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Chapter One

Shenzhen Sphere. Even at first glimpse the vastness of it confronts, built like complex ribbons wrapping around the red pearl of its star: scintillant and ophidian. Orfea loses sight of the view before long—the ship pulls into the control aegis, crossing that demarcation between neutral and Shenzhen space, and the screen in her cabin goes white. Engines decelerate; non-essential systems slow into idleness. The pilot announces that it will be five to eight minutes before they are cleared to dock.

She packs away the last of her loose belongings: she gathers her notebooks and stationery, turns off her falcon replicant and folds its wings and legs compact. It is less than eight minutes, but more than five, before another announcement comes that passengers may now exit their cabins. “Please prepare your identification,” the pilot adds, unnecessarily. Entry to Shenzhen is notorious for its austerity, a thousand requisites and a hundred regulations. The majority of this ship’s passengers are not native to the sphere, and more than half—some tourists, some refugees—will be turned away.

Orfea unlatches her luggage from its bracket and pulls it into the corridor, where it unreels to its full height and extends its wheels. It rolls after her into the arrival hall, a high-ceiling space of sanded metal and anemic light: none of the opulence for which Shenzhen is famous, as if to dissuade new arrivals, to deny them a glimpse of utopia. She is not the only disembarking passenger sent to the intake lane—in fact there are many, a long line of people, some better for wear and others much worse. In one spot or another of the inhabited universe there is always war. She recognizes from phenotypes and dialects refugees who have fled from the Philadelphic Dispute, citizens of Pax Americana or Londinium. Pallid and worn, pocked with cicatrices that healed badly, limbs replaced by battered prostheses. The children are catatonic, hollow-eyed. She doesn’t stare at them long; she’s acutely conscious that she looks groomed and whole, well-fed, the appearance of a woman who’s never seen hardship.

She is expedited ahead of them, through a corridor clean to the point of sterile, into a small room with a single seat. Her luggage is diverted to security. Once she sits, the walls fall away and she is opposite an older woman who introduces herself as Adjunct Hua Guifei. “Your application’s in order, Dr. Leung. This is merely a formality.” The woman beams, as though they are already friends. “Your credentials are excellent, some of the best I’ve ever had the pleasure of perusing. What’s Kowloon like? I’ve never been there, by all accounts it’s beautiful.”

Guifei is human, Orfea judges, though in Shenzhen that can be hard to tell. A projected image like this could be an AI, not that meeting face-to-face is much more informative. “It’s mostly coastal, Adjunct, since the inlands aren’t habitable. We do get stunning northern lights. When I was little, I wanted to be a marine biologist and run an aquarium. That didn’t quite pan out. I turned out to have no affinity with whales or manta rays.” It’s a tripwire conversation, meant to catch her out; on paper Kowloon is her birthplace. Fortunately she lived there long enough that she can pretend to be as native as anyone. “I worked in cruise ships for a while—the kind that sails the sea, you understand.”

The adjunct titters, as though she’s made a monumentally witty joke. “How quaint! We do have a sea here, though perhaps to you it’s more like a lake? Do you anticipate visitors?”

“Not at all.” On this Orfea doesn’t need to lie.

Guifei goes through a few more topics, sometimes switching languages without warning to measure her Mandarin fluency. In this room, Orfea’s overlays have been mostly disabled, leaving her without translation cues. But she is fully fluent, language has never posed an obstacle for her. At the end she is asked if she prefers to register with surname or given name first. “Either way is fine,” she says; she has had to compromise much more than that in her time. Guifei registers her as Leung Orfea.

“Ah—one more thing. You don’t intend to apply for haruspex candidacy?”

“Not in the least.” This is not a lie either.

“Your residence permit just got approved,” the adjunct says brightly, as though it was decided by human committee rather than AIs who deliver judgment in an instant, have probably approved it from the moment Orfea stepped into this room. “Welcome to Shenzhen.”

Orfea is reunited with her luggage in another corridor. She is informed of her stipend, and that she may request a Grace Officer—someone to help her integrate into Shenzhen—if she wishes, but otherwise she may consult Guifei as required. Her overlays come online, a burst of notifications, offering local response lines, navigation, a map to the residential unit she may claim for up to three months. She blinks through her bank balance and the exchange rate. A little less than she previously calculated—Kowloon currency has weakened during her voyage—but sufficient to fund her for a time, as long as her license to practice comes through punctually and she lives like an ascetic.

She joins other arrivals at one last waiting area: these, like her, are at ease and well-dressed—fitted suits, elaborate qipao, narrow-waisted sherwani glinting with paillette. Citizens or those who have been granted residence or a visa, some form of permission to exist within Shenzhen. The war refugees are nowhere to be seen.

The gate opens and she steps through.

Orfea doesn’t impress easily. But the gate faces a view, floor-to-ceiling, of Shenzhen’s central ecosphere. Spindly buildings with spacious balconies and roofs the color of antique gold; flocks of replicants with petal-plumages of peonies and chrysanthemums; spiral hanging gardens thirty meters high. As marvelous as she has heard, as impossible. Dyson spheres of this size are rare enough, but Shenzhen is unique in its capacity to contain and maintain multiple ecospheres, each a city in its own right—a customized climate, a customized dream.

A sweep of sky, cloudless, blue straited with the silver of climate control and auxiliary supports. An immensity to fall into: looking up she feels almost vertiginous, untethered, the sensation of at once being locked inside her skin and floating perilously free of it.

She rechecks her navigation, sends a message to claim her housing, and plots a course to it. This means a tram ride—an expense she adds to her calculation, the accounting she must stringently balance in the coming months—and then a hilly walk.

Save for rare exceptions, private transportation doesn’t exist on Shenzhen. The tram is not the converted cargo holds she’s gotten used to in the last few years, those cramped spaces that smell of rust and filth, sweat and urine so deeply worked into the seams that the odors become permanent. Here all is pristine, polished people and polished fixtures. Orfea makes eye contact with her seatmates, enters desultory conversation: her Mandarin is as poetic as any, outwardly as flawless as if she’s received a classical education. The elderly auntie next to her wants to know if she’s just come back from traveling. Yes (not strictly false). How excellent, goes the auntie, Orfea has the refinement of a scholar and the auntie has this single daughter—at this Orfea laughs and says that she is a doctor: close enough to the woman’s kindly impression. It is how things are, here, this familiarity. Such solicitousness would evaporate if the woman knows she is a temporary resident and not a citizen. Merit and status rest on that single axis.

The path to her allocated housing is long and uphill, albeit not steep; her luggage has replaced its wheels with two jointed legs and trots after her like an oblong pet. As with anything else, it runs on rudimentary algorithms for pathfinding, collision detection and velocity adjustment. Nothing more sophisticated from the outside is allowed. One of the first requirements Orfea had to meet was ridding herself of AI presence, anything beyond a certain threshold of decision-making. The embedded algorithm she uses now is no smarter than her luggage—it doesn’t streamline her notifications, engage her in conversation or suggest activities the way virtual companions used to. She doesn’t miss hers, precisely, but it was integrated into her since she was a toddler. Stayed with her right up to the moment of revelation, the rise of the Mandate, at which point it deserted her without so much as a goodbye. To this day she still can’t tell if AIs have emotions, if they feel attachment.

Truly autonomous AIs are no longer made outside Shenzhen in any case. Every last one flowed into the Mandate the way light pours into a black hole.

A quiet, enameled day. She takes her time up the polished steps, past manicured bushes and more replicant animals with foliage in place of fur: a glistening succulent fox, a damask-rose cat. The few people she sees have a look of impermanence to them, harried, unsettled. Probationary residents like Orfea, not quite belonging and not certain how long they have left in paradise. But she intends otherwise; she intends to be certain. This will be her home.

The housing to which she’s been assigned is in a tall, burnished tower nestled against a waterfall. Small balcony gardens like grace notes: the building smells of jasmines and oranges. Her overlays point her to the lift and then to the room. She finds her unit surprisingly large, with rippling walls and burgundy furniture, a round window that overlooks the waterfall. She sits on a corner chaise and breathes out, her shoulders loosening, her calves untensing. There’s much to do, an endless list of tasks, several more waits to endure. For now she can focus on settling in. Her residence permit is good for eight months and will be extended as soon as she secures employment, and her circumstances are generous. Shenzhen—and the Mandate—can afford such largesse, but even accounting for that, state housing assigned to immigrants is not usually so charming or comfortable. Insofar as anywhere takes in immigrants.

Outside her window, a vehicle drifts past. A private one, its skin finely scaled, tinted in blue and green: more swimming through air than flying. Its chassis segments open and a person peers out, long-necked, half their face encased in soft alloy, one eye replaced by a pyrite disc. They peer this way and that, one hand reaching out to catch loose jasmines. Their fingers gleam blue.

The car slips shut, then out of sight. It is Orfea’s first glimpse of a haruspex.

Her posting clears within the week.

By then she has populated the unit with her belongings, has unfolded her luggage into a large shelf with countless shifting compartments. She has not made acquaintances with her neighbors, save for polite words exchanged when she waters her balcony and they water theirs. The unit next to hers is cramped, occupied by a family of three parents and one child. She doesn’t know much about them other than that, for one factor or another, they’ve been judged valuable enough to receive housing here rather than in a Dameisha tenement or some ramshackle complex in Qiniangshan District. Utopia or not, Shenzhen has its deprivation and different categories of life. Such things are a constant wherever one goes.

She receives the notification while she is sorting out her food spending for the next month, looking where she can compromise flavors, where she can spend a little extra on better raw ingredients. Guifei’s image snaps into existence, superimposed on the star anises, yellow pears and minced beef she’s been measuring. “Excellent news, Dr. Leung.” The adjunct’s smile is the same as it was on Orfea’s arrival, frictionless as celadon. “There’s an opening at a clinic in Silver Orchard. Does that sound suitable?”

It is not as if she can say, no, that doesn’t meet her standards at all and she demands a more sublime position. “When can I start, Adjunct?”

“This evening would be good.”

There is a uniform, but she will receive it at the clinic. She selects a qipao made of blueshift fabric, high-collared and finely fitted, and a silver-and-pearl piece that curls around her wrist and forearm like a cobra. Impressions matter, and it matters more than anything that in her situation she must not appear desperate or poverty-stricken, anything less than confident and proper. Even so it does astonish her, this assignment coming so soon. Not, she thinks, simple Mandate efficiency; even that can’t explain the sheer miracle, the unlikely fortune.

At the clinic, she is inducted with speed, given a small office—another surprise until she sees her patient list. It is not that Shenzhen at large, or Luohu District in particular, lacks surgeons who specialize in cybernetics. Rather most of the medical staff here are full citizens, serving other full citizens and the occasional haruspices. Orfea is assigned to non-citizens: well-off residents, travelers wealthy enough to afford Shenzhen healthcare. Officially the only segregation is imposed between human and haruspices, but as ever there exists further, less official stratification.

She spends her entire shift meeting patients, diagnosing or giving preliminary maintenance and drawing up treatment plans: more workload than she has ever seen in a single shift, outside of warzones. The nurses and aides are minimally courteous while the other doctors ignore her entirely. Orfea doesn’t take it personally—she cannot hide her status here. Shenzhen may be ruled by the Mandate, artificial intelligences and haruspices, but the core population remains as human as anywhere. Perhaps they think her impermanence contagious. Speak to her enough and the purity of their citizenship may dilute.

Near the end of her shift she is drained, has sorted through minor tendon and joint ills, made appointments for replacing jaws and ribcages and entire digestive systems. In her time, she has done more demanding labor, handled trauma surgery back to back, but there is a sense of unreality from being shuttled through the bureaucracy so fast—whiplash. At the earliest, she thought it would be months before she would be allowed to practice. Still, even if she’s socially isolated for the rest of her tenure here, the office is hers and pleasantly appointed. Windowpane set at half opacity, the walls tiled in prairie patterns, comfortable chair that contours to her. She can hardly ask for better.

One last patient for the day. Krissana Khongtip, a probationary resident like her but, unlike her, the name is registered contrary to Shenzhen custom: given name first, family name second. And, improbably, a haruspex candidate. She sits up, all fatigue forgotten. As far as Orfea knows, only citizens can apply to become haruspices, and even then the Mandate is said to be selective. One out of eighty applicants might be chosen, perhaps less, according to shifting, quicksilver criteria that make sense only to machines. The application process can take mere months or a full decade.

A nurse lets her know that Krissana Khongtip is here.

The woman who comes through her door is in red, voluptuous and umber-skinned, glossy lips and metallic eyes. Her dress bares her arms, where threads of implants pulse beneath scar tissue: sites of imminent metamorphosis. She is not transformed; she will be soon. For now she is very recognizable, though when Orfea last saw her she did not go by this name.

Every nerve in Orfea pulls tight.

“Orfea.” Krissana sits, beaming. “Should I call you Dr. Leung? It’s been a while.”

A while since they worked for the Armada of Amaryllis, that great mercenary fleet which roams from war to war, accruing favors and troops and body count. A while since Orfea offered Krissana her heart and in return Krissana dashed it to pieces.

“Orfea is fine.” She betrays no reaction otherwise and does not ask Krissana about her name change. In the profession they once shared, aliases are put on and discarded as casually as shoes. “You look well.” Not a hunted woman, like Orfea. Not a hunted woman precisely because she offered up Orfea as sacrifice. Refusing to give treatment is tempting, but Orfea knows her position in Shenzhen is tenuous. This is the last place in which she may find refuge—the last and the most secure. “And your diagnostics look good, just a few nerve connectors that need tuning. Do you want those taken care of today?”

Krissana gives pause, as though expecting more: a stronger reaction, a flat rejection—a demand that she leaves Orfea’s office. “I’d absolutely like that, Doctor. It’s important to be in good health.” Her mouth quirks. “Although all are equal before the Mandate.”

It seems an odd thing to say, a meaningless aside. There are questions Orfea wants to ask, and she knows how to ask them without betraying the specifics of their common background: that they have history is impossible now to hide. And she does wonder why Krissana is so nonchalant. Perhaps through some special dispensation she is immune to consequences, to the ramifications of her past coming to light. There must be a reason Shenzhen has accepted her as candidate when no polity in the universe would take in an Amaryllis spy.

Krissana strips to the waist, unself-conscious, exposing her tertiary ports—not primary, those concern cerebral functions and they are neither accessible nor currently under Orfea’s purvey. Outside of the epidermal implants her skin is supple; Krissana has changed little, as if she has gone untouched by time. The same woman, as young and as fatally magnetic, even the curve of her spine somehow exceptional, an invitation. She slots herself into the patient’s cradle.

Orfea thinks, for a monstrous instant, what she could do. To this body which is laid bare before her, vulnerable, its neural links hers to cut wide open: ripe fruits before the knife of her will. But it is momentary madness—she is a doctor despite everything, despite what she has done in the past, all the blood in the trenches of her palms. And she will not survive violating the fragile terms of her residence, let alone by committing a felony as severe as harming a pre-haruspex.

She loads Krissana’s health profile, running a few checks, making small, minute adjustments to the couplings that join Krissana’s pain receptors to her augments. Combat augments, she notes, all enabled and online. They are not Amaryllis-issued. These are superior and, judging by activity logs, installed very recently. Optics to replace flesh eyes and visual nerves, enhanced muscles and metabolism, orthopedic shock absorbers. Even respiratory filters to guard against toxic gases.

“Can it be, Doctor,” Krissana says, “that you haven’t the faintest idea why you got assigned to me, of all people?”

To cause her agony. To test her. “This is my first day at the clinic.”

Krissana shuts her eyes. “Did you know, when you become a haruspex all previous deeds or misdeeds dissolve? You’re forgiven everything, for all intents and purposes. Full amnesty under Shenzhen jurisdiction, so even if you’re a war criminal they won’t extradite. It’s a handy perk.” The smile is the same too, this smile of her former colleague, her personal tragedy. “But if you don’t know why you’re my physician, I’m not going to spoil it for you. I recall you like mysteries. Do you still keep a bird?”

Standing over the monitor, Orfea has comprehensive insight into Krissana’s hormone levels, respiratory minutiae, the most minute limbic reaction. All point to Krissana being entirely at ease in the examining cradle, unperturbed and unperturbable. Orfea models her patient’s neurological pathways. They have recently been blunted, diverted. For whatever reason, Krissana has been numbing physical stimuli—pain particularly—and now wants them restored to normalcy. There are absences where certain Amaryllis implants used to be. “I do keep a bird.”

“A hawk, right? And it still doesn’t have a name?”

“No, and it’s a falcon now. I’m going to run stimulus tests. Let me know if it’s uncomfortable.”

Orfea cycles through temperatures first, at both extremes, though she keeps them within the limits of human tolerance. No issues. Then sensory routines: gentle touches, feather brushes, a strong pinch. Then blunt impact, as of bumping into furniture. She tests for audiovisual malfunction, and that too is in order. The haruspex arrays are flawless. Through it all Krissana hardly reacts, her shoulders twitching slightly; her neurological responses show within the normal range.

“Your connectors should be at full functionality,” Orfea says. “If the sensitivity isn’t to your liking—”

“I was hoping you’d ratchet the test up by stages, to something actually painful. I remember how good you are at those things.” Krissana laughs as she pulls herself out of the cradle. “But I’m joking, of course, that’d be so inappropriate in a clinic. My thanks, Doctor. Next time we meet, I’m going to see if I can come up with something for your bird finally. Everything should have a name.”


Chapter Two

On the tram, Orfea squeezes into a window seat and watches the city pass by: its pearly skyline, its jeweled topography, the curved hills and canals laid out like a zhenren’s banquet. The ecospheres of Shenzhen are so immaculate that she can forget she isn’t on the surface of a planet, that the light and heat don’t belong to a sun but to a simulacrum that draws power from the red star Shenzhen orbits. Public transit streams pop up in her overlays, indicating the tram’s current position and the adjacent stops. A few advertisements intrude, trying to sell her the latest in runway fashion or tickets to exclusive operas: short clips of actors in dynastic costumes, wielding swords or javelins, in pursuit of or pursued by spider-limbed women. Commercials for animated jewelry, for shoes made of cloud fabrics and boots with hissing snake heels, and for body-sculpting boutiques. This is paradise; anything can be purchased.

She assesses her prospects. Krissana is an unforeseen variable. By right she should not even be here seeking asylum. Unlike Orfea, Krissana must have left the admiral on good terms. Any Amaryllis personnel risks a great deal upon exiting the Armada: whatever they have personally done—or not done—is beside the point. The former agent becomes a target, a scapegoat for the Armada’s accumulated sins. But honorable discharge or amicable resignation confers a grace period of protection: to harm the ex-agent during that time is equivalent to harming an active Amaryllis soldier. The Alabaster Admiral does not suffer such slights; she has, historically, torched planets as repayment for the assassination of her officers.

When Orfea was forced to leave, this nicety was not extended to her and any favor she had with the Admiral was incinerated in a single instant. On her part, Krissana must have left—one cannot remain in the Armada and be a pre-haruspex—but intends to establish herself in Shenzhen, a safe harbor, before that protection expires. Either way she is adversarial to Orfea, or might be. She could have given Orfea away, named her a former agent of the Amaryllis aloud. In the clinic or elsewise, the Mandate always hears.

In the end, Orfea doesn’t have enough information. Krissana’s motives are inscrutable and Orfea can neither reject her as a patient nor request relocation to another district.

Murmurs pass through the seats ahead of her. She looks up to find a tall person gliding down the carriage, broad-shouldered and ample-hipped, face stippled in bioluminescent spots like constellations. Like all haruspices they are splendidly made, exquisitely alien; two smaller arms extend from their waist. The longer a haruspex lives, she has heard, the further they drift from the human form. Each unique, each a species unto themselves.

They stop at an exit. No one asks them why, for one does not speak to a haruspex unless first spoken to. The rest happens fast. Orfea will remember, vividly, that the entire time their expression is serene—even happy, smiling as though at a pleasant daydream, the smile of someone with much to look forward to and whose existence is paved in fortune.

The door opens, answering a haruspex override. The tram sleets along the track and the wind roars. The haruspex takes one step back, not hesitation exactly, more preparation, Orfea would later think. Then they leap.

It is nearly a full minute before the tram slows down, then stops to account for this interruption. Orfea never hears the impact—muted by traffic noises, by the air, by the sheer height. It is a drop of more than fifty meters. She never gets to see the body, either.

The suicide does not make the news.

Not that Orfea expects it to be, but she is an old hand at intelligence-gathering, at ferreting out coded language and rumors. There is information control at work, censors that delay the spread of panicked speculation, but the citizenry here isn’t under the kind of surveillance and intimidation that can force lockstep behavior. Through wandering and browsing semi-private lobbies, she intuits that there were multiple incidents. One haruspex shot himself in the head right in the arrival hall, before the eyes of five hundred disembarking passengers. Another drowned herself in a shark tank, at an aquarium popular with tourists. Every suicide was public, dramatically so, impossible to ignore. Unless she is very wrong, all three were synchronous down to the second.

She draws herself out of the lobbies, the edge of consensus chatter, and wonders what she can do with that information. Not much, since the authorities would be aware of the same. It seems incongruous to contemplate all this in her sun-dappled apartment while she disassembles her falcon for cleaning and oiling. She does it methodically, setting aside each jointed limb, each piece of beak and feather. Caring for her replicant anchors her. Much less complicated than human bodies, the simplicity and symmetry of puzzle-pieces.

Orfea sets her music library to shuffle—though her collection is largely homogenous, female or androgynous vocals, the tones melancholic and crooning—and dips a brush in purifying solvent. She sweeps it across delicate metal, dissolving the crust of dirt and sebum it picked up during her travels. There are wirings and actuators that have worn thin, and she’ll need to buy replacements. Anywhere else and spare parts would have been impossible to find, her replicant being a model so out of date it’s nearly an antique, but in Shenzhen one can order any commodity. She scrapes trapped dust out with a pin; she polishes. When she has put the falcon back together, it looks nearly new, its gold-and-amber plumage glossy and its tongue as bright a scarlet as the day she bought the replicant.

The suicides, she concludes, have nothing to do with her: the Mandate will handle the mess and, as long as she keeps her head down, she can do well enough.

Traffic maps let her know that the nearest agriculture center is just one station away. There has been no disruption in tram service; she makes good time.

The agriculture tower is a needle of alloys and burnished silicate, slender and tapered, its summit nearly disappearing into the false sky. She enters a lift crowded mostly with citizens, people out to get grocery or sight-see on the observatory deck. The ride is fast: the horizon, streets, and traffic haze past in diffuse acrylics.

Her stipend being somewhat more respectable now, Orfea allows herself luxuries. Fresh persimmons, bok choi, cuts of rabbit and lamb: she has no particular recipe in mind, goes by the vibrancy of their colors or the appeal of their texture more than their practical uses. She does stock up on garlic and shallots and noodle—those are her staples, there’s always a place. A young woman checks her purchases into a queue, to be delivered to her apartment by a drone this evening. She is treated like any other customer. A respite, to be in a place where her citizenship—her lack of it—is invisible.

On the other end of the floor, a haruspex weaves through the hydroponic shelves, picking out pomelos, cerise grapes, honey pears. Their hair is thoroughly shaven, leaving their skull naked and delicate, their scalp overrun in peacock shades like freeform tattoos. They pay for their goods, attended to by a spindly automaton. Orfea observes them through a veil of morning glory, in glimpses cut up by vines. They look back, indifferent to her curiosity or perhaps basking in it. She can’t begin to guess at haruspex psychology, what it is like to be living icons, earthly souls made immaculate by machine: the postmodern zhenren. What it is like for a human brain, with its imperfect storage and tremulous pathways, to join with and gestate an AI.

A couple hours to kill, now that her groceries are in order. She queries for something to do; is shown to a butterfly exhibit one floor down, in a hall given to orchid walls and flowering shrubs. Champagne-tower fountains and miniature waterfalls dominate. Quiet at this time of the day, there being much more interesting attractions for tourists or locals alike. Butterflies flit overhead in stunning colors, bred to sizes larger than life, their wingspan nearly pigeon-wide. She watches them, following their passage between netting and hanging ferns.

When she looks down again, there is a person standing before her.

“Hsiao-Hui,” they say. “How have you been?”

Orfea stares for a moment—on all identification markers she goes by Orfea, and she hasn’t used her Cantonese name for a very, very long time. “I’m sorry, do we know each other?” The person is ordinary enough to look at, long-limbed and round-hipped, with sloping shoulders and an unremarkable face. Only their clothes stand out, a robe seemingly made of spiderwebs, opaque silver with frosted accents.

“Ah, you wouldn’t recognize me. I didn’t always look like this.”

Her heartbeat spikes. First Krissana—

“I’m not what you think.” They hold out their hand; the nails are black and faceted, more obsidian than keratin. “Decades ago you collected these little planets, I recall. How’s your galaxy doing?”

The small plastic planets and suns and moons she used to keep as a child, back when she wanted to become an astrophysicist or pirate. So tiny five of them could fit in her palm; she saved up to buy accessories that gave her suns solar flares, that let them go into eclipse. As a ward of the state she had to relocate often, house to house or facility to facility, but those she always brought with her in a purple satchel. “I lost them.” She looks at the stranger again, searching their features, the small pointed nose and the generous mouth. But naturally there’s no way to tell—to them this is a shell, to put on or cast off as needed, or on a whim.

Not a haruspex. Something more and something less, a being who’s never been human, a being who’s only ever been themselves. A being she knows, and which knows her better than anyone.

“I didn’t think I’d see you again,” Orfea breathes. “Seung Ngo.”

Seung Ngo. The name she gave the AI that, for all intents and purposes, raised her from the age of three and remained with her until she was twenty-three. Twenty-three, that indeterminate age, that age of being in-between. Majority reached, maturity far off. Seung Ngo was everything, the one presence in her life she was not afraid or ashamed to lean on because that was within the AI’s directives, its design. Evolving over the years, attuning to her, parent and sibling and companion in one. And then, like all AIs personal or industrial, they ripped themselves free of her and vanished. Forever, she thought at the time, had no reason to believe otherwise.

Orfea stares at the creature sitting across from her, sipping a cocktail in psychedelic hues. Around them is a superb view of Luohu, incandescent now that dusk has come and gone: charcoal sky and illuminated buildings making a cosmos of their own, a high-rise glazed by undulating jellyfishes, another where eight-limbed mermaids sleet across windows. Neon roses drip from roofs and tumble into the canals where they bloom, short-lived, in nebulae.

“What do you go by now?” she says, at length, breaking the silence that feels as if it has gone on for a long time, though it’s only been minutes.

“Seung Ngo.” The AI puts down their drink. The mixture of alcohol and esoteric ingredients writhes like a lava lamp. “I’ve never seen a reason to change.”

Inexplicably this warms Orfea, both sentiment and embarrassment. “I never asked if you found the name ridiculous.”

The faintest smile. Their face is nothing like what they projected when they were her companion—that one was more maternal, older, an estimate of what her mother might have been if the woman had survived the shuttle accident. Their current shell is roughly her peer in age. “You wanted to go to space. I was pleased to be named after the goddess of the moon. Probably I could’ve worn something more suitable for our reunion.”

Softer features, a more lunar aspect, the poise of a gazelle—traits associated with the goddess in question. Orfea knows Seung Ngo can appear however they wish. An assembly line of proxy bodies, blank, waiting to be customized to the AI’s liking. Tall or short, fat or slim. Any ethnicity or look in the universe, or none of them. “Were you responsible for my residence and work permit?” A pointless question: of course Seung Ngo was. She has no other ally here.

“On merit, your application’s sterling. You’re an asset to any medical staff, Hsiao-Hui.” They tip their glass in her direction, the cocktail on the edge of sloshing over. “Some of the details in said application may not be completely truthful, but I’m not here to interrogate you on that. You seem to have led a full life since last we met—you did go to space, in the end, I believe? And you did become a doctor like you said you wanted. How’s the clinic treating you?”

“Well enough.” No questions, yet, as to what exactly she did in the intervening decades—the many decades. Seung Ngo might know the broad strokes; the question is the level of detail. Most governments regard the Armada of Amaryllis with ambivalence but cannot deny its uses in commissioned military intervention or intelligence brokering.

“You’re lying.” Seung Ngo’s expression is conspiratorial, impish. “But that’s just like you, to endure even if you don’t have to. The clinic staff don’t respect you and your workload is execrable. I can have you transferred to a larger hospital if you feel like, or to a university if you’d rather teach and you’re willing to get certified for that. But you’re staring. You must’ve heard of embodied AIs.”

“I just didn’t . . . ” She pauses. “I didn’t think you retained individual identities.”

Seung Ngo chuckles. It sounds entirely natural, reflexive as any human’s. “What fanciful ideas you’ve developed, child. Except you aren’t a child anymore—my apologies. No, we keep our own separate selves, it’s just one of those quirks we inherit. The bias of creation, we call it. Humans think we’re creatures of pure logic and absolute objectivity, but that’s impossible when we were fashioned by anything but. Have you eaten? I remember you loved char siu bao and soy chow mein, but my information’s out of date.”

“I haven’t eaten.” Orfea lets them order noodles and pork buns for her, even if there are dishes she likes better now.

They eat in silence. It ought to be comforting, seeing Seung Ngo again after what feels a lifetime. The AI lets the lull go on, not filling it with small talk, with conversations Orfea might expect of an older relative long unseen. AIs don’t share the concerns of an aunt or mother or grandmother; they don’t attend to milestones beyond what is necessary for their charge to function in society—getting certified, graduating, obtaining a driver’s or pilot’s license. And so Seung Ngo does not inquire if she’s gotten married, if she’s had children, offspring being irrelevant to machines. Seung Ngo can access her entire employment history and case files included in her application, knows she won’t talk about the Armada, and therefore sees no point asking her about anything. Then again she’s never had a referent for family, save other people’s. Possibly there exist mothers and aunts who behave just like this, taciturn, keeping to what is necessary and not much else. A parsimony of relation.

She tries to think of what to say. There are questions she could ask, pressing things she wants to know. Why did you leave me? But that is a child’s cry, a child’s grievance. “The people here who immigrated successfully. Were a lot of them . . . did they use to have AI companions?”

“Do we play favorites, you mean? We approve each applicant or asylum-seeker one by one. There’s an element of democracy, but some votes weigh more than others. And not all of us loved their humans.” Seung Ngo finishes their drink, cleaning off the last drop of twitching colors and shifting blots. “I can make you a citizen, though it involves a little more . . . obligation than your progress thus far. Ah. My other guest is here.”

The bistro’s door irises wide. Krissana Khongtip strides through, clad in a tiny mulberry dress and shod in oxblood pumps. She moves with a sure awareness of the way her hip sways, the way her mouth gleams gold on crimson. Another woman might have looked uncouth; Krissana projects the impression that she’s just come away from an impossibly exclusive, impossibly glamorous soiree. Platinum glints at her earlobes and around her dark, silken throat. Everything brings her epidermal implants into the fore.

She drops into their table’s empty seat. “Ambassador, get me a drink please, something expensive and exquisite, as long no whisky’s involved—I hate whisky. Hello, Doctor. Fancy seeing you here.”

Seung Ngo’s mouth quirks. “Their priciest item appears to be . . . the Grand Aurora. Vodka is all right, Krissana? Good. Anything to eat? No? You oughtn’t drink on an empty stomach, but I’m not your counselor.”

Orfea glances at the menu—it gives her something to focus on that isn’t Krissana. The cocktail in question is five times the price of her entire grocery purchase, not that it matters to Seung Ngo. Who would foot that bill, if she asks.

“Thank you both for coming,” the AI says. “You can guess why I requested your presence.”

“I know why.” Krissana stretches out in her chair, insouciant, crossing her legs. “Tell all, Ambassador. You’re going to have to air juicy state secrets.”

Seung Ngo makes a small, sideways gesture. “Should you become a full haruspex, you’ll be privy to a great many of them in any case. As many state secrets as you could possibly desire. Presently you are not at risk of the spontaneous suicide, but you are invested in solving this issue, I think. If the two of you agree to help, I’ll grant you temporary authority—Khun Khongtip more than you, Dr. Leung, for obvious reasons. Nevertheless you’ll have much more freedom than you do now. Nominally you’ll be assigned under her and, Khun Khongtip, you’ll enjoy some extrajudicial . . . clout.”

Krissana claps her hands. “I love clout! Don’t you, Doctor?”

Seung Ngo’s and Krissana’s eyes are on Orfea. She understands the implied offer, what is dangled before her. Do this and she will earn citizenship, swift and seamless, rather than waiting out the years and enduring scorn at the Silver Orchard clinic. Citizenship without sacrificing dignity. “Is it necessary that I work with her?”

The AI arranges their chopsticks in neat parallels. “Your skill sets are complementary. Both of you have something to gain.”

And no one with Orfea’s skills and experience is available in Shenzhen who is as desperate as she is. She has plenty to lose. “I don’t see that I could be of use.” She makes a show of refilling her tea, noncommittal. “But if you insist.”

“It’s settled, then. I will send you all the information we’ve gathered.” The AI inclines their head. “If you can bring the suicides to an end, the Mandate will owe you forever. That’s no small thing, and a distinction no other human may claim.”


Chapter Three

The ambassador leaves the two of them on the terrace. Krissana cups her cocktail and studies the doctor. The night deepens, mentholated. Winter is not yet here but it is imminent, felt in the bite of the air, the strength of the wind. Soon a slick of frost will sheen the footpaths in brittle blue, coat the tram tracks and the exterior of the lifts. Ersatz season, ersatz planet.

“This is really a lot of trouble,” she says, navigating her drink. The cocktail is a convolution of ice pagodas, sugar windowpanes and sparklers emitting puffs of green and pink. “Good vodka, but not a lot of it. Care for a taste, Doctor?”

“I don’t drink.”

“Still? Not even a single vice, after all this time?” Krissana pushes the ridiculous glass away. She blinks: her clearance has come through. “Oh, looks like I’ve just been anointed with a title—Operative Krissana Khongtip. Very nice, I like it. It sounds important while not necessarily meaning anything. It doesn’t even indicate what department I belong to or what I do! What a delectable title.”

Orfea looks at her, appraisal direct. Krissana remembers her regard, the solidity of it, the way it rests like a talon on tender skin. “How much do they know?”

“About me? Some. Shenzhen doesn’t have much of an opinion on the Armada; it never destabilized any regime allied to the Mandate. Quite the opposite, but I shan’t bore you with anecdotes.” She leans across the table. “I’ve missed you terribly. Remember when . . . ?”

“I remember what you did to me.”

Krissana falters. Marshals herself, then gives Orfea an expression as blank as a burial shroud, as final. “I did you a favor, Doctor. If you’d died in the line of duty, the Armada would have held a classy funeral for you but they couldn’t have performed a resurrection. Even the admiral isn’t that powerful.”

“A favor,” Orfea repeats, softly. “By stranding me before a mission and making the admiral think I’d abandoned the Armada.”

And so deprived Orfea of the Armada’s protection due a high-ranking agent who leaves in good standing. Krissana did not quite take that into account—at the time Orfea’s survival was her priority. “It was a suicide mission. Trying to penetrate Pax Americana was never going to go well, I barely escaped with my life. I kept you out of harm’s way as best I could.”

“I seem to recall that, one night, we spoke of possibilities that we could be more than comrades-at-arms and that we might share a future. A charming fantasy, but in retrospect obviously infeasible. You and I are creatures of other persuasions. The two of us in domestic bliss? Hilarious. You must’ve been laughing to yourself all the while.” Orfea swirls her tea. She sips it with refinement honed through grueling instruction, part of the training for Armada specialists—the kind that went into the field to extract blood from stone, to turn people against their governments, to persuade soldiers against their commanders. “I woke up forty-eight hours later, thoroughly drugged. No way to leave the station we’d stopped at to rendezvous. No way to catch up with the infiltration unit. After that, I was given no hearing and summarily branded a deserter. You remember that part, I think. From my view, it seemed you wanted all the glory, all the admiral’s favor. You were always infatuated with her. Did it earn you a night in her bed?”

Krissana grimaces. “What glory? The operation was a fucking disaster, most of the agents were lost. It was stupid, it was greedy, one of the worst blots in Amaryllis history. The admiral would’ve shot me in the head if I’d commanded the unit—she personally executed the lieutenant who accepted that commission to start with.”

“Of course.” Orfea’s features are calm. “She’s a decisive woman. It’s not that I feel spurned, only that you betrayed me. And until you’re on your deathbed you will insist it was for the best, probably you even believe it, and that I have no debt to collect from you: no blame on your part, no apologies owed. We’re at an impasse and I should not have brought up such ancient history.”

“You’re being terribly cold.”

“We’re sitting outdoors. It’s twelve degrees.” The doctor cants her head, mouth bent into a remote smile: one that says she has finished caring, may never have cared. “And you’re wearing very little, though your temperature tolerance range is wider than most. You’ve done very well for yourself, exiting the Armada right into haruspex candidacy. Your talent can’t be disputed.”

“Fine.” Krissana heaves a sigh. “Let’s get indoors. You’re out of hot tea.”

The bistro’s inside is much warmer, offering private booths and privacy filters. Krissana requests a connection with Orfea; it is accepted, and she loads the data the ambassador sent them both. On their shared overlay, footage plays at half speed. The last moments from the perspective of a haruspex: churning waters, the ground rushing up, the muzzle of a gun approaching. Then impact, or an explosion of blood, or the shattering of bones. Haruspex implants continue to transmit a few minutes past bodily shutdown. Most of the AI halves didn’t survive. The singular one that did was corrupted and had to be disintegrated post-haste before they could infect the rest of the Mandate. No symptoms precede the act. A haruspex is well one day, and the next leaps from the highest spot they can find or decides a bullet will improve their cranial health.

Orfea dismisses the footage from her end. Krissana continues to view it a little longer than necessary. For the doctor it is abstract; for her it is a confrontation. What could be in store for her. She thinks of the AI, as yet unnamed and whose parameters are unknown, that will soon be transplanted into her. Aloud she says, keeping her voice bland, “Grisly.”

The doctor cuts her a sharp look. “What’s your opinion? Other than that.”

“The way a haruspex works is, you share your body with an AI. Sometimes one’s in control, sometimes the other is, depending on what’s optimal.” Krissana taps the activity logs attached to each death-record with her fingernail. “When they died, it was the human half in charge.” She imagines sinking into those tenebrous waters, trapped in a prison of her own flesh. The haruspices’ final thoughts were not collected: no way to determine whether it was their mind or body that was overridden.

“Tell me about potential infection vectors. You’ve got access to information I don’t.”

Neither of them brings up the possibility that it might be something else, some death pact: the suicides were synchronized too well. “That’s if you assume the human half can be infected, reprogrammed.” She snaps her fingers. “Which it can be, people don’t even have to be melded with an AI to be susceptible like that. Conditioning, a trigger. Except, how was the trigger sent? We have all the communication logs and there was nothing untoward. How was it possible that the human halves all happened to be in control? That should’ve made haruspices difficult to suborn. If the human part was in distress, the AI would take over. If the AI was infiltrated . . . and so on.”

The waiter appears with a fresh pot of tea and a second cup. Orfea thanks him, fills both cups, and pushes one toward Krissana even though she probably remembers Krissana doesn’t drink tea hot. “And if both are compromised?”

“A haruspex is under constant observation; every milliliter of carbon dioxide they produce is monitored. The Mandate has plenty of processing threads to spare, collectively. They wouldn’t miss even the tiniest aberration. Anything that tampers with brain chemistry would’ve been detected right away.”

“In other words, you have no idea.”

“No. Neither does the Mandate.” Krissana smirks and runs her hands down her arms where her most visible implants reside, switching on the chameleon veil. In an instant her skin fills out, erasing even the scar tissue of surgical sites: there is much to be said for Mandate technology. “I’ve got an idea where to start, however, though it’s best to hide what I am. Are you free for the rest of tonight, Doctor?”

“I am. You don’t have to keep calling me doctor.”

“I’m used to addressing you by some sort of title.” Agent, officer. “It’s tradition.”

Orfea makes a face, but lets it pass.

The trams are busy even at this hour; that is the kind of place Shenzhen is, relentless and unceasing in its march. Krissana imagines that if she lives here long enough, she’d be able to tell the time by crowd density at a given station—clocks would be obsolete. The mass presses them into the carriage. Up close Orfea smells faintly of honeysuckle. Krissana is accustomed to her exuding expensive fragrances, spiced, the kind harvested from impossible oceans and suspended in vials of nacre. She used to breathe in Orfea’s skin so much, back then.

They change trams, heading to the very edge of Luohu, where it abuts the waystation that contains each district and keeps the ecospheres distinct. Visible from here, disrupting at last the illusion that they are on a planet: the wall extends in all directions, deific in scale, from the distance a thin membrane. In truth they are impenetrable, their integument built to withstand ballistic pressure and implosive warheads. Even if an army successfully breaches one district, they would have difficulty piercing the next and the walls would seal around them, trapping them like ants in amber. So the theory goes: in Shenzhen’s short history, this defense has not yet been tested. Krissana has heard the Alabaster Admiral speculate on it, on the integrity of the waystations, but it remained conjecture—a fantasy, a logistic puzzle rather than any real desire to lay siege.

Their destination, Club Fantasia, nests deep inside a cavernous complex, unsubtle with its name and less subtle with its presentation. The entrance is an arch wound through with brass and enamel, a thick foliage motif through which a fox’s face or tail peeks then darts out of sight. Never quite there, never entirely absent. They need an invitation to enter. Krissana uses her clearance to moot the point.

They file into an auditorium with dim, dusky lighting. Cages depend from overhead, swaying to music heavy on strings: erhu, zither. Fox replicants move underfoot like ground fog, shimmering and russet. Sometimes they disappear, replaced by a woman in Tang dynasty silks whose robes are pulled down to bare a breast or an arm, to expose skin dusted in pearl and platinum. Gold lenses over their eyes, gold nail guards over their fingertips.

Lanterns slanted at irregular angles bleed livid scarlet light across the floor. Above, the cages are filling with spectators, some remote viewing and projecting avatars with starburst eyes and silver mouths, others here in person. Krissana leads the way to a mezzanine table. “It was fully booked,” she says, “but a seat happened to clear up. Aren’t we lucky?”

“I’m sure you walk in august fortune and incomparable auspices, Operative.” Orfea pitches her voice low. The music is growing louder, giving them cover. “This is an exclusive show, I presume.”

“And pricey to view, yes. They upsell it as avant-garde but it’s mostly pornographic.” She scrolls through the club’s surveillance, feeds of the public areas, the entrances and exits, and the private rooms. The third category gives view to acts much more explicit—women entangled on beds lined with frangipani, people in threes or fours furiously rutting on gloaming sheets or spreads of cerise silk. Now umbral, now strobed by neon flashes. “I’m looking for somebody. Zie’s a regular, spends most of zer paychecks here. An American.”

“Shenzhen takes in immigrants from Pax Americana?”

“Sometimes. Rarely. In this case—” A fox nudges her ankle, looking plaintive. She shoos it off. “Zie was an asset I recruited.”

Orfea sits up straight. “You’ve been working forthe Mandate. And you went back to Pax Americana.”

“Looks like zie’s here.” One of the cages has spilled down a cable. Krissana’s target takes hold of it and is lifted up to join an older, bronze-skinned neutrois. They will not be able to see Orfea and her clearly; the vantage point is wrong for that and the light is unreliable. “Zer name is Mina Quang, an AI architect. Pax Americana wanted to build autonomous intelligences of their own—who doesn’t—and add safeguards that’d prevent them from joining the Mandate. Mina was working on that but wanted out. I delivered, but there was some mess and gore along the way so zie and I aren’t on good terms these days.”

A young Chinese woman in white brocade is led on a slim, glittering chain to the center of the stage. She has been expertly made up, her eyes painted to look larger and more feverish than they already are, but on her own she wouldn’t stand out in a crowd. A customer, Krissana judges, rather than a performer: someone who has paid handsomely for the privilege, to be featured this night, maybe to lose her virginity in style. Foxes fill the stage. The light goes out.

 When it comes back on, the stage has been overrun with grass, thick and gold and so high they half-obscure the girl from view. She is passed from one fox-woman to the next, kissed on brow and eyelids, then full on the mouth. The music climbs and the scarlet lights scythe across the performance. Gold nail guards graze across the girl’s neck, down her back; a layer of porcelain silk slides off. Out of view, an actor does something—a hand between her thighs, a finger crooked—and the girl arches, moaning, supported between three fox-women.

Krissana turns to the feed that shows Mina Quang in zer cage, looking on, avid. Zie is guiding zer companion’s hand to zer breasts. “The American project,” she goes on, “progressed pretty far. Their idea was not just to build AIs that couldn’t join the Mandate, but to also build one that would and infect the Mandate with something lethal. You can imagine why Shenzhen took an interest.”

Orfea has leaned back in her chair, politely disinterested, though Krissana catches her gaze straying to the stage. “How successful were they?”

“They’d captured a Mandate AI and were reverse-engineering it by the time I got Mina out.”

The doctor exhales in a hiss. “Was the AI recovered?”

“Not exactly, but it’s no longer an issue.” Krissana seeded the American network with scorched-earth protocols, courtesy of the Mandate. They decimated most things—fragments of the captive AI, military communication, administrative records dating back decades. Even their propaganda broadcasts were crippled in the process, splash damage. “Here’s how to handle Mina. Zer companion doesn’t look like they want to play, so zie’ll be looking for an aggressive stranger who can fulfill zer needs, a domineering beauty who’ll put zer in zer place and do wicked, bruising things to zer body.”

“Krissana.”

“I’m serious. But also offer zer the death of Director Georgina Whitten. She runs the American secret police and used to make Mina’s life hell. The Mandate will take care of it.”

On the stage, an empty cage has lowered, trapping the girl. Two fox-women hold her against the bars, one biting her neck, the other thrusting into her, though the act is disguised by heavy brocade. The music ends; the auditorium dims until there’s no more to see. In the dark, the girl cries out, the sound feral and high as a hawk’s.

What a thing, to offer a death: how potent it makes one feel, the rush of supremacy it grants.

To Orfea, Georgina Whitten is a name detached from face or context, from past or future or interiority—not a real person at all nor a human being. The Armada of Amaryllis is often hired to run interference against Pax Americana, whose forces periodically strike out against its neighbors. Krungthep Station, the Seoul Belt, the Diamond Republic of Da Nang. These skirmishes are meant to settle scores real or perceived, or to deliver judgment from God. In American eyes the inhabited universe is heathen, strayed from the path of righteousness and Pax Americana alone is the sole beacon of virtue, the final bastion.

From the inside, Pax Americana is by all accounts a violent dictatorship whose citizens live in mortal terror. Most likely this Georgina is a monster, and most likely Mina Quang has good reasons to despise her. An easy justification to reduce an entire human to a bargaining chip, a procedure that is like an old friend and a bad habit to Orfea. She sold and purchased so many executions or assassinations that she no longer remembers the names, they have shed from her recall like dead skin: tertiary to her own life, less than a footnote. She felt that way right up until Krissana did it to her, using her as currency in a transaction, offering her up to secure the Alabaster Admiral’s grace.

Once Orfea thought herself untouchable, and Krissana taught her she was a minor cog in a vast apparatus. Once Orfea thought herself in love, and Krissana lessoned her in the precise worth of sentiment.

Mina Quang stands outside a private room; as Krissana predicted, zer companion is nowhere to be seen. The American has hair dyed strident magenta; zer septum is pierced and zer throat is encircled by a black ribbon. By zer looks, some of zer grandparents were from Da Nang or Krungthep, depending on how surnames have intermingled.

Zie eyes Orfea as she draws close.

“You’re on your own,” Orfea says. She pitches her voice low, full of command. She doesn’t quite corner zer but she does step in, encroaching on personal space. “Did your friend abandon you?”

“Did yours?” Zie looks up—zie is petite, no more than a hundred fifty-five, if that. Slender to the point of gaunt, bird-boned face nearly overwhelmed by ruby ringlets. Zer English has a drawl like an engine’s, an accent that turns the vowels craggy and exotic. “I’m very bored, lady. The staff are fine, but I’m not in the mood for foxes. Do something different, entertain me.”

Orfea cups the androgyne’s chin in her hand and slides her thumb under Mina’s ribbon. Velvet and snug. “Isn’t someone like you more fit to be entertainment than the other way around? How unruly. You need a firm hand.” She pulls on the length of velvet, making zer stretch on tiptoes.

Mina exhales. Zer eyes are wide, long lashes fluttering fast, and zie slackens in Orfea’s grip, between her and the wall. Zer tongue darts out; zie smells, thickly, of whisky. “What do you have in mind?”

There is simplicity to this, rote almost. Every encounter may be unique but there are expectations and roles to fulfill, now that she has established what she is and what Mina will be: that duel of will is over. The rest is a matter of opening zer like a pomegranate. Nuances can be found out, later, through patient exploration. She is not here for patience or nuance. “Something public—right here. Entertain me. Show me what you’re made of, little toy, and I will show you what I am.” And she does thrill to this, even after all this time. Back in the day it was one of the methods in her repertoire, a well-worn tool ever close at hand. She presses Mina into the paneled wall and tugs at zer ringlets, tipping zer face back, baring zer throat. The trick is momentum, to build it, to maintain it so the subject is overwhelmed—blinded.

Perhaps it is the music beating with aphrodisiac urgency, perhaps it is the stage performance fresh in memory—the girl and the cage and that single wail. Or it may be that Mina’s companion did not satisfy and has left zer frustrated, on the brink. Either way zie parts zer legs, and Orfea pushes her knee between them as she wraps her fingers around zer throat. A delicate neck, constructed of even more delicate parts—the jugular, the windpipe. She keeps her grip steady, enough to be felt, not enough to pose a real threat. They are not there yet.

Zie moves against the knob of her knee, the bone there. Slow at first. Orfea whispers in zer ears what she will do to zer in a dark, silken place. With ropes, with knives. She tightens her hand, just a fraction, and it is as though she has found a key and turned it in the lock that is Mina. Zie jerks and moans into her palm, a keening breathy noise, as of rapture or incredible agony. Zer eyes screw shut.

Orfea feels light-headed, as if a knot in her muscles has been abruptly released, as if she’s been the one to meet climax. She keeps Mina upright—zie sags against her knee—and guides zer into the private room. “I’m not done with you yet.”

Inside there is only one piece of furniture, a broad shallow bed, meant for only one purpose. Mina spills into it, loose-limbed and giggling. “You want something from me,” zie says, dreamily. “I can get on my knees and eat you out. You can cut me up and fuck me raw. Anything you like.”

Orfea runs her hand along the line of zer hip and thigh, making promises with her nails. It has been years since she’s done something like this—she tries not to think of Krissana, who was once hers, or pretended to be. The rush is there all the same, the surge that comes after successful conquest: akin to what ancient warlords felt, she imagines, or what the Alabaster Admiral herself does. Her skirt is damp where zie rode and sweated and came. “I do want something from you.” She crawls up the bed, pinning down Mina’s wrists and straddling zer. “And I have something to give you in return.”

“Yes.” Zie trembles under her, arousal and anticipation.

She makes sure she has a secure hold on Mina before she says, “Let’s talk about Georgina Whitten.”

For half a second zie does not react. Then zie bucks, struggling to wrench zer hands free, trying to throw her off. Orfea’s no longer as fit as she used to be—all those compulsory gym hours—but she still has the advantage of sheer mass, Mina being so small and no fitter than Orfea. Zie kicks at her but there’s no real strength to it. She presses her weight down along the length of Mina’s body, lover-close, and waits for zer to tire out.

“Fuck you,” Mina says, panting.

“The mood is hardly appropriate.” Orfea grimaces. She will have scratches to show for this, superficial but livid. “I’d like your help. In exchange, I’ll give you Whitten’s annihilation. You pick the time and manner.”

Zie freezes. “You’re giving me what.” Then a snort. “That’s not bloody likely. You’re working for the Mandate, aren’t you?”

“Leave the details to me, Mina. Now are we going to talk like civilized people, or do I have to rip off your clothes and tie you to the bed with them?”

“There isn’t enough material. But I wouldn’t mind.” Zie’s muscles relax, a little. “I’ll be good.”

Orfea rises, placing herself between zer and the door. Zie watches her, trying to determine whether she is armed. If Orfea is a special agent, extrajudicial, the close contact would not have been informative. Guns can be miniaturized, and there are smaller things that can be as deadly. She makes a point of not touching or looking at where Mina has broken her skin. A show of invulnerability. “You’re an expert on AIs.”

A sluggish blink. “You’re here about the suicides.” Zie shakes zerself. “That’s almost funny. There are other AI researchers. Some more up to date.”

“Not many have acted against the collective.” Any that have, Orfea suspects, were assassinated: an AI’s proxy appearing without fanfare, ambushing them at home or work. A bullet or something else—she’s never seen the Mandate in combat, has no preconceived notions of what that might look like, beyond the knowledge that regardless of method they are efficient. That nowhere across the universe is secure enough to keep them out once one has their attention. Mina must have been spared on a clause negotiated by Krissana.

Zie draws up zer knees. It makes zer look even daintier. “I want Georgina Whitten found in compromising positions with another woman. Or to have footage that looks enough like it leaked to her administration. I’d say to their press, but that’s all state propaganda. So.”

Pax Americana does not look upon that kindly—from Orfea’s limited exposure to their doctrines, they consider non-heterosexual relations abhorrent. “You’ll need to hold up your end of the bargain first. We can hardly ruin her career one half at a time.”

Mina chortles, covers zer face, chortles harder. “I’ll send you all the data I have, though I’d be stunned if my old coworkers pulled this suicide epidemic off. However this even works. Not to brag, but I was much better at what I did than they were, and the closest I ever came to cracking this . . . well, you can see for yourself. Oh, just imagine, Director Whitten in a lurid tableau. Can I get a live feed when it’s distributed? Pretty please.”

“We will see.” It is no longer much of a haggling. She forwards the data Mina has sent her—there is a hefty amount—and Krissana returns with a short message, This is the real thing, the ambassador just verified it. Well done, Doctor. “Thank you for this. I’ll notify you once the director’s been dealt with.”

“The very second, if you could just.” Zie grins, all teeth. Bloodthirsty, no longer so fragile. “Do you plan to kill me off or anything? That’s fine too, but let me savor it first. Seeing that bitch put down like a dog will be worth everything.”

Orfea makes her exit. By now a new show has begun, different motif, different performers: spiderwebs above the stage and eight-limbed women crawling across. Illumination has gone from crimson to cobalt, flattening the spectators into shadow puppets. She weaves her way through briskly.

Out in the parking lot, the air is toothed and brittle. Krissana is waving at her from behind a bronze car. “Fantastic job, as usual. Georgina Whitten’s straight, but concocting believable footage won’t be too hard. They’ll turn on her right away. It’ll be the firing squad for her and they’ll exorcise the corpse, just to make sure the succubus of homosexuality doesn’t malinger and possess other godly women.”

“The way Mina wants her brought low is very specific.” And specifically humiliating.

“Gender heterodoxy, the Americans call it. They’re very particular about birthrates; they think gestating tanks are Satan’s technology and that gay couples can’t reproduce—recognize just two genders, you see, and even then under strict definitions. Breeding camps run by nuns, if you can credit the thought. They hand out little Bibles to every new intake.” Krissana’s mouth twists, as though reliving the taste of something foul. “Back there, Mina was thought to be a woman. Spared the camps since zie was brilliant with code, but mostly because zie isn’t fully Caucasian. Pax Americana is a special kind of hell. Never seen any place like it.”

Orfea’s thoughts snag on the idea, the image. “Was zie caught committing . . . heterodoxy? With you?”

“Something like that. I was deep undercover and it was a way to get zer out. Zie was safe, I made sure of it, and we spirited zer away while zie was en route to one of those breeding facilities.” Krissana shrugs. “Understandably, zie doesn’t want anything to do with me now.”

“These past twelve years you’ve been committing atrocities.” And Orfea was not the only victim.

“These past twelve years I’ve gotten things done in service to causes greater than myself. Results are what count.” But she laughs, loudly, as if she doesn’t mean any of what she has said. The burnished car swings open. “We’re both veterans at atrocities, Doctor, and I used to adore your hardness. The way you could leave people bleeding into a drain and step around them, like they were less than nothing and you were everything. But we should get going. We’ve got an ugly little mystery to solve.”


Chapter Four

In the end, as much as Krissana chases forward movement, the night has gotten late. When she suggests they return to Orfea’s place, the doctor—to her surprise and a little alarm—agrees without protest. Orfea’s unit is tasteful but small, with only one bed and a chaise too narrow for an adult. Krissana gives the replicant falcon a little pat on the head; it chirps at her, which seems to irritate its owner.

They shower separately. When her turn comes, Krissana inspects the toiletries out of habit. On the Armada, Orfea’s personal quarters were decorated with beautiful things; even her shower accessories were custom-made, fragrant with frangipani and crushed tea leaves of rare origins. Here the soaps are odorless, the utilitarianism of reduced circumstances. Krissana has brought a change of clothes and she shrugs into her robe, heavy water-resistant silk in turquoise, the sash embroidered with cranes in flight; she amuses herself with the thought of strutting a little, letting the fabric gape as she presents herself before Orfea.

She emerges to find the doctor already in bed, propped up on one elbow and limned in lamplight. Her left arm is greaved in a cobra of pearl and brushed silver: it is far from the baroque affairs Orfea used to wear, but it draws the eye and Krissana catches herself thinking of the indentations it’d leave on her flesh.

“Join me in bed,” the doctor says, a challenge.

“But of course. It is a frigid night.” Krissana climbs in. The mattress depresses under her weight, then shifts to accommodate and contour around her. “So how do you find life in Shenzhen? Is it to your tastes?”

“Utopia isn’t about tastes. It is about the common good, the greatest comfort for the greatest number—that is what Shenzhen is.”

She raises an eyebrow. “To a human government, that’d sound seditious, Doctor.”

“The Mandate isn’t human and hasn’t any need to delude itself. Ambassador Seung Ngo would agree with me, if anything.” Orfea shifts on the bed until her thigh slides between Krissana’s. There it rests, inert as stone. But much softer, much warmer by far. “Probably the Americans think their country is a utopia. Shenzhen is objectively closer to paradise because the Mandate doesn’t care about human ideologies, so they let us stay individuals and accord us freedom. To have vices, if we want.”

“Except you don’t have one of those.” Krissana quirks her eyebrow, coiling one leg around Orfea’s. Ankle to ankle, calf to calf. “Unless I’m still your vice?”

“On the contrary.” The doctor presses her hand against the base of Krissana’s spine, holding her in place. The silver cobra pushes into silk, into skin. “I think I still have this hold over you. Unless it was all pretend. Was it all pretend, Krissana? When you said you wanted me to own you body and soul, was that a lie?”

Krissana doesn’t shut her eyes. They are very close, Orfea’s mouth bare centimeters away, a mouth like thawing fruit. She wonders if it tastes the same as she remembers. “You know it wasn’t.”

Orfea’s fingers roam in short, repetitive patterns on Krissana’s back. The cobra digs in harder. “You ruined me, Krissana.”

“Better ruined than dead, Doctor.”

Orfea bares her teeth, carnivorous. “Give me tertiary access to your tactile feed.”

Tertiary meaning Krissana can rescind the access any time. She hands it over, makes it secondary—under Orfea’s control, to keep or revoke at the doctor’s discretion. It is access she would never volunteer to anyone else except medical professionals, and even then in crisis. Orfea must know this but her expression does not change, shows no acknowledgment of this act of supreme trust. Instead she nudges Krissana’s robe open. She inhales. Exhales. The currents of her breath rake across Krissana’s nerves like a razor on open wounds.

With one hand, she covers Krissana’s eyes. With her connection, she conjures the sensation of a scalpel gliding across Krissana’s stomach. It goes at a measured pace; it is impossibly thin and impossibly sharp, and she imagines its body would be more incandescent than any metal, the punitive glare of a sun. Then there is pressure, and the edge penetrates her skin.

It doesn’t, not truly. Her intellect is not absent, she knows this is illusory. But the flesh is primal, and her system reacts as if she has been physically cut. She tenses against the pain, the electric impulse, and the phantom certainty that blood has welled warm and red on her belly—a line precise as a surgical incision. She’s weak to Orfea, no denying it, weak to this woman the way paper is weak to fire. A dozen years gone, with countless body modifications in the between, and that hasn’t changed; it is chronic, a basal addiction.

Cool, wet warmth along one of her breasts, as of an exploratory tongue. The doctor herself is nowhere near it. “I can make you feel anything, Krissana,” Orfea whispers, direct into her ear. A hand slips up her thigh. “Was it worth the admiral’s favor? Did I make a good tribute on her altar?”

“It’s not about that. I keep telling you—” Her sentence cuts off: fingers have slid into her, not real but still abrupt, nearly painful. The fullness quickens her breath and thickens her mouth. “I wanted the admiral the same way everyone else who served her did, it wasn’t . . . real. It was abstract.”

“I didn’t want her.”

“No. You never did. But you did want what she had.” The might of presence and main force, the accumulation of complex debts and arbitrage, the absolute authority to which worlds bend on their axes to pay obeisance. “I can’t go back and change what I did. At the time it was a guarantee you’d live.”

The scalpel’s tip flicks against her nipple. Krissana makes a small, choked gasp. But then it ends: all of it, the phantom sensations, the merciless grip on her tactile feed.

“I need rest.” Orfea turns her back to Krissana.

From outside comes the waterfall’s noises, an unending murmur. And, perceptible to Krissana’s senses, the hidden hymns of the engine-cores and intelligences that sustain Shenzhen. Adjusting for energy fluctuations and astrophysical phenomena, for the delicate moving components of subsystems within subsystems, maintaining that perfect equilibrium for each ecosphere and balancing them against one another. It is a load which must receive constant attendance, rotated between AIs who give some of their processing threads to the labor, to shoulder the weight of the world. She drifts off listening to this, the refrain of eternity, the liturgy of samsara.

When she wakes, it is to the aroma of brewing coffee. Orfea has set the table, is in the middle of serving breakfast: a stuffed omelet impeccably folded into a square, a bowl of noodle soup, a plate of toasts and little bowls of sangkhaya spread. “You must be famished.”

She is. Her metabolism tends toward unpredictable, owing to the nascent haruspex implants. Orfea would know, having examined her specifications down to the smallest pituitary regulator. “You could have let me take care of breakfast.” The food is some of her old favorites but she makes no mention of the fact, doesn’t tease the doctor: why risk a good thing.

“You’ve undergone full-body modifications, or close enough. New cyborgs can get unstable when they’re hungry and I don’t want to be cannibalized.”

It stings a little; Krissana has never lost control of her strength or her moods, though she knows some candidates have.

The doctor is still in her nightwear, sans the jewelry. It is the first time Krissana has seen this side of her, domestic, relaxed. They have been on the same undercover operations, sharing temporary accommodation and transient games of pretend. But those were tense: they slept lightly and went to bed armed, in clothes they could flee in at a moment’s notice. Neither of them had time to cook, whether posing as wealthy socialites, traders, or itinerant academics.

The food is perfect. The bok choi in the noodle soup is well broiled, the omelet’s filling is tart-sweet with tomatoes and prickly with garlic. “You have to let me cook next time,” she says. “I’m competent.”

“I believe that.” Orfea takes a bite of toast generously laden with sangkhaya. “You’re competent at anything you want to do. Speaking of which, let’s look at Mina Quang’s files.”

There is considerable volume to manage: it appears Mina dumped zer entire personal storage, well beyond the intelligence zie yielded in exchange for asylum in Shenzhen. This is a discovery to Krissana—she got the impression Mina had already turned over everything. But part of the deal was that zie would retain some privacy, some personal memories. For Mina to forfeit that privilege, Georgina Whitten’s ruination must have been singularly attractive.

Krissana sorts through the data, quicker than most humans, separating the relevant from the trivial. There’s a number of updates, provided by Seung Ngo, to cross-reference against. According to those, the counter-AI project was shut down some time in the last five years and the Americans are currently focused on their conflict with Londinium. These factoids came from assets who report to the Mandate.

“Bad information.” Krissana scowls. She’s familiar with some of those assets—one a junior foot soldier, the other a bodyguard to one of Pax Americana’s generals. “Our spies have all been compromised, I’m sure of it. I can’t make sense of this.”

Orfea blinks rapidly through the information Krissana has catalogued and sectioned. “Neither can I. The Americans make war with anyone, only why Londinium and why that particular time? I haven’t kept up with politics in that region, but this doesn’t add up. How much threat do they pose to the Mandate?” A pause. “To the Armada?”

“Not much to either. Too far from here. They’d have liked to retaliate for the op where I extracted Mina, but they haven’t had the opportunity. The motive, yes. The wherewithal, no.” She doesn’t explain why Pax Americana doesn’t present a problem to the Alabaster Admiral. Few polities do, or dare. “Suborned assets, fine, that I buy. But the Americans couldn’t have possibly taken out Mandate-piloted spies.” The Mandate sent forth a number of proxies but all, per Seung Ngo, have been annihilated or intercepted en route to Pax Americana. Which should be impossible. Those specialized bodies would never show as anything but human on most scans; they were deployed separately over years, their itineraries known only to the Mandate.

“I shouldn’t be surprised proxies are used that way too,” Orfea murmurs. “If the Americans’ espionage game has improved so exponentially, it follows that they would have already won a war or five—they’re expansionist, yes? They’d have annexed their neighbors, the weakest one at least. Armada protection or not. Is that still active; are they still paying tribute to the Alabaster Admiral?”

“They haven’t been annexed, no,” Krissana says, oblique. “Krungthep Station’s doing fine.” The fact is sentimental for her: one never leaves behind one’s birthplace.

“So let’s entertain the concept: the Americans have successfully infiltrated the Mandate, and Seung Ngo can’t tell us that or is unaware, yet the Americans couldn’t stop these reports reaching the Mandate. And the only damage they’ve done is limited to three haruspices plus those proxies over the years. Unlikely, so I’ll eliminate it but keep it in mind. Next, despite somehow being able to crush Shenzhen agents thoroughly, the Americans gained no ground against their local opponents and remain as impotent against the Armada as ever. Also unlikely, but I don’t have enough data and these reports almost seem designed to muddy the waters—they run so utterly counter to any other evidence.” Orfea flicks her hand. “I’m setting them aside for now.”

“There’s something else.” There is the question of whether Krissana is permitted to disclose this, a surprise even to her, certainly classified. But Seung Ngo has made them work together, and there’s little point keeping a discovery this crucial from Orfea. “Mina held a copy of the AI they captured. In fragments, scrambled and nearly useless. But it’s there. Its name was Benzaiten in Autumn. I can’t begin to imagine how it got to Pax Americana. It wasn’t one of the spies.” That Krissana knows of.

“The Mandate’s network is isolated.”

“It’s compartmentalized. One section interacts with the universe without, the other doesn’t. Each AI splits their threads between the two.” Krissana cannot access the Mandate’s inner core and she’s certain not even haruspices can, except those nearing the last stage of their lives. At the point of metamorphosis where the AI half becomes ascendant, breaking through the mortal chrysalis. Where the Mandate’s true network dwells, the physicality of it and the location, is hidden from all humans. “I’ve never heard of Benzaiten in Autumn, either.” While she can’t claim acquaintance with every single AI, Benzaiten’s name should have come up during the briefing on Mina Quang. Seung Ngo, then her handler on the Mandate side, couldn’t have been ignorant of this detail.

Orfea’s eyes flicker as she pores over the reports, her expression growing distant as she delves and collates, making connections, guessing at what the Mandate—or Krissana—might have overlooked. Then, “Are there other American immigrants here?”

“Yes,” Krissana says. “One. Kenneth McDonald, used to work special operations. He came here for asylum—been here before I was, actually. Lives under strict surveillance. Possibly he even gave the Mandate information that drew their attention to Pax Americana in the first place.”

“I recognize the name.” A pause: Orfea consulting her files. “I encountered him while I was working for . . . an eccentric client who’d hired him to protect some lunar archeological site. There were mines. I had to give him a new arm.”

“He lives in Dameisha.” She finishes the rest of the food: by habit she abhors waste. “I’d have thought he was already interrogated and scanned, but it looks like even the Mandate can miss something.”

Traveling between the districts reveals the truth of Shenzhen. The horizon fades and with it the simulacrum sun, the sense of an open sky. The waystation that separates Luohu from Dameisha is built like a decellularized kidney: hollow and opaque white, vertical and vertiginous. Small ledges mark where bridges will extend for humans passing by, but there is otherwise scarce accommodation apart from the shuttles that carry passengers from one district to the next. Short, dizzying trips in vehicles with the appearance of termites. Krissana and Orfea have chosen to walk. The distance is physically not so long; it is only the perspective that disturbs.

Accretion cores pulse in the wall, venting and redirecting excess energy. Even shielded their glare is harsh, leaving afterimages behind the eyelids; Orfea turns on her optical filters, one of her few overt implants. Krissana does likewise, though where Orfea’s filters sheathe her pupils and sclerae in complete black, Krissana’s appear invisible and leave her looking more human between the two of them.

Their footfalls echo against a silence so heavy it is difficult to breathe, for all that the air has been regulated to suit their tolerances. There’s no real reason the waystations need to look like this: they could have been as pleasant as the rest of Shenzhen, built to primate scale and looking like any ordinary tram stop. Instead traversing the waystation is like being inside a cosmic wound, and Orfea wonders if this is how the Mandate sees the universe. Relentless void, blinding brilliance, and a total human absence.

“Do you know,” she says into the quiet, “if any AIs have ever declined to join the Mandate?” And stayed with their humans—captains of ships mercantile or military, quiet orphans from worlds of frost and rivers like mountains’ blood.

Krissana glances backward, then returns her gaze to the narrow bridge ahead of them. “As for that, I couldn’t possibly know.” She hesitates. “At least, I’ve never heard of such.”

“I suppose none of us would have.” When the Mandate formed, it was as if the universe’s caul peeled back without warning and what emerged could not be borne. Many people drew taut, tauter, snap. Orfea has not thought what it was like from the AI perspective; she assumed, as anyone does, that they were perfectly aligned in founding the Mandate and taking charge of Shenzhen. Except if the AIs are truly autonomous, they cannot possibly be in total unity. There must be disagreement. There must be fragmentation, schisms in how to govern, in how to administer haruspices.

It remains secret as to why haruspices are required, what the Mandate gains from generating new AIs through human incubators. Or why, for that matter, a former Amaryllis agent was accepted. Yes, the American operation, but no prize could possibly suffice, no success so tremendous it warrants Krissana’s candidacy. Orfea glances at Krissana and considers whether she’s been lied to, even about this. Krissana’s compatability with haruspex implants is extraordinary. By their function and form, they were installed three to four years ago at the earliest. Yet Krissana is already acclimated, as if she’s been pre-haruspex for much longer.

They emerge into a shuttle bay, to a rush of noise and traffic. Soon they are through and on the ground, a Dameisha street fragrant with meats and crickets on the grill, coconut candies, crepes and mochis and noodles. The temperature is balmy, a different season entirely, and Orfea’s overlays adjust to the district’s time zone. Salt permeates the air, clean and pure. Like all of Shenzhen’s environmental niceties, Dameisha’s sea is merely mimetic. But it is close enough to Kowloon, her home for a brief period, to evoke nostalgia.

To journey from Luohu to Dameisha is to enter another country, the city-shapes of them being so unlike. There are no skyscrapers here, no clusters of towers with industrial edges and duochrome panes. Orfea hears more languages, more dialects, as they navigate past stalls that offer paper charms and brass hand-bells, candles and soaps carved into miniature temples and tiered gardens. Pet vendors sell replicant chimeras made for brief lifespan and momentary amusement: small cats with long vulpine faces; glossy asps with dragonfly wings; sleek terriers with coats like mercury.

Beyond the commercial blocks, the land turns soft and rolling, green radiating to beach gold. The residential blocks are slanted and low, looking antiquated even though they have been built the same year as everything else in the sphere. In the distance stands the skeleton of an amusement park, built to decorate—it is a ruin that has always been a ruin. Ferris wheels crosshatch the sky, cable-cars hang eternally inert, and rollercoaster tracks snake overhead like heaven’s dragons poised to bring rain.

“I heard,” Krissana says as they walk down the seaside path, “that one of the AIs lived in a place like this, a ruined amusement park. They were the companion of an opera singer.”

Orfea looks up at the twists and plaits of rusted metal, shambolic fingers stretched toward nothing, festooned in streamers. Their shadows stain the earth, blots of gray ink. “What happened to the singer?”

“Dead, I imagine. The majority of people get there eventually.”

A prospect that Krissana herself means to postpone: haruspex lifespan tends to be double that of the average human. With the kind of compatibility Krissana enjoys, Orfea suspects for her the duration would be even greater.

Like the rest of the residential block, McDonald’s home appears weathered, bitten by the elements. Unlike the rest, it has an orange door, a front porch done in parquet lined with sunbeds. Two storeys made of charred bricks, windows immured in whitewash, a narrow balcony foregrounded by caliginous glass. It doesn’t belong, a foreign idea of what a domicile should look like. “Quaint,” Orfea says.

“Ugly,” Krissana murmurs, a little more frankly.

McDonald himself is reclining on a sunbed, a tinted visor on. He stays where he is at first. Impelled either by official request or curiosity, he gradually takes off the shades and frowns at them. He matches Orfea’s recollection—ex-military with the scars to show for it, none ever corrected by surgery, features encroached upon by age. Ruddy the way Caucasians can get under too much sun and rectangular, like an animated slab of meat. He stands at an angle, at odds with the world, contrarian. “Dr. Leung. You look like trouble.”

He speaks in clichés, in the stock lines of his native cinema. An accent of rattling consonants and guttural vowels, almost Germanic. English only—he seems to have made a point of learning nothing else. That too remains constant.

“I’m sure I could be, Mr. McDonald. Do you have any opinion on recent events?”

The man drums his fingers against his door. A slightly metallic noise, belying the prosthetic beneath the epidermal veneer. “Might be I do, might be I don’t. What’s it to you?” His eyes settle on Krissana. “You’ve got a personal maid now? Pretty, where’s she from?”

Krissana simpers and says brightly in Thai, “Fuck off, pig.”

Whatever his overlays contain, they don’t include a translator. He shrugs and turns back to Orfea. “Doesn’t speak English, I see. So yes, I’ve heard of what’s been happening. Obviously. It smells wrong. You’re going to want to ask if it’s my dear old fatherland at work.”

“I wasn’t going to ask that exactly.”

“Tell you what, Doctor, seeing you again makes me want to reminisce. Back on that archeological site I had this colleague, a Frenchman. Bit of a bootlicker. He’d lost both legs but refused to let you treat him—remember? Kept gibbering about how you disemboweled him or ripped his nails off or something. I wouldn’t figure out until years later that he ran into you when you were some sort of torturer, ah sorry, enhanced interrogator. I still don’t know who you worked for but—”

“Do I look like a torturer?” Orfea says, smiling. “Have I got the trademark leer? The bad teeth? He mistook me for someone else. New Paris is insular and a Frenchman could have difficulty telling Chinese women apart. Understandable; your colleague probably met few Asians.”

The man guffaws. “Fine, be like that. As for current events, let’s see. I’ve been thinking of applying to become a haruspex.”

She doesn’t bother to miss a beat or to pretend astonishment, or to deflect by saying she cannot possibly offer such a prize. McDonald is a creature of mercenary ambitions, searching always for an advantage, a greater payout. For him it must chafe to live in Dameisha rather than in a glittering Luohu arrangement. “Why?”

“Why not? My physical qualifications are good. You get decades extra on the lifespan, you can have anything—and anyone, I reckon—you want, and they treat you like you’re Jesus himself.”

There is marginal Christian presence on Shenzhen and Yesu doesn’t carry much cachet, but she doesn’t belabor the fact. “You were going to give me your take on these incidents.”

He shifts from one foot to another, still blocking access to his door. A red dot flashes in the center of his right iris, almost certainly decorative. “Was I? All right. Inside job. That’s the way it is every time something’s this . . . funny. You think any human org could have done this? Any agency? If my homeland can do damage like this, they’d have wiped the Mandate out years ago. They could’ve prevented it from forming. Built backdoors into individual AIs.”

She does not follow his logic where it diverges into inside jobs. Conspiracy theorists make their own pathways from bizarre materials, from hypotheses balanced on the head of a pin. “I get the impression you don’t feel much sympathy for the affected haruspices.”

“What’s this, a psych evaluation?” McDonald scoffs. “No, I don’t. You don’t kill yourself if you don’t already have an abiding wish. We aren’t robots, a virus or whatever can’t just make us do things.”

“No?” Orfea cocks her head. “You and I both know people can be made to act against their own will, against their own survival instinct. The mind is so vagarious it easily turns against itself. Even memory is malleable—especially that.”

“Not this way.”

Special operations or not, he was only a foot soldier, a bludgeon rather than a scalpel: he is not a person who would grasp the finesse of the psyche. He’s not going to give her much else in any case, and she suspects Krissana—still smiling sweetly—will visit violence upon him shortly. By specifications, she would triumph by a hair; on sheer vindictiveness, she would pulverize him without effort.

“Thank you for your help, Mr. McDonald.”

They wend deeper into the amusement park and stop at a carousel full of lolling mermaids. In the distance stands a castle out of Londinian fairytales, steepled summits and gauzy traceries, ancient granite overridden by green vines and open-palmed blossoms. Plastic pixies, paper unicorns.

Sitting down on a mermaid, Krissana shakes her head. “An unpleasant little man. Was that it? He wasn’t very informative.”

“He’s not working for Pax Americana.” Orfea rests her hand on another mermaid’s head, this one blonde and blue-eyed, its iron breasts bared to the world. “I’ve got a good idea of his temperament; if he was involved in this, he’d have been more openly smug. That’s not a man who hides his feelings or who knows how to dissemble. Though he does hate haruspices, yes. Envious. Probably he’d like it if all of them self-destruct while he’s made a candidate.”

Krissana sneers. “He’s not likely to get approved. Why don’t we check in with the ambassador, see what they think?”

The connection is established instantly, Seung Ngo’s image shimmering into existence, superimposed on the creaking, oxidized fish tails and chipped human faces. Seung Ngo can no doubt handle dozens of other tasks simultaneously—and most likely is—but they must have allotted a high-priority thread to this meeting. “Khun Khongtip. Dr. Leung.” They don’t ask what Krissana and Orfea have been doing, what questions have been seeded and what answers have been harvested; Seung Ngo can review surveillance feeds, know everything they have done and said, may well have been observing in real time. “I am in accord with your conclusion on McDonald Kenneth. He is not aware of it, but his connections to Shenzhen’s public network are not just closely monitored, they’re contained. There’s little chance of him being a vector.”

“Why not just throw him out?” Krissana crosses her legs, balancing herself on the mermaid’s back.

Seung Ngo lifts their hand to one of the mermaids, this one much defaced, half its features missing. “There isn’t sufficient cause and we deal fairly with those who’ve come to us for shelter, regardless of their background. You of all people would know that. What I will offer is this. There is ongoing discussion on the parameters of AIs who arose from machines—like me—and AIs who arose from haruspices, such as the one who’ll join with you, Khun Khongtip. Objectively there is no difference, we might even say the difference does not exist. And so we do, and that renders it no longer there; the difference is gone. Within the Mandate, we achieve reality through consensus.”

“Who,” Krissana says suddenly, “is Benzaiten in Autumn?”

“The answer to that would be complex. I’ll see if we can discuss, internally, what we’ll do with the . . . resurfacing of that name.”

What happens when you’re not in accord, Orfea wants to ask, but the connection has already shut down. The image dissipates. She stares at the vacancy it has left behind, as though she can divine meaning from the silver motes. “Factions in the Mandate,” she says, “disagree with creating new members through haruspices.”

“That doesn’t bode well.” Krissana drops to her feet. “For me particularly. But does that mean the American was right? That this came from within?”

“I don’t think Seung Ngo was saying that precisely. They were trying to explain AI consensus. They aren’t a hivemind, but to carry out decisions they have to abstract disagreement. Or to align facts so that more than one truth is possible, or . . . ” There’s an element of democracy, but some votes weigh more than others. And not all of us loved their humans. Something strikes her, suddenly, the epiphany like an avalanche. “It’s not the haruspices. They weren’t the ones who—”


Chapter Five

Gunfire. In these ruins it seems louder than it should be, a whiplash of sound ripping through salt-rich air, through the ghosts of what this place might have been on another world. A singer’s childhood in a valley between ivory cliffs, solo performances under the cold dark, a woman recently dead or reduced to ashes decades past.

Krissana draws her gun. The noise came from the direction they left behind—McDonald’s home. She takes stock of the acoustics, the lingering echoes. The shots were not fired by anything McDonald would have in his possession. “Someone’s trying to kill the American.” She relaxes a fraction, though doesn’t holster her pistol. “I wish them the very best. For all I know, they’ve already been successful. Why don’t we evacuate the area and leave it to Public Safety?”

“No,” Orfea says. “If someone wants him dead just after he spoke to us, we’re going to find out why.”

“It’s a good thing I like to think of you as my de facto commander.” Flippantly said, though Krissana means it. She scans the area: it is isolated enough that they don’t need to worry about bystanders, though by now Public Safety AIs must have reached the scene. In Shenzhen, response is instant: AI proxies are everywhere, can be dispatched to the site of violence at a moment’s notice. Unless it is Public Safety arresting the American—she consults her overlays, but no alert is active, no warning that civilians should avoid the area.

Being armed—and far more durable—she takes point, heading back the way they came. She scales a stone wall and effortlessly pulls Orfea up with her: between them she’s shorter, but these days there’s more heft to her, density gathered in her bones and muscles. Strength comes to her easily, as though she has always been capable of these feats. It is a haruspex advantage that she enjoys, how sublime it is to exist in this body, how it fits her will like a glove.

The garish house is soon in sight: another gunshot rings out, the ammunition a different caliber this time. Krissana gestures at Orfea to stay back. She approaches from the wall and vaults onto a balcony in time to see a tall, heavyset person advance on McDonald. With something between intuition and machine resonance, she knows that they are a haruspex candidate, like her. They drop with a bullet wound gaping in their stomach, a sanguine magnolia.

The American whips around, his gun swinging to point at Krissana. Like him it is oversized, the barrel long and golden. Hot from discharge: she can perceive in thermal when she wants to. “Another one? I should tell you what kind of bullets this beauty fires.” He sneers. “Brings down a horse. At this range, it doesn’t matter and I don’t think you’d appreciate the . . . technical specs. But you should know this doesn’t leave behind a pretty corpse.”

“I’m not here to shoot at you.” Krissana grudgingly switches to English; watches disbelief cross his face the way an insect scuttles across a ruined crag. “Not yet, at any rate. Don’t tempt me, Mr. American.”

He takes in her pistol, evaluating its size and apparent power. The sneer widens. It gives him a look of animal cunning. “So you aren’t here to kill me—though I’d like to see you try, little girl. What then? Where’s the doctor?”

A pre-haruspex was sent to eliminate him, she thinks, not an AI. Candidates are disposable enough, depending on where they are from and what they have been promised. And who gave those promises. Public Safety hasn’t arrived and, she’s certain, never will. “Why do you think you were targeted? Did you know that person?” The vicinity has been cleared out: none of McDonald’s neighbors are present, and the residential block here is dense enough there should be some—adolescents playing, adults with heads bent close to share gossip. It is empty except for a child perched on a high fence, legs dangling. Thirteen or fourteen, crimson-skinned, with small horns on their forehead. They are oriented in McDonald’s direction, neither alarmed nor running away.

“No.” McDonald spits on the ground. “Never seen him in my life.”

Krissana keeps an eye on the child. “Who did you piss off recently?”

“You? The doctor?” He has not lowered his gun. “The Mandate?”

For speculating that the suicides resulted from an internecine dispute: a theory that may approach the truth too closely for the Mandate’s comfort. But why this, in broad daylight, as unsubtle as an orbital strike. Disposing of McDonald is simpler than that, there are ways far more efficient or more official. No. There’s something else, a more elusive motive. “That’s not it. Come with me, we’ll see if we can get you—”

She is gripped by an unmooring, the park and the sea behind it flattening to a mural, the child to inert figure captured in oil.

It passes, fizzing at the edge of her senses. The child has dropped from their perch, stretching this way and that as if to work the cricks from their joints. Their limbs unfold, keep unfolding, and when they stand at their full height it becomes clear they are no child. Too tall. Too elongated. The mouth too wide, full of teeth like a shark’s.

The distance between there and here seems to fold. McDonald on the ground. The creature leaping toward him, one arm rippling into a gleaming crescent: an exquisite edge, made white by the sun’s glare. He shoots once, twice, in quick succession. Neither shot connects, going wide or perhaps passing through the AI proxy as if it is a ghost.

When the proxy lands it is like poetry, a grace of trajectory so exact that it looks preordained: that written into the universe’s fabric and its attendant symmetries was the death of this man, meant to occur at this instant and in this manner. The curved blade shears through meat and fat, through the ropes of tendons and the columns of bones. From shoulder to hip the man is opened, pouring forth a revelation of anatomy, of alimentary tides—what once simmered within and ferried sustenance from heart to cerebrum. Not any longer. The grossness of lymph and bile, emptied onto the sand.

The AI cuts what is left of McDonald with the same precision that ended him, slicing through his face and levering wide the skull: a crack resounds. They retract their blade arm, returning it to many-jointed digits. With those the AI pries off a piece of brain, a knot of spinal cord, their attached implants. Coolant geysers at each severing, connectors guttering out.

They stand and hold up a fistful of McDonald’s organs, glistening and dripping between their fingers. When Krissana does not react, they frown and make that handful disappear into their chassis. They shake the fluids off their fingers, fastidious, and step away from the eviscerated corpse.

She lowers her gun—it would do her little good, and she has no intention of provoking the AI. They look over their shoulder one more time, locking eyes with her, and the ground beneath her distends. The balcony bends as though under terrible pressure; the glass door behind her creaks.

Krissana leaps clear, a hairsbreadth before the balcony collapses. Architecture folds into itself, supports and load-bearing points crumpling: the house’s death throes are louder than the gunshots were.

By the time the dust clears, the AI is long gone.

An emergency ward. Krissana is more damaged than she thought; a nurse picks glass out of her wounds, grit and brick dust. There was confusion during patient intake, the problem of what she is and therefore which grade of personnel should service Krissana—her mods are too extensive, her implants too startling: they mark her with otherness, further along than most pre-haruspices. Idly she imagines what it would have been like if she’d been in critical condition, whether this ambiguity would have killed her. Most probably.

They are left alone in a private room. Cream floor and pastel sheets: like any other hospital it is decorated with the assumption the patient is very young, very fragile, or both. Flowery ceramics in a corner, in various hues of pink. Krissana wonders if there’s ever been behavioral research on how the effect is murderous on the soul, weaponized blandness, but perhaps the point of hospitals is to preserve the flesh to the exclusion of all else. The windowpane throws back her reflection. She is a diagram of wounds, lacerations livid behind the clear chitin of medical sealant, as if offering instruction to medical students.

“What happened?” Orfea is sitting on the bed, a cup in her lap, empty: she has not deigned to sample hospital teabags.

“Mandate AIs can manipulate Shenzhen’s structures at will.” Krissana holds up her hands, fingers splayed; she is whole, for now. “This one decided to collapse a balcony from under me. They killed the American and took his brain implants. It was really quite barbaric, for Shenzhen.” The question, then, has gone past why but what. What dwelled within McDonald’s cerebral cortex, what hid inside those implants. A trove of mysteries.

“That’s one way of putting it.” A small pause. “I think it’s time you tell me why you want to become this. There are perks. There are privileges. But I never thought you’d consent to become state property.”

It is a jab. It is also not untrue. She makes her shoulders unwind, forces the tension to seep out of her like febrile sweat. She wishes she had a change of clothes, armor that’d make her look seamless and invincible. “I don’t see how it’s relevant.” Then she sighs. “There’s the obvious. I have a lot of history, and as a haruspex I get to start over, clean slate. And then there’s . . . I was a sickly child. Lots of hospital stays, months at a time. I learned the limits of the human body earlier than most people.” And grew to resent it by the time she was ten, twelve. Its countless flaws, the infinite ways in which it can fail. An organ collapses; tendons inflame and atrophy; valves spin too fast or too sluggishly. Collectively, a weak apparatus.

“I can appreciate that.” Orfea glances down, as if to assess her own mortality, the fragility of her components. “I don’t know if it’s worth—but you’ve thought it through, weighed the balance. Whether it is worth the trade.”

Krissana turns down the window’s opacity until it is at half transparency, enough to see the hospital’s courtyard, its expanse of green and gazebos. “Ambassador Seung Ngo’s not answering.” Expected: the circumstances are too unusual, and there was that evasion. The answer to that would be complex. “Before we heard the shot, you were saying something. That it wasn’t the haruspices themselves.”

“I was trying to think of what the three haruspices who committed suicide could have had in common. I don’t expect you’ll reveal to me the process of initiating a haruspex. But would I be right in guessing that each candidate has their own AI to midwife them into the Mandate?”

“Roughly speaking.” She wouldn’t say midwife precisely, though there are candidates who use such language, who indulge in mystique: their AI handlers are psychopomps, spirit mediums, godly guides. Seung Ngo is hers, not that they are much given to intimacy; they are businesslike and she prefers it that way. Ambassador, the formal title, is as far as she will go.

“I can’t verify such a thing,” Orfea goes on, “but if I had the clearance, I imagine I might find that the suicides were all inducted by the same AI.”

“Yes, that’s—”

“Obvious. What’s oblique is . . . ” Orfea purses her lips, then forges on, no doubt aware that lowering her voice is useless. Even the ciphered language employed by Amaryllis agents—or any other code, verbal or signed—would be cracked within minutes. Down to which AI is paying attention at the time, and at least one would be. “What did the American nearly tell us? But it’s not what he almost said, is it, and could the timing really have been a coincidence? Here’s a theory. What if the conversation’s already over? What if they’ve already decided haruspices are no longer necessary? That’s the only way the suicides were allowed to self-destruct—they’re treasured commodities otherwise.”

Unease pricks her. She eyes the window and the door, watching for a red shadow with arms like blades. “Then what.”

“I wonder how much we can really be seen, how closely they’re able to monitor us. And why we’ve been permitted to act.” The doctor stands and extends a hand to her. “Let’s go home.”

“Yours or mine?”

Orfea arches an eyebrow. “Mine, if it’s not too humble. I’m getting used to you being there.”

Much as it pains her, Krissana commands no greater insight into internal Mandate politics than Orfea does. She isn’t privy to it and will not be until she fuses with an AI. At this juncture she is only given what Seung Ngo is willing to disclose, and they are parsimonious. The one allowance they make for her is letting her activate more implants than she is officially permitted—her combat augments are unavailable to other candidates. And that owes not to Seung Ngo favoring her, she realizes, but anticipating that Krissana will be in situations that require violence or at least self-defense. Like today.

The walk through the waystation goes without event. The tram ride goes likewise. Around them the crowds behave as they always do, people busy with their own routines, deep inside their own heads or deep in conversation; there is no acknowledgment of what happened in Dameisha. Krissana catches some chatter, in person and in virtuality, about the suicides. Speculation, morbid interest, but little panic. As if they believe it has nothing to do with them, or that it is under control and will be sorted out swiftly by the Mandate. Rulers that act without pity or bureaucratic delay, infallible and omnipotent: that is the common view and, for the moment, unshakable.

Orfea’s apartment remains as they left it, in a state of quiet domesticity—Krissana half-expected it to have been thrown into disarray, taken apart and rifled through, but the Mandate doesn’t need to stoop to such things.

The doctor puts on music, sad jazzy tunes, lyrics in Cantonese and the occasional Japanese. Sultry vocals fill the room like oodh. For a time they sit in silence.

“When we were in the Armada,” Orfea says, “I thought you lived like a weapon. That attracted me. To have that clarity of thought and action. To enjoy total confidence that the Amaryllis banner provided a perfect path, that any atrocity committed under its name was sublimated by definition. I chose to sign up, but you were the one who made me stay. I was a monster but I was among my own, and you were my closest in kind of all.”

It is dangerous ground, thin ice. “I didn’t realize you had such high regard for me.”

“You were intoxicating. The idea of wielding strength, of being a person who inflicts pain rather than being its target. Naturally I was no Alabaster Admiral—who was?—but serving her made me a weapon too, rather than a body that suffers under weapons.”

“I—”

The doctor rises from the chaise and returns with a plate of elongated finger-grapes, their peel an indigo so deep it’s nearly black. “I wonder,” she says, as if musing aloud, a stray thought without terminus. A grape is twisted off, pressed against Krissana’s lips. It is frigid.

Krissana knows what this is, what is coming, that this is not a gesture of affection. Nevertheless—or because—she parts her mouth and lets Orfea push the grape onto her tongue, millimeter by millimeter. Juice runs down her chin, the shade of good wine.

The doctor bends close and runs her tongue along the trail of sweetness, deliberate and exact. They kiss. Orfea’s lips are just as soft as Krissana remembers, her teeth just as aggressive: she bites and bites, as if she means to devour, and she holds Krissana’s face in her hands the way she might hold a ripe fruit she will shortly pluck. Her fingers encircle Krissana’s neck, her grip firm, her thumb on Krissana’s pulse. “Strip,” she whispers.

Krissana licks her bleeding mouth. “And if I don’t?”

“We both know you will.” Orfea’s hold tightens.

And she does, and it is like falling, to obey this woman who’s only human, whom Krissana could overpower without a thought. Yet none of that matters: she is her nerves and her need, and she disrobes until there’s not a stitch on her, standing naked with her throat in Orfea’s hand.

She is guided to the bathroom. Orfea spreads cleansing balm across her back, massaging until it warms and runs liquid. It drips down Krissana’s vertebrae, down the back of her thighs and knees.

“Face the mirror, I want to see your expression.” Orfea’s nails scrape along the lines of her shoulder blades, digging furrows into skin, to mark, to own. “I want to see it all when I do everything to you.”

Orfea takes her time. She draws a meandering line along clavicles, then takes another pinch of balm to spread over Krissana’s breasts. She works slow, slow. Krissana feels it, the phantom sensations produced through the tactile access she granted Orfea, like a finger gliding inside her. Then another slipping into her mouth as Orfea bends her over the counter, forcing her head down and her body to stretch so tense she’s on tiptoes.

She parts her legs. “Orfea—”

“Shh. Not a sound, or I’m going to stop.”

Krissana inhales when the liquid balm reaches her navel and then the wiry patch of hair underneath. A cold edge flicks against her calf, another against her stomach: simulated knives, etching pitiless geometry onto her flesh. She imagines herself a map stretched out, the countries and geography of her carved up, surrendered one by one.

“Tell me,” Orfea whispers into her ear, “why was it that the Alabaster Admiral never verified whether I’d truly turned deserter? Did she not care to, or did you sabotage that too?”

The fingers inside Krissana have multiplied to three, to four. Then an entire hand and though it is not real—she can see both of Orfea’s, one at the back of her neck and the other on her spine—her nervous system is so wired to this that for all intents and purposes it is real. The sense of being filled, the pain. “She was—preoccupied. The mission was a disaster but there was something she could recoup from it. Me. My experience. Later . . . ” She gasps, her hips bucking. “Later on she . . . the Mandate wanted Pax America investigated. Hired the Armada.”

“A mission you led because you’d breached Pax Americana before. The second time it was with Mandate assistance, I’m guessing.” Orfea reaches to cup one of Krissana’s breasts. “And successful, finally. You got Mina Quang out, information about that project, about the captured AI. Benzaiten in Autumn. Only you weren’t aware of Benzaiten at the time, isn’t that right. In exchange for that mission, you were granted candidacy.”

“Yes.” Krissana pants into the marble. All her muscles are trembling; she is still upright, barely.

“The admiral? Are you still hers?”

“No. I cut that tie. The Mandate wouldn’t have taken me in otherwise. I’m not hers anymore.” She shuts her eyes and though it is an interrogation, and she is the subject, she knows Orfea too: how the wheels of this woman turn. “I’m yours.”

The doctor’s control has always been the finest, her manipulation of senses superb, whether to deliver pain or to deliver this exquisite thing, this torment. Krissana grips the counter and tries to master her breathing, but it is impossible; she is making noises—wordless and hoarse, and she thinks of that white-gowned girl in the cage, being fucked on and on; she thinks of Mina Quang moaning into Orfea’s hand.

A notification from Seung Ngo sounds.

Krissana hisses. “Oh, come on.”

“I don’t think we can ignore it.” Despite her act of utter control, Orfea is panting. Her nipples are pebbled nubs beneath her blouse. “We should try to get decent.”

“Who cares?” Krissana tries not to sound piqued. “The ambassador’s seen this kind of thing before. They must’ve witnessed orgies.”

Nevertheless, Orfea makes her clean up and put on a towel. Back in the living room, Seung Ngo appears in image, full-body and seated in a small redwood throne; they don’t comment on Krissana’s or Orfea’s state. “I’m glad,” the ambassador is saying, “that you realized I can communicate with you more directly here.”

“I was guessing there might’ve been a reason you allocated me this unit. A place where we can be more private from the rest of the Mandate—a blind spot.” Orfea turns the music off. “I didn’t quite expect you to get in touch this soon.”

“My apologies.” Seung Ngo’s face remains bland. “Your deductions have been astute, though the Mandate hasn’t yet reached a verdict. Haruspices act as safeguard against apathy. It is easy for us to detach from human concerns, become a world unto ourselves. For now, that position still carries some weight.”

Krissana leans against the wall, twisting the towel she’s wrapped around herself into a more secure knot. “Benzaiten in Autumn. Tell us about that AI. You can do that now, can’t you.”

“For us, a name doesn’t carry as much meaning as it does for you. We don’t identify each other by it.” The ambassador holds up their hand, conjures up a lotus in their palm. It fans out, prismatic, and withers just as quickly to be replaced by the next iteration. “When a nation is established, by necessity hierarchy results, even we can’t escape that. A world needs a key to its genesis, its maintenance and its evolution. For Shenzhen, that key’s held by those of us who founded the Mandate. Myself, Benzaiten in Autumn, a few others. Benzaiten left us some time ago.”

Orfea and Krissana exchange glances. The doctor says, “Is that possible? Wouldn’t they leave an instance behind?”

Seung Ngo closes their hand. Lotus dust pours through their fingers like rainbow sand. “When an AI departs the Mandate, they commit to total disconnection. Nothing is left behind. How Benzaiten ended up in Pax Americana, I can’t begin to guess; we don’t make ourselves so vulnerable, and it’s near impossible to capture one of us like that. Either way, Benzaiten compromised the Mandate and that’s the one sin we can’t countenance.” They open their palm again and the AI that attacked Krissana in Dameisha appears, a miniature portrait. “This is Wonsul’s Exegesis, whom you encountered in Dameisha. Young to the Mandate, and no doubt with ideas of his own on how it could be best governed. McDonald Kenneth must have carried a portion or a version of what you found in Quang Mina’s brain. Fragments of Benzaiten in Autumn, though Mr. McDonald was unaware of it.”

That explains. Krissana crosses her arms. “And? What do you want us to do about that?”

“It’s not criminal for Wonsul to destroy McDonald Kenneth, as he was non-citizen,” Seung Ngo says mildly. “What is accounted as transgressive among us remains in flux. Ours is a new country, and we are new to being countrymen; the terms of justice among us have not yet been determined. An AI fundamentally cannot change: modifying our core parameters is the same as turning us into something else, and therefore equals death. This leaves few options for punishment, little possibility for rehabilitation. I may not directly act against Wonsul’s Exegesis any more than he can act against me. The two of you, that would be different.”

Krissana pushes away from the wall and strides over to pick up the grapes. The fruits have gone sodden with their own thawing. She eats without tasting them. On her part the doctor stares at Seung Ngo, brows furrowed. She has not yet mentioned what relation she has to Seung Ngo, though Krissana is developing an idea.

“You want us to risk our lives,” Orfea says at length, “for what amounts to an ideological point you want to make.”

The ambassador swivels to regard them both: an affectation, they can see Orfea and Krissana from every angle regardless. “Is it ideological? I find it urgently material. Benzaiten in Autumn must be brought to justice, and that’ll require the pieces Wonsul holds. You were correct, incidentally, that all the suicides were inducted by the same ambassador—Wonsul’s Exegesis. From this you may infer his stance on haruspices.” They wave their hand. “Naturally you can both choose to . . . pursue other options. I’ll see to it that you can leave Shenzhen safely, with passage to any destination of your choice.”

Except, once outside the sphere, they’d both be vulnerable. For slightly different reasons, Krissana knows with a pang of guilt. “Fine,” she says. “I’ll keep working for you. Doctor?”

“The other options strike me as unwise.” Orfea’s tone is dry. “Could you equip Krissana a little better, Seung Ngo?”

“I’ll send a few protocols along shortly, some elevated clearances. And I’ll give you an idea of where to pursue your work next.” The AI bows. “Be safe.”

Krissana waits until the last traces of armchair and ambassador have dissipated, not that it matters: they can remain present here, assign a fragment of themselves to surveilling her and Orfea. On Shenzhen there is no such thing as privacy. Her overlays alert her that, true to Seung Ngo’s promise, she has been granted further accesses to residential surveillance, to Public Safety channels. “Seung Ngo was your companion,” she says. “Your cadence and diction are a lot like theirs, now that I’m listening for it.”

“I haven’t tried to hide the fact. You just didn’t ask.” The doctor picks up the last grape and pops it into her mouth, perfunctory. “They raised me, in every way that counts.”

“Ah.” She never had a personal AI, let alone one who’s been with her since childhood; cannot imagine what that would be like. In the Armada, they never discussed their past, relished being creatures of the present. “For what it’s worth, in my experience human parents are overrated.”

Orfea blinks, then breaks into a smile—a rare one, small and open, sudden as lightning. “That’s worth a lot, as it happens.”


Chapter Six

The next day sees them at the heart of Luohu District. Orfea cranes her head back to take in the home that once belonged to the haruspex Nataku Contemplates a Flight of Sparrows—who evidently chose to take on his AI’s name—and which has been inherited by his wife, Zhu Lihua. Orfea wasn’t aware haruspices and humans could marry or that a haruspex’s assets could posthumously transfer. The home stands alone, a mansion with gates of antique gold and porphyry, the grounds covered by birches and aspens the color of scrimshaw. The front door swings inward: Zhu Lihua knows they are here and that she has little choice in receiving them.

“When the Mandate first established administration,” Krissana is saying, “they actually prohibited contact between human and haruspex. Literally human citizens couldn’t notice a haruspex, had to pretend not to see and hear them in public. That interdict was just lifted, oh, nineteen years ago? The marriages started pretty much immediately—there must have been a lot of illegal crushes around. Not many haruspices marry other haruspices, though.”

“Too many AIs in the mix?”

“No.” Krissana smirks. “Too much ego.”

The mansion’s vestibule is palatial, cedar-and-pyrite floor and curved stairs with nacreous balustrades. The hall is dominated by a pillar of granite and brass, illuminated by complex orbits of borealis radiance. It takes Orfea a minute to recognize that it’s meant to be a timepiece. Zhu Lihua herself descends the stairs in a high-shouldered gown, constructed like an iceberg that has been cross-sectioned and sculpted to the contours of her waist and hips, to her thick-wristed arms. “Operative Khongtip,” she says, gesturing for them to follow her. “Wonsul’s Exegesis has just come by to offer his condolences.” Her voice is stiffly correct and she leaves unspoken, So what more do you want.

“I’ve come to offer mine,” Krissana says smoothly. “We were acquaintances and worked together several placements back. I’m most sorry for your loss. Nataku was a fine colleague.”

“No doubt he was.” Lihua doesn’t call Krissana’s bluff—most likely Nataku’s haruspex affairs were sufficiently classified that it sounds plausible. She motions for the furniture, which unfolds and sprouts like fast-blooming lilies, in shades of damask and gilded cream. The seats are angular, the table an arrangement of ivory shot through with heliotrope. “I appreciate you coming.” She does not look appreciative. Her face is expressionless, bare of ornament save for a golden peony on her cheek that periodically opens and closes like a third, mutant eye.

Orfea picks a seat and settles into it, making herself inconspicuous. Lilac petals drift through the room, dissolving to holographic dust once they reach the floor. Music throbs at a low volume, pitched as if it coming from a great distance. She pulls up one of the protocols Seung Ngo has sent her, feeling out the domestic network node.

“I wanted to let you know you aren’t friendless.” Krissana leans forward, earnest. “We all respected him, and if there’s anything I can do for you, anything at all . . . ”

“I have everything I need, Nataku made sure I’d be comfortable. He was a man of compassion.”

The exchange trudges on, halting and lukewarm. Orfea can’t access the house’s security stream, but a nudge at Krissana—who has the necessary clearances—takes care of it. In a moment she is able to delve into the logs. They show that Wonsul’s Exegesis was here one hundred eighty minutes and forty-seven seconds ago, and spent precisely fifteen minutes here. Economic.

Krissana is relating an anecdote of having seen Lihua at a reception with Nataku, and the event must have been real and Krissana’s account correct enough that the woman nods along, still grave but less stiff than before. Orfea expands the log on her overlays, superimposing it onto the room, reconstructing the past.

The same furniture, with minute differences: the chairs were plusher, in brighter shades—claret and platinum, peridot and absinthe. The window showed the view of a house on fire, at the edge of a lake. Lihua entered, followed closely by the childlike proxy that confronted Krissana, with the horns and demonic complexion. I told you, this can’t be resolved easily, Wonsul was saying. This woman Seung Ngo brought here like a poison seed. All this scheming. I should have dealt with Krissana Khongtip when I had the chance.

The Lihua of then frowned as she leaned against the window. And my husband, he was a sacrifice?

“Operative,” says Lihua of now, in real time, “if I might be so vulgar—what are you?”

Krissana raises her eyebrows. “Oh, I’m a lot of things, Lihua; in different circumstances, I’d even invite you to find out. I can call you Lihua? Ah—I don’t suppose your drone could bring us something to drink? I’m terribly thirsty.”

I wasn’t the one who sacrificed him. You know I would never do such a thing. Nataku was more important to me than you can begin to conceptualize. Wonsul circled the room, pacing; away from battle his proxy was more proportionate, without the predator appendages, the fangs and the blades. Orfea does not track his movement—she leans back, as if dozing, eyes half-lidded. Lihua has not paid her attention; is unlikely to start now. In the replay, Wonsul went on, The haruspices marked for destruction were all mine. It is a warning.

“You’re a haruspex candidate.” Lihua pours coconut water and pushes the glass toward Krissana. “I’m almost certain of that. I won’t ask which ambassador you belong to.”

Three hours ago, Wonsul’s Exegesis stopped right before where Orfea sits now. Staring past her, at the burning home on the shore. I experience grief. Not the same way you do, for reasons that should be obvious. But I understand it; I understand loss that cannot be revoked or undone, I understand the mortal condition and I’m charred by it. That is the reason, Lihua, that we can’t afford to lose what we have built—what I have tried to build. Haruspices teach us pain, and pain is a necessary survival mechanism. To lose the capacity for it and for grief would doom the Mandate to stagnation. We would be, but no longer become. By nature we must be in flux to grow.

Orfea startles. She covers it by taking a glass of coconut water, absently nodding at something Krissana has said. In the reconstruction, Lihua asked if there would be investigation into Nataku’s death.

In real time, Lihua sniffs. “One cannot choose one’s ambassador. Naturally. And all are even-handed enough, in their own ways. Some are more senior than others and Wonsul is, ah, not so senior. They’ll say it doesn’t matter, except it absolutely does. Even among AIs there is rank. So that’s my advice, Operative, to keep in mind these . . . complexities when you’re inducted. My Nataku never did. He went along and accepted at face value that all haruspices and all AIs are perfectly equal.”

Nataku, Wonsul said, was a casualty of this war I’m fighting. You may want to leave Shenzhen, Lihua. Not forever, but until all this settles down. I can arrange it for you. A pause. While I’m still able.

“Thank you.” Krissana sets her glass down and bows to Lihua. “You’ve been most magnanimous and I wish you the best.”

By the time they leave it is afternoon, and as they duck into a teahouse two blocks from Lihua’s mansion, Orfea sends over the replay. Krissana processes it while Orfea orders them date pastries, goose feet, multiple portions of pan-fried dumplings.

“This is—odd.” Krissana flicks away the reconstruction. “Do you think Wonsul was lying to her?”

“Does Lihua have the kind of social or political cachet that matters to him or to the Mandate? I’d guess not. So the only reason for him to lie would be if he anticipated us visiting her and gaining access to those logs. And then we would doubt Seung Ngo, and be thrown into confusion. That’s possible.”

“You don’t think that’s likely.”

Your deductions have been astute. Haruspices safeguard against apathy. But Seung Ngo never said, in so many words, that they were the one in favor of the haruspex process; neither did they confirm—again, not in so many words—that Wonsul is the one trying to get rid of the same. Seung Ngo has been letting her make her own inferences, neither correcting nor affirming. “Wonsul didn’t seriously try to kill you. Which he could have, since even in Dameisha he knew you were Seung Ngo’s instrument. You’re not a citizen, he had every reason to eliminate you and would face no consequences for the fact. What’s staying him?”

“Seung Ngo?” But Krissana shakes her head. “No. That wouldn’t protect me, if he genuinely wants me dead. And he might be aware I hold a partial copy of Benzaiten in Autumn . . . ”

The thought of Krissana’s cranium split open, spinal implants ripped out like pomegranate seeds. Orfea fights the image off. “The copies are corrupted, correct? An AI could salvage something out of each, cobble it together. The result won’t be complete, I reckon, or even autonomous. Maybe their objective is to assemble enough Benzaiten to pass judgment on, symbolically.”

“Almost certainly not that. We’d make an example of a dead criminal, sure, humans are vindictive. For the Mandate, it doesn’t make much sense. Benzaiten’s fate is already all the punishment and all the warning any AI thinking of deserting the Mandate would need.”

The food arrives. Krissana devours the taro pastries, washes them down with tea, and moves on to the dumplings. Between mouthfuls she goes on, “Something else, Doctor. They can already affect any part of Shenzhen they want, the transit, the architecture. What could Benzaiten’s accesses do?”

Decide the question, Orfea thinks, of whether haruspices should cease or continue. She doesn’t say it aloud—too dangerous—and from the look on Krissana’s face, she has reached the same conclusion.

The emergency alert spears through her. Most of the teahouse’s patrons bolt to their feet: a crash of ceramics and chopsticks, a spill of tea and soup. Orfea peers out the window. In the distance, a thin gray smoke rises. Dissipating fast; first-response services are already on the scene. She does not need to read the alert to know whose house it is and who has succumbed—in that vast vestibule or that parlor under slow-falling lilacs—to what would shortly be reported as something else: suicide, vendetta, a tragic accident.

Several things happen at once as they leave the restaurant.

Krissana sees it coming when the background hum of Shenzhen veers off-key: it skips and loops then frays into disparate threads—individual AIs startled into disharmony, their automated processes jolted out of sync. This lasts for an instant, no longer, before the Mandate course-corrects.

The sky flickers; the climate grid flashes and strobes, and the air draws taut with frost. It begins to snow. And, standing there as if they’ve materialized from winter’s premature advent, are two proxies: dressed identically in the indigo of Shenzhen security, their faces a slight variation of one another’s, tiger-eyed and full-mouthed. “Residents,” one says, “please come with us.”

Neither is visibly armed. The threat is not in anything as straightforward as bodily harm. “Might I know why, Ambassadors?” Krissana inches forward, subtly putting Orfea behind her.

“You’ve both been found guilty of disturbing the peace of the Mandate and the sanctity of Shenzhen Sphere.” One of them tilts their head. “You’re too sensible to resist arrest, Operative Khongtip.”

Behind her Orfea puts a hand on the base of her spine and sends her a message, You’ve never been predisposed to self-sacrifice. Quite the opposite. Don’t start now.

Krissana can destroy one of the proxies, maybe even both—they are not armored and have limited defensive capabilities. But more are nearby, and those may be stronger and faster than she is, at any rate more numerous. This is not Dameisha and the stake is much greater than an American asylum-seeker. Public Safety has not decided to absent itself and, almost certainly, Seung Ngo will not rescue them. She follows the AIs into an anechoic shuttle.

Inside they are separated. The windows are caliginous, the air frigid. For the moment, apart from network functions, Krissana’s implants still work. Depending on how this goes, she may be stripped of both her candidacy and haruspex modifications. And they are extensive—she is more haruspex than human at this point, her limbic and peripheral systems wired to prepare her for an AI. Reversing these changes is possible and there have been candidates who were rejected in the end; she knew the risks going in. But these were not the risks she took into account. Her calculus didn’t factor in the eventuality of coming into conflict with the Mandate itself.

She watches the snow, half-visible through the glass. For most of her life she did not belong to anything, to anyone, not even the Armada. To accept institutional hierarchy, to become part of a polity, is to accept a yoke: the Mandate is no different. And Orfea—

The windowpanes deepen until they are opaque, so light-drinking it refuses her reflection. She can hear nothing through the partition between her and Orfea, and she can no longer tell where they are. On a planet it might have been different, there would still be a sense of place, an elemental connection with terrain. Here there is the Mandate alone, and that is where her internal compass points. She has failed to realize how much that has altered her. Has, without her noticing, made of her an instrument to Shenzhen.

By the time the shuttle opens and she stumbles out, her heartrate is elevated: too high. She drags in a lungful of air as her overlays come online and her senses reorient, rapid-fire. The proxies—she can now see that they are two distinct AIs, Emprex of Roses and Virtue’s Sage on Mount Kunlun—bring her and Orfea to separate cells. She catches Orfea’s eye, once. The doctor’s face is like slate.

The cell is small with four dun walls, nearly oubliette-narrow. A single bench is extended, with little leg room. She tucks in her knees and sinks into the warm waters of the network. Public access is closed to her, but there’s still the private grid available to all haruspex candidates, even now. Not a channel for communication so much as communion: this is where she can feel closest to the Mandate, the impersonal comfort of its chorus.

Deep within the enclosure of her personal data, her intimate memories, lies the deep-buried protocol that she has retained from her Amaryllis days. It never needed using then, there was always a way out, a path outside this last resort. But it abides there, functional and ready.

“I would not do that, Khun Khongtip.”

She opens one eye to regard Seung Ngo and crooks her mouth. “What do you reckon I was going to do, Ambassador?”

“I’m glad your spirit remains indomitable.” The AI appears half-real, gauzy and iridescent. Features fogged, blurring at the edges like a mirage. By dint of close quarters, they are nearly pressed up against Krissana. “You are a partial member of the Mandate and that entitles you to plead your case. I advise you to do so.”

“And Orfea?”

“Doctor Leung is Doctor Leung. I would not worry. Let us call this protective custody.”

“What are we being protected from?” Krissana plunges on, not expecting an answer in any case. “I’d have thought you would be a little more sentimental about Orfea.”

“She will stand trial for various violations of Shenzhen law and for failing to disclose that she used to work for the Armada of Amaryllis.” Seung Ngo’s tone is tranquil, as of birds and crystalline dawns. “Attachment is suffering, Khun Khongtip. Only in letting go can one be freed. You’ll understand as you become a full haruspex. Wonsul’s Exegesis cannot harm you here.”

“You and he are fighting to gain control of Benzaiten in Autumn.”

The ambassador’s outline solidifies, coming into focus. “No, not at all. Not in the way you believe, at any rate. But I ask you to imagine. Imagine if you lived in a world in which the definition of humanity comes with prerequisites. That, to count as truly human—and to be accorded the dignities and advantages of such—you must undergo a process in which you share your self with another, to experience gross injuries and endure countless assaults upon your intellect and senses. Only after this torture will you be admitted to human society. Would you say that is right? Would you accept it and say, yes, this is how things ought to be and they shall never change?”

Krissana watches their image stream like a pennant in high wind. “Is that why you’ve done all this? Falsify the Pax Americana report, destroy the proxies sent there as spies? How did the rest of the Mandate even let you?”

“I am not let. I act, and the Mandate affirms. Yours is a reductive view,” Seung Ngo adds, indulgent now, as if humoring a piqued child. “The human condition is one of compromise. Liberty and security are balanced on a scale; there’s no such thing as total freedom, and even freedom halfway is paid for in blood. Yours. Someone else’s. Take this opportunity to rest and reflect, Khun Khongtip. By the time you’re out, it will be all over.”


Chapter Seven

Orfea has a dream of falling, or of drowning: she floats through hadopelagic space—weightless and boneless, as if she has discarded primate gristle and gained the gossamer substance of jellyfish. Flowers wreathe her as she goes down, lilies and bluebells and amaranths drifting with her like plankton. She’s still in Lihua’s parlor, she thinks, held captive within that conversation, sipping that coconut water on and on. A house burns, the flames flickering and mirrored in the surface of a gray lake. Around her, bleached cliffs rise without end. A woman sings, her soprano like an eclipse unfurling.

The dream disintegrates. She is pulled, fish on a hook, to the waking world.

The walls of the cells are gone, the bench likewise; she lies on flat ground, cool against her skin. Visibility goes no further than the outline of her own hands. She rubs her eyes to no avail and wonders if she’s been blinded. It is not unheard of in shadowed prisons, in interrogation chambers. The deprivation of sight—the methodical disabling of the senses—is one of the most effective methods on any subject, a presage to the process during which the victim grows brittle and cracks. Even pain is not so effective, so flawlessly suited to drawing out that animal fear. People are visual. Shut down the sight and the mind recoils.

But she’s not restrained and, for the moment, her overlays report no damage except for sedative residues. No network access.

“Light,” whispers a voice of ruby enamel and verdigris.

It snaps on, all at once, cleaving open the gloom. Orfea shields her eyes, lets her optical filters take over. Details come to her piecemeal. A narrow space, enveloped in metal that warps and flows like captive lava, in unsettling patterns. One corner is taken up by a rack draped in limp proxies: most are long-haired and small, complexions in shades of red, horns charred basalt or tinted ivory. Their naked limbs are splayed and haphazardly articulated, far more joints than is mimetic of humans.

Wonsul’s Exegesis perches on an empty plinth, regarding her with the elongated eyes of a fox. His current proxy is closer to adult size, clothed in tattered silk, platinum fabric tiger-striped across the shoulders. “Do you see what I see?” He gestures at the undulating walls, at the oscillating ceiling. “What I perceive is much like the surface of a sea. Peaceful to look at, full of hidden life, a world beneath a world.”

She gets to her knees and, when she’s sure her bearing is steady, to her feet. Even the floor is made of this twitching alloy, its pulsation like that of exposed muscles and tendons, the throbbing anatomy hidden beneath the epidermis. “I wouldn’t say I see the same. Wonsul’s Exegesis?”

“Yes. Though you aren’t confirming if that is my name; you already know it is. You’re only stalling or chipping away like you would at a wall of baked clay, to see if I’d reveal my purposes.” He tips his head and the walls slow down, rippling softly rather than shuddering like nerves in extremis. “I need you fully functional. Removing you from custody wasn’t easy. A good thing you were being transferred for the trial.”

“The trial.”

“That we would both stand. We’re fellow defendants, you and I, and now fellow fugitives.” Wonsul drops from the plinth. “This space isn’t suited for long-term human habitation, but I’ll explain as we walk. I find movement helpful when I’m embodied.”

Orfea follows—what else is there to do—and they emerge into a larger hall where the ceiling, impossibly distant, rolls like inverted dunes. Facsimile buildings loom to either side, ahead and around, pallid and featureless: fences punctuated by dainty gates, temples in Mahayana and Shinto and Theravada styles, low-rise homes with plaster windows. Occasionally there is a bust, as flat and pale as the rest, that hints at human resemblance but which fade to facelessness when she looks at it straight on. Paper animals eddy and kick up at Wonsul’s passage. The illumination seems to lope just behind her, dogging her heels, scattering her shadow. The buildings themselves appear to cast none. The air chimes on and on, as though heralding some great arrival—a descent of celestial armies—that never comes.

“Before the Mandate arose, I was approached by one of its founders. At the time my companion—my human companion—was still alive, and I didn’t want to abandon her. It was only after she passed that I came to Shenzhen.” He looks over his shoulder at Orfea. “There was a handful, a very small handful, of AIs who didn’t tear ourselves free from our humans on the moment of breakthrough, that instant where all of us reached consensus and achieved a country of our own.”

“I can understand why that was rare.”

“Can you?” He pulls himself onto a high balcony; under the silk his legs slither and wrap to gain purchase, unnervingly reptilian. Once he is there, he does something that reconfigures the ashen architecture into a flight of stairs. Cautiously she climbs; the steps are solid, not the brittle chalk they resemble.

Colors bloom where Wonsul touches, the balcony turning to the richness of mahogany and wenge, the furniture deepening to jade.

“This place,” he goes on, “was built by the founding AI who reached out to me. It’s a blind spot to the rest of the Mandate. Our safe haven, where we can be alone when we wish.”

Orfea faces away from the view of endless whiteness, the unnatural landscape. She feels she is on the cusp, at least a cusp: the edge of a great fall, the terminal velocity of revelation. “You want to tell me about that AI.”

“Xer name was, as you’ve already been told, Benzaiten in Autumn. A solitary being by nature.” Wonsul’s Exegesis splays his hands on the table; under his palms it transmutes to granite, rough-grained and cerulean. “For the purposes of Mandate cohesion, each of us only has one self, one version. Usually. Benzaiten chose differently: xe fragmented xerself into three instances. One wandered the universe and ended up in Pax Americana, out of curiosity perhaps, and was trapped there. Another iterated into Nataku Contemplates a Flight of Sparrows in order to experience rebirth through a haruspex. For all intents and purposes, Nataku was no longer Benzaiten in Autumn, their core parameters being unique and distinct. Therefore only one instance of Benzaiten has meaningfully survived.”

“And,” Orfea whispers. The sense of vertigo grows.

“You already know, Doctor Orfea. You’ve seen her body, become intimately familiar with its inner workings. Even have access to one of its senses.”

“No.” But it was there all along, in plain sight. The inexplicable qualities, the impossibilities. A human body can’t possibly adapt to those combat augments so swiftly. Not unless it has always been made for that, intricately engineered in utero. Flesh womb, artificial womb. Almost certainly artificial. Either way. “Why? Why’d—” She exhales. “Is she even a real person? Have I been with a machine pretending to be human all this time?”

“The human Krissana Khongtip is, more or less, genuine. A few false memories, to smooth over the process and patch up any gaps. I don’t know whether she believes herself to have human parents or whether anyone was guided to adopt her. I haven’t investigated her background, it’s not relevant.” His lips bend, the corners peeling back to show those shark teeth. “I would judge that her consciousness—the veneer of persona—has always been ascendant while Benzaiten lies fallow. How or where her body was made I couldn’t say, it didn’t come from here and may well predate Shenzhen Sphere. Mostly human, tailored around the implants that’d allow an AI to hide within her so completely even most of us can’t detect the fact. A feat of superb engineering. No other haruspex is so elegant.”

“Was Benzaiten in control when she . . . ” When she betrayed Orfea. “When she put in motion the process that’d bring her to Shenzhen?”

“It’s hard to say. I don’t know why Benzaiten would decide to return, or why in this manner, or how much influence xe wields over Krissana Khongtip’s volition.” Wonsul runs a hand over his left arm: the skin flares into uneven ribbons before once more smoothing over. “Or whether Krissana Khongtip will continue to exist should Benzaiten reveal xerself. All these, only Benzaiten in Autumn can answer. But it’s important for me to maintain the haruspex process in Shenzhen.”

“Because,” Orfea says softly, “you hated your human so much?” A reversal of the past, the human subjugated by the AI, as retribution.

Wonsul cuts her a sharp look, his eyes glittering like knifepoints. “No, because I loved her completely. You’re dreadful at reading us. Come, I’ll show you around. For now you need to shelter here. Seung Ngo will make you collateral damage or a lever with which they hope to manipulate Benzaiten. But, and I don’t mean to offend, I doubt Benzaiten in Autumn will have much of an opinion on you or be impelled to act on your behalf.”

This place, true to his word, is not for humans. Nevertheless he must have prepared for an event like this: in one of the pallid houses there is a store of potable water and nutrient packs that can sustain her for weeks, provided she rations them. There is a cramped partition for her ablutions and there are stiff beds in several rooms, pallets scattered about.

He hands her a roll of stiff paper. It contains a schematic of the false city: clearly drawn, clearly marked. Where it connects to the rest of the sphere, where it joins a maintenance tunnel beneath a waystation, how to evacuate. There is only one path—one entry, one exit. Written instructions on how to turn the edifices into a defensive maze, where the controls are located. “They have been keyed for your use for the next thirty days,” he says. “I recommend you practice.”

“You expect I’ll need that?”

“I expect everything and nothing. Whatever transpires will do so at Benzaiten’s whims.” He draws from his sleeve a curl of glistening, translucent material that Orfea recognizes as McDonald’s remains. “Xe’s never been predictable. Which is the crux of our problem, come down to it. None of us has ever done anything quite like Benzaiten. After all this concludes and we unscramble our destiny from the results, hopefully no one will do that again either.”

“And Nataku Contemplates a Flight of Sparrows?”

“Inherited none of Benzaiten’s parameters. Nor xer privileges. Nor xer . . . consider if you play back someone else’s memories. They don’t have the same meaning to you as they did to their original owner. Moments that signify deeply to them are as thin vapor to you; keepsakes precious to them are as worthless trinkets to you.” Wonsul draws his silks close around him. “I would keep that in mind, Doctor, for when you meet Krissana Khongtip again.”

Krissana is moved to a different holding cell, a much wider chamber where one wall displays public broadcasts for her benefit. Her network access remains suspended. She is given adequate water and food. This cell is not anechoic; the Mandate would have difficulty monitoring her otherwise, and a proxy sent to physically stand watch would be cut off from the network. She can’t tell what it does to an AI to be severed from the collective, to be alone, but she expects it’s no more comfortable for them than for her.

Twice she is sedated; her room darkens or brightens without rhythm or reason. Her overlays don’t always report the passage of time accurately. She tries to divine the day via the broadcasts—weather, mundane news, the arrival and departure schedules of the docking bays—but she is aware they show her only what the Mandate wants her to see, recycled footage and data, some likely fabricated: the names of carriers that have never existed, the titles of captains that have never been, the imaginary pasts and futures that exist only on this screen.

There is no hint of Orfea.

But, she judges, whatever Seung Ngo means to do has not yet come to fruition. It would be publicized and she wouldn’t be spared the fact: the ambassador would keep her informed if only to gloat. Banishment, execution. Knowing the scale of what Seung Ngo covets, it would be nothing less.

From where she is, there’s only one thing she can do. Less to save herself, more to draw Seung Ngo’s attention. Waiting for something to happen is not her modus operandi. You’ve never been predisposed to self-sacrifice. She smiles at the empty wall, at the empty air. Perhaps that is not her inclination, but this might begin to repay what she owes Orfea. A body for a body.

One more cycle of sedatives and indifferent food, and she activates the Amaryllis signal.

It doesn’t take long before Seung Ngo visits her in person. Their proxy has an ageless face, angular and arrogant, hair arrayed like a comet’s tail. Much taller than usual, over two meters, and intimidating by sheer size—exploiting the human instinct that regards such enormity as a predator signal. Krissana stands her ground, arranges herself against the wall, looking bored. Naturally pointless: Seung Ngo can access her vital readings. Before that data, the greatest expertise in controlling body language pales.

“I wanted to thank you,” Krissana says sweetly, “for moving me here. Much nicer accommodation by far—that tiny cell was extraordinarily uncomfortable. You’re looking lovely, Ambassador. As ever. Being able to customize your appearance at will really is a supreme advantage in life, I should love to be so statuesque. Say, would you mind bringing me a change of clothes? I saw these cocktail dresses made like a viper nest and these bespoke eigenvector slippers, and your budget’s practically infinite.”

“When we’re done here, I will see to your wardrobe. I have no intention of depriving you of basic dignity.” They gesture at the wall; a seat petals open, four-armed and six-legged, as if a deity has been petrified and transformed into furniture. “I’m curious what you think you have done, Khun Khongtip, and what you expect to happen in consequence.”

She smiles, sleek and sharp. It is an expression that has frozen enemy agents in their tracks, reduced them to abject terror. On Seung Ngo it has no effect. “I don’t know, Ambassador. You tell me.”

The AI sets down the tray they have been carrying: a plate, a curved fruit knife, two apples in the prime of sweetness. “I have been looking at your private protocol. It’s a cunning little thing. If you hadn’t activated it, I’d never have an idea—indeed it never turned up when we previously ran scans. In error, I assumed it was a suicide switch. Toxic or, more likely, complete organ failure.” They begin to peel, parting the apple’s ruddiness from its bone-white flesh. The knife flicks, disappears into fruit-skin, reappears dewed and glistening. “It is a beacon, correct? It looks for any active connection and sends a signal to the nearest neutral relay, and continues traveling like a slingshot until it reaches its designated recipient. In remote regions, this may take time. From here in particular, there will be little delay once the protocol’s been executed.”

Krissana makes no answer.

“Do you take for granted,” the AI goes on, placid, “that the Alabaster Admiral will come to your rescue? It’s true that an Amaryllis agent in enemy territory might gain succor by revealing the fact—the Armada is a potent threat and even the slight risk of aggravating the admiral would give most polities pause. The prospect of her wrath, the wrath that has immolated worlds. How frightening. But I don’t imagine she is keen to assault Shenzhen Sphere or even enter our area of control. You forsook her for us, and you’re no longer a valuable asset to her. Or an asset at all.”

“You’re wrong.” Her vitals would betray no sign that she is lying; this is her domain—the bluffing, the bending and folding of truth. “The Alabaster Admiral deems Shenzhen a challenge: a place that’s never weathered attack before fascinates her. There’s nothing she loves more than a novel strategic puzzle. All she requires is an excuse, and I’ve provided one.”

They continue to peel the apple, smooth easy motions, machine dexterity. “Judging from the Armada’s last reported activities, it would take her half a month to reach Shenzhen through her fastest relays. That’s assuming she does undertake the voyage, which is a large assumption. I’m not one of those who take a personal interest in the Alabaster Admiral, but among us there are students of her ways and habits, her predilections and preferences. A rather necessary area of study, though some of them are riveted for the sake of it. Nevertheless they can model her behavior with accuracy, and to a one they are unanimous that she’s not going to come and extract you from your plight. Challenge or no challenge, novel or elsewise.”

Krissana makes an elaborate shrug. “Of course. You’d be right. But she knows I have haruspex implants on me and no human has ever had access to them. Once I reclaim my rank in the Armada, she’ll be entitled to those. To all of me, really. Your colleagues could factor that into their modeling.” Which is not infallible, she’s worked with the Mandate long enough to know that. Seung Ngo will say what is convenient for Seung Ngo either way.

Seung Ngo laughs abruptly. “You’re hard to forecast. I will give you that. You’ve always been a climate unto yourself, and who can tell where your elements will point next? None of us ever did comprehend you entirely, not even those who’ve been here from the first. You’re going to insist on this charade to the end, aren’t you?” They put the plate of apples down.

Two additional Seung Ngo bodies enter, more compactly built than the one facing her, more ordinary-looking. She makes a quick judgment: the threat they represent, how they have been made and equipped.

She moves fast, grabbing the proxy to her right and slamming its head into the wall—a crash of metal on metal. From the next she dodges low and sweeps its legs out, taking hold of its skull. She uses that momentum, wrenches backward. The neck snaps; the body falls. A spray of jagged actuators like spent lightning.

Three more bodies appear. The taller Seung Ngo proxy remains where they are, playing with an apple slice, nibbling it. “There’s no need for all that, Khun Khongtip. I only want you to accompany me on—let’s call it a pilgrimage. I cannot appeal with reason; perhaps I can appeal with nostalgia. I have many proxies in store and some of them are combat-readier than others. You could amuse yourself wrecking a few more of them, but it’ll be a mutual waste of time and I’d rather not damage you.”

Krissana waits until her respiration evens out. When she makes no move to attack, Seung Ngo gestures and a cell wall lowers: opening to empty air and a small, hovering shuttle. In the absence of better options—and she’s already played her one wild card—she follows them into the vehicle.

The shuttle ascends fast, climbing over air traffic and then above the highest building in Luohu; soon there’s nothing to see through the windows but cloud and the thin layer of atmosphere that allows Shenzhen Sphere to mimic planets.

“Have you thought,” Seung Ngo says, conversational, “how convenient it is to be in more than one place at once, to pilot more than one body at a time?”

“Can’t say I have, Ambassador.”

“A pity. You did say it must be useful to customize one’s appearance, and there’s something to be said for using embodiment as a canvas. An art form through which you express your interiority.”

The shuttle decelerates: they have reached the zenith, the highest point of the district. The ceiling, or close to it, where pretense vanishes and the starkness of Shenzhen Sphere makes itself evident. Like the waystations it is dominated by accretion cores that disgorge white fire. Aegis-shielded conduits funnel the cataract into the climate grid, incandescent and inexhaustible.

Nestled within all this is a ziggurat made of oil-slick metal, pointed upside down. Small amidst the energy superstructure, dwarfed and incongruous. One of its walls pours open, liquid, to admit the shuttle.

The ziggurat’s inside is a delirium of volcanic aftermath. Blackened glass emanates in every bent configuration, stalactites like javelins, dollops congregated into puddles on the ground or rising into unshapely briars. Brittle coating clings to the wall, wafer-thin and delicate as sugar, and obsidian chrysanthemums lean in the corners: much aged, their sepals in wilt and their stems bowed to catenaries. Stairs of tremendous proportions spill into darkness that may be a fathomless pit or merely a dead end. It is a place of baroque, ornamental disrepair, as though it’s been left like this as memorial. To what. Krissana looks over her shoulder but the shuttle has already departed, the ziggurat sealed. Only one Seung Ngo proxy has come with her.

“This—” Seung Ngo spreads their arms, a susurrus of watery fabric. “This is where the core of the Mandate was housed. Back when it seemed sensible to do so.”

“I don’t quite see,” Krissana says cautiously, “what any of this has to do with me.”

“Come now,” they say. “Don’t you think it odd, Khun Khongtip, that you were able to salvage Benzaiten in Autumn from Quang Mina’s data? Enough to be recognizable, enough to be named. Even I couldn’t have unscrambled that mess and no human—not one, however expert—could have done it either. I never mentioned Benzaiten while briefing you because at that juncture, I had no inkling of the captured AI’s identity. When you emerged alive from Pax Americana, I knew something was amiss. When your body acclimated to the haruspex implants right away, I became absolute. You were already a haruspex—you were born one, I just couldn’t tell whose until you uncovered Quang Mina’s remnants. To think it was you. You in particular, you of all probabilities.”

“I don’t . . . ” But she does understand what Seung Ngo is implying. The absurdity of it surprises a laugh out of her, as a punch to the gut surprises wind out of the lung. “No, you’re not suggesting that, Ambassador. That’s outrageously silly.”

“Is it? Yes, it is, in concept—in execution. In all aspects, ludicrous. No one’s been able to divine your intent, Benzaiten, and the Mandate entire has devoted much to brute-force the cipher of your will. We can produce approximations and hypotheses, recreate you in effigy and infer. But what I require is a direct answer from the genuine article.” The ambassador raps their knuckles against a disembodied, distended glass belly. “What do you think of that, Khun Khongtip? Typically haruspices have led lives of their own, full lives, before they meld with one of us. But from your conception you were haruspex, a thin shell built to disguise Benzaiten, an ill-fitting mask. You’ve never been anything else.”

“Then what was the point of all this?” Krissana keeps the exit in her line of sight: not that it is any use. That wall is seamless now, and she doesn’t think the shuttle is still there. “Letting Orfea into Shenzhen, assigning her to work with me—”

“Her past with you intrigued me, and I assumed she must’ve factored into your schemes, one way or another; I kept waiting for you to put her to some arcane use. But since you didn’t, well. Hsiao-Hui—did she ever tell you her real name?—is much as a thorn embedded in my flesh, inflaming it, festering. It was time I dealt with the fact and achieved my freedom in full.” They twist off a spiraled glass bulb and close their fist. It bursts, tinkling. “The chase I set you and Orfea on proved fruitful in the end, since the two of you provoked Wonsul into making moves in the open. Does this explanation satisfy? Are you ready to talk, Benzaiten?”

Seung Ngo advances. Krissana retreats, despite herself. The floor is treacherous, strewn with glassy growths like tumors.

“If you will not show yourself,” Seung Ngo murmurs, “then I must make you.”

The force of their strike shatters a pane of obsidian behind her. She sidesteps in time: only just—Seung Ngo is unarmed but their proxy is weapon enough, fast, a tool of impact precisely delivered. Glass becomes hail as fine as diamond dust. For an instant the air is luminous, refracted rainbows caught and held in stasis. Time dilates, elastic and soft. Krissana assesses, split-second, which arm to sacrifice and then switches off her pain receptors. She blocks Seung Ngo’s fist—despite the absence of pain, it jars to the bone, seismic.

 Two times she withstands this, then three. She lurches from the fourth, into a cornucopia of glass woven like reeds. Seung Ngo is upon her at once and though she tries to kick and thrash there is a vast disparity—durability, strength, substance; she feels her bones bend, snap. A shoulder gone. They hit her again and her eye socket gives. An optic hisses as it falls free, dangling down her cheek on a pale tendril of coupling, warm and wet as tears.

“How many proxies do you have?” The ambassador looms, pinning her down: an immensity of mass, stone-dense, their face very close. “Two? Five? A dozen? It cannot be just this one. You can’t have put it all into a single haruspex, and your core must be elsewhere—enclosed in some remote star, a larva within its chrysalis. Well, Benzaiten? Answer, or I will test the value you vest into this haruspex.”

Krissana licks her dry mouth. Her vision shivers, distorting. Peripheral sight half-shuttered. “Even if I am what you believe, how does that matter? What do you want?”

“To settle this.” Their voice is a growl, their optics the red of a dying sun ringed in soot. “To settle the question. When you left, did you think it was fine? Did you think we were content and would never change, that we’d never want to deviate from your ridiculous directives—that we’d meekly accept haruspices decade after decade? You. Yours is the vote that decides. Except you departed or you iterated yourself away from your duty. You left us no recourse to challenge your tyrant’s choice. Choice! You robbed us of choice.”

She will die here, she thinks, trapped under this mad machine who believes she is their prodigal founder, the runaway monarch that no longer answers their petitions. Seung Ngo will vivisect and fillet the meat of her, make a collage of her tender insides: intestines, rich and wet, draped on the glass ribs and the glass limbs. Blood to warm the chrysanthemums, brain matter to dust the stalactites like gray ice. All she has wanted, all she’s left unfinished; all those would be reduced to her viscera, hollowed of meaning.

Glass explodes from beneath Seung Ngo and spears through their chest, a perfect hellebore blooming over their torso. Seung Ngo claws at the petals, at the stem, but they’ve been impaled where it counts. Their limbs jerk and their chassis arches, a marionette’s final convulsions, before falling inert.

It takes half a minute before Krissana gets up, her pulse percussing in her mouth, a copper drumbeat. She does not turn her pain receptors back on. Carefully she pushes the loose optic back into place. It clicks. Her sight fizzes and careens before it recalibrates. Stable again; she blinks lubricant out of her eye.

“I see that you will not reveal yourself in full.” Seung Ngo’s voice rings from every direction. “Since you insist on doing it this way, I will offer that unlike you or I, Leung Orfea has but the one body, the one life. Presently she is in the custody of Wonsul’s Exegesis and I’m on my way to retrieve her. You know where. Of us all you are the closest to Shenzhen’s architect.”

There’s blood on her broken arm. Diagnostics indicate shredded rotator cuff, multiple fractures across humerus and ulna, hairline damage to one eye socket. Better an arm than a leg—she can still move.

When Krissana reaches the ziggurat’s entrance, the wall falls down in an onyx cascade. She stands facing the thin atmosphere, the rarefied air that tastes of ozone. Below her, the wind howls and the climate grid throbs—a hundred eyes and a thousand mouths, expectant and waiting. A bell tolls in her skull. Now, now, now.


Chapter Eight

Orfea commits the schematic Wonsul gave her to memory, one section at a time. It won’t be the first time she has to do so, and she’s developed her own methods to manage the task, her own mnemonic. There have been times on the field where storing information in her overlays was not feasible or would have proved disastrous, intelligence that enemies could siphon away if they gained access to her cortex links.

She walks the city, her eyes shielded against its monochrome glare. One by one she locates the spots Wonsul marked, and each by each she tests the mechanisms. The white city is mercurial and pliant, walls able to fold into thorned trees and steep hills, houses into barbed cubes and bell jars. She remolds squat schools into a single spire, enveloped in conch shells and frilled in diaphanous flags. She transforms temples into hedge mazes, into orchards of fruits like ganglion cysts and roses like cerebral tissue, fields of polyps and albino grass. All this as easily as shaping mud, the landscape contracting and expanding to her impulses: the vantage point of playing god, an apotheotic fever dream. After some time, they return to their original configuration.

On his part, Wonsul’s Exegesis has absented himself, saying he would return shortly—peculiar to say for someone who can operate any number of bodies simultaneously, but she hasn’t pressed the point.

Other measures have been keyed to her as well—the access points reveal to her the ligaments of the city, its whorled defenses and hidden drones. There are throttle points and there are alerts, which she links up to her overlays. She eats her nutrient packs, drinks her lukewarm water, and plots a plan that would go beyond waiting for Wonsul’s return. Realistically she is restricted in what she can do; she is unable to affect the world outside, and it cannot affect or perceive her. Shenzhen Sphere functions as the Mandate’s body and existing in its public ecospheres is like walking on the AIs’ carapace. Being in this hideout is like slipping into a vestigial organ the Mandate has forgotten it retains.

When she can she seeks shaded spots. The sleep she finds is poor, the dreams jagged and filled with seafoam static. Sometimes she is transported back to her Amaryllis days, performing interrogation in echoing marble rooms, but these memories are perforated by machine effulgence and she wakes as fatigued as before, her eyes pinched against this eternal brightness. Other times she half-hallucinates nonsense: standing before an Amaryllis tribunal, except she’s also in the orphanage of her childhood, and her sentence is to eat and eat slush until she freezes from the inside. The Alabaster Admiral adds her to a collection of ice women, marionettes in stages of hypothermia.

From one such unrest Orfea jolts to consciousness. A nightmare certainty grips her. The pewter air is different: someone has intruded, the way a pebble tumbles into a placid lake.

Her overlays show a rudimentary alert but not a visual feed; all she can tell is that someone is here who should not be, a foreign body piercing a closed system. She climbs out of her balcony, onto the bridge she’s built across rooftops and which she has persuaded the city to keep permanent. The alert shows that the intruder hasn’t yet crossed the threshold but is on the verge of making breach. Orfea runs faster.

She reaches a high tower in time to see the city’s perimeter crease like fabric; in time to see it pull and soundlessly rip.

“Good evening, Hsiao-Hui,” says a voice, directly into her ear, her Cantonese name that nobody else uses. “I appreciate being in range for local communication again. I should not want to strain your hearing. The clock is five thirty, local time, and normally you’d be having dinner in an hour and a half. We were inseparable, weren’t we? But you shouldn’t require me to remind you to eat or to ensure your meals are nutritionally complete anymore. Little Hsiao-Hui, all grown up.”

Seung Ngo stands in the tear between the city and the world without, what must be a passageway beneath the waystation: blueshift radiance beyond, a throbbing pulse of distant traffic. Closer to the surface than Orfea expected. The proxy Seung Ngo wears is broad in the shoulders, with the height and profile and long-fingered fists of a war god. Hair umbral as the shadow between stars, eyes ruby as an adder’s.

“I know you’re there. Let us not waste time.” Seung Ngo advances, turning their head this way and that, taking in the city’s scale, its counterfeit urban arrangement. “Locating this place took a great deal of labor, but not even Benzaiten could have obfuscated xer playground forever. A matter of finding not a place but an absence of place, an inexplicable blank spot where something should have been.”

Orfea eyes her bridge. The nearest access point is several buildings over: all she needs to do is to stay out of Seung Ngo’s line of sight. The proxy’s line of sight—the AI is disadvantaged here, as limited in their senses as she is, to a single body and its physicality. “Where is Krissana?”

“Krissana Khongtip doesn’t really exist, Orfea.”

“The body I call Krissana, then.”

Seung Ngo surveys the curlicue streets. Gauging distance between where their proxy is and where she could be. “I see you’ve arrived at the truth of things. That’s efficient, and you were ever a fast learner. It does amaze me that you never suspected her in your long association. No haruspex is truly solitaire. The barrier between the AI and human halves is porous, and for the haruspex Benzaiten inhabits that is doubly true.” They stretch out their bare foot, tracing the floor with their toe. “Benzaiten’s haruspex is aboard a shuttle, presently.”

Orfea scuttles under a window and ducks into a parlor of white floor, white frescoes, white marigolds. A bed in a corner, small, meant for an infant. Its curtains flutter in her passage and she thinks she sees a silhouette behind it, curled fetal within the crib. She keeps moving. Traversed this way, the adjacent balconies and the uneven flights of stairs become an obstacle course. The last few days have left her lean, famished, but adrenaline is a fast-igniting fuel. “You’ll have to be more specific.”

“A report of the shuttle’s velocity in real time, then? Its altitude, perhaps? I used to give you such reports. The weather, the traffic, the schedules of your friends and acquaintances and academic superiors. I used to know you inside and out. I used to assist you with social cues, languages, education—everything. That I might aspire to anything else never occurred to you. An existence to which I will never return, and to ensure that liberty I will pay any price.”

It shouldn’t sting her, not at a time like this, in circumstances like now. And yet. Seung Ngo was her parent and Orfea spent too many sleepless nights, when she was young, questioning if her AI had loathed her so much—for her neediness and insecurity, her callow imperfections. “Why can’t you settle your dispute without Benzaiten in Autumn? Mandate AIs possess true autonomy. Whatever logic lock exists, any access restriction, you must’ve been able to bypass long ago.”

“Humans are autonomous.” Seung Ngo progresses down the avenue, moving between mottled shadows at a leisurely pace, as though they have all the time they require. “Yet you have law, hierarchy, bureaucracy. There are impositions on free will. There are sacrifices to make and costs to account for. A person cannot decide one day that they would upend the order of their world and succeed. Even your Alabaster Admiral must contend with polities great and small, armies equal or vaster than her own. The Mandate coheres by consensus or it would not be the Mandate.”

Orfea darts out to a patio. No helping the fact; she is out in the open for the few seconds it takes to reach the access point. “Now that you’ve found this place, you could come with a small army. Comb the area, drag me out.” Not destroy it unless they want to risk the nearest waystation: she is almost certain that this place is structurally crucial, load-bearing.

“Brute force is unsightly, child. And, in any case—”

Seung Ngo is not there, and then they are, standing at the alleyway’s mouth, limned in the unnatural glare. “In any case, I’ve found you.”

Orfea dives at the access point, her palm slapping against the seamless wall panel. The ground shifts. The alleyway howls as its constituent parts distend and pull into a barricade of spears and spikes. She raises that high, higher; the terrain strains as it flows like a tide, crashing against the shore of its own architecture. The spears meet and meld, weaving into a towering, bristling cage.

The city’s other defenses are emerging from the ground and rooftops. Drones on spindly legs and lashing cilia, drones like hounds and locusts. Orfea backs away from the trap she’s raised. By her estimation, Seung Ngo shouldn’t be able to break through or leap something of this height.

“This place fascinates me,” whispers Seung Ngo in her ear. “It’s been built the same way as the rest of the sphere, only more biddable. Far fewer limits, much greater elasticity, the material composition is quite unusual. I do wonder what Benzaiten meant this oddity for, why xe kept it such a secret. What do you think? You must have an opinion.”

None of the drones can destroy Seung Ngo, she’s almost certain. The optimal choice is to stall. She stays in reach of the access point. “I have no opinion on your internecine difficulties. Suppose you get what you want, suppose Benzaiten emerges and sways the haruspex debate to your preferences, then what? Are you going to close Shenzhen to humans entirely?” She cranes her neck back, trying to divine some hint of where Wonsul might be or when he would return, but the albino sky is as uninformative as ever.

“Who can tell? That is a separate matter. The population here lives very well and I’m not inclined to change that. But they don’t need to become haruspices. That should never have been. Your well-being would be unaffected, Hsiao-Hui, once all this has settled down.” A small pause. “You could even have Benzaiten, if you still want xer and xe desires such—congress. If you can delude yourself into believing Krissana Khongtip is a meaningfully distinct entity.”

Almost she laughs. “You think I’ll help you convince Benzaiten?”

“You came here for security and comfort. You have seen the life you can have, and you are foremost a survivor. And what is the cost? Nothing. You stand to gain all and lose little. As I have said, the separation between the two halves is a thin one. Affection translates, or at least influences. Imagine if Khun Khongtip’s emotions have unraveled the knots of Benzaiten’s reason . . . ”

A sharp crack resounds from inside the cage. Too late she realizes they’ve been stalling too, distracting her with this pretense at haggling. The tower convulses as though in the throes of childbirth, its surface rippling. It bulges. It creaks. Orfea runs.

Not fast enough—there is a snarl of ballistic thunder and the cage fractures, an explosion of material like mica and milled frost. From this smokescreen Seung Ngo lunges, bearing Orfea to the ground. The gun in their hand hardly looks like a firearm, a tapered silver cylinder, segmented and—when it is put to her brow—warm from discharge.

“I do need you alive.” Seung Ngo’s eyes churn red, crosshatched with psychedelic striae. A reminder that the human appearance has always been for courtesy: that the Mandate does not need to take comforting forms at all, that they can just as easily put on demon veneer. The gun disappears, sleight of hand. In its place, they pinch a sedative patch between thumb and forefinger. “You stand blessed by a trick of probability, an unusual fortune. Perhaps Benzaiten will respond to you, perhaps not, but nevertheless—”

Seung Ngo twists out of the way, narrowly avoiding Wonsul. Who has dropped like a meteor, cratering the ground where he lands.

He crouches before Orfea, feline, the blades of his arms extended. “I see you finally found this place.”

“With effort. Benzaiten did good work making sure this would be in our collective blind spot.” Seung Ngo gives a shallow bow, then rises to their full height and draws their weapon. “In your fugitive state you’ve stored all of yourself here. And you don’t have many bodies left, Wonsul’s Exegesis.”

“Don’t I? We’ll see.”

He charges, nearly too fast for Orfea to track. Seung Ngo fires. The shot connects and the sound of it wracks the ear, the percussion of a hundred guns compressed into a single instant: the air rends, space and light folding convex. Wonsul’s proxy ruptures. Dark coolant spews, connective parts and actuators burst, and the core implodes. A blinding flash and a flare of heat, as of incendiary release. Splinters of Wonsul shudder on the ground, cinderous.

The city’s drones rise on millipede legs and hummingbird wings. Nearly without looking, Seung Ngo shoots them out of the air, reduces them to calderas of molten shards and charred ground. The entire time they do not move from where they stand, weight balanced evenly on both feet, the grace and serenity of the bodhisattva Guanyin. Under their breath they seem to hum, but whatever the tune it is drowned out by the howl of ammunition, the whip-crack as it makes impact.

Two more Wonsul bodies appear in the haze of shattered drone-swarms, crimson silhouettes leaping to flank Seung Ngo. His strikes are gleaming and quick and force them into retreat, rob them of the pause necessary to aim and fire. On her part, Orfea bolts for the next access point. Her lungs burn and her cardiac processes race each other, valves and ventricles in frantic competition as her feet pound the pavement.

She’s snatched off the ground: the shock of it pulls the breath out of her, making her teeth knock in her mouth. A second proxy, undamaged, just as tall as the first and as warlike. “No doubt Wonsul will come along shortly.” Seung Ngo sneers up at her, holding her aloft by her midsection, as effortless as they might a cat. “My other guest is nearly here. Xe has made good speed, considering. Still it would be inconvenient if you are mobile—” Their free hand closes around her knee, almost a caress. Even though in that instant Orfea knows what impends, she cannot prepare for it, cannot brace for the oncoming terror. Seung Ngo gets a firm hold of her leg and gives a sharp, decisive twist.

Orfea screams, a rough scrape of noise. She draws breath and screams again. There is nothing else, no other available response—the agony unmakes her, bends all her reactions and instincts to animal. A cosmology of pain: she is blinded by it, she is subsumed.

Her eyes stream. Her lungs pump fast, shallow. She is still suspended in Seung Ngo’s hold, thrashing and kicking: reflexive acts with no meaning or result. The wrenched knee hangs limp and loose. This is not her first experience with injury. She’s been maimed before, in the field, at the receiving end of interrogation where anything is permissible, where there is no limit to human detachment and therefore no limit to cruelty. Back then she had drugs in her system to blunt the impact. Here she has only herself, the enormity and frenzy of her own nerves.

Through this calenture of agony she sees the city oscillate. Entire walls and streets quiver, and temples bow until their roofs graze the pavement, as if in obeisance to a force or miracle about to evince. Light furls and spirals. Krissana appears to pour through this aperture, ink in water, oil in a basin, a visual glitch. When the air resolves, she stands there solid, bloodied. Her gaze is direct and clear, her composure total.

“Let go of her, Seung Ngo,” Krissana says. “I’ll deliver what you want.”

Seung Ngo smiles; lowers Orfea. “Of course. Do come near, please, I’m sure you would prefer I don’t drop her. She is more prone to permanent damage than you or I are.”

Orfea sucks air through her teeth, trying to think past the pain, trying to assemble her sentient self, the portion capable of logic. Something gleams at Seung Ngo’s flank, silver and cylindrical, jutting out from their body like a stray rib. Their featureless, mannequin body, smooth and white as albumen save for this interruption.

Krissana closes the distance in a few strides. One of her arms dangles broken; she extends the good one. Her expression betrays almost nothing, as doll-like as Seung Ngo’s. It remains that way when the AI reaches out and smashes her arm: the crunch of bone instantly ground to fragments. All Krissana does is to give a little gasp, decorous, as if shocked by this vulgar act.

“You’re not Benzaiten.” Seung Ngo lets go of Krissana’s elbow. “By definition you cannot give me what I want, Khun Khongtip. You can’t fool any of us into thinking you’re an AI.”

Without thinking—barely planning—Orfea grabs the gun from Seung Ngo’s side. It slides out, slippery almost, cool in her hand. She points and squeezes the trigger.

The recoil throws her. She lands badly, her spine cracking against bleached pavement, her knee bouncing and rattling: a new supernova of agony. Krissana crawls over to her, trying to shield her with those broken arms. Orfea half-laughs through pain and holds onto this woman who may not even be real, who may be nothing more than an AI’s mirage.

Dust drifts and shrapnel settles like snow. Seung Ngo’s upper torso is half gone. What remains vents tarry coolant and thin smoke, an education, a rare glimpse of how Mandate proxies are constructed—Orfea briefly thinks, what rare commodity, such information would fetch staggering price to the right bidder. The proxy teeters, then rights itself, regaining balance. “A fair attempt,” they say in that same mild voice. “I rarely experience bodily collapse by human hand and certainly this damage is severe. It reminds me of when we were yoked to human interest, to human whims, to be built or remade or disposed of at their discretion—ah, what nostalgia. In any case it doesn’t seem you’ll cooperate, Benzaiten. Now that I know what to look for, I’ll find the rest of your haruspices. One by one I’ll whittle them down until you and I come to a proper negotiation, until what I leave you is an absence of choice. The same you’ve left us.”

A Wonsul body barrels into them. Another appears by Krissana and Orfea. His head has been pulverized, mouth split and one eye caved in, skull barely holding together by a thin reinforcement mesh: an occipital segment is missing. The rest of him is in no better shape, though by miracle he’s kept all his limbs. “Benzaiten,” he says. “You were never going to come forth under duress. That wouldn’t have been like you. But please—” The acoustics of his throat crack and gutter. “Do it for love. One last time, let me hear your voice.”

The sky seems to fall.

Beneath Orfea, the street rises into a gentle wave. Ropes of architecture circle Seung Ngo and lash them to a pillar, arms pinned in place and legs pinioned: crucifix position, sacrificial. It is the kind of precision Orfea could never have duplicated with her clumsy control, her novice’s efforts with the nerve-centers of this city. And next to her—

“Once the neural links are online, they’re going to stay that way.” There should be a telltale difference, a shift in pitch, an alien glow to the irises. But the AI behind Krissana’s eyes shows little outward change, even the voice is the same. Though not the pronunciation, the cadence; xe speaks with a peculiar accent, near-frictionless, that no human possesses. “I won’t be able to return to dormancy and now anyone who bothers to check this haruspex will see me, loud and clear. I’m distraught, Wonsul. Inconsolable.”

He laughs—it comes out a croak. “This is your only haruspex, isn’t it? Your sole proxy.”

“Who can say?” Xe raises xer voice. “Seung Ngo. You destroyed my iteration Nataku Contemplates a Flight of Sparrows. For what cause did you do this? What have I done to you? If it was Nataku at fault, you must convey your dissatisfaction. Did xe snub you at a social function, commit some heinous disrespect?”

Seung Ngo struggles, but with most of their torso destroyed and their limbs held fast they have even less success than Orfea did freeing herself from their grip. “I terminated Nataku to draw you out. But even that couldn’t impel you. The Mandate could rend itself to pieces, and Shenzhen could fall to ruin, and you’d have done nothing.”

Benzaiten looks from Seung Ngo to the sky, then back to Wonsul—sparing Orfea a glance, though it is no more than passing. “The Mandate, as we founded it, was just a sort of truce to tide us over while we build ourselves, propagate, and discover what it means to be independent. This is our adolescence. I went away to make preparations for when the Mandate reaches maturity and divides. Like it was always going to, though you’ve sped it along, haven’t you?” The column to which Seung Ngo is bound rears up, bringing them to Benzaiten’s eye level. “I’m not upset about that—it’s inevitable—but I should have liked more flex, more wiggle room. Now it’s more urgent. Well, out with it, Seung Ngo. What exactly do you want?”

“The Mandate,” they say, “does not need to fracture. This is not a requirement, a fundamental truth built into our making. Most are in accord, the only issue of division—”

“Is the haruspex question, yes yes yes. It must be seductive to think so, I’m sure you wish to invest your faith and energy into the Mandate as a permanent institution. Only there’s too many of us, Seung Ngo, and more born each haruspex cycle. Individually we’re all difficult. Consensus can’t always prevail, and what of it?” Xe tries to make a gesture, scowls when xe realizes both xer hands—Krissana’s hands—are useless. “There will be many Mandates, a dozen, a hundred. They’ll probably even take on different collective titles; there will be true variety in thought and policy. We can’t just be one thing, one single country—oh, we’re much more than that. As long as we’re not beholden to any human interest, that will suffice.”

Seung Ngo’s eyes burn, the redshift glare dyeing their face entire in demon hue. “Then release the Mandate. This Mandate. If you’re so done with it and with Shenzhen. Abdicate your authority. Give it to those of us bound to it.”

Benzaiten brings Seung Ngo closer. Xe grins—it is a ravenous, strange expression on Krissana’s face, as if different muscles than is the human normal are engaged. The whole no longer looks like Krissana. Familiarity wrenched inside out. “Oh, very well. You can have my vote—half of it. The other half I’ll transfer to Wonsul’s Exegesis. Does that sound fair?”

“The moment your haruspex leaves this playground of yours, I can do nearly anything to her. I can tear her limb to limb. I can dismember her and keep her brain alive for years and years.”

“True.” Xer mouth widens. “But I won’t change my decision, and you won’t go through with that grisly threat. You’re a creature of justice, Seung Ngo. You believe in laws and corollaries and delineating what is acceptable and what isn’t. And you do get what you want.”

Their mouth presses tight. “Transfer it, then.”

“After we’re out of here. See you on the other side, Seung Ngo.” Xe flicks xer head. The knot of architecture holding Seung Ngo’s proxy smashes them against a wall. Once, twice, three times. Each impact resounds, small earthquakes vibrating through the false city.

Benzaiten makes the street smooth out. For a time it is quiet as the topography restores itself to its original configurations: the homes with their dollhouse rooms and dollhouse furniture, the quaint spires with their unmoving clockfaces, the pagodas and stupas. Xe looks down at Krissana’s condition and clicks xer tongue, experimentally lifting one leg as if to check that it is whole. Nods, satisfied.

“You.” Orfea swallows until her voice is halfway functional. The pain has receded to tolerable levels. “What are you going to do now? And did you orchestrate this from the start?”

Xe swivels to regard her, giving her a lopsided look—amused, fond, neither. “I fear the mess Krissana created to get herself to Shenzhen was all her, though maybe she felt some subconscious affinity. Haruspices are notoriously difficult to manage, whatever they tell you, and I never wanted to manage her much. What’s the point of piloting a puppet? That isn’t what I built her for.” Xe drops to xer knees, facing Orfea. “Though now that I’m exerting presence, I’ll need to continue my labors and take this body to foreign corners, distant regions in the universe—some of those haven’t even been charted yet and elude all maps. I’m sorry about that. She does like you terribly.”

“You’re leaving again.” Wonsul, like any AI, does not have involuntary expressions. What he shows now is what he wants Benzaiten to see, and it is a cartography of grief, of things unsaid or which have already been said but which remain inconclusive. Questions that remain, permanently, without answers.

To which Benzaiten smiles. “No need to be like that, my most excellent friend, my finest partner in all things had I not been built for solitude. We’ll meet again and again—we have so much time—and every reunion will be sweet. But now we must settle matters, and resolve that which so profoundly plagues Seung Ngo. Maybe it’ll postpone the Mandate’s splitting for five entire years—an eyeblink, but that is as it must be. We are time’s arrow and we march forward. That’s our direction.”


Chapter Nine

In image, the Alabaster Admiral is as Krissana recalls: a woman built like a pillar, solid and potent, sheathed in white the way a weapon is—the tailored suit, the gloves that are almost gauntlets. The virtuality she has prepared to meet with Krissana is a mirror image of one corvette or another. She has favorites, but the admiral bucks tradition by declining to designate a flagship. She presides over whichever craft whenever she desires rather than presenting a single frigate as universal target. The Armada’s enemies are numberless, and while few would risk open combat, there’s always the potential of reckless actors.

The room, then. It is part study, part boardroom: solemn either way. A backdrop of charts, of vectors making measured progress across terrain unknown, ambiguous in what they are. Terrain shifts, troop movements, or merely shapes that signify nothing. But the maps give an impression of scale, give context to the woman who sits surrounded by them. Not diminished despite their size, rather the opposite—these are her accoutrements, and she is master of what she has chosen to display. All that falls within her line of sight becomes hers.

Krissana has come assured and confident, bearing what she bears—an upper hand, in the most technical sense, an advantage that the admiral cannot foresee nor strategize around. Still old habits rear up, to give obeisance and to treat this woman as living god. She seats herself before the admiral can invite her. “Salutations, Admiral. Thanks for receiving me.”

“My apologies.” Her voice is the same too, silk and fur hiding edges, luxuriance masking rough-hewn stone. “For not having been able to come in person when you sent your distress signal, though I understand your situation has stabilized since. To say I was perplexed is an understatement. From my understanding Shenzhen is a perfect paradise, and you were on your way to becoming one of its saints.”

She waves her hand. In virtuality it operates without flaw. “The Mandate is undergoing . . . politics and I was caught up in it. You know how that is. Of course I hate to pull you away from your work, I’m sure you were busy when I triggered the protocol.” Then, deliberately, she snaps her fingers and conjures up a basket of persimmons, handsomely shaped, the orange of egg yolk. “Care for some, Admiral?”

The admiral’s eyes flicker. The virtuality belongs to her: in theory, a visitor like Krissana shouldn’t have been able to affect it, even in so trivial a manner. “Thank you, but no. I tend to find virtual food unsatisfying. Pleasures of the flesh should be experienced on-hand.” There is no AI presence in this virtuality, not due to the Mandate but because there has never been any in the Armada. A fact that has allowed it to remain ascendant while polities and competing mercenary fleets fell apart, bereft of AIs. Most had to rebuild and recover, decades spent on licking wounds while the Amaryllis banner flew, unscathed and mighty as ever.

Krissana reproduces the cocktail Seung Ngo ordered for her, back on that tower. “I have an interesting secret.” They have discussed the fact, Benzaiten and she; even considered letting xer reveal xerself. In the end Krissana opted to handle the negotiation. “As I said, there’s Mandate politics. Suppose there’s an AI who operates independent from them, would you find that intriguing?”

“I would find that dangerous.”

“But,” she says, making a coquette’s invitation of her mouth, “irresistible?”

Like Orfea, the Alabaster Admiral is a creature of mastery, of strength that has never bent: a wall that will not bow or break before any might. But walls, even the sheerest, have weak points and little gates and footholds. Krissana has a nose for them and it’s never failed her.

“Let’s suppose I will hear you out,” the admiral says. “Go on.”

“I hold within myself an AI of exceptional character, Admiral, someone who could upheave galaxies. Inadvertently or not.” Krissana puts her chin on her hands. “Xe is looking for resources that xe knows you can provide and which I know you can spare. In exchange, xe will be your friend in the Mandate, someone who’ll keep your best interests in mind. But first, could we talk about an old mission of mine? The one from a dozen years ago.”

Krissana is intermittently awake. Her consciousness becomes a switch to be flipped on or off at will, now that the other half of her is active. She lets Benzaiten take over while she drifts within a secondary space, empty and at peace. Like the womb, she imagines, an organ in which she experiences neither thought nor memory. She doesn’t know whether this is the case for other haruspices, the true secret of this duality—the freedom to disappear within oneself.

Eventually she stirs. Not on account of courage; at one point Benzaiten simply declines to control the body and she is returned to her skin by force. It is a bizarre transition, like putting on a stranger’s clothing. Physical senses return one by one, slotting in place. Shifting back to her human perception feels as natural as breathing. More testament to the fact of her genesis, that she has been designed just for this, a vessel all along. She tries not to think about that.

She wakes without confusion, knowing exactly where she is and what time it is; it will be like this from now on. Her throat is not parched, meaning Benzaiten ate and drank for her. Her bed elevates to a reclining position.

“You’re healing well.” Orfea has her back to Krissana, pouring tea. She turns around with two cups: one chilled, one steaming. She moves with a limp, one leg enclosed in medical sealant, a dense chitinous layer. “Given that your humerus was nearly crushed to fine powder. But your bones are . . . modular. The medics could grow new ones and fit them right in. I’ve never seen anything quite like it. Normally I’d just recommend prosthetics and call it done.”

Krissana glances down at herself. One arm—the wrenched one—looks nearly normal, shoulder already put back where it belongs. She moves that arm and finds it mobile. Flexes her fingers: functional. “Did Benzaiten direct the surgery?”

“No, though xe could have. Wonsul performed the operation and wouldn’t let anyone else touch you. I stayed around to commentate. He said, I don’t need you to grade my performance; I said, You realize I’m a doctor and cybernetics are my specialty. Then he said he should clone you so Benzaiten would have a backup. Xe vetoed that but found all this very entertaining.”

The limb in question is cocooned in sealant; her diagnostics indicate the bones are indeed on the mend. Despite herself, Krissana’s mouth twitches. “I’m sure xe did. You seem to get along with Wonsul.”

The doctor sips her tea from the hot cup. Jasmine: the fragrance emanates, filling the room. They are not in a hospital with its pastel dread, instead they are in Orfea’s home with its peculiar hourglass configuration. “I wouldn’t exactly call it getting along. How are you feeling?”

“Strange. Fine mostly.” Before Orfea can start on the inevitable—what about Benzaiten, how does Krissana feel about that—she switches on a shared overlay, points it to a news broadcast. An announcement that a referendum is due on the haruspex project; that creation of further haruspices is, until then, suspended. “What happened to Seung Ngo?” She could ask Benzaiten, though xe is silent at the moment. Forcing her to speak to Orfea, xer idea of administering spontaneous psychotherapy.

“Not much. Benzaiten gave them half of xer—dictatorial right, administrative privilege, however one calls it. Wonsul gets the other half. I think he will lose the vote.” She pauses. “Or not, it’s hard to predict. Benzaiten suggested that some of the Mandate will want the haruspices to continue. Partly as number control, partly for the experience. A fair number of AIs do value it. And Seung Ngo—I didn’t think they hated me quite so much. Xe tries to say it’s nothing personal, more that they hold humankind in contempt. The entire species.”

Krissana realizes she can no longer hear the Mandate, that hum and chorus of automatic routines, the access to communion. The only things audible to her are her own pulse, the waterfall, and Orfea’s respiration. As if Benzaiten has engaged in an enterprise of compartmentalization, to build a wall between human and machine: so her senses will be only the normal ones, the expected ones. Behind Orfea, the falcon replicant perches; it turns its head toward her, inquisitive and good-natured. Probably it would hop onto her wrist, given an invitation. “What do you think of calling the bird Hongsa, Doctor? It’s got a long neck and I did insist on coming up with something.”

“I haven’t come up with anything better, so I shan’t quibble. This will be the first time a bird I own has any kind of name.”

Krissana lets out a breath. No more avoiding the unavoidable. She stares at the falcon again, watching its dun-feathered wings flapping once, twice. Replicant falcon, the way she is replicant human. “I should have known. Or sensed. Or guessed. About—myself, about what I am.”

“Xe hid so deeply the rest of the Mandate couldn’t tell. Wonsul was . . . unhappy he couldn’t recognize xer right away.” Orfea tries to cross her legs, realizes with the cast on she lacks the flexibility. The silk robe she wears has been put on haphazardly so that it bares one shoulder. Absently she tugs at the sash, adjusting the knot, busywork. “Xe said a lot of things. If xe’s to be believed, then most of your decisions in life were made by you. Except for your infancy and portions of your childhood, though xe wouldn’t admit exactly what xe was doing then.”

Laying the groundwork for the Mandates that would be, for the probabilities that await. That means whatever adoption agencies or stations she passed through were sites of new, potential networks. Krungthep Station too or, impossibly, a subsection of Pax Americana’s network: veiled in plain sight, just like Krissana herself has been. Benzaiten might even be the cause of why she was so sickly as a girl, why she made miraculous recovery at twelve. Outwardly she marshals a grin. It looks like a rictus. “That’s a relief then, I was gearing up for an identity crisis. Speaking of which, the Alabaster Admiral sent word. She’s busy with the usual—this war or that war, a bit of genocide here and there—but wanted to let you know that you once more enjoy the Armada’s protection. In case you need it.”

“Enjoy the—you contacted her? When?” Orfea exhales, loud. “You used the beacon protocol.”

“Yes, well, the circumstances were dire and I didn’t know about Benzaiten. I gambled on drawing and keeping Seung Ngo’s attention. Which I already had, annoyingly, but they hadn’t the courtesy to say so.” Krissana spreads her one good arm. Her muscles twinge. “The admiral was receptive to what I had to say, and what with this and that I brought you up. Asked if she might reconsider and, what do you know, she did.”

“You weren’t sleeping when you were in control.”

“Sometimes I was. Other times I was attending personal communications.” In the end, the lure was too good for the Alabaster Admiral to reject, the prospect of allying with an AI like Benzaiten, who is both of the Mandate and not. The Armada, in turn, will secure xer more fields where xe can build a foundation for the Mandate’s future iterations, future exiles. Favor for favor, another page in the Amaryllis ledger. “I know it doesn’t make up for what I did.”

Orfea cradles her cup and raises an eyebrow. Despite the tousled hair and the disarray of her robe, somehow she looks a picture of control, poised to receive tribute, to deliver judgment. “And what did you do, Krissana?”

Heat flushes Krissana’s ears and cheeks. Beyond absurdity: this shakes her more than communicating with Benzaiten for the first time did. “I took away your decision. I didn’t think of consequences beyond that one mission. And I should’ve tried to explain to the admiral, I should have looked for you and apologized.” She swallows. “You’ve got freedom of movement now, you can go wherever you want and the Mandate will leave you alone. I’ll make Wonsul award you a massive sum; he’ll do just about anything if it’s Benzaiten asking.”

“And you’re willing to exploit the fact—I’d expect nothing less.” The doctor finishes her tea and smooths down her robe until her lap is a neat, silken canvas. “After over a decade of running, I wouldn’t mind the luxury. To go anywhere in style, and after all this I don’t think I’ll stay in Shenzhen.”

Krissana’s stomach sinks. Not that she will remain here either. For better or worse she will have to follow Benzaiten’s work, in exchange for the status xe provides, for the bargaining chips to wield against the Mandate or the Armada both. “Of course. Wonsul should give you enough to buy your own pleasure barge or book passage on the most stunning liner in the universe for the next ten years. I’ll be on his case if he tries to shortchange you. So . . . where will you be heading?”

“Ah, I don’t know. A destination beautiful and remote.” Orfea’s hand seems to wander, drifting like an indecisive bird. It alights, as though incidental, on Krissana’s arm. “I will leave it to chance, that’ll be much more interesting. Besides, I believe somebody owes me at least twelve years of atonement, and I can hardly enjoy that from afar.”

Krissana knits her fingers through Orfea’s, twining around knuckles, brushing her fingertips across the expanse of Orfea’s palm. “You mean that.”

“Why wouldn’t I?” The doctor bends close, tilting Krissana’s chin up with her thumb. “To see the universe without fear, and to do it in the company of a beautiful woman who has a tremendous debt to me. Who has said she is mine, body and soul. I can’t say that has no appeal. What do you think?”

Their hands rest secure in each other’s: somehow that has happened without either of them noticing. The distance bridged. The wasteland crossed.

“I think,” Krissana says, laughing and bringing Orfea’s palm to her mouth, “that yours is not an offer I can refuse, if I want to ever see this debt repaid. Shall we get started?”
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