he sucks out of the bottle until the liquor hits his nose. Aye, his father had a medal to prove it: polished it every moonbaum, cradling it with tender hands.
From experience, Dondra knows – few places are as hostile as the human skull.   
His father never spoke about it: the War of Tenth. But he got that look sometimes. And Dondra had accused the man of coming back with more than a medal – always in the kitchen, while Dondra’s mother cooked and her husband worked the fields. Always, when out of the man’s earshot – sharp whispers, waiting for heavy footsteps to walk through the door. All the while, Dondra’s unfinished rage dug empty spaces inside him. It felt as if he were usurping his own skin, whenever he encountered tenderness. It felt as if he were wearing a suit of muscle that was too tight for his breath. Until he tore past his own flesh – straight into someone else’s. 
Human beings ripped like paper. Loud, yet easier than you’d expect. To all that rage, his mother would say, “Ts’understandable. They taught'im t’kill; ts’a skill d’man cannae unlearn.”
His father needed to hit something. Regularly. Preferably, his wife, occasionally his son, and one time too many, Dondra’s little sister. 
With her small, three-flame-old body, she hadn’t survived the onslaught. 
And Dondra had hated the man for that. But he hated his mother and sister more for being weak. 
Hated himself mostly. 
He shrinks into a child again, feeling pathetic; a full-grown man shouldn’t weep like a babe. He suckles on the liquor with dry eyes. In his ears, rising like a crowd, the sound of leather, as it brushes against skin; the metal unbuckling; the quick, precise rustles of fingers unclasping – and the scent of anticipation in the air. His father always whistled the hymn of the Dirt King before he doled out his discipline. The nausea hits him like a wall in the face, and he folds over himself, willing the churning fear away. 
The man can never hurt him again. Dondra made sure of that. He stills shaky fingers around the neck of the bottle. Chokes it until the muscles quiver and give around the glass. Aye, he made sure of that. He swallows his own bile and washes it down with skaern. 
He bloodied his father into a pulp. Used the medal to do it. 
He remembers the feeling of standing above the corpse. The righteous certitude that he’d done the right thing. He had no regrets. Back then, only tired, but euphoric freedom had coursed through his veins. He’d marveled at the endless possibilities now afforded to him by this gesture of emancipation. 
Yet he knew he should feel shame. 
After all, he’d killed the village’s hero. 
He lifts his torso, emerging from his cocoon of fabric, and reaches for a new bottle of skaern. He hesitates – which is uncharacteristic. He feels that if he were to put the liquor down, perhaps the world wouldn’t end. But as a teen, he’d also been fully convinced he’d drink himself into an early grave – the folly spirit of drunks had seen fit to give him ten lives. 
Which was a stupid thing to do; all things considered.
Runt shifts at his side. Somehow, Dondra knows what the man will ask before he speaks. But he still braces for the sound. 
Runt clears his throat. “Did’ye bet?” 
When Dondra thinks he might never hear Runt’s voice again…he supposes that alone could turn him into a praying man; if he thought it would make a difference. 
Dondra glares at the sky in mutiny. Useless chit-chat, that’s what this is. Yet there’s a hint of fear in the cocktail of his rage. He drinks until he can’t taste his mouth anymore. He figures that when the Turnover was first prophesied, the end of the world had seemed like a fringe theory –  gasped by desperate fanatics. And oh, how his ancestors must have laughed…but now the end is real, and it’s coming fast. Too fast. 
Dondra grunts. “Tis no use. D’world ’endin, ye slowpoke.” 
He glares at the other man, lips quirked into gentle teasing. He finds himself in a strangely tender mood moonloe.  
Runt shrugs – bony shoulders under too large a shirt. He’d waited for the previous owner to die. Sunbaums, enneads -patiently. Even talked Dondra’s ear off about it. Runt had stalked the man’s final breath, spoon-feeding and entertaining him on his deathbed. 
He’d done his part; he was owed a new shirt.  
And it looks mighty fine on him. His one good eye shines like a marble under the hooded eyebrows. “Might be…but did’ye bet?” 
He’s like deep water, Runt. Not good at thinking, but great at reflecting. 
Dondra chuckles in the bottle; it whistles softly against the rim. The world is ending in five sunbaums, and here he is, betting on the Turn of this Flame and the order of the moonhouses – as if he still had something to lose. 
But five whole sunbaums – well, the seabirds are coming tomorrow – that’s still plenty enough time to collect on his bet from them. 
He scratches the back of his neck, mouth twisting around his answer, suckling it jealously before delivering it with a pop of relief. “Well, I put Dve in d’first moonhouse.”
Runt hums importantly. “Course.” 
“Then Tatsu-”
Runt snorts. “Not Xeschiel?”
Dondra chuckles, a bitter edge of warning to it. “Hav’ye not heard? Our Lord Vassal’s House dinnae hold d’prestige from befor; and’he dinnae make d’Turn of Flame; d’Conclave does. They decide, who starts the turnflame, and who finishes it.”
There’s not much Runt can say back to that. But he’s like deep water, Runt. You never know what’s hiding under the surface. “Heard different. Heard House Mambree leased five Gracewalkers, and House Zular got d’orcs te join in d’Southern Colonies. Heard them was fishin’…fer being d’third moonhouse, next turnflame. Why they do that – if d’world is endin’?”
“There won’t be a next turnflame, ye fool.” There’s no real bite to it. Only acceptance. 
They both stare at the clatter of soldiers, down below. The dock crawls with life, glowtorches tight like a pack of fireflies. The very last shipment of the turnflame. Mashin! It very well could be that he and Runt are the last two fishermen who will ever witness this – this nothing moment he’s slept through, ennead after ennead, without ever knowing that one sunbaum he would sorely miss…the mundane things he’s had no cravings for. 
The privilege of first experiences is that there’s nothing to compare it to. 
He drinks. 
But the edge of the last time is that it outlives all the rest.
The horizon bites into his shadow while the past opens a sinkhole under his feet. Memory, he muses, is like a natural catastrophe. When he was nineteen, he killed the woman he loved – he’s been wearing his father’s hands ever since.  
Runt rasps his throat and looks past him, at the waveless ocean – then up, at the stark profile of the cliffs. “Could be der’is…a next turnflame. Could be d’Conclave’s wrong.” 
And what a wonderful mistake that would be. 
Dondra belly-chuckles. He smooths the kinks in his shoulders before he speaks. “Could be I grow wings, too. But we’re not in yonderbaum, Runt.” He clucks his tongue disapprovingly. “And what if they was…wrong? Waddya gon’ do? Find a wife, have a childless bapsalt?” 
The silence punctures his laugh. Aye, coming to terms with the world ending follows a different timeline for everyone.
For Dondra, it had been the fish dying. He pinches the bridge of his nose between knotty fingers, trying to chase away the memories. But they float up anyway – corpses, pale stomachs like fallen leaves. Entire schools, turning up dead, the flesh contaminated and rotten. 
It occurs to him then that if the fish dies out, he will be utterly obsolete. 
If so, what a blessing the world is ending. 
Runt pinches his lips into a bloodless line of defiance. “If they wrong ‘bout d’end of d’world, could be they wrong bout’ other things.”
Dondra is tired. So tired. “Such as?”
Runt looks out into the horizon, mouth stubbornly sealed. And Dondra thinks that if it weren’t for the War of Tenth, things would have been different. But after the war, for his father, there hadn’t been an “us” and a “them” anymore. There were winners, and there were losers. And everyone wanted to be on the winner’s side. 
All Dondra can feel is immense, devastating regret at the choices he made. 
And the knowledge that if he could, he would keep on making the same mistakes.
He was never a man of conviction. He’s a man of repetition: he’s nothing without his habits. The first sip he takes is for taste; the third sip – he takes because he can; all the ones that follow, he takes because he must. 
From his father, Dondra learned something about himself: most men were cowards. Pretending you weren’t – that was, in a nutshell, the job. He rubs at his ugly, old scars. Like all fishermen, once the risk of infection had passed, he’d let his fellas use salt: salt to dress the wounds. It healed badly – a mangled grove of scarred tissue. Just a scratch, he lied through his teeth, all the unshed tears sloshed in his stomach like an ocean. 
Aye, he keeps on pretending; right like a man. 
But in this generation, the closest he’s ever come to war is the battle of attrition he has with the bottle. It’s made him a sore loser. He hates it. Hates the feeling of being impotent. He looks back at the keep, Ashmoth Castle peeking above the walls. In there, the servants labor for the Lord Vassal without a hint of protest. 
Hate corrodes him again. They could mend the curtains and polish the silverware – they could dress it however they wanted. But the gist of it remained: you slept, you shat, you ate. And if the stars aligned, sometimes you fucked.  
But if no one loved you in this world, none of what you did ever mattered.
When he was six, he asked his mother about forgiveness. The way only a child could. By pointing out the truth. She answered him in shades of black and blue: “Yer da, he dinnae mean nuthin’ wif’it. He’s jast…he’s misplaced his rage, y’ken?”
But he hadn’t misplaced his rage; he couldn’t have. 
He’d never lost it in the first place. 
The rustle of chain mail scampers up from the sea – Dondra and Runt freeze guiltily. 
The fishermen blend into the shadows. They feign sleep in their hammocks – the Militia passes by them, carrying their loot. Dondra holds his breath, curled in his hanging bed. With stunted panting, muffled by his clammy palm, he spies above the fabric, nose pressed against the hammock’s rim. Lungfuls of dry sweat compete for his attention. He ignores the stench and watches on. 
Nestled amongst the tightly packed humans chained together – only an arm’s reach away from his hut – there, a glint in the moonlight – a man, built like a giant. The sight startles him; he flinches deeper into the thick darkness, scared of being caught. From under his blanket, Dondra stretches his neck, trying to catch a glimpse of the tall figure. But he’s already walking away. The fisherman’s heart gallops after the tall shadow.
Fear stews hot in his stomach. He licks his lips, finds the dry skin flaking off – wipes the sweat gathering under his nose with his sleeve. He’d thought naively that after accepting the end of the world with such noble grace, nothing could scare him. Not anymore. But he was wrong. 
That prisoner was a renegade. Dondra could have sworn it. He shivers, feeling naked like a worm to the glare of the sky. Nonsense. Why woulda renegade be sent t’ Ingehar? 
It cannot be. He screws his eyes shut and signs the Tenth. 
Runt breaks the truce. “Was’it…a renegade?” 
The whisper of his friend rasps his nape like claws; he shivers. Dondra shakes his head in denial and pulls the hammock tight around his chin, clenching it between the rough pads of his fingers. “Nay, ne renegade would com’ te Ingehar.” They both believe that.
Such has always been the way of things.
He sighs, catches a still image of the other fisherman as his lines are swallowed by the moon. Aye, d’world z’endin’. And them, along with it. If he couldn’t make peace with that, he’d be a lesser man – lesser even than the deepest trenches of the ocean. That’s life, he supposes. Swimming with the mother-anchor tied to your right ankle; a treasure chest to the left. Bones are pulling you down. He finds himself comforted by the forgers’ beliefs – this despite having observed tradition like one thanks the venison before a meal. As a means to an end. 
And there were times, looking at Runt, when he thought that this shipwreck of a man – for all his shortcomings – was more family than he deserved. 
And in such times, his heart ached for the loss.
In such times, he longed for a hero.
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Saskia watches the sun set east.
The stone exhales its cold breath through her feet, with frozen talons that dig deep in her marrow. It stinks of the ocean. She spares a thought for the bard, anticipates, with quiet delight, that the seabirds will come tomorrow. 
As she obediently awaits the Turnover, she muses that there is something bruising about living on an island without wind. She imagines the world like a tortoise.
Lean on her ankles, she peruses her surroundings, piercing the hush with her glare. Unlike humans, she doesn’t need a glowtorch to see through the moonbaum. Colours are absent from her vision: robbed without sunlight – but the lines are crisp around her. 
She’s to die, in five sunbaums – four, after moonloe. 
She waits for the fright, as the wolf waits for the moon. But besides a certain queasiness at the particulars, she finds it hard to conjure deeper sorrow. It is, she supposes, a collateral of a poor imagination. 
She bites on her cuticles – snaps out of it, loathing the horrid habit; she readjusts her blouse.
Beneath the damp silence of moonbaum, the chilling cries of sirens scratch the sky around her. Yet her eyes are riveted forward, trailing the lines of the foggy bay below. Saskia barely minds them, would think the world had ended earlier than expected if she couldn’t hear them. 
But it was only three sunbaums ago that she first had the earth-shattering thought -she’s never seen a siren up close.
The bane of the Charter -the most vilest creatures in the sea -and high up on her island, she couldn’t tell you a thing about them – besides their evil nature. 
She blows raspberries, huffs and drops her head – like an axe between her legs. Unless the sirens learn to climb, she’s not likely to ever see one either. She’s running out of time. Turtled between her shoulders, she stews in her own stench and thoughts. It’s what irks her the most, about the world ending so soon. Not what she leaves behind – truthfully, it’s not much. But all the things she’s yet to accomplish. Her toothless eyes chew through the darkness, lapping up the soft, downward slant of Mouth Bay. Any Machinist worth its salt would tell you – if Ingehar’s soil had been fertile, the island would have been glorious. 
She gathers her thoughts, taps her index on the ground, marshalling them into clean rows.
Between the ridges of her lips, brine has gathered, tearing through the skin. She licks it off, finds something foul. She recognizes the familiar smell of fish. 
She looks around and swallows the stark desolateness like poppy wine. Treacherously sweet as if it were harmless. Rising miles above the sea, the misshapen landscape resists the mind’s inclination for embellishments. No trees or flowers, no animals, no birds in the sky. Just stone. A monolithic chunk of flesh; no apparent limbs; no discernible features. 
But for the heart ripped out of its chest.
That brand of solitude is the life she knows. Loneliness, in polite company. 
Mouth Bay crumbles into the sea, like a bite in a cake. She glares at the docks: the only way out of this island. Mostly, it’s unfair; she’ll never find out why sirens circle the bay in a wide berth. The pestilence, she’s read somewhere, infests every littoral in the Charter, but Ingehar’s southern coast. And there’s nothing to attribute the miracle to, but divine intervention. Having, in her idle lights, combed the bay from top to bottom, she must regretfully come to the same conclusion. Verily, the fishermen have grown quite used to her antics, so much so, she likes to imagine they now consider her a permanent fixture in the landscape – surely, if she were to suddenly disappear, they would sorely miss her. Or at the very least, she hopes, notice her absence. 
Her failure to elucidate Mouth Bay’s mystery, above all others, perfectly encapsulates her dissonance.
She leans back until her soles give out, slipping off the stone with the painless rustle of sleepers sliding off feet; the sky is an endless funnel, but gravity is on the wrong side.
Longingly, like a seed stretching into a tree, she tilts her head back, and the stars flattens her protests until she’s just a dot on the map. She uncurls, spread-eagled – dead soil cushions her spine, joints sagging with relief. She’s got time -she chuckles -well…on the grand scheme of things, time is her most finite resource. But as far as what’s happening down in the docks, the Militia will be right on schedule, trudging with drum-like precision through the task. 
They don’t need her supervision. 
She closes her eyes, finds a hollow silence; she rolls on her side; opens her eyes. 
A cockroach slithers past her – she catches it under her palm.
For a time, she’d entertained the thought of being a fisherman. Impossible, of course – what with her eldritch blood – but way back when she could count her life on one hand, the only path out of this island had been by way of sea. They would never let her on a Gracewalker; no, the High Machinists would let her near the sacred ships. But the Iron Syndicate is not as finicky. Provided you could make yourself into an asset rather than a nuisance, all were welcome.
She can feel the tiny legs tapping along the walls of her flesh; she’s touched by the desperate struggle to live, despite the feathery touch. She peeks under one finger – the inhuman gaze of the creature fails to provoke pity. She closes the gap. The minute action feels irreversible.
Speared by instant regret, she lets the bug go. 
It skitters away, races into the unknown, swaying like a boat afflicted by drunk stupor. 
The idea had come to her by observing Dondra. The centrist was, by birth, an inlander. But no one would ever say that to his face – not to the best fisherman in the bay. And he passed well enough as a forger. Yet from her understanding of Eïndhar’s customs, centrists were not open to interpretation, far as nationality was concerned. A forger was a forger, was a forger, was a forger, and so on. 
But through her youth, being a fisherman had seemed the only straight road to freedom. 
She sighs, unrolls on her back like a carpet. Such follies are far behind. 
She holds her breath, engages in a blinking contest with the stars – it’s a challenge she always loses. Despondently, she straightens up in a graceful bounce, palms flexed behind her back. She dusts off her pants.
She’s been promised certain death – if her sources are to be believed, a gruesome one at that. Fear is a reasonable response to that. A sting in her left shoulder; she goes to scratch it, changes her mind – she drops her arm back down. Ingehar’s silence is like a snore she can never sleep through.
She was raised by the offbeat quiet of stillborn things. 
It ruptures into cackling; she wonders who will go first – her or the sirens? She frowns: it could very well be they all go out together, in a blazing flame of glory. She shakes her head. She can’t picture it: the end. Not even remotely. And there’s this…skin-crawling monotony that feels wholly unnatural. They should be revolting. At their imminent death. They should be angry.
She’s yet to see anyone panic. 
Curled inside herself, she snorts – the sound is like a pebble down a well. Further up, at the edge of her sight, the keep hovers above the beach; its greyscale walls twisted into the watchful features of a crow as it witnesses its feast's final breath. 
Yes, the resident’s lack of reaction at the incumbent Turnover, she somehow understands. It is the nature of isolation, to think itself exempt from catastrophe. In fact, she shares the sentiment. As far as the island’s Machinist's utter disregard for his flock…she attributes that to his incompetence, which – along with his inflexibility – she’s long suspected to be learned behaviour.
She drives eyes forward, her memory leaping past the walls of the keep below. She can visualize the red domes: their bed of mushrooms growing from the stone; the Machinist sleeping alone amongst them, fertilizer to the crop. She extends her sympathy to the pious man; she signs the Tenth. It’s the tragedy of fossilization: to perceive the world in shades of slander. To his credit, one cannot fault him of not observing the sacred rites.
But the Machinist is a tool; he does not signify. 
What she truly takes issue with is the fact that the Conclave would bother with servicing Ingehar with fresh labour – and this barely four sunbaums before the end. 
Slow ebbs ripple in the water. Her body echoes the shivers. A groan, down the bay. She feels watched by the interruption. Her body clenches into shallow breathing as she anticipates the hit. 
After a small eternity, the tension breaks. 
She plops down on her feet like an unhooked puppet; signs the Tenth. Of course, time-management is one of the highest virtues in the Chart – as is respecting your appointments – she sighs; but surely the immediate crisis takes precedence. She tries not to dwell on it. Because if she does, the whole affair seems nonsensical. Of course, she’s not so daft as to think herself above the Will of the Engine; there must be a reason for the futile upkeep. 
Perhaps, mainly, to avoid widespread panic. 
So far, besides a stifling amount of melancholy, things in the keep have been business as usual. 
Which is odd but suits her purpose just fine. 
She hasn’t skipped a shipment in seven turnflames – end of the world notwithstanding. Every Starlingbaum, without fail, she camps beneath the pinpricked blanket of moonbaum. Faithfully, she climbs the back of Pidge’s Hill, atop which the watchtower is perched –  she might like to have a hill wear her name, one yonderbaum. 
Something flickers in the distance, calm waters parting under the metal bend of the Fortunate, and she leans forward. She could swallow it if she cranes her neck low enough – she shivers; the air carries the taste of metal and rot. 
She drops her head between her legs in a weary exhale, then critically eyes the short spikes of hair that obscure the view like strings of straw. It is getting too long for Lorna’s taste, and the headmaid is sure to soon butcher Saskia’s mane. Yer a boy Saskia, ye must be a boy, she can hear her benefactor’s voice, as if she were whispering by her ear. 
If her calculations are correct, tomorrow she will reach her fifteenth flame: the age of reason. 
Yet no human children have been born in fifty turnflames.
She sighs. No wonder no one is panicking. Perhaps it is simply that they cannot be bothered to go through it again: the Turnover. Absently, she pulls on a lock – it breaks free from her head with a sting. She rubs the fallen hair between her fingers and observes the poor quality of the strands.
People often say the Scarce took everything. 
She runs soft fingers over the stone: the pads feel moist and wrinkled. On a whim, she sucks on one – ice explodes on her taste buds. When the scent of flowers disappeared, people unlearned to love. They had to, for survival. Brittle would-be-parents disappeared their longing into the bottom drawer. 
Lorna says the Scarce took the bees before it robbed the cradles. That they ran out of honey before they ran out of children…the headmaid is never sure which she finds most tragic. 
Saskia thinks it depends on the sunbaums.
She stares at her cuticles. Lorna likes them to be clean and has taught her to be just as finicky.
She glares her grief at the moon. Rasps her bare knuckles against the sweating rocks. Claws through the dirt as if she could find gold. But here, the windless air is always saturated with tangy, dry guilt; and the rust grows tentacles through the dust. It’s best to stay grounded, so you can’t get lost. When she brings her palms back up, they are dark with earth. She smears it on her clothes, knowing the headmaid will not be pleased. 
But Lorna is never pleased. 
One sunbaum, as they were dusting the grainy tapestries in the ballroom of Ashmoth -the rugged bristles hissing ferally under the ministration, this, in religious silence – Saskia’s eyes had kept falling to the furthest corner. Pressed as she was to the wall, the ferocious drakes, epic battles, and fiery volcanoes had blended into matted fur. But the small creatures hunched over in a forgotten edge had appeared crystal clear. Deformed shadows with beady eyes, hands mowing into the paint. Even then, she understood instinctively that the ugly knots of threads were her ancestors. 
“Will I look like that when I grow up?” She’d asked the headmaid.
Lorna had clonked her head and berated her for asking asinine questions.
And Saskia had waited for her claws to grow. 
She stares at the round, pink beds intensely. 
A phlegmatic iron lament spills into the bay and splashes her in the face like a cold wave – she glares at the ugly ship. The Fortunate spews curses as it trudges past Saskia’s gaze where her sight clashes with the horizon. 
She stacks her vertebrae back up like pearls on a necklace, and a satisfied shiver of delight follows. 
Beneath her, the world crawls slightly forward. 
Hate can be like that. Moving forward by inertia. 
Converted from war machine to human trafficker, the Gracewalker crosses the windless, waveless water desert they call the Breathless Sea. It does this with the loyalty of a well-broken guard dog. Every Starlingbaum and every Slopebaum, the Fortunate ferries the excommunicates from one port to the other, with unflinching obedience. And she’s its most fervent witness.
Even moonloe, with the end of the world a breath away.
She glances longingly at the faraway coast.
Her gaze skirts sharply above the still body of water that is the Breathless Sea. Her eyes land on the blurred coast ahead. She blinks, as if that could chase the dullness away. But nothing ever changes. Not here, and not over there, beyond the static ocean. 
Not even in Castiel Rhea. Forgers always swear – she thinks with a wry smirk – that “no finer services can be offered to seafarers and slave masters elsewhere”. She feels a pinch in her chest as she conjures words on a page and tries to arrange them into an image. But she has no kindle to light the fire. All she knows is Ingehar – whenever she imagines someplace else, it is but her island with a limp. She bops her chin on her knees, defeated. Above the stagnant water, soft lights blink at her, and she’s suddenly overcome by powerless anger. Before it can take shape, it has already given up the fight. 
She’d always hoped to visit the place where the Fortunate’s legend grew, told, embellished, and retold by the blacksmiths and sailors of the city. She’s sure they pamper the ship whenever it anchors and send it back here to Captown, well-oiled and spoiled with praise. She drags a lone finger across the dirt, scribbling her name, before brushing it away – hands like a machete as it sloughs the layer of brambles and wishful thinking that has grown over the landscape like a callous. 
 
As if hearing her thoughts, the ship burps a hymn of despondency that ricochets aimlessly through the bay. The blunt, gustless nails of the stale echo chamber drop the sounds crisply, like leaves from a tree. It becomes a matted carpet that hums beneath Saskia’s feet. She tethers herself to the muted warning of the biteless threat. Poised and leveraged; narrowed elbows resting on the heels of her fingers. A feline, leaning forward — as if ready to pounce. 
When she feels the tongue of a glare, licking down her nape, she glances at the intrusive edifice.
In stark contrast to the muddy-red buildings of Ingehar, the gloomy and senile tower looms above her like a droopy exclamation point. With a wet tumble, the friable stone climaxes in a stunted leap to the sky. 
Unexplainable. She curls her toes possessively. The records say when it was found, Ingehar was empty, save for the watchtower. Not a clue as to who left it on the island. She glances back at the suspicious auspice. Eyes closed and filled with secrets; it sleeps. Truly, there is something symbolically hostile about discovering a supposedly virgin land and finding a watchtower.
Distractedly, she grabs and rolls, like dice in her palm, a fistful of gravelly pebbles. The dust lingers on the hinges of her hands, fingers grate softly against each other, flirting with a gritty slide. She blows away the grime; her gaze slants downward. The snuffed glares of the guards' glowtorches lurk down in the bay, floating like the yellow eyes of crocodiles above the fractured smile of Mouth Bay. The beach comes alive with predator intentions; the Fortunate glides forward like a hush, dropping shadows that leave no footprints in the sand.
And all manners of excommunicate, from the most hardened to the soft-boiled, are faithfully delivered to Ingehar, where nothing grows but an abundance of iron and a need for hard workers who will not complain. 
Rapists, destitute, traitors, and some who were in the wrong place at the wrong time disembark on the island in shackles.  
Proving, once again, that slavery is a gift that keeps on giving. 
She sifts through the sand with her gaze, looking for a weakness, a hint, anything. Something that can tell her which slave will outlive the rest, and which one will die fastest. The First and the Last. She squeezes her knees together. They rarely do; survive, that is. If disease, accidents, or famine do not get them, time and despair take care of it. With a bit of luck, one out of twenty adapts to the harsh conditions, only to realize they will never again know freedom.
Last time she bet three tickets on the First dying in as little as an ennead. She smirks. Hefty bet, Armand had cautioned her. But she had won. 
He had stumbled and fallen from a platform, crashing like a rag doll at the bottom of the mine. Hearing the tale from Armand’s own mouth, he had remained alive for a full sunbaum, calling and begging for help, both his legs broken. Another two tickets, she bet on a scrawny, rodent-like midget. He had been killed over a piece of bread. But anyone could have guessed that from his shifty walk. 
Armand had doth protested her win: “After you robbed me of two tickets,” he’d exclaimed in mock outrage. 
“Rob you? I won those tickets fair and square.” Her outrage had been real.
“Accidental deaths and murder are hardly the same thing,” he’d dismissed, as if they were merely discussing the weather, butterfly hands stirring.
 “You should have chosen a smarter dog, a less belligerent one,” she’d taunted him.
She considers his protests the signs of a sore loser. 
Hollow armours tear through the quiet. Her eyes cut to the Militia’s march. They move like a colony of ants. Her thoughts roll lazily over their backs and land at her feet in crumbs. She anticipates her imminent reunion with the bard. Warm stomach and fuzzy with appetite, she glides to the tip of the cliff, lays her chin on her hands, and stares. 
She mimes a spitfire, points at the blurry figures down below, and shoots – narrowly misses; a shadow stumbles. She smirks, spoiled by synchronicity. 
She immediately latches onto the tallest figure like a magnet; the shadow moves amongst its peers the way a knife cuts through butter. That’s it, that’s the one: the Last. Watching him, miles away, she can almost hear his thundering step hammering down on the sand; no, it’s just her heartbeat. But he’s different…there’s something about him. Something dangerous. 
Something blasphemous.  
She feels out of breath just at the thought, and a blush has risen to her cheeks. The cold hits harder now, but she barely minds it. Finds the quick-onset fever invigorating. Her heels shift unprompted beneath her – it almost knocks her off balance. The gravel sings under her foot.
Even in darkness, she misses nothing of what unfolds below. She can trace the path the Militia will take with her tongue. And yet she doesn’t see it: when a shadow bleeds out of the watchtower. 
She misses it entirely.
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Potato is the only fruit the land will bear; it is not a fruit at all. 
In the past few moonhouses, Ingehar’s pigeoneer has come to despise potatoes. The blandness of it makes his stomach churn. Alone, in his watchtower, Pidge indulges an old habit of his. 
He ruminates.
Dirt, potatoes, and cows have plagued every waking light of his sunbaums lately. Especially cows. 
His parents had a cow. 
Back when you could still find cows in Eïndhar. Before the few animals left with fat on their bones were relocated north to Deïrenhart…but it matters very little. Few things matter anymore, but the Chart and the Law of Plenty.
And the Law is quite clear. All fauna is to be considered property of the Conclave and off-limits for hunting. Should anyone spot a beast, however, they must immediately capture it and report the find to the nearest tinder house, where a Machinist shall reward the lucky fella’ with - nay one, nay two, but three meal tickets!- and’ain’t dat’ a bounty. ‘Nough meat ta feed an army, in exchange fo’ three measly meals? ain’t dat’a bounty! aye, but da Right Arm provides, Spoken! Pidge chastises himself half-heartedly. 
Failure to comply with the Conclave’s regulations, of course, is punishable with excommunication.
Pidge shivers. Like everyone here, he’s seen what “excommunication” looks like up close – slavery, it look like slavery.
Crouched on his bed of straw, long face rounded by the reflection in his ale, he thinks he looks half-rat, half-suckling babe. He runs needy fingers over the old wooden icon, nails raking against the well-worn surface. He took it from his mother's corpse after she had passed, in the throes of fever and delirium. Judging by her grip, the end was not peaceful. 
It pains him, the knowledge that she could not attain the contentment she had piously sought. It is not right. It’s also not right to worship the old Gods, if not plain unlawful. Were anyone to find it...he hopes, if he dies holding it, someone will kindly do what he did for his mother and hide it. 
He dreads excommunication. 
He clings to both the old and new Gods. Even money – that’s what his father would call it; in the gambling jargon the rest of the village had soon adopted to please him. His father would despise it. He’d been a gambler to his death. Aye, but no mo’ gamblin’ eitha’, d’Law of Plentay done took care of dat.
Sauri. He worships the name of the wooden icon unwittingly. Old habits die hard. The Beautification of Death. He peers into the grave eyes, unstaring beyond a thin veil. 
“Because acceptance frees mourning,” is the faith his mother was taught. He parrots it. That was before the Grand Machine and the Right Arm of Law. Yes, death can be solace. When it is received; willingly. Death can be a gift. 
To him, she’d looked like a ghost with breasts when he was still young. Sauri – she had long represented the secret taboo of sexual shame. Her almost sick womanhood showed nothing under the draped veil. Yet the artist took the time to carve the accent of her curves, to sharpen and sand the wood into hard pebbled nipples, poking through soft bark. A taunt to the teenage boy’s filthy mind. 
But she felt like solace in his hands now. 
Smooth, levigated bark running like water under his palms. He squeezes the icon tighter but relents for fear this will hurt her. 
She was his mother’s God. When no one was looking.
 As it was, for many inlanders like her. Those old enough to remember what it was like, before the Culling, before the postgods. Those who had renounced their Gods, as their Gods had forsaken them. Yet in the end, it was to the false Gods his mother’s generation prayed to. With them, it sought comfort. 
He’d been powerless when his mother died, to do anything but hold her hand. But she would not risk contagion, so she’d sent him away to stay with relatives. He’d made his way back to her corpse just in time to preserve her from the implacable Bellymen – yes, he’d hidden the icon; an’her hands were s’cold, I thunk I froze. His bladder contracts in painful spasms, and he indulges the pain; it keeps him grounded. He muses that one always remembers their parents, and in the end, one goes back to where they came from. 
Back to the beginning.    
Betsy, she had been called – the cow. Not much of a looker, all skin-and-bones, losing her hair towards the end, with tits so dry, the milk came out already spoiled, and you had to squeeze it out like cottage cheese. 
No, he remembers with a soft smile filled with shards, not a beaut, with’em stinky patches of hair an’ bony ass. 
But mooklord, she’d been his. 
“Tis’ not much a man call his. But his land and hiself, his cattle and his’youngins’. And pride? Tis’ what y’gives to yer woman, if y’wants keys ta d’queendom, yer pride,” his father was fond of reminding him with a boisterous laugh. 
She made their home smell like dung, and it stunk his soul long after he left. But he loved the sweet tartness of dairy; the acid scent cutting through the wafts of cloying vapours; the stench of sulphur that inlanders have always associated with the Quagmire. And ugly runt that Betsy was, she had been enough. To drive every neighbour to the door, hat in hand and begging hands. Pidge had felt like a rich man back then. Rich enough for his parents to afford a famous Machinist who taught only on the Jawline, so their son could learn to read and to write. 
And she’s a solid anchor in his memory, the Machinist – if not slightly barnacled. Acrid ale fumes climb up his nostrils, and he slings the alcohol in his mouth like he’d swing a punch to the face. He can vaguely make out, through his clogged ears, that the beach is mumbling with people. He swats them out of his fantasies. 
Salmein of Corteva, his teacher, would forever be as he met her in his mind. 
Unlike most, her spanking had always been just right. Never meant to harm, just to hurt. Best way to learn. His ass tingles in obsequious remembrance. To her credit, she never played favourites either. Pidge pulls a fuzzy recollection of silver raked into a high ponytail; her veiny forehead, the blood drained from her face. But mostly, he conjures, she’d had breasts like a milkmaid. And at that age, he’d cared about little else. 
He’d heard news of her death, maybe thirty turnflames ago or so. He’d felt a twinge of nostalgia upon the awareness of her passing, then nothing. 
Mostly, he remembers, she’d been a forger Machinist. 
And he never forgot what a grave insult it was for his village. To dip beyond the borders of the Quagmire. Inlanders suffice to inlanders! was their war cry, and the reason for their activism. Yes, they were dirt poor, but they had each other. 
We suffice. 
Pidge scoffs, grabbing the bed of straw between knotty stumps, fingers clenching around the cold, hard ground, and finding it unflinching. His back aches from the uneven patchwork of the walls. He drinks some more. 
Alas! Southern centrists had far better Machinists than the rest of Eïndhar – that was a well-established fact – much to his parents' chagrin. But for northsiders, the Jawline provided an almost equal level of opportunity. Except for the unlucky few like him; those who happened to be located more inland of the breadbasket continent: in the Jinx Quagmire. 
“The unlucky inlanders” people chuckled with the kind of disguised glee that comes from the knowledge that, at least, someone has it worse than you, poor, poor inlanders. 
Pidge grips the knob of his tankard avidly. The ale sloshes in his stomach, and he burps loudly. 
Hierarchy was a fact of nature. 
In that, it was everywhere. Pidge had long digested that truth, and to understand Eïndhar, he liked to imagine a woman. 
The Brim in the south; the wet cunt of the Charter; the Grivago gold vein running between her legs. 
As a boy, he’d not understood why rich men carved gold out of her hips, but he’d drunk his father’s words like gospel when the man said, “d’miners dine on da bones of d’masters. We suffice, son.” His hand like hot iron on Pidge’s shoulder. 
A shiver runs through him as he thinks of the Veil, where the land shrinks into a flimsy string of flesh. He remembers passing by it on one of his father’s travels. He’d almost soiled himself when he’d witnessed the ominous fog that swirled, alive, in breathy snakes through the forest. It was coiled so tight it strangled all light, and he’d reached for his throat as if suddenly choked. 
His snort veers into a throaty cough. He gets his bearings back. 
His own village had been standing on the crone’s hairy left nipple. Her canyons, like wrinkles, had offered warm shelter to the inhabitants of the Jinx Quagmire. And they had made their homes in the deep groves that tunnelled through her flesh. 
Eventually, one grows numb to the stench of sulphur.
He chews on the thought and spits it back out with vehement pathos. Pidge never got used to it. 
And in truth, neither did his father. 
Loebaums, he thinks of his home with bitter longing. 
Begrudgingly, he admits, it would have been better to be a forger instead. 
Yes, forgers ask for little else beyond the safety of their own strength, and he could have learned to be happy with less.  
The starkest memory from his youth was the sunbaum one of his classmates brought him back home for lunch. He’d insisted upon it, and Pidge had no heart to say no; nor the inclination to refuse a free meal. His father was probably somewhere handling business. Or he would have never allowed it. “Inlanders dinnae eat forgers’ food, tis bad luck”, he always admonished his son, reciting the sacred precept every time they went gallivanting through the Jawline. 
Pidge signs the Tenth, then glares at the fish bones left in his empty bowl. What once tasted like the guilty pleasure of Woe now tastes like the ashes of the future. Utterly, morally bland. 
His mother would turn in her grave if she could see him. But “da dead don’t blink”, the old idiom sits uncomfortably still in his chest, tired with guilt. A slow crawl of paranoid terror climbs up his spine. She’s probably watching him.
“Tis jest meat frem d’sea,” his friend’s uncle had reprimanded him, before force-feeding it to him with stained fingers that tasted like coarse skin and labour. 
Afterwards, when the plate had been cleaned and Pidge’s stomach had been heavy with the fear of the Mashin, the uncle had sat in front of him, trunks like thighs splayed open, caging Pidge under his gaze. There was an awareness of solemnity, and the boy felt out of his depth and skinned back to poverty. The uncle had let him go with a token of gratitude that was hissed like a threat. 
“Forgers are d’belly of d’Charter. We feed it. We forge it. D’sea’s our grease; we fight’em sirens, ev’ry baum fer it. Ye tell yer da’, that we have earned our honest sunbaum’s work. We have earned our pittance. Ye see, in d’Jowl a blacksmith naught goes hungry. Ner does a sailor grow lonely. Tell’im we thank’im, fer his services. Tell him, we fed ye.”
That moonbaum, when his mother had learned of the misdeed, the cruelty that was done to her son, she had flogged him. Then she’d prayed with him.  She said it would cleanse his soul, but for some strange reason, Pidge had felt dirty when she hugged him at the end. He’d kept thinking of the fish. That it tasted nothing like the sparse morsels of meat he’d sometimes been welcomed to. 
Once, his father mercifully butchered one of their horses when the beast had broken its leg. The jerky he’d made with it had remained stuck between Pidge’s teeth for sunbaums, melting memories of the stringy earthiness and salty yearning. But d’fish, he’d thought, forgers eat it e‘vrybaum and his skin had prickled with porcupine jealousy, tucked as he was in his mother’s embrace.  
His father had been livid, of course. But his gambling streak had prevented reason, and he’d kept bringing Pidge to see Salmein in the Jawline, under the watchful glare of his classmates' uncle. Shame flares vivid inside him, and he drowns it with ale. 
Inlanders had pride. 
Misplaced, surely. 
But Pride nonetheless. His head jerks up, lips curled into a jutting frown of dignity.
Beets, potatoes, and a few cows made an inlander feel rich back then. 
He glares at the pigeons and snaps his neck sideways, enjoying the bubbly crackling of cartilage. Even enders’ Machinists, praised as being the very best the Colonies could offer, would not hold a candle to Deïrenhart's. A meagre and spiteful consolation – he curdles inside his coat – but a comfort nonetheless; to not be alone in their imposed mediocrity.  
No one had it better than blackices. Not even enders, who ruled the Colonies with indulgent entitlement. 
Petty, petty Pride. 
In their village, his father had been as close to a king as one could be. He owned four horses, a cow, and seven chickens. He claimed to have won a lottery before emigrating to Ulfayn, where he established the sole trade in the village (along with a family). Tight-lipped about his past, Pidge had learned by the age of ten not to ask too many questions from his father and simply to enjoy the spoils of his labour.  
Knowing the man, he would not pray, nay. Pidge’s terror is muted by the ineluctable rhythm of life. This is a predicted ending, after a predictable beginning. People have known it was coming. All that is left is to pray for Satiety. His father would call it “broken treasury”. It meant the House won. 
Because the House always won. 
The sunbaum he became a man, his father brought him to the Holy Carousel.
His mother never knew about it. She would have balked out of her dry, ascetic cloth.  Her customs did not approve of the wandering circus and their heathen practices. Never mind that they’d put on plays for the Lord Vassal of Rezdia himself, and that from the toes of the Brim to the crown of the Jawline, their name stirred joy and taboo awe in children everywhere. Most parents folded under the pressuring enthusiasm, as their parents had before them. And the name kept being passed down like a prayer.
But that sunbaum, they were not looking for entertainment. They went looking for a woman. At fifteen, Pidge had little experience with girls. His father, in his infinite magnanimity, purchased a willing one for practice. Sunloe, he can proudly tell his fellow men that his first shag was a froggin. But if his mother had known, he would have died from the shame. 
She had seemed enthusiastic: the froggin woman. Most importantly, she knew what to do when he fumbled, and she didn’t make a big deal out of it. It happened in a tent clouded with incense. She’d undressed under a colourful tapestry threaded with violent battles, red-yellow sunshines, vivid faces worn by sketched animal bodies. He can hear them when he closes his eyes, tongue darting over parched lips; the hanging bells, trinkets rocking soft whistles, the heady scent of moist skin, decadence, feet – the sweet citrus that drowns everything else. They had shared breaths and swapped skins on a bed of pillows and rose petals. 
They found a good rhythm, once he stopped expecting moths to fly out of her lashes and leeches to drop from her tongue. It was apparent to him then that his mother knew little about the real world. Froggin women had soft curves, dainty feet, beauty marks under their armpits, and round bellies full of giggles. When he told the froggin woman about his mother’s warning, she laughed so hard her breasts jiggled enticingly. But he could barely pay it any mind, busy drinking the caramel territory of her throat. She shamelessly bared it to his hungry gaze, head thrown back into a hymn of pure freedom. Women in the Quagmire did not laugh like that. He bottled it for later, then she told him his light was up. 
He emerged from the deed unchanged but ripe for priming. 
His father made a sunbaum of it. They snacked on pears and apples coated with honey. Followed the scent of burnt sugar and the riots of laughs; passed a siren, it hissed at them from its aquarium. Pidge recoiled harder when his father boisterously slapped his back than when the monster jumped at him; they gawked at a man with a third leg and mockingly indulged a woman who could read tea leaves but seemed more skilled at stroking egos than selling futures. They dipped into the most crowded tent and pushed their way through the drag of bodies drenched in the scent of sulphur. The mob was a nauseating, warm molasse Pidge sank into. The man’s gift that sunbaum was one last gesture of childhood. In that tent, perched above his father’s shoulders, he heard music for the first time. He had questions for the Law. Burning confusion with no answers. When he heard what the Mambree Decree had taken from them, he cried a bit. But quietly, like a man. Underneath him, his father’s shoulders shook like an earthquake.  
The illicit concert ended too soon. 
On their way back, they stopped by a stand run by a cripple one-handed man. His father had observed as the man lost three times in a row to a young couple who looked like they’d run away from home to come here. With surprising dexterity, the cripple would twirl the egg-sized sphere between fluttery fingers. Then he would hide it under a wooden cup and, using only the long fingers of his left hand, he’d switch the cups around, fast – then faster. If you blinked, you missed it. 
“Triple er’ naught,” he taunted the couple. 
Their losses kept piling up after that. The cripple, it seemed, was blessed by the Grand Machine. 
His father was poised and collected when he asked to play. He robbed the man blind of his winnings. Bestowed to the thirsty public, grandiose arm sweeps and clumsy dance steps. He was magnificent. And Pidge had watched with claps and the collective cheers of the gathered crowd. It was his most cherished memory of his father. He’d looked so at home in the decor that Pidge had wondered if perhaps the man was born a froggin before he became king. But even if he was, he would not say. 
Kings, by design, have a strong sense of self-preservation. 
Later, he’d shown Pidge how he’d done it. The trick, he explained, is to have your own ball. 
“Cheat, mi son. Cheat like y’breathe, cause da game’s rigged.” 
When Pidge pointed out that humans should never cheat, lest they foil future honourable intentions, his father had snarked an ugly hyena laugh. 
“Yer ma’s half-right,” he’d said, “But she forgets ‘veryone’s a cheat. Them who says they not jast didnae get caught yet. Death’s honorable. That’s why y’cannae cheat da blind cunt. But life? Life’s dirty business. So that’s how y’must live. Y’must cheat, mi son.”
They rode back into his mother’s anxious love and stunted criticism. 
In his bed, he could still taste the music. 
Pidge smiles. His circus bear of a father. Who’d always chuckle at some point, quieting the murmurs of discontent with a wink. 
“Da problem’bout inlanders, da Machinists, I mean,” he’d say side-eyeing them, “tis’ up ta draw of luck! But ‘vry Tinder House must provide at least one Machinist fer scratching post. That’s, if y’wants ta be recognized as Charter territory an’allowed trade with’em.” 
The silence spoke for him after that, as the Law was something they could all agree on. He was good at that, creating a sense of camaraderie in the face of hardship. 
“We all know most inlanders dinnae have means ta send pupils ta d’Brim. Travel cost alone, past da Veil, prohibits (a mouthful his father had stolen without ever fully grasping it) most common folks from’ven tryin’, ye? But when t’come ta mi son, or da Law of Plentay, well m’sorry ta say…” And, oh, how convincing he made it sound, how reasonable. “…low rank Machinists, chosen ‘nd taught by nother low rank Machinist tastes ta much like sinkwater ta quench mi thirst.” 
Hands circling back and forth, with a tired litany of sighs, he would drive his point home then spit on the ground. 
“We suffice, tru, tru. Forgers may nay be inlanders, but they be centrists and thatt's a matter o' pride. That means somethin' I says.” 
Only then, his work accomplished, would he sit back on his throne, with a self-satisfied smile.
Thus spoke the King of Ulfayn.  
Turnflames later, and Pidge could still recall every inflection of the answer his father gave to all those who came asking why the richest man in the village had chosen to forgo their Machinist, in favour of taking his son along with him on his travels through the Jawline.  
So he could learn “straight from the source”, as Pidge himself would later learn to repeat. He always came back with the skin peeled off his knees, a jumbled head, and a sense of great accomplishment. 
His rare literacy was what had landed him on this forsaken island. Some odd fifteen turnflames ago, back still, when he had not been called Pidge. Here, on this barren rock at the end of the world. We suffice, he thinks while wearing a uniform he borrowed from the Militia, guarding another man’s pigeons, drinking the Magistrate’s ale, and eating the fishermen’s catch. 
We suffice. But we’re not nearly enough.
The “King” of Pigeons, they crowned him. Behind his back. 
Before the watchtower became his home, and the pigeons, akin enough to friends, that he could speak to himself without feeling self-conscious about his solitude. Without feeling insane for it. How is that for an accomplishment? He thinks with bitter amusement, long live the King of Pigeons, he cheers, raising a toast, ale sloshing in his garbling stomach, beard pregnant with the pungent smell of drunk regret.
His father had been as close to a king as one could get. 
Then came the Conclave and its hunting ban. Their lofty promise to reward hard work with meal tickets by abolishing gold, silver, and private property. We’ll be a unified people, the Conclave assured as they took what they wanted. Then it “rehomed”. They dinnae steal; they “rehome” – whatever cattle were left before Pidge could inherit it. And so it was that a nameless, low-rank Machinist became the sole distributor of all meal tickets in the village. As a direct representative of the Law, he was crowned the new king of Ulfayn. 
And he remembered those who had been friends. And those who hadn’t; those who had shunned him. 
Inlanders have petty Pride. 
His father had built a kingdom. And a family; in his spare time. He’d put Ulfayn on the map, for Satiety's sake! Without his crown, perhaps he’d felt he overstayed his welcome, for, rather unceremoniously, he had taken his leave. 
So died the last King of Ulfayn, dangling from a rope. In his filth. 
Lately, Pidge remembers the past. Sometimes with nostalgia, sometimes unkindly. 
And cows. 
Pidge obsesses over cows, circling stubbornly around the same thought. Like a dog chasing its tail. Or a pigeon, sensing the end is near. He lives in the rotting vestige of a watchtower. 
He lets his eyes wander around aimlessly and takes in his surroundings. 
Lime-coated stones welcome him. Haphazardly thrown back together in a meagre imitation of glory. The first Lord Vassal of Ingehar saw fit to dismantle the tower. Some generations later, his successor, in a flight of fancy, decided to have it rebuilt. To be Lord Vassal, able to undo and redo the world in his image, on a whim! 
He glares at the misshapen and stark reminders of a staircase. Cold slips through the arch, where no one bothered to put back a door – administrative error or conscious choice? Archers would have once looked through the same slits the pigeons now sleep in. Yer castle’ full-o-holes, old man. Now what y’gon’ do bout’ that, eh? Alone, in his castle, sometimes Pidge fancies he can hear the hurried footsteps of men, spying their enemy, spotting a boat, the clanging of armour, the rush of battle. 
The hurried life that comes before death. 
Pidge, the King of Pigeons, who does not feel like a king at all when he looks up and sees the sky diving into his house. No use rebuilding a roof, Lord Vassal Immaculate Xeschiel had argued. Pigeons do not fear the cold. They need easy access to facilitate communication. A sound, reasonable argument that had crumbled as soon as Pidge had spent his first moonbaum sleeping on hard ground and dirty straw, curled up in a coat full of holes. 
The cold and the dark cared nothing for reason, after all.
The watchtower may be my house, but it is their home, he thinks accusingly at the pigeons. They nest together, trying to conserve warmth, wings flapping idly against each other. Thin, stick-like, underfed birds, sleeping tightly in their alcove with not a care in the world. They know! The chilling realization slashes through his mind, unsolicited and terrifying in its bare truthfulness. 
Shit n’dust! Shit n’dust! the pigeons cackle.  
The Charter is a dying world, and the Lord Vassal, Pidge, the pigeons – this whole island, he thinks hopelessly, the whole lot, just ghosts digging for a grave.  
There has not been a human child born in fifty turnflames. 
There is an audible crack in the horizon; could be his mind breaking. The soft rustling of leaves echoes jarringly, jolting him out of reverie. 
Pidge’s back straightens like a ramrod, whiplash chasing the bleariness out of startled deer eyes. He lets his gaze wander, taking in the circular grounds of the watchtower and finding it unchanged. 
The pigeons blink back unperturbed.  
Realization dawns on him as he rises from his makeshift bed, tankard in hand. He does not bother to dust himself off, instead choosing to stagger his way to the doorless entrance. It cuts a bleak, bow-shaped landscape. A dreary stillness of grey earth, yellow grass, and cloudless sky. The moonbaum air serves to clear his mind, the staleness of it salty and scratching, overpowering the smell of bird shit and drunk urine.  
He finds the lonely figure, crouched a few feet away from the watchtower, barely obscured by a messy grove of twigs and thorns. 
The boy does not rouse when Pidge appears. Although it must have noticed the shadow bleeding out of the tower. Pidge is standing there, too cold to physically step out; content to just lean against the doorway.  
It has become a ritual, one that Pidge both cherishes and loathes. Every, third moonbaum of the ennead, on Starlingbaum, the boy comes to the foot of the watchtower and sits outside. Quiet like a mouse, he spies the horizon. For the past seven turnflames, he has never missed a shipment. 
Pidge feels a sense of uneasiness slither under his skin as he watches his visitor’s unnatural stillness. He looks like a granite statue, a relic, from a forgotten past. Without wind to disperse it, the silence is almost too heavy to bear, and Pidge feels compelled to break it.
“Done told y’boy, not’come out here at moonbaum. Y’ll scare da pigeons away,” he grunts without conviction; clearing mucus and grogginess from his voice in the same breath. 
The boy does not answer. Just faces forward as if no words were spoken.
“Sirens’ll have yer bones, tis’ no safe ‘lone at moonbaum,” Pidge cajoles, filled with a profound sense of alienation. 
What is it about the boy that always makes him feel so on edge? He wonders. There is nothing scary about the twig-shaped youth. 
Nothing threatening about him at all.   
Frail bones swim in a bundle of scraggy layers. Hunched, pointy shoulders swooping into bird-like collarbones. It is impossible to distinguish his features in the dark, but Pidge has seen him around town during the sunbaum and lets his memory paint the shadow planes of the boy’s face. 
He is Lorna’s ward, Ingehar’s worst-kept secret.
Scraggy little crossbreed with watercolour features. A face that makes you think of clouds at sunset. Right when the sun barely grazes them and bleeds, just enough red they turn bashful. The whiteless, pale pink eyes glint, like a bird of prey, and rosy, wispy locks whisper around his face in an irreverent crown. Upturned nose – scattered with freckles – curls imperiously above a severe, adult pout.  
Had he been born human, he would have been considered disgustingly beautiful.
But his eyes are too big. It’s unnerving. They’re not seelie-big, mind you, protruding like a bug out of his face, nothing like that. But owlish and startling. The boy regards him, unblinking on his talons. There’s no innocence to him.
And there are the scars, of course – 
“Y’shouldnae be here,” Pidge repeats more sullenly. 
The boy pays him no mind. Just keeps on staring far off into the distance. Pidge follows the boy’s gaze and lets his eyes travel down the mound, atop which his watchtower resides – then higher and further. He is met with nothing but darkness. He knows the bay is down there, heard the iron lament of the Fortunate when it anchored to port. He knows that in the sunlight, he would find the crescent-shaped teeth of Mouth Bay, slowly eroded by the sea. 
But human eyes cannot see that far.
He shivers. The boy’s eagle eyes are trained attentively on whatever is happening in the port. It makes Pidge feel like his own senses are unreliable, and makes him feel blind, naked, and vulnerable like a worm, alone in his tower with his goddamn pigeons. Makes him hate the boy. 
Feckin’ darkbloods, he thinks, da whole lotta of dem’, filthy bugs! 
His mouth is bathed in the metallic aftertaste of anger, and he does not try to hold it back. Likes the way it fills him to the brim with heat, makes him forget the pigeons and da feckin’ potatoes. 
Makes him forget about cows.
He kicks the ground at the entrance of the watchtower, sending a cloud of dust and debris in the boy’s direction. But Pidge cannot see his face in the dark. Just a black, unmovable lump. 
“Y’hear mi, boy?” His voice sounds stern, authoritative, and only slightly slurred. “I said, git ‘fore I have Lorna give y’whooping y’ll remember!” 
This time, he steps out, boots crunching on the earth. There is no give to the mud here, no softness, only hard lumps that rub against each other with a gravelly sound. 
That seems to startle the boy into alertness.
His head whips in Pidge’s direction. For a sweetmouth, when the moon hits them, his pink eyes look almost red. Pidge clutches his chest with a gasp of terror, face contorted into a mask of fright. Naked fear grips him in a vice by the balls; he almost soils himself. 
Tis’ da Elderbrook com take mi soul! 
The knowledge of his impending death sits like lead in his gut; he thinks of Betsy. His father. He thinks of his mom. 
Then the boy is gone. 
Slipping out like a shadow, small and light on his feet, he scurries back undetected to where he came from. Like he was never even there.
A small sigh filters out of Pidge, melting with it the dread. No monsters, eldritch or Elderbrook here, just him and his pigeons. A tremor crawls up his spine, like a thousand spider legs, with no breeze to cause it. Pidge almost stumbles back inside in his eagerness to find the shelter and safety of his tower. Twisted, uneasy laughs bubble in his gut and die in his throat. He swallows them and washes them down with more ale, taking big gulps of air in between sips. 
Sauri, he prays softly.   
Soon, he thinks, soon…da Turnova’ coming. 
He takes another drink and wipes his mouth with the back of his hand. Long live da king of Pigeons! He toasts in the air with no wind to pick up, carry, or heed his prayers. Here, on Ingehar, the “Tired Lungs of the World”. Where no human children are ever born.
He thinks of Betsy. And the boy runs. 
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Saskia runs like she was born to fly. 
Pidge’s hollow yells are hot on her heels; embers under her feet. He’s gone back to his haunt, but his hate smoulders by his grave. She flees as if burnt; small feet swallowing harsh mud. From afar, she appears almost to be gliding, soft soles kissing hard soil with a grace borne from intimacy and habit.  
She knows not much about her brethren – most of it negative – but there is one saying about seelies she can safely identify with: if y’see one, ts’already gone. 
Sirens’ howls gnaw at the doorstep of her mind. The stars recoil in ripples across the sea. She’s unbothered by the pebbles as the sky whooshes by the edge of her sight. 
The road follows along the sharp lines of the Plunge. Saskia skirts the rim, like a marble circling a cup, and plays a bit with danger. She is privy to the rumour asserting that seelies are born with no fear of heights. An ominous sign. Because creatures drawn to fearsome acts must themselves be fearsome. She feels proof that prejudice is often true. Proof that things are as they should. 
Saskia has always been deathly fond of heights. Lorna has always resented her for that. 
A quiet hate, at that. Like wet socks in tight boots. The way it creeps up on you, the threshold between discomfort and pain. 
She never falters. Steady, feather-light steps levitate dangerously on the edge of the cliff. She has never been afraid of falling. She fears death. Reasonably so. Just never while standing on a precipice. 
Under the threat of exaltation, she pauses again. She doesn’t like to give in to her happy instincts. It’s harder. Holding on to good feelings. It hurts less when one lets them pass. Even if brief, levity brings relief. She keels forward, knees like shelves for her hands. The world is ending; this is the last Starlingbaum her body will ever remember. She soaks it up. She has a mind to be scared, but it would change nothing. 
She has a mind to be excited. 
She runs faster until the stitches that hold her muscles together burst loose, and it feels like her feet have stopped touching the ground. Then stops – right on the edge of the edge. If she breathes out, she’ll fall. She holds herself back. Just enough. One step – her heel meets the ground behind; she’s out of reach from danger. The empty victory fills her with glee. 
Not a ripple disturbs the Breathless Sea. 
No sailor has ever gotten seasick from crossing the Upside-Down. 
But plenty have gotten vertigo. 
She tries to understand that feeling. She stops and stares down the Plunge, inhaling the stale landscape with open lungs. 
Without wind, the water swallows the horizon; she forgets there ever was a horizon to begin with. The boundary between heaven and earth is brittle memory; undone; unravelled. Up and down collapse into an endless sky. 
The denizens of the Charter bear witness to a seamless world.
But where some see terror, Saskia sees darkness, closing around her like the jaws of the universe. She sees stars. As above, so below. Nothing but a wet sky. 
And the unfairness of seeing the ocean so close yet never being allowed to sail it nearly unravels her, here, on the cliff, into ribbons. She toes a rock, tickles it rakishly, then kicks it down the Plunge. A choir of starving shrieks claws up the cliff and licks her ankles. They have awoken. She smirks down at them, nearly winks, but restrains herself. Not out of fear or concern for her safety. But because there is no pleasure in it when they cannot see her. She laughs in her mouth and it rises like foam. 
Then she’s running again.
With poised stillness, she leans from Pidge’s Hill to gaze down at the pale strip of dirt meant to connect east to west: Hope Road is a woefully inadequate name. 
It slithers along the southern coast of Ingehar like a two-headed snake. 
Perched on its fat middle, she lets hungry eyes devour the miles of vulnerable flesh. They’ll be coming. Like they always do. The Sectorates and their bounty of meat. But not yet. She anticipates the hunt. Licks her teeth. They’re round, unlike the bard. She likes to chew on her meat, past the taste. She likes to make things last. 
She devours the moonbaum. The road is an arrow aimed at the mine. On its way, it curls protectively around Captown and the keep, turning its trusting back to Mouth Bay. 
The jaded watchtower is sentinel on a cliff – Saskia swivels her gaze forward, towards the east. She tries to blink the grainy greyscale film away, but it gets stuck like cobwebs between her eyelids. It’s the landscape that’s grey, she admits to herself. 
No, it’s me. I’m grey, she bursts, then holds the thought back. She watches her fingers close over the palm like dead spider legs. Yes, restraint is godly in its intent. But the seabirds will be here tomorrow, flashes unbidden through her mind, and a fond anticipation fills her; like that first sip of broth on a chilly moonbaum. 
She thinks of the bard.
She should have brought her journal.
 Armand says that to witness is human. But to journal is divine. Once, she asked him why.
“What do you think immortality is, little bug?” She shrugged. “Inheritance, child. Inheritance.” He’d cupped her face; it felt like rough bark digging into a plum. “It’s the most terrible death…to die, with no witness.” She hadn’t understood, but she felt important.
Finally, the world starts moving. She holds her breath. This moment is sacred. This moment is important. First impressions matter. The Militia is helping the excommunicates disembark. She can see their grainy shapes getting closer to the road; no details yet. She rolls forward on her toes, ever so slightly. 
Knelt on her cliff, she surveys the stale basin. Decay smells like brine and sweat, she thinks as the men’s stink reaches from below and grabs her by the throat. 
The Militia grows ever closer, and Saskia spies their tiny feet cluttering her sight with mellow excitement. She is not here for them. She came to see the excommunicates – they trudge through the sand like stick figures; some with uneven steps. But not the tall one; no, he’s leading from the back. 
She rushes them in her mind. 
The soft patter of steps is an elusive echo; she gives up trying to decipher it and stares at her cuticles – they look ghastly: ashy and chewed over by worry. She must squash the irresistible urge to spit in her palms and rub the dust off; it would only make her hands feel sticky, and that would feel worse than the grime. Much worse.  
After sitting on her hands, she looks ahead. She gnaws on her bottom lip absently; the fat dollop bruises with an exhale of relief; it feels like suckling on a copper bolt. The stretch of beach closes around her, like a glass begging to be filled. 
Ah, finally! She exhales as the whisper of chainmail rushes up the hill. She sees the Sectorates – she counts three out of five – drawling like a scribble along the beach; smudges, by the time they reach the road. They carry bodies with them. Seven; three more than last time. At least the Conclave makes a profit on the back of people’s Woes. Otherwise, the world would just be evil.
There is a taut line of tension driving her gaze now: a rat, waiting for humans to leave the kitchen. A deep breath, like an anchor, and she sinks with it.
The skeleton prisoners obediently step into an open grave. The excommunicates will never leave the hands of fate. They’ll die. In that pit. With the stink of shit, unwashed bodies, and hopelessness. All while being allowed to look at the stars. This is the place some call, with negligent cruelty, Providence. She squints. She didn’t get a good enough look at them yet to know who’s the safest bet. Or the risky one. But she likes her odds moonloe.
Casually, she glances east but does not linger. If she had to explain Providence to someone more naïve than her, she’d draw a funnel and drop a heart at the bottom.  
The arrhythmia of human steps drums on her nerves. They’re marching now, stacked like dominoes. They float past the gate of the keep without even looking at it. They know the deadender awaits them at the crossroad. She rolls over the hill, heart in her throat, chin against the stone, spying above the rim of her eyesight. 
They won’t see her, won’t breathe her, won’t notice her. They never do. 
Unless she wants them to. 
Something is oddly unfamiliar. She cranes her neck. The first one she recognizes is the Magistrate. That gives her pause. It’s unlike him to leave the keep. He would not relinquish sleep to escort lowly slaves. She watches him, lean and mean, on long, unsteady legs. Almost a wobble. 
Rhoan I. of Giderlane, she spits the name in her palm and crushes it. 
She glares at the ugly guard dog and his five Sectorates – probably shaped in his image by design. She holds back a quiet snarl, teeth catching the moonlight in ugly shards. Rhoan likes the world to look like him, so he can pretend he’s just a product of his time. Saskia trusts none of them. And neither does the headmaid. There is something about violence, when it is repressed and out of sight, when it thinks itself righteous, which makes it more dangerous. 
Close on the horizon, the First Sectorate, Wouk, stomps the ground. Cautiously, she observes him from afar. Some live out of pleasure, some live out of boredom. He does it out of both. She worries her lip and finds blood waiting for her. She wipes it off and swallows bile instead. The huge shape burns her retina, and she tears her gaze away from the offending view. 
He stalks her mind. Earthquakes in her stomach; the ground won’t crack. 
She feels like an eggshell with no yolk. 
She reminds herself that fear is a lie.  
Handling excommunicates should not be a three people job. By the time they reach the shores of Ingehar, the poor souls have understood the assignment. Or they’ll die learning. A sudden change in the routine. She’s criminally unprepared for the endeavour, but if she backed off now, Armand would never let her live it down.
She stretches her spine like a cat, she’s supine – and then she’s bouncing on crouched ankles. They have not seen her on the hill. And she does not expect they will. People often forget to look at the stars. Perhaps because they offer no refuge. They seem more concerned with making sure the path is clear of rocks and stumbles. They always look down. 
She shadows them. 
In the sunlight, she actively avoids the First Sectorate. Safe from his reach, she rakes daringly over his form. Wouk of Brahmer is a tall man. She knows him to have carrot hair, and the first time she saw it, it looked like a crown on fire. But it has grayed around the temples, scratching ferocity around his eyes with deeply sorrowful crow’s feet. He never talks but always carries the metallic stench of dry blood on him like snowflakes under his fingernails. He comes from the Brim, and over there, they don’t call themselves centrists but enders. He insists. His father was a glassblower, like his father before him. 
Wouk is a killer. By profession and by taste.
She’d been introduced to him when she was six. On the sunbaum he walked into the kitchen of Ashmoth Castle, he’d taken one look at her – scars and clipped ears. Lorna had been away at the bay, negotiating for soap and skaern with the fishermen. Unblinkingly, Saskia had trustily stayed seated on the countertop, driven by quiet curiosity. It had been sudden. The pain. Wouk had grabbed her by the arm, lowered her sleeve, and the world had exploded into vivid red. She could hear Yoroan scream, but he wasn’t louder than the agony that bubbled under her singed skin. She’d looked down to find the cauterized edge of a circle eating at her vision. She almost fainted. Wouk had towered over Yoroan and, with calm authority had said, “I’ll not have unbranded cattle around.” 
That was that. No one ever spoke about it again. Saskia squeezes her left shoulder reflexively. 
There is a world in which she has vengeance. 
Flanking him should be Dodo of Tramaine: the Third Sectorate. His absence is a new strain of unexpected. 
It seems moonloe calls for hierarchy instead of complacency. They only brought the front of the pack. 
They stop at a bend on the road, and intrigued, Saskia draws closer, risking the glare of the moon. There are no bushes to hide behind, so she makes do with the shadow of the hill. She can faintly make out their voices. They seem to be arguing. She considers the danger, then lurks near enough to read the shape of their thoughts. 
She spots Boa-Luão instead. The Second Sectorate. 
Boa. She likes the name, likes to mouth it. It's round and soft and warm and spicy. She wonders how much his parents must have loved him to call him such. She carries her dead mother’s name and nothing else. From what Lorna told her, no one loved her mother either. 
He's restless moonloe. And she thinks she knows why. Now that she’s closer, she can see the excommunicates better. The Last immediately catches her eye. It’s not that he’s as tall as a mountain, which in itself is a striking feature. It’s that he walks tall. She saw men twice his size shrink under the thumb of Ingehar. They feel the pressure the moment they set foot here. 
But the tall slave walks like a king.
Thou shalt suffer no more Kings. Spoken. 
She cleanses the impure thought by signing the Tenth. But everyone can feel the tension, taut around their neck like a garrotte. It’s in the way Boa’s drawl gets sharp when he speaks to his Magistrate moonloe. 
There is something decidedly definitive about the bend of the tall slave’s back. Like a lance, pointed to the sky. He almost scratches the clouds with his head, and as she observes him retreating, she feels a flutter of something foreign. She has an unparalleled view of his profile. 
He looks up at the stars, and she can almost see the sigh cross his shoulders like a tide. 
She’s stuck, unable to move. She fractures with quiet beauty. The people of Ingehar always look down. 
The world turns in its own grave.
The moment is brief. 
But it was more than that. She could have sworn his face was…glowing? Impossible. And yet his skin shone a healthy golden under the moonlight. She does not trust much, but she trusts her sight. Unable to contain herself any longer, she draws closer still, dipping in the shadow of the road, tucked in its curve. 
The furious whispers are unintelligible scribbles and deciphering them feels closer to a migraine than a comprehension exercise. Mostly, she can make out the same word, repeated over and over again: renegade. She frowns. Besides the frequency and urgency behind the word, she fails to conjure any relevant information about it. Nothing is said about renegades in the books she read, nor has Armand ever mentioned them. 
Rust Rebels perhaps?
The Magistrate’s agitation is palpable -they resume escorting the prisoners after he shushes his Sectorates. They obey him out of practice, and she holds back a sneer. 
She once heard the Magistrate ask an errand boy if he had ever watched a man eat his own flesh, then laugh it off with a loud slap across the other man’s back and a “tell you what, strangely enough, it gives an appetite!” Then he cut the boy’s finger and made him eat it. While the others watched and laughed. Whether out of obedience or respect, it was irrelevant to the truth.  
The purpose, she had thought, was the same one a cat would have while playing with a mouse.
Sheer amusement.
But yet here they are, the Lord Vassal’s kennel, afraid of a chained lion. She observes Boa’s fleeing eyes; they leap like coiled springs, from prisoner to prisoner, looking for a mark, a weakness to exploit.
They’re almost gone now, walking through the jaws of fate. The Militia will come back lighter, and Providence will feast on the meal. Everyone else sleeps. But she has more urgent matters to attend to. If she’s late, Armand will not be pleased. She circles back to the watchtower, skirts the edge of the Plunge. Hears the pebbles fall down the southern coast in screaming clatters. 
She closes her eyes, the distant lullaby of a yelling sky scratches her skin, and she shivers. She imagines fear to be like wind. Invisible and terror. She counts the sunbaums, huffs, and spins around. She cannot be late. If the Conclave’s calendar is correct (and she rather fears it is), this will be the last time she and the bard will meet. She is owed a story about a king. Then she will tell him of the slave who walked like one. She hopes someone will write his name on the Wall of Tears in Providence, that she might learn it one sunbaum. But she expects his spine will be bent by the next time she sees him.
Saskia glances down. She can already see Miners Lodge, peeking above the horizon. She wants to leap through the image, past it, and be in two places at once. 
She imagines that somewhere near, the bard waits by a lit fire. Somewhere else, the renegade walks into Providence.  
Saskia runs like she was born to fly. 
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The bard, she thinks, is the only one who speaks straight. He believes thoughts are like farts. 
They’re more lethal when they’re quiet. 
Yes, true, she’d agreed, head bobbing. But then no one knows you did it. He’d asked her then, when she answered honest and quick like that, “Is your guilt for the benefit of others, or is it for yourself?”. 
No one could answer this question satisfactorily. 
She looks at the road ahead. That cruel little fork they humorously call deadender. And the other fork is the aimless question mark. Utterly purposeless. 
“Anywhere outside of Mouth Bay is impracticable, the cost far outweighs the benefits”, she has heard the current Lord Vassal tell his Machinist over supper. 
Shrouded in the darkness of Ingehar’s sliding east coast, she navigates the sharp ridges and smooth surfaces, gripping them, sometimes soft and sometimes as if to maim the landscape. The hushed dance of her toes hums through her body; emboldened by fear, she almost relishes the proximity to death. She vanquishes every near stumble, whispering like an eel on the treacherous ground. Her own heartbeat pulses through the bone deafeningly, drowning out the gurgle nearby.
In here, the ugly laughs of sirens ricochet against the sky, like a cricket’s song. Mocking, motley noises occupy the moonbaum sky, and sitting in that siege can drive a person mad – 
Her head snaps up as the moonbaum crackles with unrest. Everything is as she remembers it. With a hint of apprehension, she resumes her slinking. It is the quiet lulls that everyone is worried about. Almost at once, a whole murder of sirens will grow completely silent. 
Before the hunt. 
One wrong noise means quick death.  
The terrain dips lower, and as she penetrates the stagnant valley, she can’t help a slight smile from pulling at her lips. A flock of round shapes rises on the horizon, merrily huddled into clean rows and lines – Miners Lodge, the unused grave. No one had given any forethought, apparently, to the foregone conclusion. The only protection this island has against sirens is its height. 
And there is no such grace in Death Clap Valley. 
There is a slight arrhythmia to her thought process. The screeching halt of survival instinct that brings everything into tight focus. She crouches, slithers inside the dome-shaped tinder house with a small smirk of joy. 
She looks up expectantly, ready to meet reality.  
The campfire is already lit. Armand sits cross-legged in the middle of the cabin. Like a sailor at sea. Warm feline pupils where amber depths simmer beneath the surface. A fiery, wild mane explodes around his face. 
She loves his smile the most. It is an acrobatic smile, twisted and contorted beyond what is thought possible through sheer determination. 
It is an upside-down frown.
The rags he wears as trousers are gathered into a knot around his left stump, wooden leg tucked by his side. His long tail swishes idly around his right hip like a questing snake. His shirt falls softly open on his broad chest, framing a triangle of coarse curls, a few shades lighter than the rest of his hair. But for a patch of naked skin. There, an angry cut of mottled scar tissue rises like a crater of flesh, slashing him from his plexus to his belly button. Armand calls it his “swan song” and of all the tales he has told her, this one remains a mystery. 
“Just in time, little bug,” the bard greets her in a gruff voice while meticulously cleaning his pipe. His large hat rests at his side like a diligent pet. Shadows dance on the old cattail’s sun-marked face. 
Saskia settles in front of him, hands hovering above the small campfire. Lulled by the sound of the stem brushing in and out of the wood, she lets her eyelids droop. She hears three thuds, a beat; two more, a beat; one last decisive thud. 
Always the same rhythm, the same hands, the same inflection. 
Saskia does not think of herself as particularly superstitious; but if one sunbaum Armand were to add an extra knock to his routine, she would question the reality of her world.
In her mind’s eye, she can see Armand’s focused expression, the bushy eyebrows curling in and out, like waltzing caterpillars. His leathery palms, she imagines, handle the pipe with care, knock it against his knee; he probably watches the ashes rain like snow. She smiles as she hears him lift the pipe to his sharp, assessing gaze for one final inspection.
The feathery ruffle of fabric tells her he has gone into his pouch; his long, slender fingers grab a pinch of tobacco. She hates the smell of it. But she loves the ritual of it.
On lucky moonbaums, Armand allows her to prepare it. 
By the time she opens her eyes, Armand brings up a lit match, taking extra care of his whiskers. Smoke rises, carrying with it the rich scent of foreign coasts. It loops around the cattail tenderly before evaporating into nothingness. 
He swallows and blows reflexively, shoulders losing their tension, fatigue, and work dissolving away with the smoke. “I’ll be glad for the seabirds,” he mumbles, throwing an annoyed glare at his almost empty pouch, his tail docile at his side. 
She hums gladly. “They’ll be here tomorrow.” She smirks. “Toh’Doma promised last time that he would indulge me in a game of Sink or Float.” 
Armand chuckles. “Is there anyone you’ve not robbed blind, little bug?”
“Winning is not stealing.”
“It is for the ones being stolen from.” Everything he says sounds like gospel.
She looks around their humble abode. “Did you see him?” She doesn’t need to elaborate. “The King?” She can be blasphemous around Armand. She grabs the cloth bag tucked between her pants and her stomach and lets a forlorn potato, three bruised beets, and a quarter-loaf of stale bread roll out. She grabs the potato; blows the dirt that’s on it; it won’t budge. 
“Hard to miss him,” he agrees.  
She rubs the potato against her rough shirt, scratching at it with her nails. . He won’t let her peel vegetables, says that’s where all the “good stuff” is. He likes things better with their skin on. “It’s the best part,” he’ll say, “the rest just complements that.”
She stares at him. “And?”
A menace would only entice her. The bard knows her well, she thinks, and paces himself. “He’s tall.” A euphemism. 
She scoffs. “He walks tall, like…like he’s not afraid.” 
“Then he’s a fool.”
“Or brave,” she counters, using his own argument against him. “The world is ending anyway, keep your sermon.” 
“If the world were ending, you wouldn’t need a sermon.”
The simple truth is that they disagree. They compromise. There are things they don’t talk about. 
Whether the world will end is one of them. 
Miffed, she goes to the the huddled pile of the side. “What’s it called, the snake?” she asks while grabbing their hot plate. Fresh water she cannot procure, so they grill. Armand prefers it. She likes her food drowned so she can’t taste it. 
He looks up from his journal, the one where he is always scribbling. “The sovrin snake.”
“Sovrin,” she purrs. She just wanted to hear him say it. “It’s white like snow,” she recites eagerly, bringing the hot plate. Waves of heat crawl up her shirt and drip down her forehead. 
Armand chuckles, the ghost of a grin always close behind a frown. “Yes, and you can only find it in Dauze Caïllard.” 
The secret, he says, is not the recipe itself. You don’t need just any snake glue to build the domes. 
Pangs of jealousy. The ozone smell of the hot plate. “The snake-pit,” she whispers, leaning forward as if sharing a secret. She needn’t worry too much about making noise in the sealed room. 
She wonders if Ingehar’s founder had meant it as a slight: building the north’s jewel with redkin architecture. 
Smoke rises scorched white. She follows its ascent with distracted eyes to the shimmering varnish of the clay above. The crimson dust of Seïndhar crusts under her fingernails like dry blood. Distractedly, she tries to dislodge it; she gives up halfway. Everyone in Ingehar hates the rusted earth that erodes slowly into a cloud. It’s stubborn. But she prefers it to the sharp stone under her ass; the cold ground condenses inside her with a mineral bite. It clashes with the slow cooker she’s in. She stabs the fire and it hisses back. She flinches – then sinks into its hypnotizing dance. 
She spies on the bard jealously. When talking of his homeland, Armand is suspiciously sparse in details. 
He goes into his own bag and grabs his spices. She gets them for him from the seabirds. He keeps them always close; uses them judiciously. He’d sooner die than eat bland food. Says it’s the fuel of the soul. She argued that food is also the fuel of the body.
“Yes,” he admitted, “but the soul can live without a body. The body cannot live without a soul.” 
Funny, she always felt the opposite. 
She cuts the beets into slices, does the same with the potato, and passes them to him. She likes the grounding rhythm, the sound brushing intimately against the silence. The familiar feeling of the blunt blade, sharpening its teeth on the plate. Armand receives her gifts with a dextrous gesture – gripping, flipping, seasoning, and tossing them onto the hot plate. In between, he checks that nothing is burning. He looks in his element. The heat is broiling inside the dome, and she huffs softly, cheeks alight.
Spice and salt tickle her nostrils while the food sizzles, she leans back until she touches the wall. It’s warm and breathing, threaded with the crackling skin of vegetables. Armand grips two soft wooden sticks from his ransack. As if they were puppet legs, he twists and flips the food, checking for telltale signs of char; seems satisfied so far. There’s a familiar agility to his movements that speaks of a childhood spent imitating his parents. She envies him that sense of belonging to history. 
She read that his countrymen jumped on the opportunity and sent eighty-one of their brightest and strongest to build the sundream of a madman, here in Ingehar – this long before Armand was born. She sighs, stomach protesting the wait. She can teach her heart to be patient, but the body has a schedule of its own.  
The smell has changed. Deepened. Ripe with evaporated juices and a mysterious concoction of herbs. The food will be ready soon. Saliva floods her mouth. 
The eighty-one souls never returned home.
“Ak,” the bard curses, tearing her out of reverie. He’s getting the plate off the fire, using the rags as a buffer. Muttering under his breath, he sets it down.
There is solemnity as she crawls closer and accepts a second pair of sticks with a grateful nod. She’s not half as proficient with them as he is. In the snake-pit, he says, they eat with their hands. Wrap the warm food in leaves and eat it in bites. But there are no leaves in Ingehar, and he swears that cutlery denaturalizes a meal. She wouldn’t mind eating straight with her hands, but as he pointed out staunchly, he’s a cattail, not an animal. 
“Tal,” he greets before they can start. 
“Tal,” she answers respectfully before digging in. She struggles with her food while they eat in silence. Tries to go slow, the way he likes it, so she can “be one with the dirt”. But Lorna always told her that when she gets food, she must eat. 
Respect is a fine razor line. 
And who will mourn us? The thought slashes her; she nearly keels over from the impact. To steady herself, she looks at Armand, so big beside her, but so tender. When they don’t come next Starlingbaum, will their tinder house still be standing, alone and abandoned with no one to warm its walls? 
She thinks about the eighty-one. Some had husbands, wives, and children; they were real people. She fails to understand why she should mourn those she never met. But it is her understanding that when great tragedies mar the fabric of history, the wound can be felt in echoes. The memory of pain often survives way past its expiration date.
Accidents, the letters sent back to the bereaved claimed, tragic accidents. A barrage of bureaucrats and enforcers was sent down to the affected villages. Grieving families retired in a depressed silence, chiefs of tribes buried the hatchet with their pride, and the Conclave built a monument for the deceased.
But Armand swears their names are on the Wall of Tears in Providence.  
She plays a bit with her food. Walks the wood across the hot plate and folds a slice of potato over. It crumbles, and Armand slaps her sticks with his. Sheepishly, she folds her hands back in her lap and observes the plate. It’s frustrating, all this food and these tiny sticks. 
There is no justice for the culprits and victims of collateral damage. 
Determined, she stabs a potato. It hangs off, and she chomps it down quickly. A small yelp, hot, scalding iron on her mouth. She breathes in; spies on Armand’s quiet laugh. The food does that weird dance on her wiggling tongue, like walking over hot coal. When it’s cooled down, she lets it linger on her palate a bit longer before she swallows. 
When Saskia once asked Armand what he thought must have happened to the eighty-one, he smiled, an empty thing floating below his eyes. 
“Providence, what else?
She can’t stand the silence anymore. “Have you ever seen it?” He waits in between bites. He is a man who knows that she will reward his patience. She considers bringing up the tall king again, maybe even questioning him about the glowing face and the word renegade. But he’s easier to persuade on a full stomach. “Snow?”
He takes his time before he answers. Chews carefully, sets his sticks down on the edge of the hot plate, then smooths his shirt. “Once.” His words come with the weight of experience. She shifts on tingling legs, expectantly.  He clears his throat and lets his gaze linger in the fire. “It was whiter than an unwritten page. It looked…quiet.”
“What did it taste like?” She’s forgotten the food; her mouth hangs open. 
The fire sputters rudely, but they both ignore it. 
“I don’t know.” He shakes his head and shrugs. It looks like flames have sprouted from his ears. “But I’m told it’s cold.” She huffs, and he grins into his food.  
Yes, she knows. There’s plenty about snow in the Lord Vassal’s books. But this does not answer the most important question. What does snow taste like? 
She stares at the leftovers; stabs another slice of potato. It comes undone around the skin; it peels off. The skin is crispy under her teeth, and she’ll admit that this is better than the keep’s soup. Yoroan takes no pride in his cooking. 
She inspects a slice of beet. In the keep’s soup, they bleed on her fingers if she grabs at them, but here, they’re thin paper chips. She sniffs at one. It makes her head spin. She tears in two, reflects that it’s probably how it felt for the bard, to be ripped from his homeland and thrown into Providence.
The strands are bruised purple. She puts one half under her tongue and lets the taste melt. She bites into it. It’s divine. Every time, Armand surpasses himself. She decides she’ll keep the beets for last. Keep the pleasure on hold a bit longer. She attacks the bread; it crumbles like gravel, and the grinding interrupts the peaceful harmony. Armand glances at her over his food, goes into his bag, and passes her some skaern. Saskia nods, jaw aching. She dips the rest of the bread and lets it soak. It turns into soup
Shapeless, drowned, unsavoury. Living things are not meant to survive outside their environment. 
She looks at the beets with relish. Finally. But they’re gone quick.  
There’s an aftertaste of bitter excitement that Armand’s spices leave behind. They leave a ghost full of resentment between her teeth. She licks them and finds nothing but a smooth surface.
A rustle beside her. “Now…care for a bet, little bug?” 
She blinks. Armand’s eyes twinkle maliciously. He drops into a conspiratory lean. The smoke from the fire carries an angry storm of spices; its edges seem dipped in soot. It ruffles her senses. She smirks back. “If I remember correctly, bard, I won the last bet, and I am owed a story.” 
His free hand flutters like a dismissive butterfly. It cuts like a blade through the thin tendrils of smoke; most disperse. A few stubborn strands worm lovingly around his fingers. “All in due time, you know I am a man of my word. You shall have your story, and we shall have another wager.” He tilts his head in rapt amusement, so close to her she can feel the breath behind every word. 
“Why so eager to lose, bard?” She snorts, tucks a few dry strands of pink hair behind her tiny, mauled ears. “That’s what you said the last four enneads, and I am now on my fourth consecutive win.” There’s a coy hint of pride in her voice. She puffs her chest forward and looks up, deflating when she notices how little joy that brings Armand. 
His gaze is lowered, eyelids at half-mast, a sullen darkness to his expression. “Praise due, indeed. It seems I have underestimated you for far too long. But I shall not be making the same mistake again.” The sun creeps back into his voice. “Three tickets.” Saskia waits on her haunches expectantly. “The tall one, middle of the line,” he adds, almost like an afterthought. 
As if they weren’t talking about the same man who walked like a king.
She is happy to oblige. “Shipment of seven moonloe.”
He shakes his head with a sorrowful smile. “First and Last only.” A sputter punctuates his sentence. The embers glare back at them from their bed of snow. 
She knew he would go for an all-out bet. And his cockiness will be his undoing. She hides a tiny victorious smile. “I raise two tickets to your three.” 
Armand seems less than happy, and perhaps even a teensy bit worried. “Hefty bet.” He draws three nervous drags from his pipe.
“I’m confident in my chances.”  Her gaze is unfaltering while she stares him down. He regards her calmly. 
He grumbles his assent, quick little huffs that make him look like an angry chimney. “First calling is yours.” He tries not to look miffed.
She’ll pretend she didn’t notice. “The average one.” 
“Aren’t they all?”  His eyes close, a mocking bend to his smile. 
She glares at him, but he misses it. She blows hot breath through her nose, teeth clenched. “Drags his feet.”
Armand opens one bright eye, and she already knows what he is going to say. “Don’t they all?” 
“On him, it’s noticeable. Can’t miss it.” Her tone is clipped and perhaps a tad condescending. The bard is aware of who exactly she is referring to. His eyes are almost as sharp as hers. He simply wants to destabilize her. 
She hates that it is almost working. 
A small nod on his part confirms her theory. “Terms?” He throws an offended look towards his pipe. The embers seem to be dying out, and Saskia knows he is loath to part with it, even for the blessed act of refilling it. 
She takes it from him, basking in his grateful nod. “Another five tickets.” 
That gives him pause. He regards her cautiously, and she can feel the heaviness of his gaze, skin prickling with awareness. She busies herself with the pipe, seemingly absorbed by her task. “Feeling lucky moonloe?” A glint of suspicion crawls out of his eyes and up her spine.
Saskia shrugs while emptying it. 
She hears his resigned sigh. “I call your five. Two.” He lifts two fingers in emphasis. “Ennead.”  
Saskia finishes pressing the tobacco and slips it now re-filled into Armand’s waiting hands. “Three sunbaums.” 
She is still cupping his hand and takes advantage of his surprise to help him bring the pipe to his lips, while she lights it, cautious to avoid his whiskers. 
“Confident or delusional?” He takes a long drag, with eyebrows pinched in worry and confusion. But he allows the intimate gesture, even leaning into her touch. 
She lets a small smile tug the left corner of her mouth, hands folding back into her lap. “A wise man once told me that the only way to know the difference between those two – ”
“ – is to wait for one of them to be dead.” He laughs, a sound stuck between bitter and awed, a little strangled thing that has her stomach somersaulting. “Very well, the terms have been set. Five tickets for the Last, and another five for the First.”
She stares at his outstretched hand, the wide palm with surprisingly long and slender digits, fingertips stained yellow by his tobacco habit. With no hesitation, she shakes it.
“Ten tickets. That’s a lot of tickets,” he insists, still squeezing her hand. 
She squeezes back. “I know.” 
The terms have been set. The matter is settled. Silence descends upon them like a blanket, and they curl up in it for a while. Neither mentions that with the end of the world at their doorsteps, they will never collect on their debt. 
But the pleasure remains unspoiled.
“I had a brush-in with Pidge.” She’s not certain why she spoke; it hardly qualifies as important. “He seemed…” Sometimes, words fail her. Not the vocabulary, mind you, but without the emotional context behind them, words are just a buffer for ignorance. How is she to know the difference between happy and delighted when she cannot confidently attest to having felt either of those emotions? 
“…blurry.”  It is the best approximation she can come up with. 
“Blurry.” The cattail slurs the word inquisitively. Another thing she likes about Armand. He never asks her to repeat herself. “The old cripie is nearing the end, and it’s for the best. His stubborn streak turned him sour with hate. Best the world be done with him.”
“He might not agree,” she argues for argument’s sake 
“Maybe we should envy him.”
She blows out a derisive huff. One that she hopes makes her sound taller than she is. “Unlikely. You think death is boring.” 
“And eternal boredom is a foolproof cure to hate. Trust me.”
She lets out a small, incredulous laugh.  “So we should all learn empathy by dying?” 
There is a beat of silence.  
“In the Quagmire, death is the gift of the grateful. Those who have nothing to lose have nothing to fear.” It sounds like an admonishment, and Saskia feels browbeaten into silent acquiescence. “Inlanders used to worship Sauri. To them, death is solace.” Armand runs playful fingers over the roof of his hat.
“Have you ever thought about it?” She spies his profile greedily. 
Armand sighs and puts his hat back on, toys with the edge, then screws it down until it obscures his face. “Aye, but I’m alive. I intend to stay that way.” 
She tries to pass her fear as conviction. “Any unionist worth their salt knows better than to worship the eldritch Gods, unless they want to be called a chart-traitor and hauled to Rhoůk.” 
“Aye, any unionist worth their salt would know better.” Smoke rises from under his large bolero hat. Against the vermillion walls, he looks like an open wound. 
She bites her lip in worry but chooses not to raise the matter again. She knows she should question his loyalties, but gnashing anxiety stops her. It is readily apparent that Armand is not a unionist, and in the Charter territories, one is either a unionist or dead. Granted, she owes them nothing, but she eats what they give her, and a sense of misplaced loyalty has bred with her loneliness. She cannot feel one without the other.
Sometimes, she thinks Armand feels too much. But she’s never told him that. “What of my story?”  She’s still lying on the floor, choosing to stare a hole through the ceiling.
“Of course, how remiss of me. What story shall it be, little bug?” The hat comes off, and the malicious twinkle is back in his eyes. 
She makes a show of thinking about it before rolling on her stomach and resting her pointy chin on her hands, big eyes rooted into Armand’s. “The Naked King.”
He pauses.  “Haven’t you heard this story a thousand times?”
“Make it a thousand and one.”
With a little exasperated huff, Armand leans back and settles against the wall. He takes one long drag from his pipe, and as he exhales, his chin comes to rest almost on his chest, tucked into his neck. “Very well. Let us delve into the tale of the Naked King and his boundless hunger.” 
The curtain rises, and Saskia’s eyes close in anticipation. 
“There once was an ambitious king…”
“ – no, not from there,” she interrupts, miffed, semi-closed eyes snapping open. 
Armand’s eyebrows dance with benign annoyance. “From where then?” he fondly asks, and she settles back down, face smoothing into a canvas.
“From the beginning. Start from the beginning.”
Armand sighs, burrows a little chuckle under his breath, and clears his throat.  “Before there was a king, there was a boy.”
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The bard shifts his hat and plays with the feathers hanging from it. He toes the embers with his one good leg, as if to wake a friend, tail shyly curled around his flank. “On the history of this world, centrists, redkins, and blackices agree. It started five hundred turnflames ago. That is not to imply that there was no world before that, but whatever passed itself as life back then, the Conclave declared it common knowledge that it would have been short-lived and filled with pain.”
She likes the way the warmth sticks to her under her shirt, how it makes every touch feel softer; less jarring. She watches the core of the flames; shining like sun-bleached bones. 
He hums. “There are no drakes left. No sightings in as long as the world can remember. What is also noticeably absent from the landscape is any evidence of a civilization prior to this. No monuments, no books, no paintings.” He pauses. “No graves.”
No proof of life. The soot hiccups, and she flinches, prickling with sudden awareness. 
She sits still. 
A sigh, a rustle – his voice comes back louder. “On how this world was built is where versions differ.” 
Her mind flashes to the grim watchtower. The rocks under her feel sharper. When Saskia hears Pidge’s muttered prayer, they speak of death and rejoicing. On rare occasions, she’ll sit closer, until her back rasps against the humid stone. He’ll sign himself while kicking the ground. 
She finds that despair often drives his prayers.
But when she hops down to the beach and asks the seabirds, Toh’Doma grabs the shell around his neck; wide as his palm, shining like a rainbow. He opens it and shows her the empty stomach, then dips it in the sea and brings the cup back up – spilling water. He holds it softly but firmly, like one would a babe. He carries spices on his fingertips, and they scatter with earthy and exotic scents. The ocean sings a murmur as it sloshes inside the dead creature, and she peers down as if she could drown in the small pool. He splashes her, and the cold pricks like needles on her cheeks. 
“You see this, it’s the world.” He points at the sky. “Up there.” His finger trails over the horizon. “Over here.” He shakes his head and laughs. “Everywhere is water. If you’re a good swimmer, yonderbaum you’ll fly. No one can own land.” He never minces his words. “But gravediggers have bled the earth like a tired whore. And she’s a lady of vengeance.” 
But when she lazes in the bustling kitchen of Ashmoth Castle, Sheum, who is a poor excuse of a forger, swears the world rests between an anvil and a goddess’s hammer – and that all ties back to the mother-anchor. He lives on a razor’s edge, always one faulty moral step away from being crushed. Shakes in his boots at every brush or touch. Rushes through his words as if they’d run away from him if they could. 
“Forged in steel. Our backbones. Swords.” He enunciates it slowly. He thinks she can’t understand speech.
She thinks his backbone is an offering to the sky.
She looks at Armand: the cattail wearing a dusty hat. Blinks and swallows a smile. The fire cries with human anguish. She glances at it languidly.    
And enders? Well, enders believe whatever the Conclave believes. 
And what the Conclave believes is a simple truth that can satisfy all the loose ends of the universe. 
A tale the world can bow to. 
Inside the lodge, she often discovers that history is not set in stone but held together with stitches. Shadows clash on the crimson clay, their reflections twisted into eldritch shapes while the flames dance between them. There is a gravitas in the bard’s eyes. He hums; she leans closer. 
He lowers his voice until the words grind against each other. “There are no bones.” A muffled screech from outside their hideout. She ignores it. His words are repurposed as a hammer; as if to break. “But we have stories, common mythology, that precedes written history.” 
What humans and darkbloods were before the extinction of drakes is a point of contention. 
Saskia shifts while the stone digs into her ribcage. She glances at the bard and finds herself overwhelmed by the sight. He looks somehow bigger than life. The fire exhales its last breath; the bard coaxes it. 
She supposes that if seen through the wide lens of circumstances, all beastly things are but a product of their time. She snorts, and the bard glares at her. The smell of roasted spices and greens sticks stubbornly to the stale air. She lies on her side; chin tucked in her elbow. To the non-believers, the Semper Engine asks, “Where is the evidence? Show us proof of those great civilizations”. When no other argument other than local lore can be produced, they burn the fools with their books and research, lest they corrupt impressionable minds. Saskia closes her eyes.
The sounds of embers being disturbed tickle her ears. Some poking, some sputtering. Clammy skin brushing against rough cloth. A sigh that trails further. The bard is welcome respite. “But to one who genuinely seeks to understand any group of people, I say this: history and geography will show our circumstances, most of which are beyond our control.” A pause. “Math exposes our diligence and our discipline, as either obedience or intelligence.” He halts as if deep in thought. “Philosophy informs you of the quality of our discernment and the curve of our growth. It is the shape our reflection takes when we look at it long enough.” 
Saskia opens her eyes and meets the gross mirage of a reflection staring back at her from the vaulted ceiling. The bard blows the longest breath, and she looks to the side and shares a gaze with him. 
His lips move, but the words come from somewhere further. “Art and literature are a window into how we treat those who are different. It reveals our morals and values by dissecting and challenging them. The amount of freedom given to art will tell you what the majority stands for.” He nods, and she mirrors him unconsciously. His eyes are lighthouses, and she’s a moth. “But it won’t tell you what we’d die for. Only our myths, our stories, will tell you who we are.” He circles the rim of his hat with slender fingers, and she follows the gesture with an absent mind. “Underneath our clothes of flesh, we are stuffed with fears and sundreams. And little else.” He grins lopsidedly. “And we are never more shamelessly exposed, under the guise of a higher purpose, than in the face of our Gods. Through their eyes, we reveal ourselves for what we truly are under the veneer of civility.” He strains a laugh, and she blinks back at him.
Heavy limbs trace tiny circles on her stomach. She enjoys the shivers under her fingertips. Looks through the fire and finds it has eaten the bard’s shape. 
In their house of sparks, the burning man lights his pipe. “It is said that the God of this world is a man-made machine.” The cattail is just another star in the sky as he tells his story. “You see, at the beginning, there was no time. No moons and no stars.”
Her heart hops like a rabbit in her chest. “Why was there no time?”
“Drakes. They burned everything on their path, a fire that never died, and it would choke the sky with smoke, a blanket of soot raining from above.”
Gloomily, she adds, “They wanted more. But hunger is the deadliest of all the Woes.”  
His silence has a weight. “Life is hunger.”
Saskia stiffens, eyes now cemented closed. Here he goes again, casually making unlawful remarks that could get them both in trouble. “So is death,” she interjects lamely.
A bitter chuckle and some rustling, before Armand’s voice reaches her, stony and cold. “Death wants for nothing. It is its only redeeming quality.” Saskia does not doubt Armand knows death more intimately than she ever wishes to. Out of respect, she chooses not to contradict him. She counts the space between heartbeats while waiting for him to speak again. She doesn’t wait long. “Back then, humans lived underground, sustaining themselves on rats and moss, never chancing a foot outside.
“Some did.”
She hears Armand reshuffling himself before sighing and continuing. “Yes, some did. Creatures who had once been human, but through adaptation to the harsh environment turned into something – ”
“ – less.” She feels colder as she says that and huddles towards the flames.
His voice is dry; nails raking through her hair and she shivers. “Different. They turned into something different.”
Her anger sounds like capitulation. “Darkbloods.”
“Anthropoids,” he corrects staunchly. 
Same difference, she thinks, but keeps it to herself in the interest of allowing the story to flow. 
Armand makes her wait for it. “There was a boy who dared to step outside. One who could not contain his curiosity.”
“The Naked King,” she spoils herself with relish. 
“Aye, the Naked King. Some would call him foolish, suicidal even.”
Her eyes snap open, awe spilling out like from a boiling pot. “Some would call him brave.” 
She glances back at Armand, who welcomes her interruption with a complicit and soft hum, gives her a benign smile. “He moondreamed of a hungerless world.” 
She hugs herself tighter until she can feel the breath being squeezed out of her chest. The bard’s voice is a metronome, and she falls into his rhythm. Heartbeats are like fate; life could not exist without them. “The Grand Machine seeks to extirpate the dark parasite that drive good people to do bad things. A world at peace is a world that wants for nothing. But the bottomless well that grew in place of humanity’s stomach can never be satiated.” A breath, a mere indulgence. “It must be amputated.” 
She shivers and squeezes the scar on her left shoulder reflexively. 
Armand scratches his chin. He seems resigned. His shadow has shrunk, and she knows soon they’ll be out of light. “Bear in mind that the origin of the world, as it will be told next, has long been accepted as a scientific truth.” He drags from his pipe; only the stark line of his eyebrows cuts through the smoke. That and two glinting eyes. “The boy stepped out to a crimson sky, festering like an open wound, and his lungs on fire.” A tight coil of excitement in her stomach, she taps one foot lightly to disperse it. Armand ignores it. “The ground was sizzling embers, and every step he took left a scar. It should have stopped there.” He shakes his head and smiles. “Instead, he kept going, quiet as a mouse, hiding from the prying eyes of drakes. And each time he left, he came back with stories. He would recite them like spells, enchant and embellish the darkness, until something started growing in it, something visceral, with fangs and wings. Something relentless.”
“Moondreams,” Saskia whispers, as if sharing a secret.
“Beautiful, deadly moondreams,” he acknowledges gravelly, and the crossbreed feels a shudder run up her spine. 
She crosses her legs above her and rolls her ankles, delighting in her knowledge. The average unionist knows that the first moondream was the Grand Machine. She smirks. But, some Machinists argue, the first moondream had to have been drakes. A moondream that quickly morphed into a netherbaum. The more ambivalent researchers settle for a peaceful in-between. The Grand Machine was the first moondream, and drakes were the first netherbaum. This version appeases both sides. But the academics who thrive on the fringe, the hardcore fanatics, posit an even more outlandish theory.
The first moondream was the Moonchild. She snorts. 
Armand leans against the wall and stares at the flickers in the crimson clay. “The Grand Machine must never stop. Its eternal engine is what fabricates time, by feeding on the unborn moondreams of its flock. It keeps the netherbaums at bay.” The bard turns a scoff into a cough. “A nurturing mother to those who believe. An omniscient eye for those who fear.” He pauses, stubbornly digs into the ashes looking for a glow. “And a sore reminder for those who doubt.” She holds her breath; she already knows the rest. “Yet it has been prophesied that during the Turnover, it will sleep.” 
She runs a predatory digit down the bridge of her nose to smooth away the ache. Saskia shifts closer to the bard, suddenly aware of the pit of lonely hunger she harbours. She thinks it’s just the cold. Armand nods and blows on the fire until it hisses back. 
His words are squeezed through the pains of labour. “Humanity will be delivered from filth and hunger. The rest will burn.”  
 A sudden pain in her palm; she was squeezing so tight she left half-moons indent in the flesh – they look pretty. Worriless she wonders out loud, “Do you think they’ll come back? The drakes? Do you really think they’ll come back and burn the impure?” 
Impure like us, lingers heavy between them.
Armand’s voice rises from the grave unperturbed. He swats her concern away like he would a fly. “The boy ventured far and wide, and met nothing but hapless aberrations, saw endless destruction, and inhaled so much smoke that his lungs were permanently damaged. But he could not stop. Back then, time was not something that could be measured, and no one knows for certain how long he wandered before he saw her.”
Saskia snaps back to attention. “The Moonchild.” 
Armand’s voice rumbles through the rocks; it laps up her back like a tongue. “She was born chained; on the top of a dormant volcano, from the only water source above ground. During a rare glimpse of sky, the light of the stars hit the water and transformed.” There is a kindness to the bard’s posture that was not present before. He nurtures the flames longer than they should survive and sighs before offering a soft smile. “It turned into a youth of such startling beauty, when he saw her, the boy knelt in worship and cried all the tears he thought had long dried.” Armand wipes a sharp palm over the ground and draws a teardrop in the dust. “As the tears ran freely from his cheeks and into the water spring, it turned the sweet water into saltwater.” The old cattail allows for a long pause here, knowing his captive audience; Saskia likes to nibble on the juiciest piece of a story. “Thus, the sea was born.” 
The moon swims across the sky, dragging the sun on a leash. Sirens howl at the stars. 
And there is a liminal space of suspended disbelief, where myths are created.












[bookmark: _Toc219908907][bookmark: _Toc221190820][bookmark: _Toc223723935][bookmark: _Toc226827208][bookmark: _Toc227268371][bookmark: _Toc228034810][bookmark: _Toc236058247][bookmark: _Toc236277027][bookmark: _Toc236444015][bookmark: _Toc236573409][bookmark: _Toc236959523]INTERLUDE

Some etch their identity into history through their names; some die forgotten. 
Kion Immaculate Selvetik did both.
The Semper Engine likes to lord over the order of Machinists that the Selvetik, named after its founder, an Immaculate with a penchant for art and history, is the most extensive and furnished museum in the Colonies. 
But his contemporary would have described Kion I. Selvetik as being “eternally bored with life since birth”, an affliction that no doctor, woman, or luxury had been able to soothe. On his fortieth flamebaum, he decided to be done with everything and made the heavily criticized decision to willingly leave his homeland and settle in Eïndhar. It was unheard of (or at least rare enough not to be a common subject of gossip) for a blackice to choose emigration (no one reacted graciously to being “sent to the Colonies”). After all, redkin, blackice, and centrists alike unanimously could agree that no place was better than Deïrenhart. 
The food was better, the art was better, the architecture was better… 
“And the women?” Some intrepid jokester would ask. And invariably, they would get the same answer. “Yessir, those are better too.”
Of course, for anyone born in the Colonies, there was no way to verify those claims. 
Emigration from the north might have been frowned upon, but immigration was strictly forbidden. And unlike the other two continents, Deïrenhart was naturally walled off from the world and could easily enforce that decree. Still, even the blackice who had been exiled from their homeland swore until their dying breath that no place in the world was as beautiful and loving as the northern continent.
Kion’s senseless act of emancipation made no sense to his peers. Nor did it make sense to the aliens he invaded when he built his house by the main river of Rezdia, after he had an entire district demolished to make room for his garden and his private library. 
After a boiling period of titillating acclimatization, which had the blackice’s spider senses on hyperdrive and therefore quenched his eternal thirst for newness, Kion grew tepidly bored again. Maybe you need a new project? A dear friend had suggested, in one of the letters she penned to him. As with all things he did in life, Kion jumped on that idea. He took one giant leap of faith, holding nothing back and contemplating no failure. His uncompromising approach to life had never failed him, and in his old age, he grew convinced that his bullheadedness would outlast death. Alas, it would not be so, but the average person still reaps the benefits of his pursuit through the medical discoveries he funded. 
To the medical corps (comprised almost exclusively of Machinists), Kion I. Selvetik is an important benefactor of science. One they give homage to by naming a disease after him (discovered thanks to breakthroughs he indirectly contributed to). 
In Deïrenhart, he is remembered as an eccentric lunatic at best, and a cautionary tale told over supper at worst, known disgracefully as a blackice who was sent to the Colonies. 
In Eïndhar, he has been mostly forgotten. 
But his name endures like a stringless kite amongst the stars.
One would never know, while walking the marble halls of the Selvetik, and feasting on the bounty of inestimable masterpieces, the pain Kion endured to deliver this gift to the world.
The first obstacle to his project was the Lord Vassal of Rezdia. A man with considerably more power than Kion, if not the most influential man outside of the northern land. Had it not been for his good connections (most of whom he burned after this project) and his Immaculate bloodline, Kion would have never overcome the hurdles of bureaucracy. Later, he would tell his nieces and nephews that it had been his dashing good looks and his charm that had helped him pull through (according to the official registry kept by the Semper Engine, Kion I. Selvetik, born 275f and died 360f; never produced any heir, and perished a nubile. Unofficially, he never recognized the bastards he sired with an ender so as not to bring more shame to his House). 
The second obstacle turned out to be the very citizens of Rezdia who objected to an outsider mauling their landscape. It took much campaigning, a fair bit of humbling, and some humiliating grovelling for Kion to convince the Sheriff of Rezdia and her Sectorates to champion his project. And even more so to turn the tides of public opinion. Regardless (and Kion never doubted it would be so), after three turnflames, the Selvetik was finally under construction. The site had been bought, the landscape leveled, the Sheriff bribed, and the citizens rejoiced for the new work opportunities this project would bring. 
With this part of the business finally settled, Kion resolved to use the downtime to seek out and hunt down the most beautiful art pieces the Charter had to offer. How hard can it be? he thought at the inception. It had been his fondest wish to contribute somehow to the well-oiled mechanisms of this world. Seeing the native’s culture and finding it not to the taste of his refined northern palate, he had resolved to bring civility and some good old-fashioned blackice’s enlightenment to the poor people of the Colonies. It was his implicit expectation that they would thank him profusely for the privilege. 
Unfortunately, Kion would soon find that Lords, Ladies, and Machinists had trouble separating from their earthly attachments. They hoarded all the cultural heritage and were loath to part with it. For no other reason than principle, it seemed to Kion. No amount of money would change their minds (which might have been a blessing in disguise, as Kion was so deep in his obsession, he would have happily gone bankrupt in his pursuit). Eventually, Kion realized it was not the selling of their possessions they objected to. It was that in their mind, allowing the uneducated masses a free pass to such higher blessings would inevitably cheapen them. It was akin to giving a prized cut of meat to a dog. They might enjoy it, yes, but would they truly appreciate it? Upon realization of this bare fact of life, Kion’s determination only grew more ferocious. 
Thus began a lengthy battle of attrition between Kion and the gatekeepers of this world. 
A forty-two-flames one-man war. 
It should come as no surprise that he won. He eventually tracked, bought, and subsequently owned and donated every single piece of art that had struck his fancy over the turnflames. It should also come as a point of interest that, during those forty-two turnflames of politically consumed negotiations, Kion never grew bored. At the venerable age of eighty, he donated the last painting he would ever give to the world. An art piece close to his heart, one he had held on to out of selfish impulse. 
The first known depiction of the Moonchild meeting the Naked King at the water spring. 
Unlike later representations, where the saintess is always standing while the king kisses her feet, in this one, the Moonchild is seen kneeling at eye-level with the repentant man. A pale white hand cupped softly around the young man’s cheek, lips pursed like petals, as if about to drink his tears. Because he could not abide unfinished business, Kion parted with it, not knowing (but one might suspect he had an inkling) that it would become the main attraction of his museum. 
During the forty-two turnflames Kion had been away, the money had dried out, or had been pulled and redirected towards the acquisition of more art. The excitement had dwindled, and the work site had become a haunted wreckage, a sore eye in the centre of the city. No one even remembered what it was supposed to be, beyond a waste of taxpayer money and proof of the Semper Engine’s incompetence. Kion squeezed the last bit of influence he had left to obtain a loan from the Titheous Clerk, and the construction resumed.
Afterward, he retired to his mansion and was never seen outside again (during the five turnflames that followed, he plundered his fortune in search of a miracle cure for death, much to the shame of his younger sister and her children, who cut ties with him and dissociated publicly to preserve their good name). He did not even deign to make an appearance for the grand opening of his museum. But even without him, the Selvetik burst forth with much fanfare, to wide public acclaim, and was dubbed by critics a “treasure chest of knowledge” and a “multicultural display of what devotion looks like through the ages”. 
In his mansion, a lonely man was having a standoff with death. 
Three sunbaums after the Selvetik opened “Mad Kion”, as he had come to be known in Rezdia, lost his first battle. He died with his eyes open, in his velvet robe, sitting on an ottoman. A fire poker in one hand and a flower in the other. He had spent forty-two turnflames away, enough for most people in Rezdia to forget his connection to the museum, and he had, for reasons unknown, not attended the opening moonbaum (but those who knew him, had any of them been around, would have reassured you he had simply grown bored and moved on). His nieces and nephews, who were his only living relatives, had the body quietly collected and shipped to Deïrenhart, where it was encased in ice, in the family mausoleum.  
His vision came true. The Selvetik is the only museum in the Colonies that can rival those in Deïrenhart. 
It would be nice to believe that Kion died a happy cog. But it would be inaccurate. It is unrealistic to denaturalize a man whose main characteristic was eternal dissatisfaction. It is also a disservice to the truth to think Kion would see his achievements sunloe as anything more than a stepping stone towards further achievements. 
It is a sad condition of life that we all require unhappy people, so that we may thrive. 
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Back in the lodge, the fire gushes happily. The quiet before carries the promise of a blade.
Armand’s voice is a cry of pure yearning as he hums, breath on the verge of a song, but not quite music yet. “She could not cry. She could not lie. She could not die. The Moonchild could only ask why, why the boy cried.”
Saskia shifts closer, sharing a breath with him. She answers back because she must. “He told her she’d spoiled the horizon. That he’d witnessed happiness and could not unsee it. She’d carved an absence within his soul. You could walk through me like a door, and still, I’d welcome you home, he said. The Moonchild just smiled and asked for forgiveness.” Her throat feels raw and choked with a pain that isn’t hers. 
Armand swallows deeply before he speaks. “And the boy wept while she knelt and drank his tears.”
What was said, word for word, is a matter for interpretation.
But that this meeting factually took place is an unalienable postulate. 
Smoke swirls around them like a coiled rope. It fades before it has a chance to tighten.
Armand raises one accusatory finger in the air and she flinches into martial alignment. “Exhibit A: the Shaqaar.” A crackle, the vague ghost of a scream; the sirens are never too far. There are things even the bard cannot deny. “It’s the longest river known to man. It originates at the top of Draug Skaar Moen in Deïrenhart.” He pauses for impact. “In their old language, it means kissed by the moon.”
She bites her lips, then worries them until she breaks skin. “Have you seen it?”
Armand shakes his head. “Plenty of seabirds and traveling merchants who sailed anywhere within three hundred miles of the land of giants say that even from very far, the gargantuan summit nearly defies natural laws.” He lifts his hat until his hand touches the ceiling. She follows it to the mockery of the sky; the crimson clay sparked by gold freckles. “Its head peeks above the everlasting blizzard that rages around Deïrenhart.” He sighs. “Any river originating from its peak and plunging into the sea would indubitably be the longest recorded river in written history.” 
She closes her eyes but fails to conjure the summit. Her poor imagination is not up for such a divine task. Her frustrated eyes roam owlishly around the lodge, following the circle back to its inevitable beginning. Her sharp thoughts clutter against the walls; the fire roars a dying rale. 
Blackice go a step further in purporting with inflated confidence that the Shaqaar gave birth to the ocean. She shrugs to an absent witness. One could disagree, but for what purpose? She rolls into a smooth ball. Most water sources and rivers in the Charter have dried up. She draws spirals, which she blows away before she can finish them. The Colonies are dependent on the Gracewalkers to deliver drinkable water. As far as any denizen of the Charter is concerned, all the water in the world currently comes from the Shaqaar, so why risk angering one of the few Gods they have left?
She mimes a fist that closes around nothing. Yes, of course, the occasional tindergoer recites emptily, the Shaqaar is the mother of all seas, they swear when they are thirsty. And when asked where the Moonchild and the Naked King first met, they never falter in their answer. She puppets their response merrily, fingers clashing like a jaw. At the top of Draug Skaar Moen, where else? It’s a sacred site, you know? They question, as if testing your own piousness. 
Then they sign the Tenth. And so, life goes on.
She sighs. Every neighbour propped at a window. The burnt spices tickle her eyes, and she thinks of that game seabirds will whip out occasionally. Toh’Doma slapping her back while he encourages her, his naked feet sliding in the sand. Peashooter, the nomads call it, and it is the most popular attraction at their worldwide traveling fair. Even Sheum is known for having traded all his possessions in a series of failed attempts. Yet it’s a simple system involving a wooden grid, with a carved dove in each box, and whoever shoots the most wins. She excels at it. 
A thrill tiptoes up her spine, like bugs crawling up her shirt. She thinks of tomorrow, and the seabirds. 
Straightforward and deceptively challenging. You shoot one down, and three pop up.  And so, life goes on. 
She inhales deeply, chances a glance at the wooden plank that shelters her from Death Clap Valley. It seems so flimsy. People lie as they breathe, they cheat, and they steal. Then they go to their Machinist and tell them that their neighbours are heathens. She rolls her eyes. After the deed is done, they sign the Tenth in relief. 
And so, life goes on. She watches the fire dying. The cold has grown claws, digging through the dirt. The dark’s hot breath pools in the corner; ink running down a page. It soaks up the light until it’s fat with it. 
Because in the eyes of the Grand Machine, every snitch is an agent of peace. 
She tries to count the stars in Armand’s eyes. An impossible task. Resigned, she yawns. 
According to regions, here the story veers into two schools of thought. 
She shivers in her rags. The bard is just a shape in the dark, and she anchors to the sound of his voice. “Enders, the lower half of the Quagmire, and at least the west tip of the Jawline, believe the Grand Machine came to the Naked King as a dream, and the dream preceded the star event. He manifested it into existence. Had he not dreamt it, the star would never have fallen, they say.” Armand’s laugh breaks the silence like a pickaxe. “It is a process of baseless attraction that puts the onus solely on the Naked King.” He leans back and she sighs in relief; the sudden pressure evaporates; the bard smokes and she likes the sound. “Everyone else, blackice included, purport that the star event preceded the dream.” He hums, flashes a greedy grin. “Some go as far as claiming that it was the Moonchild who willed the star into existence.” She reciprocates his smile, and he breathes out a laugh, toying with his hat. He slaps his one good knee. “Regardless of how it happened, a lonely star fell from the sky.” She follows his gaze to the ceiling -then vertiginously down. “It sank into the water spring, running warm ripples across the surface, giving rise to a curtain of scalding fog.” He flutters his fingers like wings, and she can almost see the waves. “When it had dissipated, what was left behind was metal. As soft and warm as skin to touch, but unbreakable to the sword.” 
She sighs. 
Exhibit B: Tenderstone. 
Her hands grab a fistful of gravel, and she grinds them. They feel rough but fragile in her palm. Unlike the divine alloy with which the Naked King would eventually build his godly machine. She rolls over on her stomach and stares closely at the bard. She draws laugh lines on his shadowed face. It is the cardinal point of dissension amongst the various Machinists’ sects.
“Tell it proper,” Saskia warns the bard, who chokes on a laugh.
“As you wish.” Saskia nods, an arrogant chin-up, which she will have mastered by the time she blooms into a woman, Armand remarks to himself. But, as many unspoken truths that bind them, he has not yet exposed her male’s disguise for what it is. When she is ready, she will tell him. As an excommunicate, he is deeply aware of how necessary the little lies we tell ourselves are to preserve our dignity. He would not rob her of her honour, just as she would not deny his. “The naked king had a dream within a dream. He saw the eyes of the dead watching over everything.”
The crossbreed looks up at the dome wistfully, then peeks back at the bard. “The moonbaum sky and the stars.” 
He nods thoughtfully; she can make out the glint of his whiskers through the flames. They look like candles. He clears his throat. “The moon had never risen or fallen on his world before. The boy would never know old age, and he had never known childhood. Before observing it in the water, he had never seen his reflection. Like the Moonchild, he had sprung into existence exactly as he was. He was a creature who, by nature, could not change. And as he became aware of that, his heart filled with hate.”
There’s a stone in her stomach. She runs circles on the skin and it growls viciously back at her, untamed. She can’t tell if she’s hungry or scared. She never could. She yawns. “And then a star fell from the sky.”
The real debate lies here. 
She lifts her arm and watches the dying light flood through her fingers. She blinks, feeling suddenly untethered. Was it the star that fell from the sky, tore through the smoke, and exposed, if for a brief sweetmouth, the sky beyond, that caused the Naked King’s dream? Her eyes sting. It is strange to accept that the end of the world is coming. Was it the light he saw behind those clouds, he who had never had any reason to look at the sky, that jolted him into awareness? Did it implode universes inside of him? Her breath hitches sharply. It lunges at the silence with savage longing, and she knows Armand heard it too. 
Was the Grand Machine born from the collapsed ruins of a bruised ego? Her arm falls flatly at her side. The core of embers smoulders its last goodbye.
As all great man-made things are. 
She drowns in her thoughts. Her shirt rubs roughly against her, like the headmaid's palms when she bathes her. Saskia scratches at the sore spots. Or did the Moonchild cause the dream? Her head pounds hotly against the cool stone. Did he already hate, hence the star fell, or did he learn to hate because it fell? Or were the two matters unrelated? Was it, like all good legends, an act of arbitrary divine intervention that birthed him a hero? 
Or could it have been someone else? Had it been anyone else, would the star have fallen?
The bard somehow always knows how to comfort her. Yet she never thinks she needs it. His smile is like a lonely boat. “We are the stories we tell ourselves.” It sounds divine in its simplicity. She searches his eyes in the dark. She thinks she sees him wink. 
She rather thinks he is right, and for her part, she hardly thinks it matters why the star fell. It only matters that it did. Tenderstone was born, and through an unexplainable leap of logic, the Naked King looked at it and saw its potential.
She’d forgotten that the sky was not crimson. She’d forgotten that the world is outside. In the abating twilight of their lodge, she feels her consciousness slipping, as if buttered down a pipe. The sound of a matchstick being sparked brings her back. The bard sighs. “As the fog abated, the Naked King picked up the rock. He saw, as clear as I see you, what the world could be in his palm.”
She hums. “He saw the Grand Machine.” 
A small smile tugs at her lips. It is ironic. What follows has been so often retold and vulgarized into lore that it has evolved into a common colloquial expression. The hot plate has cooled down. If she touched it now, it’d be like ice. But muffled underneath the cork of their stale breaths, there are still foreign accents she can decipher; sizzled pulp and gardens ground to dust for their consumption. 
For anyone failing to translate universal longing into words, to those trapped under an avalanche of unfortunate circumstances, and those trying to make sense of the world, denizens of the Charter give an easy answer. 
The Naked King had a dream within a dream. We live in his palm, so we are the sundream of a dream. 
She scoffs mockingly. “But he realized he needed more fallen stars if he wanted to make his dream come true.”
She finds the bard resting against the clay, hat tipped forward to hide his face. His large hands are crossed over his lap. He grunts. “Yes, he needed nine. Exactly nine.”
“He needed more water.”
“Much, much more water,” Armand agrees. 
There’s a flicker in the ashes, as if they were protesting their inevitable fate. She stares at them in sympathy. Poets, incurable romantics, and those possessed with pious fervour have written verbose and logorrheic versions of what the Naked King must have told his people to convince them to leave their shelter. What power must he have held over men to be able to lead them on a pilgrimage to a spring of water through a land on fire?
Where he knew, the mere sight of the Moonchild would bring them all to tears. 
Thus, the sea was born. 
Armand snaps up, fingers trickling down in choreographic tumbles. “Water flowed down the volcano, to the embers beneath, and for the first time, the fire went out.” He blows on the ember, and the dark descends.
They sputter back to life, racked with coughs. 
She admires the flame's resilience, sits on her haunches, and rests her chin on her knees. “All that was left were ashes.” She’s greedy in her participation. 
Exhibit C: In a world with no forests, paper is a finite and precious resource. 
Somehow, Deïrenhart owns that trade; the Gracewalkers own all the trades. 
She loves this part the most. It speaks to her from a place of power. Perched, she drinks the bard’s words. 
She sighs, but it is a forlorn thing. No one writes books anymore. Such complex disciplines are better left to Machinists. Which is why Faunatics is Saskia’s favourite read. The only book she knows that was not written by a Machinist. 
The bard drops his hat by his side and ruffles his hair. He looks wild like the trees in her books- like the tigers and the snow. And all the things she’ll never know the taste of. He groans and kneads his stump. But nothing could stop him from telling a good story. “On the volcano, by the banks of the river which led to the newborn sea, forests grew, flowers bloomed, and the earth came alive with the cries of animals. The people rejoiced, and they crowned the boy King of this new world.”
She watches their shadows expand into monsters. Touches the edge of one and finds that it has no texture. “But to him, that was not enough.”
“No.” Armand sighs. “The king knew the peace would not last. Because the drakes had grown privy to their existence. He knew they were coming.”
Saskia shivers. “And they were hungry.” 
Armand’s voice is like roots around her ankles. “Terribly hungry.” 
“What did he do next?” She vibrates with nervous anticipation. Picks at a loose thread on her pants. It unravels into a hole, and she tries to stuff the string back and undo the damage.
The bard is a disembodied voice in the dark. “He resolved to build a cage, with the bones of the fallen stars. A cage that could hold all the drakes that roamed the sky. He had the ore and the water...”
The hole is even bigger now. This is a disaster. She quips in with a grunt. “Now he needed fire.” 
“And he knew there was only one that was hot enough to melt tenderstone.” Armand's foreshadowing carries jubilant emphasis.
She cuts through it dryly. “Drake fire.”
He nods, looks at her so softly she fears she could break. “Wherever a star fell, he went, and everywhere it landed, he found a drake guarding it.”
She thinks of the “ballroom” of Ashmoth, a room without windows -the sound of suffocated silence, the scent of old skin and damp fabric. They permeate everything; the walls are hidden by floor-to-ceiling tapestries depicting the same scene. They gather dust at their feet, and the colours have become dull over time. She sneezes whenever she has to brush them. She doesn’t know if it was ever brighter. While there are some small variations in texture and skill, the intent and subject of the tapestries remain the same. 
A turbulent crimson sky, flames and fire; a dark cloud with glowing eyes, wings so wide they cast a shadow over the whole world. At one bottom corner, a tiny figure bathed in light, facing squarely towards danger. She’s told epic plays, led by a sword-wielding knight, used to be a common staple of Eïndhar’s culture; when children ran the world. But they have been replaced by subtle shrugs. “How did he forge the first sword, the one he used to kill the drakes, if he had no access to fire?” has replaced children’s shrill cries of unadulterated joy at the sight of seeing a grown person in a costume - pretending to skewer another grown person in a costume.
People still play make-believe. Now they call it being a “good denizen”. She snorts.
Without the murmur of the fire, the sirens’ song drags its nails against the roof of their lodge. She tries to make out words, draw coherence from the screaming. But they never say anything worthwhile. They’re mindless beasts. Her heels dig into her ass, and she sits back on it, awake to the sudden discomfort. 
Tema Fræïn, the author who penned Faunatics, wrote this as an epigraph to her book:   
It is a purposeful act of self-denial to serve an authority committed to denying your freedom.
It unsettles Saskia to the bone. 
Plenty of historians claim proof of divine intervention mirrored throughout the ages. Traces of a flood here, an earthquake there…and any war is an excuse to cite the scripture. Whether by land, water, or fire, humanity must suffer and, in doing so, be cleansed from its eternal pursuit for more. Nothing teaches austerity like mass slaughter, disease, and natural disasters. 
But there are many forms the Woes have taken. 
Armand is pressing on the joint of his left thigh, where she knows he aches the most. She watches him tenderly.
Some say the earth split, sawing Eïndhar almost in two, and sank the eastern half of Seïndhar; a tsunami ravaged the Nation Islands. Or better yet, what preceded the Time of Austerity, during which a dark cloud of ashes and soot robbed the sunlight for almost a decade. 
Saskia jolts in an attempt to suppress a tremor. The cold is almost impossible to ignore now. It slithers like molasses, drenching her limbs in lethargy. Fatigued, she hugs herself and rubs her arms until she can feel the static energy sizzle on her skin. Yes, that’s better.
The beginnings of human history are marred by so many great tragedies that she forgives them for their genocidal inclinations. It is the nature of those who wish to live to try to reshape a hostile world in their image. 
This grand truth was passed down to Saskia from Lorna, who, while taciturn by design, will, at times, share some of the insight she has gathered over the turnflames. Saskia asked the headmaid if she ever wondered about the prerequisites of love, and why some creatures merited it while others did not. Lorna, who was hanging linens, swiped the back of her hand over her sweaty brow and leaned to crack her back. When she turned to the crossbreed, the headmaid had this to say, “I don’t profoundly like or dislike any living thing. And I don’t resent anyone for merely tryin’ to survive. As long as they don’t resent me for tryin’ to do the same.”
As always, Saskia thought the headmaid was a rare breed. 
She interrupts Armand’s rambling. “If the world isn’t ending -that means the Conclave got it wrong.” She shrugs, feeling vindictive. “But how do you suppose they predicted the Woes; the wind disappearing, the childlessness, the wars…how do you suppose they knew humans once dreamt?”
Armand rasps his throat at her interruption. “Would you rather be telling the story?” He has tipped his hat back up and surveys her over his aquiline nose. 
Despondently, Saskia huffs and shakes her head in denial. Let it be known that she always collects from her debtors. And she will have her story. In its entirety. “Please continue,” she invites him graciously.
She hears a disbelieving snort, but the cattail’s voice soon reaches her, smooth and rich like butter. 
The shadows have flung their cold embrace around them. They wallow in it, wise enough to know that opposition only breeds violence.
From what Saskia understands, from the fifth Woe onward, there is some confusion about what came first. But, followers of each theory argue, one need only look at the evidence. The great flood of 45f, which sank half the Jawline, has some of the staunchest Machinists believing the fifth Woe has to be Typhoon, Mother of Tears. But, the sceptics point out, they promised that no body of water would welcome the Naked King. The last time it rained was eight turnflames ago. No, they insist, the fifth Woe must be Scorched.
“Your world will burn, and you will be king of ashes…” Armand rasps in bated breaths. 
A ghost of heat spawns in her chest. She fuels it unconsciously. “Remember our name, we are Scorched…” 
“Mother of Drake.”  The bard breathes down his hollow pipe. Sighs and goes into his pouch.  
Saskia will admit to having a growing admiration for Scorched. She scratches at the itch in her left shoulder. Of course, every retelling of the Naked King battles is different. No one can truly claim to know with exact certainty how he slew the beasts. She clucks her tongue. Beasts of whom people have only netherish glimpses of understanding. She pauses in her reflection, unaware that her compulsion has drawn blood. Still, without fail, his battle against Scorched is always the mightiest one. She looks at the bard, holding onto his pipe like a lifeline. There is something about the destructive power of fire that makes snuffing it out and extinguishing it doubly more satisfying. And storytellers around the Charter have long known how to exploit that to their benefit. 
“What did the Red Mother say?” Saskia prompts impatiently, and the bard shushes her with a hand flutter.
“They said, We will live in your bloodline, king. You who has never known disease or death. Your flesh will rot off your bones, and you will never know when we’re coming. We bestow upon you a short lifetime of looking over your shoulder. We are Decay, remember our name.”
“Then he went to the Mother of Tears, right?” Saskia perks up, asking for approval. 
The cattail nods. “Yes, Typhoon. The seventh Woe.”
This part, Saskia knows the sea-inclined bard to be his favourite. When he is telling that story, the eyes of a pirate and the smile of a child, she worships him. But she wishes he would skip to the end sometimes. Not that his grand gestures aren’t contagious. She finds herself almost hopping on her feet or holding her stomach to quell the nervous bubbling. 
“The last and eighth Woe was waiting for him, at the feet of the Naked King’s volcano. Where a star had fallen. As he walked up to the beast, sword brandished, the drake offered its neck. You seek to extinguish my bloodline, and I had a dream that you would succeed. Now, it can never be unspoken. You will be king, but we will have vengeance. We promise you a dreamless horizon, wearing a crown of flies. We are the Elderbrook, and we promise you hunger. Remember our name. After the drake spoke, the Naked King pierced its heart and tore it out.” Armand mimes a slash in the air.
Saskia jumps back with a gasp. She watches the tip of his finger. Swallows. “The Moonchild told him to do that.” She waits for confirmation. 
The bard lights the fire again, adding brambles and coals. It crackles sharply back to life. “Yes, before he left, she told him that if he threw the hearts of the Woes in the cage with the other drakes, their curse would not harm him. That not even a drake’s will could escape tenderstone.”
The truth is that the Moonchild knew why the boy cried when he first saw her. 
In many places in the Charter, one could once hear all manners of doting parents, parading their runts like prized stallions and telling the other parents that their sons and daughters were the epitome of a “moonchild”. Saskia twists her fingers together and watches the knots where the blood drains back. No one will ever call her that. But of any girl who smiled politely, any boy who excelled at his studies, of any well-behaved circus monkey they had trained, parents in the Charter said the same thing. “They’re such a moonchild, never gives me any trouble,” they’d swear to their neighbour, who’d promptly relay the information. She scoffs. Because true devoutness can only take one shape, and one shape only in the eyes of the flock. Sacrifice and selflessness. How much you take can quickly be expunged by how much you give. She smiles at her palms, plump skin full of lines. Morality is a quantifiable and tradable good. 
The fire rages back on, and the bard sighs, offering his fingertips to its tongue. He sits more comfortably and clucks his lips. Stops; drinks some ale to lubricate his voice. “The Naked King had gathered eight fallen stars and held one in his hand. But he could not use the sword.” He pauses, locks onto her whiteless eyes with a blink. “A star will not change its shape once it has shed blood.” 
She nods, very slowly. “Sunloe, the Moonchild is why we cry sometimes, and we don’t know why.”
Armand rasps his throat and, with surprising agility for a one-legged man, bounces on his knee, holding on to his wooden limb with both hands, tail like a pillar he leans on. He looks about ready to take command of a Gracewalker. “The Naked King knew that only the Moonchild, who was made from reflected light, could wield the drake’s hearts and their fire. Only she could touch them bare-handed without burning.” He lifts one hand in precarious balance but seems at ease while doing it. He fists it -pulls back; quickly; as if reaping out a heart. “Without him having to ask, she grabbed the Woe’s hearts and sank into the water spring. It started boiling and heating until the mountain turned into a volcano.” He lowers his head, poised on his wooden leg like a king holding a sceptre. “With the death of the Moonchild, the Naked King built a forge.”
She breathes out deeply, a quiver under her skin. The Grand Machine and the manner in which it was built are often described in prosaic ramblings, but none could ascertain that they understand the mechanical process behind what some consider to be “the Will of the Engine”. 
What shape it must have taken is uncertain. 
Armand sits back with a huff; winces. He draws a circle in the dust, and feline pupils cross whiteless eyes. “As rational beings are fond of imagining infinity to be without edges or sharp angles…” He chuckles softly. “…traditionally, what springs to mind when one thinks of the divine contraption is a sphere.”
Her knees lock together as she crawls forward until she can trace his art. It disappears under her touch. To even begin to understand its intricacies, one would have to be a High Machinist, an Engineer, or better yet, a Prophet. A lonely growl makes its way in; she thinks of the sirens, the Gracewalkers. She sighs. To the simple people, “he built a cage that could hold the sky” will suffice as a description. 
The tension builds, thrumming with the staccato bursts of the fire. Her heart drums against her ribcage, then down her thighs, quickening muscles that have nowhere to go. The bard sits, one leg folded over his stump. Pulled and moulded from the very ground he stands on. He lifts his pipe, tucks it at the corner of his smile. “He built the door without a lock and without a key. Then he plunged his sword into the dying forge, and as the fire turned back to water, and his blade burned white-hot, he climbed to the top of the cage. There, he stayed inside, nestled in the ceiling. He knew the drakes would come to avenge their brethren. And when they did, they would see his reflection in the water.”
She has jumped to her feet now, building towards the climax with big, open-armed gestures. “Filled with vengeance and blind with hatred, the drakes all came rushing into his cage when they saw him.” Saskia mimes her hand diving forward in the air, and he whistles to accompany her gesture.  
He barks a laugh, leans back on his arms, and stares at the ceiling. “He waited until the last drake had touched the water, and through their cries of frustrated anger, he climbed out of the cage.” Armand shakes his head, strokes the flames when he sees them expiring. “Before they could grow wise to his treachery, he closed the door and, with his burning sword, melded its edges.” There is an atmosphere of utter finality that follows the bard’s statement. “A sound of pure joy rose from the volcano, and from under the cage, water started pouring down its flanks. The trickle turned into a tide, then into a wave, tall enough to swallow the earth.”
The fire spits out a curse, startling them both. “But not the mountain,” Saskia corrects, always in awe at the mention of what some people called the era of Satiety. 
He speaks softly and quickly. “The world on fire was no more. The starry moonbaum sky was born. Humans were at peace and in perfect harmony.” Armand seems overtaken, despite himself, by the hefty promise of a perfect world. 
Saskia should reflect on this as a jurist would. It is said that during Satiety, one only had to sundream about something, and it would appear. Therein lies the problem, the austere branch of the order of Machinists known as jurism explains. In Satiety, dreams are unnecessary, as the environment is a dreamscape that offers eternal fulfilment. If one has everything, one should not aspire to more, the jurists argue staunchly. 
But the child and the bard partake foolishly in it. Later, in their beds, an existential belly-ache will remind them of the dangers of sundreaming. Of worshipping, what is not meant to be eaten.
What follows is described as a utopia. A time without time, death, or disease. A time of abundance and fulfilment. A time of eternal peace. A perfect conclusion to so much violence. 
The conscientious observer will notice that in this story are all the elements needed to satisfy the various tribes of this world.
Aside from redkin, who only worship war  
But a critical mind will know that happy endings only hinge on one thing. 
The time at which you end a story. 
Happy endings are a matter of perspective. If you stop at the right pressure point, every story has the potential to be a happy ending. Conversely, if you were to tell a story beyond its tragic conclusion, you would inevitably find a silver lining. 
This the bard knows all too well.
The last rales of the flames mingle with the harassing bellows filtering from outside. Armand lowers his eyes, looking uncannily like a painting against the clay, shadows bleeding down the ceiling. Saskia shivers as if touched by a ghost. His voice is otherworldly. “The Naked King grew fearful. In this world where there was no need to sleep, made from lucid dreams and desires with no drive, he grew terrified. Convinced that the Woes would escape and enact their vengeance.” Armand slams his hand down. 
Saskia bounces back like a rabbit, her fear erupting into nervous giggles. 
The bard smokes deeply, his long exhale a respite. He leans on one arm, lounges on the ground as if on a bed of pillows. She thinks he could make any place look like home. “At first, he would hear them inside the rocks.” He knocks on the ground, and she waits to see if someone will answer. Armand brings his arm down like a guillotine, and she hiccups a gasp. “He took his tenderstone sword and broke the mountain in half.” The bard’s amber eyes slant downward, languid -they snap back to her like a vice. “Later, he thought he spied something in the trees.” He slashes the air so fast -it wooshes against her neck with a ticklish threat. “He took his tenderstone sword and cut the whole forest down.” She forgets to breathe. 
Armand points up, using his strong arms to lift his body. “He grew sure that they were taunting him from above. He threw his tenderstone sword into the sky.” Both his arms come down like pendulums. “The starry moonbaum split into a ball of fire, and while half the world turned to ice, the other half burned to dust.” His hands flutter with puppeteer fingers, and the ashes from his pipe rain down with it. She’s sat in a coiled ball of excitement, hanging from his every word. “He heard the Woes’ mocking coming from the bees.” He flashes her his sharp canines; her tummy somersaults. “He hunted all the animals and skinned them alive.” 
Armand crouches down, voice a murmur full of gravel. “There was a whisper from the river.” Armand roars. “He brought his tenderstone sword down like a hammer. Everything close to him drowned.” He purses his lips, whistling quietly so the sirens can’t catch it. “He could hear the wind whistling at him.” Armand lifts his palm like a cup and blows dust in her face. She blinks, delighted. “He swung his tenderstone sword in the air, and a storm blew what was left away.” 
The bard pauses, knowing reckoning is nigh. He closes his eyes; when he reopens them, they are filled with sorrow, and it claws at her heart. “When he was done, he walked back to the cage and found a young woman waiting for him. In this world without birth, death, or familial bond, she was the only one he loved like a daughter.”
The fire is almost out. Saskia huddles in her shirt like a cockroach. She hates what comes next. Can’t stop the words from tumbling out. “She begged him to stop.” 
The bard utters, as if drawing from memory. “Have I not given you everything, child? Yet you would deny me, in my time of need. The Naked King thought the Woes had possessed her.” He shakes his head -stabs a fist through his chest. The dull sound drums a ache in her bone. “He took his tenderstone sword and pierced it through her heart. Finally, there was quiet.” A siren screams. Armand gurgles like a boiling pot. “But then…he could hear laughing from the cage.” 
His breath hitches; bleached with regret. “He took his tenderstone sword and made…the smallest opening.”
The crossbreed has closed her eyes now, overwhelmed by a feeling of powerless grief. As he was bound to do. “All the Woes escaped.” Saskia huffs morosely as if she felt personally betrayed by the Naked King.
The bard tuts softly. “The Woes escaped, but not the drakes, held back by the pale arms of the Moonchild. And when the Naked King saw what he had done, he cut off his own arms in repentance.” Armand mimics an axe. “This way, he could never harm another again.” 
The child hisses vehemently and spits on the ground. It lands in the fire with a fizzle. “But it was too late.”
“Then the Moonchild spoke.” Armand rests a hand above his chest solemnly. “The end of the world has come. As it was spoken. Nine times, it was spoken. You, who were once king, shall walk this earth naked as the sunbaum you were born. Without a crown. This world shall suffer no more kings and queens.” Armand’s pipe is a forgotten thing. “From now on, your sword will be called Oathbreaker. The blade will decapitate the drakes like a guillotine. I give you two arms to hold them apart. One will be Sun; one will be Moon. I give you nine fingers, so that you may count time. Go forth and build a new cage on the grave of your mistakes. Built it in the sky, so that no man, woman, or child can ever dream of opening it again.”  
Pale smoke curls towards the ceiling. The smell of ashes has overpowered the spices; the heady stench lingers on the fabric of her clothes and seeps into her skin. She feels violated -a flash of silver knives. She imagines jumping off the Plunge, the cool slap of relief when she hits the water. She scratches at her left arm. “And thus, the Grand Machine was born.”
Armand circles his finger with a whistle. “Life and death, and everything in between.” A cackle from outside, followed by the sound of snapping bones. Could be human, could be anything.   
Saskia likes to have the last word. “It is the story of how our world was born.” 
The bard sighs wistfully and shakes his head. “It is a story of how a world was born. I could tell you a hundred stories of how the world started, and they would all sound just as true.” He goes to revive the fire; changes his mind and pulls his hat down, red tufts shooting out in spikes.
“No, they wouldn’t,” she hisses warningly. She rather dislikes it when he rambles on about conspiracies and the like. What purpose will that serve besides getting them both killed? 
But Armand is not one to be easily dissuaded from an opinion. “Of course, they would.” He shuffles back with a huff. “You just wouldn’t believe them. But if belief does not suffice to make things true, then disbelief should not be used as an argument to make things untrue.” 
His reconciling expression makes her feel out of her depth. She matches his tone. “Then what should be used as an argument?” She clenches her teeth to keep herself from saying more. 
He blinks back slowly, shrugs. “Evidence. Proof. And in the absence of that, humility.”
She snorts derisively. “How do you use humility as proof of truth?”
“You don’t. You use it as a tool to get to the truth.”  
This little back and forth is going nowhere. In the seven turnflames she has known the excommunicate; it never has. She capitulates, unwilling to discuss this any further. “Fine.” 
It is anti-chart talk, and she will not add another charge to her crime of existing. She will not be labelled a darkblood and a chart-traitor to boot. She sits back down, legs folded into her chest, chin tucked atop them. There is a beat of tense silence, which naturally dissolves in the happy crackling of the dying fire.
“The tall excommunicate…” Armand’s voice is soft, almost whispered, and pulls Saskia out of the depths of her mind. “Stay away from him.”
She quickly guesses he is referring to the subject of their earlier bet. The excommunicate who came with the Fortunate and walked on Ingehar’s soil as if he belonged here. He brings trouble, and something else. Something exciting.  “Aye,” she agrees. But she’s lying. 
For them, that is enough. 
She looks above, and even without seeing the sky under the dome of the cabin, she feels her spirit lift, quiet trepidation burning timidly in the cradle of Death Clap Valley. 
Soon she thinks, remembering the slave king she saw at the docks, soon, the Turnover is coming. 
She looks back at the bard. Something nags at her. “Armand?” He hums around his pipe. “If everybody believes different things, then how…” She draws a blank. But he is the one who taught her patience. She fumbles through her mind and finds the thread again. “How do you suppose they all experience God and the such?” 
It’s an earnest question.  The bard gives it the attention it deserves. He drags until his lungs are about to collapse, then exhales until he’s running out of air. He does not care to lie or embellish. 
“Like everyone does.”  He shrugs. “At random.”
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Lorna awakes with a fright.
She’s been waking up like that quite often lately. Restless mind, idle hands, she hears her mother’s voice in her head, so clearly that, for a sweemouth, she fancies herself transported back to her childhood; to Sempiver.
She hailed from a small village, tucked on the north-west side of Eïndhar, far enough from the sea for sirens to be a distant concern, but not too deep inland that they were cut off from food and civilization. A spit in the dust, right at the edge of the Quagmire, splattered tips reaching into the Jawline. Although she supposes, a dozen houses and a tinder house do not a village make. They were “lucky ta ‘ven have a tinder house”, is what her mother had told her. Young Lorna would not have used the term “lucky” so lightly. But that was before.
Her childhood was unremarkable. She remembers her father as a faceless back, always walking out of the door or stumbling into a bed. She shed not a tear for him when he died past her twelfth turnflame. Her mother and she had made do with what little they had, and after her husband’s death, his widow had found serenity in the scripture. Lorna herself has very little faith left at her venerable age, although she still indulges in the rituals and the comfort of its habits religiously. She is as much a woman of the Chart as any other poor soul born in this forsaken era. The Sensible Epoch, they call the hundred and six turnflames of relative peace that the Charter Union has experienced. Lorna is religious in the way people are when their faith has lost to superstition. When self-righteousness supersedes what is simply right.
She supposes that her faithlessness is a result of what came after.
Although she could never completely shed the mantle of piousness from her shoulders. By the time she had passed her sixtieth turnflame, every milestone in her life had been laced with prayers. After all, without tinder houses, there would not be meal tickets, and without Machinists, there would not be progress (In his palm! Hail the Right Arm, for it provides. Spoken!). She and her mother lived off the extra meal tickets that religious dedication had bought them. As an old woman, Lorna can admit to herself that Sempiver’s Machinist probably had a soft spot for her mother. And that tenderness was returned to him tenfold.
Lorna never liked men much herself. She was not into lass either, although there had been a girl; a long time ago.
She preferred men, or, well, just enough to warm her bed, but not enough to let them stay for breakfast, supper, or dinner. Things might have been different if I had been able to have children, she thinks. She would have loved her child and her husband for giving her a child. She is sure of it. As it was, she had entered the twilight of her life with no husband or children. She has strong work ethics and strong arms, which, she ponders, in this world, are far more precious than a husband.
Without children, why any woman would ever saddle herself to a man is a mystery to her.
She sighs into the void (the one within and the one outside) and opens her eyes. She knew the bed would be empty, as it is on every Corebaum of the ennead, for the past seven turnflames. Cursed cattail! she thinks while rolling her heavy frame out of the straw-filled linen she uses as a bed, the one she shares with Saskia. She does so with heavy grunts and groans, body screeching under wobbly fat. She can feel the clockwork man slither into her articulations and fill her bones with creaks and protests. A little bit more each sunbaum, and it makes it a little bit harder to get up every sunbaum.  
Damned child, always running out, goddamn darkbloods, lazy fucking bugs!
She looks around the damp cellar and sighs, soft breaths and canon-like snores mingling with the scent of unwashed bodies. The cooks are probably up already, busying themselves in the kitchen, and the rest of the staff sleeps soundly while waiting for the metaphorical rooster call. One sunbaum, I won’t wake up, she realizes, with a fright so eroded by fatigue, it denies her that bone-deep chill, impending mortality usually provokes in her. She used to be afraid of death; now she is afraid of dying. The process, she has come to understand, scares her more than the destination.
Death, she has come to terms with. It is the aging she cannot stand. The heaviness of limbs, which have lost their fight with gravity, the sagginess of muscles coming loose out of their sockets, and the grogginess of the brain. The forgetfulness of the mundane, and the stark clarity of memory lane. When people age, we forget the present, so that we may remember the past.
The thought comes unbidden as she ties the laces of her boots, making sure to pull them as tight as possible, on account of her weak ankles. Huffing and puffing, she makes her way through the cellar, up the ladder, and pushes the trap open, blinking furiously at the sight of the busy kitchen and bustling men. Another sundream, another working sunbaum, Lorna. 
She nods a non-committal greeting to Yoroan and climbs out as he mumbles a terse greeting. 
“Chores baum.” 
He offers her a wooden cup, and the aroma of coffee sizzles up her nostrils, frying its way to her brain. She empties it with one practiced and fluid movement, eyelids fluttering in delight.
“Reap morrow,” she offers back, pinching and kneading her stiff neck. She hates Corebaums “All in order?” she asks, expecting no other answer than an immediate “of course”.
She does not wait for one either, but immediately walks out of the kitchen, stopping only to refill her cup with coffee.
The kitchen, she reminds herself with disquieting distaste, is mostly a few clay stove-pots above live fire. Slabs of red mud converted into counters, with their veneer of everlasting dust. The whole thing is cramped above the cellar, in the south-east nook of Ashmoth Castle’s ground floor. Tiny interstices have been hand-dug to allow for clean-air filtering; they do nothing to stave off the pervasive stench of fish guts and the sickly aroma of beets.
Everyone knows what’s for supper, that’s why no one even asks. I know what’s for supper, even Pidge knows what’s for supper! Potatoes and leaky fucking beets. Hail the Right Arm, for it provides. Spoken!
She hates the red dirt. And yet, Lorna has never been prone to hate, nor any other gutsy emotion. Once, a lover called her a “passionless woman” with a laugh, before sinking into her depths with renewed vigour. But over the turnflames, she has come to despise the red dirt, and with nowhere to go, the revulsion has metastasized to hate. It’s the dirt that will kill me if mi back doesn’t first.
She makes her way through Captown, past the sentinels, angry thoughts thawing cold sunlight. Groaning under her breath, she climbs the hill, heading for the watchtower. She does not know why she does this. Finds the whole process ridiculous, truth be told, but cannot stop herself. Lorna has no love for Pidge, and certainly no desire to share her coffee stash, but he will drink her coffee, like every morning, on Corebaum. And he will inform her that he saw Saskia.
“Yer boy was here,” he will tell her, as he does.
“No trouble?” she will ask, as she does.
And the matter will be settled. Later, Saskia will slip back into the kitchen, just in time for her chores. And the matter will be settled.
In her youth, Lorna fancied herself a romantic. She even fancied herself maternal. On her fifteenth turnflame, she gathered her belongings and hopped a ride with the froggin to Castiel Rhea, after a stern hug from her mother (she would only see her once more, after her death, a bony sac of grey skin in too big a casket -she does not much like to remember her mother in such a way).
She had heard the stories of the city by the sea, with its abundance of food and people, and she had heard the stories of Ingehar. The Right Arm’s hand, they called it at the time, reaching from up north and connecting Castiel Rhea to the northern continent. She snorts. No one called it a hand anymore. But back then, there had been hope. And Castiel Rhea had been the spear of civilization, built like a monument, gracing the north-east littoral of Eïndhar, face to face with Deïrenhart. Sandwiched fortuitously between the two mainlands like a divine offering, here is Ingehar.
Youthful naivety had not left her disappointed upon her arrival in Castiel Rhea.
She managed to scrape enough meal tickets before leaving Sempiver, to pay for her place in a midwife training program (accommodations were taken care of, upon acceptance into the program -a room in a refurbished tinder house).
She shared that room with fourteen other girls, all of them, as youthful and naïve as she was. Those were good times, with laughs and sundreams. She and the other girls would stay up all moonbaum sharing lofty fantasies and secret wishes. She could not remember most of their names (names and faces tended to do that lately, slip out of her unnoticed, she retained only feelings and flashes of those cherished memories), but she could remember the smell of green grass, the loud and girly laughter, and the sandpaper quality of her mentor’s hand as she guided her through the motion of birth.
When she was still a trainee, she could not pinpoint exactly when, but before she could complete the program, children had stopped coming. It was not so noticeable at first. For it was not the children who stopped coming to the converted tinder house. First, the mothers stopped coming through the doors. She could not recall when exactly it had occurred to her that she had not seen a pregnant woman walking the streets lately. That she had not felt the meat of her heart tenderizing at the sight of a swollen belly and a radiant mother-to-be. The anxiety swelled in her heart and through Castiel Rhea, unspoken and unpalatable. As long as it remained unspoken, it could not spoil anything, so she, like everyone else, waited with bated breath. Slowly, trickling painfully, like muddy water from a clogged faucet, mothers-to-be drained back into the tinder house, and she thought their troubles over. They had six pregnant women come in during her last turnflame there. Every birth she assisted was a stillborn.
It had taken all the light out of her, with a swift whoosh!
Through Castiel Rhea, even at the time, truthtellers would go yelling around the bustling streets. They offered employment in Ingehar, to “help rebuild our great land!”. All you had to do was sign up for a life of servitude, and all your needs would be taken care of. That is what had been advertised (not in those words, but Lorna was uneducated but sharp, in the ways that mattered). She had always ignored them. After the babies stopped coming, she had no needs left to take care of, no desire to help, and not enough delusions leftover to feed into the silly idea that humans could rebuild something out of nothing. She signed up, hitched a ride on the first Gracewalker out of Castiel Rhea, and never looked back.
I could have learned to love, if the Grand Machine had given me children, she thinks, not for the first, nor for the last time.
There is no God is her final thought, as she slowly, with fear-tainted respect, watches the edge of the Plunge get nearer and nearer. Her stomach somersaults into a roller-coaster descent, grey rock cutting through twilight sky, suggesting, with no uncertainty, the inevitability of the fall. She sees herself, walking the plank so to speak, taking one step too many - she feels the ground rushing to meet her. Her gut plunges before her, and there is a longing in her body, untethered to earth. No one, woman or man, likes to stay out here too long. All it takes is one little rock, a stumble, and a crash…Aye, the height it guards us from the sea, it does, but it also beckons us lower, closer…like a handsome eldritch.
She shakes off her unruly thoughts, grey hair tied into a severe bun, almost rushing loose, but not quite. She is still far from the edge, and she holds no intention of walking any closer.
There is nothing to fear here.
Unsteadily, as if walking on a tight rope, she ignores the vastness of the horizon and reaches the watchtower, with no tears or wear on her face. She looks impeccable, like the paintings she so cherishes.  
The smell of lime hits her first. Wet stone sweating from parasitic veins. And of course, the toxic, corrosive stench of bird shit, slamming into her senses and almost knocking her off balance. She tries to breathe through her mouth, eyes watering from the pungency of animal droppings and human urine. Poor, poor Pidge, she laments, secretly, and only to herself. Her pity, usually locked tightly in her clenched heart, suddenly spasms inside the atrophied muscle like a caged animal. She presses a hand to her swollen chest, fearing a heart attack.
Stepping through the doorless archway, she sees the bundle of rags in the corner. Lazy old man she comments disapprovingly, while scenting the evaporated and spilled ale. He does not rouse when she enters, and Lorna throws a warning glare at the pigeons. Their glassy eyes observe her calmly, as if daring her further inside.
“Pidge,” she calls softly. She croaks and coughs out her unwarranted shyness. “Pidge.” 
This time, she almost bellows, feet wide apart, shoulders square. Loud and strong like a man. Like she had seen her daddy do when he was trying to look bigger.
The old man sleeps.
With a contained groan -the kind she keeps in her throat until they turn into a rumble- she strides through the round room and stops, hovering menacingly above the unsuspecting messenger. “Pidge,” she repeats, wings fluttering in mock distress all around her -like a choir- at the unexpectedly loud sound.
Goddamn pigeons, filthy vermin! She shushes them unkindly.
And the old man sleeps underneath his rags.
Panic spreads through her in a warm wave, before settling like lead in her stomach. The heat cramps tightly in her chest, rushing inside, away from her extremities, as if seeking refuge from reality. The rest of her body turns colder than the morning husk. Fingertips shaking slightly, limbs stiff with anticipation, blood-soaked terror coursing through her. Surely, he wouldn’t. The absurd thought breaks her out of her trance.
“Old man,” she tries again, with uncharacteristic hesitation.
As if regretting her burst of kindness, her right leg jerks forward, foot landing abruptly against the cloth-covered human. The flesh does not give under her boot as it should. She kicks him again, for good measure.
“Pidge?” Lorna calls out one last time, feeling suddenly like a child.
She sees her hand reaching for the dirty cloth and tries to halt it.
But it is too late. 
Almost as if outside of herself, Lorna contemplates her hand; how it is filled with knots and raised with veins, how trim her nails are, clean and proper in their bed. She stares at it, unable to stop her fingers from pinching the filthy blanket and pulling it back. All it takes is one pull, and gravity does the rest. Unveiling, for those unwilling to see, the old man, forever asleep, in his tower, with his pigeons. Aye, long live the King of Pigeons, she thinks she can hear the winged rats whisper intimately in her ear.  
His right hand is clutched into a claw around his tankard, like a boat to its anchor - like most men to their booze, which they cradle closer than their wives and children. She finds him sprawled, in a halfway sitting position, against the wall. His other hand on the ground as if he was on the verge of getting up. He looks awoken from a rest.
I’ll be right back, his position seems to indicate.
The greying crow’s nest above his head makes him look frazzled and lively, almost electric. His mouth is contorted into a grinning grimace, as if in his dying breath, he had been unable to decide how he felt, happiness and horror blending into a mask of unnatural stillness. Somehow, his shoulders have risen all the way to his eyebrows and almost knitted together against his bushy ears, his long neck sprouting out of its alcove in a rapacious angle.
His eyes are wide open and staring. Forever staring, blind and all-seeing. Lorna lets out an inescapable yelp and jolts back, stumbling on her ass in the most ungraceful manner. And still, the old man stares at her. His accusing glare never falters.
The dead don’t blink.
It was an old saying from her region. It never meant anything to her - until right now.
Aye, da dead don’t blink. So, they dinnae miss a thing.  
She hides the wooden proof of his Woe in her apron -pries it out of his cold, dead hands. Remembering herself, Lorna glances around. There is no one else here, just her, the pigeons, and a corpse. No one saw her. She exhales a hefty sigh of relief and, with great difficulty, rises from her crouch. She looks down at Pidge and allows a bit of sadness to trickle down her cheek. Furiously, she wipes the evidence away and leaves the watchtower without looking back. Somewhere, far away from her, she hears her soul flinch.
Who’s next?
She reaches the vanguard at the keep’s entrance and immediately alerts the Militia: two new, no-name guys (came with the last shipment, and she never bothers to remember the name of fresh meat. It spoils too fast, and it rarely lasts).
Someone must take care of the corpse, of course, and they will need a new messenger. And the Lord Vassal must be informed. Lorna mentally goes through her checklist. Restless minds, idle hands. And the family, of course, will have to be contacted, which, she supposes, is something she should ask the Machinist. He would know; he keeps the records. Yes, of course, things must be done and quick! One cannot keep a clean house with rats in the attic. 
So many things to do, so little time.
Shell-shocked, she awakes in the kitchen and finds Yoroan’s inquisitive gaze rooted firmly on her.
“Saskia?” is the first question that pops into her head.
Yoroan nods and points up. “Serving breakfast to the Lady,” he informs her with a shrug. 
He is forever a shrugging man, levity evident in his refusal to keep the weight of the world on his shoulders. 
She envies him that quality. “We’ll be needing a new messenger,” she announces out loud to herself. 
“Aye, did Pidge finally croak out?” he asks, eyebrows jumping up in unimpressed acceptance. 
He imitates the gesture of a noose around his neck, tongue sticking out in caricatural distress. She does not answer, but he gets the gist and settles down. 
Before she leaves, he adds, “Gjayniard bet me Pidge would outlast him, sweet moonchild am I a lucky man moonloe.” 
He whistles with a small chuckle before plunging his gaze back into his pot. She watches the steam obscure his face. She breathes. She counts. A few frantic heartbeats later, she slides past him and makes her way to the pantry.
Saskia is upstairs. The matter is settled.
She grabs a fish. The smallest one she can find -a sardine, really. And critically eyes the dwindling pantry. Fish is becoming a scarce resource. No one likes to talk about it; no one has voiced any concern out loud, yet.
Lorna and the cooks oversee the inventory, so they know that numbers do not lie. They can be fudged, of course, by human error or duplicity, but eventually, the truth prevails. The potatoes and the beets are still aplenty; they will not starve. Y’ken people can starve on full stomachs, her mother had once told her. She is not sure she understands this sentence yet, but she has kept it close to her heart, like a charmed locket.
When she first got here, they used to still get shipments of pears and apples and raisins, fruits from her youth, and celery and radish, leeks, and the occasional lemon. Her mother used to make lemonade, before her Machinist and his sermons about purity and scarcity -as if those words were synonyms. She supposes that for rich people, they might as well mean the same thing (what is scarcity for those cuddled by luxury, but the presence of greed, rather than the absence of riches?).
And until recently (about eighteen turnflames ago, if memory serves well) oranges still hailed from Seïndhar.  
Small, crinkly things, too acidic to be eaten raw. She had enjoyed pressing them until the last drop, juice trickling down her robust fingers and sticking between her digits like a guilty pleasure. She always kept all the pulp, unwilling to waste even a single drop, before mixing it with sugar until it melted the acid away (oh sweet moonchild! She has forgotten the taste, but she remembers how it exploded on her taste buds like fireworks). Never enough juice in them for more than three glasses: one for the Lord Vassal, one for the Lady, and one for her. For turnflames, she sustained herself on tiny perks.
She heard rumours of a disease down south, one that killed the crop. She dismissed it as mere speculation or malicious gossip at the time. Shortly after, oranges stopped coming to Ingehar. The meat, well, it stopped coming long before that. Oh sure, they would shoot a few birds sometimes, but most land mammals had turned into rachitic living corpses. They often inspired more pity than hunger. Sixty-five turnflames ago, all hunting had been prohibited anyway, replaced by rules, regulations, and meal tickets. No man or woman could sate their hunger if they did not work first.
No meat, just bones, beets, and potatoes. But there was fish. Nothing fancy, carp, and tuna, mostly, but at least they had fish.
Until just recently.
There is a small court at the back of Ashmoth Castle. Laughable to call it a court. It is a square of red dirt calling itself by another name. With its sparse yellow grass and covered in twigs, it is nothing to write home about. But it is home to a small, rather ugly stray cat. All ribs and patches of orange hair; Lorna has stumbled upon it once (by complete mistake) and has since kept its existence a secret. No doubt, if anyone else were to spot it, they would skin the poor bastard and cut it for parts, sharing the feast with vulgar enjoyment. She should catch it and kill it herself. She will, one sunbaum, if she outlasts it.
As it is, she is grateful for the company. So, every two sunbaums, she comes here and she feeds it. It has taken time for the runt to trust her (she has pondered how it got here, surely it could not have been born on Ingehar? But mystery, she has come to realize with time, is a precious and rare gift. Once the cogs of a magic trick have been unveiled, the mechanism of the great machine has been revealed, it cannot be unseen. Oh, what a world of addicts! Who wages war in my attic? Is it you, Grand Machine?).   
She should keep the fish, not enough of it to go around. Yes, and she should skin the cat.
Dondra, her occasional lover turned placeholder friend, has told her about his latest fishing expeditions. Like most men on this island, he is one of those fisherman-turned-soldier or soldier-turned-fisherman. Same difference, she thinks, with the catastrophic amusement which has characterized the latter half of her life. The one that allows her anguish to freeze into dull discomfort and coats and dips her terror in cozy dissociation. She is damned in absentia.
Being comfortable is as close to hope as one can aspire to in a world with no children.
And no fish, can’t forget about the fish.
“Y’shoulda seen’t Lorna,” Dondra told her, speaking as if on the verge of something monumental, “Neva seen’t so many dead fishies. Hundreds of ‘em, just floatin’ belly-up in da ocean!” he finished, flipping his palm up as one would an omelette (eggs, she missed eggs! so much so she had almost forgotten about them).
Lorna watched the cold despair slip into his gaze like a curtain. 
“What now?” he asked, as a child would a mother. 
She patted him on the back and got back to work. 
What now? she admits, intimately to herself, looking at the windless sky.
Soon, she reminds herself, soon…barely four sunbaums, the Turnover is coming. Then, whether good or bad, this will all come to an end. She finds it softly ironic that the end of the world should come on Slowoe. It was always a cursed sunbaum, the seventh out of nine. Unlucky number, always been. But tomorrow is a good sunbaum to collect from your debtors, she thinks with a wry smile. 
Aye, tomorrow’s a Reapbaum. 
But what now? The silence parrots back to her.
Now, we pray, in his Palm, we pray. Spoken. Nine Times, Spoken!
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Saskia hates tea. 
She tasted it once. She was not allowed, of course, but she drank the lady’s backwash anyway. It was bitter and filled with brambles. Yoroan said that’s basically what tea is: boiled herbs. But then he also said that’s what all food is about. The herbs. Respectfully, she disagrees. Armand would tell him that cooking is about spices. And the bard is rarely wrong. 
She frowns. But she’s cross with him at the moment. Despite painful groveling, he’s remained tight-lipped about the tall excommunicate. Porcelain meets porcelain in a shrill kiss. Saskia winces. She glares at the lady from her corner. Feels ridiculous standing by the pillars in her best attempt at imitating them. 
Vases with no flowers, atop marble columns with veneered countertops. Lone sentinels turned into decorative pots. The mismatched furniture sums up the “solarium” and its broken sundreams better than words ever could. And she belongs right in the middle. Unheard, unseen. You must be forgotten -right until yer needed, the headmaid would admonish. 
Saskia glances around, fingers knotted into tight fists; the throbbing is a comforting source of warmth. 
She’s not likely to solve world hunger in here. 
The second floor of Ashmoth is the Lady’s queendom -and it is patently excluded from Ingehar’s politics. It’s where Lady Xeschiel likes to spend her time knitting in the drawing room, which she calls, without humour, the solarium. Saskia digs blunt nails into chubby skin. She gazes out of the window with a barely contained yawn -she swallows it; it turns to shivers. There is an unparalleled view of Mouth Bay. The walls of the southern façade have been replaced by floor-to-ceiling windows, framed on each side by heavy and dusty curtains. Saskia suspects they might have been green before they faded to a dull grey. 
By order of the Lady, they must always be kept open. Open Lorna, open! so we can hear the moonchilds, isn’t it just wonderful how they sing? Her sentences always loop into a question mark at the end, which has Saskia feeling restless in her skin, but Lorna loves her with a love that is real. It can be grating to the soul, open windows, in a world without wind. It feels like a betrayal, slapping you in the face.  
From up here, she can see the boundary of the keep. High walls in a childishly drawn circle, and the smaller circles cluttered around the castle in a hearth-like fort; teeth around a tongue. Dirt-red, identically sized domes. No doors or locks, or partition walls inside. No rooms. Just a foyer. 
The domes have no windows, of course. Saskia scoffs, but the Lady barely minds her. She’s not really here anyway, not her mind at least. Just a warm body. 
Her research turned up that windows are perhaps the very foundation of all neighbourly bonds in Eïndhar; a staple for the common centrist. After all, the centrist is a creature who thrives in a sunlit environment, with big panes of glass facing the sunrise. She watches the Lady’s aquiline profile. Maybe blackice need sunlight too, the way all living creatures do. 
The fragile woman sneezes; Saskia smirks. Gossip, the very foundation of the breadbasket continent, finds itself downsized, if not downright abolished, by the southern-style architecture. She scratches at the eroded corner of the unfriendly column, where the lustre of marble has crumbled to wounded stone.
She snorts. Such is Seïndhar’s nature in the eyes of many, functional but too close for comfort. Deeply superstitious and jealous of its secrets, but surprisingly open-faced about everything else. As a principle, centrists distrust redkin. She scratches harder, comes back with nails caked with plaster. Wipes it on her shirt. Clean hands, clean conscience, she should wash before the headmaid sees her.  
But Captown’s founder did not care for anyone’s opinion when he built his round little prisons in accordance with his birth culture. She takes in the dilapidated corners of the room. Clearly, his stubbornness waned by the time he built his castle -he chose a centrist type of architecture, in full accordance with Eïndhar’s customs. Red bricks plaited into interwoven squares, nailed with planks and hinges, and a facade mauled by windows. A complex labyrinth of narrow tunnels and high ceilings, topped by a pointy hat, with the Moonchild’s gold effigy on its crown. 
Saskia sighs. It breaks the quiet trust. She peeks back at the Lady. She’s not moved. She’ll sit in the drawing room for lights on end. She never draws  -on her yellow-ish couch by the window, she stares and stares and stares…sighing, from time to time -little hiccups of breath, she puffs out sometimes, if she remembers to be alive. Saskia does not much like being in her presence. She has told her caretaker as much. 
Lorna always forces her to bring the tea up to Lady Xeschiel and then orders her to wait in the drawing room, sometimes for lights, “just in case” the Lady needs anything else. 
But Lady Xeschiel never needs anything. 
One of Saskia’s earliest memories is of Lady Xeschiel’s back. 
She stares at the small woman against a huge window. A lonely bird in a gilded cage. 
The drawing room, like most rooms in Ashmoth, is almost empty, the space unlived.
The dark, obscure paintings that hang on the walls smell musty. While they hold inestimable value (or so she is told), they look morose to Saskia, who does not know enough of the world, apparently, to understand that some people might consider it a privilege to own the portrait of Torven Sorissa née Tov-Renej (she pulls the name out as one would a tooth), founder and first Lord Vassal of Ingehar. He abandoned his southern name when he was adopted by his maternal grandfather after all. To whom it may concern, Torven Sorissa is, and always was, a blackice. She sneers at him. 
There are seven such unpalatable paintings around the drawing room and four more in the corridor leading to the dining room -what the lady calls the “ballroom”.
Saskia dislikes them. They hang like dead game, flanked by equally beautiful images of divine rapture and iconic figures. It feels wrong, she thinks, to put dead things in the same room as the divine; like covering a crime.  
She brazenly stares down the Satiation, artist unknown. She squints at it. It’s an idiosyncrasy, for status-driven people like the Xeschiel, to have an unnamed poet in their midst. The Machinist once told the headmaid that class often supersedes taste in some social circles. Pale limbs like moonbread, the Moonchild watches the kneeling king. She looks so humanly sad. It is Saskia’s favourite painting, and she stares at it when she must serve on the Lady. Under her palm, once, it had felt as delicate as a potato peel. She wanted to scratch it until she found flesh. But then Lorna might have just sent her to Rhouk -it stinks of dust and lead, anyway.   
Her eyes latch onto the Scarce, depicting the Naked King, kneeling in worship after having eaten his own hands, offering his stumps to the Grand Machine. Knees drawn inside his elbows in pious affliction, like a sick man in the throes of a fever. She spat on it once; she was cleaning, and no one was around. When she wiped it off, the cloth came back red with desert grime. She signed the Tenth. Deep discomfort grips her stomach at the sight, as all things religious do. 
If the Grand Machine did not make her, she is an island of one. She shakes her head; squeezes her left shoulder. Silver rasps against china; the ear-piercing screech penetrates through her composure. The piano yelps; she flinches, checks her charge is intact. The little bird sighs. Her eyes follow the sound. 
In the corner, underneath the painting, there’s the piano. Plenty of things have been written about it, and in a way, she sympathizes with it, like she never did with the other residents of Ingehar. No one ever plays it, but Lorna dusts it anyway, “just in case”. Saskia is forbidden from even looking at it -one time, the headmaid caught her playing with the keys, and she still shivers at the memory of the beating she had gotten after that. 
Sometimes, it lets out a few grating and discordant notes, totally unprompted, humming a song it has forgotten the words to. The fishermen in the bay think it may be haunted. Saskia likes to imagine that tiny people live in it and that music is their way of greeting. It was left behind by a high functionary passing through Ingehar. It has become a cursed gift in people’s fervent imagination. Yet there is nothing about it in To Build a Sundream. 
For good reason. 
The Mambree Decree long outlawed any form of music and all instruments that produce it. 
But the piano was gifted to the second Lord Vassal of Ingehar. She pulls from fabricated memory a rotund figure, with a moonbread face, cobwebs growing over his legacy. Lord Vassal I. Dunevent. His reign was short and overshadowed by the third Lady Vassal’s rule, which brought forth a flurry of change and laid the path to the Ingehar she knows sunloe. 
The lady bites into a biscuit. It crumbles with a sharp sound; like bone breaking. She chews on it laboriously, as if she were drilling through a rock. Saskia clenches her jaw. If ever there was a use for tea, it would be to soften the biscuits into a pulp.
Lord Vassal I. Dunevent himself was known for having a voracious appetite. A pleasure he indulged by entertaining many guests at once, as often as possible. The lady is done grinding her teeth to dust. Saskia’s grip on her wrist relents. She finds it pulsing with sore protests and rolls it around a few times. Indeed, during his short tenure, Ingehar’s employment rate reached a record high. His gallivanting ways were frowned upon by polite society, but no high functionary or dignitary of the time could claim complete innocence. 
The piano screeches a sudden note, and the Lady giggles. Saskia holds her contempt at bay.
There was not a high-born soul who had not, at one point or another, enjoyed a brief stint in Ingehar and its lavish banquets. 
She glares at the offending instrument, then dares a few steps in its direction. No one else is here. She rests her fingertips on it. It’s cold and surprisingly smooth. The wood is threaded with symbols and designs that curve like water bending to the current. She has no idea how to play it. Never tried, and since she cares for her soul, she never will.
Unfortunately for Lord I. Dunevent, the end of the wars in the Colonies and the subsequent shift in power signalled the end of his partying sunbaums. Most of his possessions were confiscated once they were deemed “instigating” and of a “potential eldritch nature”. 
She grips the soft surface, and her nails slide off, leaving no damage. He fought for the piano, which had sentimental value to him. She taps her index on it. First, he tried to have it hidden. Drums her fingers down, thrilled by the sound. It echoes in her belly, then lower with foreign excitement. When he realized that his stature would not shelter him from the new regime if they truly meant to make an example out of him, he turned to an old acquaintance. 
Saskia imagines him to be like Armand: the Lord Vassal’s childhood friend, and loyal companion of debauchery: who dabbled in art dealing. She smiles back at the black and white teeth. Through connections and much elbow-greasing, they both attempted to have the piano listed as an antique. They nearly succeeded, but eventually the Semper Engine ruled against the motion.  
The piano barks again, and she stumbles away from it, startled. Her heart missteps, and for a sweetmouth, she fears it won’t restart. But it throbs back in her ears, muffling the Lady’s giggling. The woman’s feet barely touch the ground, sunk into one of a set of tasteless yellowish armchairs, in turn hugged by an ugly orange velvet couch. Saskia is no expert in certain things. But luxury, in her books, looks far more dignified than the ragged, discoloured carpet that sleeps, filthy and crusted red with Seïndhar’s dust; it lies like a gutted fish, underneath the coffee table.
She gets lost in it. The coffee table. It is an onyx pool atop silver apostrophes; elegant and sleek in a way the rest of the furniture fails to be. This somehow detracts from its grace and makes it appear almost gaudy, despite its understated design. She tilts her head to see it sideways. Surprisingly, it looks better. 
In To Build a Sundream, there is an entire section dedicated to the lore of Ashmoth Castle’s furniture. Saskia watches her shoe track dirt on the stone. Red; most naked things are red. It was a gift-wrapped apology from another previous Lord Vassal to his scorned wife. A fancy talk-of-the-moment type of accessory, which briefly passed itself off as a once-in-a-lifetime masterpiece. She huffs, scratches a hitch in her flank. Her shirt rides up, and she smooths it back down. The piano sings again, but this time she’s more prepared for it. The Lady hiccups a laugh. 
From what she understands, the coffee table was the result of deeply repressed animal fervour -culminating in a hysterical frenzy of compulsive buying; followed by more repressed shame; which then gets crammed into a closet labelled “deep, deep regret”. The obsidian well looks teary under the tea set. As if it knew how low it's fallen. Born from the otherwise unnoteworthy mind of a brilliant wig maker, who was also a passable designer. The kind of one-time-wonderkid who will inevitably die in blazing glory of stupor and substances, while the oblivious consumer wonders, “oh, aye, whatever happened to that lad?”. 
She walks around the room. Strolls through it, arms crossed behind her back, chin lifted in mockery. She eyes the leftovers critically and finds that less than half the biscuits are viable. For such a frail woman, the Lady eats twice her share. 
The coffee table cost enough to put the former Lord Vassal in debt –she spins on one foot -with the Titheous Clerk no less. When he could not pay them, they wasted no time and sent their collectors to his doorstep. A tight coil of nervous laughter suddenly bubbles in her stomach. Horrified, she covers her mouth, but truthfully, the lady could not care less. The piano burps out of tune; the bird giggles. 
Titheous collectors are not known for their diplomacy. She imagines the former Lord Vassal being escorted out of his property in shackles and shame, protesting in indecorous shades of red and purple that he could pay, if they would just “give me a hou, bloody bolts, I told you to wait”. She laughs. A teaspoon knocks against the rim; her ears ring for a while. 
She blinks. Mould crawls like moss on every available surface. She watches its pattern, finding a strange beauty in the corrosion. The way it grows with the grain instead of against it; she sighs in shy relief.
She leans against the dank wall and shakes her head. The matter was easily resolved. Thankfully, at his daughter’s behest, the father-in-law intervened. He paid the full sum, plus interest, without batting an eyelid. She roots her glare in the obsidian surface. Apparently, when the father-in-law saw the coffee table, the culprit of such commotion, he had only one thing to say about it: “meaningless”. 
Forever earmarked as an object of scorn, the table has lost its lustre and seems unable to justify its existence by any means other than brute force. 
Keeping it in the solarium is like pouring salt inside a jar of honey and hoping no one will taste the difference. But moving it would require too much paperwork; everyone drinks their tea with a straight face.
She steps out into the corridor, narrow and dark like a deep well. She stumbles inside it almost by mistake. The headmaid is nowhere to be seen, and Saskia figures she’s got time before Lorna comes to check on her pets. Her soles land with a dull thud. 
Beyond the darkness, designed to be the centrepiece, is the dining room. Saskia stands at the threshold, shadows heavy and thick like molasses. It sticks to her skin with clammy fingers, and her nostrils flare; they catch onto the stench of something eerily similar to the rotten muck Yoroan sometimes finds in the corner of the pantry. Usually by then, it’s grown a life of its own. That’s how the hush of the dining room is, like a beet wriggling with worms; utter waste. She feels a lonely sting and slaps her left shoulder. 
Here, the curtains are always drawn, and no one questions why there should be curtains at all. The total absence of windows and natural light is clearly not an immediate concern to those who have adopted the absurd as reality. She glares at the blanket of dark and shivers when it stares back at her. 
Who would build a castle with no windows in the north, except someone who does not wish to see the world? And what does that say about Captown’s founder, that he built the entire town with its eyes closed, but the south-facing facade of his personal burrow? 
It says he came here to crawl and die, Armand once told her, spitting tobacco on the ground.
The only furniture is a banquet table with frayed edges and a long and slender body. At supper, the only sounds you hear are the acute knocking of glass, the high-pitched murmur of knives, the awkward rasping throats, and the old clock hand, counting time with unforgiving accuracy.  
Her head snaps up. The ceiling is quiet. 
She’s not supposed to go to the highest floor, since it’s reserved for the sleeping quarters. She frowns. It boasts an impressive four bedrooms (with real beds!): one for the Lord Vassal, another for his wife, and two spares for guests. Even though the Lord Vassal rarely, if ever, entertains guests -who would come here anyway? 
One room in each corner. She traces them with her fingers, outlining through the ceiling.
Only Baba works in the bedrooms. Saskia can calibrate her routine by the uneven drag of the footsteps above her head. The toughbird looks like she has already lived well past her hundredth turnflame and makes the crossbreed think of the apples Lorna buys from the seabirds. With their crinkled skin, full of brown little wrinkles. The rare times Saskia dares a glance upstairs, she always finds Baba taking a nap on one of the unmade beds in the guestrooms. 
She shouldn’t have thought of the seabirds; now the skin-crawling need to burst out of her own skin is back. She’d intended to go to the beach first thing in the morning -for trade, of course, but also -she glances around, the residents of the keep are not apprised on the happenings of Providence, and however wide Lorna’s web, it’s not likely to have caught wind of the tall excommunicate's arrival. Not yet. The fishermen, on the other hand, are gluttons for rumours, however half-baked. 
Unfortunately, Yoroan grabbed her by the scruff and almost flung her up the stairs with a terse reminder that Lorna would not be pleased. A euphemism when describing a force of nature.  
She sighs in the dining room and finds that the silence swallows the sound. She steps back into the candlelit corridor. The red room clashes with her whiteless eyes. 
Someone tried to dress the bare walls in an attempt at modesty. They fail to see that Ashmoth Castle’s nakedness is shameless. That is the very crux of what makes it vulgarly charming, as Rowen playfully puts it in chapter four, which he dedicates entirely to the founder of Ingehar. She smirks. A humorous tribute, he excuses it at the end, sharing a sort of complicit wink with the reader about the ongoing defamation.
She’s bored. She plays with the hole in her sleeve. She found another on her way back from her meeting with the bard. She wonders if she can convince Lorna to get her a new shirt. She knows Oleor’s are too big, but with some accommodating, they could be a tunic. And the forger did say he was on the hunt for new clothes sunloe at the seabird’s fair. Later, when the Lady is napping, she’ll go down to the beach, play some Sink or Float, and maybe barter her wins for an apple.
She yawns and sits on the stairs; chin tucked on her knees.
Everything is so eerily quiet, beyond the talkative piano. The current Lord Vassal is never home. Saskia has asked Lorna if she knows where Lord Vassal I. Xeschiel goes every morning, at Dewlight, like a clockman. The only reward for her curiosity was a dry “none of your business” and a withering glare. She supposes a Lord Vassal concerns himself with things that surpass her modest understanding. Or at least, that is what Lorna tells her. 
She arches back until her crown touches the upper staircase; the stretch is both painful and euphoria-inducing. She stares at the blurry ceiling, fighting tears of effort. Lord Vassal I. Xeschiel sleeps in the northeast corner, as did all his predecessors. If he had windows on this flat land, he would see his mine from there. But he seldom sleeps, and he seldom gazes out of a window. Despite repeated warnings, she might have accidentally wandered in and checked his belongings. His room is bare, save for a bed, a latrine, and a wardrobe. It is made in his image, she supposes. Functional and practical like he is, with no room for anything other than mindless purpose. To Saskia, he lives no better than an animal. But what does she know? 
She worries her lips and finds an old crust. She picks at it until blood drains out. According to the book To Build a Sundream, the oak bed he begrudgingly uses was a gift from Ialda I. Fiorlewy for the first Lord Vassal of Ingehar, Lord Vassal Sorissa. She bites the crusts off; it’s crunchy and weirdly tasteless. It’s unique but indescribable, like all skins are. 
She examines her cuticles. As a redkin with Immaculate blood, Lord Sorissa could be allowed to execute high function, but not to marry a pure blackice, which is why (some say) he chose to manufacture a remote post in Ingehar (back when it was not even the idea of a sundream) away from temptation. 
Gossipmongers infer it was a parting tribute to her secret lover. She swallows a glutton grin; she finds that hearsay is often the stuffing of legends.  
A sharp spike of irritation lodges in her chest. She should not be here -she’d rather be in the bay. She glances back at the solarium. The light trickles through the open doorway. Everything is as she left it, and if Saskia didn’t know better, she’d think the Lady became one of the paintings she so cherishes.
She bites at her thumbnail, then slaps the offending appendage away. Lorna would be horrified. It don’t matter if you show up black and blue in da face, as long as yer hands be clean. They’ll forget what you look like, but they’ll never forget yer hands were dirty when you touched their food. The headmaid makes a valid point.  
Saskia sighs and drops deeper into her crouch. She enjoys the hinges popping up her back and curls inward like a caterpillar; the blood rushes to her head, and she stays in that drunk pulse. Immaculate Fiorlewy eventually married another Immaculate and gave birth to a long and noble line of eminent Conclave members and High Machinists. Saskia unrolls like a drape -sneezes, wipes on her sleeve, frowns, and shrugs. It doesn’t look dirty. She glares back at the Lady.
Lord Sorissa never married and never had any heir. Star-crossed lovers do make for good literature, she supposes, and there is something ultimately romantic about a slave’s island being built as a consolation lot for lost love. It makes its grim reality far more palatable.  
She leans back, elbows digging into the stone, tucks her chin, and looks around, proprietary. The current Lord Vassal’s wife, who bears only the title of one, sleeps on the southwest corner, as far away from her husband as she can, as close to the sea as possible -what is the point of having a husband then? Two small windows and a bed of silk are her entire world, until Lorna transfers her to the solarium, moving her like a china doll. The wife cares not for the brass tub, with the chipped frog on one of the bottom legs. 
Saska jumps up, bounces on soft, soundless heels through the dimly lit hallway. She thinks of the Lady’s marble bedside table -it came from a shipment that left Deïrenhart and was meant to arrive in Drogbain Rhoan in anticipation of its newly appointed Lord Vassal. 
She stands against the doorway, looking out of the window above the Lady’s shoulder. The piano rings, but it’s empty. As if it had run out of things to say. On a delay, the Lady puffs a soft snort -falls limply; like a cloth. 
Lorna told her the marble came from Seindhar; she recognized it. Said it’s the best marble in the Charter, and she knows because the second-best marble quarry is in the Quagmire. 
It was supposed to be a prized decoration for his new residence: a quaint, centrist-styled villa, located in a small, albeit plentiful, little town on the edge of the Brim. It’s never stated, but she can read between the lines: she doubts the blackice would have been happy with an appointment in the Colonies. 
She’s sure that the lost table must have added to his distress, and for a long time, had continued to symbolize the missed opportunities of his life. The Lady chirps, and Saskia wonders how much time Rowen must have spent researching Ashmoth and its founder to uncover so many anecdotes. 
But if he lived here, he would have never written about it. She huffs, and a cloud of vermillion dust flies across the solarium, falling in soft speckles on the ground. What is the point of Lorna’s endless cleaning, if it’s all going to turn to ashes anyway?
She envies the Lord Vassal of Drogbain Rhoan; he would then go on to die peacefully, in his lover’s bed, a garden full of honeybees. Back then, the sweet nectar was Drogbain Rhoan's main exported product. She envies him his honey; regret is for those who know the taste of things. She sneers at the Lady’s back. 
Serendipitously, his mistress would follow him, twelve enneads later, and neither would witness the extinction of honeybees and the consequent erasure of Drogbain Rhoan’s existence from people’s memory. Neither would live to see it haemorrhage, to see the agony, the exodus, and finally, the death of a culture through painful, humiliating assimilation. 
People with no home, absorbed, but never whole. 
Saskia stares at the biscuits; there are only two left. The tea has stopped steaming, and if she were the headmaid, she’d graciously grab the teapot and warm some water. But she’s seen the Lady burn her tongue with scalding tea and smile through the whole ordeal while her palate peeled off in sheets. 
She shakes her head. As far as the last Lord Vassal of Drogbain Rhoan is concerned, when twelve turnflames after his arrival, he received a missive indicating that his table had been found, he was so busy drowning in happiness, that he never wrote back.
He never thought about the marble table again. Saskia envies him that privilege too. Maybe, she thinks, love is a cure for ownership. 
She grips the frame of the door, relents, and finds the wood unbranded by her violence; she could have been rougher. Something smells rank. Saskia knows it means the fishermen are back with a catch. A whiff of fish and bait climbs inside the room, and she glares at the window. 
The large expanse of water mirrors the sky like an illusion, and she imagines stepping out and walking on it. 
A hum in the dip of her neck. She presses her palm on it and finds her heart drumming against it. 
She sighs. By some curious and almost fated coincidence, the table was lost twice at sea before it was found again, miles from its intended location, in forger’s territory; by a local blacksmith in Gondiel. When he reported his findings to Gondiel’s tinder house, as was the procedure, he was tasked with refurbishing the table. She conjures the pearl pink waves, rippling a creamy ivory body; buttery and smooth, dripping down with decadence into a waterfall. It is obvious, even to the casual observer, that the blacksmith put devotion and reverence into the task. 
Out of all the furniture in Ashmoth Castle, it is the only object that the founder of Ingehar personally handpicked. As a matter of fact, he fell obsessively in love with the story behind it, tracked it down, and paid an arm and a leg for it. The blacksmith retired after that, having made a fortune, and left behind neither a name nor a legacy. 
She goes back to the stairs; hesitates. Takes the first step, the stone rasps and sands off under her sole. She finds the whisper grating. Perches herself back by the door, half in, half out. She crosses her legs together to get the blood flowing again, finding her limbs to be rigid with accumulated tension. The Lady will do that to her. She kneads the pulse point in her nape, digs until she feels a sharp pain. 
Rowen addresses this in the chapter about Ingehar’s lore, where he explains that the table is said to be possessed by a princess who drowned at sea long ago. Anyone who cherishes this table is bound to lose it, but will also gain something greater in exchange if they can learn to let it go. She scoffs. Rowen then notes that of all the people in this story, Lord Sorissa is the only one known to have died a miserable and lonely death, paranoid and fuelled by insomnia, insanity, and power while holding on to his precious table. 
So perhaps there is some truth to the rumour he punctuates in a saccharine tone (or what Saskia perceives to be a saccharine tone) before he then proceeds to discard the idea entirely as a baseless superstition spread by philistine fishermen. The whole thing reads like the carefully organized notes of an envious madman. Which only adds spice to the story, of course. She stares at her hands again; they’re impeccable. She rubs them against her shirt like she’s seen the Lord Vassal do with his bifocals. She thinks they look more polished than before, smiles at them, and hums.
It goes without saying that the current Lady of Ashmoth is as indifferent to the embroidered, gold-threaded ottoman or the engraved oil lamp as she is to everything else. Let alone the white oak wardrobe with gold-glazed ornaments, which Saskia often wonders about. 
Despite the pretty objects in it, it continues to exude a profound sense of empty solitude.
As expected, they’re all gifts. The furniture. From various nobles and politicians, as much bribery as it is true generosity. They speak of long convoluted family histories that are far and remote from Saskia, who, like most, will never set foot in Deïrenhart and cares little for its internal politics beyond knowing whose hand is feeding her and at what cost.  
The other two bedrooms of Ashmoth Castle sleep under ghostly sheets, bare-boned walls like emaciated ribs. 
Heavy steps climb up the stairs, and she frets to standing, assuming her position by the marble columns. The thumps are assured and thundering, and her heart beats to their tempo. Lorna’s grey bun peeks in, crowning her austere frown. She peruses the solarium, eyes the cold tea critically. Saskia expects to be chided, but the headmaid reaches for the cord around her waist and unties from it a small sack, fat with clinking coins. She squeezes it and hands it in her direction.
Saskia holds her breath quietly, taming her excitement. 
With practiced moroseness, she steps to her benefactor and accepts the sack, tiny fingers clawing the cloth. She hides her hands behind her back. 
“Who died?” she asks with levity. 
Lorna grunts, squints at the large windows. “Pidge.” 
That gives Saskia pause. She saw the pigeoneer a few lights ago, and while he’d seemed particularly miserable, it’s still jarring to think how easy death can creep up on her. She’s completely blindsided by the news and forces a frown of grief. 
“How sad.”
Lorna’s arched eyebrow tells her she’s unimpressed by the crossbreed’s acting. Before she can retort, the piano groans a fat fart and the headmaid glares at it. The Lady sneezes a choked laugh, and Lorna walks up to her and tuts her softly; moves her dress to smooth the wrinkles, and tucks stray strands behind the small, powdered ears. The fragrance of what she once knew to be roses reaches the headmaid, and she smiles softly at the putrid scent. The bottle has aged sourly, but the memory endures. 
Saskia regards her by the door. The headmaid’s edges are eaten by the sunlight, hovering above her precious pet with tender sounds of wonder. This woman has lived on Ingehar longer than she’s been alive.
It’s an absurd thought, but it rings pleasantly true. 
Saskia checks the bed of her nails and finds them below par. Luckily, the headmaid is so distracted by her doll that she’s failed to notice the state of the crossbreed’s hands. She scoops the dirt under one finger with her nail, smirking in satisfaction. But the noise of the sack being rattled brings the headmaid’s focus back to Saskia. 
Lorna grunts, and the child’s eyes snap back to her. “Make sure everyone gets one, last time y’forgot Sheum and he still brings it up.” The matron sighs wearily, pats the Lady’s head softly. 
Saskia bobs her head, biting the inside of her cheek. She didn’t really forget Sheum, and the headmaid knows that. She was bored, and the captain of the moon sentinels (if ever there was a more made-up title) just so happened to have been rude to her that sunbaum.  
She weighs the sack in her hand. The coins inside dig in her palms, and she’s tempted to peek. But she’ll wait until she’s out of sight. Porcelain clinks and shakes on the headmaid’s tray. Unflinchingly, she drops it in Saskia’s waiting arms. Cold water, like a bitter potion, sloshes in the cup and splashes Saskia. She blinks at the headmaid dumbly. 
“Be quick about it. If I hear you stopped to play with the fishlovers, I’ll knock yer teeth out and make ya walk on them, understood?”
Saskia nods slowly, gripping the tray harder, taut like a rope. The headmaid hums and turns back to the Lady. Saskia scurries away with a clangour of china, flushed skin, and bright whiteless eyes. She climbs down the spiralling stairs, hopping two steps at a time, and finds the busy hive of Ashmoth. 
Death jingles merrily at her side. 
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Everyone knows that the kitchen is headmaid’s territory. 
Below the belt, even a Lord Vassal is nothing more than another puppet in the conductor’s symphony. Lorna owns every square of Ashmoth Castle’s roots and holds the head above her shoulders, above the water, when the foundations crack and falter. She does this bare-handed while soaked by sea salt. 
Saskia bursts into it as if possessed by a spirit, almost stumbles down the last step, and slams the tray on one of the counters, trusting Yggrid to wash it. She breathes in loudly. This is the helm of Ingehar. Underneath it, a belly full of stowaways. They all sleep under the trap in the kitchen, in a cramped, narrow cellar, with sheets and unwashed bodies to keep each other warm. The headmaid wants it like that. She is a woman who believes that all things fall happily in order when they understand their rightful place. 
She is not unkind in her parsimony.  
She lets Yoroan, the head cook, take the farthest corner of the cellar for himself, for better rest, as he wakes up earlier than everyone else. She turns a blind eye when he swipes a few extra loaves of bread with each new shipment and pockets them greedily. Even corruption and theft have their rightful place in her system. Provided they serve a purpose. 
She is a woman of purpose.
Unlike Yoroan, who is an old boy, made of the same stuffing heels are made of. 
The head cook was gifted by birth with the exact constitution needed for Ingehar’s sea-soaked shores. Saskia digs into the sack and takes out a smooth purple coin, barely the size of her palm, drinking the light avidly and reflecting it. She hands it to Yoroan, who huffs, throws the coin with a flick of the fingers, and grabs it back mid-air.
“Bless da third.” He kisses the coin with a smirk and scratches at his chin. 
She frowns. Well, she supposes the third Lady Vassal did some things right. Chief amongst those, the sacred tradition of the last rite. Saskia kicks a loose tile; a cockroach squeezes its amber body through the cracks, antennae tapping blindly. It attempts to crawl up Saskia’s ankle, and she squeezes it under her heel. She immediately regrets it. If she’d kept it alive, torn its legs and starved it, she could have added it to her collection. It had a beautiful, vibrant hue. She checks, but it’s mostly a soup with legs now. She sighs.  
It’s funny, officially, Ingehar has had four Lord Vassals. It cannot be helped, she supposes that the third Lord Vassal was so blatantly incompetent, not only did he go bankrupt trying to buy a coffee table, but he was also so chronically depressed that his wife was saddled with the running of the island. 
The permanency of the island’s residents is also a precept they inherited from the woman. A contract with Ingehar is an oath for life. Departure from the island is not an option -barring death. She frowns. It is blindingly unfair. She signed no contract.
Yoroan disappears in the pantry, only to re-emerge with a fish head and a bag of potatoes. She watches his process. He chops, not like an artist, but like a butcher. As if he resented the food for not being meat, as if by being cruel enough, he could make it scream. All she knows is that it does not make the food taste better.   
“No, it wasn’t always like that,” Lorna once admitted, while perusing the castle, looking for proof of laziness or incompetence with the crossbreed in tow. When she is distracted by a task, Saskia has learned, is the best time to ask questions. 
“So why can’t people leave?”
“Order of the third Lady Vassal,” the headmaid had answered succinctly as if that was enough of an explanation. To her, it probably was.
“But why?” Saskia had pestered. 
“They do the same in Uelig-Yewa.”
“But-”
“If you have ‘nough time to ask questions, then I’ve not been workin’ ye hard enough,” Lorna had interrupted, suddenly turning around. 
The headmaid spoke proper for an inlander, a tool of trade probably, but when she was angry, her accent shone through. Saskia should have known better than pushing the matter, but as Lorna had pointed out, she had relentless intelligence.  
“It just seems to me that the only reason you’d make a rule against someone’s departure would be because you fear that it’s exactly what they’d want. So, if Ingehar is this great “land of opportunity”, why does everybody want to leave?”
That had given the headmaid pause. Her usual work alertness had been replaced by something grave, and a human face had shone through her bland mask of composure. “Truthfully, I don’t know,” Lorna had confessed before shooing Saskia away. 
This conversation had only cemented what the crossbreed already knew. 
Lorna is a deceptively smart woman. A rare breed. 
A door slams. The hinges scream, as if offended by the rough treatment. Yggrid walks in, tying his pants on, rasps the mucus from his throat, and sees Saskia holding the purple coins -his pants drop. 
She blinks blearily at him.
He pulls them back up and smiles goofily.  “Poppy wine moonloe?” His ears have perked up with hope. 
Saskia glances at the head cook, who shakes his head in denial. “Cherry; poppy stopped comin’.” 
Yggrid groans, the green swamps of his eyes narrowing. “S’pose I’ll make do.” He spits in the corner and grabs the tray Saskia left for him along with his coin. “Whoever it was, they couldnae die six enneads ago, y’know, b’fore Lorna gave our guests a crate?” Saskia nods behind his back. She’s quite partial to poppy wine herself. Its taste is deeper than the light tartness of cherry, which leaves a tangy film on her tongue.  
Yoroan hums; grabs a potato and, slowly -as if the task required the utmost care– drags his knife around its curves, cutting the skin off. He observes the wet peel hanging limply from the blade’s edge; pops it in his mouth and chews. “Sure, y’ll no expect her ta give’em skaern, they’s had n’Envoy with’em -fishermen’s piss’ not what y’give n’agent o’da Grand Machine.”
Yggrid grumbles, seemingly tamed, and Saskia keeps her protests. The last Gracewalker, besides the Fortunate, that anchored in the bay, did indeed have an Envoy aboard, and while the sacred emissary refused an invitation to the keep and remained in his quarters, Lorna made sure to have courteous welcome gifts sent to them. A wise decision. To offer skaern to a blackice would most certainly be interpreted as a grave offense.
Yggrid mutters under his breath while tugging a heavy metal basin over the live fire so he can boil the water for the dishes. The metal bottom drags against the tile with an ear-piercing screech as the old man hauls it across the room. He stops halfway to pop the joints of his spine back in place; exhales a grunt of relief. He resumes his ungrateful task. She sneezes, and it breaks her composure momentarily. She wipes on her sleeve and shrugs, lulled by the sound of chopping, and Yggrid curses as he rinses the Lady’s dishes. Yoroan -on Lorna’s orders- rations the water cautiously, and the pot-washer is an endless source of complaints about the matter. 
But despite his dedication and a secret desire for treasure-hunting (she thinks on account of his seabird’s blood), Yoroan, so far, has been unable to replicate the fishermen’s signature drink: skaern. Reminded of that, he steps closer to her, peering over her shoulder at the sack. She squeezes it tighter. She’s to personally deliver a coin to all residents of the keep, as well as the fishermen. Too bad for the Militia in Barrack, she supposes.
 “How fare yer investigation?” the head cook asks, and she fumbles.
A flush of embarrassment creeps up her cheeks, but she covers it by swiftly twirling on one foot and hopping on one of the counters. She firmly roots her ass by the knives and cutlery hanging on the walls, traces a finger through the veneer of red dust, and clucks her tongue. 
“Close, very close,” she lies smoothly.
In the secret journal she keeps hidden, her notes on the matter read as such: 
Colloquially, people call it “sea cancer”. In the dead tongues, it means what it sounds like-
“Heart-Ripper”.
She draws gibberish in the red dirt and nods sharply. The forgers’ recipe is their cultural heritage, and their most marketable and tradable good. With a quiet trepidation, she realizes, it’s a secret even the Conclave has not pierced. She licks her dry lips; Yggrid curses again, and Yoroan hums as if in response. He does that sometimes. As if he knew what most only suspect. People don’t speak to be understood; they speak so they can be heard. Yoroan makes them feel both, because he knows that those feelings are easily interchangeable. 
The non-smell of beets bleeds out of them with squishy sounds. She curls her nose; the head cook’s blade is stained a purple and red hue. She feels suddenly hungry and nauseated at the sight.
She drums her fingers above the counter, a breath away from the cook’s battlefield. Her nails are dirty again. She clenches them, transfixed by the movement of the knife, stopping short of her fingertips and looping back to its next victim.  
Upon mature reflection, it was smart of the forgers to keep skaern a family inheritance. The Iron Syndicate never branded the recipe, so the Prophets cannot demand it from them. In the world of bureaucracy, skaern is a loophole, a mythic drink that exists only in people’s minds. An elusive symbol of non-institutionalized power.  
Regardless, the head cook entrusts her with the task of unravelling the long-sought liquor. So far, she’s come back empty-handed from her errands. But if he bothered to leave the kitchen, he’d find Saskia drying in the sun, stretched on the pale stomach of the beast, after its large meal. She likes to lounge in an oasis of white, built like a raft by fishermen’s hands, cliffs all around, as if swallowed by a giant.
She closes her eyes and decides she won’t wait for the other servants. Wary of Lorna’s warning, she considers making up a good excuse. Well, everyone is either going or gone to the beach to partake in the seabirds’ fair. She could always claim that her detour was pertinent. How is she supposed to deliver the purple coins if no one is here? Her nostrils flare as the stench of dead fish suddenly suffocates the kitchen with its claws. Her eyes burn, and she blinks back the tears. 
She hops down nimbly. It’s decided then, she’ll go down to the beach. 
As if reading her thoughts, Sheum interrupts, stumbling into the kitchen, dripping sweat like a waterfall. His rank aroma slams into her, and she backs off, lurking in a corner -sticks herself to the walls as if she had six legs. Sheum slings his fodder off and tosses it. She eyes the sheathed sword with barely disguised interest. He huffs, hums, sighs, grunts, then plops down on a chair with the longest possible exhale. She steps back into the shadows, out of reach of the offending man. She’s sure they heard him complain in Castiel Rhea.
“Yoroan, coffee, if it please.” He grunts a greasy sound of despair. “Mi joints be killin’ me.” He kneads his nape, oblivious to the head cook’s eyeroll. “Methink tis thee salt -feckin quiet killa’.” He stretches his long legs, lean stomach sinking between his ribs in an ungainly display: the bones poke through his clammy shirt, and when he slaps on it, she fears he’ll break them through the thin, wrinkled skin; it bounces back with a wet sound, and Sheum picks at his nose, his bleary eyes suddenly landing on her. He chews the air with a dry, sticky noise, then his mouth hangs open. He skirts over her and back to the head cook, dismissing her presence through a glance.
She clenches her tiny fists. One cannot forget about Sheum. 
Sheum of Vendegor, a forger’s name if Saskia’s ever heard one. She holds back a sneer. The captain of the sentinels (which Saskia does not believe should be a real occupation). His role and tasks include things such as eating precious resources, taking up precious space and oxygen, and sleeping in a tent by the keep’s gate, to ward off potential intruders. Her eyes rove over him with concealed disgust. You would think him an exiled king when he graces them with his presence. 
Thou shalt suffer no more Kings. Spoken.
Yggrid dives into his pots, only the brushing of the rough sponge against the rusted metal gives him away. A thundering echo follows -in a brute show of clumsy strength, Trainor Untag trails close behind Sheum. He sits by his captain’s side, hand flat on the table as if he owns it. His nails are crusted with mud, and to a casual observer, it appears to be blood. He blinks slowly, as if he had to think about the minute action. 
She stares wantonly at the door, but she’s been warned. She must deliver the coins to everyone, the captain included. She scratches at her left shoulder and remains a quiet observer, weighing the right time to step in.
Sheum wiggles a finger deep in his ear and sighs, eyes rolling back into his skull. The two sticks he calls legs slide further open, and he slinks down his chair, wriggling on his ass as if he were scratching it. He pops his lips, and Saskia’s sure she can smell his foul breath from her corner.  “Giv’us thee spice, dinnae be a trickpocket.”
His army of two consists of him and Trainor Untag, who wears the name of an orc; no one knows why. Most are too afraid to ask the mauled stout figure about the circumstances of his self-imposed exile. He speaks little, Trainor Untag, a stump instead of a left face, and he slurps his food with loud noises. He obeys his captain with grunts and beady little eyes. If Sheum were not so full of himself, he might have had the forethought to be afraid of Trainor Untag. But the captain thinks of himself like steel, on account of his forger’s blood. They both take turns guarding the keep, with ale and an active imagination to keep them company.
You would think them weary adventurers, back from a long journey, when you see them stumble through the kitchen in the morn’, demanding coffee and a listening ear. 
You would think them brave. She sneers, unseen -until her gaze catches with Yoroan’s wink. She muffles a smirk by snapping her eyes away and gnawing on her lips. She’ll have to do her duty; she nods solemnly and steps forward. 
Saskia has spotted them, past curfew, huddled under their tents. The glassy, bewildered egg white of their eye, glowing silver like a lake under the moonlight. Shaky limbs and gnarly teeth, rattling in their skull like bees. It is no trouble to slip past them and past the roped, wooden stakes some call a “gate”. Sometimes, she sees them flinch as if they heard her. But they never call out to the dark. Afraid of what might answer back? She mocks them from the shadows. 
Soundless, she floats over to Sheum’s side, then drops the coins on the table wordlessly. She steps back until she can’t feel his body heat anymore. The captain blinks at them. “Who died?” he asks the head cook, twirling one of the coins.
Yoroan halts, he drums his finger over the coffee grinder, deep in thought, then looks at her helplessly. She clears her throat and smooths her voice to sand off the sharp edges. “Pidge.” It’s painful to speak sometimes, and the words feel like razor blades in her throat.
Sheum nods, stares at Yggrid, and scratches his belly. “Aye, poor Pidge, s’pose we’ll send him back home?” 
That gives everyone pause.
“Pretty sure he was n’inlander.” The head cook feels like a cool relief over the tension. Well, that narrows it down; slightly. Nothing more dishonourable for a centrist than to be buried outside of their hometown. It is the drive behind the ancient tradition of naming people after their birthplace, which makes giving a centrist a surname a rather moot, if not slightly offensive act. 
Yoroan hands the sentinels their cup of coffee by resting it on the counter, still steaming. Sheum leans against it, takes a sip, yelps, and covers the sound with a cough. He crosses one leg over the other, as he has seen blackice nobleman sit sometimes -like ladies. “Was you here when he signed the contract?” 
Yggrid scrubbing has gotten more forceful. Saskia can glimpse only his back, coiled like a turtle over his task. The aroma of coffee rises to the ceiling, then lingers in the windless room. She feels cramped in the sweaty heat and decides she’ll just leave.
It’s unlikely anyone will miss her.
Before she can make up her mind, a laugh walks through the door, followed close behind by Tarien’s hopping steps. The toughbird is dancing on her tiny feet; the ones men have written drunk poems about. She wooshes in the room, her cloying perfume leaping into the men’s laps and curling there, as if waiting to be petted.  “Ya report yonsie, Boa, sil yononce stop, ya report yonsie.” Her warning is followed by soft, giggling bells, and her large breasts heave, attracting the kitchen’s quiet predatory intention.
The Second Sectorate is hot on her heels, pinching the fat behind her arms to hold her back, a manly intensity that twists his sharp face into a genuine smile. When they feel the sudden silence, they both stop their teasing, the grins still stuck on their faces as they blink owlishly back at their audience. 
Tarien whistles, followed by a raspy chuckle that Saskia has always profoundly envied. She swats Boa off her and straightens the sleeve of her linen tunic. Her smile has gotten more tremulous at the edges, but her turquoise irises are still bright with mirth. “Who died?” she asks sarcastically. She sees Saskia, holding her sack of purple coins, and pales. “Is it Baba?” She does not wait for an answer. Wide-eyed, with white hair curling like ribbons around her small frame, she runs off to find the crone.
 The men follow her with their gaze. 
The room suddenly feels colder, and Saskia dances on her heels, holding back the urge to crawl into a ball. 
Boa huffs, grabs Sheum’s coffee, scalding and barely touched. He swallows it at once and smacks his lips. “Well, fate always had the bad timing,” he punctuates, setting the cup back with a wink at the captain. Sheum nods eagerly, then snaps his fingers at Yoroan while passing him his empty cup. The head cook’s face is as grave as stone as he takes it, then goes to the counter to grind more coffee. Saskia notices that Yggrid is gone. She glares at Boa. 
He smells like spice and gunpowder. His spitfire hangs heavy on his flank, and his dancing fingers drop and pet it. He once caught her, outside of Lorna’s supervision, exploring amongst the rocky edges of Mouth Bay. He made her play with him for lights, had her hop on one foot in the sand, eat a live snail, and anything, truly, that he could think of; he would suggest with a cutthroat smile. He’d say, “Let’s play, boy,” with that throaty accent that made everything he said sound like it would be a jolly grand time; unless you disagreed. 
He never speaks the mudtongue, unlike the other toughbirds, and uses rather good vocabulary. But sometimes, he places the words in the wrong place. Boa slings one leg over a chair and straddles it, a grin that cuts like a wound. “Who is died?” 
Sheum shrugs nervously, and Saskia slinks away, escaping the sudden social oven, and stepping into the cool corridor. She sighs and looks back at the steam-filled kitchen. She should find Tarien and deliver her coin, let her know Baba’s alive. Muffled voices are coming from one of the empty rooms, and she follows the sound. 
She ignores the gutted décor. She skirts the wall; her shirt grinds against the rough texture. She coughs; her nose is congested with dirt. Inside Ashmoth, the walls are crimson and naked, and even underneath layers of carpets, one can still feel the unforgiving hardness of the ground. Seïndhar’s red dust peels off the floor and the ceiling. It gets everywhere, in all the nooks and crannies. It is Lorna’s worst netherbaum; Yoroan says that’s what makes her bitter. Whispers it behind his palm, while making round eyes at Saskia. It does turn the air dusty and tangible, like a physical taste in the back of your throat. She swallows it with a frown, empty stomach churning while walking the twisting rooms and corridors. 
The piano mocks her with an ugly yell. She flinches and glares at the floor above her head. She shows her tongue at the ceiling, insultingly, then shivers in the sudden silence. She squeezes herself between her arms until she can feel her shoulders pop. 
In the end, Lord Vassal I. Dunevent got to keep his piano with clear instructions that the instrument should never be played again. It exists in this limbo, denied its own nature, and without a function beyond that of a placeholder.    
She scoffs, rasps a palm against the wall. By a fortuitous chain of events, the curator of the most prestigious museum in the Colonies, Uran of Rezdia, who nurtured a profound love for the Selvetik and its advancement, took an interest in their case. He had long been eyeing Ingehar, particularly Ashmoth Castle. She stops in front of the portrait of the second Lord Vassal. 
No one has dusted it in a while. She trails a finger down his cheek, drawing a tear in the dirty coat. Underneath the grime, the Lord Vassal’s skin is an ugly, faded olive. 
Like most politically inclined centrists, Uran was always looking to lay claim to Ingehar, one way or another. Blackice had monopolized the island during the founder’s reign, and he saw a chance to remedy that. 
She walks into another empty room. Drags a sigh against the ceiling. It’s unconscionable that the entire furniture of Ashmoth Castle was apparently so offensive that it had to be confiscated by the Titheous Clerk. She stops in the middle, perks her ears. The voices are getting closer, haunting the ghostly castle like poltergeists. She walks faster but quieter.  
The piano itself cannot justify such a blind exception to the rules, Uran had explained to the desperate Lord Vassal. But if the building that housed it were to be listed as cultural heritage, well then, that would be an entirely different matter, you see. Lord Dunevent thought he understood. Truly, he did not. She scoffs.
Another corridor, a smaller room; a door, a cabinet; a dead end. She grinds her teeth, irritated. At the next bend, she finally sees some light and draws closer. She grabs the corner and leans over, spying on the conversation that does not concern her. 
But she is bored. And she needs an excuse to avoid the Lady and Boa. She glances up.
The curator, she thinks, was a smart man; he buried the piano under regulations, themselves hidden behind bureaucratic red string. The piano was safe, and while Ingehar still belongs firmly to the Conclave, Ashmoth and all the objects inside are now property of the Selvetik Committee. Forcing all future Lord Vassals to engage in painfully debasing ego-stroking whenever they want to move furniture or paint a wall. Irony is a blade in the liver. 
Suffice to say, Ashmoth’s interior decoration has remained unchanged for the past seventy turnflames and will continue to be so in the foreseeable future.
She holds her breath to hide her presence, hands digging unconsciously into the muscle of her thigh. 
Two people, like lonely cobbles in a lake, are sitting in what was once a tearoom to welcome guests. They’re leaning against the old chimney, so close their shapes blur into each other: it’s Baba and Tarien. The toughbirds are whispering, one with breathy giggles and one with rasps. Tarien leans over the crone, long curls dragging over her naked shoulders. “Yonsie good?”
Baba shoos her away. Saskia cannot see her face. Just a sharp chin, above a neck wrapped in scarves. They shake slightly loose when Baba speaks. “Yawa, kin.”
Tarien hums and runs soft circles on the old woman’s back. “Yonsure? Yonsie good good?” 
Baba coughs, leans over, and Saskia’s sure she can hear the knees popping from here. The crone points at them with a sigh. “Ya bonedeath, ya suma bonedeath fo’ trek,” she admits with a grunt while snapping her back straight. But one shoulder remains hunched like a question mark. 
Tarien tuts her gently and helps her sit down on what Saskia presumes must have been a bookcase but has been knocked down to form the perfect bench. “Tuts! Tung-myan, kin, ya killa.” She slaps the space above her ample bosom with a confident wink.
Baba squeezes the other woman’s wrist. She looks defeated. “Yonsure?” Tarien nods eagerly at her -Baba sighs in relief. “Tal, kin, grace. Tru’y.” She bobs her head up and down. Between the long neck and the small head, the movement looks jarring; as if body parts were communicating that should not be.
Saskia drinks the scene greedily. Redkin are always reluctant to speak the mudtongue in front of people. This is a rare scene of cultural intimacy, and while the meaning behind the words is lost on Saskia, the core of the exchange is not.  
She thinks of Armand and her journal, of his words like anchors (inheritance, child). She takes mental notes for later. 
Tarien’s laugh reaches her, unencumbered by shame. “Nonce carry, kin, Yonsie bleed, ya bleed. Myan pleasure.” She drops a kiss on the crone’s forehead, and Saskia’s heart drops into her navel, where it stays like a stone. She’s rarely seen the two women interact on their own. It has always been obvious there was affection, but try as she might, Saskia cannot remember them kissing.
Saskia cannot remember anyone kissing, if not as a prelude to sex. She finds this new addition to the encyclopaedia of body language confusing. What purpose could a kiss serve, besides a greeting before carnal acts? She leans closer. Perhaps the women are lovers, which surprises her. 
Tarien has always been the object of love. But never its subject.
Baba has gone in her apron. She takes out what looks like a necklace. “Grace on yonsie. Takesie scratch, tradin’ tea sil grace.” 
She hands it to Tarien, who slips it in her own pocket, then tuts, coiled curls springing to life when she shakes her head. “Tea three scratch known.” She pats the crone’s hands between her cupped palms, circling a finger above the raised veins. 
“Ak,” Baba curses. She digs deep in the pocket of her apron and comes back with a tiny linen bag of her homemade medicine. “Them graverobbera.”
Tarien nods. “Grace. Tal, them riddlers too.” She shrugs. “Mifo nonce can do bout them. Them got them good goods.” She hums and drops her head on the other woman’s shoulder.
Baba sighs. “Tal, them do.” 
The two women look at nothing in particular, leaning against each other in their poise. The silence feels like shared relief, and it tugs at Saskia’s awareness with prickling intensity. She blinks at the blurry landscape; a teardrop makes its way down her chin. She wipes it off, irritated. She’s inferred that they are talking about the seabirds, but everything beyond that is gibberish to her brain.
They speak a language she fears she will never understand. 
Tarien gets back on her feet, slowly cupping the crone’s head while she does so. “Ya gon kin, tal.” Her voice is barely above a whisper, and Saskia hides behind a shipwrecked couch, spying through a hole in the fabric. 
Baba nods distractedly, holds on to Tarien’s hand a bit longer before she lets it go, brushing her lips against the toughbird’s pulse point as she does. “Tal, kin, tal. And grace on yonsie.”
Tarien laughs, baring a throat stretched over the sound like a snake trying to swallow prey. Saskia decides then and there that the women are not lovers. Tarien, she thinks, loves Baba like Saskia loves Armand. There’s a skip in her step as the younger toughbird starts to walk away from the scene and towards the hiding spot. “Nonce carry, we kin. Tal, Baba,” she throws over her shoulder, suddenly light like a cloud.
The crone mumbles, cataract eyes closed into a grim greeting. “Tal suon. May motha kiss.”
Tarien is already gone, so Saskia whispers the end of the traditional greeting, just like Armand taught her: to bleed is bliss. It’s just her and the crone. Baba, she’s noticed, is always alone. 
This is a brief glimpse into her personhood. 
No matter how hard she squints, all Saskia sees are dead roots. 
She thinks of the seabirds, the end of the world growing nearer. She wants to run away, somewhere people kiss her every sunbaum.
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“We are di bones o’ Ingehar,” Yoroan once told her proudly; she wrings the rage out of her fists. 
As she walks back into the kitchen, still reeling from her interaction with Baba and the act of love she witnessed, she considers the facts. The pots are whistling through their lids, blowing bubbles coated in salt, rubbed over crude potatoes and treacly beets. Through the warm fog, the men exchange broken pleasantries to avoid awkward silences. 
She sighs and stares out of the window. No flowers or trees grow on Ingehar. Ever. The land is dead. It was dead long before humans ever came. 
She hates it here. 
Boa has left, and Sheum is busy telling the men unfunny jokes, to which they all laugh on command. Trainor Untag abstains, nursing his third coffee -from the smell of him, coffee is the excuse. He is a notorious skaern lover and would pour it over anything, even his own wife -if he had one. But there are no marriages on Ingehar. Beyond the sham their masters entertain. 
Lorna says people stopped getting married when the children stopped coming. “What’s the point?” She shrugged and got back to work. 
Yoroan clucks his tongue and shakes his head, leaning against the counter and smacking a rough palm on Sheum’s shoulder -the captain bends under the weight, burping a chuckle. Which doesn’t stop the head cook. “M’tellin ya, twas Rhyon, nay….” Yoroan gurgles his drink, deep in thought; at least, Saskia thinks, he does not pretend he’s drinking coffee. He just happily downs skaern. “Argh, whatever y’said.”
Sheum snorts, wobbling on unsteady legs. “Nay, nay; I said s’name was Ferin, ye know? Like thee froggin story? Wif thee man and thee…” He lifts his arms; stumbles over his feet.
Yoroan steadies him easily, grabbing him by one arm and dropping him back against the counter. “Da story wiv’da man and’siren,” the head cook supplies, and winks. 
She squeezes the sack of coins; it crackles like eggshell. “What story?” 
They’re not used to the sound of her voice. They blink; glance at each other -blink back at her. She gnaws on her cheeks and fists her hands behind her. The blood drains out of the abused appendages, and she focuses on the throbbing pulse travelling up her forearms. She hates being here. 
Yoroan smiles benignly, and it swallows his whole face in a hungry frown. She shivers slightly, sensitive skin rubbing against the rough cloth. Everything, everything stinks of the filthy sea, and she wants to crawl out of her clothes -her skin, and run; naked to the soul, across the Upside-Down. The head cook hums. “Nuthin bug, we was tryin ta figure Pidge’s name. D’one he was bornt wiv.” He scratches his head, and a cloud of white snow falls out. Saskia wonders what it tastes like. “D’you know it?” 
She shakes her head in denial. Pidge has always been Pidge.
Yggrid kicks the door to the courtyard open. It slams against the wall with a bang of pure fury -the pot washer standing in the frame with a deep grin of victory. The cold wafts in on the wings of tobacco, and Saskia curls inward. 
She scratches at the scar on her left arm; the sound is comforting; the feeling is utter relief. Her nails come back freckled with dead skin.
“T’scold, close it,” Yoroan barks, slapping the man on the nape.
They forgot all about her question. She sighs, squeezes the rough fabric, and imagines dropping the sack in the ocean, one coin at a time. They’d fall with bells and sighs, clinking in protest. The sirens would not care for them. 
She goes to leave, and the headmaid walks in. 
Saskia hears her before she sees her -hammering steps about to turn the corner. She appears in the doorway, blocking all escape routes, and Saskia’s sphincter clenches painfully. Lorna peruses her motley crew and quietly walks in. A hush has fallen on the room. 
Yoroan hands her coffee -no spice. She accepts it without glancing at him, sips, and cuts her gaze back to them. “What seems to be the problem?” Her affectation is controlled. Which means she speaks to them not as their equal, but as the neck that moves the head. 
Saskia figures if she holds her breath, the headmaid won’t notice her. Sheum swallows, and Yoroan takes pity on the man. He shrugs. “Tryin’ ta figure Pidge’s name.” Under her assessing stare, he falters, looks down at his shoes, and clears his throat.
Lorna sighs and massages the bridge of her nose. “Whatever for?” She hums, looks out of the window, then straight at Saskia. The crossbreed curdles like spoiled milk, sweat oozing under her armpits. “You may go to the beach. Finish what you started.” She dismisses her with a hand wave. 
Bile rises in Saskia’s throat -she thinks of the silver knives. The clean rows of chaos. She swallows, nods. On her way out, she notices something, peeking out of the headmaid’s apron. She’s talking numbers with Yoroan, and Saskia’s deft fingers grab the wooden object, unseen. Her heart rattles like a jar of teeth, and she rubs the heel of her hand against her tight chest. She glances back, but as far as she can tell, she’s still invisible. On her way out, she hears Lorna tell the men, “Coors of Ulfayn, that was his name.” She sets the cup down. “He said it was also his father’s name, Coors of Evrin.”
Saskia stands at the threshold, perched on her toes. Sheum gasps. “Think I known his da. Was a merchant, passed through our village when I was a boy. Called’im King ov’Ulfayn.” He laughs, taps his fingers against the rim of the cup; looks at the bottom. It’s empty, and he pops his lips. “Always thought twas weird, they called’im King ov’Ulfayn, when s’name wasov’ Evrin.” 
Lorna sighs. “They gave him the name he deserved. That’s what people do to set things right.” 
The pots sputter, lids flinging off and drumming on metal ribs; Yoroan snuffs out the flame. 
Saskia walks out. 
The door of Ashmoth is massive, big enough for a full-grown orc to walk through -she’s told. The red mud turned brownish, scratched by salty air, the iron door with little flecks of blue for an entrance -leftovers from the eroded paint (it makes her think of the sky).
She takes in the keep.
According to Armand, some castles are bigger than the whole of Captown. Hard to imagine while looking at it and having known nothing else. 
He calls Ashmoth Castle a “glorified townhouse.” 
It does look like a slightly bigger and squarer version of the domes it towers over. 
With three floors and a slanted roof, it is the biggest, most luxurious house Saskia has ever seen -to her, it might as well be a “castle,” to her, Ashmoth is the castle.
She ambles through the only straight road that cuts down to the beach, where it joins with Hope Road. The keep, as always, remains faithful to its shape, resistant to change. She stares at the biggest dome, to her right, the only one with a chimney: the tinder house. She sneers at the Machinist, with his fact-checked prayers and sermons.  By virtue of the Chart, she’s not allowed entry to the sacred site. She blows raspberries at the building and hops down the path.
In a parallel universe, she might have fancied herself a Machinist. She might have liked to write books about obscure research subjects, trade knowledge in the forbidden home of giants -debate over the science of mechanics; or spin tales, like a moral compass, for her own flock.
And in the order, they would reward her loyalty with a form of pre-emptive absolution. She hisses feral disapproval. But not wearing the flesh of a human undermines her legitimacy to the thick gravy of morality that coats reality; like grease, ladled over lean meat. She licks her lips.
Yet, she too can serve apologies with flints — if she were allowed to step into a tinder house during mass, she’d give them sparks — she only lacks purple robes.
And while she’s not well-versed in the Chart (through not fault of her own, might she add. But they won’t let her near the damn thing), she could hold an extensive and exhaustive debate about the labour laws, and why, in fact, they do not apply to the excommunicate status -and explicitly exclude darkbloods like herself. 
She’s read the Lord Vassal’s entire library -thrice over. She would have gone through a fourth cycle, but she had most of the books memorized by then, which significantly dampened the thrill of novelty -if not downright extinguished it. She’d had no choice but to resort to the holy discipline of delayed gratification. Only so that she could keep squeezing every last drop of enjoyment out of the endeavour. 
Loebaums, she selects curated passages and savours them.
It has worked wonders to stave off the boredom. She swallows back a yawn, shifts, on restless heels. 
She likes the authority of being world-weary, and she inhabits stories, the way chronology follows memory. She sighs and blushes, blinking back a hungry desire for godly power. She would know everything, and she would disperse her knowledge like rain. Or withhold it like a drought.  
In a parallel universe, she would have liked to be the sole jury of right and of wrong. 
But she knows better than to give in to the seedling Woes of ambition. The end is coming soon, and her lofty sundreams were never going anywhere in this windless climate. She huddles inside her clothes and squeezes them together. There is a rock stuck in her throat. She swallows so she won’t choke. It tastes like the bitter roots Baba cooks when someone is sick: like she’d rather starve than eat it. 
Her gaze drifts off.
West of the bay, the Militia built Barrack. She can’t see past the edges of the cliffs, only open sky. She sighs, wonders about supper. In Barrack, sirens run amok, and the Lord Vassal’s Militia feeds it with fear and screams. She is told that the moonbaum is a gamble to them.
No real reason, it seems to Saskia, to keep two hundred soldiers, uprooted from their homes and left outside the safety of the walls. No real reason, but hierarchy. There are rules, Lorna would fondly remind her (and she never looks warmer than when discussing the Law).  
She toys with the bounty she looted from Lorna’s pocket: it’s a wooden icon of a woman. She looks sad. Saskia figures it might have some value. She grips it with a feral smile until her flesh gives around the wood. She licks her lips; they taste dry and coarse. She picks at a loose piece of skin with her teeth until it tears with a sting. She blinks back startled tears.
Breathing loud from excitement, she swings the sack around, sowing obsequious chimes. It’s a shame the Militia did not blackmail the third Lady Vassal; if they had, they’d be toasting with cherry wine moonloe. Instead, they fill the hull of Captown with dice and round backs. Their spines are twisted into sad question marks. Is this the right place? They ask, over and over again, to whoever might listen. Then they bury the answers in broken skulls and try again. 
It's as if they forgot how they got here. Hoping Ingehar will forgive that they cannot leave.
A shape peeks up the bend of the hill, and Saskia recognizes Gjayniard. His bald head looks oiled and slick like obsidian, his bifocals askew over his upturned nose.  He’s whistling merrily and even smiles when he sees her. She slows her step. 
Captown’s residents, in general, never venture past the narrow borders of Mouth Bay.
Providence holds no interest for them, beyond financing and justifying this whole operation. But she supposes he’s coming back from the seabird’s fair. They cross and she smells the spices and the smoke on him; the bonfires, the seashells ringing around dancing wrists; the soft taunts flying above her head, daring her to splurge. If she had any means of sustaining herself, she’s sure the seabirds would have run her broke. 
She pauses meaningfully, and Gjayniard arches an eyebrow -stops. He notices the sack, grows sombre. “Who?” The scar under his right eye -which he claims he got fighting an orc- twitches. 
She tries to speak, and air wheezes out uncertainly. She clears her throat and hands him a coin. “Pidge.” She bites her tongue -does not stop when she breaks skin. She swallows. 
Gjayniard sighs in relief, contemplates the castle. His face splits so wide she can see the craters between his teeth; like a coat full of holes. “Praise da Will o’da Engine.” He kisses his knuckles.
She frowns at him. “For a cog is nothing without it,” she finishes anyway; it’s common courtesy. 
He nods. She watches his retreating back. Captown’s residents might be as indentured and exploited as the excommunicates they despise, but at least, “we signed a contract” they’ll remind anyone foolish enough to be found questioning the order of things, or worse, sundreaming about leaving. Saskia wonders if it makes it better that their enslavement was a choice? Does that somehow smooth the jagged edges of their ego? Does it help them reconcile with their reflection? Or is it that even on Ingehar, the island at the end of the world, people will do what people always do in the face of adversity?
They will lie to themselves. Then they will lie to everybody else.
She slips through the gate, the beach punches her with the incubated scent of fish and farts. She takes a deep breath. A fistful of coloured blotches bleeds on the sand, crawling with people of all sizes and shades. Roars and chortles hop through the stands, drenched with seasoning and the indulgent, stubborn tartness of the forbidden. 
Nobody knows how the seabirds sail around the Charter. They never stay longer than three sunbaums (much to Saskia’s disappointment) and seem to think of the settlers with suspicion and pity. She spots Xhunia, holding her colleague in a headlock, his tiny head squeezed like a melon against her muscled chest. She sighs at the Sectorates. A merry band of seabirds encircles them and edges them on. 
The settlers, in return, regard them with just as much suspicion. 
Pity, it would seem, is a currency that is hard to come by on Ingehar.   
But the seabirds have unapologetically colonized the landscape, and the settlers tolerate it in the name of commerce and all that is good. 
Saskia snorts. Lorna calls them dirty fishlovers, the least creative of the expletives that she is fond of using when she mentions them. The sand rushes under her soles with a ticklish drag; she halts, takes them off. Her toes wriggle like happy cogs, and she sighs so deeply that she sinks in the dunes. Yet the Headmaid never fails to go down to the beach and buy enough coffee to last her a full turnflame. Sometimes, if she is in a good mood, she will come back with an apple or two.
Hanging like spider bait, on the patio of the very first beach hut, two brothers from another mother are cuddled in their hammocks, suckling on skaern with a metal straw. 
She nods up at them, gliding through the beach and hopping on the patio. She slides a circle with her foot, along the ridges of the planks, to brush the sand off. “Good catch?” she asks, holding on to one of the patio poles and using it to twist around like water circling a drain. She stops when her head starts spinning. What she really wants to ask is if they saw a tall slave with a glowing face. But she can work her way up to that. 
The brothers grunt. She chuckles, goes into the sack, and tosses them each a coin. It lands on Dondra’s belly with a soft thud. He glares at it with crossed eyes; blooms into a cankerous beam. “Praise thee Moonchild, s’meone finally died.” He slaps his thighs, lifts his upper body up, legs dangling over the tattered fabric. “Ye see, Runt? Done told ye, com’ brine er kraken, people always jump -if ye give’em a cliff.”
Runt snorts an ugly, bubbly sound; his elbows and knees tangle over each other in a painful-looking architecture. He runs a hand over his creased forehead, then brushes it through his matted hair; it comes apart around his fingers like wool. “Death by Sea?” He arches a wild eyebrow at Saskia, who shrugs.
She grabs the wooden pole behind her between her claws; the wood splinters under her fingers. “Didn’t ask.” She stares at the cliff of the Plunge, overlooking the sea to the east of the bay. It looks like a crooked nail, pointing in the wrong direction. 
There used to be one every ennead -back when there were more people. Some fell, most jumped. The Plunge welcomes all. In truth, it was not death by sea. It was death by bottle. 
That’s how Clover died too. No, she promised she wouldn’t think about him -Boa’s predecessor. 
The headmaid despised him. So by contrast, Saskia adored him. 
Like most unexpected memories, it rides on the citrusy grease of skaern. The first time she had it, it was with him. She remembers the sea in her back, and when she looks up, she finds Clover’s face instead of the sky. He kissed her neck - she thought of the sharp silver knives in the lady’s tearoom. 
She tastes her own blood in her mouth. She learns that silence tastes metallic.
Lorna found them -her deep voice cut through the thick moobaum. Clover had jumped away from her; like a frightened animal under the moonlight. Lorna had sent her to bed with ice in her eyes. 
The next sunbaum, Clover was found dead. Death by sea, they called it. She never questioned it (but did you see him jump? she asked Lorna, and the headmaid shrugged).
 Like most children, she forgot about him easily and painlessly. She shrugs to herself. 
Dondra hawks a few times, then spits in the sand. He rolls the straw between loose lips, sips, and looks back at her. “Poppy wine?” He seems heartbreakingly hopeful, and she tees up for his disappointment. 
The next words come in a painful pop, as if she had to manually force her mouth around the vocals. “Cherry.” She gulps air quickly. “Poppy is gone.” 
Dondra rales, and she flinches back, until the pole digs against her spine. They all stare at the Plunge; a long beat of silence that drums against their nerves. The cliff seems to be getting closer -she tears her head from the sight with the sound of stitches popping.
“Did I eva tell ye bout’ thee crumbcob?” Dondra is twisting his fishbone necklace with dotting fingers. The fins open around the spine like a halo, still smelling of the amber they were imprinted on. She sighs but smiles softly down at him, inviting a story. Dondra hums, leans back, sucks on the straw; it sounds like the ocean scratching against the seafloor. He shakes the bottle and skaern tinkles playfully against the glass. “Ye see, now, thee crumbcob use te be biggur.” Dondra likes to bring it up whenever he sees her loitering in the bay. Of all the fishermen, he is the one Lorna trusts the most. 
Such uncharacteristic faith in Dondra is not due to his unimpeachable character. She observes the varicose thumb he calls a nose, that, despite appearances, is as sharp as a hound when it comes to sniffing fish. 
He runs a rough palm against the calluses on his fingers, bleached yellow parchment against his tanned skin. She knows he is a heavy drinker, a former wife-beater, a compulsive gambler, and, in his free time, he can be found pissing in the wine and spitting in the ale. She follows the spiderweb of veins growing roots in his eyes. Hardly the behaviour of a man who deserves such a vote of confidence from the otherwise unyielding headmaid. 
But he is the best fisherman in Mouth Bay. 
“Oh, it’s hidin’. Make nay mistakes, fish talks, an’they know we comin’ fer’em.” She nods dutifully, lets her eye skirt over Runt’s belly button, shamelessly exposed by his scratching. Dondra’s paranoid musing does nothing to endear him to Lorna.
She takes out a coin and plays with it. The sound of excited bellows wafts up the beach. She glances at the seabird’s fair and the familiar faces. She wonders how much time she can waste before Lorna comes and drags her back by her toenails. 
The fisherman is still talking, gone on a tangent about his one true love; as he is inclined to do. “Thee only whore I’d marry.” His wistful gaze towards the ocean makes her wonder if perhaps, underneath all the uncivility, there is a man with a sensible heart.
She shakes her head with a small smile, whiteless eyes clashing with his. He nods sharply, confirming their complicity. No, it is rather, Saskia thinks, that he has given up on all pretences.
Whatever his foul nature might be, he is unflinchingly honest about it. Most of all with himself. And the headmaid can respect that. She gets enough sycophants vying for her attention as they simultaneously pray for her downfall. With Dondra, at least, she knows where she stands.  
Then Runt speaks. “Ye’d merry anythin’s net got a’pecker, ye bumbin’ fool.”
Saskia writes her name on the railing, sanding the wood with blunt nails. Dondra barks; her head snaps up. “Ye means bumb-l-in’, ye dumbfeck?” There’s a superficial meanness in his gaze. She scratches at the scar on her shoulder, longingly leans back on the railing, until the sound behind her gets closer. 
Runt groans deep in his throat. His voice is a scorching hiss. “I mean what I says.”
She edges a smirk, caught in the irony of those two men, correcting each other’s pronunciation. The inseparable duo represents Ingehar’s main comedic relief. 
And they’re not even funny.
The sack feels heavy against her hip. She crumbles the cloth with a grinding motion, then taps her index on the edge of a coin, pushing through the fabric. Citrus clouds squeeze through the necks of the brown bottles, dripping down the fishermen’s fingertips. She watches as Dondra runs sticky hands over his beard.  “Tis’ flat, the crumbcob. Use te be round.” An expert on all things fish-related, he suddenly animates. 
“Why?” she asks on cue. 
Dondra’s smile is that of a child. “Camflage.” 
His brother snorts. “Ye mean, ca-mou-fla-ge, ye sour cunt?” Saskia has come to accept that the two men will never tire of this back and forth.
Dondra waves a fist in his direction, to which Runt lazily sips on his straw.  Dondra curses him under his breath, then flashes her a smile, teetering on the brink of feral. He throws another glare at Runt. “Dinnae interrupt, ye redfecker, I’mma teach thee boy thee facts ov’life.” He has a lazy drawl that makes him pronounce it buoy. She holds back a sigh. 
Her eyes rake through Dondra’s possessions, his patio: a suitcase of memories he carried all his life. His fishing gear glints a wink at her; she shivers. The men are still arguing, and she watches their mouths snarling and foaming, without truly registering the sound. Not much is known about their youth. Which does not imply that they won’t talk your ear off about it. But you’d be hard-pressed to detangle truth from fiction, as is the case with most fishermen. A cardinal rule of society is that one never calls a fisherman a liar if they like their tongues to stay in their mouth. It is not that they lie, Armand once told her, it is that they have become the stories they tell. 
Runts gurgles with skaern before answering, lubricating conscientiously before spitting his venom. “Oh, shut yer trap! What’s thee crumbcob gon’ teach’im bout’ women, eh? Yer faster letn’him practice on a whore than drawin’ a d’gram.” He wipes the snot running down his nose with pure conviction. 
She imagines them tracing the outline of a woman in the sand with their fishing rod, then using the hook to show her where the genitals are. She finds the whole conversation rather futile; she crosses her legs with a scoff. She doesn’t have a pecker, and when she remembers the men, walking proudly naked around the cellar, she thinks it’s for the best. She finds the dangling tool grotesque and fails to understand the appeal, beyond peeing straight. She likes her bits better; she can’t see them at all. 
Dondra snorts so loudly it almost knocks her off the railing; she grips it, grinds her teeth. The man whistles mockingly at his brother. “Ye mean di-a-gram, ye peabrained fool.” He clucks his tongue proudly and winks at her. She tames her eyeroll into an odd smile. 
Unlike most meetings in Ingehar, their love story comes as close to a happy ending as the island can get. Runt slides off his hammock like a worm from a branch. He shakes the bleariness out and sighs accusingly at his brother. “I mean what I feckin’ says.” Clipped voice, clipped face, clipped steps -he walks away.
The fisherman has a stubborn will to live.
He staggers down the patio and towards the fair, leaving a clear path in the sand – like a snail’s slime trail. She fidgets, her toes curl. She bounces on her feet, fleeing eyes resting on Dondra.  The man once told her that Runt was not always called like that, that he kept the moniker because, in his own words: “mi da’ must be turnin’ in his grave, thee old feck, cos I dinnae keep his name”. 
Gjayniard, who has seniority, told her that Runt had come to Ingehar on the eve of his twelfth flamebaum, belly full of unloved rage, a bindle of stolen goods, and two bowed legs which made it hard for him to walk long distances. A courtesy from his father, he’d said of the rage, the stolen goods, and the bent bones. Back then, he was the youngest on the island. 
Ingehar had welcomed him in all his glorious fury. 
She wants to run after him.
Dondra clears his throat. She violently whips her head in his direction, and the hinges of her neck scream agony at her. The man looks calm in the aftermath. Serenity has drawn harrows through the patches of his skin. They hang around his skull like dirty linen -eight decades will do that to flesh.
The question of who will go first is Ingehar’s longest-standing bet. 
The duo swears they will outlive them all. 
Dondra gets back on topic.  “T’use te hav’ mer’ flesh. But now tis tough, chewy. Soon ye fish one, ye betta’ off puttin’it back.” He runs the purple coin through his fingers, softly pockets it. His gaze meets her with naked intentions. “And it dinnae care -thee crumbcob. See, when thee male catch a female -she shoots eggs; soon as she dies. But when a female catch a male. Oh boy, lemme tell ye, she hafta lay eggs an’drag his ass ova dem so he can spray’em; befer she kill’im. Now dat there’s a hardworkin’ mother nature.”
“Praise,” Runt will usually agree. 
The silence rings false. The crumbcob, she thinks, is a weird mix of death and sex. Dondra, unlike most, profoundly admires its species. He scratches his beard, flakes of flesh flying off his paws. “Tis smart.” He nods, hums, and drinks some more. “It dinnae fight. It adapts.”
She scratches her shoulder, stops when she feels pain. She stares down at it; blood has seeped through the beige cloth. “You see anything last moonbaum?” She croaks so fast she almost hiccups halfway through. 
The slits of his eyes brim with suspicion. “Nuthin ye need worryin’ bout.”
She shrinks in her own skin like a snail. But if he saw nothing, he would have said so. “What did you see?” 
He observes the eager line of her spine; grunts. “Providence’ll take care ov’it. Ye stay out ov’thee way ts’all.”
She huffs, looks at Dondra defiantly. He smiles tenderly -she stumbles out of his sight with scattered footsteps, sputtering a terse goodbye. 
The relief is immediate, and she dives into the cloud: spices, the shady trades, and the compromised virtues. She licks her lips, unsheathes her teeth. She’s craving an apple. But the frustration remains humming under skin, like an itch she cannot scratch. Now she’s certain the tall slave is significant. To what? The Lord Vassal’s library is unlikely to enlighten her. 
“Plenty o’broken pieces of sundreams on yer way to the horizon. Be mindful wher’ye step.” Lorna often mocks her when Saskia’s imagination gets too lofty for the headmaid’s strict interpretation of the world. But that is one precept she used to agree with. 
She knows things from books once read and conversations overheard; second-hand knowledge minced through bias, prejudice, and the fallible nature of memory. Those are her only treasures, all the stories that have washed ashore. A collection of trophies, like the broken and polished shards of glass buried down by the beach. Forgotten trinkets that the seabirds will pick up and polish. Their patient hands, sifting through the sand, the shiny pebbles eventually turned into pricey ornaments to be sold back to their owners. 
She sighs. She knows many things that she knows nothing about.
And it was but an ennead ago that she was content; blessedly ignorant. And like all ignorant everywhere, she’d had no clue about the depth of her ignorance. 
Shoulder rolled back into a lazy drawl; she frowns into the windless landscape disapprovingly.
To be honest, until recently, Saskia hadn’t thought of religion as a choice. She’s always figured it was something you were born as. Like many long-held beliefs, when it shattered, she was bound to shatter with it. She rubs her face, dragging her palm down her skin and stretching her mouth into a mute scream. She’s not unfamiliar with the process. It was something she had learned at the cardinal age of ten, when she found out that fishermen did not, in fact, naturally evolve pierced ears once they grew past the single denomination age. Which meant the lights she spent stalking them in the hopes they’d adopt her into their midst had been for naught.
The truth had been devastating. The aftermath was sobering. 
Identity, she’d inferred, must never be a statement of fact. That would be detrimental to growth. 
One must be able to shapeshift around a core purpose -the rest shall pass when left on its own. 
In the kitchen of Ashmoth Castle, moored amongst baiting laughs, anchored only by her pride, she’d let Tarien pierce her ears. Drowning in her unshed tears, and the morning brine coated her tongue like dew on a petal, the taste of salt heavy in her throat. She’d felt that her fear was a hook plummeting in her stomach. She’d fisted her shirt until the skin had turned to ivory -ground her sobs down into powder and shakes, face blotched like a drowned corpse. But she won the bet: they heard not a peep from her.
The pain had been brief -but white hot and slicing through her like a poker. Then it had passed. And the world had rearranged itself after the fact. Changing one’s mind was as simple as that. 
If one was unable to shapeshift, mutilation was always a viable option. 
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“Three scratch’s suma much, spare blessing.” Tarien looks at him from under her long lashes. “Sian world endin.” 
She arches an eyebrow, and he shrinks back to childhood. She has a point.
He defaults into a smirk; shrugs. “Nonce ya can do. Tea’s three scratch, yonsie glimps it.” 
His accent is a bit rough, but at least he tries to speak her tongue. She has to appreciate that, right?
Tarien huffs imperiously at him. Languidly, he laps his gaze up her curves. 
Her breasts’ still taut, her banter sharp; a killer combination. And she won’t give him the time of sunbaum. Which makes him want to respectfully flirt her into despondency. He likes women who slap him back behind clear boundaries; he never has to worry that he’ll hurt them. His ma would laugh at him. She don’t believe men can hurt women; that’s why they kill them, son.
“Toh’Doma,” Tarien whines breathily, and a warm flush ripples down his toes. 
He curls them in the sand, hovers his tall frame closer above the stand of fruits and spices.
 “Nonce can do.” 
He flashes her his best smile. He still got all his teeth; unlike most. Maybe she likes that. Not many people on Ingehar are as young as fifty; that gives him an advantage. 
“Yonsie glimps…yonsie most kissful woman ya neva seen.” He snarls it with a wolfish bite.
Her pretty eyebrows knit down; her eyes look like the ocean; he loves that. 
She flashes pearly teeth at him. “Ya glimps yonsie riddler.” She slips back into the common tongue. “That’s what I know.” It sounds like shutters dropping down. 
He frowns; spots the shape full of sharp angles lurking behind her. He laughs boisterously. “Ya glimps ting yononce glimps.” He winks. “Sowa.” Her confusion looks lovely enough to burn him. “Yon got shadow.” He points behind her. 
Her mouth opens in surprise as she turns enough to notice the little crossbreed toeing her heels. Her expression softens; of course it does, women love children -even eldritch children. When he was a kid, women couldn’t stop touching him and pinching him. They let him climb on their laps when he wanted. He twirls a finger in his beard; he supposes he could shave it if Tarien asked. Some women prefer soft skin. The little bug hands Tarien a coin, and she reciprocates with a nod. 
“Grace, Saskia.”
The crossbreed stares at her feet, jerks her head in acknowledgement, then scurries to his stand, little fingers gripping the edge as if it owed her a favour. 
“Can I help you, little bug?” 
Her eyes skirt over his face skittishly; land on an apple. He hums and grabs it, spins it in his hands. 
“You got trade?” 
She blinks owlishly at it, and he sets it back down, unsettled. He doesn’t mind the seelies -when they look like seelies. She looks just about human enough to fool him sometimes. He points at her sack of coins: death’s bounty. 
“Your coins got no value here.” 
He stares her down firmly but relents. She’s a tiny thing compared to him -he can guess she was born intimidated. 
She digs in her pocket, fishes out a blunt object, and drops it in his open hand. He spins it around - recognizes it at once; slams it down as if scalded. 
“Where did you get that?” he asks darkly. 
Tarien has stepped forward. She picks up the icon and whistles. 
“Best not get caught with that, Saskia.” 
She drills her deep turquoise into the crossbreed’s fearful pink pupils. 
He huffs, puts the apples back with the others, and glowers at the icon. 
“Gravediggers trash, I got no use for it.” 
He shrugs, annoyed.  He’s not looking for trouble, not that the Conclave’s got him scared; he serves a different God than them.
Tarien hisses, her hand like a weight on the crossbreed’s shoulder. The little bug wiggles, then settles with unnatural poise, eyes fixed on their exchange. He’s met sharks that made more sense to him than the creature. 
The toughbird clucks her tongue at him. “My kin burn their dead, fishlover.” 
Is it wrong that he finds her contempt exciting? His brother would shrug -tell him he’s a dirty bastard. Toh’Doma knows he deserves both adjectives. 
He bows apologetically. “Yawa, sol do. See myan blood, sil grace. Tru’y, ya bleed fo’ yonsie.” 
He shows her the pulse on his wrist. 
She once asked him how he spoke so many cultures -he told her he was the tongue-learnt of his school. She’d arched her exquisite eyebrows, waiting for more. He’d smirked: “Means ya do yapping, heartling.” She’d sneered at him and brushed off his seduction. But she hadn’t objected to the cute surname. He considers that a win.
She breathes out sharply. A puffy sound full of yielding. She brushes her wrist against his but refuses to look at him. The skin shatters into goosebumps where she touches him. He slaps the tingling flesh with a grin full of denied desire. 
“Yonsie tru’y kissful woman. Tru’y.” 
He’s not expecting anything -he just couldn’t not say it. He drives a gaze full of worship in hers, and she blushes a deep burgundy. He shivers from head to toe. 
Clatter, nails drumming. He glances down. The little bug has crept closer to the apples. He groans, tears his eyes away from Tarien. If he could have children -he would hate them. But he would not have them with Tarien. She’s lovely -but she’s still a gravedigger.
Seabirds don’t mingle with those who grow roots.
He shakes his head. “Little bug, here.” He gives her a token. “Go play some Sink or Float, see if you win enough to buy an apple.” 
She doesn’t smile. He waits dumbly with the token in his palm; sighs, sets it down. She grabs it greedily, bows in gratitude, and scampers off, quick -the wooden icon is gone as well; good riddance. He snorts and finds Tarien regarding him. He can’t read her expression, and he wonders about the man who could. 
“The world’s ending soon,” he pleads. 
But she’s the kind who breaks before she bends. 
“What do you care? Your people will be sailing for the moon.” 
The truth is cold between his ribs. 
“What about you?” 
He doesn’t know why he asks. Their kind believe different things, but only one of them can be right.
She clasps her hands behind her back, drags a pretty toe in the sand. He thinks about swallowing it, licking her clean from the grime while she tells him about her sunbaum. He knows a girl who likes that; she always reciprocates. But her eyes are green, and he likes his woman like the ocean. She chuckles -that sensual caress that she rakes down men’s spines like claws. 
“I’ll be a happy cog,” she lies smoothly. 
She winks; he grins back.
He bloats his lungs to say more -he thinks he could say something important for once – Oleor slams against the metal. His head bumps with the garlic hanging overhead, his beefy forearms in full display, arched against his stand. He looks freakishly strong, towering between the pagan charms and the jar of spices Toh’Doma bolted to the ceiling. The seabird smiles frankly, staring up at the giant with debonair flair. 
“I’ve com’ fer mi winnins,” Oleor says and Toh’Doma glances at Tarien. 
She’s walking away.
He grits his teeth, nods distractedly. “Ye shall ask Mo’Rein, he takes care ov’dat.” 
Oleor shakes his head, ruffling the seabird’s composure. “Nay, nay, m’not talkin’ bout’ those winnins.” 
Truly Toh’Doma wants to not care -deeply. But the man seems intent, and something about the tone ticks him off. 
“Aye, I seen’t. Ye mean thee turnflame gains?” 
The forger sputters his assent; the seabird takes stock of his euphoria -it stinks like a winning man. 
“An’yer bet was?” 
Toh’Doma slips a hand underneath the metal, comes back with thin silver sheets carved with code. 
The forger lifts a hand, brings four fingers down in quick succession. “Tatsu, Kierstain, Coerq, and Jorian.” He beams proudly; licks his lips. 
The trail glistens on his beard, and Toh’Doma eyes it critically; truly, why are women so fond of the brute? As if to prove the seabird’s point, the forger spits at Toh’Doma’s feet. 
He holds back a sigh. “A full bet?” He arches a brow. 
Oleor barks a laugh. “Aye, thee rest s’usual.”
There’s always one, every turnflame, that gets the order of the moonhouses right. 
The seabird crouches out of sight, digs into his tunic, and gets the key; he unlocks the small trunk he keeps under a pile of junk and takes out a golden token. He emerges, snaps a smile full of compromise at the brute. 
“Here.”
Oleor snatches it, eyes it -bites on it with a dull thunk. Toh’Doma remembers his ma telling him that stupid people aren’t born; stupid people are spawned. 
“Tis real, mi friend. Rezdia’s gold.” He flashes another smile. 
Last time was the same. After all. The Turn of the Flame often has a predictable beginning and end, and people rarely get that wrong -which is what keeps them betting. But all bets are off when it comes to the middle: depending on which Prophet donated the biggest library or built the most grandiose tinder house, denizens learn to predict whose feet they should kiss. 
And whose demise they should pray for.   
Oleor nods respectfully, cradles the golden token like a babe. He smiles. Gold has no value on Ingehar. 
“Tank ye, friend.” 
He’s looking at the token as if he could undress it. Toh’Doma nods. It’s lost on the forger. 
It’s nice, he supposes, that someone could win one last time before the gravediggers drown. He offers a grin of sympathy. 
“Mi pleasure, friend. Enjoy it.” 
He thinks of Tarien -her eyes full of promise. 
He’s never been too ashamed to cry.
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It would not be proper for Machinist Zahir to pretend he is utterly content in his position. He understands his duties and remains a faithful servant of the Grand Machine (Hail the Right Arm, for it provides. Spoken!), but some disquieted parts of him cannot help but lament the blatant laxism displayed by the Conclave. A man of his calibre, a man of faith! relegated, like a forgotten relic, to this uneducated island. This dirty slab of rock, licked and smudged by firecracker powder. He frowns at his windowless walls, eyebrows drawn into a crow’s nest. Red and grey like a disembowelled body. Marbled skin hooked and peeled back to reveal the crimson muscles and tendons slithering beneath taut skin. Glistening flesh, oozing through an ashen eggshell.
Ingehar: the open wound. 
Surely, if the Semper Engine bothered to come for an inspection, they would understand how much Zahir’s skills are wasted here. He pads around, robes trailing behind like a rat’s tail. 
He had been first in his class, after all, and had graduated with honours from the Selvetik Akademya in Rezdia. He smirks despondently, almost triumphantly at the blank abode -nods in vicious confirmation. A school that was only second to Blackfrost. It had, during the hundreds of turnflames since its foundation, produced some of the finest Machinists in modern times. He brushes an authoritative finger down the curved walls of his dome, inspects it, and finds it lacking. He huffs, crosses his hands behind him, and resumes pacing. 
Each step is agony. He relinquishes and sits on a stool with mechanical sounds of grinding bones. 
Zahir himself had been an exemplary student, worthy of the promises and ambitions his mentors had lavished upon him. He had planned to continue his studies in Blackfrost and knew only a small percentage of the Akademya’s alumni ever received a vocation to Deïrenhart and therefore accessed the title of High Machinist. 
The bend of his neck is unmistakably deeper each year, and he kneads at his nape, clutching loose skin hanging over bone. The ache is deeper, dragging him down from his knees. He leans back with a soft whine that climbs out like a rale. He is at his most pious when he chooses to be quiet. 
No such grace sunloe. 
He had not been one of the lucky few, and he had waited for the invitation that never came. He sighs (the Law will feed the many; in its Palm, they will drink their cup of moonlight and rejoice. Their hunger has turned to love, their appetite has burned to ash. Spoken. Nine Times, Spoken!).
He had thought the rules of the world simple. Obedience, he figured, bought your prestige. 
He circles his glare around his dome, like he would a fishbowl. 
At the Akademya, he learned the real coming and goings of this world. That no matter how hard he studied, Akademya’s Machinists were only patsy for High Machinists. There had only been a few examples cited in history of an outsider from the Colonies being invited to study in Blackfrost. And each one of these outsiders had, before their thirties, accomplished a great many impossible feats, written groundbreaking papers, or simply offered amazing contributions to the world. It made him rethink what he thought of Rezdia’s Machinist, who had inspired his decision to wear the purple robes of the order. A grandiose man, but not a great man, he had come to realize. And Machinist Zahir wanted to be a great man.   
In his youth, he heard only stories of Rezdia’s Machinist. It must have been, give or take, three sunbaum past his twelfth flamebaum, that was the first time he caught a glimpse of the man. 
Rezdia was bustling in some celebration or other, which in his child’s mind, paled in comparison to his recent flamebaum. But it was a Tendermorrow, of that he is sure, because his father was working yet his mother was not, and there had been effigies of the Moonchild around the city. To celebrate, his mother thought they should go see the mass at the Selvetik tinder house. 
It will be our little secret, she said, while dressing him in a stuffy shirt she had sewn together with scraps of silk. There were about fifty-seven official tinder houses scattered across the city, and many more seedy ones popping randomly everywhere, which Zahir’s father thought was plenty enough faith to go around. But his mother thought it unholy that Rezdia’s Machinist would outsource spiritual guidance. And them in the farlands? she’d reprimand her husband, fifty-seven proxies for seventy-three districts, never help where it’s most needed. And his father wouldn’t argue with her. Never, he’d just laugh. If the Holy Machinist served in our district, would ye care, about what the farlands don’t have? 
With a population of more than a million and growing by the sunbaum as more came, Rezdia’s Holy Machinist would have been hard-pressed to herd each member of his flock. And his mother took that as a personal offense to her dignity.  
He pauses. Sunloe, Rezdia has a population of roughly three thousand and fifty people, including excommunicates. Yet it is still dubbed the “hive” of the Charter, on account of being by far the most populated city. He resumes. 
But back then, at its prime, Rezdia counted no less than seventy-three districts and occupied the central plains and hills of the Brim. He had been poor, yes, but in the richest city of the Colonies. Sobriety quickly settles where there once was pride. 
An ugly, jutting frown twists his lipless mouth. If he had a sense of humour, he might find it tragically ironic that he became a bureaucrat, considering how vehemently he’d been conditioned to despise paperwork. Back then, traveling between borders required at least a sunbaum of administration. It was not worth the hassle for many, who often lived and died in the district they were born in. 
It was common knowledge that the higher your number, the worse off you were. 
Zahir had been brought up in the mid-districts, twenty-two numbers removed from the Selvetik. His district was composed mostly of grunts, people who liked straight facts and working with their hands but had not the brain for finer mechanics. His mother had not been like that. She liked sundreaming and pretty things. She always looked wistfully at the borders when she passed them on her way to work. For her son’s flamebaum, she had gone through the proper channels and obtained a  sun-permit in advance. She said nothing of this to her husband, who worked long lights and had grown weary of her antics and money-spending habits. 
She fed him poison that sunbaum.
District One had everything. The Selvetik Museum, the Akademya, and most importantly, the Grivago gold vein. He sighs wistfully, hands running down the faded filigree hems of his purple robes. Gold. Some argue it is what makes the Brim, and chiefly Rezdia, so incredibly prestigious. The rich soil is an added benefit, of course. But the Grivago gold vein, named after the one who discovered it (an ender Machinist looking for proof of an ancient civilization), is the bread and butter of every ender. It is common to hear someone capitulate to injustice by reminding themselves that “in the Brim, everyone works for the vein, because the vein feeds the organs, who feed the vein.”
Such an unfair tautology had long excused the central districts' hoarding habits. 
Like a cork above boiling water, it was bound to explode. 
Everything about that sunbaum, from the coloured clothes to the extravagant buildings dripping with gold, the silk-clad women and leather-strapped men, to the scent of fried cocosugar, yeast, and mulled wine – and finally, the powerful, holy man who had addressed his flock as if he were king - everything about it had felt like a sundream for Zahir. His father often cited that sunbaum as what ruined his marriage. After that, Zahir’s interest shifted from those similar to his father’s to include social climbing as a main point of interest. He and his mother started taking frequent trips to the Selvetik. His father could never forgive his wife and son for what he felt, acutely, to be a betrayal. 
But those things have long passed. 
The turnflames are rushing out of the old Machinist, faster than he would like to admit. The cold bothers him a little bit more every sunbaum. Cursed infiltration that rots and rusts. Hollow pipes whistling eerie, ghostly whines. There is cement pouring inside his bones and setting through the moonbaum. He can hear the cracks at dawn, like a spiderwebbed symphony of stitched-up noises. There are corners of him he dares not visit anymore. He aches in the places where his shadows dance and scream No more. They sing. And he yearns. 
Mostly, he yearns.
The source of his everlasting migraine. He cannot remember a time when he did not know pain. His yearning burns like embers in his tinder house, under the dome he so despises, where everything smells like stale seawater, the undefinable scent of dust -and bloody copper. 
He had not always wished to be a Machinist. In his youth, the prestige of the position had paled when compared to its demands. The segregation and isolation, the imposed secrecy, the strict hierarchy, and, of course, the lack of women. Zahir had always been a lover. Not a very faithful one either (he had discovered loyalty in the Akademya, and what a bounty it had been! to feel connected and welcomed amongst his peers -his equals).
Sixty turnflames ago, give-or-take, he had loved a woman more than his life, and he had made her his wife. Sweet, tenacious Yack-Tova, a provincial and delightfully innocent soul. A redkin in foreign land, she had fled from Seïndhar at the first signs of famine and settled, rather comfortably and without a hitch (might he add), in his city
One moonbaum of fervent whispers and intimate pillow talks, she’d confessed to him that she could never feel at home here. You see, she’d said, and he could admit, she’d been spot on, centrists aren’t defined as much by what they do, as by where they come from. And there was a dangerous truth to that. 
A centrist announced to the world his birthplace first. As his people often cited, blood often lies, but circumstances are what we live and die by. So there were no family names in Eïndhar, only people who shared your birthplace, and strangers to whom you introduced yourself by letting them know where they could bury you. The thought process was rather simple: “I am part of a whole amongst my people, but I am alone anywhere else”.
As far as the centrist could tell, the rest of the world was an open grave. 
And where will they be buried? was regularly asked by nameless masks of concern and fright about the aliens. It is common practice in Eïndhar to send the deceased back to their hometown, and being a centrist certainly makes the administrative process run much smoother. But what of redkins and blackices, what about those who live by bloodlines? Indeed. What about them?  
“And where will I get buried?” His wife had asked with concern, and Zahir had patted her back. 
But she had been on a warpath that moonbaum. 
“By your laws, our child will be called of Rezdia, like you. My tribe is gone, so what of me? How will our child know that he is also mine?”
He had no answers for her. Besides, he pontified in private, she acts like it is a punishment for our child to carry an ender’s name. She eats our food, sleeps in this city, and she partakes. Shouldn’t she be more grateful? But the key to a happy marriage, he had learned from watching his parents, was to never openly disagree. Eventually, she would come to see that she was being unreasonable, and then, she would be docile. As his own mother had eventually done too, when her compulsive spending had left her stranded and in debt. She had come begging to her husband, who had asked for only one thing in return for his forgiveness. Loyalty to the vein. His mother had never strayed again.  
The Machinist’s heart aches when he thinks of Rezdia, the cinched waist of Eïndhar, built like a beacon in the middle of the Brim. Rezdia had been a lighthouse in the dark, a hearth on every map (he supposes that is still the case, but he seldom gets news, and almost everyone he ever knew has perished of old age, or worse).
His wife simply did not understand. She had arrived after the Postgods Wars (never mind that she had fled her country on the heels of the Cleanse).
Indisputably, Rezdia had always been the richest city in the Colonies. Both when it came to food and opportunities. But when the draught had gotten worse, after the end of the Red Century, it had quickly become a refuge for those seeking hope. And like a diligent lover, it had opened its arms and legs and provided unconditionally and freely. 
Until there was not enough left.
It was then that the conflict started. It was not the first, he was later told. But to everyone’s relief, it would be the last. Zahir was proud to have lived long enough to have witnessed not only the last of the Postgods Wars (of which there were a total of twenty-five, how indelicate he thinks, that the bloodiest revolts in modern history can be summed up in such vulgar words) but also the Culling.
He was just a young man, at the eve of his twentieth turnflame (oh what a time, how handsome his reflection had been!), when his world exploded into violence. Soon, everything else shattered into meaninglessness.
He had seen the blood in the streets and the hunger, the true hunger, the one that resides in the heart of men, not in their belly. The insatiable stomach at the centre of humanity. The vital organ for which the Grand Machine had not seen fit to create a mouth. How immoral the absence of something can turn us. 
The stomach must be amputated. 
Poor and rich souls alike had descended upon his beloved city like rabid dogs. They had taken possession of neighbours and lovers, injected them with a diseased need. Foaming at the mouth with clashing teeth, the city had bathed in its destruction. Whenever he closes his eyes, the same image burns behind his eyelids, branded on them in an infinite loop. He watches with horror as a mother feasts on someone’s daughter, sucking on the fat with gurgling, guzzling happiness. She chews on the pulp, bright-eyed, behind a veil of divine rapture.
This cannot be faith, he had thought with a sickness in his stomach, these are desperate times, things will get better, somehow, they must!
Packed with strangers under Gorav’s cellar, he’d thought that still, sleeping supine with his father and mother, so tight to them they were almost lovers. When the men above had made the ceiling shake its dust down their faces, and they had drunk the noise, scrambled together, praying not to be found out. He had thought it still the sunbaum Gorav didn’t return: back then he still saw the shadow of the painter in every corner, and war was happening outside. To other people: not to him. And then Gorav had squealed like a drowned pussycat.
Zahir had lost his parents in rapid, quick-fire succession. No time to catch his breath. 
He had learned then some things you cannot mourn.
Only survive.
The Culling had helped, and Zahir would forever be grateful to the Right Arm and its Bellymen for their unflinching justice, which they delivered swiftly and promptly. They had cut the population by a third, then by half, and by another half, and left only those with merit. 
They had extinguished the unholy fire of war down to its matchsticks.
It made sense that the barren creatures, the darkbloods, with their pointy ears, their tails, their horns, and all manners of unsightly mutations, should give precedence to the superior species, the one still capable of reproduction. So, in good faith, the Bellymen had exterminated the vermin. 
Only fear stays the hand. The Just wage war so that blood may be unshed. Through justice, this violence will end. Fear the eldritch fiend; their blood will forever offend. Spoken!
He recites the Chart with practiced automatization. It is as soothing as a woman’s breasts. He even prefers it. He had loved a woman once more than his life. He met her after the war, both orphaned and in search of a family. He had loved her until she had died in the act of giving life. He could have mourned his wife and daughter, but the future offered no solace, no comfort. He could have enlisted in the Militia, but the sacrifices were many. His humanity, his agency, and some said even his memory. Forgetting was tempting. 
But he had loved a woman more than his life.
He intends to honour her memory for the rest of his life. Which will be soon over, he supposes. 
He does not hear the creature enter. Unnaturally quiet they are, those bugs. Eldritch abomination should have been sent to Rhoůk when it was born. Perhaps that is the reason for Zahir’s lack of fortune. He has reneged on his faith when he has allowed that filthiness to exist and sully the land. It should be put down, for its own good. It would be mercy. Spoken! But Zahir is getting old, and however abominable the creature is, some soft, shrinking portion of his heart balks at the idea of killing a child. It would be mercy, he reminds himself strictly. He thinks of his stillborn daughter. It fills him with both envy and pity. And some other, unnamed, forgotten feeling.
The creature is ugly, but it is harmless. Provided they cannot reproduce and fester, as long as the necessary measures have been taken, seelies are quite innocuous. And useful, he adds, remembering with a soft touch of dread the busy ant hive under Providence. 
Should the creature ever prove to be a danger or difficult, he could always have it sent under Providence and never think of it again. The thought is comforting, and sitting by his lit hearth, Zahir watches the little bug approach. Its eyes are downcast, as they should be. But Zahir has seen it running around, its head lifted in pride, its eyes glowing with violent intent.
That behaviour must be corrected.
He makes a mental note of paying a visit to Lorna and perhaps even recite a few verses of the Chart to her. A friendly nudge.
His flock, he finds, has no taste for it. Piety. But the headmaid is the worst of them. Oh, she pretends, but she is a repeat offender. Notably absent from satiation baums. She always sleeps in on Starlingbaum, skips Slothbaum regularly to attend “other business”, which she cites with an air of importance. And on Tendermorrow, she is a no-show. How are those who (to his consternation) respect and admire her supposed to develop a healthy relationship with the Chart, if the woman who leads them is herself a blatant heathen? And worst still, she harbours the creature.  
The fire crackles joyfully in the hearth, violet flames licking crimson walls in a violent clash of twilight. It does nothing to thaw him out, only tingles in burning awareness on his frozen skin. The mark of the creature’s evilness glows bloodshot red in the glint of the flames. Zahir lets skirmish eyes settle on the two dots of scarred, burned skin. The mottled circles on each side of its forehead, where it would have grown antennas, had it not been culled. Ugly, fiercely, and brutally crimson against the eldritch thing's pale skin, they remind him, uncomfortably, of what could have been (and of what was, before the Culling). If Zahir asked it to undress, two similarly revolting marks would be found, symmetrical, fleshy bumps on its scapulas, stumped remains of what could have been wings (Cull them if you love them, show them the mercy of its Hand).
And you will know their blood, for they will bear the eldritch mark. Beware their human flesh, for it bears no human heart. Spoken!
“Speak, my time belongs to the Grand Machine alone. Do not waste it,” he reprimands it when the silence protracts.
The creature does not flinch -cold blood in its veins. Do not mistake its eyes for mirrors; they are empty pools of horror, he thinks to himself with a chill, huddling further in his violet robes. The creature stays at the door (its brethren are legally forbidden from even entering a tinder house, lest they taint it). It lifts a bony arm, in its hands a piece of paper, clutched between childish fingers. Zahir recognizes his Lord Vassal’s sigil and sighs. He leaves his sitting position, knees protesting his weight, and tears the paper from the filthy appendages, careful not to touch the creature.
Messenger dead. Please take necessary steps. I know you understand what is at stake.
“I see,” he mumbles to himself, having forgotten the creature’s existence.
He will have to check the token, but if memory serves, Pidge had no living relatives. Zahir feels a subdued tinge of recognition pinch his lonely heart. As a fellow centrist, he regrets what he is about to do. Even if there had been surviving relatives, whenever possible, they avoid informing the families so they may not collect the pension. Whatever meal tickets Pidge did not retrieve are needed here, for the Militia and the excommunicates. And Pidge’s corpse will never make it back home. Their only independent source of food, fish, is dying, and however distressing that may be, Zahir and the Lord Vassal are practical, leading men. Ingehar will endure, the Right Arm will provide. They must hold strong in faith and action. Spoken. 
The Machinist has not communicated with the Conclave directly in almost a full turnflame. He imagines they are quite busy running the Charter and keeping civilization afloat in this tempest of eldritch barbary. Still, sometimes, alone at moonbaum, he feels his faith waver. He worries that they have been left to their own devices, that the Prophets have grown tired of ruling, and the Right Arm has grown tired of giving (aye, and we have gotten tired of grieving). Zahir shakes the unruly thoughts and huffs.
The next Turn of the Flame will be the last of nine. The Turnover. This Zahir knows with unflinching certainty. 
Because after the death of his wife, Machinist Zahir, who had settled for a peaceful family life and gotten rid of his social climbing antics, felt renewed vigour in his pursuit of power. Twenty-five and full of life, he had enrolled at the Akademya. Had it been before the last Postgods War, such a thing would not have been possible, as admittance was not decided upon merit but upon district from lower to higher number. Since there were only around a hundred and twenty available spots up for grabs, and seventy-three districts to serve them to, no one below the sixth district even bothered to take the entrance exam. 
But after the last war, the survivors were all relocated to the first five districts - the rebels took the last five, and everything in between was walled off, condemned, and declared a no-man’s land. Despite the toll it had taken both on Rezdia and on himself, Zahir attributed his misfortunes to serendipity when he received his acceptance letter from the Akademya. 
He had lost, so he could gain.  
Followed five mind-numbing turnflames of sleepless moonbaums spent studying the Chart and the Law of Plenty. 
The scripture was no less than ten thousand pages long, comprised of religion, history...he applied himself particularly in census and censorship – one cared about the numerology of bodies and species; he other catered to knowledge. In the Akademya, to even access the stage of apprentice - someone who could, in times of emergency, act as an interim Machinist when there was not one readily available - one had to have memorized the entire book and know it on the tip of their fingers.
Once he passed that hurdle, Zahir felt the rest came easy to him.
For those who had succeeded in completing the Prime Reason, the time finally came to study medicine, biology, mathematics, and politics. The next five turnflames, Zahir spent as much studying as he did socializing with what he considered to be his peers. In this new world order after the wars, it was not uncommon to see someone who had once lived in the thirty-second district eat lunch with a native blackice born in the Selvetik. This false sense of camaraderie fed into his delusional notions of grandeur.
And it was a rather harsh wake-up call when, at the end of those ten harrowing turnflames, he received his vocation in the form of a missive from the Conclave.  
Your services are needed in Frakborn.
He had waited a long time for those words. To be told what his higher purpose was. But to his dismay, his dream of being Rezdia’s Machinist, as well as that of attending Blackfrost, was shattered. 
“So many of youse enrolled after the wars, but we don’t need that many Machinists. With the declining birth rate- and I mean here we have five districts left, and one Machinist is plenty enough for that. It is not like the golden sunbaums,” one of his professors informed him to justify the measly reward for his hard work. 
When Zahir pointed out that Dolye, who would have flunked if not for his Immaculate background and his family’s hefty donations, had been appointed as Machinist of Rezdia, his professor looked at him from above the rim of his round glasses. 
“Don’t kid yourself, Zahir, you were good, but you were never great. And if this had been the golden sunbaums, when there was some real competition, you would have barely reached the threshold of mediocrity. You were lucky to even study here, you ungrateful boy.” 
Zahir accepted his vocation quietly after that. They gave him an appointment, not even in the Brim mind you, but on the Jawline with degenerate inbreeders, half of whom could barely read. He accepted his duty with spite in his heart. 
Then tragedy struck, not far from him. And once again, geographical circumstances were in his favour. 
The former High Machinist of Ingehar had passed peacefully in his sleep, from old age. His replacement came from Deïrenhart. No less than a blackice and a High Machinist to boot. A bit green but with a prestigious pedigree and a great need to please. His second sunbaum on the job, he fretted, as eager youths are wont to do, and fell headfirst into the mine of Providence. To the displeasure of his family, the body could not be retrieved from the shaft (excommunicates tell tales of a broken tin man, haunting Providence while looking for his clockwork handle, which might be partially related to the incident).
The unfortunate death left the Conclave in a pickle. As it was, no equivalently prestigious Machinists were available at this time. Well, then, they would go for second best. But the Brim could not spare any, the Semper Engine informed them. So it would have to be third best. And, the Iron Syndicate posed as a condition “someone, non-essential”.  Out of practicality, Castiel Rhea’s Lord Vassal suggested not too far. And Frakborn was close enough to allow for a short travel time, and soon to be erased from any map as it contributed nothing to the Charter. 
Your services are needed in Ingehar. 
The same stern words that the Conclave uses to distribute all its vocations. Word for word. But to Zahir’s elated mind, they had felt personally handcrafted by the Prophets for him. 
Just like that, his faith was restored. 
Machinist Zahir understands what is at stake. The very survival of humanity rests on his shoulders. And it shall not falter and fail with him. He will not be the weak link.
The scraping of cloth shoes against dirt brings him back to here, to now. The bug watches him - huge eyes, pale red, like diluted blood, too big for its face: endless wells of nothingness. Zahir’s blood runs cold with distress. He brings himself back from the brink of terror and breathes in, puffs his ribbed chest, tries to make emaciated shoulders fit gigantic robes. He fails. He is but a man, wearing a purple dress with a golden crest. He does not see that. But perhaps he senses it in the alien gaze.
“Git’ you filthy creature, this is a place of worship, not a pigsty!” 
He chases it out with wide arm movements, long sleeves brushing in the dirt and lifting clouds of dust.
You are not welcome here he spits internally, eager to be rid of this human-shaped pestilence.
The creature is gone in a blink, and Zahir deflates and sits down by his hearth. They gave him a dome in the keep, instead of a room in Ashmoth, and some unforgiving part of him still seethes at the slight. A Machinist is a Lord Vassal’s right hand, and they all serve the Conclave. He should be treated with honour. Without Machinists and Mechanics, humankind would have perished a long time ago.
He will raise his concerns at the next inspection, whenever that may be.
He looks at his humble abode. Observes with distaste the dusty red walls, swooping up into a dome. He lives in the same circular room, which he has tried to liven up over the turnflames. He has even gone as far as requesting one of Ashmoth Castle’s paintings to hang on the wall, but has only gotten a fat laugh as a response. The Lord Vassal, Machinist Zahir summarizes, is not a man of faith. He is a man of power and a man of tradition (perhaps his only saving grace).
And while he does not discourage nor renege on the Chart, he seems more concerned with practicality than he is with the Conclave’s true purpose. To spread the word, to feed the hungry, only when they have truly banished evil from their land and heart will the Moonchild return, bringing along the children! She has taken them to the sky with her, to protect them, but if only-
A hitched sigh stops him in his tracks, reverberating in the quiet like a pin drop. Zahir looks around, startled. He is alone. He is always alone. Perhaps that is why sometimes his own voice frightens him. He has forgotten what he sounds like. He lets skeleton fingers barely skim along the surface of his moonrock. It is its most cherished possession. Every Machinist’s sworn duty.
The only string left, tugging at his heart.
Deïrenhart is unreachable by boat or air. No birds fly in and out of the blizzard, so the northern land is forced to depend on Gracewalkers to deliver missives. It makes information gathering a lengthier affair than it ought to be for what is considered the “bureaucratic headquarters of the world”. 
The moonrocks eliminate the problem at the root. That is one privilege that even a pompous Lord Vassal cannot even dream of possessing. A direct line of communication with the Conclave.
My own personal moonrock.
It is proof that the Grand Machine has not forsaken them.
Practical men (like the Lord Vassal) call it a scratching post (Zahir scoffs, the blasphemy, truly some men have no shame!). The Lord Vassal has even tried to explain to Zahir how it worked, how magnetic resonance allowed for long-distance communication. Zahir is a Machinist, a man of science and faith. He understands perfectly well how moonrock functions! He does not care how. He only cares that it is an air-tight miracle, a physical manifestation of everything he has ever read or learned. Undeniable evidence of the existence of the Moonchild.
And he cares very much that only a Machinist can write on it. Spoken.
Only Zahir can read “God’s scribble” (it had once been a practical joke between Machinists; not that anyone else would understand. In moments like this, well, Zahir does not mind being alone, but when he thinks back on the academy and his peers, oh well, he does feel lonely).
But the moonrock has not been scratched back in many moons, perhaps even an entire turnflame. More than twenty turnflames with no inspections and the rare, occasional “God’s scribble”. The circumstances have taken a toll on him. He used to still get some messages through the moonrock - cryptic, succinct telegrams of encouragement, brief speckles of hope, rationed vocabulary promising soon and asking more. But now, aside from the telegrams the Gracewalkers bring, nothing comes from Deïrenhart. And still, the northern masters ask for more food, more iron, more gold, more men. But they swear, swear, they will bring back the children. What choice does Zahir have but to believe them?
I’m sure the Conclave has reunited the best and brightest Machinists of all three lands. They work tirelessly, sunbaum and moonbaum, on a solution. With so many brilliant minds, surely, we will prevail, the violence will end, yes, yes they will bring back the children!
Orgasmic ecstasy follows certainty. The same way doubt disseminates pain. 
His relief is short-lived. He lifts his hands in prayer.
Moonchild, the many have gone hungry. I rejoice in Your Light, humble and faithful servant to Your eternal Flame. There has not been rain in eight turnflames, the land has died waiting for a drink, the animals have died waiting for a leaf, and humans are dying waiting for a sign.
The silence answers him, and the old man in the purple dress looks at the ceiling, as if he could scorch the roof through and shoot his gaze to the stars.
The Moonchild will answer.
The impure will burn, and the Just will be reborn from the ashes, he recites gleefully, only four more sunbaums. Then this suffering will end. 
Soon, he thinks, soon, the Turnover is coming. Spoken!
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Pidge is dead. 
While the thought is strange and alienating, it brings no dread. People die. It happens. Every sunbaum, in fact. Several times a sunbaum. 
Just last ennead, Saskia had been absorbed in a heavy and fascinating debate about the difference between rust potatoes and seahide potatoes with one of the soldiers from the Militia, down in Mouth Bay. Suddenly, a flash, a splash – spittle-salt rain, and the soldier was gone.
Later, she found out that one of the Fortunate’s harpoons had misfired. Everyone said you could not really trust mechanics loebaum, what with there not having been an inspection for over twenty turnflames, and no less than two of Ingehar’s three Gracewalkers having been officially decommissioned. 
The harpoon had rather deeply embedded itself through the soldier’s belly button (was his name Tomslin, perhaps? No, no, she was thinking of someone else). Such had been the strength of the propulsion that it had basically slashed through his midriff like butter, neatly detaching his upper and lower parts into equal slices.
Not so fortunate after all.
Her sack of coins is considerably lighter now. Half the Sheriff’s Sectorates were at the fair, and she respects Sul-Seyo’s leadership enough to entrust them with their colleagues’ shares. The Sheriff runs a tight ship. The red domes of the keep crawl through her vision like an army of turtles, as she climbs her way back up to Ashmoth. 
Death does not bother her. It is simply a grim, albeit necessary reminder that it could as easily have been her, skewered and delivered back to Lorna in two bags. Perhaps her youth insulates her as she is not yet as aware of her own mortality as she ought to be, especially on this aging island. 
Which is why Saskia does not ponder Pidge’s demise, but rather wonders about his life, as she walks through Captown and makes her way to her jailer. She had to deliver the news to the Machinist, so he could stamp Pidge’s token. It will be sent back to his family, so they may mourn him and retrieve his remaining meal tickets. She pauses. The body itself will probably be fed to the sirens. The Lord Vassal assures everyone that the corpses get sent home, but Saskia has seen soldiers dump them down the Plunge.  
Food for the fishies, she supposes.
Even sirens can be a blessing -under the right set of circumstances. Their indiscriminate appetite makes them perfect accomplices. Once, for reasons unknown, they snubbed one of the corpses sent their way. He’d remained floating without waves to move him, rooted at the feet of the Plunge. Unfortunately, there had been witnesses to his very public, very heart-related death -the Lord Vassal and the Machinist could not claim Death by Sea. Not that time. Some suggested resurrection, others leaned towards a haunting; no one suspected foul play. She knew better than to share her findings. It took the body four moons to sink to the bottom, and about an ennead for everyone to forget about it. 
Yes, Saskia understands death.
There is something sticky about hate. Like fish glue, it stinks up the skin. A thin residual of jelly that coats, slides, and drips. It slithers within. Most hate Saskia can shrug off. Like Pidge’s disgust, it is but a pebble in her shoe. But the Machinist’s hate runs deep, and it cuts even deeper. It burns in him like bile and jumps at her throat, invisible digits clutching and squeezing out her breath. 
It chokes the life out of them both.
And leaves a bad taste behind.
Saskia also hates the Machinist. Not the way he does her. She hates him in a flimsy and reactive way, like a child loves a toy for a sunbaum. Intensely, wholly, briefly. Unapologetically. By the time she reaches Ashmoth Castle, she will have forgotten she ever hated him.
Until she sees him again.
Lorna never talks about it. Not openly. About her otherness. Perhaps she feels guilty, perhaps ashamed. Perhaps both. Most likely both. 
Those who do bother talking at her always call her little bug.
Saskia sometimes plays with bugs. Nothing too cruel, she builds castles for them and gives them invisible purple robes and swords. She does not see the resemblance. Sometimes, she peeks a glance in the sole mirror, the one upstairs, in the study. Her reflection looks human enough to her. 
But also mauled, mutilated, and defaced. Undeniably unappealing.
Not enough water to go around to take baths, so Saskia, like most, washes herself in the sea when everyone sleeps, or rather allows Lorna to tug her around and scrape her skin off. Her smell has turned acrid from the red dirt encrusted into every fold of clothes and skin. Her clothes are in tatters, held together by strings and Lorna’s sheer stubbornness. 
Her eyes are too big for her face.
They make her look uncommonly childlike, even as she stands on the cusp of adulthood. She bears colours and shades unlike humans, an array of pale pink and dusty salmon. Unusual, she will concede. Having never met another seelie, or any other like her, she is unsure whether this particular palette of colours is common amongst her kind. While it screams her difference, Saskia finds it almost pleasant to look at. She is apparently alone in that belief. Most people recoil from her, as if her otherness were a transmissible disease.
What is less palatable about her, she admits, begrudgingly, are the scars. Ugly things, red and brown, uneven and mottled. Two equally small circles on her forehead, and her ears cut in half - clipped at birth, as if in a voluntary act meant to deny the cumbersome angles that characterize all darkbloods. Only stumps -two half-moons- remain of what would have been pointy ears.
And of course, there is her blood. Saskia does not bleed red, she’s told, but pure evilness. 
But ugliness does not preclude humanity. Saskia snorts. Not that “humans” are epitomes of beauty. Not even the “Lady”, with her bald head and her wigs, yellowish, pillowy skin, and frail bones squeezed tight into rich fabric, has any claim to beauty. Beautiful is something Saskia has only seen in her mind’s eye. Reality cannot aspire to the same heights as imagination. They are not bound by the same rules.
Saskia feels human enough.
Feelings, puh, pesky things! Accessories for the rich and powerful, are you? Lorna would ask her if she could read her mind. Saskia kicks at a rock, indignation taking the smallest shape it possibly can. Quiet is the game, patience is the aim, she reminds herself, finding her centre. 
She can already see the lines of Ashmoth rising from the hill of the keep, the billows and clouds filtering out the kitchen. Everything is in order.
Nothing ever grows on Ingehar, because time here moves backward. Or not at all. 
She thinks it’s a collateral of aging too slowly, which sometimes happens when there are no children around. Time stops. 
There are things she relies on to keep track of something she can’t see. The seabirds’ arrival is one of them. 
She pauses in the middle of the only road in the keep. She stares at her destination, the doodled triangles, and narrow towers, the red stone -Seïndhar’s dirt pumping through the building’s veins. A mockery. That’s what the founder’s castle was meant to be. A bloodstain to history.  
She dips reverent fingers into her blouse -there, tucked, a blushing pink apple. The triumphant corners of her smile rake higher up her face, turning into an open book. The seabirds only come once, and this Turn of the Flame, it is on the seventh moonhouse of Lefaheim, like the last turnflame and the one before that. Much to Saskia’s regret, they never stay longer than three moons.
She polishes the apple, spying her surroundings for thievery, then drops it back in her shirt, close to her heart. It’s cold and ungiving against the flat planes of her breasts, and when it rubs against the skin, it drags and then pushes into the fat, leaving sore dips behind. She clutches it through the fabric. 
Saskia’s never had a flamebaum. Only the realisation that time was passing and a sunbaum in the turnflame during which she chose to acknowledge that. And sunloe, on the morn’ the seabirds arrived, she knows she’s been alive for fifteen long flames. 
At least, according to her calculations (there is a narrow margin of error of about a turnflame or two, she’ll concede).
The sound of her footsteps reverberates awkwardly inside the vacuum of the keep. She wonders if the Machinist can hear it from his tinder house, if he curses every step she takes, like a divine hymn he sings to himself. She wonders if he wears his hate like a keepsake -the way Gjayniard always grips his black pearl bracelet tighter when he’s lying. 
She can still smell the laughs of the fair floating on her clothes. The sand between her toes drums inside her shoes; it tickles her soles, and she hops on it like a dancer. 
Saskia likes the seabirds. 
There is something mystical about them, she will admit. Their language, for one, is made of burnt consonants and breathless vowels, almost hissed like an angry snake. The strange bones and fishnet headgear, which cover half their hair and broadcast their alienness to the world, confer a sort of divine rapture to their eccentricities.
But nothing is stranger than the very mystery of their existence. Their complete lack of ubiquity – and how they suffer no consequences for it- can be sincerely baffling.  And not in line with what Saskia knows of the world. While seabirds trade with the Charter Union, they are not considered annexes or subordinates to it. They owe no loyalty to the Conclave and the Right Arm. They live off the ocean and their trade. 
They are not in the palm of the Right Arm, where all things that exist must live and eat, as long as they work. Spoken!
Probably because they can travel the seas without mechanics. How, no one knows. She shrugs, looks around absently.
Red blisters, like bumps on flesh, crowd her vision. Dome, after dome. Empty shells of what could have been. Smooth, dark rock, like a bruised potato, slithers under her; the occasional bramble -a broken plank left to rot outside, melted into the ground. The same sky, collapsing over the sharp roof of the castle, hugging the scarlet walls. If boredom were a landscape, it would be named Ingehar. 
She almost misses it. 
An interference -at the edge of her vision, by the castle’s left flank. A shadow. 
She stops in her tracks -holds her breath.
The stranger stands tall. He is a giant of a man, covered in a dark wool mantle, frayed edges tickling hunkering ankles. He looks taller than the sky, and his shadow never seems to end. 
But if she hadn’t noticed him, she would have never seen him -the way his stance blends into the castle’s wall, as he leans near the kitchen window.  
Saskia would recognize him anywhere. 
Something is wrong. 
Spies, spies in the land, the Machinist always warns the Lord Vassal, concerns perpetually brushed away like the paranoid musings of a bumbling fool.
He has not noticed her yet, frozen as she is a few feet away from him. 
She stares at the hooded figure. The one she cannot name but with whom she is already acquainted. False intimacy, Tarien had once sighed and sobbed to Baba, the feeling of knowing someone you’ve never met -see to me? That’s love Baba, she had confessed in between raging tears. And Baba had clucked her tongue and brewed her a special remedy. 
But Saskia would know the man who walks like a king.
It’s in the shoulders, heavy with gravity, yet the light, silent step despite such a large frame. He walks like a man who holds the weight of the sky while walking on eggshells. And somehow, she knows, he won’t break a single one of them. She saw him last moonbaum, in shackles, shipping out of the Fortunate. She even bet five tickets on him.   
It is not just his height she recognizes, but something deeper, alien, and yet familiar. Someone who is out of place on this island. She tethers, enslaved to his allure. Her heartbeat calls out to him in an instinctive, spontaneous, and urgent burst that leaves her soul reeling inside her body like a ricochet.
She imagines this is what people feel when they encounter a natural disaster.
I know you, she muses in an intimate alcove, tucked between her ribs.
She could fight the feeling by questioning it -a quick risk assessment would discourage her from her next move. But sunloe, she’s been alive for fifteen long turnflames. And the world is ending in four sunbaums. 
She can’t help herself. “Are you lost?” 
Her voice echoes like a slap. As the stranger turns to face her, something flutters frantically in her chest like a bird in a cage. Her stomach swoops forward, and her breakfast almost follows.
She has ample time to regret her hasty action in the ensuing silence. It crackles like live fire, and she fears speaking again will get her burnt. As if on a tightrope, she keeps herself still and observes him cautiously. 
He did not hear her approach. Most never do. But somehow, she senses he is not most people, and catching him off guard as she did is a privilege shared by few. From his posture, she knows that she surprised him. Inside, she rejoices at his disguised flinch. Eager to surprise him, impress him.
He straightens to his full height and regards her. She cannot see his eyes from a distance, but she senses his gaze. There is something predatory about him, like a big feline ready to pounce, killing instinct coursing underneath tepid quiet. She wants to swoop underneath the roof of his hood, catch his irises in an unforgiving embrace. She notices with mute puzzlement that he wears something that looks like a mouth guard, leather gloves wrapped around dicey fingers. 
Not a speck of skin on him.
A shiver of excitement runs up her spine, the hair on her neck rising as if electrified. 
We must not scare him, she tells herself, holding on firmly to that belief.
Without a word, the tall man pivots smoothly on his feet and starts walking away, as if she had not spoken. Fleeing the scene. Her stomach plummets, blood rushing out of her fingertips. Her heart clenches at the loss of the unexpected treasure. His back is receding. 
She must stop him.
“I know who you are,” she adds quickly, breathlessly, feeling like bait.
Terrified, she waits.  
The tall man stops in his tracks. Only the rustle of fabric alerts her to movement. Faster than mortal eyes can follow, a gush of wind sweeps through her. Suddenly, he peers down his nose, his figure a shadow in the sunlight. 
Just how can someone so tall move so fast? She wonders with an embarrassing swoon. Some reasonable animal in her is scared. The rest simply doesn’t care. 
Her eye catches his left hand as it disappears into the wool mantle. It lingers there like a coiled snake, out of sight but heavy on her mind. She shivers. Did she imagine the flash of steel? Oddly, she feels no fear. Something about what he sees in her face must placate him slightly. 
His voice is like a whip against her skin, and she flinches into the pain unconsciously. “No, you don’t know me. And for your sake, you never met me.” Saskia wonders if it was supposed to be a question. “I’ll get back to work,” he apologizes next in a clipped, hushed tone.
There is something unnatural about his cadence, stilted. It sounds the way men do when they try to hide their drunkenness. There is also a warning behind it, a veiled threat. 
Let it go, or else.
But Saskia has lost all sense of self-preservation. All she has ever known is absence. Until now. “I know you’re not supposed to be here, excommunicate.” It’s spat out, as if it were left to sit too long in the back of her throat. 
He does not move. But she could swear he’s now close enough to hear her pulse. “I’m no slave.” She swallows dry nerves. Once again, he offers statements full of questions. But there is no acknowledgment. Nothing that allows for a natural progression to this conversation. 
Just dead ends. 
Then a barely there shift in his shoulders. Imperceptible, almost -the way he dances on the ball of his feet while looking as sturdy as a tree. If she were not looking so closely, she would miss it. If he does have a blade…
She must rectify. She thinks of the fishermen, when she spies them by the coast on their little boats, they sit, as if painted on the landscape. It’s a game she plays with them -who will move first? She arms herself with patience. “I mean no harm….” Her words fail her; the end of her sentence trails into nothingness.  
His head is tilted now (it makes him look strangely like a bird), in curiosity…maybe? Or maybe he is wondering where to cut for a clean kill, a little voice in her head whispers unhelpfully. She ignores it. He won’t kill her in plain sight, here, in the middle of the road. What makes him deadly is that he is not impulsive. She thinks.
Dondra and Armand’s warning suddenly springs to mind -the Sectorates' unrest as they escorted him into Providence and the word they kept repeating like a curse: renegade. Suddenly, this whole thing seems like a terrible idea. She can smell the rankness on him, the mad glint of despair, and she knows what men are capable of when there’s nothing left to lose. Indeed, this was a terrible idea. 
She squares her shoulders. “You need help. I can help.” He must be here for a reason. “I know this island better than anyone,” she boasts petulantly. Granted, if she knew of an escape route, she would have taken it by now. She eyes his size. But maybe that’s exactly what this stranger is -her ticket out. 
“I don’t need help.” He pivots away in a tone that brooks no room for argument. But his voice sounds wrong, too gruff for his anatomy. Which is an odd thought to have considering.
It is amazing how smoothly he does it, how every muscle underneath his mantle seems choreographed to military precision -how every tendon and bone bends, shifts, grinds, and stretches to his command. Impressive. Lethal. Sheathed under his cape like a blade, a weapon.  
He does not consider her a threat. He does not consider her at all, and the rejection burns like acid.  Her heart plunges like a rock down an empty well, with ricocheting sounds of hope, extinguished by disillusion. She grabs his cape before she can stop herself, tugging on the rough texture, feeling the reverberating pull. She holds tighter. 
He shifts his head, barely, and stares her down, but she still can’t see his face. Just fabric wrapped around darkness. She dives forward blindly, the threat of a meaningless death hot on her heels. “Of course, you need help.” She nods sharply. “ You’re a fugitive in Charter territory.” She arches an eyebrow. “With no boats in sight, and an ocean of sirens between you and freedom…” She huffs -resists the urge to tap her foot. “…and clearly, you’re lost.” 
There is something vicious in her tone, something she has never heard before. Greed disguised underneath a veneer of saltiness. Something haughty and manly.
She is still holding the edge of his cape and steps closer; her eyes are trained on any movement on his part. There’s a thrumming in her neck, where her pulse point is, and she swears the stranger is tracking it. She flushes. 
From up close, she notices a glint underneath his hood. It’s not a mouthguard, she realizes belatedly, a mask; gold. A mask. He is wearing a gold mask. She’s terrified; of course. But there’s something about him that puts her at ease. She licks her dry lips, her sweat and hot breath tinging her taste buds. Her nostrils flare, parched for his presence. “The way you are now, I give you maybe…a moon? Before you get spotted?” She throws a complicit glare at him to punctuate her point. 
He stares back at her as if he were the loneliest man. As if the world had only ever answered back with his own echo, and he failed to recognize any other voice. She wants to break him like a china plate. 
To him, she must become irreversible. 
Deep down, she wishes she were softer, kinder. Wishes he could hear the girl in her. But her lips tumble over words that her tongue has forked out without permission. “Lucky for you, discretion is my specialty.” She draws closer still, invigorated by his lack of reaction or any sign of dissent -whispers it with a slanted smile of mischief.
She feels mysterious as she does this, dangerous.
“So you can accept my kind offer.” She clutches his cape until the blood rushes out of her fingertips. The ache makes her feel safe. She smiles up at him with soft cruelty. “Or I’ll just scream, right now.” She imitates the disgustingly sweet tone Tarien uses to get her way.
With that mask, he could be anyone, any age. She frowns. Machin, but she hopes he’s not a seventy-flames-old man. That would be too unpalatable as a fantasy. The thought sobers her. It is an excommunicate she is talking to after all: a criminal. And who knows what he thinks of her kind. She skims a glance at the smooth, faceless mask. She’d tear it off his face if she could. 
He doesn’t back off. “I’ll move as I please.”
Interesting. He could have used brute force -he’s tempted to, she can tell. But he won’t; because she’s small. Or because she’s young. The knowledge emboldens her. “To go where? There’s no way out.” 
It’s a bravado she did not know she possessed -craning her neck to look up his hood, meeting glowing orbs of determination. Her soul resonates with recognition at the sight of a kindred soul. She still cannot discern his eyes, only the light in them. She breathes in, and it scalds into her lungs, then stews into her navel. Almost as if outside herself, she gets on her tippy toes and brushes imaginary dust from his shoulder pad, then leans against him, feels the hardness of him, lips hovering close to his face, too close for comfort.
Why are you letting me touch you? 
Her lips have a taunting edge to them. “This is Ingehar. You’ll go mad without a guide.” She rests her hands on his shoulders, and she feels them tense under her fingers, feels the corded and taut muscle, and thinks that she has never felt anything so solid before. “Let me help. I want to help,” she finishes more softly, huge eyes sincere and naked under his gaze.
Please believe me, she begs shamelessly with a look. She can almost sense his hesitation and marches on, without knowing where or why, just that she must.  
I would let him kiss me; that peculiar desire springs unbidden in her. Yet Saskia has never been interested in the act of love. Unnecessarily messy, she had always thought. 
No, I want him to kiss me, she realizes with fervent stupor, unabashed by her own growing desire. 
She welcomes the tingling and raising of hair it brings. The deliciously urgent pull of skin, suddenly too tight for comfort, too sensitive, too heated. The nerve-endings awakened, her lips burning, and her legs shaking. She feels alive.
She thinks she knows how to kiss. She got the basics down at least. 
But she never sates that particular curiosity. Never finds out if he would taste like the oily fat of ashes she smells lingering on his cape.
His voice is booming, like a distant explosion -yet seems to reach her underwater. “Is this a negotiation, or a hostage situation?” He stares down at her hands pointedly, the blanched phalanges like barnacles on his shoulder. She remembers where they are standing when the tall man breaks the silence. She blinks owlishly back at him.
How long has it been? Sweetmouths, fullbellys, sunbaums? How long were they locked in this mock embrace?
With a heavy sigh of weariness, too aged for her flesh, she steps back. She allows for the small breathing room between them, regretting the loss of closeness but grateful for the sudden mental clarity it offers. She is surprised by his admission -indeed, she thought he’d never speak again. 
But she’s also too smart and cunning to let this chance slip by. “I’m merely providing my services.” Her voice betrays nothing of her unquelled stomach. Shell-shocked, almost shy now that he has engaged in conversation, she flashes him a look of feigned antagonism. Rise to the occasion, little bug, she hears Armand’s admonishment and clings to it, like the seafloor to an anchor.   
The tall man whips his head to the side and mumbles something under his breath. She is left trying to decipher every minute gesture happening under his mantle, elusive, slippery, like catching raw fish with bare hands. 
The way he leans back speaks of relief. “Forcing is more like.” Despite his deep voice, there is a hint of uncertainty in his words, a barely-there hesitation, and Saskia sees what she has failed to notice earlier.
The tall man is shifty, but there is something else underneath. Something wholesome and precious, something rare. Could it be that the tall man is shy? 
She feels cooler now, like sheets left to dry on stone, long after the sun has set. She almost hugs herself, scratches her left shoulder instead, then digs into the meat with blunt fingers. It’s not enough to settle her. The discomfort. But it distracts her from the unrelenting assault of instincts, screaming at her to just bite. “Considering your position, I thought you’d be grateful,” she mocks. Not unkindly. 
A hitch in his breath. She’s sure of it. Soft and hissed, like she’s seen some rodents do when frustrated. He looks around -head darting back and forth- checking to make sure no one else heard them. She does not expect anyone to even pay attention. The answer lashes out like a whip. “And you should be meek.”
“Says who?” He doesn’t rise to the provocation. She huffs. “I’ll thank you to repeat that statement.”
When he finally laughs, an airy, soft thing, she could kill him. “You’ll thank me…?” 
The last strangled chuckle is full of disbelieving mirth that makes her feel self-conscious in a way she’s not used to. She rounds her vowels until they land like punches, clad in her manners. “I only meant to be polite.”
His answer undresses her on the spot. “Then you should have started with that.”
Fine. “I apologize if I’ve offended you…sir.” She should have screamed. 
“Not a sir.”
Even Ascetics, who are known for their secular patience, would wring his neck out if they met him. Oh Great Warrior. “Kind stranger,” she starts instead in a conciliatory tone, “I understand your reticence. But in truth, I don’t see that you have much choice.” 
He tilts his head, as if pondering his next meal. “Not a hostage, and not a negotiation.” He hums. “You went straight to blackmail.” 
Shame flares savage inside her, burns her to the tip of her fingers. She shakes her head. “I offered my help.” She stares at her feet while saying that. But she did. It’s the first thing she did. 
When he speaks again, she imagines that’s what rain would feel like. “Let’s settle the terms then. You want something from me; I need something from you.”
She glares at him. “Who said I want-”
He cuts through the noise harshly. “Out of respect; let’s not. You want something from me. Maybe you don’t know what it is, but you do.”
They stare each other down. She relents with a deep sigh -looks around. The keep is deserted; for now. But soon the residents will start trickling back in from the fair. She errs on the side of caution and motions for him to follow with a crooked finger, leading him to the back of Ashmoth Castle.
Like a sheep leading the wolf. 
She is surprised when he follows -feels him on her back, so close, if she halts in her tracks, she will have to peel him off. But she doesn’t question him -he might change his mind.
The heat of him is almost unbearable. It has the hair on her neck standing on edge, only to stick to the damp canvas of her nape. Goosebumps rise and fall on her skin like dunes in the sand. Saskia listens to his boots crunch in the dirt, tries to catch the echo of his breath.
Maybe you just wanted him alone, all to yourself, some awakened, dirty voice supplies.
She reaches the courtyard and twists around on one foot, swirling with grace and expertise she does not feel.
The tall man is still wearing his hood and mask, and she wonders what face he would make if he could hear her thoughts. Would he reciprocate or be disgusted by her, by her scars and her pink eyes, too big for her face? She chases that fear away. He looks out of place in this poor man’s version of a king’s courtyard.
Otherworldly, her mind whispers.
The urge for closeness comes back, ten times stronger, and she must dig her nails into her palms to resist the temptation, to quell this newborn desire for human flesh and touch.
If I don’t speak soon, I wonder what my tongue will do?
“And what do you need from me?” she supplies, hoping to jump-start the conversation. Unable to stay alone with her thoughts and risk acting without permission, she hops, then starts swinging back and forth, dancing on the ball of her feet with static impatience.
“Only what you offered: guidance.” That’s all he gives her, then trails off, and she wants to yank him back.
“Guidance?” She barks and bites now. Her patience has run out.
He nods; slowly. As if they had all the time in the world. “I’m looking for something.”
She arches a brow, tries to lure him back in. But she reckons that in another life, he would have made for a great fisherman. He could outwait the ocean itself she suspects. “Such as…?”
He seems to ponder then, and she catches a sliver of his gold mask under the hood. She has so many questions. But he’s unlikely to answer them. “I seek the hallowgraves.”
It takes her a cold fullbelly. She blinks. “Hollow graves?” She thinks of the Plunge.
“No, hallow.” He huffs, and she’s both embarrassed and vindictive. 
Nothing comes to mind -she suspects now that she is conversing with a madman. To her defense, he’d seemed perfectly reasonable until now. She nods anyway. “You’re not looking for a way out?”
When he regards her again, with cold calculation in the shift of his feet, she feels as if she stepped into a trap. “Is that what you want? A way out?”
Her stomach plummets. Of course, her reality-shaped escape plan would be a rambling fool. What did she expect? “Do you know one?” He doesn’t; she knows this with stark certainty. The dire circumstances suddenly reveal themselves plainly to her.   
She hears him without seeing him. “I’ll leave the way I walked in. As I please.” There is finality in the angle of his shoulders. She wants to soften him into a circle and then nest inside. Her chest flutters with renewed compulsion. But his next words catch her off guard. “I’m looking for empyre.”
He says it like a swearword. Then there is silence. Saskia lets the forbidden word wash over her, filling her, brimming, and bursting out laughing, both from the nerves and from the sheer ridiculousness of the situation. It crackles in the air like a lightning bolt.
Said the crazy crane to the foolish moon. Empyre, he says.  
“It's dead,” she deadpans. She almost says the word -catches herself with jarring self-discipline. “Been dead five-hundred turnflames -and good riddance.”
She watches his shoulders slouch lower, curl closer. But he’s firm. “You don’t believe that.”
She’s stripped back to truth; her voice gives out. 
It’s not that he’s impolite. It’s that he’s done away with social civility. And that’s more dangerous than any blade. 
Her huff is in preparation rather than frustration. “Surely you know that?” Her voice cracks a bit, and she flinches at her own uncertainty. She recovers, sharp fists tugging at the hem of her blouse. “Not only is empyre dead, but it is also outlawed.” She imagines she’s wearing purple robes -the scariest color she knows. “Whatever vestiges of it that remain have been hauled to Deïrenhart and destroyed. You will find no empyre in Ingehar. Only stone and iron.”
The tall man grunts…in acknowledgment, deception, disappointment? She wants to hear the panoply of his sounds, push every key, and know every song. His entire presence disappears, as if sucked into a vortex of his gravity. She misses her footing, briefly. Finds the ground to welcome her with cold, dead arms and winces as he speaks. “Thank you for your help.” His voice is tight, but his posture loose. Like someone already on their way out of the door, when the body has gone, but the mind has overstayed its welcome. 
He dips his head in a respectful bow. She must stop him.
The question has left her lips before she can formulate any coherent thoughts. “What about a hero? What if I could let you meet one?”  
The stranger tilts his head in that bird-like manner that is both surprisingly delicate and extremely unnerving. “There are no heroes in this world.”  Again, it sounds like a statement, but it could be a question. 
He speaks to her, like he would a willful child. It smarts, burns, and stretches into an ugly feeling. Her heart has become a contortionist. “I know a hero, a real hero.” The words are quick to come, and as she says them aloud, she realizes she believes them. She just wanted to contradict him. But the truth settles in her heart with a certainty born from guilt. She knows a hero. He practices no empyre and has slain no dragons, but he is bigger than life. A bard who weaves himself to glory, stitches and battle wounds like fallen friends at his side. She clings to this fantasy like a lifeline. “He can help, if you trust me to take you to him,” she offers, stretching her hand out.
Both an invitation and a solemn act of good faith.
The tall man stares at the appendage as one would a poisoned olive branch. Is the thought of touching her that unpleasant? “I don’t need help.”
She shamelessly cuts him, cannot allow the tall man to finish that thought, lest it materialize into reality. “He’s a cattail.” Another pointed eyeroll to drive her point home.
And that does it. Because he can argue many things, but if he’s looking for empyre, a cattail is his best bet. They’re the only people foolish enough to still practice it -if the rumors are to be believed. And as far as bargaining chips go -well, when is the last time anyone saw a cattail in captivity? No, they’re known to prefer self-imposed death rather than risk betraying their people. 
He observes her quietly. She barely overcomes his shrinking stare with one of her own.
For a long time, she fears he will never speak again. She fears she has offended him beyond salvation. When he does speak, something tightly coiled in her chest unfurls into a feather-light sigh.  “This cattail, he believes in empyre?”
What a strange question. Everyone believes in empyre. It is a known fact that it once existed and that it is the root of all evil. Believing is not the issue. She believes in empyre. She also believes the world is better without it. “If anyone can find empyre, it’s him,” she lies to the tall man with a nonchalant shrug, too calculated to be truly indifferent.
Nevertheless, he seems reassured by her confidence. He nods, and it’s the closest he has ever come to social interaction. She drinks his poise, files his mannerisms away, to be dissected later. Behind his flat tone, she hears the peaceful determination of someone with an impossible purpose. “Where can I find him? The hero?”
Victory springs glorious in her navel. The tall man is like putty in her hands, and in her imaginary world, she can twist him into any shape she desires. Mine, some selfishly hungry part of her hisses. “Moonloe. I’ll take you to him; meet me here at Dusklight -be discreet,” she advises.
She feels his resistance and cannot help drawing closer. She inhales him. He smells like salt, dirt, unwashed rags, and something else underneath the acridity. He smells like what she imagines lightning, firebolts, and thunder to taste like. And while she has never encountered the primestorm (she must resist signing the Tenth), she believes it smells a lot like this stranger. 
Stay, don’t go, she wants to tell him.   
“You can trust me,” she blatantly lies, not knowing who she is lying to. She hopes the emphasis of her voice is enough to convince him of her reliability.
“Trust is not a human currency.” His mouth speaks of violence, but he has not stepped back. He remains a breadth-hair away. She wants to savor him, bite by bite, get him to lower his guard, and sink her teeth into his jugular. Feel him, his essence, dripping inside her, his taste heavy on her tongue.
His words (however true they may be) hit her like a cannonball, and she cannot hide her obvious mirth and delighted surprise. Something dangerous coils in her, prancing and pouncing like the dangerous edge of a blade on tender flesh.
Not breaking skin, yet.  
She has never explicitly stated her otherness. She has always tiptoed around it, as eyes do around a nose, blindly ignoring reality. “Well, how lucky for you that I am not human then.” But it feels good to say it and find solace in it. The tall man regards her in silence. She should be afraid of his reaction. She should keep her eyes down.
She lifts her chin.
He does not move away, so his height and the gold mask are the only things standing between their lips. She suddenly has a feeling that whatever he says next will change her life forever. “Neither am I,” he whispers gruffly, voice stripped from its enamel, throat tight as if he had swallowed all the rocks in the sky.
A woosh and a breeze, and then he is gone.
Saskia lacks the time and wit to formulate a proper answer. She reaches out to stop him, but he is faster, and she blinks, chasing away remnants of what must have been a sundream. Her brain asks, and her heart soars at the denial. Reality suddenly feels colder, hostile, and devoid of any real substance or color.
It happened. 
Only when he has left does she realize he never told her his name. 
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Lorna would have her hide; if she knew; if she even suspected-
The prospect is vastly more terrifying than the Turnover. 
Hope Road unrolls past her sigh, stretched on its back lazily - harmlessly. She has to stop; she sinks down onto her ankles and glares at the dirt road with barely disguised resentment. Concretely, the steps are simple. Walk into Providence; talk to the bard; persuade him; somehow escape Ingehar. 
In truth, nothing is ever simple. 
Saskia was taught that the God of this world is a man-made Machine; a modicum of control is expressed over fate through that simple statement. She nods sharply. Thus, everyone knows the world will end in four moons. On a Slowoe. She sighs. It is a sound of grateful defeat. A knight who has not the heart for the fight. 
Who welcomes the end.  
A worm crawls past her foot; her mind absently remarks - even the best and brightest wordsmiths of the Charter Union could not find a more poetic and apt description for Ingehar than “the tired lungs of the world”. Not in good conscience. Not if they nurture respect for their craft. Ingehar is to poetry what a wheezing cough is to the speaker.
Dissonant, and always followed by long, awkward silences. She chortles under her breath. 
Ironically, that crude metaphor is the quite literal meaning of Ingehar’s name: tired lungs. 
But it hurts to laugh; truly, it hurts to breathe. She reminds herself that the duty of a cog is not to turn the gears, but to move as it’s told. The headmaid has driven that postulate into her spine through overbearing repetition — a rod the matron now hammers down whenever the crossbreed forgets its place. She brushes the thought away.
She stares ahead, latching on to the landscape as if she could peel it off -if she only looked away. It’s true at times, she grows restless with questions. Which never fails to elicit the appropriate amount of shame, something she takes as proof of some latent humanity in her. She shifts slightly -hears rustling down the bend of the road. Her mind conspires against her. 
She has never been so close to the brink, never felt so lively, so ready to jump headfirst, gravity be damned.
The ground cannot catch her.
What do you want?
Her instincts supply her with the answer. Her spirit sighs, doll-like, misshapen parts of her joining in chorus.
Another sigh. There were things she had known, without ever knowing them. She drops her head between her knees.
She’d known worth to predate birth. 
And for the longest time, it had seemed perfectly reasonable that neither humans nor darkbloods had been visited by a dream since time immemorable. She’d read those words over again, for turnflames the way one watches over a garden. With blind trust in the process. 
Until one sunbaum she’d walked over to her yard and found that one of her seeds had grown into a tree. Out of sight and all at once. 
And it was spreading, like ivy. 
Saskia likes to sundream -and this despite the knowledge that sundreaming is frowned upon as an activity. Yet the idea that sleeping could be anything more than lights of blessed dead space seems not only laughable, but also unnecessarily crowded. 
But -in light of her newfound perspective – not visited by a dream since time immemorable was the most glaring contradiction in the Chart. It rested on the base assumption that humans and darkbloods had once dreamt. Yet the prevalent notion was that they were simply not built for it. Which, if true, was a design flaw -at best. 
For creatures not meant for dreaming, mortals spent an inordinate amount of time wishing they could. 
Perhaps, like old tongue idioms of the Charter, the persistent presence of a dream vocabulary in a world where it is not needed, is a taunt to the Conclave; an unconscious form of epistemological rebellion to the regime.
Or it is as myths are. Something that survived despite the odds and therefore, was granted immortality. 
She scoffs, casts a cursory glance up and down her tattered clothes. 
Yet like a butterfly with no mouth, Saskia thinks that if she could have one thing, before the world ended, it would be a dream where, for once, she’s the hero, not the villain. 
She springs up; dusts herself off. She’s not likely to solve anything by delaying the inevitable. Her footing is assured, her step is grounded; yes, trusting an excommunicate to escape from Ingehar is perhaps a tad foolish. But then, so was founding Ingehar, everyone said so -at first. And Tema Fræïn would have never written Faunatics if she’d let bureaucracy dictate her actions.
The sound of pickaxes reaches her first -her step falters. She slows down despite herself. She can already smell Providence’s stench, wafting past the gate and down the road, warning her away. It’s just a circle, she tells herself. Just a circle. She braces; marches on. So what if nothing can sail besides Gracewalkers? The seabirds manage just fine, gallivanting around the world. That gives her pause. Since escaping had never seemed like a viable option, she’d not thought of the seabirds under such a positive light before. But Machin, that was the solution, wasn’t it? If she could trade passage on a seabird’s vessel (ship? boat? To her shame, she’d just accepted their presence on her beach with no further assumptions) that would circumvent the pesky obstacle of boarding a Gracewalker. 
She shakes her head -she can figure out the details after she talks to the bard. He’s far more resourceful than she.   
As she nears the bend, she finds the rusted gate, two soldiers ambling around it with glazed-over eyes. She stamps a smile on her face -they don’t reciprocate; it shakes slightly at the edges, and she pulls her cheeks to the point of pain. “Chores baum,” she greets with borrowed cheerfulness. 
Only one of them nods in her direction. “Reap morrow.”
She thinks that’s progress. There’s an awkward silence, and her mind reels as she looks for an appropriate segue. It can’t be too hard, she’s seen Yoroan do this a thousand times; effortlessly. “You must be tired…” That did not land as she expected. “…from all the standing.”
It’s always cold in Ingehar, but she swears she stepped into a furnace. She pulls on her collar, jerks herself back to smooth edges, arms tucked at her side. “How about some bread?” She slings it out of her sleeves gracefully, sustaining eye contact even as one of the guards grabs it roughly. 
Her palms are clammy, and she wipes them on her trousers. They step back slightly, and she scurries past them, slithering through the gate and straight into the mine. That was nerve-wracking. But, she thinks with a hint of pride, hand flat on her erratic chest, a necessary first step towards freedom.   
Beyond the fortifications lies Providence, bared to the sky like the disembowelled carcass of a fallen giant. Her shallow breath rasps up her throat, clenched by fear. She finds the Sheriff with her eyes -the smooth copper skin of his bald head, jagged by crimson tattoos. His deep, black eyes settle on her a beat longer than they should; he narrows them. She keeps her step even and stares ahead. 
The sight of the mine makes her instantly nauseous. The ugly hole extends for hundreds of miles, and its inner walls are littered with platforms. On every platform, men, like working ants, crawl up and down, laboriously drilling a hole through Ingehar, like a Grand Machine-given right. She would never dare a peek at the bottom; she's already fearfully watching the horizon crumble to human greed. 
Every time she sees it, the sheer size of it puts into perspective the boundaries of her world. 
She never knew she was so small.
The sound of pickaxes clangs against the rocks. It echoes like a thunderclap up the funnel and clashes against the stale, windless climate with dull anger. She drowns in the whisper-like grunts of hopeless workers, and still, she notices the quiet orderliness of it all. 
Some of the excommunicates pass her by; they look through her. She swallows bile, tries -and fails -to ignore them, to look away. But no matter where she lands, Providence stares back at her. Around her, backs like turtles, either charged with bags of dirt or stuck in perennially rounded crouches -broken shells crawl ordinately from one task to the next. The sight of their hunched backs stabs agonizing jabs up her neck. She holds her breath to survive the onslaught of perspiration mixed with dust; the lifeless, pasty, grey golems with vacuous spaces instead of eyes. 
She halts; she must. A quick glance back confirms that Sul-Seyo is still firmly surveying her. The Sheriff does not much like interference on his territory. A stark flash; a vision of her throttling him until he turns purple spears through her brain. Then it’s gone. The excommunicates trudge along, bending around her like a river around a rock. But they don’t see her. It’s as if someone turned off all the lights and left an empty house instead. 
They appear to be standing purely out of habit, rags falling over bone-shaped limbs, skin pulled so tight, eyeballs receded into empty cavities. What is left of their lips is a paper-thin layer of skin, stretched taut above rotting teeth. Smiling skulls, with smirks ready to snap back into a frown at the mere gush of wind. She shudders. Such a bleak example of inhumanity. Awareness creeps up her neck as the Sheriff burrows paranoia-shaped holes in her back. 
Saskia has seen, by now, many corpses. Such was her childhood, fraught with the knowledge of death.
And the excommunicates remind her of that. 
Death on a leash. 
She gulps, and she knows the Sheriff can see it, taste it. A rank, bitter terror lingers on the back of her tongue, and every step is like dragging stones. She gathers enough strength to look back at the apocalyptic fray -her gaze lands on the one-legged cattail. Hunched forward into his task, strong arms coming down with rhythmic repetition, pickaxe slamming against the rock with deafening finality. Matted in dirt and dust, his once fiery-orange mane has turned a colourless brown, whiskers looping sadly around his mouth, his tail swishing back and forth by his knees. But he is humming against the repetitive sound of men working aimlessly towards their death. Armand is humming. 
In a world of grey, he appears red and throbbing with vital energy, like a beating heart.
Back when she met him, Saskia had been instantly charmed by the rugged cattail. But the same could not be said for him. 
She approaches him cautiously, testing his focus. His tail is still, his movements uninterrupted -but his whiskers shake, just a bit. He heard her coming. Dropping the pretense, she swallows the last few steps, half of her attention still on the Sheriff’s heavy scrutiny. “Tal,” she greets, waiting for him to acknowledge her. 
He straightens, pickaxe like a cane by his flank, and wipes the sweat from his brow with a shirt drenched in dust and effort. “So you met him?”
She sighs. “Bold of you to assume.” It’s a matter of principle; he knows, she knows, what else is there to say. The Sheriff hovers at the edge of her vision, and she frowns, pushes breath out to repel the stink.  
Armand shrugs -a flash of pain crosses his features, so brief it could be an illusion -leans back against a boulder, the curve of his shoulders streaked with thick veins. He strains against his limp, hitches his wooden leg on the boulder. She watches serenely. He grunts when he’s done and cocks a brow. “He’s absent, you’re here -I can intuit the rest.” He lifts a hand. “And before you ask, my answer stays the same; stay away from him.” 
She won’t huff; that would make it easy on him. She tames her irritation with soft coos and joins him on the boulder, crossing her ankles with deliberate nonchalance -she checks that the sheriff is where she left him; her skin crawls at his uninterrupted focus. “You don’t even know what he wants yet.”
With a throwaway glance at the Sheriff, Armand lets his gaze travel over the wretched scenery, then through it as if he were ripping through paper. His voice is a locked vault. “I don’t need to. I know enough about his kind to be forewarned.” His scent invades her, chokes out the acridity of the environment like a brazier. “Little bug, that man will be the death of you. That man will be the death of us all.”
She folds her hands together, chin jutting out. “Look around you, Armand.” She drops a sigh like she would an ace. “I’m leaving. I’m leaving Ingehar. You can come with me,” with narrowed pupils, she follows the Sheriff as he circles his kennel; barks a few orders -she lowers her voice, “or you can stay here,” she finishes simply. 
She feels that she burned faster than her fifteen turnflames. 
He hums. “Bold of you to assume he can help you with that.” He shuffles on the boulder until he can straighten his limp; his tired warmth seeps through the barrier of their clothes like spilled tea. She wants to lean into him until he chases the cold away.  
She snarls an ugly smile. “He’s the only one who’ll try.”
He doesn’t falter under the accusation; if anything, his stare turns distant. “It’s because he has nothing to lose.”
“And I do?” She can’t stand the pity in his eyes -she tears away with the sound of ripped flesh; finds the mine groveling to the sky. “I want to see Castiel Rhea,” she promises unflinchingly.
His weary smile is too insulting to bear. She clenches her fists as he grumbles his nonsense. “Things aren’t better there, you know?”
She shrugs; unhooks her muscles like she’d hang her fishing rod after a long sunbaum. “Things aren’t better anywhere.”
Sul-Seyo whispers furious hisses at his Sectorates; she thinks she might be out of time soon. Armand’s hot breath tickles her neck, and she finds him close enough to count his eyelashes. “Don’t mind the Sheriff; he’s just fretting.” He chuckles in tender mockery. “Would have made for a great kialen if the desert people weren’t so rigid about their warrior customs…” he remarks absently-she thinks he’s talking to himself. Dragged out of his thoughts by her questing look, he takes pity on her ignorance. “Kialen means…” he stops, his face grows wide with frustrated knowledge, “I suppose in the common tongue it would mean wife.” 
He shrugs apologetically. She nods but keeps her voice out of reach anyway. “He’s one of them now.” There is an air of grave sentencing on her face, and it crumbles to shame when Armand shakes in quiet laughter.
He sees her unhappiness and nudges her until her nose uncurls. “I bleed for you, bug, if it grace. I only laughed because-” he turns the words over in his mouth before he delivers what’s left, “-because I suppose you’re right.” He pats her head. “He’s one of them now.” 
When she first met Armand, Saskia was not as familiar with the island. The boundaries of her universe existed solely between Captown and Hope Road, where her whole world had been relegated. She nestles against him. “Your people fought back; they’re still fighting.”
She feels the vibration of his voice as it travels up her skin in ripples. “What’s left of us, yes. But it costs us dearly -if a cattail dares one step out of Dauze Caillard, they are hunted down like beasts. And seelies…well, if you think Providence is bad, you should see what they do to your kind. You may not be as free as you wish -but you’re freer than most.” 
She wants to argue back, but nothing she says would sound half as clever. And it was always like that, between them. When she’d approached him, at first, he’d shown no sign of awareness. He remained focused on the rock he was breaking as if it held the mysteries of the universe. And all sunbaum long, he would hum. Clear, deep bass, kind voice, soothing, and with a dominating, no-nonsense streak -she’d sit close by, trying to untangle it. She suspected he noticed her earlier -as he rarely, if ever, missed anything- but it had taken him almost three enneads to address her. 
She hides in his sleeve, inhaling him until her world narrows to his touch, his presence. His gravity. “Do you remember when we met?” She spies him from under her lashes; follows the cliff of his chin upward, to his wisdom-stained eyes. She points to her left, at a forlorn, caved in corner. “Initially, I would sit at a distance and shyly spy on you.” 
The chuckle bursts out of him with a jerk. “Mmhh, and the space between us became progressively shorter over the following moons.” They bask in each other’s amusement.  
Until she was only a breath away. 
She would come bearing gifts. Stolen loaves of bread -every theft earned her a barrage of slaps and kicks, until she learned to hide it better -for the guards, who would chomp it down in exchange for turning a blind eye to her interferences. And fish heads and beets -which she concealed in a bundle of rags and hid under a rock in the cattail’s line of sight, right before she left- for Armand. 
“You took the gifts,” she reminds him. This encouraged her courting, but he continued to ignore her for the most part. By the time he spoke to her, he could have said anything, and she would have fallen hook, line, and sinker. Her accent back then had been as thick with ignorant chewing as the poor folks who raised her. It was a point Armand insisted on that she speak “proper”.
 “I’ll teach you, of course. But you will have to commit to the task. The way you speak announces to the world who you are and how you think of yourself. To speak your mind with clarity shows you think highly of yourself; and you do, don’t you?” 
No one had ever asked her that. But she would have agreed to anything. Really. She didn’t mind. Forever patient, forever amused, his rugged hands had gently led her. And she had learned to love him for that, of an unconditional love that ignored boundaries, rank, and heritage. A love that ignored politics.
“I was starving,” he admits after no one has spoken for a while.
She smiles in the crook of his arm. “I know.” She settles back into her pride, straightens her spine until she’s smoothed out the folds. “And you were lonely.” She pauses. “But mostly, in your own way, you were fighting back.”
At first, he’d asked very little of her beyond the pleasure of her company. She had drunk that genuineness with guzzling eagerness. When the requests had started coming, it had escaped her notice, gift-wrapped as they were in a game-shaped box. 
She feels him flinch -then rigid. She sighs. The Sheriff has his hands full marching his dying troops to their death; she speaks clearly, but soft enough to pretend words can’t hurt. “Armand, are you part of the Rust Rebels?” She dives into his eyes and finds resignation; but no guilt. 
He had dared her, implicitly, to break into the Lord Vassal’s library, back when Lorna’s heeding held her back still. “I trust you would not, you are smarter than that.” Then he’d patted her on the head. When she had done it, he only said, “I trust you covered your tracks, you know I taught you how.”
He rubs a palm, up and down his face; she suspects he’d reach for his pipe if he could. His shoulders sink like anchors. “No, little bug; I’m no rebel.” Disappointment crushes her –“But I am a collector of information.” And then as if it mattered. “Of memory.”
Back then, it had started almost by mistake. Almost. 
She was loitering around Providence, as he tried to skip work and enrage the Sheriff. “Life here is so dreadfully boring, it almost makes you think fondly of the ennead suicides by the Plunge. Just to have something to talk about, you know?” he’d joked, pausing for her laugh before he’d segued into the real heart of the argument. “Perhaps I could tell you a story, I know plenty. Would you like that?” he’d teased, posing his bait under a bush and waiting. Saskia had been none the wiser. 
“Really?” she’d asked, innocently.
“Do you know any stories?” he’d ignored her question with one of his own. She had a serious think on the matter and sighed, an adult sound that sounded misplaced coming from such a small frame. 
“I know some fishermen’ tales.”
“And you know Ashmoth, I’m sure. A bit of gossip in my old age,” he’d praised her. 
It had started like that. Innocently enough. Then it evolved into more complex espionage. 
“Would you like to learn a neat trick?” Armand had once suggested. He taught her how to read letters without breaking the seal of the envelope and proceeded to educate and discipline her memory into an infallible tank of knowledge. She would repeat the content of what she read and heard, word for word, along with a plethora of personal and pointed observations. 
“You did good, you always do, little bug,” he would reward her, and she would preen and lighten up under the glow of his approval. 
Life was but a game for Armand, and she merely felt blessed to be a participant in it. 
She squeezes herself against his hip until she can climb into the dip. Suddenly, she’s gripped by the irrational fear of loss, and she looks up at him, unmoored.
Faunatics: A Glossary will tell you very little about cattails due to their secretive nature. Regardless of what Fræïn had to say about cattails, it is clear she never knew Armand. If she had, she would not say of cattails that they resemble humans. 
No, she wouldn’t indeed. He falls into her without speaking, this bear of a man, collapsed on her shoulder like a landslide.
As far as gradations of humanity are concerned, Saskia is certain most inhabitants of Ingehar would not rate higher than a cockroach. Whereas Armand is a being of an extricate level of moral high ground, a creature rooted in spiritual companionship to whom compassion is a boundless gift. Yet one to whom forgiveness comes slow, if it ever does. 
She nods up at him, at his smile, his hands ruffling her hair, the pressing questions behind his eyes, waiting for permission to cross his lips. 
Not for lack of compassion but rather for an overdose of it. Such is his empathy that absolution would represent a betrayal in his eyes. Suffering must be equally imparted. If one seeks to abscond from their moral charge, Armand will find it reasonable that they should have their leg cut before being put back to work. 
Equality in the grand scheme of things is a game of tit for tat.
His stoic brand of justice appeals to Saskia, whose body flushes with excitement. “He’s looking for empyre.” She’d planned to tease curiosity out of him before she quenched it. But now that she said it, she doesn’t regret it.
His sombre posture darkens further, fingers like scalding iron around her shoulders. “And you told him it was dead.” 
Her first instinct is to lie; her second is to run. She cranes her neck, sweeps a cursory glance over Providence and its overbearing Sheriff. Some delicious parasite of excitement has coiled around her ability to smell danger. She nods slowly. “I told him there was no empyre in Ingehar.” It’s the truth, but the guilt stays unspoiled in her chest. 
He presses into her. “You did good, little bug.”
There’s no point in delaying. “I also told him I’d help him find it.” 
She could braze fish in the broiling silence. She waits.
“And why would you do that?”
Excellent question. She wets her lips to help the next words slide out easier. “He’s looking for the hallowgraves.” She pretends she’s not searching him like a map. At worst, if Armand refuses to help her, she might be able to extract some useful information out of the bard. Her focus is rewarded.
His breath hitches -barely -and his tail stiffens, before domesticating itself back into compliance. “Are you sure that’s what he said; those are the exact words he used?” She chokes under the pressure of his stare.
With great difficulty, she swallows the saliva flooding her mouth. “I’m certain.” Every word is a shard of glass on her tongue. She swallows with another painful drag. “Will you help?” It squeezes past the fist of her throat and lands awkwardly at his feet.
Mercifully, he picks it up. “I’ll meet with him. Moonloe.” 
Something loosens inside her, some deep-seated panic she hadn’t dared name. “At the firstlight of Low Twilight, at the lodge.”
He smiles wide and cruel at her treachery. “I suppose I don’t have to tell you that discretion is paramount.” 
She rolls her eyes; regrets the childish outburst. “You always do.” 
He grits his teeth, clear irises brimming with unsaid things. “Yet you never listen.” 
She wants to wipe his disappointment away. But he’s wrong. All she ever does is listen.  
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She should have accounted for Lorna. 
Supper -usually so full of promising gossip, tidbits of chewed-up information (which could be true but are always tangled with petty fabrication)- has turned into a tedious affair. The stuffiness of the intimate “ballroom” suddenly feels suffocating. On the other side of the room, Saskia can see Lorna rubbing her eyes. The crossbreed has noticed that the headmaid’s eyesight is slowly but surely declining. That decline only gets steeper, especially under the strain of a candlelight supper. The woman is discreetly leaning against one of the curtained walls, unbothered for once by the red dust that clings to them.
Be it that she could hang herself on the curtain or turn blind as a bat. Saskia chastises herself instantly. It’s not very pious of her to have such unmerciful thoughts about her caretaker. But -and yes, she knows Lorna would reprimand her, no butts, she’d say, either you say something, or you don’t -Midlight is fast ending, and they’re locked in an argument while locked in a room.
An uncomfortable place to be. 
From where she stands at the other end of the table, Saskia has a perfect view of the Lord Vassal. Chief of table -facing her -as if he were dining her. She glances at the back of the Lady’s head with barely disguised spite. I shall know no hunger, she tries to remind herself, absently snacking on waking sundreams of her future encounter with the tall king. She imagines there are reasons for her instant and unshakable distaste of the Lady, chief of them all, perhaps, if she were honest, might be jealousy. Not of the Lady’s position, rather, of the undying, unflinching love Lorna has for the one she calls “my little bird”.
Bird eats bug.
Softly, she scratches her thigh, rubs it, then pinches it -to stay awake. There’s this pit of despair gnawing at her empty stomach, this terrible fear that the tall king will not show moonloe. She tears her gaze out of the wall she drove it into -nostrils flaring, suddenly drowned by a heavy coat of dust, and the lingering aftermath of the keep’s soup. Saliva pools in her mouth; she swallows it back with quiet frustration.
Flanking his master like a loyal pet is the Machinist. He drinks his soup. She doesn’t let her gaze fall on him, doesn’t risk his ire. But she’s grown up watching him eat, and it’s a picture she’ll not soon forget. 
His long purple sleeves, folded around his wiry wrists, with the moth-consumed edges, frayed and sewn into a field of stitches. His robes always tucked around his feet like a tail, in a swirl of greying purple fabric. 
But appearances lie. She knows, from doing his laundry, that the cloth is rigid and scratchy from misuse, encrusted with sweat and dust. And he always plows through his meal, lapping like a gleeful dog at his plate. He was born hungry and has remained toothless.
He does not know how lucky he is.
He is exempt from the necessity of meal tickets. The Law states that by his very presence and existence, he contributes. She chances a skirting glance at the man. He makes the Charter clean again. Purified from filth. It is never stated aloud, but Saskia understands that the filth they are referring to is herself. 
She checks her nails -Lorna had her scrub her hands raw earlier, and they still feel tingly. Normally, she would have protested. But sunloe, she’s the one with secrets. She smiles quietly to herself, clenches her fingers to enjoy the burn. The pain will pass. 
The headmaid is not omnipotent. Not anymore. 
The rustle of Lorna’s presence glides through the room as she refills the wine, and Saskia sheepishly steps forward to do the same on her end. The glass pitcher feels fragile in her hands, as if it could break like a centerpiece; and the cloth would bleed red, and the food would be inedible, but the masters would keep eating with bloody crunches. She squeezes and focuses on the soft sloshing of the wine. She stops by ear. One smooth step back, as far as the wall will allow. Holds her breath -afraid someone might hear her thoughts. 
She was born in danger, so it stands to reason that she would gravitate towards it.
Without a word, they both step out of the ballroom to refill the decanters. She trails behind the headmaid with urgent silence and a pressing stride. 
Lorna shakes her head, her unruffled bun and stern nape barely shaking with the movement. “Don’t.”
Saskia bites her lips to the marrow. “It’s not fair.” So what if she took a small detour to the mine? Should that truly deprive her of her fair share of cherry wine; possibly, the last “last rite” of Ingehar? 
That earns her a slap. Lorna’s eyes are bright with frothing anger. She pulls her apron down; smooths it. “Discipline doesn’t need to understand. It won’t lie, won’t hold yer hand. Stick with it, and it’ll stick with you.” 
Saskia huffs but hobbles behind, greets the cooks quietly, and refills the wine. She ponders her options. Lorna does not think in terms of unfairness, but in shades of circumstances. Inevitable pain is just…pain. Anger is just crying with no tears. Everything else is disposable desires. 
Some might infer the purest form of love from her actions. Her decisiveness, like sharp canines, bears the kind of infatuation that leaves a mark. 
They exchange a pregnant glance of near-compassion. A firm hand is what is needed. Someone clever enough to guess the direction in which the gears of this world are turning. But not so clever, they nurture any ambition beyond that of a cog. 
Someone clever enough to know the Grand Machine cannot be stopped. 
They march back into the pressure chamber of the ballroom and take their respective positions.
She observes the matron, for once, detached from her own fear. Lorna is one of the few people of her acquaintance unfazed by lore. She has tried to teach some of that pragmatism to Saskia. The headmaid ratifies the mundane; she edifies with her fists. She is a person who was untaught to love. For whom attachment without a grand cause is profane. It is her life’s purpose to correct Saskia’s foul nature.
She applies blind dedication to the task. Saskia’s gratitude stems from that. From the exclusive nature of that impulse. 
And she considers Saskia to be the most dangerous kind of clever any woman can be. 
In the Jawline, they say, “the clever woman thinks she deserves better. The smarter woman knows she is owed nothing”. 
Lorna has lived firmly by that principle of hindsight. 
Saskia, in contrast, is a new breed of cleverness. A form of relentless intelligence.
She knows how to sundream awake.
Even the knowledge that the smallest transgression could have her hauled to Rhouk enthralls her more than it discourages her. She has only heard rumors of the many crossbreeds kidnapped (no, not kidnapped, rightfully rehomed. It is the word people use, as if those children had been accidentally misplaced, and were just now being returned to their rightful owner).
Darkbloods only have one owner.
The Conclave.
The very mention of the name incites in her a fright without parallel. 
This island holds no love for her seelie nature, but they cherish, despite themselves, her human counterpart. She is halfway deserving of dignity by blood. Some nameless father left her with that gift, after killing her mother through childbirth (she was just a seelie, Saskia, no one of note, Lorna always dismisses her curiosity).
No one will miss her, is the underlying message.
The things she knows about her mother are few. She was a seelie, and Saskia carries her namesake (let it be enough, Lorna has once warned her in a tone of stern finality).
A racked cough rudely interrupts her train of thought. Her eyes flash to the Machinist, quickly fleeting forward to avoid crossing him, and settle on the only king she had ever known, before the tall man arrived. 
The Lord Vassal does not take note of Saskia observing him. He never does. If he had, she suspects she’d be dead. 
His apathy toward her existence has left the Machinist of Ingehar in a difficult situation. Unbeknownst to her, Saskia has almost been reported twice by the man. But while his principles compel him to inform the Conclave, his cowardice makes him loath to ignore the chain of command. The Lord Vassal may be a fool, but he is an Immaculate. What would happen, Zahir has often wondered, if I were to bring his anger down on me? Despondently, he has stayed quiet. It’s the woman, he thinks surreptitiously at the headmaid, she’s got him like a pet.
And what are the people to do when the head looks the other way?
In the hush of the ballroom, the Lord Vassal’s unfocused gaze skirts by Saskia. She watches his vacant eyes, how they follow his silver spoon (no wooden spoon for the Lord Vassal, of course not) in an almost mechanical way.
He makes her think of those trinkets the seabirds sometimes have, with their clockwork handle. You wind them up, let go, and watch the toys unravel into an imitation of life.  
His gossamer skin is marred by a beautiful array of blue and pale purple veins, deep-seated eyes of a profound dark, that do not catch light but repel it. They swoop down into a thin nose, with delicate, burgeoning nostrils, a barely-there flare to the straight, noble line that points staunchly towards a severe, inflexible mouth. 
Saskia has often compared herself to him; wondered if he was what beauty aspired to. She goes to grab her left shoulder, thinks better of it -Lorna is always watching for a fault. Does the tall man find her beautiful? 
She thinks not. Not unless he thinks her powerful. Discomfited, she returns her attention to the Lord Vassal. 
Long, dark hair falls like liquid ink around his sharp face.
They are longer than Saskia has ever worn them (yer a boy, Saskia, you must always be a boy. Do y’know just what happens to darkbloods when they born with the wrong bits? Neither do I. But there are places in Sol-Vaun where they’ll put you to work, and you’ll regret ever being born, Lorna always reminds her while angrily cutting her hair).
She envies him that coquettish privilege. 
It is not the only indication of his vanity. Her eyes roam over him like a curious fly would hover around feces. 
He owns the smoothest silk robes. Those, she is not allowed to wash. Only Lorna can, and she does so twice an ennead, letting the material run through her fingers like sand through lightglass. Saskia’s learned true reverence from watching Lorna worship her masters, the way the Machinist has never loved anything. 
Do powerful men know that they wear their servants’ love as crowns? 
She holds back a sigh. They flow like water around his tall form: the sleek, velvety robes. Closed with a sash around his waist, a flimsy, see-through piece of purple fabric, which serves no apparent purpose, besides aesthetics. Maybe she does not need to change skins, maybe she only needs to change the clothes that cover the skin. Those dressed in gold are never called ugly.
Why are beautiful things always loved so dearly? Or is it that being loved makes them beautiful?
Often she has wondered, tried to imagine the Lord Vassal, pompously charging forward, purple sash in tow, slaying a drake with silk and satin.
It would be comical if it were not a feat larger than life.   
Saskia observes the Lord Vassal with unbridled curiosity, daring furtive glances. She wishes not to be him, but she envies him his power and prestige -his freedom. He is hawk-like in appearance, sharp in the face, and boar-like in stature, with wide-set shoulders, trunk-like thighs, and a veiny beef-cut neck. His lips are stained with purple, the rare smiles that sometimes grace them revealing charcoal-smudged pearls.
When he smiles, it looks like he has swallowed the moonbaum sky and regurgitated it, bringing with it the stench of death.
Dreameater, flashes through her mind. 
Saskia has heard that word used in the most disparaging ways. Anyone who deserves such a title is below dignity, below honor. One sunbaum, when Yoroan and Gjayniard thought they were alone in the kitchen, she had heard them refer to the Lord Vassal as such. When she had asked the fishermen what it meant, they had only told her that it was someone who “S’gone a bad way, Saskia,” Dondra had said while shaking his head in deep disapproval.
The Lord Vassal does not look lost, just absent.
He is a man with no hunger, Saskia reflects as she observes him.
He is a shell, playing whatever role was hoisted upon him, but he feels nothing. Aye, she realizes with an unsettled clarity, he is a man with no desires.
She watches his purple lips, his black tongue, his black teeth. As if he was punched several times, straight in the face, yet he cannot feel the pain.
And it is not the scent of blood on his breath. It’s something cloying and forbidden, something she’s smelled sometimes, in the locked drawer of his desk. 
Dreameater, she decides then and there, means a human with no hunger, a human who feels nothing.
Whatever he hides in his study, and consumes that makes his lips purple, she can tell it eats back at him. It takes bites out of his soul. 
She hasn’t eaten her apple yet. She’s been savoring the thought.  Very few things are ever hers, so she’s never thought about sharing them before. But the tall king might appreciate an offering at his altar -even he cannot be impervious to flattery. Against her budding breasts, the fruit feels heavy with Woe. 
She clutches her hands behind her back; squeezes tightly. The apple bounces against her heartbeat, jolly. 
But in the ballroom, she is amongst shadows. Only visible under the light. 
Preying eyes climb up the neck of the woman in front of her.
The Lady, for her part, lives in a world of her own making: for all Saskia knows, the “Lady” might think the crossbreed an apparition, or a memory. She wears her husband’s color, like a proud blackice, Saskia notes, drinking the crisp, diaphanous mauve of her corset, threaded with dark pearls. Almost prophane, against her peach skin and pale eyes. 
But her lips are powder white and smudged with pink, her teeth, like ivory. The Lord Vassal is a big man, and the “Lady” is pale and frail, like a little bird, tweeting and chirping sometimes, when asked an opinion. Truly, they are mismatched. And while the Lady carries a brand of insanity in her pale blue eyes, her smile (often shaking and hesitant) is genuine.
For now, it would seem, her existence is sheltered.
Saskia understands that safety alone is not enough. She wonders what Lorna plans for the short time left. And what would Saskia have done without her benefactor? Nowhere would they hire a darkblood, however skilled the lad may be. Her future holds no promise, only the mental anguish of uncertainty. Without Lorna, her destiny would have been in Providence.
Or worse. 
The same old tired litany cackles inside her throat, like an unswallowed rock, and she sways on her feet. Lorna throws her glare from the other side of the room. Saskia hopes supper will be over soon, as she has never, more than right now, despised the ridiculous tradition that forces them both to stare at people while they eat. As if adding affront to injury, it is not enough that half the world is starving. It must look at its own demise and be grateful for the privilege.
“The drill? Any progress on it?” The Machinist’s croaking voice pulls her out of her thoughts.
He speaks with the bone-grating chill of metal scratching metal. Every word is followed by an answering shiver. Saskia watches the Lord Vassal eat his soup: he plunges the spoon in the liquid, brings it back up to his mouth, and then swallows. The same exact movement, not a breadth of difference.
Like a wind-up doll.
He meticulously swallows and sets the spoon down. “I assumed you would have gotten news through the scratching post?” Men with crowns often answer people with questions, and it is most irritating. If she were the Machinist, she’d be rightfully outraged by the slight. 
Nevertheless, she perks up. 
She has been diligently reading the Lord’s correspondence and reporting back to Armand. The bard is particularly interested in this “drill” which he thinks is something nefarious. All Saskia understood from “cutting cost”, “no manpower needed”, “severance procedure”, “fully automated”, and “blatant incompetence” was that powerful people were having a turf war, and they had chosen her island as a pissing ground. But so far, it is nothing she needs to concern herself with. Still, she so likes to please Armand, so she listens attentively, breathing slowly, imagining she is a fly on the wall. 
The Lord Vassal’s spoon clatters against his plate, and Saskia feels a surge of cruel satisfaction at the Machinist’s befuddlement. Serves him right! She holds no love for him. Only a cruelty born from a desire for acknowledgment. As she is, she is powerless. And she so enjoys watching him squirm in his chair. Have him taste the hate and spite he so gratuitously distributes.
Saskia is small, but there are men, grandiose men, who, upon closer inspection, are smaller than her.  
The Lord Vassal always seems insensitive to the emotional nuances of speech. He does not speak; he only repeats sounds.
The Machinist’s expression betrays his irritation and wounded ego, but he disguises it under a light throat clearing. “Well, as you know, there are many complexities to the moonrock, some of the messages can sometimes be up to interpretation.” The wounded man wipes spittle away with a cloth. “And well, some argument can be made, that well, the moonrock should not be used over trifle matters, only as a grasp to the divine,” he argues, clearly uncomfortable.
The Lord Vassal only observes him, expressionless as always. “I do not argue the theological. As you know, I meet with the Fortunate only once an ennead. The Right Arm does not mince its words, but it is certainly not under any obligation to answer direct queries. It is not the place of the subjects to know, merely to obey,” he points out tonelessly.
The Machinist swallows uncomfortably, fidgeting under his purple robes, and then, almost fearfully and obligingly, tucks his thumb into his right hand, and slides four fingers across his mouth laterally - swiping across his lips in a forbidding brush. Then he cups his mouth in repentant silence.
A symbol, or a shortcut to penance. He signs the Tenth.
She hides a sneer.
She knows the Chart better than he does. After all, to truly be in line with tradition, one would have to slash each of the nine fingers of both hands, one at a time, across the mouth. And - she reflects, finger itching against her thigh - one should always start from the right pinkie and finish before they reach the left thumb; the unlucky finger. 
Still, she’ll concede, there have been some regional variations of the tradition as well. In some remote regions of the Quagmire, some have been known to finish on their right pinkie -the horror.
To her own shame, the mind is known to wander. As they cover their mouth, an individual might be thinking about any number of mundane things. Ranging from should I kill my wife? to where did I put my good shirt? But, ideally, in a perfect world, a person would fervently be reciting:

Under the moonlight,
I shall know no hunger.
I shall suffer no kings or queens.
Spoken,
Nine Times
Spoken

Repetition, Saskia infers, must be the path to enlightenment. A gateway to the divine. And she is not far off in her suppositions. 
With begrudging defeat, the holy man bends over and drops his frock. Surviving an encounter with an apex predator is its own form of dignity. “Certainly,” Machinist Zahir agrees, after he signs the Tenth. He twists the bunched-up fabric of his sleeve inside his left fist. Knotty, skeletal fingers dance back up on the table and finally rest there, as if having lost some vital battle. “Far from me, hum, to doubt the Conclave’s intentions, ah, well, hum, of course. But perhaps, you, as a pure Immaculate (so much spite dipped in frivolous flattery), might have had the privilege of being privy to, well, hum, those intentions?” As he speaks, his voice slowly rises into an uncomfortably high pitch, climaxing into a strangled note of distress.
Saskia imagines, with guilt-free satisfaction, the Machinist choking on his soup. Crow-crow, says the old man, now-now answers the crow. The clockwork man is here, it is time, have no fear, the clockwork man is here!
The Lord Vassal swallows another spoon, then rests it on the edge of his bowl. “I am not privy.” He says, with no invitation for misunderstanding. The subject is closed. “Lorna?” he calls, and the shadow by his right shoulder steps forward, always eager, always loyal.
Always servile.
Some twisted, rebellious, evil nature in Saskia wants to bark at the headmaid for her diligence. Instead, she keeps her hands clasped in front of herself and squeezes.
“Supper is over. I will now retire. Please, give my leftovers to someone deserving,” he orders, rising from his chair and gracefully throwing his napkin by his plate.
It falls, beige and folded, dotted with stains, by his cutlery. Even gravity, it would seem, obeys him. There is no crease or stain on his crisp white blouse, the purple crest clashing proudly on his barrel-chest.
Saskia eyes his bowl of soup and the half-eaten loaf of bread with barely disguised hunger. Those meager servings are enough to incite blind ravenousness in her. She rarely eats until satisfaction, and her aching stomach has been for her, and most, a constant companion to the cold and hopelessness. But even a Lord Vassal cannot commit the unholy act of wasting food, and with luck, Saskia might be the “deserving” one moonloe.
If Lorna is feeling of a kind disposition.
The Lady and the Machinist both rise suit in perfect synchrony, swipe four fingers across their lips, and quietly, the Lord Vassal, like a ghost fleeing back to his haunt, retires from the ballroom. An awkward silence settles as he slides out of the door -Saskia in the middle, like a sheep to the slaughter. No, she corrects, like a bug under a shoe. Biles rises like seafoam, as she watches the little bird twirp her song of innocence. 
She is immune to the sorrows of this world.
As the Machinist discreetly leans against the table to hold himself up, the strain on his old knees is evident. There are beads of sweat gathering above his eyeline, but he cannot sit before his masters. The Lady pushes her plate forward, and with practiced elegance, gracefully bows her neck. 
Like a bird to the guillotine. “I shall retire as well,” she informs the Machinist, with a slight nod in his direction. The affectation of her voice is the slurred perfection of a piss-poor drunk, trying to regain balance by sheer conviction. The underlying message is clear. Supper is finished, and it would be best if the Machinist returned to his humble abode. 
The latter swallows convulsively, eyes bloodshot red with some deep-seated anger. The kind that builds up over time and rots inside. He nods back. The movement is jerky, almost knocking his skull from his neck with its abruptness, his head bobbing up and down as if held on a tight string. “My Lady”, I bid you a good moonbaum,” he whistles between clenched teeth.
There is a hint of sarcasm in his voice, a barely-there veiled attack on her noble hood, but the Lady, as always, fails to notice anything pertaining to reality. She floats away in a whoosh of taffeta mauve fabric, skirts, frills, and ribbons on her trail. Without her husband’s presence, there seems to be little reason for her to stay. She is like a gangrenous limb, a parasite, her whole existence defined and determined by the Lord Vassal.
Through Lorna’s eyes, the Lady's naivety is touching and tender, rather than a pathetic display of blatant helplessness. Her child-like soul in an overgrown vessel is not to be chided but revered. A true princess, after all, lives prettily in her cage. What use would she have for anything else?
And what will she do when they come to slit her throat…offer her neck? Silly, silly bird.
Let her have her cage. Soon, Saskia will be free to roam, well, after she has at least tried to negotiate for that loaf of bread. Unlike the Lady, she does not wish to wait for destiny. She’ll have what she can and take what she can’t. 
The headmaid escorts the Machinist out -with as much polite candor as she can muster- while Saskia cleans and wipes the table on restless feet. Lorna will probably be busy undressing and getting the Lady to bed after she is done, so Saskia shamelessly pockets the bread and empties the bowl of soup in one quick motion, before getting the tray stacked with the three bowls downstairs, in the kitchen. She does so hastily, in a rush to get out. Barely tastes the bland saltiness of the ocean, layering discordantly with the overbearing beets and mashed potatoes. It would not do for Lorna to catch her on the way. It is better she finds out when it is too late.
In hindsight, Saskia reflects, the asynchronous dynamic they nurture is the very crux of their attachment.
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She does not know for sure how much time passes, her senses on high alert.
Yet, nothing gives him away.
No breeze, no sound. One sweetmouth, he is here, where previously there was no one, and as Saskia turns around, her heart soars, relief flooding every nerve ending she possesses. Some disquieted part of her had feared he would not come. But here he is. A tall, stark shadow against the moonlight, his hood is tucked surreptitiously around his chin, clad in dark from head to toe.
“You came.” She cannot hide the breathless wonderment in her voice.
“So did you,” he points out, his voice flatter than before, as if he had practiced sounding monotone while he was away.
He has almost cancelled all the marks of his speech, leaving only a guttural shell, and Saskia burns to have him lose his countenance - to hear the stilted lilt of shyness she thought she had peeked during their last encounter.
Quiet is the game, patience is the aim.
They have time, and the tall man has nowhere else to go, no place to run. Saskia wants to drink him up, so she can keep him inside forever, but she suspects that if he knew the width and depth of her desire for him, he would flee.
“You will bring me to him. The hero.” It sounds like an order, but it is phrased like a question. 
“I gave you my word,” she answers anyway.
The tall man nods, a flicker-like motion, wispy and stinging like he is. He takes all the space in the little courtyard, filling up the edges of Saskia’s vision, until nothing shines through except him, him and more of him. She would gladly drown in his shadow if it meant she could follow him forever. Once more, she notices how otherworldly he seems, standing in the middle of this deadland.
They stare at each other as the silence stretches, not uncomfortably so.
One small, one big. Both in that limbo. They are not aware of it yet, but they feel the tendrils of fate, clasping onto their articulations, and knocking elbows and knees forward against the tangled web of destiny.
She should ask for his name.
“Lead the way,” he mutters, sounding short and sharp.
Her dreams of idle chit-chat and garden-variety conversation are eclipsed by the tenseness of the situation. She feels like a pulled string, about to snap. Despite his cutting words, the tall man moves aside and lets her pass, with a gallant sweep of his arm. There is a hidden delicacy to him, a fragility to his composure, a courteous nature underneath his hood. Like a blade with mussed edges, blunt, but not piercing. And yet, Saskia reminds herself, it would be a mistake to think him harmless.
He has no heart for the kill, but his, are the hands of a butcher.
She feels it deep in her bones, an ancient animal instinct, waking up the prey in her.
And what if I wanted to be caught? Would that be so bad?
She shakes her thoughts away and sets out towards Miners’ Lodge, the tall man in tow. Initially, she had worried he would not be able to keep up. Not in speed, as he has demonstrated his quickness to her, time and time again. It is his discretion she was worried about. Saskia is light on her feet and knows every pebble of the island. She can move through it without the hint of a sound. She had not been half as confident about the tall man’s ability to follow suit. 
It would seem she was mistaken.
As they leave the keep, sliding underneath the sentinel, and climb up Pidge’s Hill, Saskia turns around several times to check that the tall man is still on her heels. He makes no sound, and she sometimes worries she lost him. But every time she looks back, he is there, silent and resolute, like death on legs. She allows a small thought for Pidge as they skirt the Plunge. Without him and his campfire, the watchtower seems ghostly pale against the horizon, almost fading away. The last remnant of a world that is dying.
It would be inaccurate to say that Saskia misses Pidge. Such childish yearnings she keeps for other things. She had no real love for the pigeoneer, but she carries him within, like a picture of childhood; she feels her innocence has died with him. He was a relic of a world that rejects her, but a world she belongs to, nevertheless. The ritualistic nature of her habits implodes and unravels with his departure, leaving her with a void she herself had not been aware of. It is not Pidge she will miss, but what was, before everything started changing.
It is undeniable: times are changing.  
She looks down at Miners’ Lodge and blinks away her melancholy. Slowly, she glances back halfway. The tall man has also stopped in his tracks, and she catches him spying on her profile.
What do you see from underneath your hood? Who do you see when you look at me? Do I mesmerize you like you mesmerize me? Or do I leave you cold?
“We must be quiet. This,” she warns him while pointing down, “is Death Clap Valley.”
She steps back to allow him an unencumbered view of the deadly cradle. She does not expect his eyes to see much in the dark, but she waits for his reaction. She wants to see it through his gaze, let him make his own conclusions, and perhaps learn from them. She wishes she could hide in his mind and relive her childhood through this new vessel. 
Armand has once told her that people are “the sum of where they’ve been, where they are, and where they are going. In between are the people they meet. To reconcile all of that is to know yourself.” 
Standing here, on the edge, side by side with a stranger, she understands it.
She wants to know what he thinks of Ingehar, her whole world. 
She wants to know what he thinks of her.
“We may proceed.” His perfunctory words bring dread and chill to her bones. There is no fear behind them, nor care for their safety and well-being.
Are we all just food for your mission? What do you seek that you would brave death so carelessly to get it? 
Empyre? Empyre is dead, she thinks grimly. 
“The path is steep,” she explains, pointing towards the dollop tunnel that leads to the nearby creek, “but a strong siren could crawl through it faster than it takes to call for help. If provided with the right motivation,” Saskia informs him sharply, waiting for a tremor, a shake, a flinch.
Anything to indicate that he understands the danger. That he cares.
The tall man breathes in and tilts his covered face towards her, before nodding, deliberately slow. His left arm has disappeared inside his cape, towards what Saskia suspects to be a blade. “I’ll handle it,” he repeats sullenly, with a slight, barely-there shrug.
So be it.
Saskia does not wait or warn. She starts running down the steep hill, lightning-quick feet soundless in the dark basin. She never looks back, not once. It is her life on the line as well. Should the tall man make a noise, they are both dead. Land or sea, no one can outrun a hungry siren.
Nimble limbs have been seeped and quickened with vertigo, not a wasted movement, not a false step. No dust, no sound, just footprints they leave behind. Just shadows dancing in the dark.
We could run, like that, around the world and back, you and I.
The horizon flashes by.
By the time they reach the cabin, Saskia is completely out of breath. She keels forward, hands on her knees, gulping in air as quietly as possible. Her lungs are about to implode, her legs have turned to jelly, and a thin, quickly-drying, sheer coat of perspiration sticks to her skin. She has never run so fast in her life, and a couple of times, she thought she would miss a step and crash to the ground, waking and alerting every siren in Death Clap Valley.
But they both made it alive, one worse for the wear and the tall man, not a speck of dust on him.
He looks like he just took a nice stroll. Saskia eyes him, selfishly envious. She feels humiliated that he sees her in such a weary and exhausted state, while he remains lush and composed at her side.
Awareness tinkles her senses, some truth she is denying herself, quick within her grasp. She cannot address him while they still stand outside in this death trap, so she motions with her hand and moves the wooden plank from the entrance -then crawls underneath. Armand, she expects, will do a better job of uncovering the tall man’s true motives and identity. She gave the bard a perfunctory warning, unaware of her own motivations, only distantly acknowledging that some part of her wishes for the old bard to pry the tall man wide, hold his jaw open, and fish out his secrets like dangling fishlets.
As they crawl in, one after the other like salamanders, Saskia ponders what the tall man might see.
An old, decrepit dome, slathered in mud, around a campfire. Barely enough space to fit two people, let alone two giants and a third. Or a secret hide-out, built with patience, love, and bravery by the last true rebels of Ingehar? Does he take offense that he must crouch and crane his neck, long limbs folded over each other, just to cram into this small space? Does he see the majesty of Armand, or just an old, one-legged cattail, who has lived past his prime?
Questions, doubts, and hesitations sling around her mind as she tucks herself between the two tall men, knees against her chest, and chin folded over them. Here, she thinks, my two heroes meet, and one must die moonloe, for the other to survive.
She doesn’t know yet which one she cheers for.
Armand’s face is unreadable, but she knows the line of his neck, watches a large branch of veins thrum underneath his leathery skin. He looks alienating moonloe. She shivers.
The tall man crouches, neck craned between his shoulders to accommodate his height. Armand’s piercing eyes run all over him. Once, twice, as the stranger slinks down and sits asunder. The silence and tension are almost unbearable, and Saskia waits with bated breath. 
Sitting by the lit fire, pipe dangling from the corner of his mouth, scrutinizing glare almost incandescent through the glow of embers, the old bard observes. “You’re a big fella’. Quite big,” he remarks casually.
Too big seems to float between them like a veil of suspicion. Saskia fidgets in her spot, uncomfortably on edge. There is something electric in the air. She cannot put her finger on it, knows not what to make of it, but her senses prickle, hair standing tall on her arms with static nerves. Danger rises within her with insistent blaring.    
“And you are no hero,” the tall man strikes back.
His jab hits her straight in the chest, shame unfurling like a bird from a nest. Saskia wants the ground to swallow her whole. Had she truly hoped the tall man would meet Armand, see the cripple excommunicate, his dusty hat, and think, oh, here is a hero?
The bard does not miss a beat. “Close enough,” Armand retorts, dragging stubbornly from his pipe. “But you,” he continues with the ghost of a smirk, “are no human.”
The quiet has never been so loud. 
Saskia blinks, catching befuddlement behind her eyelashes. She knew, of course, the tall man told her. But how did Armand know? She lets hungrily blown pupils rake over the stranger’s shape. She drinks him in, trying to see through the fabric and the dark to catch his features. 
Put a name to his otherness. 
The stranger’s face flicks to her, and she averts her eyes guiltily -snapping them straight back to him when she feels him relent. The tall man shifts on the ball of his feet. An admission of guilt? some awake part of Saskia thinks. Impossible to be sure who the tall man is looking at through his hood, but Saskia feels the heaviness of his glare, the implicit accusation. This set-up feels too much like a trap not to be one. Yet she had not meant harm. 
The distrust and tension are almost palpable as he leans forward on his haunches. “Close enough,” the foreigner hisses. The words are whistled between closed teeth, glistening like a defensive wound, revealing soft under-parts to his invincible shell. 
Armand snorts, loud and provocative, and blows out scented air in the tall man’s direction. 
Saskia flinches. She does not recognise the angry stranger wearing her friend’s face. His affable demeanour has steeled into sharp hostility, and this, Saskia thinks, rather unprovoked. She opens her mouth to say something, and her belligerent throat seizes up, choking her voice like a vice.
Weary aggression simmers in a goosebump path, rattling in her skull, like a kettle about to boil. Here, in the cold light of the present, she cannot be sure why she ever thought this meeting was a good idea. She had hoped gravity would do the rest. Let everything fall naturally into place. And if she placed the chips just right, she would paint a pretty picture. 
But an unsettled feeling spreads in her chest, catching undertones of a conversation she does not understand. The old cattail looks different, estranged. Fire shadows dance on his face, painting darkness around his eyes, ugly wrinkles around his mouth. 
He lets out an ungraceful blow of air, a derisory, cruel sound, and even without being the recipient of it, Saskia feels it cut her skin, deep enough to leave a mark. “A crossbreed then,” Armand seethes low and slow.
Saskia keels over, as if punched in the guts. A tremor is racking mutely through her aching muscles, and she shifts in place. The insolent rustle brushes against stillness; she freezes guiltily. 
She has never seen another like her. 
But there is something different in Armand’s voice, something Saskia has never heard before. She remembers the Machinist and the way he looks at her. The voice he uses is one stripped of the enamel of humanity and compassion, one that does not recognize her as an equal. It is the same defiling inflection she can hear in Armand’s baritone.
The possibility of the tall man being such a defamed creature strikes her as both odd and impossible. She blinks. Betrayal reels inside her, angry and confused, storming and destructive. 
The tall man, a crossbreed? Impossible. And yet, nothing else makes sense. 
The bard leans back, hat tipped forward into a haughty curve. “And not just any crossbreed, but the son of an orc. Am I right, renegade?” The distaste in his words is so palpable she feels nauseous.
For the first time, the tall man flinches.
Saskia’s first, gut-wrenching reaction is to curl into a ball. 
Her entire life, she has been taught to hate orcs. They are the scary stories people used to tell their kids about the monsters who eat children.
The stranger whispers under his hood, muffled but crisp and intelligible. “Watch your mouth.” His left hand goes underneath his cape.
“Hefty words, coming from a renegade,” Armand answers in kind, right hand going to his belt.
Saskia tries to tear her mouth open, warn Armand of the weapon, but her lips are sewn together by fear. A deep, slow-crawling earthquake of revulsion ravages her insides, and she clamps her arms around her stomach, big, bulging eyes peeking from above her knees. 
Both men are whisper-quiet, lightning-fast in how they mirror each other. Like quicksand. 
Killing instinct seeps in the air, heavy and potent, undeniable. There will be bloodshed moonloe, it seems to whisper. Saskia is shocked by the intense animosity.
Impossible to reconcile this new situation, this sudden urgency, with the reality she knows.
She feels the first puddles of a bloodbath licking her toes. She tries to process this new information, but it is like doing a puzzle without borders.
Reeling and shell-shocked, she croaks out a barely human sound. “Sirens,” she interjects, too confused to form full sentences. Both men ignore her, fingers clenched and defibrillating, eyes latched onto each other. “One wrong move and we’re all dead,” she manages to articulate, a tremor to her voice.
If she’d been taught to cry, her face would be smeared with tears. But all she can do is grab her ankles between her fingers, folded over herself like a napkin. The sting of nails against tendons grows sharper. But annihilation rules over the pain, and she finds no relief in the mutilation. She curdles and rocks back and forth, addled body relinquishing survival to grace. 
The two men stare at each other, crouched on their haunches, waiting for the first one to make a move. 
The silence stretches on.
Saskia fears it will snap back around her neck. She swallows deeply, a slight tremor to her posture. The cattail and the tall man face each other like two hound dogs, immobile but for their slow, purposeful breathing.
Her heart quickens.  
The stranger relents in a gravelly voice, sinking deeper into his crouch and sliding his left arm out of his mantle, empty palm up. “I mean no harm.”  A peace offering. 
Armand’s hand clenches by his belt. He hates him, she realizes with a sort of disappointed pinch muted by terror. Armand hates the tall man, not for any action the latter has committed. He hates his very existence. Hates him with the embers of memory and unforgiveness, like a hereditary sickness trickling down his blood. 
Because the tall man had the audacity to be born half-orc. 
Armand growls, low and heavy, from his stomach to his chest. “You will get no pity from me, orc.” 
Panic spreads like rust through Saskia, a veil of red descending on her vision. She feels like a fuse, too close to a lit match. 
The tall man lunges forward. She prepares for death.
It is a swift, shameless descent towards the ground. He kneels -his forehead and hands kiss the dirt. Underneath his mantle, his neck is exposed. He prostrates himself, like a pious man, cape spread around him like a flower. “For any harm my people have done to you, I apologize. But I am not them,” he mutters, muffled by the dirt.
A hefty sigh of relief slips out of Saskia’s lips.
Armand’s surprise is immediate. Saskia watches timidly as his guarded expression opens in puzzlement, and then defiant petulance, hand still on his belt. She heaves quietly between them, lungs on a tight rope, heart on the edge of a razor. She waits, a witness, nothing more.  
The bard’s voice is like a whip.  “What does an orc know about forgiveness?” It crackles in the stale air with electric branches and wires, growing like roots -curling around throats like nooses.
Saskia waits. 
The tall man does not take the bait. “Very little, but I can learn.” His voice is a humble whisper and touches some tender part of Saskia’s heart.
Here is the shyness, the child’s eyes behind the man’s hands. 
Entrusting herself to him, she holds her breath until she feels light-headed. Armand’s hand hesitates mid-air, then suddenly retreats from his waist to rest on his stump. He inhales deeply, lifts his pipe to his mouth, breathes smoke in and out, then sighs. A broken-down, defeated, raucous sound. He leans back, gaze observing, calculation in his mistral attitude.
Saskia’s little heart quiets down some. She watches the tall man lift his head and sit on his own feet, hands clasped on his lap. 
They both look so calm now. It bypasses her alertness, lulls her into exhausted safety. 
The bard looks at the ceiling for a long time, without saying anything. When his eyes find them again, the amber in them has dulled to brown. “What do you seek, orc?” It’s more a test than it is a question, and she braces for his guileless answer. 
The tall man is shameless. As always. “I seek empyre.” But then again, it is easy to be shameless without a face. 
If the cattail is surprised, he does not show it. “Even just speaking the name could get you killed, and yet you seek it anyway?” He pokes the embers, glances at the stranger appraisingly. 
“Yes.”
She perks up. They are now talking to each other in a language she doesn’t understand. But she knows they speak of things bigger than her puny island. If the Magistrate could hear them, he’d have them all excommunicated. Her stomach tingles, and it rushes between her legs. She fidgets in her spot and flushes, suddenly naked with desire. 
But they care naught for her.
Armand assesses the tall man and finds him to be truthful because he hums, chuckles slightly, and signals towards Saskia. “She vouches for you. But I don’t trust you.”
“I know.” Once again. An ocean of statements that answer no question. Even Armand cannot pry the truth from him. 
The bard starts latching his wooden leg, still observing the orc from the corner of his eye. “Have you told her your name?” he asks, shuffling forward so he can look into the mask of the man, and the flames dancing on the metal bend. Saskia swallows rocks, owlish eyes unblinking with self-preservation.
The tall man shakes his head in denial. 
“If you ever do, I will kill you myself,” the old cripple threatens, and for some reason, Saskia believes him. A sudden urge to pee blends with her aroused body, and shame curls like a purring kitten in her chest. 
Maybe it’s the hesitation, maybe it’s that last sentence. Maybe Armand suddenly remembers he hates orcs. 
The bard is lightning-quick.
A thudding crash. Pipe discarded, hand flashes to his belt – whips back up -wooden stump kicks forward. Armand stomps the tall man straight in the chest and pushes him with his back against the wall. Saskia barely has enough time to blink. She catches a hint of steel, then she gets pushed out of the way, falling backward on her ass. The ground hits her wishbone, and she pulls back a moan, eyes lifting in concern.
Armand holds the orc, right arm lifted and straight like a rod, eyes cold and closed, coated in steel. His wooden leg reveals a hidden blade. It shines and catches the flame in its reflection, which means he polishes it, regularly -her clever self supplies snidely. Saskia sees the glint of light in Armand’s hand and recognizes his weapon at once. Her blood turns in her veins, and chills to ice cold.  
A spitfire.
Only the Right Arm should have access to such weapons, and yet here Armand is, a blade sheathed in his leg pressed threateningly against the tall man’s throat, the muzzle of his spitfire digging into the tall man’s temple. He looks lethal and cruel, battle-worn and ready. Inaccessible. In control.
She does not know this person; he said he was not a Rust Rebel: he lied.   
If Armand fires…they will all be food for the fishies.
He cocks the spitfire and pulls his lips back into a snarl. 
Her exhale feels like nails up her throat. “No.”  She’s pressed against the wall, eyes darting back and forth between the two foes.
The dirt crunches underneath her nails. She tries to focus on that, tries to stay present. The tall man has not said a word, and while she cannot read his expression through the metal mask, she is positive he does not look scared. In fact, he does not even seem to acknowledge the spitfire pointed against his forehead. As if the threat of sirens, or worse, having his brains blown out and splattered across the wall, was not a life-ending menace, at worst, a minor inconvenience.
“If you fire that weapon, you will have killed us all. It is not worth it. Remember the Act,” the tall man reminds Armand, calm and composed.
Wise words. And also…what act?
Short breaths come in gulps and spurt while her heart bounces in and out of her chest. Protesting muscles lock in place, distress signals from her brain screaming at her to not move.
“Fuck the Act. I’ll decide if it’s worth it,” Armand whistles between his teeth, the blade now piercing skin and drawing blood.
She’s getting really tired of always being in the dark. He is going to fire, no matter what, even at the cost of my life. The sound of something crashing bubbles inside her, heartbreaking clarity reminding her that she is all alone in this world. No friends, no foes, only calamity and war. She is but a bug inside an eternal engine. 
“Armand…stop…please.” She finds herself falling forward on her hands and knees, voice like a crack through a window. “I don’t want to die,” she murmurs, the air punched out of her chest cavity, her lower lip wobbling with unshed tears.
This seems to give Armand pause. She sees his fingers hover above the trigger, a slight flinch of hesitation, his eyes opening, clarity returning. He brings his hand down with enough force to split a rock, and Saskia’s blood congeals at the sound of bone crashing with steel when he hits the tall man’s shoulder. She flinches from the recoil.
Hope crashes down a cliff. Saskia curls on herself, a powerless witness to her own demise. Her heartbreak knows no bounds. She is physically aware of her heart shredding in two, a clotted mess of blood and raw muscle, stitched together by sheer willpower. Just a lump of flesh, having outrun its function.
Quietly, she discards it.  
“Killing me won’t accomplish anything. But it will sentence you both to death by the Renegade Act, you know that,” the tall man continues to whisper. Soft and kind. Easy and tender, as if there was not a deadly weapon pointed at him.
There is that word again: renegade. 
She sees something like shame traverse Armand’s gaze. It is brief, but it is there. She clings to it, like to a cliff. “I won’t kill you; I’m not daft. But we both know I could have never overpowered you if I didn’t cheat.” He points with his chin towards the spitfire currently lodged against the metal mask. “And this is insurance, because I cannot trust you. I want her to hear it from your mouth.” He knocks the spitfire against the metal features, and the dull thunk travels up her spine. “Tell her. What this mask means. And shame on you for not doing it sooner.”
What does it mean? Does it have to do with the act they keep talking about?
Her mouth opens and closes a few times but she can only stare. How could a mask provoke such violence? She drives confused pupils into the tall man who grunts and takes his hood off. Her fright turns to horror. 
She’d thought the shiny smooth surface beautiful, when she’d glimpsed at it before. But there are no meld marks. No bolts. From where she stands, the metal seems to have been poured over bone. Gold in the shape of a face; as if he was born this way. It make no sense. She shakes her head in denial, swinging her bewildered gaze back to the bard. 
“This is what it means to be renegade.” Armand knocks his spitfire over the metal mask with a dull thunk. “It’s a life sentence.”
She struggles to get her bearings. Mostly, she doesn’t understand. How could a face be made of metal? And how is any of that relevant? Upon closer inspection, she sees that there’s skin underneath the smooth, curved surface. Holes for the eyes and one for the mouth. And nothing else beyond that would suggest humanity. Faceless gold features, distorted by the glint of the flames. 
She searches the smooth surface of the mask, for some proof of…life, she supposes. The tall man looks away in shame. His voice is strained. “I have no name. Anyone who ever knew me was killed, and anyone who learns my name shall die. I am no one, and so I must stay.” His tone remains flat, dead. 
He is still refusing to look at her.
The bard hums, and her attention snaps back to his sharply contemplative features. “If you help him, and he tells someone…you will be hunted by the Ak Fryn Ba.” He sees her blank stare back. “Orcs, bloodthirsty orcs sent after him to erase his existence -I’ve seen them erase entire villages. They’re probably sniffing his trail right now,” he informs her before turning to the orc he is holding hostage. “How much of a head start did they give you?”
A beat. The stranger’s shoulders slump forward. “Two moons.”
Armand whistles. “Someone really wanted you dead, uh? And yet you made it this far, I commend you. But we can’t help you.” The bard’s threat relents, and he shifts his leg back, the blade leaving a pindrop of blood where it was pressed. Shutters have fallen on his eyes.
And she wants to scream, because the tall king was supposed to take her away; but he’s no king at all. 
Then Armand speaks again. “But before I send you on your way…you will tell me everything you know about the hallowgraves.”
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The first thing Saskia notices is how quiet everything is.
The tall man has not moved an inch, still and polished like a wax statue. The pots are piled against the furthest corner, along with rags and trinkets that have accumulated over time. The fire sputters unhelpfully. Everything - the picturesque reminder of a home that could have been. Thin, gossamer stretch marks and fissures are slowly spreading and cracking the red mud. 
A bloodcurdling scream slashes through the moonbaum.
Saskia feels her bones and muscles slide and lock into paralysis, blood thickening to sap.
It is followed by a vicious shriek. 
And another -a screech of violent demise, a yell, like nails raking against glass. Animalistic piercing howls rise around them, a cacophony, ringing like a warning. It crackles like ice, crashes against the moonbaum. The kind of sound that would make a grown man soil himself. Not animal, not human, somewhere in between. Lashes, whipping up and down the valley, growing closer. The kind of sound that travels beyond flesh and enmeshes itself in your articulations and hollows your bones.
Sirens.
It has started. The hunt.
She is petrified.
The tall man wakes back into action first, eyes rattling in their sockets. “We need to move, now, they’re coming.” He kicks the wooden plank out of the way. “We’re sitting ducks out here,” he insists, glancing at Armand.
Saskia barely hears him through the ringing in her ears. With heavy limbs, she tries to rise, but only falls back on her ass limply. Her legs have turned to jelly. Her prey nature overtakes her, urging her into a motionless stance. 
The slap echoes and rings in her ear -like a silver teaspoon against a porcelain cup.
She feels the aftershock more than she does the hit.
The tall man is standing above her, large hand raised. “Panic later. Now, just survive.” 
The little bug wants to protest, but words, actions, and thoughts elude her. Reality fails her. She can feel her own cheek swelling, itching, and burning with the recoil. Pinprick pain stings like a thousand needles from her lips to her ear, and she painfully unhooks her jaw, checking for damage. There is an audible pop as she does, and yet she can also feel her mind clearing.
Reeling, albeit more focused, she crawls closer to Armand and tugs on his sleeve. “Armand, we need to go.” She calls to him, whispers it, croaking and stranded.
A savage cry penetrates through the wall. An inhuman shriek follows close behind it. Saskia shivers, panic spreading faster, quicker.
Some ruthless, ferocious gurgle joins the song of the sirens, as if the ocean itself were mouth washing in anticipation of its meal, and Saskia’s terror holds her tight by the throat. They’re getting closer, we’re all going to die! Her mind shrieks, unhelpfully.
Later, she tries to keep the tears at bay, not now, later she repeats.
“Little bug?”
Saskia looks up, crossing eyes with Armand’s open and lost gaze.
“Leave me here. Save yourself,” he mumbles, eyes downcast again, fingers brushing against the useless spitfire. He cradles it like a child between slender fingers, wide palm reluctant to drop it again.  
“You can feel sorry for yourself, after you’ve helped him survive,” the tall man intercedes, still waiting by the exit.
Saskia is so very grateful to him. 
Armand's eyes narrow into cruel slits as they travel up to meet the tall man’s glare. Whatever animosity or instincts are rearing their ugly heads, he pushes them back down with a terse and jerky nod, earlier panic forgotten. There is bloodlust in his eyes now. “I’ll deal with you later,” he threatens, before knocking the orc out of the way and crawling outside.
The stranger sighs and follows suit, Saskia in tow.
The cold hits her full in the chest, the sky bigger than she remembers, and all over, all around her, raging wails tear the celestial vault asunder.
“Can you run?” the orc asks Armand, with a pointed glance at his stump.
“Don’t worry about me, just get him to safety. I’ll delay them.” Armand offers himself up as bait, with a mischievous smile and minced words.
I understand, this is the smile you use when you are lying. Or dying. Or worse.
“Best be armed then.” Soundlessly, the tall man digs into his mantle, unlatches something, and pulls out a short, serrated blade.
Strange to think fullbellys earlier, they were at odds. She supposes a common threat makes friends of enemies and strangers alike. There will be time to deal with their strife, to ask questions, and settle debts. Now, just survive. Yes, the orc is right, yet Saskia’s heart has not caught up with reality, it would seem. “Wait-” she starts to protest, only to be immediately cut off.
“Not now, little bug. I know it’s a big ask, but I need you to trust me and to run faster than you have ever run before. Can you do that for me?” Armand asks, resting a large, leathery hand on her shoulder, face so close she can feel the featherlight brush of his whiskers against her cheeks.
She wants to stop him, wants to stay longer. She has so many questions. But now is not the time. Her youth makes her reckless, but it does not make her stupid. Later, she reminds herself, be strong now, survive.
“Don’t die. You owe me a story,” she orders, biting back her childish responses. The words feel ground between clenched teeth. There is so much more she wants to tell, eyebrows knitting in a stubborn prose. She holds it back, builds a dam around her guts and heart. 
Armand’s laugh is like water in the desert. Saskia finds herself leaning back, body relaxing, mind settling. Home. Safe. The laugh seems to say, as if nothing had changed: it will be okay. She nods back at him, firm and resolute, small hands balled into tiny fists. “It’s a promise,” she reminds him, insists, trying to nail and claw her wishes into his soul.
Armand does not answer, only screws his hat on his head. She wants to plead and pray, but she squares her small shoulders and exhales an agonizing rale. She will not be weak in front of him. With one last hum, half a question mark, half a sharp oath, she runs away.
Following an orc, she slips into the moonbaum, up the valley, faster than her feet can carry. She runs, wild, scared, and prey. She never looks back. If she did, she would see a lone figure, cloaked in dark - a one-legged pistolero, with a dusty hat and a broad back, standing between her and certain death.
If she looked back, she might catch a glimpse of a hero.
The old cattail pulls back a breath and smirks against the twilight. Adrenaline rushes through him, an old friend and welcome ally. When was the last time? That I felt like that? Bet you thought your fighting sunbaums were over, uh, thought you’d left that part of your life back. 
But only one death for a soldier.
The screams are getting closer, and Armand can already hear the crunching and scratching of hooked fingers, latching and digging into the ground, drawing nearer to their target. Earth crumbles under sharpened claws, gravel dragging behind a wet tail, dirt and dust lodging itself between razor-sharp scales. Soon, he will see them slink, slithering shadows -wet mottled skin in the shape of a human.
I have the advantage on dry land, he reminds himself, squeezing the orc’s blade. Life has a funny way of showing me the error of my ways, he ponders with cold amusement. He spins the blade in a circle, testing its agility and its weight, then rolls back his shoulders, stretching muscles that have not known battle in a long time.
But the body remembers.
He balances on his feet, lowers himself to find his barycenter, and unleashes a bloodthirsty smile, deep from the bowels of his past.
I shall not die in this ashen land.
A voice comes back to him, one he heard in a dream, a long time ago. A delusion or a prophecy.
Three times you shall miss; the third will be your last.
He draws out a humorless smirk, all teeth, no fun, and watches the little bug run. 
Saskia breathes in, swallows her heart back, lungs still stuck between her breasts and her throat. She can feel her organs jumping up and down, between the push and pull of gravity, the air rushing out of her system faster than she can swallow it. Her thighs burn, her throat itches, and still she runs. Despite his longer strides, she can keep up with the tall man.
He seems almost to be gliding, foot ascending the valley, left toward Pidge’s Hill. Faster to cut straight ahead, but the climb is steeper there, and the soldiers wait upstairs. Her mind lingers on the thought of the old bard, throat constricting in fright. She shakes it out. It’s alright, you saw Armand, he can fight, he’ll be back. He has to.
Mildew fear grows like moss around her stomach, and she feels it clench. Once, twice. She breathes out and quickens her pace.
She can already see the edge of the hill.
The scent hits her first. 
Brackish and coppery all at once. 
Something grabs her by the ankle. It narrowly misses -a sharp object embeds and tears flesh. Stark pain slings through her brain; her foot falters, and her ankle folds, limb screaming in startled agony. She yelps and tumbles down, downcast eyes sliding off the tall man’s back as she falls. The little bundle of apple and bread tucked inside her blouse unfolds. She feels it slam against her chest and roll out with a dull thud. Harsh mud knocks against her knee. She almost face plants, catching herself at the last fullbelly with her hands in front of her.
Her relief is short-lived.
A rustle behind her, blurry landscapes rushing past startled vision. She drags herself frantically away with flailing limbs. Small fingers dig into harsh mud, knees fold under her weight. Dirt slides underneath her fingernails as she squirms on all fours to reach safe harbor. A wet, shivery slide brushes against her calf, and she kicks back blindly with a protesting wail. Her foot lands against something moving and alive. She spins around and cannot resist looking back.
A siren is writhing and creeping closer, almost upon her, quiet like death it came. Its skin is marble grey, pulled taut against a gnashing, chewing crater, open and waiting. Saskia screams as she kicks it again, straight in the face, foot almost catching in the hungry mouth. It snaps open and closed with a popping sound, splitting its face in two, its jaw dislocated so wide her leg could fit in it.
And then the teeth start moving.
The canines catch a glint of moonlight, chainsaw smile almost upon her. She hears the grinding of bone, a whirring sound rising from its lipless opening; the up and down motion. She is still scrambling, trying to both get upright and crawl away. Her body will not obey anymore. She can see her death inside that mouth, almost smell it. She brings her arms up to cover her face with a helpless cry.
In her mind’s eye, she sees her flesh, shredded to strands and ribbons, bones polished into ivory toothpicks. Her teeth clang together, and she pushes on her heels, trying to get further, trying to survive. She kicks forward again, a clumsy motion that misses the target.
What a horrible way to die, is her last thought.
Strangely, it occurs to her that there are very few birds in the Charter. Mostly pigeons that are bred for practical purposes.
When Saskia was just a child, she saw an eagle (something she had seen only once after that, illustrated in books).
Nobody believed her, of course, but she saw it, perched by the watchtower. Yellow eyes had observed her, rapacious and awake, wings so large that when splayed, they were almost her whole length, with feathers of a warm brown, between copper and gold.
They had stared at each other, one predatory, the other barely a child. Big, round eyes, wary and greedy. The eagle had tilted its head (as Saskia has seen the tall man do). Inquisitive, emotionless, devoid of concerns of familiarity. A not unkind, but inhuman gaze, weighing the worth of her life. 
A tilt between hunger and mercy.
Suddenly, it had taken flight, huge, heavy wings fluttering against an almost windless gravity. Quick-like, it had flown so high she had to strain her eyes to see it against the sunlight. Even from afar, it looked bigger than a human. Big enough to pluck the moon from the sky and carry it on its back.
With no warning, it had plunged towards her. A rapid, flightless descent, wings tucked, beak like a lightning bolt. It had seemed to aim straight for her. In awe, Saskia had just kept her eyes on it, feeling it would be pointless to run from a creature that controlled the skies. No matter where she could hide, it would find her and hunt her. 
Back then, she had thought, there are worse ways to die.
Fast like an arrow, it had dived, uncaring of gravity, swooped down, and caught a small mouse between its talons - a breath away from Saskia’s foot. Then it was gone. Never to be seen again.
It had been the most glorious sight she had ever witnessed. That sunbaum, she had started believing in the Grand Machine.
Saskia is reminded of that moment, as the siren frantically attacking her suddenly chokes. 
Clawed hands -on the verge of grabbing her- close around a fistful of air. Once, twice, before falling like dead fish on the ground. Its eyes, blind and owlish, are open into an anguished question mark.
A longsword, bigger than Saskia has ever seen, sprouts from its back like a flower in bloom. It pierced straight through its heart, descending from above like that eagle, the orc at its helm. 
She never even saw him, just a blur, a flash from the sky, the sound of steel grinding bone and piercing wet flesh, and the dying gurgle of the siren.
And then it is over.
The orc stands on top of the corpse, longsword clenched between his hands, one knee on the ground. Carelessly, as if death and killing were a mere inconvenience, he rips the sword out of the siren’s middle with a wet, bubbling sound, watches the dark blood staining and dripping down the blade, and wipes it on the edge of his mantle.
Huffing and heaving, Saskia stares up at him, then glances back and finds a field of three more corpses, splayed on the hill’s flank, gangly limbs in unnatural positions, blood congealing underneath their rapidly cooling bodies, the stench of their bowels lingering in the windless atmosphere.
She regards him more carefully now, questions without answers dancing underneath her skin, barely contained. Who are you? She wants to ask again, but there are some things she understands. He is no ordinary man. She imagines his orc nature allows him extra strength, but his movements do not speak of rough and brute force. No, those are the acrobatic skills of a warrior, muscles and reflexes honed by training, discipline, and battle. And his heart does not balk at the sight of blood, simply because it is used to it.  
She falls deeper in love with him. Her infatuation grows like ghost tales in her fervent imagination.
“They get quiet right before they strike, not to alert the prey. I should have kept a more careful eye,” he apologizes in her direction.
Saskia watches the mass grave around and nods, shell-shocked and perhaps, a tad impressed, despite the circumstances. A sting below reminds her of her wound, and she stretches her ankle, noticing with relief that it is neither strained nor broken. She checks and sees a superficial cut descending toward her foot, a thin, red slash that might leave a barely-there scar.
“I’m well, thanks to you,” she murmurs, a hint of naked adoration in her voice.
If the tall man notices, he says nothing of it, just delicately (more delicate than she would expect from someone as big and ruthless as him) grabs her wrist between gloved fingers. She feels the dampness of blood, impregnating the leather, feels the wet slide against her skin, and decides she does not care. It is just blood, and most importantly, it is not hers.
“We should move. Others won’t be far behind,” he urges, hoisting her up on her feet with one arm, as if she weighed nothing.
Saskia should not be so impressed by his strength. She really should not. She is not a lady of old, a sighing, blushing princess. She is a helping hand, at best, an abomination at worst. And the tall man? Well, the tall man is a monster of raw strength and uncaring violence. She is not as naïve as her appearance suggests, either. She was raised in the servants’ quarters, hearing their stories of Woes and debauchery. The old women (as they all are in this aging world), cackling like witches at impolite jabs, and painting dirty memories, speaking tales of swords and quims, drooling men with a third leg. She understands that lovemaking is not always synonymous with love and that desire is not an expression of destiny. 
She wishes she could reason with her heart, but the flesh is weak and has settled its sight on the orc. “And Armand?” she asks, dusting herself off and glancing back, down towards the valley, terror creeping closer to awareness, solidifying into distress.
The renegade shrugs. “Your friend can take care of himself,” he assures in a soft tone.
One that wishes itself reassuring, she supposes, but transforms the edgy lines of his mask into a half-moon, purple and blue clouds dancing and rippling like live muscles. He looks like a creature of old, petrol eyes indescribable to those who have not witnessed them. He extends a hand in her direction, after he sheathed his sword, and wordlessly, she slips her palm into it, squeezes reverently, and looks up at him with blind trust.
She would follow him anywhere.
“Let’s go,” she acknowledges with a terse nod, heart oscillating between calm and frantic.
She picks the discarded apple and slips it back in her shirt. A big hand engulfs hers, and she lets herself be dragged forward, breaking into a run, unable, or unwilling, to see the carcasses around her. She only has eyes for one thing, and as she follows his back in the moonbaum, she has never felt safer than with the most dangerous creature on the island. 
Only a monster can keep the monsters at bay.
They reach the watchtower without further hiccups and use the bird’s eye view from the mound to check for signs of life, proof that Armand made it out fine. 
Well, Saskia does, while the orc loiters behind her. Down, towards Hope Road, the soldiers do their rounds, drowsing helplessly and none the wiser, to the commotion happening just a few feet away from them. She doesn’t know why she does this; some part of her hates the Bard. But she needs him alive to shoulder her grievances. She sighs in relief. She had been worried their tussle would alert someone, but most soldiers (flesh sacks of wrinkles and grey) are either going half-deaf or simply do not care enough. Quiet, taut like a string, she brings her gaze further back, towards Providence, waiting for a sign. After a few tense fullbellys, it comes in the form of a bird call. An innocuous, banal sound, except for the absence of birds. She knows that thrill. It is Armand, calling from the other side of the hill, letting them know he made it out to safety.
She rests a small hand on her chest and almost smiles. “He is alive,” she exclaims in breathy excitement.
At her side, the tall man nods. She can feel his warmth seeping through and is caught by the irresistible urge to lean against him and rest her cheek on his shoulder. She would not dare, of course. But the desire remains, like static vibrancy, quickening under her skin.  
“I best be going before someone catches us.” The orc tries to take his leave, already halfway spun, like a bird on the verge of taking off.
Such a flighty little thing.
She should not be so baffled by his monotonous reactions. The orc would simply return her to her bed as if nothing happened. After a slight eye roll, she addresses him before he can step away. “I’m sorry, you did not find what you were looking for,” she apologizes, an excuse to break the ice if nothing else.
And that I led you astray remains unspoken between them.
“You did more than enough,” he dismisses with another shrug.
She searches his eyes and finds no sign of deceit after his statement. He truly does not hold her accountable. She dreams of skinning and flaying his flesh, until she reaches the emotional core, the living pulp marred with the handicap of fear and desires. “Will you tell me something about you. At least,” she adds plaintively, in lack of a better excuse. “Something true, to be remembered by.”
The renegade’s shadow grows rigid and uncomfortable. He clears his throat and sighs all at once. “I am a renegade, a death sentence on legs. You already know plenty about me -more than you should,” he relents, looking up at the stars with a wistfulness she has never witnessed before in his posture.
“I don’t know your age; I didn’t know you were crossbreed.” She crushes the petulance in her fists, hoping to sound taller. 
The orc shrugs, clad in his armor of indifference. “I am older than you, younger than most. What difference does it make?”
To her, it makes all the difference. “I heard orcs were…” monsters hangs on the tip of her tongue; she swallows it. “…brutes.”
“I heard seelies were mindless insects.” He does not sound apologetic in the slightest. 
She clenches her jaw until the bones grind together; relents with a brief smile. “Perhaps we both heard wrong.” 
He nods elegantly; unfairly elegantly. “Perhaps.”
And there’s not much left to say to that. And then, because she must, Saskia steps towards the renegade. “Let me pay you back, help you find what you seek. You saved my life, you are owed a debt of gratitude,” she proposes, heart in her throat.
The renegade has every reason to object and refuse, but Saskia wishes she would not. Yes, she wants to help, but mostly, she has not yet sated her appetite for the warrior. She smiles, a wan, wispy thing that slides off her face before it has time to settle, hoping to look convincing.
The orc drives bottomless eyes into hers, and Saskia is reminded of the eagle again. “Why?”
Nothing comes to mind. Nothing she could say aloud. “You don’t have a choice -as you said, you’re renegade; no one else will help you.” 
The renegade laughs sharp knives. “Then why would you help me?”
Saskia suspects there is no satisfactory answer to that question -besides the naked truth. “I want to leave Ingehar: before the Turnover -you said you move as you please.”
“I do.”
She hadn’t expected to be so relieved at the quick, unequivocal answer. She nods frantically. “Then take me with you.”
The tall orc clucks his tongue in annoyance. “It’s dangerous.”
She scoffs. “That never stopped anyone.”
That gives him pause. “It’s forbidden, possibly blasphemous. It’s related to empyre.”
“So am I.”
As she suspected -the renegade would only settle for the truth. His hands fall softly at his side, his head inclined in an inhuman rapture. “They tell us that without empyre the world is at peace.” Something compels Saskia to remain quiet. “What if they lie? I am a child of war.” The admission is painfully delivered. The renegade whispers-sings it, eyes riveted forward. 
Her heart drums from her fingers to her toes -she keeps her cool. Saskia watches his profile, drinks it in with a thirsty soul. She spies something she is not ready to acknowledge and balks back -yet unable to walk away. 
The renegade steps deeper into the moon’s shadow, as if he’d read her mind. As if by his absence, he could undo what has already been set in motion. “Humans…humans mostly kill. Orcs do the same. Perhaps if seelies were stronger, they’d do the same, too.” A deep sigh follows, his eyes slow and sensuous under their veil of sadness, holding more passion in that instant than Saskia has seen her display since they met. “I want to bring back children. We might kill less -with more children.” His determination almost shakes the very ground he stands on.
An inane thought. Empyre was the cause of all wars; that is a well-known fact. Except for a few revolts, the Charter has been at peace for a hundred turnflames. Starving, but at peace. A few skirmishes are unavoidable, but hardly a cause of concern, and it is unfortunate that the young orc was caught in the throes of it. Saskia is barely aware that she is self-reciting a dinner conversation overheard between the Lord Vassal and his Machinist.
“Maybe if there were children, people would forgive,” the renegade utters, completely and unequivocally sincere and honest.
Saskia should grab his ankles and drag him back down to earth. Saskia should do many things. But a dead heart that has just learned to beat again is not likely to relinquish its lifeline. She seizes her opportunity. 
She dives. “You asked me if I knew a place called the hallowgraves?”  The orc’s quick headshake indicates he is carefully listening, drinking Saskia’s words like ambrosia. 
So desperate for a sign, he will believe anything.
Saskia had not thought of it before. Partially because she is strictly forbidden from venturing there. Partially because going there fills her with disquiet. 
“There is a cliff on the northern peak of the island. Child Bluff, they call it…when the water crashes against the rocks, it makes a sound, like children crying.” Dread fills her stomach as she recounts. “People think it is cursed.”
 A morose, desolate strip of land. Breathtaking beauty in a package of terror. There, Saskia fears heights, as she has never feared anything before. Shrouded in mystery, deceit, and tall tales, the Nil is a place Saskia tries not to think of too often. She soldiers on. “Will you let me at least bring you there? We’ll tell no one.” The raw prayer and naked desperation she hears in her own voice are heartbreaking. “In exchange, help me find a way out.”
She knows nothing is waiting at the Nil but sweet reckoning.
The renegade could pass for a statue. Saskia waits. He hisses a breath. “Is it dangerous?” Saskia denies it with a vigorous body shake. The orc nods, clenches his fingers, then…falls into a soft stance of acceptance. “Do not let anyone see you. We’ll meet in the courtyard before sunrise,” the renegade instructs with a hefty sigh, rubbing his masked face in consternation.
Saskia should stop getting dragged into those half-adventures. It’s the last time, she reassures her tired mind. Soon, this will all be gone, and tomorrow, this foolishness will be dealt with. Saskia feels her appetite for adventure slowly waning. It is possible to have too much of a good thing, she supposes. The frenzy of the impending Turnover looms ever-present above her head, and she seeks cleansing, a fresh start. It would not be correct to say she regrets meeting the renegade, but she does lament the predictability of her life before the warrior barged through it.
“Three more sunbaums, after moonloe; then the Turnover. Best get it done tomorrow,” Saskia adds matter-of-factly, voice carrying the weary pragmatism of someone who has swallowed back their sundreams.
The tall orc nods, acrobatic hands fluttering, then crawling up like caterpillars around his neck. He screws his hood back firmly around his face, muffled voice dropping down to a baritone disguise.
I wonder…
“How did you evade capture and the guards?” Saskia asks tiredly, eyelids dropping into half-mast, adrenaline rushing out of her system and leaving behind the exhausted ache of emotional downfall.
Earth crunches underneath boots behind her, but Saskia is too tired to do more than mumble and sleepwalk. A hand rests against her back, fingertips sliding down, trailing a shiver of bubbling anticipation. She feels her heartbeat rise against her chest. Will she be able to make out the outline of her heart if she lifts her shirt? It quickly evens back, too tired it would seem, for more than one somersault pang.
“Tomorrow,” the renegade whispers, dirty-quiet in her ear, and Saskia’s shocked little gasp gets drowned by a yawn.
She wants to say more, but when she turns around, she finds the orc has already gone. Slinking shadow retreating to darkness, and Saskia blinks back another yawn, feet crossing together on her way back to the keep. There is more, she knows. More she should ask, and say, insist. But she is so tired, she can barely think straight, let alone walk.
Yes, tomorrow sounds good. 
Nothing ever happens on a Reapbaum.
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Old Porkwhale limps around the main deck of the Black Arrow with familiar nonchalance. 
Once y’ken one, he muses, all Walkers look thee same. Sure, they vary in size and symmetry, but they all have angry metal muzzles, stocky bodies, and large engines, operated by nine pretentious High Machinists who own the engine room and treat the rest of the crew like parasitic vermin. 
Bones and muscles ache, articulations protesting, but Old Porkwhale is grateful. Slaving for the Iron Syndicate has taught him resilience, taught him to ignore pain and discomfort. The rhythmic beating of his heart accompanies his footsteps, and he looks up at the moon.
Almost round, gorged, pregnant, and beautiful in the sky. Perhaps the only beautiful thing left in the world. He lets out a laugh. A wiry, broken thing that ricochets through the funnel of the sky and dies at the bottom of the ocean.
Long ago, he bought himself a one-way ticket to an ungrateful death, thinking it was all he deserved. 
Old Porkwhale was not born old or a sailor. He became those things through attrition. There is no other way to put it, really. A forger’s duty is to be espoused to the work first, the sea second, the Chart third, and only then could one start thinking about providing for their family. In the Jowl, it was said you either married the Militia and “got arsefucked by thee Law”, got coast-saddled and picked up a hammer who’d make “n’honest man out’ ye”. Or you “went te sleep wif thee crone”, meaning you’d spend your life at sea, in the service of the Iron Syndicate. 
Only cowards joined the comfort of the Militia.
Old Porkwhale was no coward. But he had no taste for self-accomplishment. Sure, blacksmiths like his father and grandmother might have thought themselves free, self-employed, and in charge of their household. But the trade had competition, and rubbing elbows was as important a skill as hammering -furthermore, if you did not inherit the trade, work permits were sold exclusively by the Iron Syndicate. Old Porkwhale soon realized he was a mediocre smith and a lousy politician. He much preferred his own company. But if he had to be at the mercy of the power that be, let it be at the mercy of the sea. 
He'd enrolled, fifteen and with low expectations. He asked for little, just a roof above his head, a pillow and a bed, and three warm meals a sunbaum. His first contract was for five turnflames; the longest they’d give to a newbie. Initially, he thought he’d juice it and move on. He did not mind routine. The work was easy, some might call it demeaning, but Old Porkwhale thought it a matter of pride that the upper and lower decks be spotless after his passage. He forgets the name of his first boat. There have been so many. It was a medium-sized cruise ship. Not much pretense to her. She ferried people from the Jowl to the Brim for the better part of forty turnflames, long after he’d been reassigned. He had not minded being a swabby, and while young boys don’t much like being told what to do, Old Porkwhale had long accepted that he was not inclined for leadership and therefore had no appetite for power. 
He always liked the crew. And they liked him back. He was someone who got along well with people. Dependable, they said of him, and his employers over the turnflames always put a good word in for him with their superiors. But he disliked the High Machinists. There would always be Machinists on board, he knew. The Iron Syndicate might have leased the Gracewalkers, but the Conclave owned and operated them. It was stuffy to be in the mess hall with them. They showed no intention of mingling, and Old Porkwhale, who had always believed himself apolitical, realized with almost a hint of pride that he profoundly hated the Conclave and everything it represented. And that made him feel like he finally belonged. 
But the food he ate belonged to the Conclave. No matter where he lived. 
“We are thee belly ov’thee Charter. We feed it, we forge it.” 
The first time one of his captains had ended a speech with that, Old Porkwhale had felt moderately inspired. By his fifth boat, after hearing it echoed back word for word, he had caught on that this was just more propaganda from the Conclave. A way to keep them proud of being docile. Forgers provided at least eighty percent of the fish the Charter ate. No one else wanted to brave the sirens anyway. But the Iron Syndicate always gave seventy percent of the bounty away to the Conclave, so the Jowl could keep leasing the Gracewalkers that were the tools of their trade. And, he snorts, the Semper Engine sold it back to them, three times the rightful price. We are thee belly ov’thee Charter, cause we eat thee shit they giv’us, he thinks with morose frustration.
He huffs and leans against the mast with flinching knees. Just a sweetmouth, he just needs a sweetmouth. There is a strain in his flank when he tries to move. A sharp, cruel thing that zings down to his groin, then right back up to his neck and has him grinding his teeth. An ugly, twisting sting has settled in the cartilage of his left hip, phantom pain but real agony.
The sea got him good. But he gave better, he thinks, with a smile full of sharp teeth.
Things are moving, like chess pieces dancing a ballad older than the beginning. He knows the smell and the sound of time. Recognizes it for what it is. The Turnover is coming, and the apocsa of war is upon them. The gears of power are turning, ever scheming, ever conniving. Too many actors, too many elements, too many signs. Peace is an ephemeral creature, and the fantasy and absence of it are sweeter than its unforgiving reality. Peace is a time of reflection, and not many people have the stomach for it these sunbaums.
Did they ever?
It is an honest question, one he does not think he will find the answer to, not moonloe.
What a sorry, yet pitiless state he is in. He slides to the railing, limply dropping until he is sitting on the platform, feet dangling over the bottom like a child’s taunt. Brine crawls up his nose hair, and he scrunches it, annoyed by the stale saltiness. Oil-stained fingers rummage by his belt until he finds his tobacco pouch, deft hands plucking the rolling papers from his breast pocket.
You get used to the still water. The only thing moving in this unchanging landscape is this ship. Like being stranded in a painting. There is peace to that. If you can keep yourself from the threshold of madness, there is happiness in that.  
A wry little laugh slips past his lips, mingling with the smoke. The heady scent of oil and spices travels through his nostrils and lingers on the back of his throat. Oh well, things have been changing. For the longest time, they had remained unmoving, stuck between the two hands of a clock, as if afraid. But there is a taste, a familiar yet alienating one.
M’getting too old fer this.
Old Porkwhale does not believe in leaders or wars, and he does not trust people, mechanics, or religions. He spits bitter phlegm down the side of the ship with a glint of hate in his eyes, imagining it to be the open throat of the sea. The Postgods they called the wars, trifle matters, petty revolts, they whisper…yet thousands died in the name of a Grand Machine no one had ever seen. Just numbers scribbled on paper for the Conclave, he knows, but family and friends for those below. Cold, hard math does not account for grief. Only profit. 
The war that is coming may be their last. Perhaps it is time to forgive and move on.
He almost misses it in the dark. 
Nothing but a dark shape in the ocean. It’s the flailing that sets him off. He acts out of decades of instinct, jumps on brittle bones, grabs the nearest life preserver, and throws it into the water. He misses and starts reeling the rope back in to try again.
“Man at sea!” He screams to whoever might be within earshot. 
The poor chap must really want to live because Old Porkwhale can see sirens circling him like sharks, and yet he seems to be keeping them at bay somehow. Any time now, he thinks the drowning man will be dragged from sight. But the lost soul perseveres, holding off the sirens with wide gestures of desperate survival. Well I be damned, the sailor thinks, this time taking better aim. The life preserver lands a short breath away from the man, and he grabs on tightly while Old Porkwhale pulls him in.
One of those flesh-eaters has got hold of him, and the sailor debates dropping the rope. In the silent moonbaum, his movements and flopping about have alerted all the sirens in the area. Everyone knows you’re a dead man the moment you hit the water if one of those things hears you. Old Porkwhale counts about a dozen of them, trailing, stalking, and circling, ready to pounce. Not much longer until one of them gets a bite out of him, and the rest join in on the meal. 
But then he sees the man kicking, and the offending parasite comes off. 
The others, he notices in awe, back off warily now that they’ve met their match. If ye want te live so much, I’ll no stand in yer way, the sailor curses, pulling on the rope with renewed vigor. He almost feels twenty again as he witnesses the impossible feat of resilience. It lasts a few sweetmouths, but it seems like a lifetime before Old Porkwhale can hoist the man onto the Gracewalker.
They both lay on the deck, exhausted and looking at the stars, panting clouds of relief. Guess w’both happy te be alive, Old Porkwhale ponders, enjoying the unexpected intimacy.  
“Thank you.” He hears in-between raspy coughs. 
He shrugs him off. 
“Gave me a scare, old chap. Where even did ye pop off frem? I’ve seen’t no boat fer miles,” he says, his bemusement slowly dwindling to suspicion. 
It’s the silence that sets him off. 
He spins around to look down at the supine man and sees him trying to move away from his sight. But it’s too late. The glint of moonlight gives him away. Old Porkwhale would recognize that mask anywhere. 
Just mi luck, hafta be a renegade. 
His blood runs cold as he reassesses the situation. No one else is here. Maybe he could throw the orc back in the water. But now that he sees him up close, Old Porkwhale realizes there’s no way he could overpower him. He has lived well and cautiously. His most cardinal rule. He has never stepped on anyone's toes, and it was an exhausting existence. The life of a man, always a stumble away from collapsing the world around him. There is, he thinks, some relief in di end. 
“M’dead,” he whispers, mostly to himself.
Old Porkwhale is not a history buff, but even he knows; one law holds as true as the Law of Plenty in the Charter. 
The Renegade Act, which all the members of the Conclave signed after the Red Century. A law that allows the orcs to settle their own judicial matters internally. It states, in no uncertain terms, that no denizen of the Charter shall help or harm in any way, one who has been marked a renegade. Anyone found to do so will be at the mercy of the Ak Fyrn Ba. 
And they have no mercy. 
He can already picture it, him pathetically trying to explain that he was just minding mi own business. He sighs while looking at the quiet waters. They’ll slice mi frem top te bottom, and they’ll enjoy it, he ruminates with rancor, the renegade at his side forgotten. 
“I’ll tell them I climbed. That you didn’t see me.” At first, the words are so softly spoken that, lost in his doomsbaum scenarios, Old Porkwhale almost misses them. “I won’t tell.” 
Even without looking at the renegade, the sailor believes him. Lying will not get him anywhere in this situation. But he is too resentful to be grateful. 
“Dinnae matter, lad. Now ye on board, we cannae throw ye at sea, but we cannae harbor ye. Ye has condemned us, orc. But ye knew, when ye asked for mi help, and ye asked anyway.” 
He shrugs, feeling suddenly helplessly tired. 
He wishes he were a child again, being tucked into bed at moonbaum. And that his life had been a netherbaum. He’d tell his mother that he had a moondream, and she wouldn’t believe him because no one dreams anymore. I dreamt I was old and filled wif hate, he’d say, and she’d pinch his cheek. Then I’d wake up, and be n’old man ‘gain, he thinks, repented.
He hears footsteps approaching and realizes it’s best to get out of there. If anyone sees him with his wet clothes, they’ll put two and two together, and it will become increasingly hard to deny any involvement with the renegade. They exchange a glance full of implication. Old Porkwhale can only hope he keeps his word. The old sailor slinks away, surprisingly agile on his limp. A few fullbellys later, as he reaches the lower decks, he hears the captain’s bell ringing the alarm. He hides in a corner as footsteps rush past him, clammy skin sticking to drenched clothes.
He waits a beat before coming out, running scenarios in his head as he half-stumbles to his quarters with haste. Pretense is his ally. He is almost certain no one heard him when he called for help, or someone would have come earlier and found him with the renegade. But what if they did see me? What if they said nothing fer fear ov’retaliation? His paranoia slyly remarks. He chooses not to indulge it, nips to the men’s quarters to grab fresh clothes, and limps to the mess hall in the mid-upper decks, where everyone else seems to be heading in a rush.
By the time he gets there, a heated debate is already underway. 
“Did he say his name?” someone yells, followed by grunts and gasps. Now that would be a guaranteed death sentence. The Act is clear. A renegade must be erased from the world. And the only way to do it is to erase anyone who ever knew them before you kill them. For a renegade to tell you their name is a spiteful murder. “Are we dead now?” someone else whispers at his side, and Old Porkwhale slides forward to get away from the voices who are fueling his own fears and the crammed odor of angry sweating and nervous farts. 
“Crew, shut yer trap!” The captain bellows, and that quiets them some. “He’s not said his name. He’s said nuthin’.” 
Old Porkwhale hears the collective sigh of relief and wishes he could join in. But if anyone finds out about his involvement, the sailor is a dead man. There is a tight coil of fear in his stomach, making its way down his sphincter. It feels like someone skewered him with a corkscrew and is now twisting it around.
“He made one request.” 
The captain speaks again, and that’s when the crew erupts into protests. Cannae keep so many men away from land ‘nd woman. Then expect’em te still be re-spect-ta-ble. Nay, sir, Old Porkwhale remarks casually to himself. He hears some loud How dare he? and a few vehement, kill’im, but so far, no one has acted on it. The old sailor is now praying that the renegade has not mentioned him. He looks around the angry crowd. 
’ll be like n’keg, soon.
The first mate breaks through the noise with a deep rumble. “Thee renegade asked te go te Ingehar.” 
There is a distinctively mocking laughter from the gathered crew members.
“Tis’ true,” the captain agrees. “Stood befer us and said, that if we bring him te Ingehar, t’will be like he neva met us.”
And that does put a cork on the situation. Even Old Porkwhale is left at a loss for words. Y’think y’know someone, here I thunk thee lad wanted te live, he muses with a strange feeling of betrayal. The request is absurd. No one can just sail to Ingehar. We’re talking about the prized stallion of the Charter and a fully Militia-operated slave mine. Ye cannae take n’piss n’Castiel Rhea’s water, without Ingehar finin’ ye fer’ trespassin’. Nay, one has to obtain a permit from the Semper Engine to drop anchor there. You either got the pockets for it, or the only other way the renegade is walking into Ingehar is in shackles. The Ak Fyrn Ba are far more likely to find him there, where he cannot escape, than in the open sea. What could he possibly hope to accomplish? Refined suicide, one of the uppity friends from his youth had once called their shared acquaintance’s habit of flirting with dangerous situations and married women, the illusion of control, without the responsibility, he had explained, as they shared one of his rich father’s cigars. Frankly, Old Porkwhale had not cared for the clever insight (his friend had a tendency for flaunting anyway). Personally, he was there for the cigars. But the wisdom remained like the smell of old smoke on his clothes.
“Te thee nether wif his request, I say we threuw’im ‘verboard. Food fer thee fishies an’let fate be done wif him!” A stupid and brave man bellows, followed by murmurs of assent. 
When Old Porkwhale steps forward, everyone listens to him. Seniority matters in the open sea. They think he got his name from chasing and hunting a giant whale. That could not be further from the truth. He was still wet behind the ears, a boy on his first boat when he got that nickname. And anyone who knows how is dead. But like with most good nicknames, it has everything to do with his taste in women, and nothing to do with his manly prowess. 
“M’itchin’ te do thee very same. But ‘vry man an’woman on diz here ship knows…fate’s n’tricky old bitch, wif an’sour cunt an’razor tears. Why deny her one free meal? Tis’ best not te risk thee fury ov’thee Ak Fyrn Ba,” he says, and he sees the reminder works to instill fright in them. “Castiel Rhea’s on our route, an’they’ll net say no te a new slave fer Ingehar. Thee Act says te no interfere. So, we won’t interfere.” He spits on the ground for luck, and everyone follows his example. “Thee orc want te head te his own death. I say we let him.”
The silence tells him everyone is amenable to that idea.
“Tru,” the captain seconds him. 
But there is always a heckler to rain on someone’s parade. “What bout’ them Machinists? What if they tell thee Ak Fyrn Ba?” That person asks, and while Old Porkwhale cannot identify them in the crowd, he thinks he recognizes their voices. He curses them and looks back at the captain, who is clearly trying to hide his distress. 
“They dinnae command this ship, I do. We do,” the captain utters unconvincingly, but the crew gobbles it up. 
One of the main components of fear is how gullible it is by nature, and false leaders have long caught on to that inherent weakness. But everyone reports to the Conclave, even the captain. Old Porkwhale has long known that Iron Syndicate’s captains are fodder for forgers’ discontent. The workers address their grievances to them, and they report the mutineers to the Semper Engine, who make sure to address the complaints by silencing them. Powerful people can make the world spin on their finger and blame gravity when it inevitably falls and breaks.
“They dinnae need te ken,” Old Porkwhale intervenes despite himself. There is a tense but also expectant silence. “Tis’ not like we talk t’em niways, right? So, I say we keep doin’ what we always done. We work, we keep our mouths shut. We are forgers. We feed, we forge, and we dinnae play wif fire. Dat’s how we get by.”
The crew is looking at him in a way Old Porkwhale is not accustomed to. He finds it unpleasant and sits back down on flinching knees. Survival is dirty business. Back-breaking work for a whole lot of nothing. Foolishly, he finds himself persevering anyway. 
Yer debt’s twice paid, he spares a last thought for the orc, if ye keep yer promise, renegade.


[bookmark: _Toc236058261][bookmark: _Toc236277041][bookmark: _Toc236444029][bookmark: _Toc236573423][bookmark: _Toc236959537]ACT II
Small words mak’am secret; 
nonce words betta.
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There are more stories about the Nil than there are stars in the sky.
Lorna told Saskia that many flames ago.
One particularly rowdy moonbaum, drenched in ale and a hint of oblivion, a rare occasion where the Lord Vassal had guests over. The leftover cherry wine was free for the taking, the guests were asleep, and the working bees of Ashmoth Castle had gathered in the kitchen. Some were sitting on the ground, some were standing, some were playing cards, some were telling raunchy jokes, while the secret nooks had been taken hostage by lovers. No one seemed to care about the red dust falling off the ceiling, or the Machinist, or the Lord Vassal.
It had been a moonbaum to remember. 
And it ended with people bartering ghost stories about the Nil, each more terrifying than the last. Spilling with liquid courage, men and women had shared, above the sweet scent of debauchery and wine, tall tales about the monster who lives and breathes underneath Providence.
Child Bluff: the whishing edge.
There were many names, for what was, after all, a ghost tale told by adults. Fantasies always carried more weight, Saskia had noticed, when the person telling them was big enough. 
Oleor was such a big man, possibly the biggest on the island. Behind his back, people whispered that his father had been an orc. They said it with an evil glint in their eye, like it was dirty knowledge to have. But when no men were around, women said the same thing, and their smiles spoke of secrets, forbidden appetites, reserved not for polite society, but for clandestine meetings and whispered greetings. He must be big everywhere, they gossiped amongst each other, and many had tested the theory, with fruitful results -if their smiles were anything to go by.  
Oleor was not, in fact, half orc, but a flesh-made man, who just happened to be bigger than most of his human counterparts. He had been born, like many on the island, in the Jawline, sixty-five turnflames ago, yet had spent the biggest part of his youth ploughing fields like a mule or breaking rocks and building houses. He was not afraid of hard work and understood that his size gave him the advantage of usefulness. There would always be an available task for someone with his proportions. And it did not hurt his luck with the ladies. 
He was a forger by birth, but an inlander by blood. His grandmother had left the Quagmire because of her love for the open sea. But Oleor had soon found that despite his relevant size, he had no heart for the hammering. So, he’d moved back to the Quagmire, hoping to renew with his inlanders' roots. The work was good, and he liked moving in the dirt more than he did balancing on the water. But the soil was poor. When he’d heard of Ingehar, he’d “signed the contract” and that was that. 
On that rowdy moonbaum of unexpected festivities, he had been towering, albeit unsteadily, oscillating like a pendulum, above the crowd. In one rare flash of awareness, he had taken centre stage and told the story of his fallen friend, Sirias of Folgerian, last of his name, who died in mysterious circumstances at the tender age of forty-five. A babe really, he’d added for the ladies. Oleor had been unexpectedly shaken by his demise and had never found as fulfilling a friendship. Perhaps, time and death had lavished such an appealing lustre on their brief, platonic love affair that no one else could compare to the memory of Sirias.
Sirias was an artist, according to Oleor, and a mighty good one at that. The story of how he landed in Ingehar had been a tragic tale of love, betrayal, and solitude. As so many were in Ingehar. One did not choose to spend a lifelong servitude on a desolate island at the end of the world, unless one had nothing left to lose. But Sirias’s peculiarity had been the fervency of his sundream: to draw everything Man could set his eyes on, for posterity. Oleor had laughed when Sirias had first confided in him, whispering his sundream behind his palm, lest someone hear it and crush it. Posterity, and where, pray tell, yer gon’ find that? He had asked mockingly.
But Sirias was a stubborn one. He had taken the habit of testing his faith daily by the Nil, with paper and coal. You can hear the voice of the Grand Machine there…he would say when questioned. And every morning at dawn, he would take his drawing material and climb to the Nil. What he did there, no one knew, as no sane person would be foolish enough to follow him. After a few enneads, he had started coming back from his trips, looking increasingly haggard. 
Soiled clothes he would never wash, thirsty skin that had forgotten the taste of water, and for a while, it had seemed he had fed on nothing but dust. His eyes had held the sundream fever allure of a man who has forsaken his own name.
Oleor had first tried to reason with his friend, then to dissuade him. On one memorable occasion, he had been very close to just tying Sirias to a chair and be done with it. If not for the fear that his friend might chew through the rope, he would have done it. Such was the scale of Sirias’s obsession. Oleor’s biggest regret was that he did not try harder, but who could have imagined the magnitude of the hold the whishing edge had on the artist?
Who could have known?
It had been a quick, yet gradual descent into madness for Sirias, who would stagger back into the keep mumbling half-baked prophecies, shrouded in whisperings that promised the end of the world, sacred rebirth, and old Gods people had forgotten the name of. He had started talking about things that were borderline blasphemy -if one was being honest- a desecration only forgiven, as it was lost in a meander of nonsense. One moonbaum, full of stars in the sky, Oleor had awoken to a weight crushing his chest. Something was digging into his thorax and breathing down his face, the acrid, putrid breath of a starving man clouding his nostrils.
It was Sirias.
Delirious with a heatless fever, he had woken Oleor in the middle of the moonbaum, crouched on his rags-made bed. A shadow with shining orbs pointed at the forger. He was mumbling in the dark, and there was an atmosphere of urgency to his brisk, sudden movements. Concern had been quickly overshadowed by fear, one that had grabbed Oleor in between the legs, in a primal, direct way that left no place for misunderstanding.
“Felt mi balls crawl all di way, right back up mi stomach, an’knew it meant trouble, yes-sir, I listen te m’instinct, an’it told me s’mthing dark’s afoot.” 
He swore in between pints. Crazed eyes still holding on to the dread of that moonbaum, a slow shiver crawling its way through the crowd as he let the silence paint the picture, better than a thousand words ever could. 
“ll’ no forget what he told me, nosssir. T’was his voice, y’know, s’mthing bout’it, dunno, it didnae sound right, y’see?” 
As he was saying that, the forger was cradling his pint, eyes lost to the bottom, a pale ghost of a memory descending on his features and coloring him pasty white. 
“Tis like he wasnae ‘lone in there,” he added, knocking bare-knuckled on his head, with an audible tock. “Many people was speakin’ but at the same time, y’see,” he’d finished, with the haunted gaze of a man who had just spoken to his own death.
“I was told to say: you had a mother, she sang for you before you were born. The Tenth Light has come. Nine Queen will rise. Ten will fall. The Tenth Light comes with the Moonfall. Remember the face of thy mother.”
A hush had fallen on the room after Oleor had told his story, as if the words held enough power to reach out from beyond the grave and squeeze their throats. A shiver had run through Saskia, huddled in a corner, small and quiet, drinking every word like ambrosia.
 “Remember di face ov’di mother…” Oleor had whispered into his pint, looking like he had left the land and forgotten his body behind.
“And then, what happened?” someone had asked (Saskia could not remember who), breaking the tense silence.
Oleor had seemed to wake up. He had shaken his head and smiled, a big dopey smile. 
“He just up and left, y’know, an’didnae have di heart te run aft’him, not aft’what happened, nosssir. S’pose I figures, eh,‘ll’be fine, ‘ventually. But neva seen’t him ‘gain, aft’that,” he had admitted with a sour look towards his empty pint.
Hard to say, even in hindsight, if the sorrow had been for the empty cup or for his friend.
By then, the crowd was gathered around him, upturned faces leaning forward like flowers towards the sun. “Did he die?” some brave soul had whispered, followed by a collective gasp.
“Aye, s’pose he did, yesssir, dinnae expect him te be hidin’ fer so long, holdin’ out on me. He just took n’walk off a cliff. Just went poof!” Oleor had exclaimed while snapping his fingers, the crowd parting back like a wave at the sudden noise. “Aft’ three moons, when I seen’t he wasnae comin’, I went te di Nil misself,” he had confessed, eyes blinking rapidly, mouth drying. He had coughed it out and shouldered through, with another dopey signature smile. “Alls I found there was his drawins, by Child Bluff -his coal still next to it as if he’d just walked off n’forgot te come back fer it,” he had added with the lost innocence of a child. “Cliff took’em, di drawins, but I’d time to glance, what I seen’t, it make spiders down mi back. T’was ungodly.” 
The word alone had been enough for everyone to swipe four fingers across their mouth, to ward off evil. Oleor had imitated them before continuing. 
“I seen’t a drawin ov’di ocean, far di eye can see, a field ov’dead fishies, belly up, all ’em, just dancing in di water. An’grey moth, with no wings,” he had whispered in the eerie quiet kitchen. 
And everyone knew what it meant, bodies shuddering in unison, as if wearing the same skin, goosebumps traveling from elbow to elbow, and a tight coil of fear, ropewalking between people’s shoulders. “D’Mad Piper,” someone had gulped, and for a while no one had said anything, the bare terror of the mythical reaper enough to silence the room into fright.
“Aye,” Oleor had agreed. “Di Mad Piper got him, m’sure ov’it, that’s who’s hidin at di Nil. Di Mad Piper,” he had finished solemnly, and a sigh of collective agreement had shaken the room to its core.
And then, Baba spoke.
When she did speak, she did so with the sound of doors creaking and hinges screaming. She had suffered a wound in her youth, slashed her throat from ear to ear, and she was never seen without a scarf. Strangled words rarely squeezed through the marred, vulnerable flesh of her neck. She was by far the oldest on the island, and she had landed in Ingehar eighty-two flames ago, at the tender age of fifteen. That alone conveyed a mysticism to her figure, a mantle of respectability that was only reinforced by the sparsity of her character.
She was part of the small minority in Ingehar of toughbirds, and she still bore some of the harsh tones and accents of the Red Dirt in her speech and manners. Few would know that the fear of alienation and persecution was the main reason she kept her silence. While not outwardly hostile towards redkins and devoid of a truly directed ill-will, most people still regarded them with confused diffidence and suspicion, as Seïndhar was known for being the last cradle of the Old Gods, a haven of empyre and forbidden rituals.
Reason told Baba that here in Ingehar, being a southerner was an idiosyncrasy at best, an enchanting peculiarity at worst. But oldie wounds tend t’heal crooked whence nonce tended ta, she thought, fingers ravaged by time brushing against her scarf in a self-soothing gesture of placation. Yessa, eldrichts, go back t’yonsie sleep, ya nonce call on yonsie yet she lulled her fears and memories, milky-white eyes, almost blinded by cataract sweeping through the room.
There was no one left alive who knew that, back when she first arrived, she had still carried her full name: Baba-Yela. That she’d worn her tribe name, Baba, like a medal until she outgrew the pride it came with -but she still carried the sorrow. She did not like to think back on her youth. She could only remember flashes of warmth, a brief respite period, a valley of her childhood where she had known happiness. Everything else had been violence and suffering. War did that to people. Slash through the good memories with jagged stripes of black and red, until all the sunshine had bled out of a person’s skin.
Before she arrived in Ingehar, Baba had been recently orphaned in one of the many Postgods that ravaged and defaced the Charter. Da wars dem nonce be wars, we dinsie call dem such, nonce, Da Big Men like dem small words, like dem ta twist wam minds, she reflected, fingers hovering above the hidden scar that opened into a wide and toothless smile. She wore it like a necklace against the paper-thin skin of her throat. Diss what Da Big Men peace looks like, she thought bitterly, squeezing the ragged scarf between knotty fingers.
Resources had been scarce even in her youth, skirmishes had been many: whence dem com’ fo’ us, dem com’ fo’ wam Gods nonce wam foods, yessa. 
Baba and her family had been part of a small tribe, which worshipped the Fez-tal: The vampire spider.
Until a fat, power-drunk Lord Vassal (even now, Baba could barely contain her disgust, appearance be damned!) had decided to restore order by decimating her tribe and many others. 
No place for humans in war. No, life was a commodity of peace.  
They had killed her father and mother.
Baba and her twin hid behind a fake wall as it happened. The girls had heard everything, powerless to stop it. They had spied the metallic marching of the Bellymen inside their round dome, the clangour of armour and angry rustle of weapons. Baba had learned that even the proudest man would beg for his life - and the staunchest woman would scream for help. 
Dignity was also a commodity of peace.
Pop, pop, pop, three shots from a spitfire; the screams were no more.
The sudden quiet had brought relief.
Her twin, always the most cool-headed of the siblings, had clasped a hand above Baba’s mouth to keep her from making noise. She could still remember the moist taste of flesh and sweat, mixing with copper inside her mouth, her own tongue bleeding revulsion and grief down her throat. 
When she thinks of her hometown, she can never remember how everything smelled acrid, like snake glue, but dampened, dry from the desert. Or the billowed scent of charred lizard, soothed by the sweetness of cactus milk. 
She can only remember the oily stench of burning bodies overpowering an unidentified stink of bowels and death. She’d retched after, when all was done, and the army had left, her twin spreading soothing circles down her back.
It had been of very little comfort, but it had helped.
They had left their home, with meagre belongings, two orphaned girls with no prospects for the future, their entire tribe, decimated in the name of the Right Arm and its rule of compassion.
Yessa, da compassion o’da Big Men: a painless death. All hail da Right Arm, fo’ it provides. Spoken. 
Takesie what’s o’value, sista’. Nonce whims, nonce sentimentalism, Baba-Yanasti had warned as they hastily packed (but it would always be Yanasti for Baba-Yela, just Yanasti, as honorifics were for outsiders, not for family. Yanasti, who had always been the most reckless of the two, yet at times, the most collected, like water rippling and smoothing with the breeze). They had left and never looked back, burying their story and past in their chests, lest someone had an idea of finishing the job. They had never talked about home again.
Takesie what’s o’value, nonce whims, nonce sentimentalism.
They had taken their mother’s silver brooch, their father’s silk shirt (the good one, for special occasions, his coveted possession), and raided other homes for jewellery and silks. It had not been enough to pay for safe passage across the sea, to pay for a ticket to Eïndhar. It was Yanasti, again, who had secured two spots, illegally smuggled in the hold of an iron giant, currying favour from the very Militia who would sooner hunt them down if they knew the truth of their blood.
Yela had never asked; no, she would not embarrass her twin by demanding what it had taken to accomplish that exploit. But she could imagine. That moonbaum, as they slept under the stars preparing for the journey, Yanasti had come back with marks on her skin, rumpled clothes, and fleeting eyes. It became another of those things they did not speak a word of. Like da Big Men, sil yononce speaksie, t’neva’ happened. Small words mak’am secret; nonce words betta. 
She had arrived in Castiel Rhea with her twin, orphaned and penniless.
The journey itself had taken moonhouses. Sleeping, and hiding with the cockroaches and the pests, skin scratched raw from saltwater, stomach churning on itself, sandpaper lips too cracked to form words. They barely survived it, hugging each other at moonbaum to conserve heat. The man they bought passage from never once checked on them or the rest of the illegal cargo. He was not paid to keep them alive, and what was one less pest? Of the twenty warm bodies they had shared the cargo hold with, sixteen had turned cold by the time they reached the shores of Eïndhar.
They had never exchanged names. All Yela had to mourn them was the absence of warmth at moonbaum, huddling in the dark, and the putrid smell of decomposition. Then the flies, the rotting carcasses they left behind. By the fifth ennead, she had stopped mourning them and started hating their very existence.
But it was exhausting to hate a corpse. Eventually, she had just stopped caring.
Takesie what’s o’value: nonce whims, nonce sentimentalism.
In Castiel Rhea, at first, they had lived like street rats, any concern with dignity forgotten, begging for scraps, or raiding through waste, for a half-eaten apple, or crumbs of rock-hard bread. It was then she had gotten her scar, rifling through a man’s pouch, deft fingers touchless in their levity as they plucked silver coins from unsuspecting victims (ah yes, back’en, it was still silvers, no meal tickets). A carefully orchestrated routine, one she could have executed with her eyes closed. Until the Militia had caught her.
The price for stealing riches was steep, she had learned then.
They had left her, the Militia, in a back alley.
Bleeding and dying, semen drying on her thighs. Clothes torn, gurgling, and choking on her own blood as she looked at the sky and watched it fade to black. She wondered if they had slit her throat out of courtesy, so she would not have to live with the ignominy. She wondered if she was still alive because they had been too lazy to finish the job. She was too empty to cry, so she had just blinked, muscles spasming, as if trying to force her back to life. She had not clung to it, though. No, she had begged for the pain to end. She had yearned for oblivion.
But she woke up. Her sister must have found her and nursed her back to health. It was a miracle she was alive, or perhaps Yanasti’s sheer stubbornness had yanked her back to this plane; like a noose. Poultices and herbs, cold compresses, clean sheets. She woke up in comfort, surrounded by medicine and fretting hands. Yanasti was at her side, feeding her warm willowmilk with plumflower petals for the pain. Health was expensive, and Yela would never learn how her twin got hold of those luxuries. She supposed she should have been grateful.
Yet when Yela had opened her eyes, she had felt immediate regret, crushing her into bed, choking out her heart. There was nothing for her here, no joy, no light, just an insidious netherbaum, which had somehow coated reality. She wished herself dead again. But Yanasti would not let her go. She had kept her in a mostly delirious sundream-fever, whispering sweet nothings or cursing out the Gods. Eventually, Yela realized with guilt-trodden-fatigue, that Yanasti’s strength came from their sibling bond. To keep her sister alive was her cornerstone and the source of her fire, what allowed her to weather the pain for both. Yela was ready to die, Yanasti wanted to stay and fight. Her twin may not have been afraid of many things, but she was terrified of being alone.
Wordlessly, Yela had chosen to stay. To be the bearer and keeper of her sister’s existence. They could survive. As long as they were together.
Yela’s near-death had been another one of those things they did not speak about. Because if they did not speak it, it never happened.
Back then, Yela had accepted her fate, resigning herself to an existence of abject deception. One with no past or future. She would have been content to just be allowed to live, even as a lesser human. But Yanasti had a different idea. Brave and resourceful, she had approached a truthteller and signed them both up on the first iron giant leaving for Ingehar. For hope of a better life.  
Now that her twin has perished, along with their entire clan, Baba-Yela has dropped her own name when she realized she was to be the last of her line.
For those who knew her sunloe, Baba would suffice.
Takesie what’s o’value: nonce whims, nonce sentimentalism.
The work had been good in Ingehar, and the loneliness and fear were less crushing now that they had a goal. The pains of hunger long dismissed and forgotten. Yela had allowed herself to hope. But the lull had not been as comforting for Yanasti, who woke up in a pool of her own sweat, screaming and thrashing every moonbaum. Memories clung to her, like leftover food between her teeth, and no amount of work and safety could soothe her bleeding soul. She slept very little and ate frugally, haunted, even outwardly, by a past that seemed to violently catch up with them, growing ever closer when moon fell.
Yela had been powerless in offering comfort and had relinquished that responsibility to time. Yessa, ’ll pass, she had thought blindly. Perhaps, if she had hugged her sister, promised certainties she did not have, or even platitudes. Perhaps then Yanasti would not have sought comfort by the Nil, lured by the promise of empyre, the same Woe she had been repudiated for.
Taste like home, she would say, light on her feet the last few enneads of her life, dancing and floating through the sunbaum as if she had only sundreamed it, and nothing could hurt her.
Worry had gnawed at Yela, but she had held it back. If Yanasti said it was okay, it had to be. She was the strong one, the one with the answers. She was the current, and Yela was the water, flowing wherever she was nudged. She had chosen trust, even as she heard her sister slip out of bed, when the moon rose, and come back at dawn, surviving on no sleep and no food, the fixed smile of a doll etched on her face. Yonsee, soon’ll be back, like it was, befo’, yonsee she would promise, and Yela would nod, hiding the fear in her eyes behind trust and obedience, as she did not know how to gift her sister anything else.
Those were the terms of their love, after all. To not question, to not speak, and to simply support.
Baba gave only morsels of her stories to the crowd that moonbaum, as she would never tell a living soul about her home, but she gave enough to whet their appetites. Enough, they could almost feel her pain, even without knowing its origin. She told them of her village by another name, of raiders who had fatally targeted her tribe, but she refrained from naming the Bellymen or the name of her faith. We was simple people, good people, she said, offering no names or locations. Everything else but the bare facts, she left to the people’s imagination.
“Ya follow one moonbaum: ya thunk sil ya see, ya glimps... Yessa, ya neva will- Whence ya wentsie, ya glimps truth: nonce it is da work o’folks. A vengeful God been hidin’, been waitin’. I could feel whisperins, promises ta desperate souls, yessa, mi sista’ believe’em. Ya wager, cause she couldna believe nothin’else. Wouldav killed’er,” Baba had confessed to a rapt crowd, screeching voice softened by sadness, and polished by regret.
Perched on her chair, she had resettled herself, nursing a cup of ale, calloused fingertips drawing circles around the rim. She had seemed younger to Saskia, frail and small, as if the little girl in her had crawled her way into her stance, offering brief glimpses of a home that was no more.
“Sil yon eva’ been ta Nil, yon glimps, nonce is it place fo’ human step. Crafted it was: by n’eldritch beast lon’ go, yessa. Might be da Mad Piper, might be ‘nother eldritch, might be a trick o’fate. Fo’ whence yonsie hear da cliffs, cryin’ like yongins, yonsie thunk‘bout jumpin’. A fool’s savior but yon would, yon jumpsie, m’sure,” she had remarked, as if discussing the weather, and every man and woman in the room had signed four fingers across their mouths.
Religion and superstition had a way of lingering in each other’s embrace, as if in love with their nemesis. It was thin, the border in which they met peacefully, oft arbitrarily Man-drawn, but it was iron-clad and anchored into a child’s brain, blooming into evidence past adulthood, until one could no longer tell which had started which.
The chicken, the egg, and the question of which came first was the essence of the eternal debate, around which all religions were created.
“Ya seen’t her, at da Nil,” Baba had added, and no one dared interrupt the crone. Unlike Oleor, her age afforded her privacy and exclusivity, one she would not relinquish easily. “Smilin’, yessa like a fool, neva’ seen’t her smile; nonce worry on her face. Like when we babes, yonsie glimps? Sil yonsie can remember yon childhood, yon can glimps, been lon’lon’ time since soul here smile,” Baba had recounted, squeezing her cup and lost in its watery amber depths.
She would not bore them with the particulars. No, no crowd was deserving of hearing her pain. No one would ever know how scared she had been, making her way to the Nil, how, when she had gotten there and found her sister, she had begged.
Yanasti had been standing, ethereal like a statue, on the edge of the wishing edge. She had not roused when Yela had approached, wearing a flimsy underdress, through which Yela could see the ribs and bones covered in flesh, somewhat assembled in the shape of a woman. She had wondered then (and why, how, could a mind linger on the inane, when it could not grasp the obvious?) if perhaps Yanasti would have grown beautiful, if afforded another life? She would have married first if they had a home, Yela was sure of it. For she may have been the wildest and most stubborn of the two, but she had always been the one most starved for love, for belonging too.
Cansie hear dem, sista, da moonchildren singin’? Them wants ta takesie home, come with me…
Yela wanted to die. Yanasti wanted to stay and fight. That was the agreement, was it not? She would fight for the two of them, and Yela would follow her anywhere. Even sunloe, Baba kept thinking of that moment with rage disguised as regret. She would have followed Yanasti anywhere, but when the time came, Yela had chosen life, had she not? She had discovered that perhaps there was a fire in her too, and it still burned, eighty flames later.
They could survive. Together.
That was the unspoken promise.
“Da motha’ come, to takesie home. Rememba’ da face o’thy motha’, sista’, she says to me then. As if ya could eva’ forgets,” Baba had continued, a self-deprecating laugh croaking out of her parched and ravaged throat and drowning straight into her cup. “Yessa, ya rememba’. Ya seen’t her still, standin’ on dat edge, with a smile. A smile like a child, yessa. A smile like she neva’ glimps pain.” 
And Baba would not tell them how envious she had been, witnessing this.
How fear and reason had warred with unconditional love. How she had wanted to believe, one last time, that Yanasti had the answers and that she would do the impossible.
She would take them back to a home that was no more.
They had stood, facing each other, twins divided by warring desires. Tis’ gon’ our home, tis’ gon’, please, comesie down, Yela had pleaded, outstretching a trembling hand, big eyes unable to hide her panic. It had been real then, the fear of losing her sister. So real it had slithered inside her stomach, and then up her throat, had filled her head with wormy thoughts of delusions and lies. Aye, jump, Yela, it had whispered, what do you have to lose? She had stood at the border of the bridge, her sister on its very far end, and had worked up the courage to step forward, crossing the distance until she had been able to grab Yanasti’s hand in hers. Ya nonce let yonsie go. We survive, togetha’ she had threatened, squeezing the cold, dead fingers which would not squeeze back. But she could do this, just as Yanasti had done for her. She would bring her back to the land of the living, tether her to her hip, and keep her there until she was done healing. M'sorry, ya was nonce there, but m’here now, comesie Yana, let’s go back, she had begged, plastering on a smile made of crooked lines and sore cheeks. One that was purely for her sister’s benefit.
Let’s go home, Yela. Ya wants ta go home.
Ironic, how even turnflames later, she could still hear every word, as if they were being spoken to her in a loop. Over and over again, she could hear her sister say, let’s go home, Yela, and so many times, she would blink herself into the past, mouthing the words she had not said back then. The ones she wished she could have found. The ones age and wisdom had only whispered to her when it was already too late.
Yes, let’s go home, Yanasti. Togetha’.
But she had let go of her hand, had she not? Back then. Yanasti had kept on smiling and repeating herself, and Yela had been scared, so scared she had stumbled in her resolve. A split sweetmouth; nothing more. That is all it took. Yanasti had tipped over backward, and the fingerless sky had been unable to catch her. She had smiled her doll grin, the one not happy, not sad. Nay, da smile dat knows no pain. And since then, Baba had wondered if it was what death felt like.
Finally, utterly, painless.
Come with me, Yanasti whispered, leaving the warmth of her touch on Yela’s fingertips.
And nothing else.
Indomitable Yanasti, who listened to none but her own freedom. Yanasti, with the calloused hands but the soft touch, willing to face an armada for her sister. Yanasti, the bed river in which Yela had laid her faith, pouring all herself into it, giving the reins of her life over to her twin. Because it was too hard alone. Yanasti, who had fought for two, until she could fight no more. And sometimes, Yela wondered who she struggled to forgive the most.  
Which o’ us, thinksie, got da betta’ end o’da deal? Ya wondas’, sista’ sil ya inherited yon faya…
Ya shoulda jumped.
“Mi sista’ tipped over, like diss glass on da table,” wonda’ if she shattered like one, too, “nonce could she stay, ya reckon, nonce could handle it, so she wents,” back home…
Baba’s voice had been flat as she finished her story, the pregnant silence almost pungent on her skin. She had looked around then and found nothing but pity.
Keep it, ya nonce need it no mo’. Keep yon pities and yon tears, got mi own faya now, mi sista’s died. Yessa, but here ya is. Keep yon pity, ya nonce need it no mo’, ya learn mi own strength. Ya fight fo’ misself.  
Baba had downed her glass, with a satisfied smack of her lips, owlish eyes blinking back memories.
 “Strange world, we been livin’, yessa? Them says da wishin’ edge take wam mind, befo’ takesie yon life. Reckon dem t’be lies. Only fools jump, yessa, fools maybe, but nonce crazy, tru tru. Nonce was madness made her jump ’om dat bridge.” 
Baba had chuckled, croaking like a bird of death. Deep from the bowels of the crowd, a slow shiver had risen in response. 
“T’was hope, made her jump. T’was hope.”
And perhaps, that was her gravest Woe, hers, and theirs. Best not to hope on Ingehar. Best not to wish.  
Takesie what’s o’ value: nonce whims, nonce sentimentalism.
Baba had learned her lesson.
The crone’s story was told, and then, Yela spoke no more.
As stories were being traded, flying over heads like paper planes, and slowly unfolding and tangling on the ground, the headmaid sipped her cherry wine with half-lidded eyes. Confusion and chats flew and flashed above her as she sat apart from the crowd. At first glance, she would have looked too distracted to pay attention, clouded by alcohol and respite. It would have been a mistake to think Lorna anything but the most observant person in the room.
She had not gained her position through flattery and nepotism, but through skill and hard work. Far from being the most political and cunning, the headmaid’s strength was her calm. Imperturbable. In control. Who better to rule over an island, in desperate need of discipline, for lack of anything else? It was known that the Lord Vassal heeded her advice above all else, even his own Machinist.
It had not always been such.
Her first flame in Ingehar had been vastly different. In Castiel Rhea, she had been afforded freedom and company. Ingehar was too sterile a land for friendship to bloom, and boredom made untirable workers of all those who found refuge here. Frivolity was a privilege of youth, and those who lived in Ingehar aged hundreds of turnflames in a sunbaum. Her first intimate understanding of life on the island had been the certainty that she had signed herself up for servitude and solitude. The bleakness of that knowledge had nearly crushed her spirit.
The previous Lord Vassal had been a pompous, wrinkled, and sour man. One who was already on the brink of dementia and possessed a mean streak which had not lessened with insanity. On the contrary, aye, a cruel man he was, delighted in our sufferings, counting sheep until his death, praise be the Moonchild for killing him off. A clement death too, died with his pecker out, in his bed, thinking he ruled the world…it was Baba who found him, says he’d been smiling like he’d seen the Moonchild.
Hail the Right Arm, for it provides. Spoken!
His replacement had been much better.
Zeldog, the current Lord Vassal, had once been a passionate man. One full of vigour and quests, eager to prove himself. He had been younger than Lorna when he arrived on Ingehar, with deer eyes, still innocent to the wonder of the worlds. A rich kid with an axe to grind with his father. A perfect cocktail of petulant desire and malleable mind. Putty, for a savvy girl like Lorna, pretty, incandescent, and aloof as she had been then (never a looker, no, but charmful, I suppose, travelled enough for a Lord Vassal, after all she remembered, chuckling in her glass. She would never tell a soul about her brief affair on the higher side, but how delicious the knowledge that she once had an Immaculate on his knees for a taste of her flesh, and none in this room was the wiser).
Had she not been a midwife, Lorna would not have minded being a lover, a courtesan, a woman of Woe. Aye, or a whore. Best call a spade a spade, I’ve always liked indulging the flesh, might not have minded making a penny for it, aye, but money it takes away the pleasure, dunnit? Flesh tastes sweeter when it’s free for the taking. And, she could admit, somewhere inside, she had always been too power hungry, and while there was mightiness in dragging a man to bed, where he was most vulnerable, once his business was done, so was his desire.
Was there a more abject and powerless creature than a whore at the end of her trade? She only had power at the beginning of the sale. Once she sold it, what was she but used goods? A whore’s value only decreased with frequency. That hardly seemed like a fair deal, as her client’s value remained forever consistent. Regardless of performance.
No, Lorna would not have liked being a whore. She was too pragmatic a woman, and that trade had too short a shelf-life for her taste. Best to take her peaks for free and have men pay for everything else.
That seemed like a fairer deal.
It had been brisk and loveless, their affair. While she had enjoyed Zeldog’s far-eyed looks and silly questions at first, she had quickly grown tired of his neediness and secret superiority complex. The illusion of power he had over her, she had come to realize, was her main appeal. When in bed, there was no doubt about who was in charge, but like most men of her acquaintance, every sweetmouth spent out of the sheets, he endeavoured to reacquire his supremacy.
After a few moonhouses of that routine, she had called it quits, as delicately as she could considering his position. He had been surprisingly clement and understanding in his approach, and without the sweaty drag of bodies in between them, something akin to trust had settled peacefully in the space left behind. Had they been of the same station, their relationship might have been mistaken for friendship. Quietly, discreetly, as with everything they did together, she had become his confidante.
It was then she learned real strength.
The true essence of a woman’s power was not in the taking or in the giving.
No, it was in the withholding.
To be a dam to man’s desire, one needed his respect. And once a woman had gained it, it would be smart never to lose it. Mastery over your own desires and the hearts of men meant mastery over all things in humans’ possession. It meant freedom. Lorna never let herself forget, and of the many lovers she had over the flames, to none did she ever give all of herself. Either her mind or her body, but they could not have both, lest they grew grabby, greedy, and entitled. A man was most useful, after all, when kept at arm’s length, so he could not tug on a woman’s leash.
Who’s most powerful, after all, the dog or the blind man? Aye, I think it be the dog, ye ken?
She had stopped it just in time, as only a few enneads later, Zeldog’s wife had finally arrived. Left behind on account of her poor health, she had taken her time to say her goodbyes before she rejoined her husband. Theirs was not a passionate love story. It had been a practical match, and while the Lady seemed to pour her all into a fantasy of romance, the Lord Vassal did not seem inclined to indulge her.
Zeldog was the son of a Prophet himself, with an Immaculate bloodline, and she, the second daughter of a merchant. The richest merchant in Deïrenhart for sure, but still, only just a merchant. One who controlled the trade of iron and water and owned no less than thirty iron giants for his personal usage. A juggernaut of sales, a smart man, with the misfortune of siring three girls, whom he had to marry off, if he wanted money to convert into prestige and position.
And what that merchant wanted, more than anything else, was not to be rich. It was to be envied.
The first daughter, the youngest, he sold to the Lord Vassal of Akh-Thal, the twin capital city of Seïndhar. Her husband was a small, cruel man by all accounts. But an influential one. 
“It’s his pride that be his weakness, Sintilla, so what do you do with prideful men?” he had asked, the most reserved, but also most strategic daughter.
“Bloat them and blow them like a balloon. When they misbehave, pop them with a needle,” she had responded obediently.   
His prized and favourite, the elder, he sold to the Lord Vassal of Faïensilla, the second largest city in Deïrenhart. A cold, calculating man, with fingers in many pies and a foot in the Conclave. A sadist, with a sexual inclination for torture and mutilation. 
“How do we handle violent men, Fedores?” he had interrogated her.
Out of the three, she was not the smartest, but she was the one with less qualms. She understood the necessities of power and would compromise anything, even her own humanity, for a taste of it. 
“Redirection. We feed them victims, make them dependent on our tutelage. Only a monster can tame a monster, after all, father.”
His third daughter, the middle one, he sold to the young man who would inherit the centre of all trades. Ingehar. A foolish man, for a foolish girl. To her he said only one thing. 
“Make us proud.”
At best, Zeldog had neglected his wife. At worst, he had treated her like a nuisance.
The Lady had not found a warm welcome in Ingehar, which was so contrary to her sunny and social disposition. Following their master’s lead, most workers and soldiers had engaged as little as possible with her, rolling their eyes as soon as she left the room. However distracted and naïve she might have been, all beings had a sixth sense that allowed them to perceive when they were unwanted and alienated. Lorna was certain that the same was true for the Lady, who had led the loneliest existence on the island, victim of nothing more than jealousy, resentment, and a loveless marriage.
She supposed discrimination was unavoidable, as the Lady stood out like a sore thumb.
Lady Ignexia Xeschiel, née Razamud, third of her name, was a delicate little flower, all giggles and frivolity, so ill-suited for the harsh temperament of Ingehar. Such was the quick-morphing whiplash of her personality. Upon arrival, the unstable glint in her eyes had not yet had time to materialize. She had been demure and graceful, a picture-perfect, obedient wife. Soft-spoken, trilling, and bouncy underneath her skirts. Not the smartest, but equipped with sensitivity, the benefits of which were lost on the island.
She often laughed at first.
Vapid, inconsistent little things she disseminated in every room. Like a dandelion. Pale skin, plump-rosy cheeks, refined and elegant in a way that was still innocent and untainted. Ripe like a peach, and perhaps too tart and sugary for a man like the Lord Vassal, who never had a sweet tooth and abhorred all nutriments that were not essential to health. It was his dislike of the superfluous that had led to the mistreatment of his wife, Lorna was certain of it.
She was an airy and light being, the “Lady”, made of clouds and frills; a firefly trapped in a glass bottle.
Delightful! to those who gazed upon her.  
She never stood a chance.
Unlike the residents’ reluctant or plain indifferent initial reaction to the Lady, love had sprouted from the most unexpected place. Barren-hearted, cold-skinned Lorna had been immediately enchanted by the fragile, fleeting, butterfly-shine of Lady Ignexia. It was love at first sight. Immediate, all-encompassing, overwhelming, and fiercely possessive, like only a mother’s love could be.
Lorna had wasted no time, lavishing praises and coos upon her coveted possession. She delighted in rising early and helping the Lady choose her attire of the sunbaum, and the Lady would prattle on and on about Deïrenhart’s fashion, gossip, and the importance of being always presentable.
A woman’s status is expressed through the latest fashion. One wrong move, and no civility can save you from mocking. It is our armour, Lorna. Men rule with their swords; we do so with dresses. They ride horses, and we ride heels. They wear crowns, we wear tiaras. Decorum is how women wage war, she would say, with so much self-importance. Lorna might have confused it for wisdom, had she not been a woman herself. 
No, she would think, keeping to the privacy of her own thoughts, decorum is the stick, the bed chamber, the guillotine. Might be why women like the Lady either grow hungry or fat. Between boredom and loneliness, what’s left of a human with no civility? Your obedience is not a salve for savagery; it’s what you traded for your safety. How foolish to seek safety from the men who wish to eat you. Women in the north don’t have husbands; they have handlers.
But the headmaid would forgive the Lady any silliness and foolishness. Nodding and humming, smiling and tending, hands like clouds and pillows through which, she hoped, the Lady might forget her dread. They never forged an intimate bond, but they formed an exclusive one, which could only be understood by those inside its borders. Lorna loved her, like she loved the precious china in the drawing room. Like a beautiful object, made to be seen, not touched, lest it be spoiled. Her love was not enough to soothe the Lady’s loneliness, just to put it on hold.   
In a way, Lorna’s own deference had directly contributed to the Lady’s wary distance. Too much familiarity would appear untoward, and after all, Lady Ignexia had been raised for conversation and chit-chat, not for dialogue or debate. What would she know of genuine friendship? How would she start to confide in anyone when her own wants and thoughts were estranged from her? Her alabaster skin, made of the finest porcelain -smooth, flawless, and empty inside- harboured a vast kaleidoscope of feelings. Like all surface things, those feelings were intense, brief, apocsals, and ever-changing, but always skin-deep. They would hover above the surface like feathers, brush past, and move on, forgotten and forgone.
It was through reflection and exploration that one turned stimulus into altering emotions.
Neither of those traits was the Lady’s strong skill. In fact, she abhorred seriousness in all its shapes and shades and preferred never to dip more than a toe into any endeavour. Nothing is attractive about a wife consumed by her own passions, so much so that she forgets her husband, she would say with a matriarchal tone and a delicate shiver, to justify her own levity. It was ironic, heartbreaking, and at times troubling to see a young lady so consumed by the need to be well-liked that she was blind to her own plight. She could have danced around naked, and the Lord Vassal would have passed her by without a glance.
But decorum, Lorna, for our reputation, that of our children! You could never understand…
The Lady was so unlike Lorna’s helping hand at the time. Her second in command at the time was many things, not all flattering, but above all, she was unforgettable.
One was volatile, the other combustible.
No frills and giggles for the helping hand. She laughed out loud, proud and unapologetic. She had served on a seabird ship and travelled around the world before she had been fostered on Ingehar, and left here by her previous owners. She had been worth a pretty penny, too. She was a peculiar seelie. Quick-witted, sharp-tongued, and servile only when it served her own interest. She had the wildness of an endangered species, one that was ill-suited for a creature who belonged to the bottom rung of the ladder. It was a miracle that she had survived this long. No amount of culling and abuse could bend her neck, and while never disobedient, she was an insolent little thing.
A good worker, aye, but an arrogant seelie. Dangerous thing to be for her brethren.   
It had been closer to a sisterly bond between Lorna and the seelie, who were not so far in age and experience, despite their conflicting bloodlines. Had she been human, Lorna would have adored her; as it was, their relationship had been an odd mix of respect and constant friction. One which had ended rather tragically and driven the final nail into the headmaid’s coffin-heart.
It was the Nil, wasn’t it? It’s the Nil got us in a twist, rememberin’ things we have no use for. It’s taken nuff poor souls, and here we are, giving it more, aye, it’s the Nil got us cursed.
Her daughter don’t look like her, either, except for that insolence…she had thought, throwing a glance at little Saskia, who dared not move from her corner, lest someone notice her and send her to bed.
You shoulda seen her, Saskia, gave her your name, might not have, if I knew what a handful she’d be. She got your eyes too, an awkward chuckle had slipped past her lips, unbeknownst to anyone else in the room, and yer mouth. Best you’d have kept that, though, for all the good it does her. 
Insolent little bug.
There had been no real bite to that thought. There might not be enough love in her heart left for the little bug, but with time, a rather proprietary affection had grown. That, and a misplaced loyalty to the creature’s dead mother, kept her spite and hate in check. The closest thing to tenderness she could give the little bug was the matter-of-fact diligence and discipline she forced on her ward.
Not that the disobedient cockroach was ever grateful for it.
Those thoughts had signalled the end of the rowdy moonbaum of debauchery, as Lorna had suddenly risen, narrow eyes mistaken for anger (only to dissimulate inebriation) sweeping over the room peremptorily. Decidedly, as she did everything, she stomped over to Saskia and lifted her by one arm. The room had quieted, as if on cue, the headmaid, always and forever, the sole director of this orchestra. And perhaps, an almost morbid curiosity had contributed to the silence, for they had never known Lorna to be soft-hearted, until she had shown up with a babe in her arms, and had the rest of the staff swear allegiance to her secret.
“Time for bed, little bug,” she had ordered tersely, hovering about the tiny crossbreed with glassy eyes.
A soft chuckle had echoed in the room, as people slowly trickled down to their underground lair, some bystanders lingering back to catch a glimpse of the conflict. The party, it would seem, was over, the festive mood blown away and dissipated like smoke. Oh, how disappointed and angry, Saskia had been, tiny fists clenched and gritted teeth, she had flashed her benefactor a gaze so full of defiance and contempt it had earned an unforgiving, quick slap, and another right after that. For good measure.
“You’ll do as yer told, boy. Or you’ll learn,” Lorna had threatened, knowing full well it was to no avail.
She had been having trouble with this one since the beginning. Too much fire in the half-seelie for her own good, too much pride in the lift of her chin. Other people had started to take notice, and they would not look as kindly on that as the headmaid had. It was a precarious position they were in, one held together purely by Lorna’s fine orchestrating.  
Cleanse the filth! Strip it of its pride, so it may know the joys of servitude, that it may take its rightful place, in the Right Arm’s Palm.
Aye, and under its fist, she had thought grimly before raining a few more slaps on the little bug. But the creature was of a persistent nature, and impervious it would seem, to physical pain, as it always took a few more beatings to ram her back into place. Not in front of everyone, you’ll not embarrass me in front of anyone. It’s for your own good. Stupid bug! As the slaps had echoed, Saskia’s tremors of rage had slowly abated into flinches of pain, then into quiet submission, and the child had hidden her tears by lowering her face until it had touched her knees.
Not that anyone would have cared for them, anyway.
It had not been the hardest beating Saskia had endured over the flames. Far from it. In time, Lorna had taught her, you’ll learn to be grateful for it. Saskia could not imagine a world in which it was possible, but her anger had dulled into tired irritation. The violence, often a daily occurrence, is no longer a deterrent. If anything, the threat of it had made her more cunning and thought-out -to the dismay of Lorna, who, over the flames, had slept not a wink, worrying about that damned bug!
“I wanted to hear the rest,” the little bug had cried at the time, with broken hope in her voice.
It had failed, as usual, to tenderize Lorna’s hermetic heart. She had tapped the child’s head, like one would a dog, with soft tuts. There was no real tenderness to her gesture, only the practiced affectation of a woman who is used to dealing with undisciplined children and has learned, over time, to secretly loathe them. “There are more stories about the Nil than there are stars in the sky, boy. You’ll hear others,” she had consoled with a practical mind.
Saskia’s eyes had been as big as saucers as she had looked up at her surrogate mother with sundreamy features. And Lorna had once again drifted off to a past she would rather not remember. Because one undeniable truth about the Nil was that none who fell prey to it ever survived it.
None.
Except for two people. A woman and a babe. 
But she would not revisit that again. It was her cross to bear what happened that moonbaum, as the other witnesses were incapacitated. One gon’ mad, the other dead, and here I am holding the candle. She had followed the Lady to that damned bridge, stopped her from doing the unthinkable, and locked her home since.
The moonbaum the little bug was born. And that damned piano started playing, taunting us.
But this secret, she would carry to her tomb.
It’s when the Lady lost her mind, I suppose. Nay, it’s how she lost her mind.
She would not even mention it, for fear she believed it. Or I’ve gone insane, haven’t I? Seeing things that cannot be.
Tall tales and tattle-tales are the rational mind’s worst enemy. Best pay no heed to them. It was a trick of the light, must have been, she had assuaged her fear, almost tearing the little bug’s hair through her distraction, as she hastily dragged the creature to bed.
Before she closed the trap door, she thought she had heard one lone piano note ring melancholically through the castle.
There are more stories about the Nil than there are stars in the sky, she had told the little bug.
And Lorna forgot to mention, some of them are true. 
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Saskia went to the Nil once.
By then she had accumulated a hefty baggage of adventures, journeying from Barack to Death Clap Valley, battling eagles and headmaids. When she was five, it would have been impossible -she hadn't the experience yet. But at nine, she was world-weary enough that braving the Nil seemed like the natural next step in her journey. She'd been quite confident in herself.
And she had learned from her mistakes; or so she thought. 
She swallows her lungs and finds them dressed in the sourness of fear. She blinks blearily at the hostile landscape. No thorny bushes here, no pigeons, no insects. No noise. One finds only sea or sky to stretch the eye. Where the east and west coast slope, the northern littoral rises ever higher, outstretching its fingers to the sky. An edgy outskirt of jagged nails and teeth, with sharp canines digging and biting into the horizon. Not even the waves softly crashing at the feet of the cliffs through inertia can lick and climb their way to the top. The sound of their demise is muffled underneath the vast cork of Child Bluff. The scent of emptiness lingers on the clothes, robbing the senses of any notion of time and place. 
Absolute isolation. Because where else can one find true absolution, other than by their lonesome? 
Here, even the Grand Machine begs for forgiveness.
The orc strides forward, in absolute quiet, not completely indifferent to the heavy cloud of silence and melancholy that seems to take over all those who linger here. Saskia follows close behind, curious and anticipating, allowing the renegade to lead their impromptu exploration. The renegade’s boots offer no crunch as he steps over dark rocks, fierce eyes fleeting back towards the sky, as if wary it might advance if he does not keep an eye on it.
They pause when they reach the bridge.
The tall stranger nods under his hood. “This seems to be the place.”
Saskia resists the impulse to roll her eyes. “Of course. As you can see, it’s a bridge to nowhere -very mysterious,” she adds quickly. She wonders if it would be rude to ask for payment now. Regardless, “So how are you planning on leaving Ingehar when you’re done…” she glances at the bridge, “…exploring?” She was this close to saying "treasure hunting." But she still got manners after all; Armand and Lorna had that obsession in common. 
She darkens considerably. There is still much she’d like to ask the bard: and she will, after she proves him wrong and finds a way out of Ingehar. Then he will have to feel terribly guilty about the whole affair. Undoubtedly. 
The renegade ignores her. Hesitantly, with bated breath, he puts a foot onto the bridge, sighing quietly when nothing happens. Gloved hands wisp past the delicately adorned side-fences, brushing against the moss-covered white-gold balustrade reverently. He flinches back, as if bitten, then takes another step forward, sliding forward like a dancer. He stands, looks around, then slowly, but confidently, walks the rest of the way, until the very edge, and looks down.
Saskia imitates with a half-smile. She understands the renegade’s suspicious wonderment. It strikes anyone who sets foot here. It took a while, even for her, to dare peek down. And she never did it again.
The Wishing Edge is rather aptly named.
The bridge looks perched by a giant hand on the edge of the highest cliff of Ingehar. Filigree-stained white gold, which has not rusted over time, but has slowly allowed moss to grow along its lines. Like a lonely plea - the bridge sprouts directly from the side of the cliff into a half-arch; going nowhere. It seems old, antique, from another world. So delicate, yet so sturdy, no one understands who put it there, or for what reason. But the way its roots go deep into the cliffs' flank, disappearing inside the bowels of the island, seems to suggest that it bloomed from the rocks like a flower.
Whoever built it must have also built the island around it.
If she stands at its mossy edge, she will not see the bottom of the cliffs from that height. The Machinists who first mapped the island wrote in their observations that the bridge looked “cut cleanly in half by a seesaw”. But he also noted, with rational consternation, that it was not possible to observe it from sea. The Nil’s name derives not from the absence of all life, but from the thick carpet of fog the cliffs wear like woolly socks. Perpetual, the Machinist had described the meteorological phenomena. Since no one was foolish enough to enter the fog and risk a blind siren attack, what the Nil had sheltered under its hood would remain a mystery. Ingehar’s residents were none too bothered about it. 
Saskia understands. The Wishing Edge almost makes her afraid of heights, and yet, if the rumours are to be believed, she is not even equipped for such an emotion due to her seelie nature. It is a trick of the mind, of course; the height is no more dangerous from the end of the bridge than it is from any other cliff on Ingehar. But the subtle taunt and implicit invitation play on people’s hearts. Like a fiddle. It whispers, by its very presence. On an island cut off from the world, a bridge means salvation. Even if that bridge is going nowhere. 
“Can’t see the bottom. Too far,” the orc remarks as if on cue, and Saskia searches his profile for clues.
Standing on the edge of the bridge, a breath away from falling, the warrior seems puzzled under his mask. But not shaken. Saskia shrugs it off. By now, she realizes that the tall man can stomach his fair share of terrifying encounters. Besides, it is not the height they should be worried about here. She watches the warrior’s footsteps, in case, so as not to miss a thing.
If he tries to jump, I must stop him.
“Highest peak on the island,” Saskia explains, although it is not much of an explanation, just an excuse, and not even a good one.
“It’s cold here,” the tall man adds. His toneless voice gives no leeway for guessing the direction of his thoughts. 
He marches back, towards the beginning of the bridge, at the very edge of the cliff, and grabs hold of one of the gold-white rods that form the balustrade, shaking it vigorously. Despite the delicate framing, it does not move an inch. In between the rods, delicate ornaments are melded and melted into a garden of gold-white flowers and leaves, tangling and twisting like vines. The bridge is a masterpiece of craftsmanship, gold curving, twisting, and weaving into an artificial grove. The attention to detail is so breathtaking that any sweetmouth now, Saskia expects it to come to life.
The metal casing grows, almost life-like, from the dark rocks' flanks. No cracks. No signs of welding. Just this beautiful half-bridge, germinating like a seed from sterile stone, and ending in a clean-cut edge, going straight to nowhere. Enough room on the bridge to have three people stand side by side.
So we can all get in a line…
“No man-made tool could have built that,” the renegade continues his observations, clearly entranced by the unresolved mystery.
There are more stories about the Nil than there are stars in the sky…
“It was already here, the bridge, when the first settlers arrived,” Saskia informs the orc, who nods non-committally. A sharp spike of irritation lodges itself in her throat. “It has a convoluted history. I read all thirty-three books from the Lord Vassal’s personal collection, so I know a bit about it,” she continues, eyebrow arching when she realizes it does not have the desired effect.
The renegade is still inspecting the balustrade, as if it holds more secrets. 
One would think it might have a certain impact: literacy is a rare currency in the Charter, one preferred by the Machinists. Although she supposes that if the renegade is indeed a crossbreed, he could be as young as Saskia and also literate -he seems literate. The thought is both inebriating and strangely unsettling.  Her calm anticipation turns petulant, her irritation whisking and frothing like cream.
She kneels at the very edge and knocks on the rocky ground with her knuckles. “The rocks up north, they’re not like the rest of the island. Not even a pickaxe can break them. And yet…” She allows the suspense to linger; the orc’s eyes are finally back on her: where they belong.
“This bridge is here,” the renegade deadpans before looking back at the horizon.
Saskia huffs. What a spoilsport. “When the first blackices anchored, the bridge was already here. No one knows who built it. Some say Ingehar was once part of a bigger island, and half of it sank to the sea. Others say it appeared, materialized through empyre from another world,” she admits with a delicious shiver of wanton appetite. 
Saskia loves stories. She loves telling them. Loves seeing the greed and rapt attention in people’s eyes. Loves the power they hold. But there is too much ground inside her. She loves stories, but it does not mean she believes them. On the contrary, rational explanations are her favourite brain food. The rest she uses as fodder for boredom. Saskia is a sundreamer, not a fool. 
“The second expedition that came here decided to stay and study the island. No one ever heard from them again. When they sent another Gracewalker to figure out what had happened, it didn’t come back. Later, they found the tents still pitched, the food warm, but everyone was gone. Seventy-five people jumped off this bridge without any known reason. Some things you cannot explain,” she whispers, trailing one lone digit on the balustrade.
What could make seventy-five strangers jump to their deaths? Despair?
No, that’s not right, Saskia thinks, t’was hope. 
“Yes, you can. With empyre.” 
Saskia should be annoyed by the renegade’s interruption. She was getting to the good part, too. But staring at the warrior, she can only swallow nervously, suddenly aware of her own shortcomings. I am not the main character of this story, she acknowledges with sharp and undeniable enlightenment. Because the renegade does not look scared. Determined eyes are riveted forward, fists clenched as if ready to punch the sky itself.  
Fools and luck go ‘long like two fingers of a thief’s hand. When one falls, so does the other, Lorna is fond of saying.
Saskia shakes out her sudden moment of absence. Whatever unexplained natural phenomenon resides at the Nil, if three hundred turnflames of Machinists’ research and diligence could not shed light on it, two crossbreeds will not succeed where so many people have failed. She looks down at her own feet, squeezing the cold railing between white-knuckled fingers, the gold underneath her soles crisscrossing into a tight-knit grid that shelters the eyes from the bottom. I don’t have the making of a hero, and I make for a poor sidekick, she admits with a bitter chuckle, that she painfully constricts so it can get strangled quietly. She does not want the tall man to see her face right now. 
“How should I address you?” she asks in the ensuing silence because the thought has been weighing on her mind. 
“It would be better if you did not call me at all. But if it graces you, you may call me Renegade,” the masked stranger says, and Saskia huffs. 
“But that’s not your name,” she corrects. 
“It’s what I am.”
“What about who you are?” Saskia questions, feeling clever for asking.
The renegade’s face leans to the side, either in rapture or unamused. “Very few people have the privilege of knowing themselves. Do you claim such a privilege?”
That gives her pause. “I would not be so arrogant, no,” she answers after a while.
“Neither would I.” 
For a while, Saskia has nothing to say to that. But then she asks, because she must, “Why do you like self-sufficient answers so much?” When Renegade looks down at her with that unnerving head tilt; she specifies, “You give answers that don’t answer questions? They just discourage more questions.” It is a gruelling affair to engage in a conversation with the tall man. Saskia must do the heavy lifting for them both, and she does wonder, in moments like this, why she even bothers. 
“Are you familiar with orcs?” Renegade speaks after enough time has passed that Saskia thought the conversation had expired. 
“Vaguely, there’s not much literature on the subject,” she admits with a dismissive hand flutter. 
“You ever think there’s a reason for that?”
For once, Saskia is mute. No, if she must be honest, she never thought about that. Plenty of things she never thought about before meeting the renegade. Then again, she had no reason to. But it stings to be made to feel so small in your own turf. She swallows her pride, and it tastes like bile.
“Do you think Armand is a Rust Rebel?” It hurts to ask.
Renegade shrugs. “I wouldn’t know.” 
But he must; he must know something. “You’re an orc, so you come from the Red Dirt, the same place as him. Is there…a rebellion there?” 
The sigh is dropped like a bag of flour. Soundlessly heavy. “If you knew anything about cattails and orcs, you wouldn’t ask. Far as a rebellion…I heard the Rust Rebels were drunken fools mooching off former glory in the Brim. Hardly rebels at all.” He looks back at her with tired eyes leaking through his mask. “Everyone else is just trying to survive.” He seems comfortable in the ensuing silence, and she allows herself a witness to delay mourning. “Why did you bring me here?” the orc adds. He caresses the balustrade with sad apostrophes instead of shoulders. He looks disappointed. Saskia is not quite sure what to answer. Surely, he did not truly think he would find empyre on Ingehar? The very notion is so absurd that it borders on psychotic.
“You wanted something strange. It’s a bridge. Going nowhere.” When that does not seem to suffice, she adds, “And it potentially kills people.”
“How does it do that?” Renegade finally perks up. 
Saskia shudders. “If we stay quiet long enough, you’ll see.”
The tall man’s accusatory glance reminds Saskia that she is the chatterbox, and bashfully she nods. She can be quiet. It is her foremost survival tool. The quiet. In fact, it is a prerequisite of her mantle of invisibility. She unhooks locked muscles, allowing her lax limbs to swallow the sound of her breathing until she is one with the naked air. Until she is not breath but breeze. 
They both hear it at the same time.
As a child hearing it for the first time, her retreat had been less than dignified. She’d embellished it after, when recounting it to Armand. And he’d indulged her good-naturedly. She’d told him how strange the sound was: softer than a man but less advised than a woman. Something closer to drowned kittens. Yes, he’d agreed, that’s what children crying sound like. 
But it’s a sound neither her nor Renegade have ever heard. “It sounds…like a woman. She’s crying,” he notes, head tilted down as if to better catch the wayward noise.
“It’s a bluff,” she warns Renegade, “she’ll try to trick you into jumping. To save her.”
“Has she ever tried to trick you?” 
Saskia feels watched. “I never listen,” she lies. 
She has never stayed long enough to find out. They both hold on to the railing with bloodless fingers, staring into each other’s eyes, a step away from the soul. The assault is soft. Not as bad as Saskia imagined. There are no words to be heard. Only soft cries, barely discernible until they jump straight into your ear like a harassing mosquito. And this humming beneath the skin, growing like a swarm of bees. But the intermittent intensity is part of its appeal: she keeps craning closer to reach the drifting, dying sobs, only to reel back when it grows into a choir. The elusiveness turns the sounds into intrigue, and she finds herself searching for vocabulary amidst the cacophony. 
“It’s gone,” Renegade points out after it’s been quiet for a while.
“It will come back. Stronger.” We should leave is an implicit agreement far as she’s concerned. She follows Renegade off the bridge and onto the cliff with hiccupped relief. Until she sees him reach into one of his bags and pull out a rope. “What’s that for?” She asks anyway, but she already knows the answer. She simply hopes she’s wrong.
“To climb down,” Renegade states matter-of-factly, eyes on his task.
Saskia breathes, as Lorna taught her to do. Truly, she does not know why she concerns herself so much with the happenings of this poor soul. Clearly, the orc is suicidal, so best leave her to her task then. Still, something compels her. Something older than memory itself, the same way a babe instinctively knows to breathe when it is born. 
“You’re positively mad. Do you not care that you’ll probably die?” she sputters unhelpfully and almost indignantly.  
Suddenly, the tall man is in her face, cold metal only a breath away from Saskia’s lips. “I was dead the moment they cast this mask on me.” His tone is low and calm. But chilling. 
She takes a step back, reeling from the force of impact of Renegade’s sudden onset of rage. It is the first crack in the armour she can see. She blames her curiosity for what happens next. Instead of leaving (as she should), she remains rooted in her spot, unable to look away from the catastrophe. Because there are no other words for what is about to happen. Renegade, she thinks, is like a natural disaster. Neither can be stopped, not even with prayer. 
From the bag of wonders Saskia had failed to notice in her blind, enamoured state comes out a wooden pulley and several feet of rope, which Saskia suspects were stolen from Providence. Renegade starts attaching them to the railing of the bridge. Saskia cannot fault her reasoning. It has survived until now, so it can most certainly withstand the weight of an orc (half-orc, she corrects herself, suspiciously glaring at the tall man). An uncomfortable queasiness seizes her at the sight. It is dehumanizing to be a powerless witness to the demise of another life. When she is finished, the tall man hands one end of the rope to Saskia, who watches the offending appendage like one would a coiled snake. 
She twists it in her hands dumbly, her gaze only snapping up when she hears Renegade sigh. 
“Going down will not be a problem. But if anything happens, I’ll pull twice on the rope. You’ll have to bring me up quickly if you can,” he explains perfunctorily, and as he is about to step over the edge, he adds, “I won’t blame you if you leave. I’ll understand.”
“I said I wanted to help. I’ll stay,” Saskia bites out dryly, and Renegade nods sharply in response.
Something about the way he tucks her chin in tells Saskia the orc might be more scared than he lets on. She leans over the side of the bridge to watch the descent and grabs the tall man’s wrists just as he is about to relent his grip on the railing. 
“Any last words, Renegade?” she purrs tauntingly with a complicit smirk. One she wishes might also be comforting in its familiarity. 
“I’ll be back.” And that’s that. 
There is something final about the way he says it, and Saskia watches him climb down in big, wide jumps and disappear in the fog. Her heart drops, and she sits, unable to look away, hoping against all odds that Renegade will keep his promise. She does not know how much time passes in that uncomfortable solitude before she hears it again. The crying. 
“Renegade?” she whispers to the cliff, afraid of what else might hear her.
She hugs herself, cursing her morning haste. She should have stolen Gjayniard's coat. He might have beaten her later, but considering she absconded her duties by slipping out before sunrise, she’ll likely get beaten anyway. No reason to be cold while waiting. She rubs her palms together and blows on them to warm the frozen digits. 
I am a bug who lives in the hands of powerful people. 
Ah, no matter, she sighs inside. Whatever she has to say is inconsequential, after all. She shivers. No, that’s not right; it’s not what she was thinking about. She grabs her nape and squeezes until she pulls hair and skin into a knot. The damn crying won’t stop. You’re just fodder. Boa told her once, as a joke to hide the truth. But it wasn’t a joke, was it?
She hums when squeezed and nods when questioned. Easy, she reasons, if you pull on the right string, your body moves accordingly, isn’t that funny?
Her first memory is of the cold.
Of sitting by the open fire in the kitchen. It is not a fully constructed memory. It has the hazy quality toddlers’ souvenirs often have, blurred, jumping without a coherent plot line from one image to another. Summoning feelings when pictures fail. A warm blanket, a hot liquid pouring down her throat, and suffusing in her chest, stewing like tea inside her stomach.
Those things, she remembers to be warm.
Everything else has always been cold.
The sunlight, the water, the sky, and every room in Ashmoth. People’s hands and people’s eyes. Unforgivingly cold. But the cold does not come from outside, not really. It is all she has ever known, this cold. In hindsight, she thinks maybe everyone has a cold core. But they warm it with smiles, hugs, food, and sex. They warm it with love. 
It’s the loneliness. That’s where the cold comes from.
Her own thought surprises her, for how clear it is. Even disembodied, there is a unique quality to her own voice, and she tethers herself to it, afraid of drowning in the dark again. Let go, another voice whispers, but she envisions invisible fingers clenching harder in response. No, not yet, she rebuts firmly. And…where was she?
But her first memory is of the cold.
Of freezing from the inside, and sitting by the fire, hoping it thaws over. Of watching humans caress each other, laugh together, or apart, sleeping in each other’s arms. Fretting hands and calloused fingertips. Flaying limbs, warm skin, kissing and meeting, slapping and bumping. Eyes full of lies, wrinkles full of smiles, tongues full of ice and fire. Fights, conflicts, romances unfolding, starting, ending…
A vicious circle of visceral humanity.
She watches. In perpetuity.
You were always jealous.
She cannot tell who said that anymore. 
And there it is again, the inline seam of memories, unfurling quietly. She remembers, yes, watching humans dance with each other. Like circus monkeys. Grating their knees like cheese as they pray, and still, no matter how futile, loving and dying. Noses curled by steamy pots. Dicey limbs sliding where they should not. Teeth clanging together, ready to eat, or speak, or beg. Blood pumping, underneath freckled skin. A blush over cheeks, draining away to leave white paper, stained pink by raw meat. Mouths, twisting, lips caught between teeth, or perched forward, then pulling backward. Eyebrows slinging up and down, left and right. And eyes. Round, narrowed, slits. Expressions and emotions, rolling, crushing, twirling, rippling, over faces and features, ever-changing, ever-morphing.
Like flesh puppets.
The dark voice cuts through her, or maybe it was her, maybe it has been her all along, and she can finally taste the truth in that statement. Yes, I was always jealous. I wanted that, I wanted to be like them. 
Because her first memory is of the cold. Of seeing faces, like flowers, running from her darkness. Hands straying, escaping, avoiding. Of skin rippling away from her touch, crawling further. And the random beatings, slowly, start to feel tender. Gazes, with no warmth in them, that sear her soul.
Cold eyes. Cold hands.
Somehow, somewhere, she always knew that she was an unexpressed existence. I have my mother’s name, and that is all. I’m the leftover of this world. It is possible to drown inside by holding back enough tears. Saskia feels like a fishbowl. Or a broken mirror, which can only reflect the world in shards. If anyone gets too close, she cuts.
Yes, my insides are made of glass. 
In this wretched world, when the cold wind blows, humans huddle close. What does the lonely being do? Does it wrap tighter inside its own skin? 
I wear my skin inside-out, and everyone can see it. I’m a glass person.
She feels the sheer hollowness of her existence, seeking to hook her soul to the nails on the wall.
The memories get shredded to ribbons.
I have starving skin. 
Yeesssss, someone hisses, and what lives underneath the skin, what crawls and slithers, always hungry, never fed?
“Ghosts?”
What are creatures, when you strip the skin, string the meat, and drain the blood? What is alive but has no flesh?
She knows the answer to that question, feels it in the soft, tender core of her bone marrow.
“Haunted houses.”
Yeeeeesssss
Something else tickles and flickers by. Different than the other memories in its consistency. It is bright, and she feels drawn to it. What is this? No one answers.
There is a woman in front of her. Long, pale locks, curled into soft billows and clouds, braided atop her head in a complex and elegant, half-updo. White eyelashes cast shadows on her cheeks as she bends forward at her desk, writing by candlelight. The soft glow illuminates freckled, creamy skin. She bites her lips between scribbling sentences. There is an aura of serenity and power around her, long silk dress falling from sloped shoulders, swan neck bent with regal dignity. The room surrounding her is refined perfection, with gold glinting candelabras, large pane windows filtering soft sunlight, and flowers and plants growing bright and lushly from corners. Violent shades of paintings hang from the walls, fire crackling in a colossal marble chimney. She sees intensely coloured rugs over laminated polished floors and an array of futile luxuries. Everything shines like in a fairytale. People walk in and surround her, full of smiles. 
It takes a sweetmouth for her brain to catch up.
But then she recognizes the woman. She stares at her, as she would an alien lifeform, analysing and scrutinizing, unable to make sense of what she is seeing. Because the woman in front of her looks like a faraway princess, an image her mind concocted from wayward fantasies. Nothing more. It feels like remembering the future. This is me. Still silence. I don’t understand. I’ve never been here before. I don’t know this room.
You will.
She wonders why, even in this state, she is still capable of coherent functioning. Maybe it is because, over the turnflames, Armand has ingrained that ability in her. To read and retain information with scary accuracy. And why would he do that, little bug? the dark voice questions from the unexplored corners. So that it could be useful in moments like this. 
Wait, I want to see what they do. I just want to watch.
The dark voice recedes, placated. For now.
There is a smile plastered on her face. An empty, vacuous thing, only meant for decoration. Saskia knows this because she can feel her cheeks straining, but no matter what she does, the smile remains. 
She thinks she says something, but she is not sure.
It is too tiring to try and decipher, so she slumps back into herself and lets the dark voice take centre stage. She says something funny, because everyone is laughing now. She wishes she could drink the sound, keep it in a bottle, and uncork it whenever she feels lonely. But all she sees are pictures, flashes of colour, and faces blending into each other.
Who said that?
The silence answers back; she forgets.
I know this place, she thinks with secret joy. But it is brief and slimy, that feeling. It slinks through her fingers, and as soon as she catches it again, it runs. I’ve been here before. That booming certainty anchors her.  
But the dark voice pushes her forward, and Saskia can feel the impression of a cold hand on her back -the physical sensation of taking a step forward and sliding back into her own skin- feels it as if she had been walking. Feels the walls of her flesh closing back in on her. Too tight for comfort.
With that awareness comes another panoply of stimuli. Her throat is compressed on itself. Her bladder is banging against the wall of her fearfully grumbling stomach. Legs shaking, sweat oozing out of her pores and dripping ticklishly down her back and forehead. Her eyes sting, her cottonmouth drying up by the fullbelly, sandpaper tongue grating. Fingers clench and unclench, teeth rattling inside her brain, ears ringing. Her lungs tighten to the point of pain, gasping, begging for breath, yet unable to draw it through the panicked contractions of threatened muscles.
My soul lives in a cage.
A child is sitting by the edge of the Plunge. Feet dangling in the void, the child hums, eyes fixed on the horizon sundreamily. She knows that dainty little boy. That’s me too, she points out, endlessly curious now. She remembers this. But it is a different feeling to see herself from the outside. The little boy’s short, straw hair flies into electric spikes and wisps. Pale pink and greying under the dust, they frame a moon-shaped face. His eyes are too big for his features. He does look a bit like a bug, doesn’t he? Someone whispers past her, and she wants to protest. No, he just looks sad and lonely, she confesses, a tinge of pure recognition and empathy overwhelming her.
It is strange to watch the little boy she was. To recognize him, like a familiar blanket, and yet to feel such dissonance. Because it is her, but it is also not her. Another version of the same person, with the same thoughts, just a different timeline, another perspective. She observes what she could not before. The slope of the child’s back, carrying a curve of weary defeat, a wistfulness in his eyes, eaten by life already. His face, she realizes now, looks like everyone else’s.
He looks forward, but he does not see.
He is lacking something, something precious, important, and necessary.
Over the turnflames, the memory has extinguished and faded out into a blurred mess of childhood whims and wishes. Who can tell what truly happened, and which part she summoned out of boredom? 
She feels phantom fingers, her limbs reacting as she watches the encounter. She almost flinches back, pinpricks of warmth cutting through her dark prison, and she has the instinctive reflex to touch her shoulder,
She ignores it and keeps watching, glued to the scene unfolding in front of her eyes. Not right now, I want to hear. But she cannot. The sound is too muffled. She can see the actors’ lips moving, but she cannot make out what they are saying. Why can’t I hear them? For a sweetmouth, she thinks the dark voice will not answer. Again. And then after a long pause...
Because this did not happen…yet.
Through her childish eyes, the impossible things had seemed to fit into reality without a hitch. The mind of a child is flexible. It can extend itself through miracles and magic without tears. It can fill empty spaces with the improbable things people deny exist. It can patchwork reality into quilts of clashing colours and find beauty and delight in the chaos. Back then, she could have believed in empyre, still.
And it would not have broken me.
It had been full of gravel and unsung tears, the shadow’s voice. And it had cut through her, like the searing knife, straight out of the forge, the blade still burning red as it sliced. It had left a mark on her very soul.
What did you say? There is a note, a hint of gluttony in the dark voice intonation, but she ignores it. Feels she should distrust it but prefers the dark voice’s company to her own. 
I am like Ingehar.  
It haunts her for its simplistic truth. If she could shiver, she would. Because now, she realizes what it is on her face that reminds her of this island. Why she’d been so eager to dismiss the memory as a hoax.
She watches the child look up at the shadows, with a tooth-splitting grin, innocent and woeful like only a child can be. He laughs. There are no shadows on his face; not yet. He barely knows enough about life. But already he understands something fundamental about the world he lives in. We are haunted houses, yes, and those are my ghosts.   
What did you say? The dark voice urges, and she feels her phantom heart squeeze.
Just watch, she encourages, knowing that this is why she is here. This was the moment she became who she is. Yes, this is my future. Had she known, back then, would she have answered differently? She sees the shadow lean forward in rapt attention, drinking the child’s next words, as if the boy held a special wisdom, one people would travel through time to pluck.   
What a silly question, the child answers with a chuckle, don’t you know? And the shadow keeps silent expectantly. She knows what the boy is going to say, wishes she could press her hands on his mouth and stop him. But she is merely a witness, as she has always been. She watches the moon-shaped face tip back. She wants to close her eyes so she cannot see his lips move, but she knows she does not have the right. She must see.
Big eyes full of stars and a smile like a doll, innocent and pretty, the boy says, “Our heroes have died. Remember the face of thy mother, Onceborn” 
Somewhere, there is the sound of a rope snapping.
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Saskia’s first impression when she wakes up is of the cold.
The second is discomfort. As if her body is remembering pain. Cramps and contractions shoot up from her right hand. She feels her knuckles and articulations spasming and protesting. She blinks, sees the Nil staring straight ahead, and looks down. Someone is cutting a rope: slicing it with a knife. Only one, small, useless, tattered string holds the two ends together. There is the steady sound of metal grating against textiles, rising to her ears in a rhythmic motion. Oh, those are my hands. I’m cutting the rope. It snaps with a sharp sound, half of it slithering like a snake and diving off. She watches it disappear, feels it rushing out of her hand, like running water. And she does nothing.  
Wonder what was on the other end of it…
With lightning intensity, crackling like an electric current running above still water, the memories come flooding back. I am Saskia. The knowledge of her own name is enough to send a bolt straight through her body, one that takes hold of her spine and snaps it back into place. She jolts up with a gasp and almost throws herself off the edge of the bridge, then forces her eyes down, looking for a corpse.
I am Saskia, repeats like a mantra as she dares to look down, not yet able to linger on the consequences of her own actions, and the guilt and blame waiting in the recesses of her mind. There is heavy, capricious churning in her stomach, one that threatens to reveal the contents of her breakfast. But no matter how much she narrows her eyes, the bottom remains an undecipherable screen of blurriness. A grainy film, deposited by mistake over Ingehar’s coast. She sees the rope trailing into a vague, wet swirl, blending and fading out. It’s visible for a few feet before disappearing from the naked eye’s ambitions. She pulls it, and it dangles uselessly, tattered and shredded remains like ribbons at the edge of the precipice. She stares at it in cruel and bemused horror. A sort of shocked, almost painful cackle slips out of her lips. 
Her mind screeches to a halt, and something slimy and sticky rushes up her throat, burning its way past her tongue. She retches on the bridge, holding her stomach and trying to keep an uncontrollable crisis of hysterical laughter from spilling over. It has a foul and fishy smell, her regurgitated breakfast, and she thinks she sees something that resembles a fish bone, floating amid the pink mess. She narrows her eyes, pitifully crawls her way back to the edge, knees locking and elbows almost keeling under the weight of her shame, tasting like fish guts in her mouth. She leans her head over and screams from the top of her lungs, throwing her voice down the well of despair, and hearing it flatly die not even halfway through.
The silence answers her.
There is an urgent knocking on the door of her awareness, and she knows better than to answer. Better than to explore her experience in the naked light of sunbaum. To ponder and to wonder if she imagined the whole thing. Right now, looking back would only make her weak, render her useless, and incapable of action. She must conserve her strength.
There was a dark voice inside her.
One that violated the intimacy of her very own existence, and she does not trust her own mind enough to let it wander aimlessly. She grabs the useless end of the cut rope and holds it between trembling fingers. She understands that the answer will not bring any relief, but she is beyond rational thought. Beyond comprehension. Some horrible, anguished, choked sound gurgles out of her tight throat, and she feels the aftertaste of vomit invade her mouth. She thinks it might have been a sob, but she is not sure, not with the way her nose congests into a whistle, and the way her eyes sting. But it could have been.
Knees threatening to give out underneath her, Saskia rises from her supine position and walks back to the roots of the bridge. The pulley still holds strong, securely and safely tied to the balustrade. She pulls on it a couple of times, waiting for an echo. Something, a sign, anything. The rope remains limp like a fish. She looks back towards the end of the bridge and the ensuing vacuum. She should go down there. As soon as the thought materializes, she chases it away.
She dares not think it aloud. Yes, because that was what the creature fed on, was it not, this dark voice? It fed on hope, swallowed it to the last bite with happy moans, like sustenance. Like a parasite, it hooked itself to her hopes and sundreams, sucked them dry, and then whispered her own promises. Its voice, in the emptiness, sounded like her own. She lets out a long-suffering sigh.
There is too much to untangle, too much she does not understand still. Left hazardously by the side of the bridge, Saskia sees Renegade’s bag, with another piece of rope, sleeping coiled neatly on top of it. She can feel the thoughts formulating in her brain, and she tries to stop them at their genesis. To no avail. Slowly but surely, the certainty floods her. I should go down there, see for myself. What I’ve done. Reluctantly, she grabs the leftover rope, feels its weight in her palm, and grunts. She wishes she had never met Renegade. Never known there was a world beyond her own. 
Because with freedom comes responsibility.
And what a cruel twist of fate. To be a blip in the cosmos. Nothing more. And in the multitudes that is the starry moonbaum; to also be nothing less.
We are creatures of contradictions, in the shade; that is where our humanity takes refuge.
That is where we change.
She drags the rope to the pulley and starts tying one end around her thighs and waist: it was Dalien, a sunny kind of woman, with old and creaky articulations, but a deep voice, and a talent for fishing. She taught her knots. Saskia shamelessly exploits the deceased’s knowledge, flaking out her rope and passing it through the pulley.
She is grateful. The orc took long ropes, the kind they use in the mine. She is not in danger of running out of leash anytime soon. She safely attaches it to the balustrade, checks it, then, with a deep breath, she makes her way to the end of the bridge. She tries to ignore her apprehension and turns around. With a profound expiration, she lets herself fall back, over the edge. Not much, just sitting down, checking the solidity, only her bottom half exposed to the cliff’s edge. The rope holds. She avoids looking back. Spider-like, hesitant but determined, she slowly crawls down the flank, sharp rock scratching against her soft skin, and nothing but emptiness underneath her feet. She does it as Dalien taught her, scrambling to turn theory into practice as she ignores her twisting stomach. Stick yo’self ta that wall, like y’got wax ‘stead o’skin. Dinnae look down, ever. That was her first piece of advice. Not even a few fullbellys into her walk to the bottom, and Saskia disobeys the first precept.
She looks down.
What she sees turns her blood to ice. It feels like the bottom is aspiring her, draining and dragging her to an untimely death. Nothing can fight gravity. She dangles petrified for a while after that. Not the smartest move, was it? She asks herself wryly, before looking up. The edge is only a hand away, not far at all. I could always turn back. What am I going to do, even if I get down there? What can I do? Her cloth shoes are barely keeping their grasp, sliding and struggling, tiny fingers digging into harsh rock. Lizard-like, she holds on for dear life, unable to take another step. There is a definite yet familiar roaring rising in her ears, deafening all other sounds. It takes a while for her to realize that it is just the sound of her own heartbeat, pounding away in her veins.
Quiet is the game, patience is the aim.
A burst of gratefulness sprouts from her chest cavity as she slowly, with shaky limbs, breathes in and out. Armand’s advice holds true despite her conflicting feelings when it comes to the old cattail. She feels muscles she did not know she possessed, protesting, and she clucks her tongue. Barely started and already exhausted. It’s the fear; the crash of adrenaline will work against you if you don’t control it. Sound advice. Easier given than taken.
A few more fullbellys, and she quickly realizes that fear is not her only enemy. There is the cold as well, infiltrating through her meagre clothes, lapping sweat off clammy skin, and cooling it. Licking shivers up and down her back. She grinds her teeth, hoping anger and determination will heat her enough to shelter her. Between ice and terror, her breath thins out, her erratic heart goes berserk in her chest, and her oxygen runs out faster than she can swallow it. Definitely not a hero, don’t have the making of one. By now, her inner voice is a snide, bitter metal wire, choking her insides into a sarcastic gooey mess of inadequacy.
I am a glass person.
With that deep-seated knowledge comes a simmering anger. A revolution rising within her, with clashing voices of denial. Something came inside her, made her kill, made her betray, made her lose faith. Something took residence in her soul and shredded it from inside, then wore what was left like a glove. The anger boils to a breaking point and erupts into an agonizing and anguished scream. Exhausted, weary, and running on fumes, she lets herself hang from the rope. She leans her forehead against the rocky flank as she watches her breath condense into pillowy clouds of warmth. She punches the cliff, in lack of a better target, just needing to extract and expurgate the corrosive hate she feels bubbling beneath the surface. It rises like bile, and she lets out an exquisitely animal rale, unable to contain her grief.
Her powerlessness.
Fairness is a matter of perspective, rather than a clear-cut good or bad morality question. Maybe it’s only a matter of being on the wrong side at the wrong time. Can you imagine that? No greater purpose? What if all the injustice in the world was nothing more than sheer circumstances? And if you’re lucky, you were born on the right side of things, is all?
He had been rambling, Armand, when he told her that. Far away-eyes, misty with melancholy, and a sigh on the tip of his tongue. She had no answer for him. Still does not. For all his wisdom, at times, the old bard had seemed like a bumbling, stuttering fool. A drunkard on a rampage disguised as a quest for answers. And she had indulged that with a critical eye. No such thing as empyre, she told herself back then. And what would you call that dark voice in your head?
Maybe I’ve gone insane.
Best not to linger on that; she cuts short her inane wanderings, awakened by the cold and the fear. Always the cold and the fear. Waiting everywhere all at once, for an unlucky believer to sharpen their fangs. In the throes of nothing. We would do anything not to feel the cold and fear anymore. It is not happiness we seek so desperately. It is light. And sometimes, it casts the longest shadows. Snail-like, as if unshackling herself, she lets go of her grip, preparing to resume her climb. 
So far, she has not moved an inch.
There is a sort of quiet that comes over those enlightened by a greater purpose. Not that Saskia believes she was chosen by the Grand Machine. Greater purpose is also a matter of circumstances. As of now, she has hooked her faith to the old bard and the renegade, and that invigorates her body into muscle-memory gestures. If she were to stop and think, she might never move again. It’s because it doesn’t feel like a choice. When you nail the name of the Grand Machine on top of things, it stops feeling random. It does not feel like a choice. It’s why it’s easier to be brave, or to be a coward, when you think you’ve been chosen. Because you’re not alone in your delusion. It is her musing, too, that keeps her going, keeps her distracted. By the time she gets to the bottom (if she ever does), Saskia might have self-anointed or discovered all the secrets of the universe, if this keeps on. She lets out a strangled chuckle at that.
She still has not moved. 
Her mind is a battered field, held together by one continuous note. A buzzing, swarming like a certainty. What if you get there and the renegade is dead? Then you need to climb back up. Spare yourself the spectacle. He knew the risk. 
There is a pounding coming from her fingertips. A deaf, deep pain that pulses like contaminated blood and burns underneath her nails. She is afraid to look. Later, deal with it later. That is her mantra now. There is no time for foresight or calculations, just cold reality and actions. The future belongs to those who act. Fire ants crawl up and down her veins. They tingle slumbering tips. The cold is doing its job, lethargic muscles fighting with ticklish determination against their ineluctable fate. She lets go, just for a sweetmouth, weariness superseding fear, and she dangles by the cliff’s side, completely unafraid.
In truth, Saskia has always wanted to be a hero. Which is why she was so quick to help the renegade and latch onto his confectioned hope. Not out of some selfless desire. No, Saskia has never imagined saving anyone but herself. Heroism, to her childish brain, is a doorway to recognition: to love. Saskia has always wanted to be loved. To have kind eyes and hands on her. She knows so little of it: of kindness. It is but an abstract concept used and preached by the selfish as a tool for condemnation, guilt, and ultimately, obedience. But braving dangers in a self-sacrificing quest for others is an unappealing prospect. In fact, Saskia is too self-preserving to even consider trading her happiness for someone else’s. Everyone wants to be a hero; no one wants to save the world. Most of those who claim such a counter-intuitive desire only wish to remake the world in their image. 
Satiety, too, is a matter of perspective.
The Turnover is a cosmological phenomenon she has waited for with brimming impatience. Such was the devotion of those who expect it that she fancied it to be a time of discovery, invested with divine purpose. The question of her existence and its worth, she had blindly believed, would have been answered in two moonbaums, during the solar eclipse. Five hundred turnflames of this dreamless draught. In a world like this, only with eyes closed can one find faith. But if moondreams are anything like what she just experienced and drove her to murder, she would rather the Turnover come and go without lingering. She would rather no one ever moondreamt again.
At first, she does not realize that somewhere along the way, she stopped feeling the cold, the fear, the pain, or the helplessness. Somewhere along the way, her soul detached from this plane and left an automaton shell to its derelict task. She smiles and looks beyond her shoulder. She sees the boundless horizon and takes a deep breath in, inhaling as much of the open and vast landscape as she can. With freedom comes responsibility. Which is why, she supposes, everyone always runs away from it. Which is why people entrust their happiness to higher purposes, to kings and Gods. Which is why people are so afraid to claim their own free will and instead choose to believe that it is but an illusion. Why fight for something you never had? Comfort and security are close enough substitutes.
But hanging here, on the edge of a cliff, with nothing but the sky, the sea, and her life in her own hands, Saskia cannot fathom why. Why anyone would willingly surrender freedom. There is no greater, more daunting feeling in the whole world. To ask a question and be consumed by the quest for knowledge is the reason, the drive behind a meaningful life. No one can reach higher than their own sundreams, after all, or aspire further than their own eyesight. Not unless they dare a step beyond the horizon. A step into the unknown. Saskia knows, with painful clarity, that by the time her feet touch the ground again, she will have forgotten that feeling and how worth fighting for it is. 
By its very essence, freedom is fleeting.  
Because we must choose, and we are afraid to choose wrong. It is not given to us to hold foresight as well as choice. You cannot always choose right, and you may never know the outcome of your exercise in free will. All you can do is make choices you can live with. But what if you inhabit a world so unlivable, your own company is unbearable? Cowardice is its own punishment. You can paint yourself in shiny lies, but your reflection does not forget. And neither does it forgive. So, we lie, and to avoid breaking, sometimes we bend, and kiss the dirt.
Kneel, and you will be rewarded, is the only truth that remains to the self-made slave.
Thinking back on last moonbaum, it is not that Saskia is not angry at Armand.
The old bard fooled her, for close to seven turnflames, he pretended to be…to be what? It is not that Saskia is not angry at Armand. It is that anger wars with loneliness in her heart, and the battlefield takes place in her head. Somewhere, on the flank of Child Bluff, is her no-man-land, and she relishes the busy quietude that has settled on her mind like a century-worth layer of dust. Something is afoot. In hindsight, and away from the prying claws of the dark voice, Saskia can admit to herself (not without guiltless pride) that she possesses a rather observant disposition, a keen eye for details, and organized space in her attic to store and catalogue information. While not the most exciting of gifts, there is a quaint, unexpected charm to it. She may not be a hero, but she thinks she would make for a decent Machinist.
And what she has observed so far is that Armand overplays his handicap and helplessness. 
He is worldly and knowledgeable. He can read and speak properly. He can fight. He believes in empyre. He holds no love for the Conclave (oh, he has never said as much out loud, but she has inferred it). And he owns a spitfire. 
He only has one friend.
She should have done this a long time ago, just like Armand taught her. Ears open, eyes peeled, mouth closed, the best way to stay alive, the best way to thrive has been a leitmotif in their relationship. Yes, and her eyes are open now. Saskia is not strong, she is not brave, and she is not the smartest or brightest, the funniest, or the most charming. Truthfully, without the playfulness of youth and the exoticness of her species, she would make for a rather bland character. And a boring tale. Yes, true, but Saskia is observant.     
Armand overplays his handicap because he does not want to be noticed. Many reasons people would rather not be noticed, chief amongst them, so they may stay inconspicuous, to gain trust and information. He is worldly, yes, he can speak and read. That implies education, but Armand does not strike her as a high-blooded person (and he can fight, her mind supplies). Few professions allow and nurture all those skills. Armand is, or rather was, a soldier because he owns a spitfire. Like all cattails, he must come from the south despite having no trace of an accent in his speech. 
And why is that?  
She feels the information scrambling and stewing in her mind and allows it free rein while waiting for that satisfying moment, when everything clicks into place, into a neat and clean narrative that accounts for every loose string. It is the sweetest ambrosia, she thinks, that epiphany. There is something deeply inebriating about the absolute power one feels as they bring order to chaos.
The truth comes, as it does for all, brutally.
The Militia has you signing for a minimum of fifty flames and does not allow the word “quitting” in its vocabulary. Which means Armand, who is no older than sixty, is a defector. There are personal and moral implications behind his life-threatening decision to abandon, surely. Certainly not greed, nor fear, because what fool would brave death to abandon his post, and then risk it all again, to slave away in the mines, in the heart of enemy territory. It is his friendship with her that has her for a spin. Until she admits a utilitarian aspect to it. Armand is not only a defector, but a rebel (if such a rebellion exists. She has heard not a whisper of such things, only paranoid mumbling), and he has infiltrated Ingehar, a hub of information. Then, he made friends with a lonely child, taught her to read and write, so she could safely (and unbeknownst to the child herself) spy on Ashmoth’s correspondence for him.
Armand does not have friends. But Armand has a carefully orchestrated and groomed pawn.
It is not that Saskia is not angry at Armand.
Because she is.
It is just that if he is gone, her anger will have nowhere to go, and she cannot allow that.  
Why did Lorna save me?
She will not talk about that moonbaum, the moonbaum of her birth, almost fourteen turnflames ago, will not talk about Saskia’s mother. But Lorna is a pragmatic woman, rarely, if ever, prone to outbursts of random kindness. Generosity is a utilitarian skill she has used for survival, not something she gives freely and willingly, at her own cost. Saskia offered her nothing, no possibility for advancement, and no advantages. It was a risk, a huge risk to take. To save and then fail to report a crossbreed, to raise her under the guise of a man, and offer her employment.
And Saskia fears she will never know why, which terrifies her. Because Lorna might be the only one able to give Saskia’s life meaning and purpose. Every other person in the Charter would see her as either sullied, dangerous, or tradable. But not Lorna. The old headmaid gains nothing; she only loses in this exchange. Yet here Saskia is, despite the odds being stacked against her; here she is. Alive and well, free to make mistakes. Freer than most people will ever know, perhaps exactly because she has no relevant purpose to the community.
She is an island of one.
Lorna protected her. Armand used her.
Somehow, in her blind trust, she had believed the opposite to be true.
Saskia is not scared of heights. But she is afraid of dying. 
Slowly, carefully, and shame-trodden, she climbs back up. Renegade has perished, and she will tell his tale. More than that, she cannot do. I offer you an estate in my memory, Renegade, just like you wanted, I suppose. I’m your inheritance in this world. 
She feels lighter once the decision has been made. But still, she lingers at Child Bluff, the rope tied around her waist. The first step is the hardest, but the rest comes easier. It is a grand and noble cause to survive when no other option is available to you, Lorna would remind her. And she would probably be right, as she often is. Saskia will not be going to Providence anymore. Well, at least not for a while. She loiters at the beginning of the bridge and sighs. It is unlikely that the renegade survived the fall. For all Saskia knows, he was dead the moment she entered the fog. She glances back at the bridge. 
It’s in this fugitive state of mind that she first sees her. 
The world floats, as if suspended on that bridge, and sound ceases to matter.
Saskia’s first thought is to wonder how long the apparition’s been there, staring down the edge of the bridge. All she gazes on is pale white hair, flowing over bright white skin. The girl is naked under her mane -it could be a girl, because it has long hair, but truthfully, it could be a boy. But Saskia feels no shame seeing this. She watches the bare back with a strange sense of surrealism. It’s like blinking herself from a sundream and realizing she is still in a sundream. 
The skin -so much skin- is white, unlike skin. There is no flush nor shivers, no ripples. No heartbeat. Just white wrapped in a human shape, punching a hole through the horizon. It’s unnatural. Her own skin rolls over the bone in horrified waves, wracking tremors down her spine. 
“What are you doing here?” Saskia asks, because deep down she already knows who the child is. It comes back muffled. A violent serenity has her in a chokehold. She feels sudden joy. And she knows: this is very wrong. 
“Sometimes I have vivid dreams,” Saskia’s voice echoes back to her. But she did not speak. 
It makes no sense -it comes from the pale white creature. White like paper almost. There is an alienating beauty to it that sours Saskia’s awe into slow terror. She wants to retch; her disobedient body refuses self-preservation; it robs her of the opportunity for bracing. She must run away.
When her own voice reaches her again, Saskia thinks she might soil herself. “I was told to say.”
The silence after is like a knife in the back, and Saskia flinches. She has long foregone any notion of reality. This is her new present, and suddenly, it feels like she has never lived anything else.  She blinks slowly. 
The thing keeps speaking using her voice. “I was told to say: You had a mother. She sang for you before you were born. I was told to ask if you remember. But you don’t. I ask: Do you know why we forget our childhood?”
Her mouth opens in a silent scream; strained tears gather at the corners of her eyes -her cheeks are sore from stretching around nothing. The paper child hums, and Saskia knows what it’ll say, even if she has never known it before. 
“Am I sundreaming?” she asks, distantly aware that she should be afraid. But fighting requires too much effort when the body cannot discern pain -or sense danger.
“Because if we didn’t, we’d never want to leave it.” 
“Am I sundreaming?” she asks again.
“Am I dreaming?” the child in white parrots back to her, in Saskia’s voice. And if she could scream, she would.
A feeling of wrongness slides down like shutters at the door of her mind. Beyond that, she dares not look. But it is a force from beyond that pushes her to take the next step. Her body is not her own, as her soles dance forward nimbly. To walk back down the bridge, to the edge. To slowly make her way by the paper child’s side. To the white that gets closer; it fills her vision; it has no texture. The hair, the skin. No breath, no movement. It’s not alive. Saskia wants to scream again, and bees swarm her mouth like a hive. She needs permission to cry. She shakes her head, barely -a small victory. It has no smell; that wrongness scatters goosebumps on Saskia’s skin. This is the emptiness before conception, when nothing is the only thing you can touch; when emptiness is a taste you’ve grown from. She wants to run. The paper thing is a painting someone stuck over the landscape. It cannot fool the mind into thinking it belongs there.
When Saskia finally reaches the thing, something compels her not to look at first. Not yet. She hears the soft humming again. Muscles lock on the verge of fear. But not quite fear yet. A preamble of the horrors to come. 
“Am I dreaming?” the white child chirps, and this time, Saskia looks at it.
A face without a face stares back at her. 
Skin with shadows of what should have been features. She watches the parchment skin bend into valleys where eyes should be and rise into a dune instead of a mouth. She watches, and something inside her breaks. Indescribable terror seizes the crossbreed. If Saskia had a mouth, she would wail. 
The thing slowly comes closer, displacing no air. It moves as if blinked into existence. And Saskia can only gape in mute, paralyzed anguish as, with so much delicacy it’s almost love, the paper child pushes her off the Wishing Edge. 
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When Saskia opens her eyes, she is falling three thousand miles to certain death; and she’s wide awake. 
It is a normal, but utterly stupid instinct, to try to grab the rope at that moment. Saskia knows this, yet does it anyway. Sheer animal survival does not help when the skin comes off in slough from her palms. But the brain does not linger on the agony when greater suffering is anticipated. A beautiful example of nature’s fine engineering, that is, the compartmentalization of pain. Truly, a prodigious design. But it cannot help her when the rope splits her in the middle, digging into her thighs and flanks in an unforgiving vice. The breath being knocked out of her lungs feels like a hammer being driven into the back. She does not scream simply because she can’t. But her body is louder than her brain, leaving no room for conscious thought. Simply an acknowledgment of near-death, and her nerves bracing for impact. It is not quite death when she finds herself dangling from the rope at her waist. It is not quite death, but her hindbrain still thinks it is. 
She doesn’t move for a while after that. But it feels longer than it really is.
The world comes rushing back and slams into her eardrums. She realizes then that she is hanging upside down. The horizon has become blurry, almost non-existent. She could not tell you with any certainty which is sky and which is water. But she starts to make out, in her hazy confusion, something suspiciously resembling a screaming person. 
Her ears are ringing with white noise. 
There is relief for being alive, then a disturbing amount of soreness and disorientation. With ragged breaths, she groans and uses her feet as leverage to hoist herself back up. She slips on the rocks, her vision swimming. She tries again and feels a ridge under her heel that she uses to tilt herself upright. As she goes to grab the rope, a burning sting crawls up her entire arm, and she takes notice of her ravaged palms. She ignores it out of necessity and gingerly holds on with pinched fingers, before looking down, towards the direction of the voice. 
A few feet below her, Renegade is hanging like a crab from the side of the cliff. 
Which takes some processing and acceptance. 
Only then does Saskia realize that the annoying and parasitic white noise she thought came from her head is actually being produced by an entire school of sirens. Rows of sharp canines flash towards them; a deep rattle, almost a lurch of the soul at the thought of what might have happened if the rope had not been tied around her waist. The beach below is positively crawling with the things, and Renegade is in a rather compromised position. One of them, most voraciously, hoists itself up by the sharp rocks and tries to grab the orc’s ankle. It nearly succeeds too. Having emerged, Saskia finally understands what the tall man has been yelling until now.
“The rope. Throw me the rope.” 
They’re a few feet from each other, her own rope hanging out of reach from the struggling orc. Still reeling, Saskia grabs the tail end and throws it over to the left, where the renegade receptions it with a firm hand, before climbing up almost to where she is. She wants to ask if it will hold them both, but she is afraid they do not have many options at the moment. Also, there is a homicidal maniac with no face waiting for them at the top, but she figures that can wait until they have solved the most pressing issue at hand. Namely, homicidal sirens. She is not cool or collected, simply a passive victim of this situation and eager to never revisit -what she hopes will soon be a memory- again. 
“Why did you jump?” is the renegade’s first question, and Saskia wishes she had an answer. Before she can come up with one, the tall man continues, “The cliff cut off my rope.”
The cliff.
“Have you been hanging from the rocks all this time?” Saskia asks because she is curious and because she wishes to change the subject. “I thought you were dead,” she admits, with wide eyes full of barely concealed stupor. And shame. There’s also shame. Too much shame to name it.
Renegade regards her curiously and tilts his head. “Then why did you jump?” 
“I fell.” It’s a lousy lie, and it comes too fast. They both know it. But to Saskia’s relief, escaping a horde of sirens seems more important right now than her possible suicidal tendencies. They look down at the rows of teeth and shiver in unison. 
“I’m going to jump too,” Renegade proposes, “It’s only a few feet.”
“And do what, fight all of them by yourself?” Saskia snorts. “Just write your last will and testament while you’re at it.”
The orc gives nothing away from under his mask. He climbs closer until Saskia feels the tall man peer into her soul.  “Why did you jump?”
Saskia blinks her gaze away. “I didn’t. I fell.”
“Was it because of the crying? Did the voices play tricks on you?”
Renegade is dangerously close to the truth, but the way he says it has Saskia’s foolish heart thinking that her madness was a shared experience. As if the frequency of a delusion was what conferred it legitimacy. Because mass hysteria is certainly an act from the Grand Machine, but instability is proof of evil, the burden of insanity is that it has no one to talk to. 
She speaks between tight lips. “Why? What did you hear?” 
“I was down here with the sirens. I heard nothing but their screams. But you heard something.” 
It is not a question, so Saskia does not bother answering it. “I think my hands are too wounded to climb back up,” she confesses, gripped by sudden fear. No, it is not sudden. It has been there for a while, simmering to a boil. She had grown accustomed to it. But it comes back full force, renewed with vigour at the thought of climbing on shredded skin. Because anytime it sees hope, fear rears its ugly head. Renegade looks back down again, and Saskia knows he is thinking of jumping. She almost wants to egg him on to do it. No real reason, but a sort of compulsive residue of childhood, one that thinks about what could happen before it considers the consequences. 
“Be honest with me. Is there a version of this where we do not die?” she ponders softly at the attention of the orc, steeling herself for the truth. 
But it never comes. 
And she would not have accepted it as graciously as she thinks, if it had.
Saskia and Renegade have never heard music.
It is understandable that when it first reaches their ears, they fear a new danger has appeared. A foe’s novel battle cry, meant to confuse and intimidate, they assume in their infinite ignorance. 
But their soul knows to be quiet and listen.
It is not that Saskia has never heard anything resembling music. The cooks’ whistle, Armand hums, and neither has ever incurred a fine for it. But all instruments and partition sheets were burned during the widespread resurgence of the Mambree Decree, following an outburst of religious devotion after the end of the wars. Saskia has never heard a song from beginning to end. And in this world without wind, there is no lullaby from the waves, trees don’t whistle with the wind, and birds do not serenade the lonely clouds. 
It is surprisingly soothing: music. And she knows instinctively what it is. Although her mind had once conjured siren cries and raucous bellows when she had tried to imagine it. Surely, something so widely hated must be equally foul, she’d reasoned. And who could fault her logic? But it spreads over skin like a soothing balm, with delicious ripples. Soft and poignant in a way nothing should have a right to be. 
Softly, like butter over bread, her eyes slide up the cliff and find the source of such divine intervention. She should question why she’s not surprised.
Far to the right, like a fallen moonchild, the old bard hangs on a rope from the cliff, in his hand a wooden tool with a concave bottom and a neck with strings. He plucks them until sound comes out and accompanies each deft pinch with his own voice. 
There is a wayward tear rolling down the side of Saskia’s cheek. 
Later, she’ll wonder about the criminal nature of this moment. She will analyse the duplicitous nature of the bard, and the pertinence of his actions will become proof that the cattail's disregard for legality is an extension of his manipulative nature. She won’t know that a sharp feeling of betrayal not only colours her judgment but guides it. She won’t know better than to trust her emotions as a moral compass. Later, there will be space for this moment to put into question her belief system and what she assumed she knew about the world. But now, there is only time for wonder. 
Humbled, she spectates. 
“I have never heard such a thing,” Renegade confesses at her side in a breathy whisper. 
Saskia can only nod, entranced. 
It is then she remembers the sirens almost licking their ankles and glances down, only to find an even more awe-inducing spectacle. The sirens have gone. Like snails, they crawled through the beach, leaving a dark trail in the sand where they dragged their lower half. They sit quietly at the feet of the cattail’s cliff. Some have retreated to the sea, to huddle closer, heads peeking above still water. They are unnaturally calm. Faces like flowers to the sun, they listen to the bard’s song. Saskia has never seen such rapt attention from them directed at anything other than their next meal. Their ire and hunger are forgotten, replaced by an almost childlike wonder, embellishing their normally alien features. They look uncomfortably human to her now, and she shakes the thought away. 
None of the books she read ever mentioned that. It is a jarring truth that sheds no light and casts long shadows on her mind. Why would the Conclave outlaw a tool that she can now see would save many lives? If sirens can be tamed with something as harmless as music, why is such a thing not public knowledge? Is it possible, she muses, that the Conclave doesn’t know about it?
Someone pulls on her sleeve, and she glares down, torn unwillingly from her reflections. Renegade is pointing towards the now deserted patch of sand at their feet. Saskia observes that it is a short enough distance to jump. But it is a longer distance to grab a hold of the rope again once she lands. And Saskia is a tiny thing. Once she comes down, she’ll need the orc’s help to climb back up. But, hoisting herself by a rope, for hundred feet, seems clearly unfeasible in her current condition. She looks back at the bard hopefully -with a sigh, she reasons with herself that he is unlikely to offer more help than he has already provided. He only has two hands to hold the instrument and can do little else. And even if he could, it is futile to expect the cripple cattail would be able to carry her up the bluff. Worried of staying stuck hanging from a rope, with a horde of murdering beasts at her feet, she huffs in dissent. Renegade rolls his eyes behind his metal mask. She hops down. Worse than staying here, Saskia figures, is being left alone, so she follows him. 
Not immediately; as all good cowards, she first mediates with her fear; eventually she lets it go. Once again, she cuts the rope holding her by the waist.  
The feeling of ground beneath her soles is satiety-sent. She could cry and kiss the ground. It’s uncanny, how fast one forgets the familiar. The haste with which the mind relinquishes memory to necessity; then rediscovers reality on friendlier terms. She hardly has enough time to relish it. 
Renegade immediately starts circling the cliff in long, careful strides, moving away from the sirens. Does he hope they’ll find a way out? To where: the open sea? Saskia would like to address those questions to the orc, but she fears speaking might break the fragile truce. By miracle, they have been saved by music (if she ever tells that to anyone, she will either be declared mad or blasphemous), and she does not want to risk breaking the spell the bard has over the sirens. She tries to keep up with the tall man's legs as they get to a bend, feet sliding over sand. Her mind is running a hundred miles a light, without a single reference point. She attempts to formulate a plan, only for her brain to screech to a sudden halt. 
“What was that?” It’s the best she could come up. “And don’t say empyre,” she warns grumblingly.
Renegade shrugs, his big shoulders like boulders, his back impervious to her needs. “I wasn’t going to. That was clearly music.”
“I thought music was unlawful.”
“It is.”
She looks back at the cliff, the soft melody rising behind them, sirens a distant concern. In hindsight, why is she walking away from the bard and his instrument? Why is she following this madman? 
She twirls, half poised towards the towering cliff, half falling in the orc’s steps. “But…it’s not bad: music.” Which makes no sense. Unlawful things are unlawful for a reason. The sand sinks under them making it hard to keep up with Renegade’s long legs. 
She catches his voice, rising above his shoulders like smoke as he prowls forward uncaring. “Plenty of things aren’t bad. They just don’t fit.”
Like you? She wants to ask but she hold her tongue. “Don’t you have questions? About this? About Armand? About sirens?” About the crying and the child?
He sighs; stops, drops his fists. When he turns around, she wishes he hadn’t. “Fine. You have questions, so do I.” He takes out a rope from his bag, shows her the end of it.
She blinks dumbly. “A rope?”
“A cut rope: I picked it up when we climbed down. The one that was holding me.”
Oh. “I see.” In her infinite stupidity, she’d not even considered Renegade might check the rope. Would she have? No, which is why she could potentially die here. Renegade is volatile and, truthfully, well within his rights to just strand her here, stab her. The possibilities are boundless. And she can’t tell him the truth: which is that she didn’t do this -her hands did. She chances a glance back towards Armand. He’s just a dot on a cliff. 
“Care to explain?” 
No. She’d much rather not actually. “I have no clue-”
“Don’t lie -I despise liars.” 
She considers her options. Settles on the only one available. “Please don’t kill me.” It’s pathetic, but she’s past caring.
Renegade holds the silence until she’s crushed by it. If he blew on her she’d shatter. It’s like salve on a wound when he speaks; even if his tone is full of spite. “I don’t need to kil you; the beach will take care of it. And that’s what I don’t understand: luring me here, killing me where I won’t be found. Clever, very clever. Jumping off a cliff: not so clever. So riddle me this -why? Is your partner in crime waiting for you to get far enough so he can shoot me? And then what? You climb back up? Would have been cleaner to just leave down here, but I suppose you wanted to finish the job.”
If she was taller she would slap him: she’s offended he would even think that of her. She’s flexible with the truth: true. But she’s hardly that ruthlessly strategic. 
“You’re delusional.” Soon as se says it, she knows it was the wrong answer. 
The blade is at her throat in sweetmouths; cold; pressing against her trachea until swallowing is painful. The mask so close so she can read the indents like braille. 
Renegade is so calm, his voice sounds like a scythe being sharpened. “And you’re a great actor.”
In other circumstances, she’d be terrified. As it stands, she’s exhausted her quota of fear for the sunbaum. She tilts her chin, mouth pulled into a toothless smile -a thin line of violence. “I didn’t cut the rope. I was made to, by the voice.” The admission is painful; she’d rather spare them both the details. 
The blade relents. “Why should I trust you?”
She can’t help it: she rolls her eyes. “Because I jumped off a cliff. As you said, why would I do that?” 
She makes a damn good argument and he knows it. He hums, drags the tip closer to her ear, almost tenderly. “And the bard, you planned for him to be here?”
On her toes, cold metal digging in her throat, she can’t really check if Armand is still there. She shakes her head vigorously, lost in the dark pools swirling in the middle of the gold mask. “I’m not the one hiding things from you. I led you to Armand without knowing what would happen, and I led you here, not suspecting any of this. I was trying to help.” She’s not sure it’s the whole truth; but it’s close. 
Renegade finally steps back, and she falls over, holding her neck with shaky fingers. She watches him sheath his weapon uncaringly and hate slices her through the middle like a certainty.
“Was it the crying voice?”
She blinks, holds back a retch of profound horror. “I don’t know.” Barely a whisper.
Renegade looks past her, at the bard surrounded by sirens. “No one knows we’re here.” Is that a threat? Saskia grows very still as the orc nods to himself. “But something wanted us to come down.”
She frowns; something wanted me to come down. But she doesn’t correct him. “Now what?” she chokes out, frothing with venom.
Renegade shrugs. “Now you’re stuck here; with me. Or you can try your luck with the bard and the sirens, climb back up.”
She swallows. “What will you do?” 
He looks at the uninviting bay, the heavy fog strangling the light, the dark sand clinging to the rocks. “I’ll continue: if you told the truth, then there is empyre here. I intend to find it.”
That’s when Saskia understands. She’s never leaving Ingehar. She shouldn’t have gotten involved. And she will die without answers to her questions. 
“I told the truth,” she protests weakly. 
Maybe if Renegade was willing to help, she could have him tie her to the rope, then have Armand climb back up and pull her. But alone, she’ll never get anywhere. She wants to cry. But it’s never been much use so she abstains. Surely there must be a way to get back to Ashmoth? Back up the cliff and straight into her routine? She’ll take any punishment Lorna sees fit, long as she’s allowed back within the ranks. 
Renegade is already far ahead, almost at the bend of the bay, where she’ll lose sight of him. It’s not a conscious thought when she runs after him. He allows it, and she falls into his steps naturally, pondering a way to make him gloss over her near-assassination attempt and lend his help. 
She huffs. “You promised you’d take me away from Ingehar; I’d have to be alive for that.” It’s staunch; direct: how he likes it. 
His chuckle filters in between their footsteps with a mocking lilt. “You cut my rope; our deal is off.”
She supposes nothing can affect him: besides his quest. “I lost track of myself…” She spies on his silence and finds it licking its teeth. “I went somewhere, and I don’t know if it was past, present, future or fantasy. But it felt real. When I came back, someone had cut the rope.” Lies her conscience supplies; but it has no bearing on the immediate need for survival. 
“What did you see?”
She latches on to his renewed interest with vigor. “I was queen.” And I was loved. “You were there.” Was he? “We were heroes.” 
She expects gratitude; instead she finds him nodding along with bored conviction. “How?”
She has to almost hop to keep up with his speed. How can someone be so big? It’s almost rude to be this disproportionate. She hums. “Pardon?”
“How did we become heroes?”
She bites her cheek with frustrated gnawing. Why would he care? She trudges along quietly; buying time. “We brought back the children of course.” She says it quiet enough it could be mistaken for a sigh.
But he’s unrelenting. “There were children in your vision?”
No. “More children than stars in the sky.” It sounds true enough to fool her.
She watches his back, steady, secure, unstoppable. Sees the knowledge embolden the curve of his shoulders into a straight line. “Good. Then we’re going in the right direction.” 
She hopes he falls on his blade. “Maybe it’s a warning to go back.” It’s half-hearted at best; she scrambles for a new strategy. 
Soon they’ll run out of beach, and then Renegade will probably learn to walk on water as she drowns in his trail. She’s willing to beg, but he doesn’t seem to care for worship, and its adjacent methods. 
Saskia tries to sound cheerfully confident as she keeps pleading. “The voice also said to be careful and not be fooled. I think we should go back -I think this is a trap.”
“Oh. The voice said that?”  
Damn him.  
They both stop dead in their tracks when they see it. 
It is small, uninviting, and half-flooded with seawater and algae. But undeniably, underneath the hood of Child Bluff, Saskia and the renegade stumble on a small cavern. Its entrance -no larger than Saskia’s fully deployed arm span and only a breath taller than she is- leads into the bowels of the island with ominous appetite. No breath or breeze wafts to the outside. Her deeply buried, ancient instinct tells her they should not go further. But she suspects the orc will not be deterred. Behind her, Armand’s song has gotten tepid like a whisper in the distance. He will not be holding the sirens off indefinitely. Her muscles shake and flinch at the thought of going back to face the sirens, the long climb up the cliff, or worse, the child in white. 
“You fully intend to go in there, don’t you?” she petulantly asks Renegade, who glances back at her with an unconcerned shrug. 
“You don’t have to come.” 
“There’s nowhere else to go,” she points out flatly, with a detached tone she barely recognizes. She is past fear now, and her mind has given up any pretence of rationality. Everything she thought she knew is a lie.
“There could be something wonderful on the other end,” Renegade supplies, sensing her hesitation.
Saskia glares at the dark mouth of the cavern with reluctant curiosity. She takes one step forward. And then another. Life would be easier, she thinks, if we had learned to walk backwards. So we wouldn’t have to see where we are going. 
“Or there could be nothing,” Saskia adds hopefully as they march into darkness, “nothing at all.” 
 
[bookmark: _Toc236277046][bookmark: _Toc236444034][bookmark: _Toc236573428][bookmark: _Toc236959542]CHAPTER IV

The dark swallows everything. 
Not just light, she muses, but colour, sound, thoughts. And the feeling of safety people bundle in their guts, the secret fuel they keep tightly hidden so they can keep moving. Because uncertainty is a paralyzing force of vengeance, and you must not let it in.  
Saskia had never noticed it before. But, she promises herself as she stumbles on wet rocks, I will never stray from the light again after this. It is a solemn oath she makes to her person as she huddles deeper in her flimsy shirt. I’ll be a good denizen, no more renegade, no more bards. Just hard work and prayers for me. 
She is grateful that at least Renegade has come prepared. From the second bag he (thankfully) took with him when he climbed down, he pulled out a glow torch (definitely stolen property from the Militia) and a flask of water before they proceeded further. Saskia would have admonished him for the theft were it not for their dire circumstances. Out of petty principle, mostly, as she has been known to steal her fair share herself. 
They have not spoken for a while. Could be fullbellys, could be fulllights, could be longer. To tell the truth, Saskia is still reeling from the rapid-fire succession of events and being thrown into uncharted territory with a stranger. This is not her finest moment, she will admit. And as a crossbreed, she can claim many undignified experiences. But none that surpasses this monumental mess she somehow stumbled into. Stumbled? You jumped headfirst, she reflects snidely, and paranoia makes her doubt the provenance of her own thoughts. Is she being herself? And would she know if that was not the case? 
There has been nothing but the enervating sound of water dripping from the ceiling and the rush of their feet sliding over the wet floor. Renegade’s glow torch can do very little to illuminate the path ahead, and they stumble over each other’s toes as they huddle blindly. There is no way to know if they veered off or where the path leads. And the terrain is unpredictable. Sometimes the walls are so far apart that Saskia has moments where she fears she might truly be surrounded by nothingness. That the world has forgotten about them, and they have forgotten about themselves. They’ll wander the dark corridors until the candlelight of the glow torch fades. When it does, so will they. Other times, the tunnels close like claws around them, and Saskia has to bend her neck uncomfortably, shoulders rolled forward, while the wet slide of the stone sticks to her sleeves. There is no clear measure here. No information that she can cleanly arrange into neat rows. Just stimuli without names.  
It goes like this for a little while, dark thoughts and a darker imagination cutting monster-shaped shadows in the black blanket that hugs them.
There is a smell she cannot describe. An empty, flimsy thing, so devoid of characteristics that Saskia finds herself drawing a blank when she tries to compare it. But if she had to define it, she’d say it smells uninhabited. As if nothing that ever walked through here stayed long enough to stick its scents to the walls. And more unnerving still, she cannot see Renegade, not really. Just a halo of light, obscured by a humanoid shape. It could be anyone she’s following. And what does she know about him? Beyond the fact that he is stark raving mad. Nothing really. The prospects are looking grimmer by the sweetmouth for Saskia who is now deeply regretting her life choices. 
“Are we far?” she whispers, shocked by the sound of her own voice. It echoes and reverberates in the distance, raking tremors down Saskia’s back, so foreign it sounds to herself. 
The orc has stopped in his tracks, and Saskia looks up at the faint shadow expectantly. “I don’t know. I don’t know where we’re going.” As it echoes, it feels like his voice could be coming from anywhere. Or from everywhere all at once. 
As simple as that. Renegade keeps walking forward steadily, and Saskia trails behind with angry puffs and sighs. “So…is there a reason you think there’s empyre in Ingehar?” she plunders on relentlessly. 
“We found this cavern.”
Saskia's eyeroll is lost to the darkness. “You know, I’ve helped you this far. You could at least answer my questions,” she whines shamelessly. 
She sounds petulant, like a child. Never mind that she is a child. But she’s given up on decorum. Renegade stops again and spins softly on quiet heels, peering down his mask at Saskia, glowing orbs shining through. Under the torch, the crossbreed notices the bewildered white of the orc’s eyes. Saskia’s own rimless eyes have turned into black pupils. Like most seelies, she has barely any visible sclera, so it’s interesting to see it in the tall man. Not all darkbloods are created the same. Or equal, she remarks. 
“I never asked you to. And you also tried to kill me; we’re even,” the orc points out before twirling away, and it hurts because it is true. But it is also unfairly blindsiding. 
Their breaths mingle and reverberate from naked walls. Each voice comes back to them, disembodied, too close or too distant, startling to their ears. Having a conversation in a dark room is like jumping off a cliff and hoping there is water at the bottom.  
“But I’m here. Risking my life. I think I have a right to know why,” Saskia bites off aggressively. 
Renegade sighs. It has stopped being her favourite sound. “You wouldn’t believe me.”
“Try me.”
Tense silence, foot echoes, and water dripping are the only measures of time down here. Every time they stop speaking, Saskia almost forgets herself. It must be affecting the tall man as well, because he breaks the ice first this time. “Will you tell me why you jumped?”
“I didn’t. I was pushed,” Saskia retorts with cruel intentions and venom. 
“You’re lying,” Renegade deadpans, and Saskia is left spying on his breath and inflection to guess his intentions. 
She is not used to so little visual input, and she had never realized how much information the brain acquired through that single medium. Without her sight, the entire world feels ugly and hostile. Shivers crawl up like snakes, and she refuses to contemplate the absurd chain of events that has led her here. Because she cannot admit to herself that it was real. That empyre is real. And they are both right in the thick of it. If she stops to think about that, she fears she might never start moving again. 
“Why do you care?” she grunts, with vicious intensity, rattled when it echoes back to her distorted and otherworldly. 
But the tall man is a blank canvas, which has Saskia feeling silly in her furious glory. “I don’t.”
She is forced into a light jog to follow the long footsteps. It feels like she can never win against the renegade. The warrior turns every conversation into a protracted battle. He is sparse with information and opposed to transparency. A daunting feeling of alienation takes over Saskia, whose stunted breath turns almost non-existent. She hates this feeling. The feeling of being utterly inconsequential. Drowning while everyone else can float. Belonging, she thinks, is like birthrights. Not everyone deserves it. Not everyone experiences it.
The tall man clears his throat. “Do you know why you never hear about other renegades?”
Saskia takes it as the peace offering it is. She shakes her head and waits, forgetting the futility of body language in this environment. 
“Because the Ak Fyrn Ba make sure you never will.”
This should tell her everything she needs to know, yet it only further intrigues her. “Who are they?” She speaks softly, not to discourage this sudden development. 
A long, protracted sigh hitches on the trail of her question and ricochets through the darkness. “They don’t do it for the glory. They do it for honour. To an orc, honour is everything,” Renegade mumbles. “We’d rather die than forsake it.” His choice of pronoun reminds Saskia that it is his own people the tall man is talking about. She dares not interrupt. “The most ruthless killers you’ve never heard of. Orcs who spend their lives learning the Octux.” Even in the dark, Renegade senses Saskia’s question mark because she specifies, “It is a martial art, passed down from the orcs, and taught only to our strongest warriors. Those who don’t break while trying to learn it find themselves rewarded with invincibility. A single member of the Ak Fyrn Ba could take down an army, and still have enough energy left for a friendly spar. They have dedicated their life to the kill. And now they’re after me, and anyone who encounters me. So the less you know about me, the safer you are.” It’s almost a plea.
That sounds like a load of nonsense if she’s being honest. But her intentions are not to offend. “What did you do?” Saskia questions with unabashed curiosity. Nothing she has heard so far has quelled her desire, but she is well on her way to that familiar lurch for knowledge that characterizes her. Any sane person would take the warning at face value and relent their investigation. But Saskia finds herself only wanting to know more now that she has had a taste. 
Another sigh. “I disobeyed a direct order from my patriarch. And in doing so, I dishonoured the name of my father.”
She did not think Renegade would answer, not with the way he is hurrying forward, his tense shoulder line the only proof Saskia has that the voice she hears comes from a real person and not from the depths of her imagination.  
“Sounds grave. But not worth killing over,” she comments lightly. 
“You wouldn’t understand. To dishonour the name of our parents is the gravest Woe an orc can commit. Hierarchy is higher than the Gods.”
“Don’t let the Conclave hear you say that,” Saskia snorts with reticent admonishment. 
“I’m sure they would agree.”
They plunge into an uncomfortable silence. Lorna cannot abide blasphemy spoken aloud in her presence, and it has conditioned the crossbreed somehow. Not everyone is a unionist, she is slowly coming to realize, but she would feel filthy and ungrateful if she reneged on the creed of the woman who raised her. 
With deft talent, she veers the subject elsewhere. “You keep saying us.”
“Pardon?” Renegade asks, puzzled.
“When you speak about them. The orcs? You keep saying “us”, but they banished you and want to kill you.”
A scoff and the longest sigh. “The whole world wants to kill us. We shouldn’t even exist.” 
That is uncalled for. And untrue. So far, no one has shown any murderous intent towards her. Besides sirens and possibly Renegade. Coming from the orc, that’s rich. “I don’t think the people in Ingehar want to kill me.” The protest sounds feeble to her own ears.
“No. They just wish you weren’t born.”
Fair point. 
To escape the silence, Saskia ponders aloud, “Do you miss it? Having a name?” Let it be known that Saskia is never one to be discouraged from good conversation. Not even by the truth. The things Renegade tells her put a dent in her perfect worldview. It is upsetting. But it’s also thrilling.
“I wouldn’t know. I never had one.”
That gives Saskia pause, but she cannot allow breaks in her steps when Renegade is plowing forward resolutely and without faltering, holding the only glow torch they have. Saskia is running a little out of breath, but she has a strong feeling that the orc would not take kindly to any requests for a small rest. And she suspects that walking towards a goal is the only way to keep Renegade talking. He is a bit like Lorna in that way. A stream of thought and a purpose are mutually inclusive prerequisites for engaging in a dialogue with them.
“Orcs don’t have names. Not until they reach maturity,” Renegade, in his infinite mercy, adds as if it explained everything. 
It doesn’t. “And when does that happen?”
“When we grow horns.”
That is unsettling new information, and Saskia does not know if the orc is just pulling her leg. Humour does not translate well in the dark. But she reflects that in the time she has known Renegade, the tall man has not seemed inclined to laugh, and certainly not fit to make jokes. This information, she will take as seriously as anything else the orc says. But with a grain of salt. 
“And then?” she badgers on.
A weary breath, a rustle of clothes. “Then we inherit the name of someone in our family.” What a lovely bond and tradition, one would think, before hearing the rest. “By defeating them in hand-to-hand combat.”
By this point, Saskia has decided she will just roll with the punches. She channels her best headmaid impression as she adopts an imperturbable persona. They could tell her the world was ending, and she would nod and get back to work. Because she thinks too strong a reaction might rattle Renegade back into composed silence. And there’s far more she wants to know. 
“And what happens if you lose?”
“Then you can try again at the next Turn of the Flame.”
“And until then?”
“You have no name.” Renegade says it matter-of-factly, and she supposes that for the orc, it is a fact of life where he comes from. 
Saskia has often felt confronted with the cultural abyss of the Charter, but never before had she had to make such a concerted effort to remain pleasant and cordial in the face of such estranging practices. 
“What do people call you then?” 
“Sui-yo.” The foreign word sounds soft but hissed, like a dart. 
Saskia saves it in her mind for later.  “What does it mean?” 
“It means no one.” 
That’s harsh, she wants to say. Even Saskia was afforded a name, and truthfully, she fails to see how she could have constructed herself without it. She imagines this applies to anyone. How could your own parents have no word to call you different than another? To name something is to will it into existence. To un-name it is to erase it. And such a deed is not easily done. Nor without malice. 
“Do all orcs have to fight their own family member for their names?”
“Yes. A name is not a birthright but a privilege. It is a responsibility you must earn. And if you dishonour that name, you forfeit your ownership.”
“And you become a renegade.” There is a hint of sarcasm blushing through Saskia’s calm tone, and she muzzles it. But Renegade was mocking her blind obedience fullbellys earlier, yet here he is defending the very people hunting him to oblivion. So fervent (by his moderate standards) when he speaks about his traditions. I swear it’s like looking in a mirror sometimes. 
“Yes,” the orc acquiesces perfunctorily. Not a hint of irony, of course. Almost as if Renegade thought he deserved her punishment. 
“What did you do exactly?”
“I told you. I dishonoured my father.” And now they have come back full circle. The orc has a talent for it, Saskia will admit to that. 
“Do you have horns?” she asks with burning curiosity. 
“I never grew them.” There is shame in his voice. Saskia can tell so deeply coloured it is. 
She opens her mouth with questing drive and gets cut off by a dry, “Enough questions.” 
Miffed but smart enough to know a wall when she sees one, Saskia retreats to silence. Momentarily. “Are you scared?” 
“No,” the orc answers automatically, then a beat. “Of what?” he asks, and Saskia continues unperturbed. 
“Of the Turnover.”
“Maybe it’s a good thing.” There is wonder in the tall man’s voice. 
It makes Saskia despise her foolishness and want to tear it down. “Not for darkbloods. Never for darkbloods.”
The Turnover made the world, and it will unmake it. Five hundred flames ago, at its inception, it would have been a tool to keep people in line. One that became more effective over time. Three hundred flames ago, when it reached the rest of the world and laid the foundations of the Charter, it would have been a reassuring insurance to have in a dying habitat. A faraway thought to help people sleep at moonbaum. But here, near the end, it is too paralyzing to contemplate. So, no one really does. Fright does not describe it. And this suffering will end. 
But not for everyone. For some, it will just be a continuation of agony. 
[…]eternity offers endless pain and infinite joy. So beware, you who seek immortality, that you’ve drained your heart and filled your cup before you reach it. Or you will have nothing but time and thirst in your hands […] an ocean of dust in your mouth. And every grain of sand is a memory you forgot. And the horizon is a line you already crossed. And everyone you meet is a grave with eyes. Everyone you love is a new way to say goodbye. You walk on bones because you never died. You walk on bones, but with a crown of flies. You walk on bones, with eternity by your side. 
This is her favourite passage from the Chart. An excerpt she read, but only because it was used as an epigraph to someone else’s autobiography. The name, she forgets. But not the footnote. The full poem, one of many found in the Chart (the full content of which only Machinists are privy to), is called Walk on Bones and was penned in the first century. The era they call the Time of Austerity. It struck such a chord with the Conclave that they included it in the final revision of the Chart. And it remains sunloe, even in the final version that was redacted after the Cleanse. 
“You said you don’t know. But where do you think we’re going?” Surely the orc must have an inkling. 
“To the hallowgraves.” His words boom through the dark tunnels, absurd yet sincere.  
The deceptively simple answer floors Saskia. What is she even supposed to do with that information? Should she interpret it literally? Something like hope sparks back inside of her. “Are you looking for tenderstone? Like in the story of the naked king?”
“No. Not like the naked king.”  
She does not think Renegade will say more about the matter. She perseveres in another direction.  “How long do you think we’ve been down here?” 
It is easy, while she talks with the orc, to forget where they are. To forget the constant dread that is her companion. She distracts herself with their back and forth and suspects Renegade must be doing the same thing. She is quite certain she skipped lunchtime as her stomach churns and gurgles uncomfortably. Lorna must be livid by now. To be honest, she thought it would be a brief escapade. She would show Renegade the Nil, they would find nothing, and then…well then she did not know, but she figured whatever it was she could neatly order it in her routine without unbalancing or upsetting the natural rhythm of her life. But to introduce a new variable in the system is to set yourself up for the unexpected. She should have accounted for the unaccountable. If she gets out of here, the headmaid will make her regret her spontaneity sorely. 
“It is almost Low Twilight.” 
She’d forgotten the Renegade was here too and flinches at the sound of his voice. “How do you know?”
“I have been counting the lights.”
Of course he has. Because he would not be the renegade if he were not constantly striving for his best imitation of a war machine. No thoughts. No feelings. Just drive, purpose, and cryptic answers. There is envy in how Saskia thinks about the orc. Secretly, she wishes she could be like him. Anchorless, and happy to drift. Renegade is an outcast, but unlike Saskia, he does not seem to care that he does not belong. 
“Anything else you’ve noticed?” she questions, feigning nonchalance. But truly, she wants to know. 
“Before we were going down, now we’re going up. More than this, I do not know.”
“That’s already plenty,” Saskia comments with an impressed whistle, then, “Can all the orcs do that?”
Talking about her culture does not seem to bother Renegade. On the contrary, Saskia thinks he relishes it. Or as close as the orc can get to relish. It is the only time his answers are straightforward. Still concise, impersonal, and devoid of any emotional inflection. But they answer her questions, which is rare. 
“Yes. Our senses get sharpened through training during childhood.”
Of course they do. “How?” Saskia’s imagination is filled with dark bloodletting rituals, gazes covered in silk scarves, and other eldritch wonders, but the truth is always far less palatable than the fantasy. 
“They make you live in a dark room.” The orc’s voice gives nothing away. 
Saskia hurries closer with a slow tremor. She cannot imagine herself being thrown in a place like the one they are in now. She can barely handle the terror, but to be a child, with nothing but the dark and the whisper of monsters, is Saskia’s new definition of a netherbaum. 
“For how long?”
“However long it takes to learn to be one with it.” Chopped sentences. Correct grammar and nothing else. Renegade is all squares and angles. No give, no softness. No hint of sadness. 
Saskia is almost scared to ask. “And how long did it take you?”
“Seven turnflames.”
Entire turnflames in this darkness? Saskia suffocates just thinking about it, a heavy weight drops in her chest. She would go mad if somebody did that to her. Alone, in the dark with her own voice? For seven turnflames? She’d rather they just kill her and be done with it. But she will not offer salve for a wound that Renegade does not have. 
She keeps it light and sincere. “Were you counting?”
The admission is slow to come. “Yes.”
“That sounds like torture.”
“It’s not. It’s fortifying. All orcs go through it when they are children. It’s an honour.” He sounds convinced. But Saskia equates it with the mother-in-law defending the wife-beater. It’s all he has ever known. How could he possibly expect more? 
Saskia sees it as an act of kindness to at least point out that terrible truth. Lest she forgets it. “How would you know?” Even the perceived tension that rises steadily does not deter her from her line of questioning. “That all the orcs go through it, how would you know? I doubt you had other children to compare to. They could have said anything, and you wouldn’t have known better than to believe them.” She knows there is something ugly in her voice. She knows hers are not good intentions. She knows things she cannot do anything about. “Maybe they lied to you.”
A scoff, the steps wander off faster. “Why would they, just to torture me?”
Maybe it is vengeance that motivates her action. Wounded pride is like a kitten with claws. Harmless, yet full of killing intent. “You said it yourself. They wish you weren’t born.”
The quiet is deafening. Neither of them can argue against that simple truth. It is written in the Charter. Not in so many words, but it is stated on every page, not like slander, but like truth. It gives a voice to people's rage to hate them so. 
Renegade seems mellower, not confrontational, simply tired when he asks, “And what about you? Do you trust what they tell you?” 
They could be anyone she’s ever met who is not herself. 
She snorts before whispering darkly, “Less and less by the belly.” A strangled laugh and then, “But I don’t think I have a choice. Their lies are all I have.”
There is something broken in Saskia’s voice, and Renegade picks up on it. “Maybe it doesn’t have to be,” he reassures. 
It would be nice to think Renegade is right. But that would also be a lie. And she has grown weary of them. She could use a healthy dose of realism. It comes, unexpectedly, in the shape of a familiar sound, which only appears foreign, at first glance, because of the strange context. It takes her a sweetmouth to place it back into a memory, and when she does, her face splits into a smile of relief. It echoes all around like a choir of moonchildren, and Saskia almost cries. 
“Pickaxes! We must be under Providence.” 
Such a thing should not bring her such unadulterated joy. But after lights of stumbling in the dark, knowing that familiar ground is just above her head is like giving a wooden plank to a drowning man and then leaving him in the open ocean. You’ve only prolonged his death. And he is thankful for the privilege. 
“No, I think we’re deeper than Providence,” Renegade corrects her.
“You’re wrong, there’s nothing under Providence,” she snaps back. They listen to the sound of rocks breaking for a little while, then Saskia asks, quietly and softly, unlike her previous tone, “Do you think they can hear us?”
“I’d rather not find out.” Then. “We haven’t heard the crying since we came down here,” Renegade comments as they venture deeper, and the noise of pickaxes clanging against rock gets muffled by more rocks. 
Saskia refuses to entertain the crying voice and what it entails. For once, she stays quiet, discouraging any further conversation. But truly, the orc must be a harbinger of misfortune because, no sooner has he spoken those words than a soft sob echoes from a distance.
They both stop at once, ears perked to catch some form of meaning behind the bone-chilling whines. 
“I’m not going there,” Saskia murmurs in a stunted whisper full of fear.
“Then stay here.”
She clicks her tongue in annoyance at Renegade’s dismissiveness. “You have the glow torch, and I’m not staying alone in the dark,” she snarls, peeved.
Another sigh, boots rasping against rocks. “Then what do you suggest? That we both stay here, indefinitely?”
No, of course she is not suggesting that. She is not daft. But surely there are better options than running headfirst towards what is clearly a trap. Such as. “We go back.”
“And the sirens?” Renegade shoots her brilliant idea down quickly.
Valid point, but considering the circumstances, utterly moot. “I’d prefer that.” And Saskia means it too.
Another panoply of sighs, like a forlorn instrument. “Well, I’m not going back. You can keep the glow torch.”
“You’ll be in the dark,” she points out, anxiety creeping in the alarmist tone.
“I don’t mind.”
Of course, he doesn’t. He’s used to it. But Saskia isn’t, and if there is one thing she has learned from this experience, she detests the dark. She despises the cold. And she will never forgive Renegade for dragging her along. I hope when the Ak Fyrn Ba get him, they make it slow and painful. Hate simmers beneath the surface, lighting up dark corners. But only to dissimulate fear.
“I don’t want to be alone. It’s scary here,” she whispers to hide a sob. That last part is a choked whine. Saskia is nothing but naked fear now. 
“It’s scary out there,” Renegade argues. 
And Saskia wants to throttle him. “For you, maybe,” she counters, uncaring of the other person’s feelings. It has been established by now that their interests are self-serving, and denying that would be hypocritical. She shakes her head in vigorous emphasis. “Not for me, my home is out there.” 
“It might not be, soon,” Renegade reminds her, referencing the looming Turnover. 
Saskia’s voice is ice cold as she answers, “Well, there’s nothing I can do about that.”
A beat of silence. Water dripping and the crying rising ever softer, ever more urgent, bouncing off the walls like a pebble down a well. “What if there was?” Barely a pin drop in the dark. 
“But there isn’t,” she says in a tone that brooks no room for argument.  
Some things must be said. And they must be said unequivocally to allow no possibility for error. It serves no one, least of all the fool, to entertain further delusions. All anyone will be left with are the ashes of burnt wings.
“You don’t know that,” the orc argues, but it is half-hearted at best.
Said the crazy crane to the foolish moon. “Neither do you.”
An angry breath, annoyed stomps, more sighs. “Fine. Have it your way. But it changes nothing. I’m going there, with or without you.”
“I hate you.” The menace comes unbidden from Saskia’s childish seed of cruelty. An animal that does not think before it speaks. That cares not for the ruins it leaves behind, only for the catharsis of unbridling its baser nature. Of listening to the voice that says to give as good as they get. 
“I know. Get in line,” Renegade bites off succinctly, but with something tired inside. Like a taut rope, left in the rain for too long, soon to unravel. 
Saskia relents. “You better not let me die.”
“I’ll try,” the orc answers with soft wistfulness and no hint of sarcasm. There never is with him.  
It is not a promise. But Saskia knows he means it. “This means we’re getting closer, right? To…” It feels silly to even say it out loud, “to the hallowgraves?” she asks as they resume their exploration.
“It must be,” Renegade agrees, and Saskia accelerates until she can feel the orc’s heat and presence right in front of her. 
“What do you think we’ll find?” she whispers, as if afraid someone else could hear them.
“Hopefully? Salvation.”
“Ingehar is where hope comes to die,” she recites morosely.
The longest sigh so far, then deceptive silk over a steely voice. “Do you find that it serves you well?”
She blinks and almost misses a step. “What?”
“Your discouraging brand of pessimism. Does it usually help?”
Forget the Ak Fyrn Ba. When they get out of here, she will skin the renegade herself and present his pelt as a carpet. Nonetheless, she retorts, “No, but it’s kept me alive.”
“Surviving is not living.”
Saskia’s tone is saccharine violence, like the deeply red pulp of a blood orange. “Not that you would know.”
She thinks they could probably go on forever. In this venomous back and forth, stumbling in the dark. It does not help them, but it keeps them moving forward. Keeps time light. 
“Don’t worry. When this is over, it will be like I never existed,” Renegade promises, and Saskia should let it stop there. 
But she always needs to have the last word.  “Thought you already didn’t.”
That rips a laugh from the orc. A reluctant, stridulant little thing. But a laugh nonetheless. Rachitic and full of bones, it echoes like a torrent and mingles with the sobs. It fills Saskia with pride and sparks back the desire she had thought buried under her spite. 
Truthfully, if this is love, it’s a disease.  
But she has no time to linger in their brief respite of warmth. Something glows in the distance, and in this darkness, the faint light looks like a lighthouse, so bright it is in contrast. 
“We’re here,” Renegade utters gravelly, as he comes to a full stop. 
Saskia shivers violently. She has almost gotten used to the cries. But every time she builds a tolerance for her surroundings, a new element gets thrown into the mix. And she is back to being a petulant, terrified child. An unending loop of horror. 
“Wait,” she grunts harshly, grabbing Renegade’s sleeve as the orc goes to take a step forward. “I’m scared.”
Something slips in her palm. Warm and engulfing. She leans into it with her whole soul. Seeking comfort from the only source of warmth there is. 
“I know,” Renegade says, squeezing tighter, the leather crinkling against her fingers. They keep walking, the source of the light growing neither further nor closer. 
And then a sob, right by Saskia’s ear, like a purr. 
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As far as Armand is concerned, there had been some thread of guilt following his behaviour the moonbaum before. It is not that he disliked orcs. It’s that he hated them. But it was not why he’d done what he’d done. He had his own encounter with a renegade and knew from that experience that it was best not to engage at all. Just crossing eyes with one often sufficed as a death sentence for the Ak Fyrn Ba. 
But he had meant to scare the little bug, not put her in danger. 
Waking up the next morning, he’d felt with absolute certainty that his warning had fallen on deaf ears. It was not to know Saskia to assume she would have been deterred by such a display. It was not that she was brave, he’d mused; it is that she was constantly waiting for the world to impress her. And somehow, the world fell flat. It made her immune to danger because it muzzled her terror with arrogance. Bravery was a voluntary act to face one’s fears. What she did, put bluntly, was reckless endangerment and would inevitably get her killed. 
It was harder to sneak out during the sunbaum than it was at moonbaum. It was not the Sectorates Armand worried about, but their Sheriff. The toughbird was awake, unlike everyone else, and he kept a close eye on his herd. And not for nothing, he’d long suspected he should be watching the bard. The Sectorates thought him an old fool, landed in Providence on account of his rebellious mouth. But Sul-Seyo knew better. Regardless, he did not seem inclined to share his suspicions with anyone else, provided Armand toe the line. Which the cattail mostly did. He was here to gather information, not to start a rebellion. He had fully intended to die here, in the exercise of his function, with at least his pride to keep him company, none the wiser about his treachery. It was his penance: a death without glory.  
His attachment to the little bug had been an unexpected development. 
He had made his way out of Providence, through climbing and a surprising amount of furtivity for a one-legged man his age. He’d known to take rope, yet he had never intended to use it. He’d dipped by his hiding spot first and grabbed his lute, certain that it was an unnecessary precaution. 
There was only one place he could think of where he’d consider the presence of empyre. And while the little bug did not believe in such things, she would be eager to please. And the renegade, he figured, would climb down. Because that is what people on the verge of death do. They taunt it. And every close call is a tiny victory. 
In his defence, he had assumed he’d find the little bug sitting at the edge of Child Bluff. He would do some damage control, help her grieve, and ensure she never mentioned the renegade to anyone. 
He’d found two ropes instead. One was cut by artificial means. Saskia was nowhere to be seen. The rational part of him had thought her dead. That part was already mourning her, lamenting the fact that he arrived too late. The other part, the same one who’d known to grab a rope and a lute, put flames of experience in Dauze Caïllard to good use. Cattails were climbers (environment obliged). In the Snake Pit, people often joked that children learned to climb before they learned to fall. 
It was something ancient that whispered to him what to do when he reached her. By the side of that cliff, he’d started singing. As Saskia made her way past a bend and disappeared from view, he kept singing. As if possessed, he’d played and sang for lights. Bloody fingertips staining the chords, voice raw like a croak. 
Until the sun had set, he’d sung. 
He’d been reminded of his childhood. The green carpet of moss over red bark, the vines like necklaces of snakes. Leaves bending their heads for the scent of wet dew, and the thick sap running down his blade. A grove where the trees are as tall as mountains. He had a good childhood. Good parents. He’d known much love. 
When he ran out of voice, finally, he stopped singing. 
At that exact moment, in the dark cavern, the crying resumed, and Renegade and Saskia listened with bated breath. 
Armand thought he’d wait to see if they’d reappear eventually. But the sky was darkening, the sun was setting, and he was but a cripple hanging by the side of a cliff, with only a lute as a weapon. 
In Providence, Sul-Seyo was expecting him, two beefy arms crossed over a beefier chest. 
Which brings us to the point where Saskia and Renegade hear the pickaxes. 
“Lorna was here.” 
The Sheriff welcomes him, catching him in the act, as soon as Armand steps in.  
The bard is too tired to feign concern at having been blatantly seen sneaking back. The time is beyond consequences. 
“Always a delight, I suppose?” 
“She’s looking for the crossbreed. And she asked for you; by name,” the toughbird warns, his voice a low purr of irritation. 
As expected, the Sheriff does not much like to have the uppity headmaid in his business. In Providence, he is allowed free rein over his subjects and would hate to have Captown’s resident suddenly interested in his unsavoury affairs. 
Armand can empathize with that. “What did you tell her?”
“That I hadn’t seen the boy, and that I didn’t know the name of each excommunicate. But that you were probably dead in a ditch.”
The bard snorts. “And I suppose she trusted you implicitly?”
Sul-Seyo does not crack a smile. He stares down at Armand with a grove of angry lines above his brow. 
“I haven’t seen the boy. That was the truth.”
“Well, then, I suppose your eternal soul is safe with me,” the cattail mocks lightly, at odds with the heaviness of his own heart. 
How is he to explain that Saskia is dead? Or worse. He does not know the headmaid personally, but what he hears from others conjures up the image of a vengeful banshee. He shivers. 
“Normally, I’d tell you that the next time you leave, if you ever show your face again, I’ll personally kill you. And that’s a promise,” the Sheriff threatens, before uncrossing his arms and sighing. “But the world is ending in two sunbaums.” When Sul-Seyo sees the confusion on Armand’s face, he bites off, “Get the fuck out of here, bard. And don’t you ever come back.”
The slight movement of his hand tells Armand that the Sheriff is dead serious. There is no madness in his eyes. Just calm and collected certainty.
“What happened to no one leaves Providence? Alive or dead,” the cattail questions. 
Not quite disbelieving, as, truthfully, he should have known. But perhaps worn down by his own cowardice, he still tries to find other ways not to have to face the world he left behind.
Sul-Seyo speaks his truth, as he has done since the moment they met. And it rings like broken glass. “This is no place for you to die.” 
“What about you?” 
A meagre protest. The bard does not truly intend to change his mind. Just to fortify his own.
The Sheriff knows this. The two men have built something akin to a friendship. Founded on a form of honesty that was never spoken aloud. It was in the secrets they shared without ever voicing them that a tenuous bond was formed. 
Sul-Seyo shakes his head. “A captain never leaves a sinking ship.”
“How lucky then, that this isn’t a ship.”
Instead of smiling, the Sheriff sighs and watches off into the mouth of Providence. 
“No, you’re right.” He points down at the excommunicates labouring in the sunken funnel. “It’s always been a grave. I have been watching over the dead for a long time. I’d like to see how it ends, not as a grim reaper, but as a human.” His eyes are full of wanton regret. “I believe that is a feeling you can understand.”
Yes, Armand can understand that. And there is no point arguing back. Not when doing so would only further prove him wrong. His duty is done, Saskia dead. There is nothing for him here. His world ended long before the Turnover. He nods and walks past the Sheriff on his way out. “Take care, tal.” He will give him the grace of dying a redkin. A true goodbye. 
“Bloodbound.”
“Tal, Dirtborne,” the Sheriff gruffly answers in kind.  
As the two men stand off at the end of times, the headmaid makes her way back from the mines, huffing loudly over creaky knees. 
She will personally see to it that the crossbreed never sees open sky again, spo-ken. When she finds the child, she will rain the judgment of the Grand Machine down on her. Every nerve demands that she mars the flesh to soothe her soul’s ache. She wants retribution for the pain she is enduring now, at the behest of the filthy creature. She will tie her hands and feet to a pole and hang her upside down until the blood rushes away from her mind. Until she cannot think, let alone contemplate running away ever again. 
But first, she must find the child. 
And that is a more terrifying prospect than she cares to admit.
She does not cross paths with the bard making his way to Pidge’s Hill, so he can drink in the bleak view one last time before departing. Sitting by the watchtower, eyes trained on the horizon, the bard thinks of his home, thinks of the futility of his long-held rebellion. But he cannot help but whisper wistfully, hoping the windless sky will catch the memory and hold it tight. 
“The Upheaval remembers.”
That prayer falls flat to the ground, miles away from Machinist Zahir. All dissident anger, walking to the watchtower so he can grab Pidge’s belongings and sift through what might be of consequence. He knows it to be his duty, and were it not for his jealous pride, he would delegate it to someone else. But he dares not admit his own obsolescence; therefore, he takes each of his tasks as seriously as if it were a matter of life or death.  
And all of them are unaware of Lady Ignexia Xeschiel, for the first time in seven flames, having a conscious thought. 
She looks around the solarium with blinking deer eyes. “Saskia?” she calls out in the softest voice. 
Then she gazes out of the window, into the landscape of Mouth Bay, and finds it dreary. She always did find it so ugly.  She tried her best to be cordial about her displeasure. But truly, she had never been happy here. She knows the time she has left is short, the same way a butterfly knows how to reproduce. Because it was written in her flesh and bones, before she was even born. 
“I was told to say: you had a mother, she sang for you before you were born,” she tells the empty room. 
She laughs, as if she heard something funny.
A lonely note rises desperately from the piano. 
Somewhere deeper than Providence, directly below Pidge’s Hill, the renegade contemplates his own demise. It is not the first time he’s had to do that. Indeed, his brief stint at life is composed primarily of near-death experiences. It has given him a sort of calm outlook on it. Even as he stands at the threshold. 
He has lived mostly as she intended. 
No one can claim true freedom. Not if they care to share this world with beings and forces that escape comprehension. Humans have been such beings for him. Incomprehensible. Their motives were as hazy to him as they had been to themselves. Most actions they took were counterintuitive, and when asked about the design and initial purpose, people tended to retroactively rationalize to themselves their unreasonable behaviours. 
It was always someone else’s fault. 
At the very least, Renegade thinks, swallowing the last of his water, I owned my mistakes. 
He had been prepared for a fight. An epic battle of sorts, or at least a skirmish. This slow, forgotten death feels like a kick straight in the gut. And he’s known many of those and has long practiced walking away unbothered to not appear weak. But here, where no one can see, he wants to scream. It would be undignified of him. An orc only screams during war, sex, or, well, most activities, really. Orcs lived loudly. 
But they suffered quietly. 
It was too sudden for his instincts to save him. The cave in. It happened all at once. Crammed in his cubicle, he reflects that at least the ending seems to have been swift for Saskia. There had been her small hand, and then nothing but a rumble, and the crashes. No rales of agonies or cries for help. Just this unending quiet. And the dark. But Renegade does not mind the dark. He does hate the thought of dying forgotten, but it was a gamble anyway to try to change his fate. 
The only saving grace is that at least in here, the Ak Fyrn Ba will never find him. 
Meanwhile, in Tantomi, a mostly fishing village on the western side of the Jawline, Rath of Tantomi, a jaded Machinist who also happens to be a relentless star gazer, has long entertained a clandestine long-distance communication with a Clerk from the Clocktower – through the moonrocks. If the Semper Engine were to find them, they would strip them of their robes and possibly excommunicate them. But Rath and his fellow correspondent persevere out of a shared passion for the celestial vault that renders them blind to anything else.
On the evening of the 81st in the moonhouse of Lefaheim, which during the 499th flame of the Sensible Epoch, fell on a Reapbaum, Rath of Tantomi, had been, as usual, observing the movements of the moon and the stars. 
In his lifetime, he’d been responsible for a great many astral discoveries and would be responsible for many more. 
He was the one who came to realize that an ancient map of the stars – whose provenance, his contact had assured, was the Austere Times, roughly 13f- was not, as previously believed, erroneous, but highlighted a glaring mistake the Engineers had overlooked. One that was staring them straight in the face. Indeed, his correspondent had admitted with professional respect, he had never noticed that the constellation of the Mad Mother had an eleventh star, and not ten as previously recorded, but that a nearby glow hid it behind a shadow. It was Rath, who had recognized the mistake and first tried to contact the Semper Engine through the moonrock -but only after several of his letters had been ignored. His discovery could have fallen on deaf ears, but he did not realize that most reports coming from what were considered “subsidiaries” moonrocks were filtered through a diligent army of Clerks at the Clocktower – and this, before they ever reached the Engine Room. One such resident had received the illegal message and, piqued in his curiosity while working a dead-end desk job, he had pretended to be an Engineer. Quickly, he realized that he was talking to what might be the most brilliant mind no one had ever heard of.  
Their polite correspondence had been ongoing for the better part of three turnflames, with no signs of abating.   
On this Reapbaum, at the thirdlight of Low Twilight -precisely, for his fellow Machinists: in the ninth sweetmouth, of the ninth fullbelly (sometimes referred to as the twenty-seventh fullbelly), of the third trinity, of the seventh light of the fifth sunbaum of the eighty-first ennead of the ninth moonhouse of the four-hundred and ninety-ninth turnflame of the era -while he watched the moon grow into her ninth and last phase, signalling the end of the turnflame in two sunbaums and the solar eclipse that was promised, Rath had stopped to polish his glasses, blowing through a spoiled swamp of teeth he had never properly taken care of. 
As he’d wiped them on his shirt, he’d peeked through his star chaser (which he had built himself) - only to almost fall off his chair. 
He’d looked at his clock and found it unchanged. Without a shadow of a doubt, the clock arms told him that this was indeed the thirdlight of Low-Twilight of, presumably, the same Reapbaum. This made no sense. Torn between exalted and mindlessly scared, he reached out to his fellow star-gazer friend. 
There had been a bout of incredulity at first.
At the same time, in the Quagmire, an old froggin’ -who, unbeknownst to him, was about to die of a stroke- pointed at the sky before he perished. He’d been enjoying his ninetieth flamebaum, surrounded by loved ones and families. As was customary, they had gotten high off frogs, while his nephew made puppetshadows on the wall -best shashmook of his generation, the old froggin’ repeated like a broken clock to all his fellas. And they’d grown tired of it. But later, they would all be glad he’d been witnessing his last smoke show when he perished. 
But he wasn’t; he was looking at the sky. 
In the Snake Pit, the Oversnare was dancing for the Fangod when she seized as she was looking up -this, in the middle of the ceremony, while all the cattails watched in concern. 
Unlike everyone, they had not been preparing for the end of the world. 
They were waiting for their Gods to descend.
In Rezval, one of the last descendants of the Rust Rebels was drowning in his ale when he saw the sun reflected in his glass and, upon stumbling on the discovery, dropped the tankard at the feet of his second in command - ringing glass whistles that quieted the whole council of war at once. 
Because in the fullbelly it had taken Rath to clean the lenses: the starry moonbaum had capsized into a blue sky. 
There was no mistaking it. The Turn of the Flame had passed and gone. Not only that. But, after a few calculations based on his horticultural garden and later confirmed by calculating the movement of the stars, Rath concluded that five sunbaums had passed in the meanwhile, and it was now the secondlight of Dew, a Tendermore, in the moonhouse of Dve. Precisely the first sunbaum of the first ennead of the first moonhouse in the fifth-hundredth turnflame of a new, as of yet, unnamed era – for his fellow Machinists he translated it as such: the fifth sweetmouth, of the seventh fullbelly (also called sixteenth fullbelly) of the second trinity of the third light of the first sunbaum, of the first ennead, of the first moonhouse of the five-hundreth turnflame of the new era.  
In elapsed time, he calculated, forty lights, a thousand and ninety-five fullbellys and nine-thousand eight-hundred and sixty sweetmouths. 
But where had the time gone? 
Rath had no recollection of falling asleep or drifting off, and he was known for his precise sense of observation and his attention to detail. Surely, he would have noticed the moon rising and falling five times. There was no reasonable explanation for this phenomenon, which all denizens of the Charter could attest to having experienced. Whether they were in the throes of love, lazing about, or doing laundry, anyone under the evening sky on the 81st moonhouse of Lefaheim, 499f, blinked their eyes open on the late morning of the 1st moonhouse of Dve, 500f. 
The end of the world had come and gone, and no one knew what happened.
It goes without saying that at this point in the story, the Conclave dove headfirst into damage control; by any means necessary was the firm instruction they gave their Envoys. 
Five moons had passed, yet it felt like time had stopped. This, for a long time, would remain the greatest mystery of the era that would later be known as the Discovery of Queens. 
And when the new era begins, Armand is slinging his duffel bag on his shoulder with a crushing sense of nostalgia. It is just past twilight. And when he looks up, the sun is staring brightly back at him.
There are no words to explain his confusion. The bard looks around, suspecting a prank. In hindsight, he might realize how absurd the idea that any single individual could be responsible for switching moonbaum and sunbaum is. But the rational mind will often skip the nearest, simplest explanation in favour of a more convoluted version whenever the supernatural is concerned. Easier to believe your fellow mortal is mocking you, rather than to confront a game with no clear rules or masters. He blinks, fearing an illusion or a trick of the light. But there is no mistaking it. The sun shines high in the sky, yet a sweetmouth ago, he’d been staring at the moon and the stars. 
His second thought is that he died. This, one might forgive him, since when faced with an improbable reality, one must at least consider the possibility that they have taken a step beyond life. Unconsciously, he taps his own chest and arms and finds them to be intact and warm-blooded. 
He looks at the watchtower accusingly, but it only loops sadly in response. 
Very well, I must have lost my mind then. Pacified, he smiles. He has never found reason to be a good companion to loneliness and memories. On the contrary, how often has he resented his own mind? He finds it strange that lunacy would come to him dressed in this shape. He thought that when he slipped from reality, it would be in a field of his corpses that could finally talk back. Instead, it seems his broken brain has harmlessly chosen to repaint the sky. Stolen time, he can forgive. In fact, he will gladly accept the thief. 
On the brink of madness and relief is how the wind finds him.  
Armand has felt current. Air whooshing through his locks, snares like darting snakes, swinging from one branch to the next, with the ruffle of gravity against his skin; the soft cushion of the fall -when he missed a step, the air blew through his shirt, and tickled the hair on his nipples.
But wind…
At first, his heart rattles forward like a punch through the chest (they found me here!). But the child in him remembers the stories he was told, and he relaxes into the embrace, cool breeze lapping sweat off warm skin, tracing goosebumps paths and hills on his arms. He closes his eyes briefly. 
Now he is sure he must have died. And a grateful laugh bursts from his mouth. 
The wind with its invisible fingers massages his scalp, dancing through his hair, intimately, like a lover, they tiptoe up his spine, and he feels the beginning of arousal stir, low in his belly. Not purely sexual either, a reaction to stimuli mixed with genuine excitement, nothing more. He ignores it and basks, scenting accents that were not accessible before. He sniffs and inhales. The wet stones, the slight sting of birds dropping, somewhere close by, death lingers on; the burnt wax of a spent candle, and the acrid attack of dried fish rising from his duffle bag. 
His face splits into a toothy grin, and he wants to bite into the horizon and taste the pulp. But he settles for a boisterous, almost victorious bark – just shy of a howl, but he is not scot-free yet, and while in Dauze Caïllard, no one would bat an eye, here, he might attract unwanted attention. He feels the sudden, intense urge to reach for his pipe, light it, and smoke in the face of all the non-believers. 
Because either he died, or the world’s come back to life. 
Later, Armand will blame the whiplash of the switching moon and sun for not thinking about the most obvious explanation first. For not assuming that a fresh breeze could only mean one thing in the Charter. In his defence, wind had never graced the coasts of Ingehar. 
But before any such thoughts can materialize, three things happen all at once:
The earth suddenly opens. 
It slips from underneath his foot in a slide of gravel and crumbs. Armand stumbles back on his ass with a yelping clatter of huffs. The voracious sinkhole gapes into a monstrous groan that rattles in his bone sockets -it makes a sound like a dying whale. The rocks split into an open jawbone, then the ground rushes down the hole, reminding Armand of the choir of hammers that echo through Castiel Rhea and bang harassingly against people’s windows - but louder, as if an army of blacksmiths was nailing furiously through his eardrums. The dirt swallows the old watchtower whole, and his mind rings in reckoning. 
It lifts a cloud of dust - whooshing in Armand’s face. The bard coughs it out with burning lungs, eyes blinking with distress signals. He spits brown, unhelpfully wipes the dust from his pants, and instinctively looks up at the sky, glad to still be alive.
It is a thought he soon regrets. 
The abyss finds him, peering down into his soul. It’s an old foe, Armand once saw from afar and always kept at arm’s length. The seabirds warned him, told him that it crept up on you, that it stalked quietly. Until it was too late.
A dark centre, swirling with angry clouds, has swallowed the sky. Everywhere the eye can see, the foam rages, twists, and twirls, like a can teeming with worms. The coiled shadows circle ropes of smoke around the whirlwind - stained with soot. All the shades of grey swim like sharks above his head, and Armand suspects that he is already in the stomach of the beast. The wind is not a gentle caress but a raging slap, whistling painfully in his ear canals and hissing against his clothes. He lies limply at the edge of the sinkhole, wild mane brushed away from his naked face so he can see it all. But even if he had no eyelids, he could never capture its entirety with his gaze; it grows beyond sight, beyond the desire to fight
The black eye of the primestorm regards him and finds him unworthy.
Death has come to Ingehar. And he is shamefully paralyzed by the sight. 
Between his thighs, a flash of white darts out of the dark orifice, straight into the sky like an avenging arrow. The glow lingers, burnt into his corneas. Through the clouded filter, he sees a small figure bathed in light, floating above him. At first, he thinks it is a twisted, small body with giant arms. Then he recognizes the shape of wings, sprouting from the humanoid figure, fanned into a beautiful ascending arch. He feels scorched under her glare (her eyes shone like two suns). He wants to kiss the ground and cry. It does not matter if he does not understand. He suspends his disbelief without guilt (it’s the Moonchild!). Gossamer dragonfly wings sewn with strings of pure moonlight flutter timidly in the tempest. The Moonchild stands in the eye of the cyclone, all luminescent glory and decadent wings, and Armand is rebirthed as a pious man.  
Ask, and you shall have. 
Ever so slowly, the child descends, as if held by an invisible string that is being lowered from above. Small feet touch the ground, and the creature faints limply, going boneless all at once – just a step away from the bard's feet.
The glow abates, snuffed out by the wind, and Armand recognizes the dirty rags and boyish haircut. 
Almost as if outside of himself, he shakily crawls forward. As delicately as such a big man can, he grabs the child by the shoulders and cups her face, pouring his love into every gesture. 
He cannot believe, yet he cannot deny.
Torturously, he waits for Saskia to open her eyes. 
The primestorm has gone. He knows that from the absence of wind. But he cannot stand to tear his eyes away from Saskia’s small, sleeping face. Never have living features been so thoroughly loved by a beholder. He has long possessed a nature that allows him to accept the unexpected in stride. It is the gift of a long life. But still, he suspects this to be a sundream, and that if at any point, he stopped touching the crossbreed, he fears her warmth would fade like a memory. He holds on to her for dear life.   
He almost misses it at first. 
Muffled, but unmistakably of a humanoid provenance, the frustrated rale funnels sharply, and, initially, he thinks he imagined it. Reality is a suspended bridge right now, as far as he is concerned. Yet still, in this desolate, profoundly silent landscape, the sudden, imperfect burst rings gratingly. He clenches his teeth, hearing another grunt, close behind. He looks back, over his shoulder, at the forgotten sinkhole. In the anchorless state he is in, he would not blink if an eldritch God were to climb out of the bowels of earth right now. Frankly, it would be perfectly in line with everything else that has happened so far.  
The bard is not immune to fear. But he has skirted the edge of flirting with it often enough to not be a completely helpless prey, either.  
Softly, as if holding the most precious china and laying it on a bed of clouds, he sets the unconscious crossbreed on the ground and off his lap. With a sharp huff, he slings his wooden leg up into a kneel and pushes off on his good knee to get back up. In the throes of battle, he would be much smoother. But only because he would not feel the pain. Morosely preparing for the view, he throws a glare down the hole. 
At first, in the dark, it’s hard to make out its shape, but indubitably, something is crawling up the shaft. Still, he observes calmly, its grunts and jerky movements are too coloured by the strain of mortality to be the signs of an evil monster. Annoyed at the intrusion and dreading what he has to do next, Armand swiftly crouches at the edge.
“Just a warning, that I have no problem shooting you right now, unless you give me a good reason not to,” he threatens in loud bellows down the hole. 
He’s bluffing. It would take him a few bellys to shoot the foreign creature laboriously hoisting itself up the sinkhole. Just long enough to dip back, grab his spitfire from his duffel bag, and take his aim. He might even wait for the climber to be closer; not out of spite, but because it is straining on the eyes to shoot a shadow crawling in the dark. 
There is a beat of silence. If the bard leans down, he fancies he can hear the stunted breath being held back. Fear. That’s good, it means whatever the thing is, it can die. Otherwise, it would just keep climbing. 
“Alright,” he acknowledges, preparing to go grab his spitfire. 
“Either shoot me or throw me a rope,” the shadow bites back, and the old cattail barks out a sudden laugh, painfully pushed out by a bout of surprise. 
“Renegade?” he questions, stunned. No answer, but Armand knows he is right. “The Act prohibits both. And I like my head on my shoulders.” 
Shaking his head in dismay, he goes to gather his bag and the little crossbreed, fully intending to get as far away from the wretched orc as possible. Sweet Moonchild, can you believe the gall of this boy? Is there nothing that can kill him? 
That gives Armand pause, and he freezes in the act of hoisting the crossbreed on his shoulder -while simultaneously trying to circumnavigate the two giant appendages she has grown overmoon. 
Due to personal reasons, he’s nurtured a long-held belief that the people who refuse to die in the face of insurmountable circumstances must be invested with a greater purpose. The bard has learned through experience not to fight fate, but instead, to accommodate it like a spoiled guest. He sighs deeply. Then he reaches into his duffel bag and gets a rope. Yonderbaum, he’ll know why this was the right decision. But sunloe is not that yonder. No, as it stands, it is with irked reluctance that he throws the rope down the shaft and starts pulling it up as soon as he feels the pressure of the added weight. When the little bug wakes up, she will not let him live this down. He is certain of it. 
Of course, that is provided she wakes up.  
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It's sunlight. 
Saskia recognizes the angry glare of the sun and almost cries in relief. She never thought she’d miss colour. But she has. There is something profoundly evil about the colour white, she decides with gut-wrenching certainty. 
She suddenly grows aware of the harsh, roughness of the rocks digging into her back and goes to stand up on sore arms. An unexpected weight pulls her back down, and she huffs and flinches, lying on the gravel. With defeated acceptance, Saskia tucks her chin in and peeks between her feet. 
She is still on Ingehar, this much she knows. She would recognize the distant, shapeless promise of the Jawline anywhere, floating above calm waters. The landscape stares back at her, almost bored, and she blinks back. There is much to unpack. But slowly, the certainty creeps up on her that no amount of rationalizing would render the experience more digestible. Nothing can round the uncomfortable corners of impossibility that are now lodged in her mind. There is the world she knew, unchanged. 
But inside her, nothing feels the same. 
The scent is the same one she has stewed in her whole life. Bland brine, layered over sweating tone, and the thin coat of dryness that only the red dirt leaves behind. She inhales deeply, eyes in the sky. She knows eventually she’ll have to get up, find Renegade, or Armand, maybe just go back to Lorna. Decisions and consequences await her. But right now, she feels at peace. She is back on familiar land, and this fills her with a dissociative sense of gratitude. She reflects more calmly on the event that led her here, and tries, to the best of her ability, to imagine how Tema Fræïn might react in a similar situation. She probably would be scared, but she would not let that deter her from her pursuit of the truth. She would calmly look at the hard facts, formulate a hypothesis, and most importantly, she would keep an open mind. She would not settle for an unsatisfying explanation. 
Saskia ponders the facts as ordinally as she can.
The world will end in two moons. A renegade came to Ingehar, looking for empyre. Armand is probably not who he says he is. There is an avenging spirit that possesses people at the Nil. Sirens are tamed by music, yet music is outlawed. They found a secret cave underneath Child Bluff. Saskia walked towards a mysterious light and is now by the Plunge. Renegade is nowhere to be seen. And most importantly, the child in white. 
Try as she may, she cannot find a logical thread that connects all those elements. 
Unless, of course, she allows space for the presence of empyre on Ingehar (and all its unfathomable consequences)
Which would make Renegade less mad than she previously thought. 
Something knocks at the door of her awareness. Not a completely formulated thought, rather, the draft of one. She feels an unexplored truth seedling. She understands that sometimes knowledge must be allowed to grow far from sight before it sprouts timidly. Sometimes, too much light can be blinding. But she reflects that the mystery of music and its effect on sirens, and the mystery of how the seabirds sail through the Charter, are somehow correlated. She knows this. Another, slower conclusion sneaks into her thought process, and she shoos it away. But it comes back stronger. Either the Conclave truly did not know about music, or they did not want the denizens to know, and Saskia suspects why, but it challenges her fundamental worldview of the world. 
How legitimate would the Conclave’s hegemony be, without its undisputed claim over the seas and its monsters? 
She does not like this train of thought, so she interrupts it brusquely. She huffs, sinks deeper into the earth, hands braided atop her stomach. It’s a peaceful in-between to be in. The one right after the impossible happened. 
When it comes with the grace of acceptance. 
Crunching -right by her ear; a face in the light, blinding her. Eyelashes flutter, her heart sputters -then she cools. Relief floods her despite herself. 
She doesn’t know how he’s here, but she’s grateful Armand found her. 
The cheekiness is almost second nature. “How fare you?” She winks. He welcomes it with staunch composure. His gravity lurches in her stomach, and she swallows deeply. Looks away in modest shame. “Where are we?” She knows where they are, and it’s not really what she’s asking.
Armand looks past the Plunge, at the open landscape, his ungroomed eyebrows twisted into a swirl of confused anger. He sighs, takes off his hat, lowers himself on his good leg, and plops down by her side.  Her stomach drops. “I’m not sure I know.” He stretches his wooden leg out and kneads above his knee with tired pinches. “But I think you were right, little bug…maybe it’s time to leave.” He drives his gaze into her like a pick-axe.
Leave? 
She tastes the strange word between her chapped lips, licks the taste off, and recoils with a sudden jerk. No one leaves Ingehar. The very notion is blasphemous. He said so himself. 
“Pardon?” Hands under her, she launches herself forward; tries to sit up -gets tangled in a soft, feathery object, goes to push the obstacle out of the way with a sharp spike of surprised irritation; the pain zings up her shoulder blades, and she yelps – neck twisted back to check. 
Horror cannot describe it.
Her first scream is silent. It whistles down inside like a falling rock. Numb panic clouds her vision as blown pupils crawl up; gossamer -flesh; a raised labyrinth of veins -she feels sick; she cannot unsee it. There is a protuberance -it’s growing out of her. At first, the information doesn’t hurt her -the clarity calms her. Then the aftermath of knowledge. She pales under the assessing gaze of the cattail, who allows the collapse patiently. 
Her voice is soft, then climbs into hysteria. “No, no…no, no, no, no, no. No, this is wrong, please, no.” A sound like a wounded animal erupts amongst goosebumps of rejection. She keels over, heaves, nothing comes up. The weight of the monstrous things presses down on her -heavy with cruel glee. This time, she screams -it feels like blades slicing up her throat. She coughs out in agony. 
She can feel them -not just weight, but the ghost of new limbs -a haunting in her mind. She looks back at the weird appendage, bewildered with violation and disgust. It twitches suspiciously under her gaze, and the sensation reverberates undeniably within her. 
Her yell slams against the bard, who remains unmovable by her side -the way the mountain is to the climber. It’s not a choice, or even a conscious thought – when she punches him. Tiny fists ramming into his shoulder with discordant rales of animal anguish. 
He holds her tight – like he would hug himself on cold moonbaums. Because there’s nothing else he can do.  
And Saskia cries. She can’t remember ever doing that. 
She cries herself to exhaustion.
It starts loud; at first. It’s not contained or dignified. It’s someone just learning to cry -unlike an adult, unlearning the vocabulary of pain. It’s raw in a way that aches. And it hits Armand square in the chest. Capsizes him as he squeezes Saskia in his arms; built like a noose. It comes with words of dissent, protests, and unambiguous denial -falls softly into primal sounds, then coos -begging the sky. It’s snotty trails on his coat and blunt nails in his stomach, digging into him selfishly. It’s undeniable. And it breaks him. 
By the time Saskia is defeated into sniffles, laid on his lap, her vulnerable neck crowding his unmoored eyes, Armand is a man shipwrecked. 
The plunge embraces them with a white sky and no clouds; the expanse of space around them dips like a funnel under the weight of their shared silence. The raw ocean tinges the air, he dines on lungfuls of human companionship -the tainted fabric of Saskia’s shirt, dry and seeped in effort, the tender meatiness of dirt, bleached by the sun. And the undeniable appetite of the skin pressed against him.  
She breaks the respite. Rises, hands on his thighs with claws -holds herself up, her face swallowed by the horizon, her nape staring back at him. She seems so far away -then suddenly too close. 
“What am I?” She looks back at him, and he drowns. 
Guilt grips him like a knife twisted in his gut. He shakes his head, finds her pulse with his thumb -brushes her wrist in his big paws. “You’re a seelie, Saskia.” He smiles at her, and it lands like an insult. But it’s too late to take it back. “Seelies have wings.” He pauses, glances at her forehead, debates with himself, then folds to inevitability. “And antennas.” He holds a breath. Then another. 
Her absence of reaction is so terrifying, he inhales her deeper. Finds the smell of baby skin -now tinged by a foreign element. She’s grown past him. It could be mistaken for melancholy, but he is wise enough to recognize the anticipation of loss in his frantic bid for her nearness. Urgent love clasps onto her, dark, callous fingers brushing through her hair without permission. Straw under the skin; brittle -but so cherished – he holds the friable strands like gold threads. 
She does not flinch away, but her eyes are cold with estranged awareness. 
“Does everyone know that?” 
He feels himself the fool, gripping onto her hair like to a knife’s edge. Her tone is poised and predatory. 
That’s not his bug voice. 
He shivers. That’s someone who scares him. “Little bug…” He knows he made a mistake by the sharp curl of her lips. He sighs, stumbles inward, then denounces truth as if it owed him a favor. “Yes, it’s common knowledge.” He hangs his head down in shame, finds his warm lap, and tiny fingers hugging his thighs, so pale against the rough pants. 
The hand seems unalive. 
He thinks about the unloving nature of statues.
She’s unblinking now. He watches the rimless pink irises, clad with the shine of steel. Her soft features have sharpened into mightiness. Her voice is almost a purr, and somehow that’s worse. That she sounds too much like a woman for him not to feel scolded. “You knew that.” The accusation comes with a scalpel.
Inside, he winces. Desperate for her wounded affection, he tries to hold her tighter. But the frail child has turned to granite in his arms. 
He muffles his response in her blouse. “Never seemed relevant.” Chases it with a grunt of acknowledgment; it might placate her. But deep down, he knows she doesn’t care for it. 
The silence has grown claws; he is at her mercy. 
Her breath is controlled. Too controlled. “So you thought.” She sways forward, ever so slightly, and the sky disappears. “This.” She leans back, just enough that he can see the wings in her back, rising vindicative above her. “Was your secret to keep?”
He is glad he never has to answer that. 
The orc’s voice slices through the unforgiving silence. “You have some explaining to do.” 
Saskia’s raptured eyes zoom in on the voice behind. The bard observes the slight lurch in her posture. He glances back, finds the renegade eyeing Saskia’s wings with barely concealed wonder. But no judgment. 
Just…inspiration. 
He envies him such simple emotions.
Saskia climbs out of his lap swiftly, in a rush of cold. Only to stumble on the tip of her wing and curse at the ground. The revulsion inside of her has reached its tipping point, with nowhere to go. Everywhere she looks, she sees the terrible parasites hanging from her back. 
She stops, sits back down, legs crossed in stubborn prose. “No, I owe you nothing. This is your fault.” And it’s not a whim either. She means it. Something is happening to her, and she needs to know now. “How did I get here?” Questions long delayed have now become imperative, and answering them, she suspects, will not be unlike trying to unknot a tangled roll of wool. 
Renegade’s mouth, tucked behind that mask, Saskia thinks, must be a flat line of unacknowledged courtesies. The warrior dances slightly on his feet, then glances at Armand -a lesser eye might have missed it. “We thought you would know.”  
She pauses. Her patience has run out. 
But Renegade, surprisingly, is not yet aware how close he is to being murdered. No, he keeps talking. Saskia imagines she will use a butter knife. “You’re the one who came flying out of a sinkhole.” A dull blade to make it more painful. And hooks. “Straight into the primestorm.” Fishing hooks. Lots and lots of hooks. 
She blinks, suddenly registering the meaning of the sounds being spoken to her. “You’re lying.” It’s immediate, how true that feels. “The primestorm has never come to Ingehar.” Everyone knows that. 
Armand has avoided speaking so far, like a mouse in front of a big cat. “You didn’t have wings this morning. Everything is impossible; until it isn’t.” The way he rushes to Renegade’s defense is nauseating, and an ugly feeling spreads through Saskia at the sight.
She spits a laugh she’s never used before. It’s a dirty rasp, smelling like kitchen humor and nasty posturing. It’s a sound she knows well; she was raised by it. “You’re both lying.” A muzzled smile splits her face into a mirror of loathing. “Chart-traitors.” It’s the worst insult she could think of.
It is welcomed by quiet dignity. 
Armand takes pity on her. “I wish we were.” He looks absolved of shame while she shrinks. 
She unfurls into ribbons; decorative hate. Her teeth gnaw through her cheeks, and her next words taste like bloodshed. “Mugpies always lie.” She refuses to look down, even as the two giants dwarf her with their condescending compassion. 
She hopes they choke on it. 
Renegade nods. “If you stay here, you’ll die.” And not much else needs to be said.
It hits her like a hammer, and she gasps a stolen hiccup. The offensive wings are crushing her to the ground. She shakes her head, glares at Renegade. But it’s undermined by the orc’s height. 
She slumps into a heap of flesh and bones. “I can’t.” Her voice sounds small. She nods at herself. “This is my home.” She hadn’t meant it: when she said she wanted to leave. She hadn’t meant it.
They’re lying. They must be.
Armand sighs at her side. She flinches -tenses. She refuses to look at him as he speaks, but she’s braced for impact. She imagines him like an undertaker. “This isn’t a home.” He lifts his hammer. “This is a prison, little bug.” Then drives the last nail into her coffin. 
The breath rushing out of her is a ghost of her childhood. She tries to swallow it back in vain. 
“It’s a lonely place to be,” Renegade acknowledges, now fully siding with the bard.
Traitors, she seethes. Bile rises ferocious in her mouth, like rabies. She feasts on it. “You’re a lonely place to be.” It falls flatly, with no one to pick up her rage. “I won’t go anywhere with you both.” It’s futile.
With the sound of falling water, Renegade kneels in front of her. “Alright, so what’s the plan?”
She blinks, taken aback. Bites on her lips until she finds copper and blushes. “Maybe Lorna…” She’s grasping at straws.
It’s strangled by the warrior’s implacable rationale. “Whoever that is, are you sure they would not prefer you culled?”
Machin…Lorna must have know, she did her culling herself, she always boasted about it. And Saskia had thought they’d cut off the evilness from her out of care. But they took her wings. She was supposed to have wings. 
She chokes. “The Conclave…”
Renegade fires back, pitiless. “Will be hunting you down, to kill you, or study you.”
There is no way out besides escape. The truth starts to close around her like a vice. She stumbles on her own thoughts. “Someone…” She glances up at the tall man pleadingly.
A soft huff through his nose. A sharp nod of strained complicity peeking through his mask. “No one will save you. I don’t know what happened, but I do know this world went out of its way to erase your wings once. Don’t give it the opportunity to try again.” Renegade slinks back on his haunches and…waits. 
Saskia looks down at her own hands, like fallen leaves at her side. Her palms up in surrender, with soft lines untouched by aging. She fists them against the stone with raking nails, drags them through the mud, until it’s lodged in the grooves. Until they’re cancelled. She drops her head lower; the quiet buzzing of blood pooling in her ear is comforting. 
She holds her hand out. Renegade elegantly rises on his feet, sidesteps her, and helps her up, careful of her wings. Saskia blows a condensed snort of self-derision. “So, what happened?” She balances herself carefully, using the orc as leverage. Finds the new limbs lighter than expected, but prone to sudden movements. 
She launches against the familiar landscape with a hungry mind –
Everything she loves is gone. No watchtower, just a hole stalking her with its one good eye. She sways in Renegade’s hold. They’re not lying. The thought freezes her blood. The orc squeezes her hand tighter, stopping her from tripping on her own feet. Saskia can’t stop looking at the massive sinkhole. 
Her entire childhood is in there. 
Renegade steadies her. “Told you, the primestorm came; the earth opened. And here you are, with wings.”
“I don’t understand. What happened?” Maybe repeating it will make more sense. 
Renegade squeezes her hand. “Maybe your vision could tell you?”
She shakes her head. “I lied. I didn’t see you, or heroes. I just saw…myself. Versions of me. It had nothing to do with this.”
The bard interjects, “Vision?” 
She sighs. “When I was by the Wishing Edge I saw…” She has to look for words; their patience unravels her thought process; she swallows and nods. “I saw myself, as an adult. As a queen. And then I saw myself as a child but…it wasn’t a memory and then-” She can’t say it; she has to. “Then I saw a child made of white. All white. And it spoke with my voice -then it pushed me and…and then the cave and now…now I’m here.” Laid down like that, it makes even less sense. 
Saskia glances back and catches a gaze full of curious hunger, not so dissimilar to her own. And she loathes it. She had to grow wings for Renegade to finally notice her. 
Then Armand steps forward, unavoidable like fate. “The child…did it have a face?”
And somehow, him asking that; him confirming it -it makes it worse. She feels the blood rush out of her face, nods with vicious worry. “How do you know?” 
“So it didn’t.” Armand stares down into the sinkhole with a concentration bordering on obsession; he closes his eyes. “I’ve been hunting down a story: an old story, older than drought they’d say.” They reopen like shells around a pearl. “Bondef, we call it in my country. Something forgotten, looking for skulls to inhabit. Looking for shelter but lacking reciprocity. A God without believers.”
Renegade speaks for them both: “Don’t answer in riddles. Not now.”
Armand sears him with a glare but nods towards her anyway. “Centrists call it Elderbrook; blackices have their own name for it -in the Nation Islands they call it the Deadringer. And the Red Dirt…we call it Bondef. The idea of something more primal than good and evil: something trapped besides time. Waiting, biding, wanting what we all have: life.”
The orc squeezes his blade. “And it’s in Ingehar?”
Saskia cannot fathom how they’re both remaining coherent. Not with so much nonsensical information accumulating. “Armand, I don’t want stories now.” A wave of nausea climbs like a wall up her throat, and she squeezes her left arm. “Explain it to me plainly.”
The bard seems struck into acquiescence. He sighs. “For what I am about to say to make sense, you need to accept that empyre is real and that the Conclave lied about everything.”
She gulps. “Everything?”
He chuckles, shares a soft gaze with the ocean. “Almost. Almost everything.” He lifts an eyebrow as if to taunt them, but his smile is benign. “As you may have guessed, I am not a unionist. In fact, I am what you would call an archivist, with the Upheaval we-” He pauses; searches for the thread, then continues smoothly, “It’s not a rebellion: just a group of people seeking to restore history. And while working for them I found something -something that led me to Ingehar. It was an oral myth, a song if you will, passed down from one generation to the next. I found this song everywhere; it always said the same thing.” 
Renegade keeps his silence but draws closer to her; Saskia is having a hard time believing this is real -the scene has a surreal glow to it that makes listening to Armand easy. She nods. “What did it say?”
“You had a mother; she sang for you, before you were born. Do you remember her song? Nine queens will rise. Ten will fall. The Tenth Light will bring the Moonfall. The Carnival has come with a song and all the dancers will wear no faces. Remember the face of thy mother.”
“Onceborn.” Two pairs of eyes turn to stare at her. She shrugs. “That’s how it ends. Remember the face of thy mother, Onceborn.” She feels uncomfortable under Armand’s sudden interest. “Also, there’s only nine lights in a sunbaum,” she points out tonelessly, wishing she were somewhere else: somewhere with walls and doors she could close. 
“No connection to Bondef,” Renegade adds, searching for loopholes in the narrative. 
“I never said anything about a Onceborn; where did you hear it?” The bard is ignoring everything in favor of scrutinizing her.
“I heard it…” Where? “I don’t remember…” she finishes lamely. 
“Thriceborn.” She looks back up, and Armand seems like a foreign coast the way he stands; he speaks not loud, but clear. “The version I found, it ends with Thriceborn; not once, thrice.” He rasps his throat. “I only ever found one written version of this song, despite it polluting every language in the Charter. It was signed Bondef, and underneath scribbled it said: come to the hallowgraves. I have been looking for them ever since.”
She feels Renegade tense at her side. She swallows through a parched throat, ignoring the red, blistering agony of raw muscle spasming around air. “Do you know what they are? The hallowgraves?”
Armand shakes his head in denial. Renegade huffs. “There’s more you’re not telling us, bard.”
Armand unsheathes a smile darkened by compromise. “Wanna trade secrets?” That settles it.
Saskia looks around. “It’s just a story, Armand. It proves nothing.”
The bard laughs so freely she envies him, despite the edge of his canines seeming sharper than ever. “Correction: it was just a story. Now it’s a mystery.” 
He stares at her wings, and she has the urge to hide them from him -but she can barely control them. She straightens her spine instead. “Are we supposed to look for queens? Randomly. Where to even find them?”
The bard hums. “Oh. I know a couple of queens myself. And I’m sure Renegade is familiar with the Red Queen of Vastos Baravas.” Renegade flinches: for the first time since she met him, he seems truly terrified. Armand chuckles. “I’ll take that as a yes.”
She’s not the endurance to pry them for more answers now. “So how are we supposed to get out of here?” Cause that seems like a more urgent matter.
“I think it’s time I cashed in a few favors.” Armand smiles ruefully at her. She knows she’ll forgive him. But first, he must grovel. “The seabirds are old friends,” he adds with a shrug. He painfully maneuvers his wooden leg, high on his arms -swings it under, and uses the momentum to spring up. She watches this uncaring. The bard slings his ransack over his massive shoulders, and careful eyes snap to Saskia’s hand, folded into the renegade’s. “But they won’t take a renegade aboard.” It’s said like a verdict.
Pink eyes bleed red. She begged him to take her away. She risked everything. And he had a ticket out of here, this whole time. “He’s coming.” Her mouth is a staunch line of appraisal and arrogance. One the bard cannot argue against. 
To her credit, the orc takes the sudden undressing with a noble resolve. He doesn’t acknowledge it. The bard’s pupils swing to the renegade like a compass to the north. 
The cattail sighs, screw his hat down his head, hand like an anvil. “Fine.” He punches a grunt, soft rebellion of his body against reason. “No guarantees.” He glares at Renegade. “But I’ll try.
Saskia tentatively flies her hand around her head -blindly -pats the air. She brushes against a squishy stalk made of flesh. She winces, shivers convulsively in revulsion, nausea clouding her vision with stars. Indeed, antennas. Plump fingers grab her left shoulder as if burnt, then imprint themselves through the skin like a brand. She squeezes until her arm turns numb. The release is a tingling hymn of relief. “I’d like to get my things first.” The request is as much terse goodbye, as it is a last act of compulsion. 
She must put her affairs in order, if nothing else. 
Armand denies her with a tense nod downward. She wants to throttle him. “Less people see you, the better. And he’s not inconspicuous either.” He uses the orc’s pronoun like a slur, as if his presence were a personal offense to his intelligence. 
Renegade sears him with a faceless stare. “Says the man with one leg and a tail.” The bite undermines the humor, but it rips a punched-out chuckle from Saskia nevertheless. The tall man shifts on volatile soles, sing-less against the gravel. “And I suspect the Militia’s attention is otherwise occupied…considering.”
Armand stares at the Bay right under their nose. Down the cliffs, everything looks as she left it. Saskia nods in impulsive complicity. “Occupied, indeed,” she parrots, suddenly filled with vicious shame. She feels left out again. What happened while she was sleeping?
Nay, child, you were dreaming. She shakes the wayward thought away. No one dreams. 
Renegade blinks down at her. “You don’t know?” He observes Saskia’s befuddlement and relents generously. “We lost time.” It’s whispered, not like fact, but like taboo. “Everyone lost time.” And Saskia has no idea what he’s talking about. 
“It was moonbaum -then it was sunbaym,” Armand interjects, snapping his fingers.
Saskia flinches when the noise hits her muscles. It threads through the corded fabric, waiting to be pulled into a knot. And she slings it back at them. “Yes, that tends to happen.” It’s not a joke, but a desperate bid for survival. The brain clings to rhythm when memory fails it. 
Their stance -Armand and Renegade -slices through her goodwill with unforgiving accuracy. It leaves no room for misunderstanding or interpretation. 
The cattail speaks first. “There was wind.” He seems to choke for a moment, eyes slightly shiny, and her head pounds with screeching self-preservation. She must stab through her eardrums; if she had any mercy for herself, she would. “You were flying, in the middle of the primestorm. And the moonbaum changed to sunbaum -faster than a blink. I think…” He pauses, because the words cost him something too. 
Renegade spares him. “The Turnover. It happened.” 
They’re watching her as if she had answers.
But Saskia stands, like a person who has been read her death sentence. “Now what?” It sounds weird to her own ears, her voice. It’s because it’s trying to break the storm of blood rushing to her head. No, that can’t be right. Because if the world had ended, she would know. 
Wouldn’t she? And what if the Chart spoke truth, and the Turnover came? When she goes back to Ashmoth, will she find all the humans gone, and only the darkbloods left to inherit a dying world? 
There’s freedom in that bitter thought.  
Surprisingly, Armand proves himself the bravest of them all. He says what everyone is thinking. “I have no idea what comes next.”
And as Lorna would say, no one has ever died from the truth; plenty have killed to keep up a lie. The uncontrollable wish for the woman comes to her in its most animal form. As a search for a mother. She remembers the headmaid’s scent and how she’s already forgotten it. A cocktail of ache brews in her heart.
She’s always hated Ingehar. But only because loving it hurt too much, knowing it couldn’t love back.  
Saskia needlessly dusts herself with muddy hands. “If the world ended and we’re still standing, I don’t believe a quick detour to collect my possessions should upset our schedule too much.” And without waiting, she walks into Hope Road, headed straight for Ashmoth. The wings bounce on her shoulders with mocking twinges. 
A beat. She hears footsteps behind her. 
They circle the sinkhole with suspicious steps. Saskia already misses the watchtower; now that it’s gone. Underneath her, the stone hugs her feet, and every bump in the road is a small hiccup in her heart. There are the red lines of the castle, slicing through the sky, the gate of the keep, held together by wishful thinking, the sand, toeing closer each flame. 
No one speaks. She’s grateful for that. 
She doesn’t know the rules, for the world ending without them. 
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The castle is deserted. 
Finally true to its forms, its empty teeth snap around nothing. Saskia walks into it as if she owns it; her companions remain on the threshold. There, in the frame of the massive door, they look like uninvited guests. Armand knows every corner of Ashmoth, yes. But she realizes he’s never stepped foot inside it. In fact, she thinks with morose and tired empathy, he has been in Providence her whole life. 
She motions them forward -more a nudge than a jerk.
As they walk in, the light disappears for a sweetmouth, and she blinks. She thought herself in a tale of old, seeing them so much bigger than the sky behind them. She checks their surroundings. It’s strange. There’s the lingering taste of rushed tasks, the unmistakable stench of fish, and the red dirt, snowing off the walls. 
But she can’t find Yoroan’s laugh, or Lorna’s indictment, anywhere. No one was guarding the keep, the beach has been ransacked by the primestorm, the huts are now splinters, the fishermen -who knows? Where has the world gone?
The silence is claustrophobic. 
She breaks first. “Where is everyone?” She doesn’t know why she whispers but can’t resist the compulsion.
Armand is afflicted by the same plight. He opens his mouth; closes it. Tries again -shrugs. “I don’t know.” A hushed murmur of powerlessness that amplifies her fear. 
She gulps, nods decisively at the kitchen -to their right, winking at them through the open door. Renegade follows her gaze, his profile a stark line of flippancy. He seems unaffected by the Turnover, and Saskia resists the urge to nest inside him. 
The orc strides through the door -Saskia halts him a step before. “What if they all went to Satiety?” She almost signs the Tenth. “And we’re the only ones left?” It’s barely louder than her breath; it cracks towards the end. She feels Armand’s presence on her back and forgets she hates him. No, not at her back -right against her wings. She shudders: it’s profoundly disgusting, how quickly she’s accepted the appendages as part of her sensorial landscape. 
Renegade throws a glance over his shoulder, meets Saskia’s gaze with soft indifference. “Then there’s nothing to fear.” He disappears through the slit, and she stares at the kitchen with barely disguised paranoia. 
The bard has grown so close they’re sharing body heat -but she’s too wild to mind. She’s afraid that if she blinks, the walls will suddenly grow eyes. Her heart beats so loud, she barely feels the rest of her body. Time stretches into a slippery slope of terror. Every crackle in the air is proof that Renegade has perished at the hands of an unnamed evil -and Saskia and Armand are just waiting for their turn. Mostly, it’s the absence of life that seals everything. It’s been too long. Nothing, not a word. Armand tenses against her flank, and she chases him with her skin. Their patience is taut against raw nerves. A rustle. She jumps back and collides into two arms, squeezing her into silence -finds nothing but a fighting stance beneath his predator awareness. 
That’s when it hits her. Something’s coming -it’s too late to run. 
Renegade’s mask reappears at the threshold; unscathed -Saskia almost collapses from joy. She stumbles on the tip of her wings, and they ruffle like a rattled horse, up and down, pain shooting up her shoulder blades. No one comments on her ungracefulness. 
With an anticlimactic shrug, the orc throws something in their direction – Armad catches it with such languid ease, it’s almost a dialogue. The old bard scrutinizes the object and barks out a laugh; it breaks the silence like a hiccup. 
He hitches his hat up with a crooked thumb; unsheathes a feral smile. “I’ll be damned.” His eyes are bonfire in the frozen scene. “Poppy wine.” He unscrews the bottle -the cork pops loudly, and Armand tips the glass neck in the orc’s direction. “Mayhaps you got a woman’s wiles to you, after all. For knowing how to sate a man’s thirst.” The third sip goes down easier than the second.
He hands her the bottle; she doesn’t hesitate. 
She drinks from it with tongue and teeth -as if she were learning to kiss. It’s sweet, tart, and most importantly -it’s guilt-free. Renegade downs the last sip in mellow silence, and the alcohol sits heady in Saskia’s stomach, undiluted by food. She lets out an ungrateful snort, the taste of wine climbing into her nose and drowning every word she speaks in a leathery oak lacquer -with hints of vanilla and flowers.  
Her smirk is pure impertinence. “They lied.” She glares at the others, above her bleeding smile. “The poppy wine?” A sharp nod to the bottle dangling from Renegade’s fingers. “It was supposed to be finished.” Eyebrows arched, she can’t contain her furious sarcasm from spilling over. “Where did you find it?”
Renegade leans back with a chin up to the kitchen. “Cellar.” 
For some reason, that’s when she knows. 
Pidge died; someone hid the last bottle of poppy wine. 
And that’s when she knows.
She was never meant to die on Ingehar. 
She strides past Renegade like a cold breeze, wings a mantle trailing behind her. The orc does not try to catch Saskia as she nimbly dances into the kitchen (as nimbly as the wings will allow) – she inhales the rusted pots and charred countertops. 
Armand’s hand on her shoulder is cooler than the air around them. “We best hurry.” He squeezes her tentatively.
She brushes his hand off and grunts an inward sigh.  
In the left corner, blinking blearily at her, the open trap to the cellar. Its damp breath blows in her face, and she scrunches her nose with distaste. She’s never noticed how nauseating the stink of slavery can be. It makes everything taste rotten in the back of her throat. Her first step down the frail planks is an angry kick through the wood. She stomps, chewing the ground as if it were her sworn enemy. 
The cold rat-hole feels like hibernation as she crawls deeper. Standing in the middle of it, wings tucked like belligerent soldiers, it looks smaller than she remembers. 
She makes a beeline for the closest rags: the one she shares with Lorna. They still smell of the woman. She brushes it softly, then clasps the moist fabric, hoping to wring some redemption out of it. It collapses with a sigh. The wood creaks in her ear -her head snaps to the sound. Renegade has chosen a spot by her side -out of her sight. Saskia is grateful for the comfort. She glares at the dead sheets, as if they’d move if she looked away. 
“Where?” She can’t look at Renegade.
The orc’s voice is like a leash. “By the corner.” He points at the farthest right shadows. “Right there.”
Saskia sighs. She drops down into a kneel by the headmaid’s bedding. Surprisingly, the wings ripple along with a light bounce and stay out of the way. There, along the wall, she finds the rough edges of a stone, shoved into the wall with brute force. It clangs against the borders while Saskia tries to shimmy it out -she succeeds, and it clatters at her feet, breaking into dust. She watches it dumbly for a moment; blinks the moment away. She drags her fingernails through the mud until she can recognize the smooth profile of a foreign object. 
Renegade watches on.
Saskia pulls out a long wooden stick. The bark is butter-soft, with brown strands and caramel highlights. Small, identically sized holes run down the wood at equal intervals, leading from a beak-like end down the length to a flared edge. 
Renegade steps closer despite himself. “What’s that?”
Saskia shakes her head, squeezes the stick, and tucks it in her pants. “I don’t know. I saw Lorna hiding it once.” A mellow laugh of despair slips past her lips. “I think it belonged to my mother.”
And she’ll say no more about that. 
She eyes the right corner of the cellar and the offending bedding. She knows who the thief is. “Yoroan sleeps there.” A wry, guttered snark slices across her face. “Best seat in the house. On account that he feeds everyone.” 
Renegade’s gaze is unreadable. But it tames her into tender grief. The orc nods once. As if he understood. “And who feeds him?” 
She blinks, looks back at the musty corner with rabid apathy. “I reckon he feeds himself.” And she hates how easy it is to forgive the man: when she thinks like him. She throws a soft glance full of wistfulness at the rickety staircase. “There’s one last stop I’d like to make.”
Behind her, Renegade’s footsteps crowd the space like a rain of flour. 
The memories are everywhere, all at once. And she’s what’s left behind. 
Upstairs, the cattail is unaware she’s walked in. He sits on one of the countertops, head hung low between his massive shoulders, the rim of his hat winking at her. That’s not the posture of a man, but of a frightened animal. She clears her throat.
The hat tips up into a canine smile. “All good?” There’s nothing in the bard’s features of the loss she saw displayed earlier. 
She trails fleeting eyes to the second floor. Armand follows her gaze with a sigh and a soft tut. He tightens his rucksack with deft fingers, muscle memory stronger than fear. “Got some provisions while I was waiting.” He taps his bag. 
Saskia hums, makes her way up the stairs of her childhood. She doesn’t really care if they follow. She thinks she’s getting used to them -the wings. Or at least she barely feels them, unless they knock against something. But she’s always had good peripheral vision, and as long as she sees the obstacles, the wings fold to accommodate. She groans internally. Of course seelies have good peripheral vision -of course they do. 
The first step collapses into several; she’s at the threshold of the solarium -out of breath. The cage is empty, the windows open into the looted bay. Secretly, she thought she’d find Lorna and her bird, cooing at each other in here. Morose disappointment clenches her stomach. She tears herself out of the room like she’d pull a tooth; roots and all. Finds the small doorway to the studio already half open. 
Burgundy light spills past the threshold, lapping the darkness like a tongue. Decay and apples tinge the space in their motherly embrace. She holds her breath; avoids looking at the desk. Her gestures are fretted but precise. The shelves drop their gaze to hers; follow her as she steps across the room. 
She ignores their accusations.  
Her favorite book is tucked between City of Gold: Chronicles of War and Mastering Accounting: Excommunicates and the Labour Crisis. Tema Fræïn stands like an uninvited guest between the two tomes. Saskia runs a reverent digit down its spine; ridges purring underneath her finger. It smells divine, and she has half a mind to lick it. She pinches it between dirty nails and pulls. It falls into her hand with a soft breath of release. She hugs it. 
For a while, she refuses to move.
In the half-darkness, surrounded by the books that raised her, it is possible to imagine the world back to normal. She drags a guttural sigh out of her chest and nods to the quiet. Her business here is done. On her way out, she leads the door with practiced discretion until it closes silently. Her breath of relief is a habit without pleasure. She turns around.
She pauses.
Armand and Renegade tower over the furniture of the solarium.
Standing in between them: Lady Ignexia Xeschiel. In her wedding dress.
Absurd does not begin to describe it. Saskia blinks back at the illusion; Lady Xeschiel remains, wearing a vapid smile and her purple voile dress. The fabric floats around her like a crow’s wings; the sheer garment clings to the folds of her skin and gets caught between the rolls of wrinkled flesh. Saskia takes a step forward, and it’s like walking through molasses. 
It interrupts the peaceful, surrealist immobility that had overtaken everyone. 
“Saskia? Is that you?” 
She freezes, staring at the blinking bird. Her voice slides over sandpaper to reach the room. “Your grace.” She bows respectfully, unable to do anything but practice the gestures that have kept her alive so far. 
Lady Ignexia frowns and looks around the Solarium, pausing over Renegade and Armand without lingering. “What dreadful furniture.” She sighs a lovely sound.
Perhaps, for the first time, Saskia and the Lady understand each other. She exchanges a soft, reassuring glance with Armand, takes a cautious step forward, hands to the front in a placating bounce. “Your grace, where is everyone?” The Lady’s head rolls on her neck, small face tilted towards Saskia with dumb joy. 
Lady Ignexia snorts, pivots in her skirts with a ruffle of dust. “How should I know? They never tell me anything.” She seems wounded by that, throws a pitying glance at Renegade, and tuts the orc. “You should not have come, Gallant. You were misled.” She shakes her head in discomfited affect -suddenly locks eyes with Saskia again, who is wracked by shivers, trapped in that otherworldly glare. “You shouldn’t have. You shouldn’t have gone there. Shouldn’t have made a deal with it” 
Saskia swallows uncomfortably, fear like a vice. “It?”
The piano cackles madly; all eyes snap to it.
Lady Ignexia smiles at her frozen public. “You went to the whereafter didn’t you? You saw it too?” She giggles softly. “Soon, the Tenth Light will come; then the Moonfall. Ah yes, the time has come soon…we will dream we had a dream, only to wake up in a dream.” She stops; locks in like a shark spotting prey. “Nine Queens will rise. Ten will fall. The Tenth Light comes-”
Saskia doesn’t know why she speaks; or how she knows what to say. “The Carnival sings a song. And all the dancers wear no faces.” Something is wrong; her mouth is moving, but she never asked it to. Why does this lullaby sound so familiar: as if she heard it in childhood? 
The room holds its breath. Saskia glances at Renegade and Armand and sees in them the same powerless terror that overwhelms her. The orc shakes his head, hands hovering above his flank. He crawls closer to the Lady patiently. 
The Lady’s smile stretches to her ears into a grotesque line of predator glee, overseeing the tall man as if she’d nursed him. “I know you. Now they call you Renegade; soon, they’ll call you Gallant.”  
Renegade pauses in his steps, poised on his haunches, observing his prey quietly. But hesitant now that he’s been addressed directly. Sasia holds her breath, secretly wishing Renegade would just slit the woman’s throat and quiet her. Every word spoken settles in their stomachs with vicious antagonism.
But the Lady is on a mission. “I liked your mother very much, Lorna and I we both fell into friendship with her. See, the three of us, we wanted the same thing: we wanted a child. Was that wrong?” She seems so forlorn and innocent. 
Saskia’s heart beats nearly out of her chest. “My mother?”
The Lady nods softly to an absent public. “Don’t tell anyone: she liked to play the piano for us -she only knew the one song.” The Lady hums a tender laugh. “She said it was older than the beginning. But how is that possible?” Then her innocence gives place to childlessness: something hauntingly unflexible in her expression. Her lacquered nails point back at Saskia accusingly, “You must remember the face of thy mother, Onceborn.”
Everyone stares at Saskia.
And no one sees what she is looking at. The fragile bird, dwarfed by the open window's frame. The smile of pure happiness on the Lady’s face as she stands against it, arms open like a fallen angel.
She tilts her head; her mouth is curved like a scythe. “Please tell Lorna I’m sorry; she tried.” 
Then she drops to certain death.  
The sound of cracked eggs tickles her ears as Renegade leaps towards the window; but it’s too late.
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Lady Ignexia Xeschiel, née Razamud Third of her name, the last Lady Vassal of Ingehar, died of a tragic fall in the exercise of her functions. 
She will be missed sorely by her father, sisters, and dear husband. 
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When the world ended, Zahir missed it completely.
He was piously praying, head lowered, when the sky capsized. And he was arrogant enough to believe his devotion had made him lose track of time when he emerged to a blue sky. 
A friendlier fiend than him might have noticed the absence of life as they trudged up the keep to Ashmoth. A wiser man might have questioned the silence. Zahir huffed and puffed through the climb, jealous pupils dilated to drink in the stark line of the castle. 
Which is why he was surreptitiously positioned to witness Lady Ignexia Xeschiel stumble out of the third-floor window and crash at his feet like a crumbling cookie.
Had he been standing lower on the hill, he would have missed Saskia’s face, peeking beyond the rim of the window.
He would not have hurried back down the hill on fretting steps, wobbly knees, carrying hasty assumptions -headed straight for the mouth of Providence. 
Where everyone had gathered after the world ended, looking for answers and a culprit.
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The beach has been ransacked.
Saskia has only ever known the ocean as a calm mirror. Had she not been told by Armand, she would not believe that water can do such damage when it makes allies with the wind. The two shadows in front of her are solemn arrows to the sky, spine stretched by tension. Whisperless, they dance over the sand, toeing debris away and hopping soundlessly over the gutted planks. 
Saskia bites her lips, finds an old crust already overabused. She pinches it and tears it out with a delicious sting of satisfaction.
 “Are we sure they’re still here?” If she were the seabirds, she would have fled by now. Or it very well could be that they sailed for the moon as they always claimed they would in the end. 
No one answers her. 
Sticking out of the sand, the glint of hooks. She eyes a crab crawling over a bottle of skaern, left to cook too long in the sun. No trace of the seabirds fair anywhere. No tents or stalls. No people. Defeated, she hugs herself tight in her blouse, dragging behind her companions. 
She glances back at the gate of the keep, standing broken and open.
What a fitting end for a little bird. To fly out of her cage the way Lady Ignexia did. She’d looked like a mess of flesh by the time Saskia and the others reached the ground. 
She squeezes the pouch in her blouse. The golden coins clink in it, singing their song of murder. She ignores the pangs of guilt. She’d fretted downstairs, faster than the others, swallowing steps until she could see the profile of what was once the lady ruler of Ingehar. Smashed against the earth like stomped pulp. She’d hidden under her wings while the others hurried behind, quickly snapping the corset open, ignoring the blood pooling under her soles. She’d picked the coins and stashed them against her chest, drying the blood on her pants, crusted fingernails tucked inside her fists. She’d smiled at them before schooling her face back into morose grief. 
They never even looked at the corpse.
And honestly, what does she know of them? Her travel companions? There’s no way to know if she can trust them…or herself. Panicked, she chases that thought away. She can’t remember what happened after she walked into the light with Renegade. Or how she ended up on the edge of the Plunge, with wings sprouting from her back. 
But she knows gold is a lucky keepsake to have, in what’s to come.  
Her shoe knocks against something blunt and she curses under her breath -looks down. Bifocals. She arches an eyebrow and crouches to pick it up. The two round glasses are intact, mounted on their leather strap. She only knows one person who owns bifocals, and considering their steep prices, they’re not likely to part with them willingly. She sands them off, chipping her nail on the smooth surface. It’s a valuable find. She pockets it, leaps up, and hurries in Armand’s and Renegade’s trail. 
She tugs on the cattail's sleeve insistently. “It’s a fool’s errand.” Which is terrifying; where will they run to? But freeing. There’s no one to run from.  
Armand glances down at her knowingly. “How often must you be wrong before you learn?” He smirks. 
They’ve reached the end of the beach, licked by the sea salt, and the three of them stare out at the blank horizon. Behind them, the vast expanse of human trash left behind by those who flee.
Armand grunts as he swings his wooden leg under him and kneels on his one good knee. He rummages through his coat pocket and plucks out a strange, rolled stick, smelling like bonfire and coal. Saskia throws a questioning glare at Renegade, who shrugs her off. Discomfited, she sighs and blinks away her sudden exhaustion.  
She nervously paces around the bard, as he digs the stick into the sand, pulls out a flint, and gets to work creating a spark. She’s of a mind to berate him again, out of boredom if nothing else -the stick lights on with a grizzly sound, sparks and flames climbing up the rolled paper pressed surface. With one last peter, it dies out. 
And a star shoots up between them with an angry whistle. 
Saskia watches bemused -jumps up with a tremor when a booming explosion follows, and the clouds erupt into ribbons of blue fire. The sky is ablaze; serpents of sparks trail stars behind them - the image burns itself behind her retina. 
The light is snuffed into white smoke. 
And they are standing on a beach that smells like a powder keg; Armand smiles at his handywork, eyes glinting with mischief and freedom. “Now we wait.”
And they don’t have to wait long either. Saskia expected rowing boats. But if she weren’t inspecting the water so closely, she would never have noticed the surface of the water breaking and a person emerging from the water. Even in the dark, she recognizes him.
Toh’Doma steps out of the sea as if he inhabited it, but without greeting them. In his hand, a harpoon. 
Saskia swallows and inches closer to Renegade, taut at her side, a step behind the bard. The seabird’s eyes flick to her movement, attentive, pause on her wings, then root back into Armand’s, partially obscured by his shark bone mask.  
“My friend,” Armand greets him warmly, his large shoulders relaxed under his coat. Saskia flinches at his address. Too casual for the situation. 
Toh’Doma rolls his shoulders, glances significantly at Renegade, and hisses softly under his breath. “Friends don’t bring a renegade to a negotiation.” He rolls his neck and clucks his tongue loudly, then trains a sharp gaze on Saskia. “Or an unculled crossbreed.” 
She huddles further behind Renegade’s shadow.
Armand hums, his back to her; she can see his fingers fluttering against his side while he thinks. “I see your people have not sailed for the moon yet.” 
Toh’Doma looks down in the water, pensive. He nods. “All the more reason to be careful. When nothing is known, we cling to our ways. They have protected us thus far.” 
Saskia sees Armand’s slight stiffening. He shakes his head, red mane wild around him. “I remember a time when your people were truth seekers.”
The seabird chuckles low in his throat. “And I didn’t forget that you’re a swindler, bard.” 
Armand whistles, a high, self-mocking sound. “No riddles this time, friend. A fair trade.”
Saskia does not miss Toh ’Doma’s slight flinch as his eyes snap back to her and Renegade, panicked. “Surely you wouldn’t.” It’s a threat that carries a question mark. 
Armand sighs and drops on one knee, fluidly, as if he still had both legs. He lowers his head, palms up. “I invoke the right of Xixa.”
Toh’Doma curses in his tongue and grips his harpoon so tight his knuckles turn white. “You fool.” The words are both venom and grief, it seems to Saskia. The seabird paces at the edge of the water, then steps out, rivulets draining from him in the sun. “You’ll have us all dead before the baum is over.” He spits in the bard's face.
Armand does not back away. “I’m not in the habit of dying.” He points back at Renegade and Saskia with a thumb over his shoulder. “And neither are they.”
The two men stare each other down, then Toh’Doma relents. He steps back with a bitter cackle. “Have it your way, bard.” Looking back at the ocean, he mouths the bone whistle seabirds always carry around their neck and blows. No sound comes out.
Suddenly, the ocean breaks apart around one, two, no -five figures, walking out of the sea the way one steps into a room. Saskia squeezes Renegade’s arms between moon-shaped claws, dragging the fabric of his sleeve against the skin painfully. One of them stares venomously at her, harpoon aimed firmly in hers and Renegade’s direction. He says something to Toh’Doma in their mother tongue and seems less than pleased with the answer he gets.   
Saskia feels like prey. 
She glances at Armand and finds him regarding them cautiously. He nods forward and follows the seabirds into the sea. The crossbreed has a moment of panic. Are they expected to just walk into the sea? Because, regardless of what people may think about seelies, she cannot breathe underwater. She tried already. Arms around Renegade’s bicep, she shivers violently and braces herself for contact. The water is crisp and icy between her toes. Strangely rejuvenating. And now that she’s close, she can see a soft, sheer object floating in the low tide. 
It looks like a sheet carried by the wave, yet the way it dances in the water has Saskia suspecting the unidentified thing to be alive. Toh’Doma tugs on one, and it snaps to its full length, almost as big as a boat, and curls around itself like a cocoon. She observes this curiously.
Toh’Doma points at what now looks like a sleeping sack while glaring at Renegade. “Climb in. You’re with me.” His clipped tone brooks no arguments. 
And Saskia is rightfully horrified. 
She clutches Renegade with frantic nails. The warrior softly grabs her hand and, finger by finger, detaches it from his sleeve. They look into each other’s eyes until the orc has swallowed Saskia’s. She lets her go with a regretful hiccup of fear.
Armand is there to nudge her towards another cocoon, and she shakes her head emptily. The seabird standing by Saskia’s cocoon is not the same one who seemed so displeased at her sight, and she takes some consolation from that. 
Before stepping in, she throws one last desperate glance at the cattail. “What’s going to happen to me?”
The bard features relax into a smile. “I’ll see you on the other side, little bug.” And he firmly, but tenderly, pushes her down until she’s lying in the cocoon, half her body underwater. She sputters and watches the cattail’s back walking away with a painful spasm in her chest. Beside her, the warm press and slide of another body as the seabird climbs into the cocoon with her. Her skin crawls away from the contact with nowhere to go. The cocoon seals above them.  
As they plunge into the water, Saskia screams bubbles. And a hand claps around her mouth and nose.
The cold is everywhere all at once, and only the firm body against hers stops her from flailing around, as the sunlight gets engulfed by an immovable wall of darkness. She holds her breath. Terrified, she tries to kick behind her, but her lax limbs only jerk abruptly against the stretchy surface of the cocoon. Her lungs are screaming in pain, bursting with unshed oxygen, and it pulses in her brain. She wants to grab her throat, but still cannot move. She tries to shimmy out from under the seabird but to no avail. The urgent ache in her chest tells her she’s out of time and air.
She feels the rush of water around them, ticklishly fast, and the knocking of unconsciousness creeping close.
Then she’s spat out of the cocoon. Ejected into a soft, squishy surface.  
She coughs out in pain, murder in her stomach, and looks around.
What she sees can only be described as straight out of a fable. Her first thought is crystals: crystals everywhere. Her second thought is that’s alive. Her third thought is that walls don’t breathe.  
She tries to get her bearings, crawls up. The walls that curl around her are a dark, indigo blue, with veins of light branching around the curves with a soft, ethereal shine. Despite the width of the corridor they’re in, something about the absence of natural light and the soft pink glow that swallows their breath makes the space feel claustrophobic. She looks closer and shivers in revulsion. At first glance, the wall appears to be breathing. But surely, that cannot be. She looks back. Renegade and Armand are in a similarly compromised position, fetal on the ground, wide-startled eyes, darting around.  
Toh’Doma crouches in front of them on agile feet with a snarl of derision. “As my people say, welcome to the belly of the beast. May it spit you back out in one piece.” 
Saskia stares behind him, paralyzed. There’s no mistaking it. She pushes her hands down, against the almost plump floor, and feels it rise under her palm. The walls are definitely breathing. She looks at her nails, uneven, chipped, and dirty. She breathes in, once, twice, then releases. She hears the rustle of Armand and Renegade rising, and slowly, she follows their example. Checking behind her, she clocks what look like protuberances, almost rosebuds, if flowers were made of flesh. She wonders with a subdued bout of nausea if this is what she passed through to get in here. 
“You’ll wait here for our Passenger; she’ll decide what to do with you,” Toh’Doma informs them with a stern nod. 
Saskia wants to scream and hurl insults at the men. She pinches her own thigh, rolls the fat between her fingers, hoping it will leave a mark. The pull is pure release. Standing there, soaking wet, heavy wings dangling sadly around her frame, she feels knocked back into yesterbaum. Back when she still knew the rules of the game. Her companions, she suspects, are in a similar state, but more practiced at maintaining their composure. 
When she arrives, even the walls hold their breath.
The rhythm of the room changes, charged with authority, as the woman steps into the dimly lit corridor. She has long legs. That’s the first thing Saskia notices, because they’re completely naked and covered in the same glowing veins that constellate the walls. They climb up her tanned and toned skin like vines, curl around the muscles of her thighs, flexing with every step. 
The feet are naked and webbed -which is wrong and beautiful. Yet there’s a predatory elegance to them that immediately alerts Saskia to the woman’s true nature.
Those are the feet of a hunter. 
She wears little but glistening scales to cover her crotch and breasts, which adhere to her body like a second skin. All her muscles are on display, grooved around her bones, chiseled into the flesh with no give or fat. Just tightly packed nerves and steel in an envelope of skin and wrinkles. 
Her face is plain, with small, slanted eyes stretching into an unsettling smirk. Only the lines of time have drawn features on the otherwise blank canvas. She could be anyone, and everyone. But her eyes betray her as unforgettable.
When she speaks, Saskia knows she is in the presence of power. “I see your time in Providence did not make you wiser, bard.” She steps close enough for Saskia to notice how the cattail towers over the Passenger. From afar, she was a giant. But the seabird is a tiny woman. 
Armand leans forward conspiratorially, a brush away from her lips. “But it made you all the more kissful, Ka’Rhael.”
The Passenger snorts a soft laugh that ruffles the bard’s whiskers. “Nonsense, you’re still riddler, I see.” She crooks a sharp finger under his chin and cocks it up with an exhale of satisfied supremacy. “You has not aged, bard. Not a sunbaum.” There’s a wistfulness in her gaze that sours soon as it turns towards Renegade. “But I see you have forgotten your manners. Bringing this filth in.”
Armand chuckles, a rough, sandpaper sound. Something seductive and soothing that curls around the Passenger like a caress. “I bring gift, my queen. Most precious gift of all.” His gaze burns into her.
She brushes him off with a shrug. “Oh?” Slowly, as if stalking prey, she circles Renegade and Saskia, who hold their breath, one patient, one fearful. “And what kind of gift carries a death sentence?” The arch of her back is both inviting and arrogant. She regards them regally, then hisses. “I ought to call the ruga on you. For daring.” She turns their backs to them with a dismissive handwave, and all at once, the seabirds gathered around them close ranks, harpoons raised. 
Armand steps forward, uncaring of the threat. “I bring the truth, Passenger. How long have people looked far and wide for a clue? I found your clue, Ka’Rhael.” 
A charged silence follows his statement. 
The Passenger sighs. “The time for the truth has passed, my friend. Can’t you see, this is the end?”
Armand shakes his head. “No, this is just beginning. Yon knows as well as I do, if the old stories have outlived their function, then we must make new ones.” 
She seems intrigued, head cocked, index finger against her cheek while she ponders. Her eyes land on Saskia, who holds back a squeal of terror. “Where did you find an unculled crossbreed?” 
“She wasn’t unculled this morning.” The Passenger’s head snaps back to the bard with furious disbelief. He points towards Toh’Doma. “Ask him. He knows.” 
Toh’Doma nods slowly under the startled glare of his queen. And those assessing eyes drive back into Saskia, plowing through her defense and leaving her shaking under the woman’s attention. 
She speaks slowly, as if to ensure Saskia could understand. “Is that true?”
Saskia presses her lips into a tight line and offers a sharp, affirmative jerk of the head in response. The Passenger glances back at Armand, who sighs, as if answering a silent question. She looks around, back at them, then hisses in frustration. “Let us talk more privately.”
The seabirds escort them down the corridor, into another, smaller corridor, and through a few more narrow hallways, before pushing them menacingly through an alcove, into a large, rounded space.
Nothing about the faces around her is reassuring. Not reassuring at all. 
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As a general principle, Renegade distrusts machines with a heartbeat.
Too much potential for failure. 
He distastefully runs the perimeter of the room with his eyes. He sees pipes and metal peeking through what he is certain is flesh. That they’re inside a beast, he’s ascertained -whether the beast is alive or dead, he figures to be of no importance to his immediate situation. He takes the information in stride, if not with a slightly queasy stomach. There have always been wild rumors floating around about how seabirds sailed through the Chart; no one could have suspected the truth. This far surpasses the most outlandish tales told by any drunkard, in any tavern,
But he’s long run out of better options. And truthfully, while he’d clung to hope, he hadn’t expected to find salvation in Ingehar. Merely a swift death. He stares at Saskia dispassionately. As all eyes are on the crossbreed, no one is paying attention to Renegade, who uses the anonymity to his advantage.
One exit, fiercely guarded, judging by the seabirds' eyes and the grip on their weapons. And this is their turf. They had him surrender his weapons, but he figures he could take five down with his bare hands. He’s confident in his abilities. But he’s under no delusion.
They have the numbers; they know the layout.
For all intents and purposes, if the bard can’t sweet-talk the naked lady, they’re royally fucked. 
Which is the position Renegade finds himself in often, on some of his best baums. He inhales behind his mask, breathing in the room until he can taste it. Fear. Mostly Saskia’s. But the third guard on the right, the one who keeps shifting on his feet. Oh, he’s proper terrified. The bitter, pungent stench positively oozes out of him. Renegade regards him, calculates the distance between them. 
When the fight begins, he’s going straight for his weapon.
He glances back at Saskia, large wings tucked against her protectively. They seem to move with her mood, but the orc does not think she wills it. Or that she’s even aware of it. For a sweetmouth, Renegade allows himself to simply admire. 
They’re sublime. The wings. 
Not because they’re aesthetically pleasing, which frankly, they are -but beauty is a matter of opinion. Power isn’t. It’s undeniable. And that’s what it had felt like: when the earth split open and rushed around her with a roar, when he’d thought the ground would bury him and he’d looked up.
And there was Saskia. Flying in the eye of the storm.
Then it became undeniable. Renegade was not mad. 
He knew some, more philosophically inclined than he, liked to ramble on about “small, mundane miracles”. About taking comfort, in gratitude, and gratitude in comfort. Or such other inane things. He knew some people were gifted with imaginations; and that could be both comfort, or its own form of punishment. Renegade was no such creative person.
There were three rules, and only three, Renegade lived by:
The first one was that he did not care for what he could not see, hear, smell, taste, or touch. Which meant that despite his rigorous training, he cared for a great many things. 
That, he considers with sober insight, was his greatest weakness.  
The bard is purring something, and the naked lady seems swayed. But Renegade’s not that optimistic about their chances. She’s got a soft spot for the bard, the queenly lady. For sure. But she’s not one who leads with her heart. 
Not with the sort of muscles she's got quivering under all that naked flesh. Not by a long mile. That woman is a warrior, a leader, and most certainly a curious mind. But she’s not a gambler. And judging by her people’s unrest, she won’t risk it.
Renegade watches the woman quip back, small, lipless mouth striking out words like a rattlesnake. That expressionless face and the shrewd glare flick to him briefly -a shiver of nervous jitters runs through the orc’s taut body, and Renegade pauses, perplexed. It’s been a long time since anyone’s made her this uneasy. But he has a feeling that if he and the seabird queen were to go toe to toe, he might lose. He sizes the lady up. She’s a slip of a woman, less than half his size, all nimble, long limbs, and predator grace.  
But instincts never lie. And Renegade’s tell her that the woman is a worthy opponent. 
The bard keeps spewing his flowery nonsense, and the orc watches his mouth move. It hardly matters. Vocabulary, he’s learned a long time ago, is inconsequential to meaningful conversation. Body language is where the talking is happening. And that’s what he focuses on. 
He weighs her options. But all he knows is conflict; beyond that, he’s rather useless to anyone.
Which is why the second rule he lived by made the most sense: he was not afraid of death. But he refused to die. 
This, he considers to be his greatest asset. 
He glances discreetly at the guarded opening. The room they’re in -if one could call the fleshy cubicle such- is small enough that Renegade has to bow his head to fit in. But large enough for the four of them to comfortably stand at a distance from each other. Which could work in their favour in a fight. Provided he can find something to cover the arch, which -after a quick glance around- he confirms has no door. 
His big size he could use. It will also make him a target. He stretches his hand, curling and uncurling the long fingers with dexterity. Being half-orc, he is grateful for his superior hearing, his strength, and his agility. But in such situations, it is hard to deny that he sorely lacks diplomatic skills. Which, as the patriarch had always pointed out, “would be wasted on an apex predator”. 
And the patriarch was the one who taught him the third rule, and the most crucial. Renegade learned, through a simple process of negative reinforcement, that anytime he felt joy -someone had to die. So the foremost rule he lived by was the simplest of them all. Feel nothing. 
His inability to do so, he considers to be his greatest failure. 
He’s never had much to live for, in hindsight. Lazily, he rolls his head up his neck, spying Saskia through his lashes. Now he’s got something he’d be willing to die for. That little crossbreed, he vows to himself, will be his redemption ticket. 
The murmur quiets down, and Renegade knows a decision has been reached. The naked lady is shaking her head, her inexpressive face slightly pinched. And the bard… the bard looks wrecked. He is glancing at Saskia with so much regret, there’s no denying what comes next.
They’re all about to be executed. 
Renegade is not surprised. Mostly tired. All the fucking bloodshed…and for what? For the privilege of shedding more blood. If he were fully orc, instead of the halved warrior he was born as, he would have slaughtered everyone on board before he even tried to negotiate. That was the orc way. Kill first. Ask second. Which, to anyone with a brain, even someone as literal and unimaginative as Renegade, meant one thing, and one thing only: Orcs don’t beg. Orcs take.   
Well, he supposes he must confess to having four rules: 
He’d kill in a heartbeat anyone who stood in his path. But he has no taste for it. 
This, he considers, is his only virtue. 
He pats the pocket under her mantle, the blunt diary pressed against his stomach – he feels a hint of regret at the unaccomplished task. But what did he have to go on, truly? When he came to this forsaken island on the trail of a fever sundream. With little to go on but the certitude that he had survived for a reason, that he held the map to the hallowgraves and would save the world. And he’d needed that. With the whole charter wanting him dead. He’d needed to believe there was a purpose to his living. 
Lots of good it did him.
He steadies his breath, roots his feet, finds his center. He keeps his arms at his side and remains non-threatening. But he’s ready. The bard is gritting his teeth, whistling fervent arguments at the queen. But Renegade can see she stopped listening. She’s looking at her friend as if she could already read the epitaph on his grave. As if she were powerless to save him. No, it’s unfair, he thinks, encompassing the room in his gaze once more. Armand is stepping back, closer to Saskia to shelter her. She’s shaking like a leaf, but resolute. They both look back at her with a nod of mutual understanding. Not friends, but allies. It may not have done her much good to come to Ingehar, but he wouldn’t change a thing. 
Not a thing. 
The queen shakes her head, that broken, deep voice of hers, rounding around the vowels like sobs. She looks mildly remorseful.  “It is truly regrettable.”
Hypocrite.
With that quiet stillness of hers, Saskia steps forward. Renegade watches the back of her head with twitchy fingers. He thinks, not for the first time, that there is something regal about the crossbreed’s posture. Not the royalty that derives from frills and titles. Nothing so graceful. It was, rather, an unmistakable disregard for hierarchy. She was utterly untamed. Which, in Renegade’s book, made her a danger to herself and to others. 
As he’s thinking that, Saskia does something completely unexpected. She curtsies, small sole bending behind her, neck bowed vulnerably. Yet underneath, that voracious appetite that Renegade can sense, like a wolf under skin. 
She’s not submitting. She’s prowling. “Your grace,” she purrs, and the queen’s blank face ripples in surprise. “I have a message for you.” Renegade wishes he could see Saskia’s face. Somehow, he knows, it must look ghastly. 
The queen seems stricken. Her gaze dances on the crossbreed’s face, like a snake enchanted. When Saskia sighs, she sighs. Renegade understands then; there will be no bloodshed. The seabird lady acquiesces, with blown pupils, mouth parted, in curious obedience. But she speaks like she would to any subject, mindful of how her people perceive her. “I see. Your final words then?” 
Saskia doesn’t need permission. She waits for one out of courtesy. When she straightens, shoulders lax and rolled back, long neck -a commanding line, blooming from her small body – holding her head up as if it were a crown; it hits Renegade. This isn’t Saskia. This is something else.
And when it speaks, Renegade can taste her own fear in the room. “I was told to say: The moon will fall. The Carnival will come. All the dancers will lose their faces. Remember the face of thy mother, Kal-Rhael.”
In truth, Renegade’s biggest advantage in battle has always been that, whenever things started happening fast, at least for him, time slowed down.  
The temperature drops suddenly -the scales in his neck curdle in warning. On his right, se catches the guard’s hands squeezed around their lances; the naked queen -her homogenous features, a mask of anonymous horror. The unspoken death sentence. There’s no conscious thought; he grabs and pulls a sputtering Saskia -sidesteps her, cornering her between the wall and his large frame. The guards draw closer, crowding his narrowed vision -Renegade tracks the lances as they are swung forward. He shuffles Saskia, one-arms her to the side; he crouches -strikes as the lance is retreating. The guard is pulling back with peeved insistence -one that gradually turns into aggression when the weapon is torn out of his hands and turned back against him.  
If he were a full orc, he would have gone straight for the queen with that lance.
He leaps forward, smooth and too quick for the room to adjust or react. She’s on the unarmed guard in a sweetmouth, grabbing him from behind, the tip of the lance tipped against his exposed throat. 
He stares the queen down. “I’ll gut him like a pig.” She’s not bluffing. 
The room stinks. A putrid cocktail of fear and anger, left to stew in its own rot. The sizzling hum of his scales comes with the usual symptoms. The tunnel-vision, the sharpened senses, the steady nerves -the sudden, cold clarity, as the heartbeats in the room echo in his ears as if it were his own. 
And the urge to make good on his threat.
But he waits. He can tell, from the mix of sorrow and disgust clouding the small space, that he read the situation correctly. If he were a full orc, he would have gone straight for the queen with that lance.
Because if he were a full orc, it would have never occurred to Renegade that the queen would care about her subjects' lives more than her own. 
If his patriarch were here -he would have made the queen choose between the two guards; gutted whichever one she’d pointed to save -then he would have asked: You, or your guard? If she had sacrificed herself, he would have killed them both. Out of principle. If she’d chosen to save herself, he would have gutted the man and let her go. 
The patriarch doesn’t believe in a clean death. Too easy. 
But he’s not the patriarch. He never will be. They made sure of that. He presses the blade further in, nostrils flaring when he draws blood -the scent blooms from the small wound -a fat, crimson teardrop hanging from the metal, before running down in a watery trail. 
The queen watches it transfixed. “I suppose you have conditions?” To her credit, the woman’s voice is even, crystal clear; despite the unmistakably packed nerves of her fists, the quick muscles, drenched in a heady bouquet of murder and mayhem. The queen is a killer alright. But unlike Renegade, she’s the kind that has honor. 
If the patriarch were here -no, fuck the patriarch.  
“Aye.” He makes the guard squeak by choking him with the flat of the blade. To make sure he gets his point across. “My companions and I,” the word sounds foreign in her mouth, “we’ll be needing a boat, some provisions. And your word, that you won’t come after us.”
She doesn’t hesitate. “Deal.” Deep down, Renegade knew she would agree immediately. Which makes him feel kind of shitty about the whole debacle.    
“I’ll be taking the hostage until we’re far away in the boat. You can pick him up at the next port.” The queen opens her mouth, probably to argue. “That’s non-negotiable.”
The truth is, Renegade is not in a position to negotiate. He might have gotten the upper hand, for now. But soon they leave this room; there’s a whole ship of loyal guards, willing to lay their lives down for the queen. They’re still fucked. Renegade and the bard exchange a glance -the kind that often passes between soldiers, before they jump into the fray. But at least they have time to say their goodbyes; if they were ever so inclined. 
Or come up with a fucking plan. 
He can hear the patriarch -the smile in his voice as he parades him -“Behold, the dim blade.” And everyone always laughed. Not exactly the kind of shining endorsement you’d give to someone who could come up with a brilliant plan on the spot.
And isn’t that Saskia’s luck: that’s who she got saddled with -behold, the dimmest fucking blade. 
Renegade can see it in the queen’s eyes. She only agreed to the deal so fast because they both know the truth. Renegade’s not leaving this ship. The orc contemplates the merit of a glorious death. He glances at Saskia -curses inwardly. 
He thinks of the diary and the map, tucked inside his shirt. As it stands -while being killed in battle is as appealing a prospect as, well, being a renegade - he’d very much prefer to stay alive a while longer. If for no other reason than he hates unfinished business. 
The smell of copper intrudes on his thoughts. Tangier than the trickle running down her hostage’s neck. Pungent and insistent. His head snaps to Saskia, nostrils flared. The crossbreed is in the corner where Renegade left her, holding her stomach between shaky hands, bright, lucid eyes perusing her environment. It’s unsettling. She smells like a coward; she acts like a soldier. 
As if death weren’t a destination, but an obstacle. 
But she must be bleeding from somewhere. Renegade is hit by an uncharacteristically deep thought: courage is clearly inversely proportional to size; the smallest creature is often the bravest of all. 
He circles back to the diary and the map; her loot, folded against his waist. Weighs his options. Lands on the harsh truth. This is a zero-sum game. He sighs. The patriarch doesn’t believe in a clean death. Why mend the leg of the horse you’ll be putting down? 
Why indeed? 
He and Saskia lock eyes. His next words are for the queen. “And a healer.” He tests the silence and finds that he could stretch it infinitely -no one would mind. “For Saskia. She’s hurt. So you’ll bring a healer before we leave.” It’s a sham. No one is bringing anything. 
Why mend the leg of the horse you’ll be putting down? So that it may know it was cared for. 
The queen steps forward. “I’m a healer.”
Renegade flinches back, suspecting a ploy. The woman’s eyes look focused. No signs of deception or anxiety. A killer, a queen, a healer…the patriarch would despise this woman. If for no other reason than she doesn’t smell terrified. 
“You’ll attend to her. And if you harm her…”
The queen glances at the hostage; with a quick, tight nod, she makes her way to Saskia, who huddles in her corner, shaking her head softly. 
“Not hurt,” she croaks out, but her bloody scent is mingled with the smoky hint of pain. She doesn’t want the seabird queen touching her -understandable. 
But this is the last thing Renegade can do. The only thing. Once, before he dies, he can use his big body to heal -instead. His tone brooks no argument. “You’re bleeding, let her see you.”
Saskia glares at him. Under his mask, Renegade feels mildly amused. 
Despite her tiny size, the queen is staring Saskia down, keeping her in the corner with nothing but her imposing posture. “Where does it hurt?” Her voice is flat and unaffected, but her eyes are sharp and trained on the crossbreed as if she could see past her clothes and her skin. 
Saskia shakes her head again. 
Something must give her away anyway, because the queen leans forward, homing in on the source of pain. “Your stomach?” She palpates Saskia’s navel softly -who flinches back but allows the contact. The queen nods, hums. Palpates some more, analyzing Saskia’s winces as if they were some secret code. “May I lift your shirt?” She doesn’t wait for an answer -with small, capable hands, she grabs the hem of the blouse and drags it up. 
The scent of copper intensifies -Renegade sees the source immediately: blood is blooming like a rose between Saskia’s legs. 
The queen holds her breath; the bard takes a step back. Even the hostage exhales a choked gulp. “Sweet Kraken…” Could be anyone who said that. 

Saskia’s heartbeat is erratic, her breath short and sharp. She’s holding back tears. Brave kid. “What’s happening to me?”
Renegade wishes he knew too. He stares at the queen, who, for the first time since they walked in, smiles with tears of joy. “Oh child, you are a woman now.”
And the orc is not sure that’s a good thing: from where he’s standing, Saskia still looks like a child. 
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It is unfortunate, that a man of his position should ever catch vertigo at sea. 
And it would be downright degrading, if the crew were to witness him.
Envoy Tor wobbles through the room, a ghostly sheet clasped around his pasty skin – he hunches over a bucket like a common whore. With dry humor, he remarks to himself that he sounds like one too. Pathetic. If the members of the pristine Hekseqiret could see him – he winces; his stomach loses the fight to nausea. 
Eyes almost popping out of his high skull, he wipes his mouth with an embroidered handkerchief. Who cares what they’d say? The effeminate fools always leave him with the ungrateful tasks. They would never do anything that might risk chipping their painted nails – or worse, damage their reputations. 
So it falls on him – as always – to remedy the situation. And while he’d hoped to be sent to the Southern Colonies: his cousin, bless her bloodline, has a cot in the capital, and some of the finest dancing slaves – but that’s beside the point. Ingehar will do.
In fact – he stares out the porthole, squinting without his bifocals – grey blurs into grey – this forsaken land might finally live up to its reputation. He considers wearing a cassock – Mashin knows he has plenty; all made with the finest southern silk, back when redkins still made good silk. He stares at his trunk and thinks of its knotted stomach filled with gold, lilac, and darklight robes. But the occasion, he reflects, calls for more formal attire. Something as martial as the glacier. But sophisticated; like he is. 
He twirls, barefoot and padding over the white fur he’d insisted upon before departure – they’d had to confiscate them, tear them out of the clutches of Rezdia’s dignitaries – Tor chuckles at the memory. It had been short notice, but weren’t they blessed: their contribution made them a footnote to history. 
On second thought, he grazes a finger over the pout of his bottom lip; licks them. Cxox! The time at sea has dried the youth out of his skin. And he’s almost run out of plum essence. He grunts a greasy sound from the back of his throat. Must the sunturn always start with disaster?
He’ll wear his jeik: leftover from his father’s prime time in the Purple Legion. Tor had to remove the medals – the endless mockery he’d endure if he hadn’t; he wipes his brow – Mashin, the torment. No, he’d kept the saberskin pelt and the jellypants; soaked them in cliffliver juice to restore their shine without cancelling the cracks of time. His father’s jeik, bluebear boots (although he is liable to sweat through them – but won’t he look regal?) and his uncle’s brocade. Lest they forget where he comes from. 
And the drascale belt his cousin offered him: it’s his favorite. He really ought to visit her in the Southern Colonies more often.
He plops down on his baskiat chair. They don’t make them like that anymore: round, pillowy. Sturdy. He sinks and wiggles his toes in the fur; frowns: it’s matted already. He’ll have someone from the crew brush it. He leans back on the bright orange pillow; the familiar chokehold of clovefeathers never really leaves the fabric. The stench of the bird's death makes for some of the finest perfume. Too bad they’ve gone practically extinct. He smooths the dainty skin where he once had eyebrows. At first, he’d looked down on the Helkei’s dress code – back when he was still an outsider. The frills, leathers, silks, ribbons, and jaunted, colored faces seemed purposefully alien. 
Only after adhering, he’d understood that alienation was the point: qinus were not supposed to see power as friendliness. 
How fortunate that his uncle was so full of ambition. He’d married his cousins off to the Helkei the way most good merchants handed merchandise: with absolute faith in his product. 
It was strange – for his cousins to be qinus, yet to outrank his offblood status: at least one of his parents was purebred, unlike their muddy bloodline. And if it wasn’t for his favorite cousin (and her father’s influence), he’d have reneged on the lot of them. Out of principle. 
He stops in front of the warm basin; smirks to himself. Perhaps the gold basin was a smidge too far. He hadn’t needed to confiscate that: copper would have suited him just fine. But he’d seen it, while visiting dignitaries in Rezdia and settling the last arrangements. The hostess had been terribly bothered by his request: it was my mother’s, you see? But as he’d pointed out, the nephew of an Immaculate (from his father’s side by dalliance) could not travel in subpar lodgings. And Gracewalkers offered few amenities in terms of accommodation: was she not loyal to the Conclave? 
She’d had to agree with him.
He is thorough when he washes; it’s a matter of principle, the skin is the seat of the soul after all. He drops a dollop of gaskpaste on the soft bristle; counts in his head as he brushes – from the back to the front, one tooth at a time. He frowns, wishing once more for a mirror. Too much of a liability, the captain had vetoed it. Tor had considered stripping him of his functions, but their ties with the Iron Syndicate were more precious than ever in these tumultuous times. And the Semper Engine in Rezdia would not help – it was a wobbly ally to begin with. 
He’s had to do without his own reflection for the better part of three sunturns.  
Not that they care. That’s the thing about the natives – he would never say it to their faces –  but they are, for the most part, terribly uncivilized. Their personal hygiene, for starters – he spits the warm paste in a cup –  abysmal. They clearly believe everything can be washed with salt. He scrubs at his skin with a buttersponge, relishing the flaking and shedding it produces. He rinses; smooths out the kinks with shepherd’s oil; repeats. Even if Tor had shared his meagre loot of plum essence and gaskpaste; woud they have cared for it? Unlikely. He rubs the plum essence in smooth, sensual waves down his neck: until his skin is glossy and pink like a newborn. 
No, the natives were unconcerned with the finer things; the brutes. 
He gives the same treatment to his limbs and torso, paying particular attention to the area behind his knees, the nook of his elbow, where his rash is at its worst. It’s important when greasing a machine to insist on the joints. As he shimmies into his silk slip, enjoying the drag against his pale muscles, he must concede that blackice’s fashion is ill-equipped for the milder weather of the West Colonies. When he visits his cousin in the Southern Colonies, he lets her spoil him. Over there, they like to wear linens that melt like snow when they touch skin: voile threaded with pearls, layers of white, upon layers of white. And they have many whites, and many names for them. 
He sighs. Their flowery attire is not suited for his post; he must represent his motherland. 
He ties on the saberskin pelt, cursing when his finger gets caught in the belt loop. The jellyfish pants at least come up easily and in one swoop, then balloon around his ankles in shades of bright blue and violet flames. They should have come to Ingehar sooner: it’s a disgrace that it took them so long to address the issue. 
In their defense, they’d prepared for the debacle in the Quagmire – and he’s no doubt it will be dealt with swiftly; and the Southern Colonies? Were best left to their own devices now that they were on their last leg. The boots are a different matter; he regards them the way he would a spider in his room, waiting for them to leap at him. He exhales a groan, as if to oil the mechanism – hoists his left leg up and slithers inside the bearskin. He can’t stop a violent shiver from cradling his ankle. It’s all that damn grease, needed to put them on; it always laps between his toes, and he hates it. 
Ingehar had been an unexpected wrench in the plan. 
Sheer circumstances –  the terrible kind – had led to the oversight. He huffs; the saberpelt cuts him in the middle with all the hooks and belts. The self-loathing comes second nature: he’s put on weight.
He sighs. It was to be expected. The food they serve in the Colonies is terrible. But the knowledge sneaks up on him like an ambush. They’d been so preoccupied with the revolts in the Quagmire; the missing time…no one had noticed the lack of correspondence from Ingehar. Or that no Gracewalkers had been sent there following the outage – since they’d needed to be repurposed for the Envoys. Somewhere, some inane bureaucrat had forgotten to file for an emergency provision route, and Ingehar had dropped out of the collective mind unnoticed. 
Bless the machine, for the forgers and their wagging tongues. 
Twenty-five sunturns – two suns shy of three full enneads, three missed shipments and five missed reports from their Machinist – that’s how long it had taken for the rumors to reach the Semper Engine in Rezdia.
But if the tales are true, the primestorm has come to Ingehar; Envoy Tor happened to be close by and most suited for the task. The dignitaries, as shrewd as they were self-preserving, had gladly contributed to the unexpected mission with a few trinkets – he frowns, pulls down his jeik; the slip has gotten caught in the fabric underneath, and the drag is maddeningly ticklish. He blames the unnecessarily complicated native bureaucracy, and their complicit apathy, for the less-than-cogly timing. The Gracewalker he’d come with was in rotation with another Envoy, as he wasn’t meant to leave Rezdia for another moonhouse; at least. 
So he’s had to improvise.
He looks around at the rusted walls; the inclined ceiling dripping oil on his vastobrav carpet – he clucks in annoyance at the splotches of colors and riches he has sowed through the place. He’d be far less patient about the discomfort if those were his own belongings. He congratulates himself for his quick and forward thinking. 
It makes sense: they would send him to investigate, and he intends to juice that opportunity; with the elections opening soon – what better time to earn credits with the Conclave.
He grabs his marrowcrown; runs a vividly purple nail along the ridges of bones, polished into a teething baby’s mouth—the harmless bite of prestige. The smiling curve cuts into his palm as he squeezes it. He’s run out of oc-shine – he snorts out loud – whale fat is a poor substitute for it, but at least they tried. He told the captain at Dewlight; by Noonlight a hunched crewmate had knocked on his door with a jar of sticky, treated whale fat. He smooths his mahogany locks back by memory – Mashin, what he wouldn’t give for a mirror – until the dark waves run flat behind his ears. Slowly, he rasps the marrowcrown from his temples and up his head, sliding along the grease with seducing ease; the sudden memory of skating on Lake Loe with his second-degree cousin resurfaces like oil floating above water. 
It’s unpleasant that he and Zeldog should meet again in this way; they’ve never had a close bond, but they are family. In fact, Tor was the one who facilitated the wedding – introduced him to Ignexia himself.
Granted, he hadn’t thought much of it at the time. He never had much affinity with Zeldog, and Ignexia was…well, she was shallow enough he didn’t mind her yapping, and inconsequential enough that he never thought about her. But his uncle had been relentless in his pursuit of the young heir, and before Tor could blink, the two were married.
At their wedding was the last time he saw either of them. 
He reaches for his bifocals; pinches the bridge of his nose, smoothing the annoyance away; puts them on. And now she’s dead. Terrible timing, truly. A knock rattles the metal chamber with grating echoes. He rises smoothly and marches to the door; looks down to check his attire; opens it. 
He skips the formalities. “You’re late.” 
The man in front of him pales, attempts the sketch of a smile; clears his throat. “My apologies, Envoy Tor.” 
Tor checks the Scribe’s purple cassock: a ruffled collar, ugly folds; broad shoulders and tousled, tawny hair. There’s something debonair about the new Scribe which irks him. But, to his credit, he’s less dim-witted than the others. Tor arches a brow.
The Scribe sketches another boyish smile. “Ah…we’ve arrived. I entrust myself to your guidance, Envoy Tor.” 
There’s something impertinent about his negligent obedience. As if he could take it or leave it. Still, they have more pressing matters ahead. “The Lord Vassal, has he been waiting long?” 
Envoy Tor strides out and past the Scribe, into the forged metal corridors, and up the narrow stairs. 
The Scribe’s doe eyes – deeply chestnut, almost red in their hue; and those goddamn eyelashes that defy conventions, unnaturally childlike on a grown adult – widen in uncomfortable surprise. “The Lord Vassal? Ah…he’s not at the dock, Envoy Tor. It’s – there’s a woman waiting there, says she’s the headmaid.” He trails behind, always a slight bounce to his step. 
Tor stops dead in his tracks. “Pardon?”
The Scribe nods, fleeting eyes searching for a way out; he sighs, looks back at Tor pleadingly. “Ah, yes, Envoy Tor. Apparently the Lord Vassal is sick, his wife is dead…so they sent the woman.” 
Tor frowns. “Sick? Sick?” He doesn’t wait for an answer; continues climbing the narrow staircase, the coppery scent of oil on metal pounds down on him. “What about the Machinist; why isn’t he welcoming me?”
The Scribe blushes a pretty daffodil pink, offers a sad and pinched expression that would look better on a whore than him. “That’s the thing, Envoy Tor. It would seem he’s dead as well.”
“Oh for Satiety! Is there no one competent left in charge?” 
The Scribe hesitates, looks out of a porthole wistfully. He blinks back up at Tor innocently.“I think you should speak with the woman, Envoy Tor. She seems to know her way around.”
They emerge on the deck, the flat expanse of horizon occasionally cut by a patchwork flank of rusted iron – it’s uncharacteristically crowded. The usually desert surface is crawling with smelly, swearing sailors, and the occasional purple robe of a High Machinist. 
Tor straightens his posture, glides through them implacably; let them watch. The platform bridge, narrow and straight, runs from the flank to land and Tor glances down imperiously. The disappointment is vicious and immediate: the grey sand is littered with huts, stashed amongst trash, bottles and the inescapable smell of fish. The woman stands amongst rags worn by men and other servants. Not a powerful person in sight.
He climbs down as smoothly as possible considering the heavy boots he has to consciously lift off the ground; his knees bend uncomfortably, and the sting rises to his glutes. He reaches the beach with gritted teeth, nods down at the woman.
She’s looking at the ground; at least she knows her place.
He hums. “And you are?” 
She keeps her hands clenched in front of her blouse, her neck bowed. Her hair is smoothed to perfection, he notices absently. “Naught but a headmaid, Envoy. I was sent by Immaculate Xeschiel, as he is currently indisposed. If you allow me, I’ll escort you to him.”
He looks around: Ingehar is even more stripped bare than he remembers. He sighs. “And your Machinist?” He spies the deep wrinkles in her forehead, the plucked brows. 
She stays still. “He took a fall, Envoy. We found him on Hope Road, the sunbaum the primestorm came. We were all hiding in Providence, and he must have stumbled on the way – it is deeply unfortunate.”
Unfortunate indeed. “So you’re now without a Machinist? You know that directly violates the Chart and the treaties; there should be one Machinist per post.”
She bows deeper. “I’m not educated in the Chart, Envoy. I trust our Lord Vassal had meant to inform the Semper Engine at once. But no Gracewalkers have been coming; our watchtower was destroyed by the primestorm, so we’ve had no pigeons left to send. I’m certain Immaculate Xeschiel could explain it better than I.”  
On second glance, the people around her must be the Sectorates: good, finally someone with true authority. “Your Magistrate?”
She looks back at a tall man, round on long legs. The Magistrate bows at him, brows furrowed menacingly. “Envoy.”
Tor nods. “The Lord Vassal? Is he contagious?” 
That would be the last straw; if he were to be befallen by sickness on top of the general decadence around him…he couldn’t stand it.
The woman steps back soundlessly, and he glimpses Ashmoth behind her, as well as the long line of filthy beggars standing beside its structure: atrocious. He’ll be sure to report to the Conclave on the lack of ceremony shown by Zeldog. 
She’s low-spoken but not soft. Almost manly; it’s ungainly. “Rest assured Envoy; our Lord Vassal would never endanger the health of an esteemed official such as yourself. It is perfectly safe.”  
She’s right; of course, she’s right. “Very well.” He follows her, flanked by the Sectorates and his own escort, a Scribe. 
The keep is a perfect example of gross inelegance: all those round huts, and the people overflowing from the open stomachs; crates jammed with miscellaneous objects by the open doors, vacant, distrustful eyes floating around the landscape and aimed straight at him. There’s not a corner in sight that’s not crowded by the native’s presence. The inhabitants go on about their business, pausing to greet the woman; inquiring pupils discreetly appraising him as they do so.
She sends them on their way with a terse smile.
As they reach the door (he rakes his eyes up and down the blue flakes and rotten wood distastefully), she turns back to him; she’s looking at her shoes – grace the Mashin, as right now, he couldn’t muster politeness: the stench of ripe dust is unbearable.
“Envoy, if you’ll allow, I’ll escort you to the Immaculate, and we can have refreshments sent – but I wouldn’t presume to waste your palate on our bland cuisine. Perhaps, with your permission, we could retrieve some of your favorites from the Gracewalker, and have them cooked according to your preferences?” 
How…thoughtful. He regards her more carefully: it’s so hard to find good help these suns. “Excellent idea, please proceed.” The Sectorates remain behind as they make their way up the stairs. “I can see why Zeldog keeps you – mind you, if you’re unhappy with your situation, I might have an available position; at my service.” She stays quiet, and he smirks. “Think about it: you’d be in the employment of an Envoy of the Conclave. No need to thank me; I reward loyalty when I see it.” 
She opens a massive mahogany door into a small library. “We’ve arrived. I’ll leave you to it. Immaculate, Envoy.” She bows, and then she’s gone.
Tor looks around him: the place is small but recognizably Helkei in its signature. He expected nothing less from his cousin by dalliance. “Immaculate,” he greets, although in all fairness, he is only outranked insofar as it pertains to their status: but in an active investigation, their authority is more or less equal. 
Zeldog turns around slowly; too slowly. Sitting behind his desk as if on a throne. The heavy, burgundy lighting conceals his features; but not the marks of age and…something else. Tor recognizes the unidentifiable smell he’s been stewing in since he entered: plumflower essence. More specifically, wild plumflower essence…nothing like the domesticated one they use for healing and cosmetics. 
Tor approaches a shelf, sauntering through the library conscientiously. “I see you haven’t lost your sense of taste, cousin.” That last address was a slight, but Zeldog won’t mind – not when he’s high out of his mind. 
Tor has to swallow an ugly chuckle: the last Lord Vassal of Ingehar, Zeldog Immaculate Xeschiel, one and only son of Prophet Xeschiel…a dreameater. The gossip is so juicy; had Ingehar not been so isolated, the Helkei would long have turned it into political leverage. Pathetic.
“Tor, it’s been a while.” The unaffected tone can’t fool him; not when the perfume of sweet decay saturates the air.  
He nods. “I heard you were sick.”
“Migraine.” It’s clipped.
Tor purposely avoids looking at him and inspects the shelf with renewed interest, hiding his gluttonous smile. “I was sorry to hear about your wife; my condolences.”
Zeldog shrugs; Tor catches the movement from the corner of his eyes. “She was your cousin, so I suppose we’re both in mourning.” 
She was his cousin. “Yes, well…I hadn’t seen either of you since the wedding; and I was always closer with her sisters anyway.” He observes the books on the shelf – there is a noticeable gap between City of Gold: Chronicles of War and Mastering Accounting: Excommunicates and the Labour Crisis. Zeldog is not one to forgive such an asymmetry: he truly has slipped into addiction. “I hear your Machinist died.”
The response is slow and embroiled. “Yes, very unfortunate. Zahir was quite loyal. I assume you’ve come here to bring a replacement.”
Tor’s head snaps; he glares at Zeldog through thin slits of animosity. “I’m an Envoy, not a courier.” The gall; Zeldog should be busy justifying the absence of a Machinist, not casually expecting Tor to clean up after him: as always – nothing’s changed. Except now, Tor is an Envoy, not the offblood cousin you hide at weddings. “You stopped wearing your House’s paint,” he adds off-handedly.
The broken shell of a man, who was once the heir to an empire, blinks blearily at him. “No paint; too expensive.” 
He doesn’t comment on Tor’s own lack of face paint: grace the Mashin, as Tor would rather swallow glass than confess he’s missing a mirror. Zeldog sighs; Tor catches him glancing down at his desk – no doubt itching for a dose. 
Zeldog locks eyes with Tor. “What does the Conclave need from me?”
Tor smiles, a slow smirk spreading upward with glee. “After you give me your account of the events, I’ll be conducting the interrogations.” He looks around and is hit with a flash of genius. “Here: in your office. I’ll require privacy.” 
He strides through the room, stops short of the desk. Finally, he can see the unmistakable, putrid purple stain that accompanies plumflower abuse; bloodshot, hollow eyes and black teeth. How swift the icicle shatters once it falls. 
His smile widens. “What the Conclave wants is to confirm whether the primestorm came to Ingehar: if so, what caused it.” He pauses. “We’d also like to understand whether the…visible negligence perhaps contributed to the lack of clear communication. And of course, I will make sure a new Machinist is sent promptly, to ensure correct supervision. What is sorely lacking from the Colonies is some good old-fashioned blackice’s discipline.” 
He crosses his arms behind his back and looks down at his cousin. 
Zeldog sighs in deep relief. “Wonderful; all that can be arranged, you don’t need me. It just so happens I was sick during the missing time, sleeping, you see. As far as everything else – Lorna can help you.” 
He’s already plowing past Tor and through the door, bellowing for his servant who is right by the door. The woman truly has impeccable timing.
“Immaculate,” she greets politely. 
“Please ensure our guests are cared for; I’m retiring to my lodgings and am not to be disturbed.” Before waltzing out, Zeldog pauses at the threshold, sears Tor with a stare that reminds him that he is speaking to the son of a Prophet after all. “Oh, and Tor? Do be cordial with my headmaid. She’s irreplaceable, you understand?”
Tor watches the door, ajar, the plump, austere woman in its frame, and blinks slowly. He wants to protest that he didn’t tell Zeldog the conversation was over, but that would only make him lose face. He ushers the headmaid in.
She nods, points behind her. “Should he come too, Envoy?”
The stalk-like man is fidgeting, loose limbs flaying around his graceful torso. Oh, Tor had forgotten about the Scribe. “What are you doing here?” It sounds mildly like an accusation. 
The Scribe hums placatingly. “I followed you; right until the door closed.”
As he should, indeed. “Very well, come in, both of you; let’s proceed.” He considers the woman; searches for a name – unsuccessfully. “I’ll start with you; give me an accurate account of the events on the sunturn of the primestorm. Leading up to it and after. Gipson, take notes.” 
He lowers himself – slowly, so they can appreciate it – on his cousin’s chair, presides over the two of them, and threads his fingers together, elbows rooted on the desk, chin rested above the closed fists. He knows he looks intimidating and he savors the look on their faces.
“Theus, Envoy Tor,” the Scribe quips. 
Tor blinks at the Scribe and his nonsense. “Pardon?”
“The name’s Theus, Envoy Tor. Not Gipson; that was your previous Scribe I was told – ah, the one that came from Yangdril. I’m Theus of Rezdia.”
Right, the one the Semper Engine saddled him with; the spy – he’d forgotten, so harmless the boy seems (boy is perhaps underrated: he’s in his early fifties at least, but he seems younger). 
Tor sighs, leans back. “Scribe?”
“Yes?”
“Please don’t interrupt me when I’m speaking.” He reverts his attention back to the woman, standing in the corner as if she were a shadow bleeding out from it. The notion rattles him. “Tell me what you saw. Take your time.”
She nods, looks down at her hands, the desk; she clears her throat. “Forgive me, Envoy. I don’t know how much help I’ll be. On the baum we lost time, I was on Hope Road making my way to Ashmoth when the moonbaum turned to sunbaum. I hurried to the castle, and with the other servants we decided to evacuate to Providence…it’s underground; we thought it might offer shelter. The fishermen came with us, and I believe someone must have warned the Militia in Barrack for they came as well.” Tor nods encouragingly at her dedicated account. “That was most of Ingehar, I’d say, making its way to Providence when we saw the primestorm, right above the Plunge. We didn’t think; we ran.”
“Localized, you say? Above the Plunge?” The Scribe’s interruption is so sudden that Tor can’t hide the sudden annoyance from showing plainly on his face – thankfully, the door opens to a servant, carrying a silver tray of some of his favorite delicacies. The servant rests them on the desk politely and slithers out.
The woman resumes. “Yes, it was like a dark eye above the watchtower.”
The Scribe nods. “That would be the smallest recorded appearance of the primestorm so far. It’s been said to be as big as this island in some places of the Gaol Ocean.”
Enough of this nonsense. Tor shouldn’t have to tolerate such blatant disregard for hierarchy. “Gipson, what did I say about interrupting?”
The Scribe keeps scribbling merrily, but his words are clear and guileless. “You said not to interrupt you: I didn’t. And the name’s Theus, Envoy.” 
Once again, the Scribe is saved by a woman: but Tor will remember this slight. “I couldn’t tell you about primestorms, sir. All I know is we hid underground – when we came out, the watchtower was gone, our Machinist was dead, the Lady, in the commotion…” she pauses, resumes calmly, “and we thought perhaps the world had ended too, when the Fortunate stopped coming. Then three sunbaums ago, we got a pigeon announcing your arrival, and we felt truly blessed, Envoy, to not have been forgotten.” She’s addressing him directly now. 
Tor hums, runs the flat of his index over his lips until they turn numb from overstimulation: his lips shatter into a smile. “And your Lord Vassal? Where was he while all this was happening?” 
She doesn’t miss a beat. “In Providence, Envoy, administering, of course. And later, directing us to salvation.”
Unlikely, considering Zedog’s state: the cunning snake. “Very well.” He looks down at the desk, pretends to be enthralled by the papers on it. “You’re dismissed; just send in the Sectorates – but start by the Magistrate and the Sheriff.”
She curtsies. He barely notices her leaving and closing the door quietly. 
What follows is a waste of the Conclave’s time. No one saw anything. Or at least, nothing that would explain what they did see. And everyone agrees. The primestorm came; everyone was minding their own business; they ran for the mine. Everything else is just circumstantial tragedy, nothing more. They bring him to Hope Road, let him inspect Providence; show him the sinkhole – he makes his way up and down Ashmoth. And what he finds is an island with no story to tell. Despite its promises, the land is indeed sterile. 
Everything can be accounted for; not much can be explained.
He returns behind his desk, wrung dry by the events and craving poppy wine. Someone knocks on the door – he looks at the offending wood. The woman was told not to let anyone through, not even the Scribe. The door opens, and an egg-shaped face planted above purple robes spills inside. 
Wonderful, the Jurist. He’s been trying to avoid that one. But considering every religious and political faction in the Charter Union wanted in on this mission, he’s had to navigate many such uncomfortable encounters. His eyes roam around the library: surely Zeldog keeps a secret stash of wine somewhere in here.
The bottle-shaped Jurist addresses him, and Tor has to resign himself to this conversation. “Envoy Tor, a belly of your time.” 
And what if he said no? “Congregant, what seeks you?”
The Jurist smiles tremulously, notices the absence of a second chair; frowns and resorts to standing, obviously peeved. “Me and some of the other congregants were thinking about holding a mass for the poor people of Ingehar.”
What political nonsense is this? Tor pinches the bridge of his nose; rips off his bifocals – he sighs deeply. “Whatever for?”
“To reassure them the Conclave has not abandoned them.” Mashin – he makes it sound almost righteous. 
Tor speaks slowly: as one would to any mentally afflicted person. “By telling them what?” He pauses; when no answer comes, he continues. “That the Turnover came and went and that we were wrong? That the century they spent forsaking their Gods, their agency, their cattle to us, will not lead them to Satiety? That what they can pray for is an endless tomorrow that is exactly like sunlaw? Should we tell them to endure until the next Turnover?” 
The Jurist turns red all the way to his dyed roots: he sputters something unintelligible, then smooths his cassock. “The Chart says-”
Tor laughs; unkindly enough that it must sting.“-article 768, addendum 12 of the Law of Plenty clearly states that in the event of a catastrophic event of an eldritch nature, the Relics Bureau is lead investigator and authority.” Mashin, but he loves being right. “I’d categorize this as a catastrophic event of an eldritch nature, wouldn’t you?”
The Jurist pouts: if adults can even make such expressions. “But the Chart rules above all.”
Envoy Tor rises to his feet, towering above the desk. He leans on it with both fists closed, shoulders open like curtains, revealing the intricate design of his jeik and the embroidered leather corset encased in the architecture of straps. “Congregate, the Chart…the Chart is a spiritual trace.” He waves a hand in dismissal. “The Law is a quantifiable, verifiable instrument of truth and order, as established by our late Prophet Praos Dve the Fifth of his name, Spoken. Nine times.” He emphasizes his point by dragging the syllables across the table like he would a war prize. “Spo-ken.” He sighs. “So, no…you can tell the others: there will be no mass. The people don’t need doctrine. They need certainty. ” 
And we’re ill-equipped to provide that at the moment, but this thought he keeps to himself.
“Very well.” Clipped steps, the Jurist bows on his way out. “Envoy.”
And then Tor is blessedly alone. 
She doesn’t knock: she doesn’t have to, her very presence displaces the air in the room. He gulps and looks vertiginously up; finds a flattened nose with sharp, flared nostrils, deep-seated eyes, and a tiny, surprisingly sensible mouth. The whole brutish affair is covered in dark red scales, running along the skin like cracked mud. 
“Agent,” he acknowledges her, watching her massive corpulence cross the room as if it were a toy house, but with a soundlessness that reads as unnatural. 
She smirks; they’re not usually so expressive; orcs. Not that he’s met many, but still, he expected stoicism, not their sensual indifference to everything and everyone. At least they keep to themselves and stay out of the way.
“We’ve confirmed he came through here: he had contact with several people, we’re drawing a comprehensive list right now.” Her accent is rough, her semantics impeccable. Her horns glisten ruby red, tinged with what he supposes his blood. Or a close substitute. 
He frowns. “The island is already under-manned.” 
She blinks at him as if he were hard of hearing. “You know the Act.”
He huffs. How much more of this nonsense will he have to deal with? “The Renegade Act is a courtesy. From one great nation to its denizens. Nothing more. Please, do not be discourteous. I will not ask again.” He Hides in is palm exhausted, one elbow on the table, dismissing her plainly.
But she doesn’t leave. He hears the cracking of knuckles as she pushes against the table until he can smell her breath. Her bulging muscles are on display, her large fingers splayed open on the wood; her teeth are filed to perfection. She licks them for his benefit. “There’s been a misunderstanding: I wasn’t asking. We delivered Seïndhar to you; in exchange, you stay out of our business. That’s the deal. No deal, no great army in the south.”
He’s shrunk in his chair. She steps back, he nods, straightens, and smooths his jeik. “How many?” He feels a deep hole being dug in his stomach that keeps his voice even despite his jerky hands. 
She shrugs, crosses beefy arms over a chiseled torso. “So far as we can tell, all the excommunicates that came with him, five Militia guards, four Sectorates. He arrived at Darklight, was gone from the mine before Dawnlight; no one has seen him since. But he was here.”
Which only complicates things further. Already, the brutes erased the entire crew of the Black Arrow from existence, sparing only the High Machinists, which has, as usual, caused a political uproar with the Iron Syndicate, who suspect foul play. The Semper Engine, of course, endorses the Conclave publicly while secretly supporting the Syndicate. 
And in the meantime, the Charter is one precious crew short. 
Damn the Ak Fyrn Ba, damn the Act. But he’s not here to legislate: he’s here for damage control and to ensure the Conclave, and most importantly, the Relic Bureau and his benefactor, come out on top. He nods. “Let me finish my investigation; perhaps we can find a mutually suitable arrangement for our purpose.”
She could split his skull in two with her bare hands. She huffs, walks out without ceremony or goodbye. He spends a lot of time thinking after that; enclosed in the womb of Ingehar, in the scent of plumflower, he reflects. 
When he’s done, he makes his way back to the Gracewalker.
The Scribe is like a dog wagging his tail behind him – Tor keeps forgetting about that one. “Was the investigation fruitful, Envoy Tor?”
He grunts. “You tell me.” On his way out of Ashmoth, he stops to greet the woman, who’s already waiting by the blue-freckled door. “Please tell Zeldog not to bother escorting me out; he should rest.” 
“Was everything to your liking?”
He laughs something ugly and bitterly old. “Oh, the service was excellent. Shame for the view,” he admits with a glance at the keep and the sorry people stuck in it. The lawlessness of the landscape is an assault on the senses. “I’ll make sure to get you a new Machinist.”
And perhaps a new Lord Vassal, he thinks privately.
He smiles tightly at her, nods again. He’s not quite sure how to end those sorts of exchanges: she gracefully steps back, bowed head, whispers something fluently conclusive; yet not dismissive. “We’ve appreciated your patronage, Envoy. We hope Ingehar will benefit from your presence again.
He squints, nods in agreement. “Quite.” 
Then he’s on his way – the Scribe’s long legs swallowing the distance between them. Tor walks a bit faster. But the unrelenting nuisance is as talkative as he is springy. “Did you have time to consult Rath, Envoy Tor?”
He sighs; the beach seems so far away. He stops on the bend of the hill and allows his galloping heart some well-deserved rest. “Who?” If he thinks about it, it was a long shot. Ingehar has long been as coveted as she’s been ungenerous. It would have been better if he’d stayed in Rezdia: at least he was getting somewhere.
“The Machinist, from Tantomi...Envoy Tor.” 
Mashin, Tor had forgotten about the Scribe again – and why does he insist on speaking? What could he possibly have to say that he couldn’t simply get a wife like everyone?  “Ah yes, yes. What about him?”
He resumes walking; in a few fullbellys he’s out of breath again. It’s the bearskin boots: they’re so heavy. And the jeik – it’s way too hot for a jeik.
The Scribe bounces uncaringly down the hill: damn him. “He has some interesting theories about Ingehar, Envoy.”
Tor pauses, looks over his bifocals pointedly at the nimble young man. “I’m sure he does: he’s an eccentric.” 
The Scribe shrugs. “Indeed. But he says Ingehar was harboring a crossbreed…if that’s true, wouldn’t it explain the primestorm exquisitely well? Eldritch things have a tendency to attract eldritch happenings. Envoy Tor.”  
Tor takes a fullbelly, looks at the Gracewalker…so close now. He sighs. “A crossbreed, you say? Why was it never mentioned?”
“Apparently it was an open secret.” The Scribe looks towards the dock, at the thin, jaunted man waiting for them, impossibly severe despite his frazzled appearance. “Why not ask him directly, Envoy Tor? You’ll find he has quite the…brilliant mind.”
Tor regards the Scribe more carefully, noticing the beginnings of admiration on his rosy cheeks. “You were the one who signaled him, weren’t you? The Clerk who told the Semper Engine that someone had calculated the missing time?” He looks back at the haggard vagabond wandering in the sand – that man, a genius? “Do you know him well: his character?” 
The Scribe turns dead serious. “Impeccable, Envoy Tor. I vouch for his scientific diligence. That man cares only for the truth.”
Which is exactly the problem. Tor nods. “Bring him to me: if what he says is true, then the Ak Fyrn Ba and the Conclave will both get what they want.”
But when the Machinist arrives, he proceeds to tell a tale so outlandish that if he couldn’t corroborate it so precisely, Envoy Tor would not have believed him. 
“So a cattail, a crossbreed and a renegade you believe have absconded with the seabirds and are now at large?”
The Machinist looks bored: he always looks bored. “Like I said…” he speaks very slowly, as if he couldn’t be bothered. “I have confirmed the presence of a crossbreed: more precisely, a half-seelie boy, believed to be around fourteen flames.” He pauses. “All I had to do was ask the residents; they get quite chatty when I don’t wear my robes. I also confirmed the existence of a cattail.” He looks at the Scribe; back at Tor. “I asked the people in Providence, and they spoke of a bard – a cattail, that seems to have disappeared. His disappearance corresponds with the crossbreed’s – and it is reasonable to infer that it has some correlation with the renegade.” He chews thoughtfully on his own words. “One can then assume they left with the seabirds, as the Fortunate was in Castiel Rhea and no other means of transportation were nearby; to our knowledge.”
Envoy Tor’s incredulous smile has grown noticeably wider and more disjointed with every iteration. He punches out a joyful sound; smacks his lips. “A public execution: a message to the denizens of the Charter – this is what happens when you play with empyre.”
The Scribe hesitates on light, flighty feet. “Envoy?”
Tor smiles a lazy, gluttonous spine of delight. “Understand Gipson, that this is the way of the world. To placate we must give them spectacle: do you know why, Gipson?”
“It’s Theus, Envoy Tor,” the Scribe quips.
“It must be spectacle, and it must be gruesome, because if it wasn’t, they’d ask questions. Do you understand, Gipson?”
The Scribe sighs. “I understand, Envoy Tor.”
“Very well, send me the Magistrate again. And a full list of Ingehar’s residents. Oh, and find the Agent of the Ak Fyrn Ba. She wants nine people; I say we round that number up to fifteen. What do you say, Gipson?” Rath observes, immobile like a crocodile. Tor takes pity on him. “Anything else?” 
Rath smiles back, revealing a row of ravaged, narrow teeth, yellowed and stained. Tor visibly recoils before he can control his reaction; the man is unbothered. “It’s Theus.”
Tor hesitates. Perhaps he misunderstood. “Pardon?”
“His name is Theus.”
No, no misunderstanding then. “Isn’t that what I said?”
Rath hums, but he doesn’t stop. He just keeps humming, longer than socially comfortable. The tension grows unsustainable. Then he breaks into a shrugging smile. “I suppose you did. We should head to Castiel Rhea – the seabirds pass through there; if they didn’t, it will confirm my theory; if they did…well then we have a clear trail to follow.”
“How will you choose who to execute? They all participated.” The Scribe asks.
Theus waves him away, observes Rath, whistling as he follows a few feet behind. How unbecoming of a Machinist,  he dares whistle in the presence of an Envoy. He should get a dressing down. “We have our methods,” he assures the Scribe.
He climbs aboard the Fortunate: the only available ship on such short notice, and the oldest of the fleet. Well then, time to inform the Conclave of these new findings: how delighted they’ll be. A hidden crossbreed child, a renegade, and a cattail, on the run with the seabirds…finally, an excuse to break the treaty with those fishlovers. 
How fortunate that a man of his position has finally come to Ingehar. 
Ah, but before he forgets. “Oh, and Gipson?” The Scribe turns impossibly round eyes towards him; chirps a small “It’s Theus, Envoy”; Tor is unfazed. “Tell the Congregates, they can have their mass.” 
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“bird kwan swim, ja fish kwan fly, gunna.”
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The sunbaum his wife left him, Dottir of Vrier had an inkling. 
He ignores it, of course, as he does most things in their marriage. He hoists his tremendous weight up with huffs, on elbows threatening to lock out and wrists about to snap off like branches. He laments his zeal for life: too many excesses in his youth and not enough foreshadowing to stop in time. Perhaps if he’d also had a dead uncle, some tragic passing to warn him of the risks; perhaps he might have heeded the advice he was given better.
Back when they lived in Castiel Rhea, Riva made the finest meals in Longriver, and he’d had the whole neighbourhood over for dinner. Back then he could still see his feet and tie his bootlaces up without risking a stroke. Back then, Riva liked dancing while she cooked for them.
He sighs, loops the starknot around his collar, until the rigid fabric leaps like a sea urchin growing out of his throat. He swears starknots become bigger every turnflames – and keeping up with the latest fashion is needlessly daunting. If it wasn’t for his visibility in the community, he wouldn’t bother. 
He can smell the chicar from here – the cheeses and tuna bleeding in with the pepper and pears – a hint of guarenta, to heighten the taste. He’s always liked her recipes: if one was patient, there was often a surprise at the end.
But she’s lost the taste for cooking, and the decline has trickled into her dishes. He can’t remember when she stopped dancing: she used to love it; she’d learned, back when she’d intended to follow in her father’s footsteps. The e man had been a froggin, and shashmook; a respected one at that. And he’d scared Dottir to death. 
Now all Riva does is stare out of windows, blend soups, and ramble about her childhood. 
Dottir enters the kitchen like he does their bedroom: as if he were trespassing. 
He watches, on the threshold, the roundness of her shoulders, the slope of her arms; the little roll of fat she’s always had around her wrists, as if her hands were wearing skin sleeves. Her locks used to be red – auburn, and she would wear them up using snapjaws decorated with seashells he brought back from his trips to the docks. When he was lucky, she’d let her mane free, the red catching fire in the sun. Now she laces her hair into a tight braid – the way the women do it in Monsprei. 
They shouldn’t have moved here. 
But they had thought the Scarce to be equal to all things: temporary. Until the work had dried out and moving again had become unaffordable. He follows the braid, down a pudgy back and kissable hips. They’ve been living here for the better part of twenty turnflames: they have a routine, a pleasant one at that; they’re well-liked within the community, pillars even. 
Dottir realises with alienating clarity: they’re estranged.
It wasn’t her cooking – despite how she liked to retell it to friends and family – it wasn’t her cooking that made him fall for her. Although it definitely consolidated the sentiment. The best way he could put it was the way he told his friend Avrian, a few turnflames ago, as they finished the last of the stash of wustfire he’d saved. No one made wustfire in the Jowl, not ever since skaern had gained monopoly over the region – and the liquor, while to everyone’s taste, had slowly disappeared from public memory. 
“She’s like this last bottle of wustfire: Riva,” he’d added, in the direction of the drunk pair of eyes blinking at him. “It’s not better than skaern, it’s not more popular, and it’s not even more valuable. But it’s one of those habits that make life better simply by existing.” 
He’d thought himself quite philosophical, congratulated himself, then went to bed and forgot to rekindle the fire. Riva had woken him up the next sunbaum by swearing up a storm through the house, before leaving and slamming the door. He and Avrian had slept off their hangover. They all had lunch together: somehow, he remembers Riva calm and having fun.
Now, in the cold sunlight of thirteen turnflames of sobriety, he’s not so sure anymore that she even smiled that sunbaum.
“Riva.” Calling out to her feels inadequate: as if he should say more or he’s already said too much. Her shoulders stiffen; barely. She nods in acquiescence, lost in her pot. He trudges on. “You remember the house in Fyrghein?” 
It feels like trying to catch sand with a sieve. 
She’s slow to answer; slower than he remembers, as if she were biding time. Or as if she’d run out of time. He can’t tell anymore. “The one with the green walls?” Brine, he’s missed the sound of her voice. He nods enthusiastically even though she can’t see him.  She supplies him with more details. “With the round door?” 
He thinks about crossing the distance in one swooping motion, gathering her in his arms, and nibbling on her lower lip until she giggles that high-pitched snort he used to be able to conjure on command. But he’s not sure she would welcome that. “We could go back: for a trip?” The proposal is harmless enough. 
She finally, finally turns around; her eyes gloss over him and settle on the jivestone counter he offered her for their hundredth and twentieth apocsa together. To thirty more, they’d toasted to their relationship. “Can you pass me the bowls, please?” 
He deflates, stares down at the dollop of stomach spilling over his belt. “You loved it there,” he reminds her, gathering the redbark bowls. 
He remembers those bowls – back when they lived in Popli, they’d stumbled on a foreign fair, and some redkin tonguewagger had somehow talked her into buying the one-of-a-kind trinkets. She’d cooed at him until he folded. He’d felt like seafoam rising to the surface: the way she’d hugged his arm, hanging from it and tossing him from one stall to the next. 
Back then, loving her came easy. 
She’s setting the table. He wobbles to his seat, uses the chair’s backrest to lower himself carefully on the splintered legs. What happened to the bluejade earrings he bought her last turnflame? “You could wear the earrings I bought you.” They look wonderfully paired with her turquoise eyes.
She sighs. Just once. A stranger’s sound wearing her cadence. “Let’s eat,” she offers as consolation. 
He doubles down. “Remember the couple we befriended there? One of them came from Duagmoor, she was a native…” He snaps his fingers. “Brine, and she was a cosmetician, remember? She made those repurposed formulas, with native products for the blackices…”
“I remember.” She makes him wait, dabs the corner of her mouth; he looks down at his lukewarm soup. “She died, five turnflames ago. And I lost contact with him shortly after the funeral.”
“There was a funeral?” He is genuinely shocked by the news. He wipes the sweat above his mouth, huffs, and shakes his head. “When?”
She’s finished. He stares at her knees, safely tucked together like a neat drawer. “You were supposed to come, but you had stomach aches.”
Again goes unsaid. 
He chews his soup stubbornly. “Or we could go to my hometown; my brothers keep asking that we visit.” He crosses swords with an unimpressed glare, the tiny, incomplete eyebrows she’s always felt self-conscious about. He wants to rearrange them into pleasant lines – but he’s always been better at compliments than words. “Oh, I forgot; you hate my hometown.” 
“No, you hate your hometown.” It’s dropped without ceremony. “You just keep conveniently forgetting.”
She must have cleared his plate at some point: he wasn’t really hungry anyway – he ate to please her. When did they get so far away that he forgot what she smells like? He feels he must do something, say something: earn something. “Riva.” He calls with an authority he’s long lost.
She stops her cleaning. “Dottir.” 
And it’s the way she says his name: like a capitulation. As if it were stripped bare of her love. As if the sound meant nothing at all. 
He can’t stand it.
He grabs his jacket by the door; he can’t close it anymore, so he doesn’t attempt – he lifts the lapel to his chin, the starknot almost jabbing his nostrils. 
She’s by the window: the light is kissing her grey braid and threading it silver, her eyes are washed pale by disenchantment. But she’s as breathtaking as the sunbaum he met her. 
“I’ll see you for supper.” He doesn’t know it’s the last thing he’ll ever say to her.
He dives through the streets, crosses canals, bumps into strangers, wandering the half-empty alleys under the guise of twilight; he stops at Golrin Corner to catch the Truthtellers’ latest import; listens to a woman – hair dyed purple, wrists and neck whistling with cheap ornaments, voice like a reef’s song.
Hear, hear…the Envoys are coming with news about the Ellipsis – no doubt our esteemed patrons’ investigation will yield truth and appeasement. Hear, hear, mark the sunbaum, a Shirkbaum, one baum from now on a Shirkbaum, hear hear, the Envoys are coming. Spoken! 
He can’t tell if that’s terrible or wonderful news: like most people, ever since the Turnover, or Ellipsis, or whatever they want to call it – ever since then, he can’t really tell his head from his feet anymore. He’s been walking on his head for the past few sunbaums. It’s been a remarkably communal experience: relearning how to walk along the rest of Monsprei. 
Disoriented is how he could best describe it – he slips a clearpearl to the moonseller; sips on the hot momoshka with pursed lips running from the scalding liquid, while his tongue tentatively dips in. It’s not been an entirely peaceful transition.
“Hear, hear. House Zular has finally caught a snake: it’s official, one of the cattails' main barbarians, Muge’doc’Rue, was finally captured. His execution is planned in Vastos-Baravas, three enneads from now, on a Softmore. Hear, hear, justice prevails.”
With Riva, they’d intended to make an occasion of it: the end of the world. 
She’d splurged on drascale plates – the tiniest she could find, and only half a set – too expensive even for their above-average-sized pockets. She’d redecorated; half their living room had been shipped from Yangdril (close enough to Rezdia, she’d confessed self-congratulatory). And they did have fine craftsmanship there as well – jewels, glass, and mirrors would always be Rezdia’s dominion, but for the past ten turnflames, Yangdril had closed the gap insofar as it concerned wood carving. 
When it had come to selecting the menu, Riva had stalled: understand, it’s the last meal we’ll have, she’d insisted. He didn’t much care, long as it was plenty. In hindsight, maybe that’s when it happened. That’s when she realised she was unhappy. Or maybe unhappiness had seemed like a comfortable trade-off compared to loneliness: as long as the world was ending. 
“Hear comrades, come hear. The moonhouse orders are out, all betting is over. The new Turn of the Flame is open to inscriptions – go down at the dock, available at any seabird stand. Don’t be the last anchor to leave the seafloor – buy your stamps sunloe!”
He’d forgotten to pick up the rubyleys she’d ordered – to use them with the napkins – you should see them, forget the Southern Colonies, pure cotton is the new bloodsilk. 
Now they had a drawer full of djak cotton, and nothing to celebrate: well, besides being alive. 
But he’d forgotten – five sunbaums to the Turnover and their fancy supper – but he forgot. Simple as that. And somehow it had ended with her crashing the drascale plates into the mirror they’d gotten on sale: the one she cleaned every sunbaum religiously because even if it was chipped, rotten in the corners, desilvered in bushes of moss of thorns climbing along the edges…it was the only thing they owned that came from Rezdia.
“We had it good, Dottir. We had it good. But we’ve done shared sixteen turnflames of unhappiness. Sixteen turnflames sleeping in the same bed.” They’d looked at the broken mirror, as if pausing for breath. “How much longer must we be miserable together, only to prove to our neighbours that we are happy? How much longer, Dottir, tell me…” 
She'd thrown down her rag, and they’d followed its descent before restoring eye contact. 
“How much longer?”
It hurt more the second time because she whispered it.
He reaches the docks, frazzled but ready for performance. Vuan is already there, all six foot two of him, between a pontoon and a deck of corpses. “Slow,” the giant greets.
The reply comes automatic. “Woe.” 
He hates Slowoes.
Dottir slips the snakeskin gloves on; folds them out of his lapel pocket. He considers taking off the starknot. But then he’d feel embarrassingly naked with his throat out: everyone knows grown men don’t expose their throats – unless they’re looking for sex and a fight.
It’s good that they do this work at dawn. Nothing worse than hoisting dead bodies in plain sunlight. Dawndealing is good labour: compared to smithing and fishing. Autonomous but not lonely; he’s had the same partner for turnflames – the others he sees for trade and drinks. And as long as the deck of corpses is gone by the break of dawn, the Dockmasters leave them to their own devices. 
He crouches – or rather attempts, but ends up tipping over on his knees, grunting under the strain. He ignores the corpse’s face and starts swiftly dipping his fingers into every available pocket: three teeth (as per norm), a button, and a couple of stubbed cigars. Evidence of a rowdy moonbaum. He pushes the corpse until it rolls over – flops on its side stiffly. The vest is…capfor: the cheapest material available in the Charter. Can’t turn a profit from capfor. The teeth he adds to the reserved pouch. Here, they’re worth nothing. But bring them to the Underbelly in Castiel Rhea, depending on where the current economics stood – were people dirt poor, or bone poor? –  you might stand to make a pretty penny. 
Vuan grunts, pouring over his own loot. “Nother’expired stamp.”
Dottir chuckles – he has to stop to let out a cough. He can feel his fat pressing against his lungs, folded as he is over himself. “You ever heard about the dawndealer who found a winning stamp?” 
Vuan nods. “They’ve these stories vry’where; in d’Jowl.”
Wonderful; a slimy napkin and an unidentifiable substance. He looks up at Vuan, keeled over his task. “You done?”
The giant rises, powder and pepper braids rocking soft bells when colliding with his heavy footsteps. Vuan grabs the ankles – Dottir already took off the boots –  so he grabs the wrists.
They throw the dead luggage above the Jawline. It lands with a splash – screeches immediately follow it. He stares at the copper denture, forgotten by a God around the docks. Vuan’s ancestors probably helped build it. They had to for the sirens. If it weren’t for the Jawline…the wall arches up the coastline, pierced with spyholes and waste-ports. Copper, layered atop copper like his mother’s sheepmoat. She made the duskcream herself, poured it over the charred mushrooms, topped it with red-fried onions, lush butterfruits and love. 
Nothing else has tasted quite like home since.   
“Brine.”
His attention is immediately called back to Vuan; Dottir’s eyes snap along the line of his gaze, hook and sink further up the beach. Seabirds. He shrugs, returns to his inventory. The ruffled blouse is the latest fashion in Monsprei: it’s the asymmetrical collar that attaches behind the ears that makes its charm – covered neck and exposed cleavage – as close to a whore as a lady can get in the Jowl. Well, fashion was looser in Castiel Rhea. Riva has a few of her own – she’d intended to wear her blood purple one for their dinner: with the gold in-line and brocade belt.  
When they lived in Castiel Rhea, she always showed her neck. It was half-defiance, half compliance, and he’d supported the choice. He never minded other men knowing how good he got it. Did she start changing when they arrived in Monsprei? Was it her frequentations? He hesitates – clasps shocked fingers above a silver brooch – does she even have friends here? He knows the other wives she invites over, but when he’s not at home, who does she talk to? 
And why doesn’t he know that?
“Yee’s bettin’?” Vuan is looking unfazed, half on one knee, rippled stomach never on display, but always suggested. He does well with the gentle sex. 
Dottir chuckles darkly. “Oh no, no, no. Have to pull double shifts now that the world isn’t ending.” And that I plundered my savings. 
In the ensuing quiet, he looks up: Vuan regards him, perched on his ankles, elbows on his knees, legs spread with manly negligence. He’s just a natural: at being a man. Unlike the rest of them, he doesn’t need to wear starknots or worry about hiding his neck – he was born ready for sex and a fight.
He’s also one of the few dawndealer Dottir can truly call a friend; and he never believed the world was ending. Vuan has the kind of ease that makes him appear smart and forward-thinking. But upon careful observation, it’s just dumb luck and a healthy amount of stubbornness. “N’thee wife?”
Unhappy. “Regretting her purchases.” 
“Since whence; youse been bapsalted?”
Dottir smiles; runs a finger down the length of an ivory necklace, blind to the bruised collarbone underneath. He pockets it before answering. “Fifty-five turnflames.” He feels absurdly proud just saying it. “We celebrated our hundredth and sixty-five apocsa in the eight moonhouse of Mambree.” 
It feels like yesterbaum. He’d been slightly past twenty, she, at the cusp of the age of reason. And he’d courted her with the knowledge that she’d never been courted before. He waited until she was of age for marriage, then he asked her if she wanted to run away with him. As a froggin’ she’d always been rootless – and he’d felt contaminated by her frenzy. They’d gone through twelve settlements in fifteen turnflames, then another six during the next twenty. 
Before they settled in Monsprei.
Vuan clucks a hiss at him like he would a cat. “M’thinks der’comin’”
Dottir looks over his shoulder. He recognizes the one with tawny skin and amber eyes, his woodsy hair tied high in a ponytail: he’s the tongue-learnt amongst the seabirds. Monsprei being small but rather well-provisioned, they get a few schoals in rotation, and Dottir rarely keeps up. But that’s still one of the sparser schoal: coming only once a turnflame. 
“Slow,” the seabird greets.
“Woe,” they mumble in unison. They regard him suspiciously.
The seabird has a smile that could melt a blackice’s knicker – and the willingness to use it. Dottir despises him immediately. Nevertheless, he resumes his task with eyes behind his back.
The voice reaches him disembodied, rushing above his shoulder like water over a rock. “M’say fellas’, yee’s seen’t a small person, round’here – b’any chance?”
Vuan expresses their confusion. “A small person?”
Dottir looks back at the seabird. The man reaches his hand; stops under his chest. “Aye, bout’yee high.” 
“A dwarfish?” Dottir asks because this is turning out to be rather intriguing – but he searches the other seabirds’ faces for evidence of a prank. 
His partner snorts. “M’sorry, but nay.” Vuan is decisive and apparently over the interaction: it’s either a prank, a madman, or both. 
The seabird looks not only disappointed but positively devastated. He runs veiny, sharply angled hands through his hair; Dottir thinks about his own receding hairline and mourns privately the loss. 
“I seen’t, tanks.” He hesitates, long legs casually gliding over the sand with quivering muscles drunk with sunshine. “If yee was…a dwarfish – wer’might youse go?” 
The answer is instinctive. “The Bluejive House.” The seabird seems confused but primed for directions. Dottir sighs. “Past the Dresch Canal; you know where the museum is?” The seabird nods; saves them both time. “Right there, on the left – you’ll find the Bluejive House. Can’t miss it: there’s a giant blue flying fish nailed on the roof.”
The seabird nods, shares a glance with his people, and excuses himself. 
Dottir doesn’t know why he said the Bluejive House. The place’s been closed for turnflames, was already closed by the time he moved here. Perhaps out of respect for the bereaved, no one ever did anything with it. But he doesn’t know why he suggested it. Maybe because the seabird said small person and he heard children: the rest came naturally. Where else would a child go, if not to a toy store?
Vuan watches them leave. “Been six sunbaums. Since d’Ellipsis.” There’s something clipped to his cadence. 
Dottir nods. What else is there to say? 
The giant hums, plunges his gaze inside a wide petticoat pocket – that’s where one finds the best stuff. “D’yee seen’t it?”
“No.” I was busy arguing with my wife – in complete silence, mind you. And she was out grocery shopping: in hindsight, maybe that’s when the problems started. 
“I did.” Vuan doesn’t add anything else; he goes back to work with swift spiritual awakening coursing through his pace. 
Some time passes before Dottir speaks again. “Did it make you regret things?”
Vuan sighs; hums until he’s flattened into the horizon. “P’rhaps. M’stly, t’made m’wonder ‘bout all’v’this.” Seeing the lack of recognition in Dottir’s eyes, he sharpens a rueful smile on the landscape; slashes his irises down – slicing straight through the deck of corpses they’re clearing. “N’other full deck: been gettin’ mor’ov dem; nd’less ov’ vrything else. Dinnae seem right; us clearin’ dem decks nd’pockets – gettin’us meal tickets fer thee werk, nd’ trade fer d’theft. Dinnae seem right…t’cannae be helped.” 
He sighs again. Shrugs, resumes his task. 
“The corpses have to go somewhere – and we’ve run out of lands to bury our dead.”Dottir’s own voice reaches him already disembodied; warmthless. “We deliver them to the sea.”
Vuan shakes his head so vigorously, the dock comes alive with merry chimes. “Naught – com’kraken er brine, we feed’em te d’sirens. Nd’ shame n’us, fer callit different. Shame n’us.” The silence dissolves into tension: only then does he speak again. “D’froggins? Damn near build’em shrines; d’inlanders, they pilgrimage – thru’em canyon arteries. Nd’they hide’m like pearls. We throw’em, te d’same monsters we despise. Tis naught right…naught right.”
That’s the longest Dottir has ever heard him. And it’s the most sense he’s ever made. 
“It’s not right, Vuan, on all counts. It’s not right,” he agrees. He folds the gloves back in the lapel pocket – rips the starknot off. “I’ve been blind, Vuan. Blind.”
The dawndealer regards him as he would an unidentified object; something discarded in a pocket without an instruction manual attached. 
“Dinnae blam’yerself, friend. W’all been lookin’ back; nuthin’ t’look forwer te. We damned-near closed our eyes. Bt’innocence’s naught blindness: thee opposite. Innocence’s fr’giveness, friend…nd’ fr’givness need open eyes – ‘therwise tis naught but’complicity.”  
Riva was right. Sixteen turnflames of happiness is simply too long a time to be excused as mere negligence – such deep trenches require workforce and maintenance. The silence wasn’t the building block: the silence was the symptom. 
In hindsight, the problems started when Dottir stopped looking at Riva with feelings of wonder. 
Somewhere along the way, questions gave way to certainty, and whatever doubts arose became evidence of fraudulence. He finally remembers: the last time he kissed her – full-tongued and open-mouthed, as if he couldn’t get enough – they’d argued over where to be buried. She didn’t want a burial at sea, not in line with froggin customs: they needed a place to visit the dead, as they believed the soul lost the ability to wander freely without the vessel. He, in contrast, didn’t care to be buried at home – what if we went to the Nation Islands, as we always dreamed of? We can just get buried there.
But when you bury me, who’ll bury you? He’d asked; he couldn’t bear to leave her alone. 
She’d patted his chest, nestled in the nook of his neck. “Then we’ll build a home, and we’ll die in beds, in our sleep. And what happens to our bodies will be none of our concern anymore.” 
It had sounded so lovely, the way she depicted death…he’d had to seal the deal with a kiss. 
He burns to tell her this now. “Vuan, it is imperative I leave,” he informs, elated by the sudden clarity. It douses him at once. Vuan doesn’t ask: Dottir answers anyway. “I am married to the love of my life, and I must tell her.”
It’s anticlimactic, how little Vuan cares. “M’sure thing. Wouldnae worry: ’ve naught met bapsalters as meant’be as yee.”
Which is exactly why he has to go. Something compels him – he remembers suddenly that whenever the seabirds come to town, so do the froggins; they do have similar natures. He never asked her, not once, if she regretted leaving the Carousel. He was afraid of the answer. As he rushes back home with flailing, plump limbs overeating under his vest, he fervently prays he’s not too late. 
Because when Dottir of Vrier woke up that sunbaum, he had an inkling his wife would leave him.
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The issue is simple: Renegade doesn’t want to go in; Saskia insists they must. 
“It’s suspicious,” he insists. 
She gazes over the moss-coloured copper – the shapes are mostly diagonal; but there’s attention to detail. None of the houses look the same. She’d assumed sameness was a result of civilisation. Here she found out that some liked bigger houses than others: some liked round doors, with wheels instead of doorknobs, others preferred them oblong; there were unending variations of windowsills, inconveniently built on the outside, offering a staircase of benches. She’d never seen so many windows in her life. The houses, for the most part, were built like triangles, with the tip towards the sea – and wherever space was available? More windows. Some, she figures, must function as doors. Otherwise why draw rope bridges between them, in a wide array of sky-paths?
“No; it’s not suspicious. It’s a fish.”
Renegade sighs. “This is clearly a toy store: it’s suspicious.”
She blinks. “There are stores for toys?”
She thinks maybe now he regrets saying too much. He sighs again; he does that a lot. “We’re also suspicious,” he adds.
She nods; looks around at the empty cobbled street. The buildings’ shadows seem to grow from their roots and spread out at her feet. She notices a house; a home – looks like a mushroom with pimples, portholes everywhere past its knees, and stairs that climb up like a snail. The twilight bathes everything in melancholy. “It must be late – we didn’t see anyone, besides the two men at the docks.” 
“Or it’s very early,” he quips.
She hadn’t thought about that. “I want to go in.”
“I know you do.”
She frowns. “Aren’t you the least bit curious?”
Maybe he’s thinking that he shouldn’t have come; she didn’t force him. Granted, she’s glad he came. The ghostberries she’d fed the rider had not been enough. He’d been groggy but not fully knocked out when she’d slipped into his pod – and he’d gone straight for her neck. Renegade had bonked him on the head and climbed right in. If anyone asks her, this was a joint effort. Admittedly, they’d left him unconscious for the other seabirds to find. Time was of the essence: it was the first pod out, but the others were not far behind. 
She glances up at the triangle darkened by dust, the shiny blue fish and its one good eye blinking at her from the top. The metal construction has been nailed together, sheets of copper slid one atop the other in an uneven mosaic.  She’d imagined the continent differently. She takes a deep breath in. “Where are we?”
Renegade shrugs. “How should I know?”
She considers their options: the question isn’t really where they are, but when they are. Far as she can tell, the trip was short – never-ending when she’d been in transit, but now, on cold land, it feels like Ingehar is hardly a breath away. The problem is that there’s no sunrise or sunset in a shrinebeast: there’s a heartbeat, and there are tasks. Besides that, time is irrelevant. 
But – she’d pestered Rhoe – you have a fixed route and a Turn of the Flame you respect, so how do you count lights and sunbaums? The old seabird had been walking fast ahead with no sign of caring. She’d stopped: Saskia had watched her throw her head back; sigh. “W’count. W’count sand.” And she’d continued delving further as the curved walls of the arteries hugged them tighter. 
Saskia shivers. If she thinks about it, she’ll choke. “Do you think they know; about the Turnover?” she whispers. She throws anxious glances around. The village – town, she amends; it looks like a town – sleeps deeply. You’d think the world never ended. 
Renegade hums, reaches for the weapon under his mantle instinctively –   remembers he’s unharmed and frowns. “I don’t see how they could not – how do you miss that?”
“I did.” It’s true. I mean, sure, she’s been briefed. But she didn’t actually see it. 
The orc balances gracefully on his feet; crosses his arms. “We should go back; someone might see us.”
She spears him with a glare – clashes with his indifferent gold mask. It brings no satisfaction to argue with Renegade. She huddles in her own shoulders; despondently capricious. “Why did you follow me if you wanted to stay?”
The way he looks at her; it’s as if he didn’t hear the words, but the scaffolding behind it. He chuckles softly. “Why did you leave? Where were you going?”
She hadn’t thought that far – she’d needed out. She’d needed light. She frowns. The indigo sky weighs heavily over the town, pierced occasionally by high, stocky towers. 
She shrugs, the new appendages pressed against her shoulder blades and laced to her ribs by the harness Rhoe found for her. Said they use it to train inexperienced riders. The seabird checked the measurements, added a few holes in the leather, and spooled Saskia tight like a bobbin, with a clear warning: Nya take off. Nya. “I don’t want to go back.”
Renegade huffs a laugh: he also does that more often.  “I never met someone so powerless, yet so determined to bend the world to their whims.”
He’s never said so many words at once. She blinks up at him; blushes. 
When the sound comes – it jars them both out of their skin. They recoil from it, Saskia stuttering steps and Renegade’s smooth stride – delayed. They freeze, caught like rats as a glowtorch is shoved and waved in their faces. Hissing under their breath, they skitter deeper in the shadow of the building, looking quickly to the side to hide under their hoods.
Saskia is tense and rigid like a rod. She chances a quick glance, careful to keep her face tucked away. It’s just a man – a frail one, with dark circles and sad eyes – there’s a basket hanging from his neck. Something delectably sweet and torpid reaches her nostrils. “Hot momoshka?” the man asks. 
“No ticket,” Renegade replies.
“Pearl’s fine,” the man dismisses.
Renegade shakes his head. “No ticket, no trade.”
No luck, she adds privately. The man shrugs, and he’s gone. She’s still too fear-stricken to talk. She takes a second. Breathes out – feels semi-functional again. She doesn’t skip a beat. “We should have asked him where we were.”
“And let him know we were foreigners?” He points out tonelessly.
No need to see the expression under his mask to feel reduced to silliness. She huffs. “I suppose if we just wait here they’ll find us.”
She’s not eager to be back in a shrinebeast. But she’d only wanted to prove she could leave: not exile herself. It was simply that seabird’s hospitality left to be desired. Rules, endless rules. No laughing, no talking, no killing. Why those three rules followed each other – she didn’t know. You’d think one evolved from the other, the way they phrased it. And they were smug about it: their skars. And the fact that without one, Saskia, Renegade and Armand couldn’t open the bud of their room – or any bud in the shrinebeast for that matter. 
They were biologically confined. And no violence had been necessary.
Rhoe had told her about the ghostberries – sunbaums ago, maybe? – she’d warned her sternly. “Y’sleep er y’shake,” she’d said. Which Saskia had translated into: useful, keep in mind. And feeding them to the rider had been absurdly easy. All she had to do was slip them in the brightpulp he sipped on every morning. Renegade’s intervention she’d only half expected.
And Armand…Armand was a different matter.
She was right, of course: when Toh’Doma arrives, he’s frantic, dragging three other riders behind him. She recognizes Ta’Yalah and Ta’Ruyne, but the third one is a new face. They look out of place in the quaint décor, with their ghostly rags covering the scales of their deepshell, all of them shaved except for him. 
Toh’Doma locks on to them both like an arrow: on her with relief, on Renegade with surprise; then suspicion. “I’ll drag you to the netherbaum and back for this,” he threatens He’s seething. In low rumbles the way only he can do. 
Saskia and Renegade lean against the sprangly flank of the building – having run out of things to say to each other. 
“Quiet. They might hear you,” Renegade reminds him, and Saskia can make out the smile in his voice.
And it’s funny. Not for the seabirds. But for them? After days of hearing only that word, “quiet”: it’s catharsis. 
Toh’Doma huffs calmly; flashes a smile. Ever the merchant man. “I understand…you wanted to loosen the legs. The sea can do that; it make you stiff after a while. But next time – just ask.”
He’s always conciliant. Too conciliant. Renegade and her both look at each other: it’s suspicious, very suspicious. 
She nods. “How’s Mo’Rein?”
Two of the riders behind Toh’Doma exhale a surprised laugh; cover it with a cough. He drags a bony hand down his face, stops, looks at the building; frowns at the ugly fish. “His head’s fine,” he concedes, “his pride’s bruised.” She shrugs, and he clucks his tongue in warning. “You’d best not dismiss his anger, gunna. Men like Mo’Rein are like mudholes – once you start sinking, he won’t stop until you’ve reached the bottom.”
She doesn’t know Mo’Rein that well; or hold a grudge. He was simply the most eager to please. “He’ll be fine…but I can apologise.” She’d really rather not. But if they leave her stranded here she’s as good as dead.
Toh’Doma hesitates. “Leave it,” he waves off, “m’sure he’ll appreciate de’ngenuity; if nothing else.”
He seems troubled. He always seems troubled. And the others look apprehensive. Less so, now that the hood hides her wings. It makes her look twice her size – but fundamentally human; the capfor mask tied around her ears she could do without; it’s overly rough and scratchy. 
She steps closer to the orc. “Renegade said it would be fine; as long as we wore hoods.” Renegade sways slightly at her side – looks down at her serene profile in silent accusation. 
Toh’Doma glides narrowed pupils – up from the towering giant – and down towards the dainty, hunched shape. “No…” He speaks slowly as if to underline their dim-wittedness. “…no, it wouldn’t be fine at all.”
“Long as we stay out of the way it is,” Renegade counters.
Toh’Doma exhales a sharp, weary sigh. He roots two hands on his hips; nods sharply. “Well, if yer gonna be wandering, might as well have a guide.” He looks at the sky: the purple bleeding to red, bleeding to pink. “There’s no diving back; not n’the sunlight. So sunloe, yer with us.”
That, Saskia agrees, is a much preferable solution. 
Ta’Ruyne snorts, hisses something in her language. Toh’Doma flattens the rider with a glare and flashes them another smile. Saskia doesn’t need translation to guess the other seabirds aren’t pleased about their presence.
She mimics a smile herself.  “Well, if we’re to go back willingly, Renegade and I…” she waits until they’re hooked, “we want hot momoshka.”
She hadn’t known she’d craved it, but the sudden knowledge of its existence is now a sinkhole in her awareness. It had smelled like tangible happiness; and she deserves a cup of that. 
The seabirds huff behind him, but Toh’Doma lifts a hand, swallows the protests in his closed fists. He blinks as if processing a new language. “You want…hot momoshka?” She nods eagerly, bumps Renegade. Toh’Doma curls and uncurls his fists, bobs his head up and down mechanically, but with a strained smile; as if the action cost him something. He grunts. “Do you even know what hot momoshka is?”
From where she was standing, it had looked like a beverage. The rest she can infer. “It’s a hot drink.”
He laughs: a small, snorted sound of self-amused mockery.  “Ah well, gunna…if yer gonna have hot momoshka, you need to taste Sloma’s momoshka.” He leans back until he’s indistinguishable from the tribe surrounding him. “It’s not mook…”
“Unless it’s made by a shashmook,” they finish for him – well those that speak the common tongue.They all chuckle, and the tamed sounds crowd against the spiralling streets. Renegade reaches for his weapon; stiffens visibly when he finds the empty space where they confiscated it.  
Saskia draws closer to him. “Is it poison?” she asks. 
And Toh’Doma shakes his head. “No, gunna. It’s not poison; it’s pure adrenaline.”
Which of course only entices her more. “Where’s Sloma?” she asks.
He tuts her. “No gunna: who is Sloma?”
This is getting tedious. “Who is Sloma?”
The seabird smile mysteriously at her: she remembers that she has another dose of ghostberries – if she ever needed it. Toh’Doma scrunches worried eyebrows at the swirling horizon, the sun filtering past its boundary in shades of orange. “Mm, her shop’s further down the way.” He smirks at the climbing cobbles. “This the best part of Monsprei – and Sloma’s mook’s too good for those ankleclimbers. Come,” he waves them forward. 
Renegade hesitates and observes the way the rest of the riders flank them. There’s no way out. The orc doesn’t comment or react. He pauses at the edge of the group and waits for them to start walking. Saskia’s decided she’ll stick to him. But she tucks the rest of the information safely.
Monsprei – did she ever read about it? In passing, maybe, some mention about it being not too far from Castiel Rhea; something about a special type of sea urchin; she hadn’t lingered. 
Toh’Doma eyes the distance between them, smoothly strolls forward, calling the riders with a whistle. The three of them grind their teeth – Ta’Ruya does seem to be a lighter shade of enraged – but they follow suit. Renegade trails behind Saskia.
In the rising light of sunbaum, she sightsees.
It seems less like an architectural quirk and more like a design: the windowsills. After careful observations, many things differ, but the height stays the same. There are no windows on the ground floor. And the platforms, she assumes, must be repurposed as balconies. Or the whole town is filled with giants. “Why are the windows so high?”
In the quiet alleys, her voice echoes like a poltergeist. She holds her breath. 
Toh’Doma shrugs. “For the tide – it fills the canals,” he adds, pointing at the waterway that cuts the descending street in half. He follows the serpentine shape with his finger up to the docks. “Monsprei is built on sliding ground; the whole town leans down from d’sea.” Seeing her rapt attention, he continues, jerking his bearded chin towards the mushroom-shaped towers sprouting all around. “And those are d’saltshakers: if the town’s ever swallowed, people can live n’the towers and move with the bridges.”
A smarter design than the general whimsicalness would initially lead her to believe. She should have paid better attention while climbing up. But everything was new, and Renegade had been there: her attention was divided. 
She hops forward until she’s shoulder to chest with Toh’Doma. It’s hard to keep up with his long legs – she glances back, Renegade regards her cautiously, orbiting them but still a step behind the other riders. She feels emboldened by his watchfulness. “It doesn’t look like the world ended.”
The old seabird nods. “Been six sunbaums. We’ll have to wait. When people come betting; later. Then we’ll know more.”
She’d never considered it from that perspective. When the seabirds came to Ingehar, she’d been cataloguing them as she would any alien species. It never occurred to her they were cataloguing the settlers back. She sees another tired man trudging his basket along – she opens her mouth –
Toh’Doma’s faster. “Moonsellers, gunna. But you’ll not want their hot momoshka, trust me.”
She closes her mouth. “I don’ know if Renegade really wanted hot momoshka,” she admits very low.
She doesn’t know why she said that: it just crossed her mind. Toh’Doma slows – he’s looking forward, but she can feel his attention on her. He steals a glance back at the tall orc trudging warily behind them. The seabird snorts. “I think he’s just happy for the privilege, gunna.”
Toh’Doma has a way of making things sound easy. Rhoe is a bit the same in that way. Armand, in comparison, makes everything more complicated. Her mood darkens. 
From down here, the large wall cuts her eyesight like a slash; the verdigris spreads from its outlines then all over town. She’s read much about the Jawline. But seeing it is something else. Copper; they build everything with copper in the Jawline. For the rust. 
Toh’Doma’s stopped. “We’ve arrived.”
Saskia observes the windowsill, the door underneath. It’s diamond shape – which she’s seen few of on the way – the house itself is squeezed between two saltshakers, spilling from it in irregular shapes. Now that the sun is almost up, she can finally discern colour. And the entire, sordid affair has been doused in bright pink. Perhaps there’s been a mistake. “This is Sloma?”
Toh’Doma laughs, belly-hearted and deep. “Come in.”
That’s all he says before dipping under the door frame to accommodate his size – the riders follow him. She looks at Renegade; he shrugs. She walks in and Renegade bends in half to follow her. Suddnely why all the doors bulge out like noses from the facades suddenly acquires sense. After the first door, there’s a Saskia-shaped corridor – indeed, she’s the only one who can stand in it – and then another circular threshold, with a crescent-shaped entrance – she assumes the giant-sized coin guarding it is a door and must be rolled in. The architecture is smaller but familiar: it’s like the shrinebeasts' pressure chambers that keep the water out. Ingenious.
But the house is not a house at all. It’s a jigsaw puzzle someone never finished. There are shelves where there shouldn’t be shelves, and there are doors on the ceiling. She’s not sure what to make of the various sea catches framed proudly over every surface. She spots a crumbcob, a madburr, a dizzying array of sea urchins…she’s not sure what to make of the space at all. 
She circles it, slowly, appraisingly: hourglass-shaped, two floors with an open platform, there are heads – real animal heads – hanging from the coned ceiling. She’s not finicky; she’s seen a few rat corpses – but she does wonder about the emotional landscape of a person dressing their house in bones. 
And she’s lounging, on a coma-shaped cloud of pink: Sloma.
Toh’Doma is already whispering his enchantments, and Sloma listens with bright eyes, so Saskia drinks her in at her leisure. The ringed feet, and the toes spreading like starfishes, the bells around the ankles that slap the skin in delight every time she laughs; and she laughs a lot – she’s wrapped in emeralds, something sheer Saskia has never seen. It lingers on her skin, espouses it, then floats free with her movement. Saskia is viciously envious of the attire. 
But her face is a mismatched production of features. 
Scars are running through it in a jagged crossroad; like her house: her nose is where her mouth should be, one eyebrow sits lower, or maybe the other sits higher, and her eyes hang heavy like ripe, bruised beets.  
“Likesie mi luvwindow?” It takes Saskia a sweetmouth to realise the woman is talking to her. It’s hard to tell where Sloma is looking. Saskia blinks in confusion.
Toh’Doma sighs. “She’s talking about her face.”
Oh. She was staring. Saskia has the grace to blush. “Yes?” she tries.
The woman laughs – it’s hard, and scratching, and it sparks the room. But she doesn’t insist. She and Toh’Doma continue to exchange pleasantries. Saskia frowns; it’s muddled and far from what she recognizes, but she thinks it's mudtongue – if Armand was here, he could translate. But she was mostly running away from him in the first place. 
She looks at Renegade. “What do you think?”
He’s idling at the border of the room, eyeing the open space critically. He crosses his arms. “I think it’s a waste of time.” She wishes she could tear his mask off. 
Renegade doesn’t like talking. But he does, to her: with enough badgering. She regards him carefully. “You know, you’ve grown increasingly less patient.”
He huffs, uncrosses his arms, towering over her. “And you’ve grown increasingly more frustrating.”
That’s rich. “Perhaps I wouldn’t be, if you just answered my questions.”
That stops him; he tilts his head, leans back against the wall he was hugging with a more reserved grace. “I’m not your to behold, Saskia.”
Before she can answer, Toh’Doma calls her. “Gunna.”
Her eyes land on the pulp beaten face, the permanently raised eyebrows that lend it cheekiness – the surprisingly confrontational dark eyes. Sloma is also a sight to behold, and she knows it. She doesn’t run from it. Saskia drops her gaze, makes her way to Toh’Doma, glued to the movement of her own feet. 
He’s pressing a cup in her hands. “Hot momoshka.”
No other explanation needed. She can feel their impatient attention, the way the room crowds her without ever making it obvious. She steals a whiff – it’s immediate relief and sensation – it floods her. She moans in delight, and everyone surrenders to a laugh. She slips the cup under her scarf, to keep her face hidden.  
She takes the first sip. Disappointment doesn’t cover it. She coughs it out with a twisted frown of betrayal – wipes her mouth, discards the cup. They’re all smiling, wide and full of teeth, mirth in their shiny eyes. 
“Mook – mooshrooms,” Sloma supplies. Saskia latches onto her; her voice, the deep syllables stressed by earthquakes. Sloma winks at Toh’Doma – drives unreadable geometry straight back at Saskia. “How zi done in Quagmire. But in d’Jowl…” she walks to a shelf; or maybe it’s an upside-down ribcage, hard to tell. “…n’Jowl t’smade wif sprej.” She taps a sea-urchin, nailed to the wall, between a painted window and a metal armour. Saskia’s eyes widen in horror, and Sloma laughs: that spearing sound she makes with her mouth. “High-kick fo’ low-baum.” She nods. “Dawndealer trade secret.”
Too many words Saskia doesn’t understand. But the concept is clear: she just drank sea-urchin. Or mushrooms. Or both. “It tastes like wet socks and iron,” she complains, sticking her tongue out with a whine. 
The seabirds are shook by giggles and Saskia doesn’t dare to check on Renegade’s reaction. She feels fooled. But she’d insisted. 
Sloma hums. “Tastetsie like netherbaum.” She agrees: Her face contorts; at first Saskia doesn’t realise she’s grinning. “Walk yon straight ta yonderbaum.”
Gingerly, Saskia picks the cup back up. She watches the exchange between Toh’Doma and Sloma with renewed interest. The woman doesn’t care that her face is half caved in. She laughs, she smiles, she flirts – and Toh’Doma’s grin gets wider with flattery. 
He seems to remember about Saskia, points to the cup she’s cradling. “Y’know…? Sloma’s the best sprejhound in the east ring.”
He seems proud of that. Saskia has no idea what half of these words mean – but she thinks she’s expected to perform gratefulness. She hums politely, consoling herself with the warmth of the cup.
“M’only east ring bestie cause bestie sprejs is n’west Jowl. Mifo that, be bestie bestie,” Sloma corrects wisely. She flutters her eyelashes coquettishly; the grossly shaped face illuminates. She’s up in sweetmouths – pushing herself off from her dollop-chair gracefully, the deep green fabric clinging to her slender body as it fights against the movement. She’s sauntering past Saskia in a trail of some decadent, undefinable scent – then she’s at another shelf. She grabs a fossilized sea-urchin; it stands amongst a powdery yellow one, with purple freckles, and a shiny, darklight one full of spears. The pink is so pale, it looks like flesh. Saskia recoils instinctively when Sloma shoves the sea-urchin almost in her face. The old woman laughs a stomach-deep gurgle. “Pinksprej.” She seems pleased. “Ts’why in Monsprei – w’stay even wif tide. Ts’only place has pinksprej – pinksprej bestie sprej.” 
She plucks the beverage out of Saskia’s hands, unbothered, pink-dyed hair filled with seashells. She cups both of Saskia’s hands in her rugged one, drops the sea-urchin in it. “T’helps; tsee wif ur’hanz,” she dismisses.
Saskia wants to retch and the skin of her palms crawls with revulsion. But she wouldn’t want to be rude to their hosts. She holds steady: ah, the animal is rather weightless and dry. Sloma points at the sea-urchin, taps it – it opens like a flower in Saskia’s cupped palm, revealing a porous interior and a weird protuberance in the middle; Saskia leans closer. Sloma comes back – Saskia hadn’t even noticed she’d gone – holding a long, metal needle with a clear casing and two finger loops; she stabs it in the protuberance, and Saskia yelps. Sloma erupts in chuckles from her shoulders to her wiggling toes. She pulls the needle up– purses her lips and mimes sucking something out – she knocks on the casing with her knuckles, then snaps quick fingers on Saskia’s forehead, who groans in protest.
Sloma laughs. “Spreejuice. Greensprej mak’yon clearpurposed, bluesprej…mak’yon slow’n’heavy. Pinksprej tak’yon sleep way.” She grabs a beet purple one and shoves that one in Saskia's hands as well. “Luvsprej. Mak’yon soul quiet. Nuthin’ matter wif luvsprej. Dawndealers take luvsprej, fo’ d’heart, pinksprej fo’ d’work.” She’s laughing a cascade of bells again. “Mi com’ from Red Dirt, fo’ d’luvsprej.” 
Saskia nods: she’d guessed, with her speaking mudtongue with Toh’Doma. She looks around at the toughbird’s abode; the harpoons and spears on the walls make sense now; the taxonomy of her environment follows a logical clause: she hunts sea life for a living. “You go underwater, with the sirens?” 
Without a skar, Sloma is liable to get devoured. Saskia grows quietly impressed as she laps the laughing profile of the woman. 
Toh’Doma hums, holding his own cup of hot momoshka; he’s taken a spot by a table covered in sturdy copper balls, slightly bigger than a human head. “Sprejhounds wait for the breeding season – or if they’re as mad as Sloma…”
“Mi glimps good spots; sirens sleep na eat – suma ocean, fo’ little sirens. Mi safe.” Sloma shrugs. 
From higher – on the mezzanine, by one of the windowsills – Renegade leans closer. Suddenly interested. He’s drilling holes at the round copper balls. On closer inspection, they’re not fully round. Some are upturned and hollow. One of the seabirds puts one on and laughs, as they exchange jokes in the background. Oh. Helmets, they’re helmets. She thinks she read about that somewhere: it’s for breathing underwater.
Saskia stares at the woman’s face again. Is that how she got all her scars? Sirens? Saskia shudders. 
The woman notices the heaviness of her gaze, blinks slowly at Saskia, and shakes her head. The seashells whispers in her braids; the sunlight climbs up the wall; the scent of hot momoshka permeates everything. 
“Mi fell luv – wif froggin’. Heartbreaka na pockethief. One baum, he break mi luvwindow.” Her disfigured face shatters into a smile. “D’man gamble na run. Mi stay; mi build bizness. Bad baums lon’ behind. Mi fell luv wif diss life.” She shrugs. “Loe, mi happy.”
Sloma doesn’t say much after that. She doesn’t need to. 










Unknown Placement

To understand the seabirds, you have to start with the brighpulp. 
Saskia’s first encounter with it had been less than ideal. Rhoe had shoved it in her hands: the smell was sweet and light like morning mist. But the substance was pale, blue and shining in its shell. Saskia didn’t have a manual for food that glowed, but she felt it best not to have a taste.
She did eventually; to her defence, she was quite disoriented.
The seabirds had escorted her through the mesh of corridors – arteries; the Passenger had called them arteries – and shoved her like luggage in a concave alcove. It wasn’t very big. But the plush ground was comfortable. 
The world had apparently lost time. Saskia had grown wings. And the walls kept breathing. 
Eleven meals later, she knows more about harvesting brightpulp than she’d ever cared to. Saskia tears through the voile of flesh; it doesn’t give right away. There’s always some resistance, when the fermentation sac is darker. She drags the tip over the sheer skin; pierces it sharply. She watches the slurry drip into her beaverpouch. 
The tantalizingly sweet perfume of brightpulp blankets the dark oval, the edges fading with the shadows.  She bounces on swift, naked soles to smooth the ache, and the ground bends with her weight; more elastic than in her the rest of the shrinebeast. The sac next to her quivers. The temperature here is colder, for the brightflies. The only light is a soft blue hue, coming off the porous membrane. It’s like a wall of pearls encased in flesh. The harvest chamber is only one of many, and she’s glad they don’t have to share it with anyone else. Rhoe works next to her. They haven’t spoken in a while. Rhoe probably doesn’t mind.
Saskia is crawling out of her skin. “The glow is pretty dim,” she tries. 
Rhoe doesn’t answer. She hardly ever does. Not unless Saskia signs it. Saskia nods, tugs the beaverpouch close, pulls the strings and knots it. She watches the brightflies thread through the slash; mending the wound. 
She’s hardly an expert, but she saw Rhoe and a seabird man sign at each other, around four meals ago. Saskia didn’t catch much, besides brightpulp, not bright. She’d inferred that the shinier the gel, the better.
It’s good, she thinks, that she’s learning quicktongue with Rhoe. 
She slashes another sac. This one’s brighter and it spills into the beaverpouch with a pop of relief.
For the other seabirds, quicktongue is a means to an end. For Rhoe – quicktongue is organic – it can be whatever you want it to be. And it is always best to learn a language from someone who loves it. Rhoe says Renegade learns fast – faster than Saskia. Which is good; it means Renegade’s alive. But Rhoe also says Saskia learns creatively, which will pay off in the end. Of course, she doesn’t say it like that. 
She uses less words.
Saskia wishes she had Rhoe’s capacity for quiet conflict resolution. Mostly, because it’s harder to argue in quicktongue. She learned that on the first night aboard. 
When she was in the alcove, scared, confused, and mostly quiet. Rhoe had walked in. She was taller than any woman Saskia had ever met, but she was slender in a way that suggested ease in one’s body. Her hair was white, long, and simply sublime But it crowned a jutting face with sharp eyes, deep in the skull and framed dark. 
The seabird looked her up and down; once; twice. Rhoe was holding the glowing seashells and shoved one in Saskia hands. She spoke no words, asked no permission. 
Saskia had watched the glowing food and it had seemed reasonable to ask what it was. Rhoe had shoved it against Saskia’s chest again. Then the seabird’s eyes had swooped back over her. She’d nodded. Before leaving she’d said, “Brightpulp. Eat. Or go hungry.” Which had settled the argument rather quickly. But it hadn’t answered Saskia’s question. 
She’d had to wait. The third time Rhoe came to pick her up in her alcove, she found out what she’d been eating. 
Reasonably, she’d been horrified. Rhoe had stood quiet. When she’d marched over, Saskia had expected comfort. But the seabird had taken Saskia’s hand, hard, fast – she plunged it in a sac. There hadn’t been time to think or react. The paper-thin membrane had unstitched with a wet sigh. The substance behind it was cold, revolting, slimy. Saskia wanted to scream, but a firm, inescapable palm was pressed against her mouth. Rhoe held her there, shaking her white locks gently from side to side in refusal. And there were things – there were things moving in the sacs. The first brush Saskia filed under it can’t be real, by the third she was crying ragged breaths of distress.
“Take,” Rhoe had barked with an easy smile.
Saskia had screamed louder, muffled against the taste of skin and snot. Rhoe had repeated it again. Take, take, take. And Saskia kept begging, mouthing her fear in the seabird’s hands. Take, Rhoe said again. Eyes closed, Saskia had grabbed on to the first thing she felt moving. It had squished in her palm, wiggling lazily.
Rhoe had torn her arm out of the sac and Saskia had almost folded in relief. But Rhoe had kept her up, kept her looking. In the cradle of Saskia’s hand, was a glowing worm with teeth and tentacles. She’d moaned in disgust as it had slithered on her skin and soaked it through; she’d felt the fat slipping over goosebumps. She’d been about to retch, vision swimming, but Rhoe’s eyes kept floating in her sight; the seabird shook her head until the nausea subsided.   
When she was certain Saskia would stand still, Rhoe had pointed at the sacs bubbling along the walls, then the worm in her hand. “Brightfly. Meat.” She’d grabbed the slurry, the blue goo dripping and squeezing through her knuckles in luminescent tears. Saskia had watched it pool on the ground hen into thick puddles. Rhoe had whistled; once, sharp and loud – Saskia’s attention had snapped back to her. “Belly juice. Sweet.” Rhoe had waved the slime in her face and Saskia had nodded, sick to her stomach. Rhoe had seemed satisfied; she’d smiled. “Good. Life. Take. Eat.” 
And that was all she said on the matter. 
Ten meals later, Saskia knows more about brightpulp, then she does about her captors. She supposes they’re her saviours. But it’s hard to remember that when they keep her hostage in an alcove, and her only company is Rhoe. 
As they leave the fermentation pod, each carrying two bags of beaverpouches, Saskia considers her escape plan. 
They do this every morning. She thinks. Hard to tell sunbaum from moonbaum underwater. But she counts in meals and pauses. Long stretches of time pass, in her alcove, before Rhoe comes to fetch her. And it’s always the same route. 
The paths are many: some trail off into darkness, some veer out of sight, other branch out. Saskia couldn’t tell any of them apart. She only knows it’s a sharp right, from her alcove to the pods, almost a circle. She knows there’s more pods because sometimes they meet people, some stop, some walk past fast. But they all carry beaverpouches. She knows that if she turned around and kept walking, after six buds, she’d find a slope, a bend, then a collection chamber: As long as it is wide; with a low, breathing, ceiling, the sheer, veiny membrane floating above head like silk in water. 
In there the walls curve around like a smile; the cheeks are pierced with nooks: some hold fabric, folded into clean squares and piled into corners, other are stocked with ampoules, jammed tight, until you can’t tell them apart. There’s smells she’s never noticed, ranging from rank, to metallic, to sour and tart. Things she could never guess the name off, tools she couldn’t fathom ever needing.
Stack after stack of storage, the uneven shapes packed with clean rows. 
They went there once, on their way back, because Rhoe had forgotten something. She hadn’t said as much. The seabird had merely abruptly turned around and strode swiftly past Saskia, expecting to be followed.
She glares at Rhoe’s back, shadowing her steps. After giving her brightpulp the first time, Rhoe had left her in the alcove. At the entrance, she’d whistled a chime – the bud had opened at once, and another seabird, shaved to the bone and mean in the eyes had been standing behind it. 
At first, it hadn’t seemed odd. 
Saskia was confined to the pod. She’d asked Rhoe about it, of course. She wanted to know why the doors looked like petals, packed into tight fists. Why they opened for the seabirds and not for her. Why she could bang and scratch her voice raw against the flesh. But all she got back was silence.
Rhoe rolled her eyes at Saskia’s incessant questions, then she’d swivelled on one foot. Her pale eyes were slits in the deep trenches of her skull. She’d marched, almost into Saskia, close enough the wrinkles in her face had turned into valleys. 
Then she’d bowed forward, so Saskia could see. Rhoe had brushed her hair over one shoulder like one opens drapes, and shown her the hard, pulsing obscenity lodged in her nape. It was a knot, with roots sinking in the flesh – to where? Saskia didn’t care to imagine. It was angry red, and purple, with raised veins and plump, grotesque legs, almost like a starfish growing out of Rhoe’s neck. There was wet, breathing orifice in the middle that seemed to blink in time with the seabird’s breath. 
Rhoe had been succinct as always. “Skar,” she’d said. “Nya skar. Bud nya open.” It was impossible to argue with that. 
And considering the situation, at first, it hadn’t seemed odd. 
That Rhoe herself never opened any bud.     
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Ka-Rhael paces: precise stride, unforgiving. Her skar pulses angrily in her nape, slow tremors rippling from her toes and bleeding into the ground. Her latest failure -which is but a step towards progress, she reminds herself -bubbles in its decanter, the faintest whiff of char, and the pungent cleanliness of the solvent floats amongst the ampoules; the smell dies somewhere in the crowded nook at her right. She eyes the jars, comforted by their obedience. 
Arms folded, she looks out of the deadlight -the curved opal bulges into nothingness. She closes her eyes, finds tendrils, ocean currents digging icicles into fins, the torpor of heavy pressure. And dead quiet. All around. The measured, slow heartbeat of the beast soothes her own. She taps the rounded walls with a soft tut.
It is a blessing; to not suffer alone. 
She knows it's him before he walks in.
It’s the uneven steps that give him away; the slight pause in the corner; the harsh curiosity of his breath. Heavy lids, head tilted back, she spies the rhythm of the ocean from her private quarters: the brimming shrinebeast, and the chokehold of the dark. She clenches her fists; straightens. 
By the time he’s close enough to see her, she’s perched still, leaning back against her desk. 
He’s taller than she remembers -he’s always taller than she remembers. He smiles on the offensive. 
“You wanted to see me?”
She eyes his bow critically. Martial, as it should. But so goddamn arrogant, like everything about him. She lets him stew. 
He arches an eyebrow, gruff features smoothed into graceful emotions. Stunning. And irritating. 
“Please, sit.” She smiles benevolently. 
He walks to the chair, sits in front of her, legs astride. She watches his parted knees, her slim ankles in between. Even when she towers over him, he dwarfs her. She used to like that about him. His eyes cut through the place once -she spies the flashing thoughts, like lightning behind his eyelashes. Languidly, like he pretends to do everything, he sweeps another, more indulgent glance around. He pauses on her work table, where scalpels sit politely next to tiny, dissected limbs -ruffles his nose as if he could detect the metallic stench. 
He probably can. “Armand.” She calls for him once. 
He takes his time, settling his feline pupils back on her. She almost wishes he didn’t.
“Yes?” 
She hates that his smile can still make her blush. She resists the impulse to clear her throat, keeps steady, and lets him devour her face with his eyes. 
To avoid crossing her arms -he’s sure to take that as capitulation -she circles him. She’s tempted to go wide but lets their knees brush together instead, as she makes her way to the furthest left corner, and retrieves a bottle from her cabinet. 
She can feel his focus burning a path up her spine. 
She glances over her shoulder, dangling the liquor, fingers loose around the neck. 
“Care for a drink?” 
She better not sound as frazzled as she feels. It’s been forty-three turnflames goddamnit.
He hums, heated eyes sliding down her wrist and along the flank of the bottle. She shudders. Twenty turnflames, fifty, it makes no difference. He’s still the most handsome stranger she ever saw, the one she chased with doe eyes and a persistence bordering on desperation.
And he hasn’t aged a sunbaum. Not a baum. 
While she wears her wrinkles like necklaces. 
His chuckle twists like a blade in her stomach.  
“What’s the occasion?” 
Euphoria. He’s the closest she ever came to feeling euphoria. 
Her eyes sting; melancholy claws up her throat. She drops her shoulder, liquor strung by her hand. She nods and saunters her way back to the desk -uncorks the lid. He arches an eyebrow at her uncharacteristic lack of manners. The sterile scent of desalting clings to his warm skin, the deepshell molded to his thick frame as if he were sculpted inside it. 
She offers him the second sip -wipes her mouth, wet lips dragging against moist skin; the burn hisses down her tongue. Only after he’s accepted her token does she speak. 
“I would call upon death’s company moonloe.” She watches his throat work around the surprise. “If you’d be my witness,” she adds, taking great pains not to frame it as a request -despite the wording.  
The dull knock of the bottle on the desk slashes through the silence like a whip; they both stare at it.
She watches the tendons of his hands, as they flex and coil like snakes under the skin; the thrumming pulse. His long fingers rough the untamed mane, and she feels irrationally jealous of their touch. She curls her own fingers around the rim of the desk, arms so taut behind her she fears they’ll snap out of their sockets. 
He lets the silence linger too long. He always does; when he speaks, it’s almost a relief. 
“You honor me.”
She won’t sigh. He had no right to refuse her.
Finally, she can breathe. Glaring at the condensation dripping down the bottle, she considers feigning indifference at the mess. She goes to grab two glasses -heavy-bottomed things, ugly wooden cups with chinks and scratches. She rolls them in her palms, sets them with rigorous symmetry. 
He watches her intently.  “It’s not skaern.” 
He’s far better than her at asking questions with no question marks -she learned from the best. If she shrugs, she will look childish, so she gives him her back as she pours. 
“It’s porra.” 
She feels his sigh without hearing it. She dislikes how attuned she is to him, how easy it is to block out the ship, the steady thrum of the engine synchronizing to her flush. She pivots smoothly, a grin stitched into serenity.
But he’s not looking at her. He stares at the bottle as if…as if he missed home. She hates how human he seems, hunched into contemplation, amber eyes darkened into hard fossils. How fallible. 
“Careful, bard. I might think you sentimental,” she warns. She pushes the glass in his hand.
He shrugs, large shoulders like boulders. His tail swishes back and forth before he schools it back into practiced poise. She’s never met a cattail so adept at controlling his mood. She smirks. But he was always an enigma, Armand. 
“When you reach my age, you get to be sentimental. It’s the privilege of survival to forget the hardships.” With a grace she envies him -a quick flick of the wrist – he swings a sip between his lips. He cradles the glass between his splayed hands, deep in thought. “The lucky ones are left only with the cravings. And they taste far better than the real thing.” 
“You speak as if you’ve lived far beyond your life,” she mocks him gently. 
He smooths a palm over the ridge of his chin; a boyish smile climbs up his face. 
“Sometimes, I fear I might have.”
That gives her pause. True. When she met him, she was younger than him; much younger. Now? They look about the same age. She drinks the marked lines; cliffs on his face. The sight gives her vertigo. Feigning disinterest, she toes him -softer and shier than she’d intended, almost faltering when he drives his gaze back into hers. 
“What’s your secret, bard?” Her throat feels dry, but she drags a smile on her face and holds the leash with sheer conviction. “Is it true…what they say about cattails and their breweries?” 
He laughs. An earthy, grounded sound. Sharp canines glimmer under the purple haze of the glowtorches. She holds her breath. 
“Potions and heresy…isn’t that what they say?” His pointed stare is interrupted by the soft caress of his index finger as he taps it on his good knee. “We engage in the bloodletting of children, right?” He slaps it with a sharp breath of amusement, and she almost jolts back. Almost. “The reality is often far more boring than the fantasy, you should know.” He tips the glass in her direction, and she nods absently -she berates herself for the minute gesture.
He hasn’t answered her question, though.
She draws herself up on her desk, feet dangling past the edge. He stares at her toes, and she remembers how fond he was of licking them. It fills her with a strange sense of pride. Her feet are carved by hustle and experience, nothing like the plump, pink delicacies she once sported. But they’ve held her when nothing else would. She earned every wrinkle and scar, after all. 
“There’s nothing said about seabirds that we have not whispered to the enemy ourselves, bard. The kraken’s tentacles reach deep.” 
He hums, hides behind his glass before he whistles a soft defiance. 
“So do our roots.” 
There’s a finality to him. Not to his tone. To his very being, that makes arguing against him as futile an endeavor as drinking seawater to quench the thirst. 
It is always much better to argue with him.  
His glass is empty. Before she can offer, he reaches past her for the bottle -his arm brushes against hers, his face robs her horizon, his clean scent crowds her until she’s hunting past the soap, and straight to his musky marrow; his breath fans down her neck with startling awareness. She marshals her limbs to a standstill.
He pours for the longest belly.  
When he sits back, the world resumes. 
He holds the glass at eye level between them. “See, to you, the world is an ocean.”  His smile is vicious happiness, and it’s painful to watch. “To us, the world is a forest. All you see are the roots. We see the branches.” She can’t look away. “And moonloe, I will shelter you as you unbury your ghosts.”
Despite your people’s beliefs hangs heavy between them. 
Some part of her, one who does not captain a ship, wants to fall over herself in gratitude. Her people don’t speak of the dead. Ever. She steels herself for the breach in tradition. She feels his presence, even as she meanders out of the deadlight with her mind, allows herself to sink into the old bones of the ship, feel the ribs stacking, the spine undulating, as the beast drifts amongst the undercurrents. Sometimes, when she’s deep in sleep, she emerges with…flashes, incoherent, vivid sensations. She nurtures the belief -like many -that they are the memories of her Gods… that she was anointed.  
When she drops back into her body, Armand is waiting like a sinkhole. 
She nods, unsure; her voice is calm. “I’m going to tell you a story, bard.” She unfurls from the desk like a flower, squares her chest towards him. “I’ve not your talent for words, but I’ll tell it proper.” She sighs, a lost little thing she misplaces and tucks back in. “As you know, us seabirds don’t much care for gravediggers, or for mingling blood with them.” She looks at him then, allows herself the pleasure, before hardening her resolve. “Them who cannot touch the sky with their fingers, soon as we do when we lean over.” She looks out of the deadlight. “We can swim amongst the stars while you wither into the ground.”
“Come wet epocsa, we bloom again.”
She silences him with a stern stare. “It hasn’t bloomed in fifty turnflames.”
A lopsided grin he drowns in a strategic sip. “Nor has it rained, yet the ocean remains.”
She dismisses him with a sharp hand wave -immediately regrets the jerky motion. 
“It’s irrelevant to the story.” She’s grateful when he keeps quiet. “I had once someone I honored as a sister, and I will call upon her company…if it does not offend her,” she adds in a whisper. 
She looks around for signs of haunting. None come. She wrestles her fear down, drinks some more. 
There’s gravel in her voice when she speaks. “Ka’Babeli ruled a school thirteen shrinebeasts strong. This, when I still had to get my water-bearings. I thought her unafraid, and so very daring.” 
If she met the woman now, she’d probably call her reckless, but back then-
“It came as a great shock to us all -and I suspect to Ka’Babeli as well, when a plain inlander somehow stole her heart.” She drives a jaded smirk into the wall before draining back into Armand. “Normally, Ka’Babeli would never venture as far as the Quagmire. But her ship being shallowed, she had thought it best to avoid unwanted attention.” She crosses her ankles, scratches at the exposed skin peeking from under the deepshell with a flexible toe and shares a pregnant pause with the bard. “As you know, relationships between seabirds and the Jawline have always been fraught…” She doesn’t really need to expand on that. 
She knows he’s thinking about that sunbaum in Roscoe; she’d worn a skirt, and he’d found her hips as if she wore nothing at all. Decades apart, she can still feel the indents in her flesh. It’s sadness that tows her along, that keeps her trudging. Sadness and regret.  
“They were on their way to Sol-Vaun, you see.” 
His hard gaze speaks of his bloodied history. “The Red Dirt’s capital of whoring and gambling.” 
He looks unrested, and she wants to apologize on behalf of those who have wronged him. But she expects it to be too long a list for her to fulfill. 
“Amongst other things,” she concedes. “Their forced pit-stop was in Dobtown.” Which is no longer on any map. “It was nothing but a hole in the ground to shit, and another hole to drink. In between those, three houses were shared by thirty-two people.” She does not try to hide her distaste. “Perhaps she had a desire for shared solitude; perhaps it had been a rebellious phase in her youth.” 
She shrugs helplessly. 
“Perhaps it was love.” It sounds blasphemous coming from his lips.
If she could abolish this word from her vocabulary, she would. She grips the glass until her fingers turn white. 
“Perhaps it was madness.” 
She wants him to argue back. Needs him to. But he nods off, leaning into his stance as if he were lounging on a cloud. She draws a deep breath, imagines the trance before a dive, finds the pulse of the machine, and latches on. When she speaks again, she sounds almost bored. 
“Against everyone’s expectations, after fighting her feelings to no avail, Ka’Babeli succumbed to her baser nature. My people started saying that she’d always been “a reckless suicide waiting to happen”, and we should have knowns quickly morphed into she’s a disgraces.”  
Ka-Rael sighs, but it’s a reluctantly proud impulse. There’s awe in it -despite herself.
 “But Ka’Babeli did not care. She was happy. She had chosen to make a life with the insignificant Voll of Dobtown. He was, for all intents and purposes, perfectly boring. And she had loved him for that. A seafarer’s life, in contrast, is one filled with endless adventures. Easily, like an oily glove over a soapy hand, she settled in Dobtown with a gleeful appetite for the dreary routine and the subdued passion Voll displayed. It had been a welcome change of pace. For a while.”
When their eyes clash again, it’s with ferocity, teeth digging into flesh and taking their chunk. 
She breaks first, erratic breath schooled by sheer, unflinching discipline. Perhaps this was a mistake. 
She exhales, slow, steady, controlled. Unaffected, she’s unaffected. She keeps her tone low and even. 
“They were never married. What that means, symbolically, is anyone’s guess.”
She shrugs.
“To Voll, loving her was the most epic adventure of his life.” She smiles, a wan, feminine thing full of guile, so out of place on her woman’s face. “Yoroan was a happy accident, at first. Unplanned, but not unwelcome.” Then, she adds, because it matters. “His mother’s words.” 

She glares at him then, locks onto the recognition in his eyes at hearing Ingehar’s head cook’s name. She very much likes to take him by surprise -she so rarely gets to. It’s imperceptible. Almost. A blink, a rebellious whisker, lips with uneven corners -as quick as it comes, it’s a desert again. 
It was beautiful while it lasted. 
“Still, at times, she missed the sea now that she had grown roots. Only a little at first. Then desperately so -like oxygen.” Ka-Rhael hums. “Everyone warned her she would. That vines would slither around her ankles and spine, twist and lock her bones like a jigsaw puzzle, until she could not recognize her face in the mirror.  That it would spread, like a necklace of hands around her throat, and drag her down, a hundred feet below the surface, away from the sea, the sun, and the sky. Such is the fate of those who grow roots. A skyless madness. A seabird’s greatest fear is to be buried alive.” 
She shudders, hunched into her skinny frame, nervous muscle stretched so taut above bone it looks as if they might tear through the skin. 
She’s subdued by melancholy when she whispers next. “She grew terrified that Voll would bury her on land and not release her at sea as he had promised -therefore revoking her access to the afterlife. She would wake up screaming and gasping, sheets soaked with sweat, swearing up and down that she could feel the dirt packed inside her mouth, feel herself suffocating. She would drink water all sunbaum long and became convinced that her moles were sprouting. She then stopped drinking water altogether, for fear that feeding them was making them grow faster. Her paranoia-fueled antics escalated into violent bouts of rage.” 
Ka-Rhael remembers the birth of her thirdborn. She had inky thoughts for moonhouses, bleeding and seeping into her skin, until she felt sticky and boneless. Until all she could do was eat herself. 
But she had her schoal with her. 
“And through all that, Voll loved her.” What a fool. “She grew to resent her child. And Voll. She grew to hate them. For not understanding her. She would look down at the babe on her teat and see an alien, with eyes full of mystifying insight that made her feel naked and unworthy under her son’s gaze. She knew then that there was not a motherly bone in her body; only ocean and fear.”
Ka’Babeli told her, later, how she learned, with her other children, how untrue that was, how motherhood was something you grew into, not something you were born with. But it was too late by then. Her glass is almost empty. She considers refilling it -checks the distance and decides against the effort. 
“One sunbaum, Voll, the plain inlander, had woken up to an empty cot, a barely weaned babe, and a note. No apology, just gratitude and truth. It was either that or kill them.” She chuckles darkly. “They ought to be thankful for her departure. Besides, what could she offer her bastard son? Seabirds did not take kindly to strangers; they would never accept him as one of their own. The kindest thing she could do was to abandon him. She rationalized her decision for flames after that, to assuage guilt. Perhaps it made her a worse person, but it worked and served its purpose until the guilt melted into forgetfulness. It was someone else who had done those things, some version of her she would never recognize if she met her. It was not her shame to carry, but someone else’s.”
Armand is so quiet, she’s almost forgotten him. 
“Before you ask, Yoroan never knew his mother…besides the dreamscape perfection of her absence. A picture his father painted with words and sighs, and he spoke little beyond that, was nothing, beyond regret. Yoroan grew up dirt-poor, with his father’s love lost at sea. To his son, he was a pathological absentee.”
No love left in Dobtown, which is no longer on any map.  
“I know he found his due in being a servant to Lorna. And I believe it was to the headmaid he owed his loyalty, not to the Lord Vassal. I heard he climbed as high as he could on the hierarchy, only to find the headmaid on top and Baba licking her ankles. And he was smart enough to know when to stop.” She empties the last of the liquor, and the soothing balm slices a path of fire down her throat. “Even after his mother died, I made sure…I made sure her boy was taken care of.” 
He waits. The silence stretches until he snaps it. “Was?” 
She gives nothing. Not to him, not even to herself. She shackles herself tight around her spine until she’s fused to it. 
“About two enneads ago, Yoroan son of none was hanged in Ingehar, for treason and heresy.” She pauses. “But they killed him for the same reason they kill everything.” She smiles at him like a shark. “For being born at the wrong place.” She pours. “At the wrong time.” The glass knocks against her teeth with a jarring scream. 
She hates how Armand looks at her. 
He tugs at his lips, sharp teeth sinking into the pulp; she watches transfixed. 
“Never knew the man; only by name.” His wry smile pulls her close enough to breathe him. “Reckon the little bug will be upset…She must be told.” He infuses that last statement with enough strength to slap her docile. 
She breathes out harshly. Methodically -as if she were measuring ingredients and surgically cutting into dead things. 
“You’ll do as you please, bard, you always do.” You’ll do what’s right. 
She doesn’t need to speak the last part aloud; she trusts his code, if nothing else. She watches her legs, muscle-bound and gloved in her deepshell. They look frail between his -breakable. She lifts a hand, drops it on his shoulder. 
“Kiss me, Armand.” 
She crosses the distance between them. 
Their lips meet with an awkward thrill, as if relearning the steps. He’s on her fast and heavy, his steady pulse under her laced fingers, looming between her legs as he pushes her onto the desk. She feels his stumble echoing through the ship and inside her, but she finds him with her naked hands, eyes closed. Unyielding under her nails. She scratches harder, with petty revenge. He hisses - she moans triumphantly. 
He never takes. 
He taught her that, and she believed it once when he said, “The opposite of giving isn’t taking, Rhael. It’s receiving.” And then he’d undone all their promises. 
She wraps sinuous legs around him, coils her ankle around his wooden leg. She should never have let him go. Their foreheads stick to each other, skin mottled with desire, foggy gaze hooking onto skin, curves, dips, lips -he holds her with fragile devotion. She swallows his scent, his touch, his everything…one finger at a time, she tears her hands off him. 
“What happened to you, bard?” 
He kisses her again, bites her -relents and nibbles her neck. She clings to his broad back, nose buried in his nape, his hair, the shape of his past. When he anchors her to his gaze, she clasps his face between her palms, keeps him standing while she hammers him down with her question. 
“What happened?” 
At first, she thinks he might slink away. He doesn’t. “Grief happened to me.” He licks the dip of her shoulder. “I never outlived my capacity for love, and it broke me.” He nips at her collarbone. 
She sighs.  She’s glad he doesn’t ask what happened to her in return. If he did, she’d have to say the truth. 
He happened to her. 
His voice sounds small and wrong. “Do you forgive me?” 
The answer comes quick, bare, newborn. “No.” She kisses him fiercely. “Why would I offer something you never cared for?” 
He makes love to her as if they had tomorrow, enneads, turnflames…he makes love the way some people plot war. With godly negligence. The whole time, she keeps thinking: she’s glad he’s not the father of her children. 
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They told her – after the facts – that she’d been the best Passenger of her generation. 
When they told her; it was after her shrinebeast died – so it didn’t have much impact. By then, the Covenant expected her to join the Coral Convent. It’s what Passengers did when their ride died. 
But Rhoe was born at sea – her parents were drifters. It happened, sometimes, if the Passenger died – and the shrinebeast kept floating through muscle memory and inertia. 
Oftentimes - bearing catastrophic failure or foul play - the coven could survive indefinitely, even with no heartbeat. But they were at the mercy of the Krakens – her parents had outlasted their Passenger and their coven by nearly eleven turnflames: the longest anyone had ever survived in the Deep without a heartbeat.
By the time they were found, her mother had died, and Rhoe had already earned her skar. 
It wasn’t done: they told her father, “children can’t bear skars – you’ve crippled her”. And her father had cursed them all out of his life: “you try outliving a heartbeat for a decade – then we’ll talk.”
She never resented him his lack of love. 
Many had told her to join the Cradle; they’d insisted upon it; that she was meant for it. They never understood: she loved the sea. When seabirds dropped their children on land, some chose to stay earthbound. Long enough for the liabilities to get their water-bearings – and even then, could be longer until they grew skarborne. 
She hadn’t stayed. Shrinebeasts were no place for children – they built an ecosystem on that principle. However committed seabirds were to the belief that the ocean was the harbour of life, they also understood it to be the harbinger of death.
And she quite simply loved the ocean too much. 
She hadn’t been able to wonder; or grow alongside her children. She could appreciate the journey in others, but not in herself: all she’d seen, when she looked at them, was an incomplete story and a lack of authorship. 
It didn’t matter to her how they learned how to swim; it only mattered that they could. 
The process had been so painless for her – she never spared a thought on the obvious: that they might suffer.
That they didn’t live, carefree, in her mind. 
The issue was that by the time she had children, she’d forgotten her childhood. She sighs; looks at the soft membrane breathing like flesh petals; she strokes it – the bioluminescent path sticks to the pads of her finger like the trail of a falling star; she considers turning back.
She considers retiring.
The trachea opens to an atrium full of teeth. Standing at its center, her Passenger welcomes with quiet warmth. Rhoe gets closer under the dewdrops, their glow casting soft shadows with silken textures; rendering blended corners and a sheerness to their movement. They chose to meet in one of the decompression chambers – the furthest from the heart, and she can tell maintenance has been sparse. No one’s brushed the round rows of teeth in a while, and their ivory has dulled to brown; the palate is covered in bruisebeavers’ sacs. It’s best to floss before they’re born: or they might have an infestation on their hands. 
The Passenger brushes her shoulder; she recoils. It’s good they can’t talk: if they could, there would be too many pauses. But in the Deep there’s just silence. She signs the first word. 
The Passenger shakes her head. 
What did you see?
Rhoe searches – it’s not easy, translating complex communication in quicktongue: that’s not what it was meant for. She thinks she gets pretty close.
Quick…but scattered.
The Passenger nods, signs the number two – she means the other one; not the winged one. Rhoe shrugs. 
He’s lying about his age. 
The answer comes fast.
How much?
If she had to approximate? She signs seventeen. The Passenger takes it graciously. She prowls around the chamber, smooths a molar with her hand; she nods. She signs egg. Rhoe is quick on the uptake: there’s no word for child in the quicktongue – and it’s the only language she knew until she was eight. She hadn’t heard her father’s voice until then; she hadn’t even known mouths were meant for speaking. 
Spoken words held no trace of home to her addled brain. She learned it as a chore; she speaks it as a duty. 
They told her father it was the skar: y’got her hooked ond’ocean t’soon. Now d’Mothapearl got’er – sh’won’t be happy, less she swimmin’.
But with her father they both figured you could say much, with very little.
The Passenger signs: eyes, back, you, question, question. Rhoe doesn’t reply right away. She doesn’t even understand why the Passenger would ask: the decision is made; Rhoe is no one to question it – what does it matter whether she trusts them or not?
She signs music. 
The Passenger looks shocked; no, embarrassed. She smiles; it drops; she picks it up again. She signs music, eyes, back – she hesitates; she signs eyes, closing, no. 
No, I don’t trust the bard – I’m keeping my eye on him.
Rhoe nods. Good. 
She’s about to walk out when the Passenger grabs her by the shoulder -Rhoe’s arm shoots out like a harpoon, clawed around the tiny throat like a vice. The Passenger swallows against Rhoe’s palm, her small, expressionless face stunned into alertness. Rhoe drops her at once – she doesn’t like to be touched; she never did -she got used to it – she lost the appetite for it. But if the Passenger wasn’t fond of her, this would earn her a death sentence. 
The Passenger looks at her grief-stricken, and Rhoe wants to punch her in the face – the Passenger signs broken: there’s no word for sorry in the quicktongue. Rhoe signs nothing; she signs it again, in case it didn’t get through: nothing – she tears out of the room like a migrating barnacle. She stops in the arteries to catch her breath - she rests elbows on her knees- 
When they told her the numbers she was bedridden in the Coral Convent; it had been too vertiginous to count 
Three-hundred and twenty-one souls: in your shrinebeast alone, they added, another three-thousand seven-hundred and sixty-four, if they counted the whole schoal – she’d been the greatest Passenger of her generation, after all. If it weren’t for her bones, gills and metabolism, she would have died too: she was lucky they told her. She knew better – her father had done a good job: skarring her so young; by the time she’d gone through the coupling, she’d changed faster than most. Four thousand and eighty-five souls died, under her command. 
She was a lone survivor: some would see fault in that.
Never mind that the Covenant had agreed those were extraordinary circumstances: Krakens never came to the shallows – still, they’d added because they needed a reason – why didn’t she send out spotters anyway? She had. But when the Kraken came, she hadn’t been prepared. They’d torn through the shrinebeasts like water through paper, and Rhoe had felt each of them die: all thirteen of them. No time to run for the pods. No time to see what happened.
She came to, drifting, her shrinebeasts in chunks around her; in the dark; in the Deep; where she was born. 
The pressure alone should have killed her: she saw it as proof her father was right. The Covenant agreed eventually that the spotters must have died – Krakens don’t attack in groups, usually; this is highly unusual, they kept repeating. Their eyes like pearls in their shells kept glowing at her, and she’d kept her piece. She knew they were all thinking it. 
She was the mother who killed her children.
Coincidences can quickly look like guilt – after the accident, everyone was revisiting memory. Did she not once abandon her schoal to live in the Quagmire? – was she the one whose son was killed by his father – didn’t one of her daughters join the Coral Convent instead of getting skarborne – didn’t she kill her husband in the ruga -  didn’t her eldest daughter cause a fight in a shrinebeast which cost the life of the whole coven – wasn’t her last remaining son alive part of the victims – didn’t he die?  
Didn’t she lose six out of six children?
Some would argue that for such a motherless woman, she’d had many children; why, she couldn’t tell you. They’d kept on happening to her; she’d drop them off at the Cradle; she’d get them back full-grown and eager to please. 
Besides the pregnancies, motherhood had mostly suited her.
The Covenant had taken her name. 
Not to indict her, they’d said, but without a coven, without children, husbands or wives – without anyone to link her, she couldn’t bear a kest.
That hurt the most. You could choose a new name: after the courtship and before the coupling – very few did. For her, it had seemed self-evident – the name was everything she was not. Her mother had named her Rhoe, after a pearl. She remade herself into a blessing. Her people had lost the exact meaning of her new name; through selective history and forgetfulness
But it was shared often and lovingly.
She thought she could borrow some of that power; she thought she could coast on the relief that preceded its arrival. 
She’d been exiled in the Coral Convent when Ka’Rhael found her. She was younger than Rhoe, fresh off her coupling and starving for ambition. The young Passenger had been cheeky - borderline impertinent – and exactly what Rhoe needed.
“Heard the greatest Passenger of our generation was relegated in the Coral.”
Rhoe hadn’t bothered answering. The young woman had pointed at the back of Rhoe’s neck; at the defunct skar.
“I also heard you wanted back  – you take that deadlink anywhere near a siren, and they’ll know: they can tell, and it fucks with communication.”
Rhoe hadn’t understood why a stranger had come all the way to the Coral, simply to tell her what she already knew. 
“Yawa, happenz m’wen ride dies,” she’d conceded, “but’yam fo d’sea. 
Ka’Rhael had laughed.
“How old now? One-ten?” She’d shaken her head. “As a Passenger, you’ve survived the longest out of all of us: and you’ve done it without a shrinebeast.”
She’d seemed impressed. Rhoe had shrugged: what could she say – she was a lone survivor? Some might see fault in that. 
“Mowa n’Passenger. Mow’more. M’shrinebeast dead.”
She’d hoped maybe one day, saying it out loud wouldn’t poke her through and through. The young Passenger had not been deterred.
“A Passenger is always a Passenger; shrinebeast or not. The ocean is in us…I have a proposal for you – the truth is…in a shrinebeast, you’re a liability. You can’t use your skar anymore; this means no link with your Passenger or your coven – of course, it means you can’t use escape pods, open buds by yourself, ride out…” She’d stopped. “Concretely, you’re deadweight. The only thing you’re good for in the Deep is flossing and scrubbing.”
Her children were dead, her shrinebeasts were dead, her coven was dead, her skar was dead, and they’d taken her name – all she’d ever had was the ocean – before she’d known sunlight, words of love or how to cry; she’d been taught how to swim. Ironically, she never cared for the living; why should she care for the dead? 
Grief repurposed everything. And she never swallowed it; never digested it. She just carried the taste everywhere. 
And while the various covens argued over whether her title was earned – of her new Passenger, she’d asked for only one thing: Ingehar on their route. To everyone else she told the truth.
She told them she loved the ocean; she told them the ocean loved her back. 
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