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    Just how deep do you believe? 
 
    Will you bite the hand that feeds? 
 
    Will you chew until it bleeds? 
 
    Can you get up off your knees? 
 
    Are you brave enough to see? 
 
    Do you wanna change it? 
 
      
 
    -          The Hand That Feeds, Nine Inch Nails, With Teeth (2006) 
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    Anchorlands 
 
    Established by the descendants of the Revenants that spent the Great Silence above ground, the Anchorlands are a conglomeration of socio-political entities, territories, settlements, and archipelagos distributed all over former Europe. Anchorlanders organize themselves in accordance with their direct environment and adhere to the Lowest Common Denominators, a rough set of rules that emphasize commonality of goods and values, cooperation, the freedom of choice and empathy. The high court and its large investigative department are responsible for making sure that breaches of the LCDs—theft, sabotage, and violence—do not go unpunished. The Anchorlands have no rulers or any form of representative power. 
 
      
 
    Ithacan 
 
    Established by the descendants of the Dugouters that spent the Great Silence in dugouts and bunkers underground, Ithacan is a feudal state, mainly located in former Italy and former England, and ruled by the royal family. The royal family has a patriarchal structure and is usually ruled by the oldest male member of the family, the so-called Heir of Ithacan. Heirs inherit the title from their fathers, and for the last century, the title stayed within the Vespucci family. The heir resides mainly on the island of Sika and gives direction to the lords, who usually rule over a handful of settlements. Ithacan largely adopted the Lowest Common Denominators but added the Royal Addendum, which defines the make-up of the ruling family and their duties and privileges. Political organizations of Ithacan are the Sarda Council for Military Matters, the Ingla Council for Civil Matters, and the Royal Forces of Ithacan. The royal forces, traditionally ruled by a royal sovereign, are the largest standing army north of the equator. 
 
      
 
    The Wage 
 
    The countries formerly known as Nigeria, Tunisia, Algeria, Libya, Egypt and Morocco are now referred to as The Wage. These countries famously took in refugees who fled Europe during the Drone Wars and supported those who returned (the Revenants) during the Great Silence. Because the Wage was left in relative peace during the Drone Wars, they are now more advanced than both the Anchorlands and Ithacan, and without the Wage’s auxiliary shipments of goods and technology, neither the Anchorlands nor Ithacan could exist. 
 
      
 
    Gender & Sex 
 
    The Anchorlands have a non-binary gender/sex system. Anchorlanders refer to it as The Singular Spectrum. To them, a person is born non-binary and chooses during puberty which pronoun they want to officially add to their name ( = which gender identity they want to present as). The three options are They (singular), She (female) and He (male). Sexual organs are only loosely relevant to the question of presentation, which is to say that only a minority of people present in a way that would be clearly, binarily gendered to our ( = the Ancestors) perception. 
 
    If a person does choose to present in a binary way, they use so-called Ancestral Markers. A She speaks with a lighter voice and displays breasts; a He wears a beard and speaks in a lower register. These ideas of singular, male and female do not connect to values or personality traits, however. To Anchorlanders, gendered presentation is about aesthetics and pleasure, and pronouns are a necessity born from the fact that they inherited a language that was designed by people with, at best, an uninformed worldview, and at worst, harmful power interests. Needless to say, Anchorlanders’ social lives and love lives often take the form of several triads of adults, connected by partial congruity with each other, who do or do not raise children and who experience a wide range of nuance within relationships. Because any form of assumption is rendered mute at this point, there is also a culture of openly communicating the status of relationships with each other and to outsiders. 
 
    The portion of Anchorlanders who decide to present in a binarily gendered way and assume He or She pronouns are transitioners, as all people are born singular. They are considered transitioners regardless of the genitals they were born with. All transitioners need to aid the process of transition with certain means. 
 
    The people of Ithacan fully accept their Ancestors’ binary view on gender and sex. Historically, the notion of binarity was held up by the ruling family in order to control population, but since the Year of Lo, the Anchorlands’ system has started to influence and take root within the communities of Ithacan. Many parents use “they” for their children until the children say otherwise. Unlike in the Anchorlands, many Ithacan parents wrongly expect their offspring to settle on what they deem the “right” pronoun at some point. 
 
      
 
    Calendar and Seasons 
 
    Ithacan and the Anchorlands know two seasons: Stormyear and Darkyear. The names speak for themselves. Stormyear officially starts on December 24th and ends on July 20th, Darkyear starts on July 24th and ends on December 20th. The three days of Summer and Winter Solstice have cultural restrictions. For example: Royals are not allowed to travel during these three days, while Anchorlanders are not allowed to labor. 
 
      
 
    The Myth of the Year of Lo 
 
    At one Summer Solstice, one brave Dugouter left their dugout to see if the world was inhabitable again. They expected the world to be devoid of life and ran into a Revenant after only a few minutes above ground. In their astonishment, the Dugouter called out “Lo and Behold!” And the Revenant, astonished that they spoke the same language, replied with “Lo Indeed!” This event is now seen as the end of the Great Silence. It is celebrated yearly, in both countries, during the Summer Solstice. The Year of Lo is Year Zero to both the Anchorlands and Ithacan.  
 
      
 
    Royal 
 
    The most extreme in upholding the Ancestors’ system are the Royals. They divide their children into female and male from birth. This dictates their course of life regarding education, employment, expected personality traits, talents, outward appearance, expected behavior, social life, and overall position within society’s Order. Which is to say that royal daughters are usually raised to be mothers and wives with a working knowledge of forgery and a theoretical knowledge of wielding, while royal sons are raised to be lords, council members, sovereigns, and, above all, wielders. The main reason the Royals act this way is because they can afford to. Not even lords with plentiful settlements can afford this kind of divide. The idea that “exceptions confirm the rule” is unique to Ithacan and incomprehensible to most Anchorlanders. Every person born into the Vespucci line is considered royal. Lords and council members, despite their status, are not automatically royal because of their position. Royal daughters don’t elevate a non-royal spouse’s status by marriage and childbirth. Royal sons do. 
 
    

  

 
   
    The Lowest Common Denominators
1 All life is kin. All life is sentient. All life is part of an organism. Organisms work in cooperation. Do what is necessary to keep the organism alive and well.
2 The traumatization of life is wrong. Individuals that commit this wrong need to be kept from doing so in the future.
3 Only take what you grow. Grow more than you need. Take less than you want.
4 Injustice anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 1: 
 
    Tapestries 
 
    Day 11, Month 6, 150 After Lo. Stormyear. Dusk. 
 
    Aurora 
 
      
 
    Aurora’s place at the dinner table set her with her back to the tapestries on the wall. The tapestries were portraits in black coal on white hemp paper. Portraits of dead royals—a lot of them femmes like Aurora, a lot of them portrayed in their puberty because they did not make it much further. 
 
    Bastard Mages was the unspoken title of that wall, and each and every one of these young, dead faces held reproach. You’re one of us, they seemed to say. You should be here with us, with the dead. Why are you still alive? Thinking about them made Aurora angry, and family dinners were no place for genuine emotion. 
 
    But the main source of tension at these dinners was her Aunt Josepha, wife to the Heir of Ithacan. In the end, it was Josepha who decided Aurora’s fate, who chose how the dinner would go. If Josepha detected even the lowest dose of anger in Aurora’s tone or demeanor, she would take it as an opportunity to escalate. 
 
    “Rora, darling, you want help cutting your food?” she asked in a sweet tone that ran into Aurora’s ears like acid. Josepha liked to comment on the way she ate, as if there was anything noteworthy or new about the way she mushed her granulated bar with a fork instead of cutting it into pieces with a knife and fork like everyone else. That was something that Gold, her oldest prosthesis, could not help her with. 
 
    “No, thank you. I’m fine,” Aurora answered in a voice she had honed over decades to sound genuinely thankful and neutral instead of hurt and angry. She needed to stay calm. Anything but calm would give her aunt opportunity. 
 
    “Are you sure? One of our service workers can do it for you, or I can do it, if it makes you more comfortable.” 
 
    Aurora took a deep breath, slowly so her nostrils would not flare, then turned to her aunt and faked a smile. Josepha would know it was fake, but that was not the point of it. Her aunt simply needed it as some kind of confirmation. 
 
    “Thank you, Aunt Josepha, you are very thoughtful, as always, but I am fine.” 
 
    Thankfully, this was the end of the ritual for tonight, and when her uncle, the Heir of Ithacan, put down his cutlery about thirty minutes later, Aurora did the same, got up from her seat, excused herself politely, and left. 
 
    Her uncle did not mind her, but he didn’t seem to care much for her, either. Maybe that was because her aunt intervened harshly every time someone tried to establish a connection with her. After a while, more and more people stopped trying. Most of Aurora’s cousins were annoying, but not particularly interested in her. She had considered Jonah, the eldest, a friend once. They were of one age and got along quite well before the attack. 
 
    For the longest time, family dinners were the daily bane of her life. At all other times, she could avoid her family, she’d become an expert at avoiding them over the years. But family dinner meant forty-five minutes of full exposure to her aunt and cousins and nowhere to go. As a teen, she would spend the dinners studying the tapestries that lined the far walls of the underground dining hall, thinking about the symbols and the different kinds of wielders they stood for, repeating the terms in her head, trying to hear her inner voice louder than whatever conversation was happening around her. Shield. Powerhouse. Healer. Siren. Lifestealer. Shield. Powerhouse. Healer. Siren. Lifestealer. 
 
    She made it back to her windswept hut on the western coast of Sika at nightfall and down to the beach from there after collecting her heavy backpack and changing prostheses. Exactly like Bishop had promised, the boat was already waiting for her. It was a fast boat with a motor, which meant she could operate it herself to cross the two-hour distance to Yorca, the nearest island in Anchorlands’ territory. There, around the corner of the small island’s only lovehouse, Bishop would be waiting for her. Or so she hoped. 
 
    By the time she reached the island’s small eastern coast, the mostly nocturnal settlement was alive with lights and sounds. The entrance to the schooling center stood open, and Aurora heard the choir from afar. 
 
    “Cancer, Canes Vena, Canis Major, Canis Minor, Capricorn, Carina, Cassiopeia—” Laughter interrupted the choir. The kids recounted the names of the constellations, like she had in her childhood. Only the kids here spoke in unison, turning the list of weird-sounding words into a rhythm. In her school, each pupil had to do it alone, which meant listening to the list and the anxiety in the children’s voices as they tried not to forget anything, over and over and over again. 
 
    Viv, who organized the schooling center, stood outside next to the entrance with a half-smoked, hash cigarette in one hand and moved her head in time with the children’s choir. She stopped when she spotted Aurora coming her way, and her large brown eyes lit up. 
 
    Viv wore a long dress of thick hemp wool and a coat, both dyed dark shades of green that went well with the olive shine of her sand-colored skin. Her honey-brown hair cascaded in soft waves onto her shoulders. 
 
    “Hey, you,” Viv greeted her, and Aurora smiled. They knew each other well from using the settlement’s lovehouse. Apart from that, Aurora brought especially fine hemp paper to Yorca whenever she could, a craft honed by the people of Ithacan over the last century. In exchange, Viv did Aurora small favors here and there, like receiving a package from Tataouanu and keeping it safe for her. The package would have been confiscated at the border for being an object of blood magic had Aurora had it delivered to Ithacan directly. 
 
    Viv stepped aside to let Aurora in and directed her past the singing classroom to an adjoining storage room. The walls of the room were lined with ceiling-high piles of paper, indicating another delivery of paper had come earlier today, and she and Viv had to shuffle around two of those paper columns to make space for the new pile. After unwrapping it from the multiple layers of hempic, a hydrophobic material made of hemp fibers that protected the paper from humidity, they placed the new pile next to the other ones. When they were done, they went outside again, where Viv lit a new cigarette and presented it to Aurora with a crooked grin. 
 
    “Work or play?” she asked. 
 
    Aurora grinned back, took the cigarette, and smoked. “Work today,” she answered, blowing out the smoke with a sigh. The last time she’d come by almost solely for recreational reasons, and she’d had a fantastic weekend at the local lovehouse that had involved Viv. Their obvious purpose meant that lovehouses placed highest value on discretion and privacy, which made them perfect for conspiratorial talk. 
 
    “In that case…” Viv pulled out a dozen cigarettes bound together by a piece of string and handed them to her. 
 
    “That’s really not necessary,” Aurora protested, but Viv waved it away. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it. I just got a new delivery.” Viv pressed the bundle into Aurora’s prosthetic hand with a smile, her eyes lighting up. One of Viv’s lovers, a cruoid that specialized in growing moonflower, provided her with the vital drug, and to hear Viv talk, it was the best hash this side of the Taw. 
 
    “Thanks,” Aurora said. She hugged Viv goodbye and went to the lovehouse. 
 
    Tonight. The word echoed through her mind. With it came a rush of anxiety. Tonight, she would meet Bishop, Head of the Investigative Department of the Anchorlands’ High Court. Bishop would bring the evidence they had collected for her over the last thirteen years. And tomorrow, Aurora would travel to Ingla, an island in the north. Ingla belonged to Ithacan and was the seat of the Ingla Council. The council’s duty was to hold court over civil matters. They have to see, she thought. I must connect the dots for them, and then they will see. 
 
    A tingling in her hair startled her. She fumbled for the braid tucked into her bun at the back of her head. It was the only communication fetish she wore and was easy to find. The connection established with the sensation of goosebumps. She focused. 
 
    “Aurora?” the older investigator said in her head. 
 
    “Bishop,” she replied, also in her head, and stopped in her tracks. 
 
    “I’m afraid I can’t make it tonight.” 
 
    A stone dropped into Aurora’s stomach, and for a second, her throat closed shut. “What? Why?” 
 
    Bishop sighed. “Long story short, I’m getting old. But I’ve sent a replacement, my colleague Sadr. He will be there tomorrow night.” 
 
    Aurora could not help but roll her eyes. Sadr was about the most common name in Ithacan. There were two Sadrs in her family alone, one was an uncle, and the other a second cousin from a different branch of the family. Bishop’s Sadr was probably not an Anchorlander by birth. The thought of meeting a fellow Ithacanian bugged her. She never knew how they’d react to her. 
 
    But the fact that Bishop would not be here tonight bugged her even more. It was not that she did not understand. Bishop was getting old, and on some level, Aurora could sympathize with the desire to leave all the drama behind. The investigator had loaded a lot upon themself when they’d decided to take her under their wing thirteen years ago. At the same time, it made her angry. It was her drama, but she had not asked for it either. The thought of continuing without Bishop’s support shook her more than she cared to admit. The simple, harsh truth was that Aurora had no friends. She had never learned to make them, and that she still had a friend in Bishop was Bishop’s doing, not hers. 
 
    “I don’t even know him. How am I supposed to trust him?” Aurora thought, unsure how much of her frustration was showing within this mental conversation. 
 
    “I trust Sadr. He is very capable and discreet.” 
 
    Aurora rolled her eyes again even though Bishop could not see it. “He better be. I neither have the nerve nor the time to tutor him.” 
 
    Bishop sighed, deeper this time. “Remember when I told you that you weren’t the only one with a sad story, and that someday I’d introduce you to someone?” 
 
    “I don’t need to meet another victim, Bishop.” 
 
    “Not a victim, Aurora. An asset. An ally. I am sure you’ll find his contribution useful.” 
 
    She snorted. “Why? Is he an assassin?” 
 
    “Don’t be thicker than you are!” 
 
    “Fine!” she spat and lowered her hand, then became aware of a passing couple staring at her as they walked by. She must have talked aloud without realizing. She turned on her heel and walked straight back to the pier to look at the black sea and at the point in the far distance where the water met the dark-blue, starless sky. This view always cleared her head. She halted and breathed deeply as salty wind tugged at her. A gathering storm would hit sometime tomorrow. She could feel it in her bones, a soft, sizzling sensation. She needed a plan to deal with this situation. Capable and discreet, Bishop had said. She touched her hand to the fetish again. 
 
    “Bishop?” 
 
    “Yes?” They sounded surprised at her call. 
 
    “Describe him to me.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 2: 
 
    The Royal Kind 
 
    Day 12, Month 6, 150 After Lo. Stormyear. Afternoon. 
 
    Sadr 
 
      
 
    The ship’s wooden panels screeched beneath Sadr’s shoes as he bobbed back and forth on his toes, anticipating and dreading the moment the line in front of him would start moving. The ship was docking at the small western port of Yorca, and a line of travelers had started to gather the second the dirty-white, salt-crusted roofs of the settlement came in sight. By the time they reached the port, rain had taken up again and washed away the crystalline layer, and the world was awash in muddy dark grays and greens again. The swaying and swinging of the landing ship came to a halt with a soft thump and a bit later, the line of people started to move. 
 
    Sadr followed, tensing as bodies so close together shuffled down the narrow plank, exhaling in relief when he set foot on land and the people around him dissolved into all directions. 
 
    Before him lay the western port market, a loose agglomeration of stalls displaying common goods grouped around the central fireplace of the settlement. His eyes flickered in this patchwork of solar panels reflecting the bright afternoon sky and hempic planes draped around a moving stream of heads and shoulders. Farther inland, rectangular pieces of plane spanned over stalls and protectively covered patches of earth to avoid the salty rain from here to the horizon, where a hill rose softly into the ever-gray sky. 
 
    People here cooked for each other twice a day, at dawn and at dusk, a custom found in every large settlement within the Anchorlands. The stalls around offered all kinds of goods, from textiles made of hemp wool and dyed in dark reds, deep blacks, olive greens, silvery grays and washed-out blues, to special foods from Dala Hill like fresh fruits and coa, to all kinds of moonflower products. Moonflower was used to treat light sensitivity, to relieve different kinds of pain, or simply for recreational uses. He passed a stall with scented candles and inhaled cinnamon, probably from Saobaka. Another stall held toiletries and another displayed dishes and cutlery. 
 
    Sadr stopped at a stall with hash products, hoping to refill his almost-empty cigarette box, but the stall only offered edibles. The keeper advised him to ask for Viv at the schooling center. The name struck a chord. He’d never met Viv personally, but they used to have a lover in common. Sadr went to the scheduled meeting point with his last few cigarettes. He would need new ones at some point, though. Without them, he had a hard time falling asleep. As a lifestealer, other people’s emotions and impulses hit him like electric shocks and bestowed on him knowledge that was uncanny to say the least. He was able to use his ability at will, which was highly illegal, but it also happened involuntarily. His abilities often kept his mind awake, and cigarettes, among other things, helped him calm down. 
 
    Three hours later, rain was still pouring in constant salty cascades that leaped from the edges of the roofs to hit the ground with a splash. Sadr sighed and lit the second-last cigarette between his fingers. His ominous contact was late, which was most unfortunate, as it led to more getting soaked on his part. His spot allowed him to watch the lovehouse’s entrance and the couples, triads, and groups meeting at the front door, greeting each other with quick kisses before hurrying inside. During work-days, most lovehouses were simply guest rooms for weary travelers and meeting spots for steady lovers that did not live together. It was during rest-days where they became crowded with single strangers. He finished the cigarette and decided to call it a night. 
 
    His contact, some secretive member of the royal family of Ithacan, was supposed to give him information on an old case of attempted murder. Aurora Vespucci, whose life had been attempted upon, was Heir George Vespucci’s niece, so one might assume the family would have moved mountains to find the perpetrator responsible. Instead, the case had been closed shortly after the incident. It was only publicly talked about because the healers involved still bragged of how they’d saved the heir’s niece’s life after an unknown perpetrator cut off her right arm and left her to bleed to death. She was fifteen years old when it happened. She and Sadr were of one age, which was why he remembered the story so well. He remembered the fear in his mother’s voice when she talked about the incident, its brutality, its suddenness, and the victim being a royal daughter of all people. 
 
    He made his way over to the three-story building of rooms separated by thin walls and floors. Above the entrance was an old saying, LOVE IS A VERB HERE IN MY ROOM, written in elegant, bright-red letters. Once in the Common Tongue and once in Paithyn, for visitors from the Wage. 
 
    The dressed area, the first room behind the entrance, was empty except for the barkeep and a triad that got up when he entered. They disappeared behind a curtain that veiled the back third of the room. Sadr watched after them for a second, pondering the idea of blowing off steam here before deciding against it. He was too anxious—and by now entirely too moody—to enjoy himself. 
 
    He halted near a bowl of fresh water positioned next to the bar and took off his damp backpack and coat before washing his hands, face, neck, and hair clean from the worst of the sour rain, not that it did much. He needed a bath. Next, he fumbled in his backpack for his registry card. After retrieving it, he held the barcode beneath a reading machina, an ancestral piece of tech built into the wall behind the water basin. The machina read the code and remained silent, which meant that his immunization was still intact, and he was free to use the lovehouse if he wanted to. 
 
    The stools at the bar were deserted. He shuffled his stuff over and sat, then fumed when he took a look at the handwritten menu and read that they were out of moonflower hash for the night. I should have gone to Viv. The smoke of the moonflower numbed his perception to a point where he did not mind how many intense emotions and impulses raged within the people around him. Schnapps, on the other hand, the drug that famously helped the ancestors of the Ithacan people survive in their underground bunkers, did the opposite. It put him on edge. He did want to mark the end of this shitty day with something, though, so he weighed the conflict for a second and grudgingly ordered schnapps and freshwater. He drank and cursed Bishop under his breath. His supervisor had sent him to Yorca knowing full well he was on vacation and had other things to do. His real destination was a territory in Iber, and though it was only a day’s travel by ship from here, there was a direct route from Isla, his home archipelago. This little detour to Yorca would cost him two precious days of his fifteen-day vacation. And for what? To meet a contact that had not even showed up. What a cloudy waste of time. 
 
    His mood worsened with the bitter taste the schnapps left in his mouth. He could feel people fucking right above his head, and when he thought this evening could not get any more obnoxious, someone took the seat next to him at the bar. Not just anyone. 
 
    She. 
 
    Aurora Vespucci. 
 
    For a second, he wanted to slap himself for not seeing it earlier. Of course, she was Bishop’s secret royal contact. Why had he been so thick? Bishop had been assigned to the case thirteen years ago and tried to investigate against much resistance from the Vespuccis. To the royals, the attack was a family affair, and they did not like outsiders intruding. They’d discouraged members of the Ithacan courts from looking into the matter and had almost banned Bishop from Ithacan because they did not like their “meddling.” Bishop had not stopped investigating it, though. Apparently, the survivor of the crime herself had not, either. 
 
    He recognized her easily from his days at court. She had hair so dark it seemed black in this light. Her skin was white, so translucent that he could see bluish veins in her neck. Shark white, it was called in the Anchorlands. Her eyes were a starless winter night sky and had a hardness about them that had people looking away without knowing why they looked away. He even recognized her prosthesis. It was mostly light carbon and did nothing to hide the intricate mechanics inside. He’d seen her wear it at court and concluded it was advanced enough for fine movements, maybe even sensation in the fingertips. It was unquestionably a product of the Forger’s Guild of Tataouanu. Nobody this side of the Taw was capable of such craftmanship. 
 
    Every investigator had to spend a few weeks at an Ithacan court during education. For many like Sadr, it was the only time they were allowed to set foot in Ithacan. She had still practiced law then. He’d never heard people utter insults with such admiration. They’d called her The Cripple. The joke was that Crippler would be more appropriate. 
 
    She was a prosecutor and took up cases that had little to no chance of being brought to court because they involved people important to the heir’s inner circle. If the cases did go to trial, it was an event people flocked to, similarly to the way they flocked to duels. Aurora Vespucci was a skillful prosecutor that asked harsh questions and had no mercy on anyone, especially not on high-ranking, respected inner circle members. Other representatives looked down on her for that as much as they feared her. To him, the most frightening thing about her was not that she dared to ask those questions, but rather that she never asked a question she did not already know the answer to. 
 
    She ordered schnapps from the barkeep, and they filled her a glass and stepped away far enough to give them some privacy. Sadr tried not to stare at her and failed. 
 
    “Rough night?” she asked without looking at him, the gray-and-black fingers of her prosthesis settling around the full glass before her. Her tone was weirdly casual, as if they were nothing more than two strangers starting up a conversation on a rainy night at the local lovehouse. 
 
    “Got stood up,” he answered. 
 
    A small smile played around her mouth. “Really? What kind of arse would leave you waiting in this weather?” 
 
    The royal kind, he wanted to say but didn’t. 
 
    “How can I be of service, my liege?” he asked instead in as formal a tone as he could manage. It had been a while since he’d used that title. 
 
    She froze and then sized him up once with eyes as hard as diamonds. “You left my family’s service a while ago, so cut the crap.” Her voice was a sharp whisper. 
 
    He sighed. Not all former soldiers from Ithacan became investigators for the high court. But all deserters did. It was the only way to stay out of prison. 
 
    “And apart from that, I needed Bishop’s services for this. Why did they send you in their stead?” Frustration played into her tone. 
 
    “They trust me.” 
 
    “And are they right to do so?” 
 
    The question irritated him, or rather her change of manner from casual to demanding irritated him. “Tell me what this is about, and I’ll make an educated guess.” 
 
    She considered her drink, stalling. “It’s about a box of files that I cannot retrieve without attracting unwanted attention. Bishop was supposed to get it for me. It needs to be as inconspicuous as possible.” 
 
    “Where’s the box?” 
 
    “A territory in Iber, west of Taviranuva.” Taviranuva was a port settlement on the south-east coast of Iber. 
 
    Anxiety welled up in Sadr. He knew the area. The occupants considered themselves tutors and archivists, so there would be a lot of boxes with files around. 
 
    “A schooling territory?” he asked. “‘Mixed’?” He made quotation marks with his fingers, but she still furrowed her brow at the term. 
 
    “We’re the same species,” she replied, quoting a slogan from conflicts long past, and Sadr fell silent. 
 
    After the Great Silence, the first rulers of Ithacan decided the planet needed to be repopulated at all costs and in a controlled process. They believed wielding was the only way to survive, to grow enough food, to be warm, to build shelter. So, wielders, people with defined magical abilities, needed to make more wielders. 
 
    But the people who spent the Great Silence above ground sought contact with each other. They established small territories, organized support routes for the distribution of food and freshwater between those territories. In general, they had no further plans for society. All they knew was that people had bodies with desires, they hungered not only for food and water, but also very much for touch and laughter and music, dancing and drugging up and fucking. These desires were present in peace and in war, in freedom and in prison, in years of plenty and famine, with or without the dreadful drones in the sky. 
 
    It was the descendants of the Revenants who returned from The Wage that first proved that wielding was not the only way to survive, and that wielders, forgers, cruoids, and lipids, despite their many differences, were one species that could live with and even reproduce with each other. The royal rulers of Ithacan still ignored this fact with some success. 
 
    “Shall I bring the box back here?” he asked. 
 
    “No,” she answered. “I’ll tell you where I need it as soon as you get it. Or rather, Bishop will.” 
 
    He raised an eyebrow at her but let it fall halfway. She was paranoid about whatever she needed him to bring her. He emptied his glass. 
 
    “What’s in the box?” 
 
    The look she shot him simmered with annoyance. She drank as well. “None of your concern.” 
 
    “If I retrieve it for you, I’ll see anyway,” he argued. 
 
    She sighed and became very still for a moment, then sighed again. “Case files.” 
 
    “Case files? What kind of cases?” 
 
    She rolled her eyes at him, then got up very suddenly only to bow down to him. “You’ll find out soon enough,” she whispered and put her left hand on his shoulder. Sadr froze automatically and shut down his senses as hard as he could. Touching was something people in the dressed areas of lovehouses did when they wanted sex with someone, but he was not foolish enough to believe that Aurora Vespucci wanted sex with…. 
 
    Or does she? 
 
    He needed to stop drinking schnapps as of right now. She kept her hand on his shoulder to steady herself as she took off her high-heeled shoes. Sadr’s eyes widened. She smirked at his dumbstruck expression, then turned around and walked over to the curtain, leaving her shoes next to his seat. Without the shoes, she was at least a head smaller than him. 
 
    Sadr stared after her, too astonished to do anything just yet. Taking off one’s shoes in front of somebody specific in a lovehouse was an invitation, and not an invitation to just any kind of sexual activity. In the language of lovehouses, what she had just done was an invitation to follow her to a private room and have the kind of sex known as the Submissive Variation. It was a promise to submit to him, an invitation for him to take the reins, to dominate her. The variation was common enough. Usually, though, it was not the kind of game one played with strangers. Only someone experienced would do that. Someone who was very sure of themselves. 
 
    Excitement, or the memory of it, sparked up in him. It had been ages since he’d done anything like this with someone. Years. His last steady lover had preferred custom sex, which was fine with him. He knew how to take care of his hungers without bothering a partner that didn’t share them. Still…he could not ignore the intense want he felt at the thought of following her. 
 
    But this doesn’t make sense, a voice inside him argued. It’s merely a way to get more privacy for conspiratorial talk without raising attention. That’s all. Sadr sighed and shook his stupid head at himself, then he got up, gathered his stuff and her shoes, and followed her. 
 
    She was waiting for him and smirked some more when he slipped behind the curtain. Was that pretense or sincere smugness? There was no one around to pretend for. She turned and went upstairs. He walked behind her and tried to keep his eyes down, tried not to think about her body. Which was fruitless, he’d thought about her body dozens of times before in court. 
 
    Aurora was curvy, and her clothes were tight, emphatically showcasing those curves. Her style of clothing was not common in Ithacan culture. Sadr remembered sitting in court and having a hard time listening to the mediator explain the proceedings because Aurora was near, reading something in a case file. He’d stare at her ass and wonder what it would feel like to bury his hands in her buns, only to scold himself internally and force his eyes away again. Once he had even thought about her when he touched himself. He remembered because that had been the first time he’d done that after… Sadr pushed the memory down as fast as he could. He didn’t want to think about Lesh. 
 
    They reached the top of the stairs and went through a door into a small, empty room that had no furniture and only one tiny window set into the ceiling. She watched him as he closed the door and put down the stuff he’d been carrying. When he was done, he looked back at her, expecting her to say something. She regarded him for another second before she raised her hand and drew a peak-up triangle in the air, which meant penetration allowed. His head swam. She meant it. 
 
    For a moment Sadr was dumbstruck at this invitation. Then he remembered he had to respond. He already knew what he wanted. His hand made a fist and touched it to his chest, informing her he was a wielder. 
 
    There was always a chance of unintended wielding during such activities, so new partners needed to be warned accordingly. Especially with him. His rare set of talents needed touch, and when he lost control over his perception, he could read things he was not supposed to read. They were surface-level things, bodily things, but even that could be an invasion of privacy. She didn’t repeat the gesture. Instead, she slipped one hand into the pocket of her skirt and retrieved dried copper flower buds. She chose one of the bigger dark-purple buds and ate it. Copper flower was a contraceptive. It was handed out at the bar downstairs on request. She extended her hand to him.

  

 
   
    28 years earlier 
 
    Josepha 
 
      
 
    Josepha would never forget the night she found Aurora on the beach. She was pregnant with Jonah, her beautiful boy, and far along. There had been complications. His heart was weak, and he was lying in a weird position, so weird the healers could not even tell her whether the life inside her was a daughter or a son. It was better to have a son as a first child, she knew that. But some fancy had its grip on her, some evil thought worm, and she had found herself yearning for a daughter. She did not even know why. It was just there, this yearning. Maybe it was because she was afraid of motherhood, and some part of her thought a daughter would be easier for her. 
 
    It was not the only devious fancy with its grip on her. Josepha had appetites. At night, when her husband slept, she would steal out of bed and go down to the beach. She would not go too near to the water, mindful of the sharks that roamed the sea. Her appetite was for wet sand. She knew it was not healthy, not drenched in the salty water as it was, and she would only eat what stuck on her fingers. She would lick her fingers and giggle about the ridiculous things she did and how much she enjoyed those stolen moments in the darkness at the beach, always in danger, eating wet sand. 
 
    That night, she heard a sound she could not quite decipher at first. The winds had taken up, a storm was gathering off the coast, and the waves were roaring. But the sound was unlike anything else she heard, and it caught her attention. After a minute of listening, the sound continued long enough for her to recognize it. It was a baby screaming. 
 
    Josepha moved without thinking, her appetites forgotten, listening hard for the screams of the babe, squinting in the dark, trying to see something. She spotted someone else walking on the beach and stopped. A woman in rags carrying a baby approached her. Both of them were half dead. 
 
    “She should not be…” the woman kept mumbling. 
 
    Josepha was not sure about the woman, but the baby girl was a bastard mage. Lightning glowed beneath her skin. Josepha took them in without alerting anyone, just in case, and cared for the fevered babe all night. Luckily, Josepha had finished a preparation course especially for this kind of thing not too long ago. 
 
    The woman passed out instantly when her body hit the bed in the downstairs guest room. Josepha forgot she was there until the woman had a nightmare and woke panicked, her face transforming into a gaping hole with triangular teeth rimming the edge. The woman was a lipid. Josepha understood why she kept claiming the child should not be. To her understanding, to Ithacan’s understanding, lipids should not beget wielders or bastard mages of any kind. Their children should be lipids, maybe cruoids. But this…this was simply not right. How was a lipid supposed to raise a wielder or—worse—an unpredictable bastard mage? This kind of thing was nothing but dangerous to mother and child. They were a danger to each other. It was an accident, a cruel joke of Mother Crisp. 
 
    Many smart men of Ithacan had studied the Ancestors’ texts in order to find an explanation for the existence of bastard mages, but they’d found nothing. They were left to believe that the Ancestors, though wise enough to manufacture the almighty, life-enabling, holy tool that was Mother Crisp, did not mean for bastard mages to exist. Still, they existed. 
 
    But I can help you, Josepha thought. We can help each other.

  

 
   
    Chapter 3: 
 
    Lifestealer 
 
    Day 12, Month 6, 150 AL. Stormyear. Night. 
 
    Aurora 
 
      
 
    Aurora watched Sadr’s face, watched as the ripples of confusion made way for disbelief. There was a glowing quality to his eyes, and for a second, he didn’t move. His lean, muscled build could belong to a duel soldier, and his face was good enough for Leda, a lordship situated on an island of the same name where all recruits had a certain look. His skin was a shade somewhere between dry and wet sand, with an olive undertone. 
 
    A hundred years ago, people thought different skin colors would vanish because the eternal cloud in the sky that blocked the sun would drain all color from the world. Whenever she was in the Anchorlands, though, it seemed to her that the opposite had happened: There were so many different skin colors, it was like everybody had their own unique shade. 
 
    She did like his face. It was sharply formed with high cheekbones and a strong jawline. His closely cropped beard was of the same black as his hair, and his eyes appeared dark in the dim light, though she knew they were green as moss. He took a step closer. His face still read disbelief, even as he scraped up the rest of the dried buds from her outstretched hand and swallowed them. 
 
    He put both hands on the sides of her face and stood so near she had to look up to keep eye contact. His fingers moved in her hair, and the touch sent small electric shocks through her. Aurora cramped her hands in tension, tension that built and built in her lungs, in her bones, in her cunt. She found the hem of his pants and pulled, meeting his hip with hers. She could feel his dick through the fabric and let out a heavy sigh at the hardness of it. 
 
    Sadr inhaled sharply and grabbed her wrists. He moved forward, pushing her backward until she felt the wall behind her, and put her arms against the wall over her head. The restraint made her body tense against his, and another sigh that was more of a moan escaped her lips. He stepped so close she could move nothing but her head, and her breath came in shorter and shorter pants. His hips pushed into her again, this time on their own, and he watched her reaction closely. He leaned down and kissed her on the mouth. It was the softest brush of lips at first, but it soon turned into something devouring and passionate. He tasted salty, bitter, and sweet, all at the same time. His hands left her wrists, found the hem of her skirt, and shoved it upward until he could wrap her left leg around his middle. They both made sounds deep in their throats when he pushed into her once more. 
 
    He kissed her deeper and harder with more teeth and more tongue, then he leaned back a bit to make room to cup her breasts. Following the rules of the variation she’d initiated, she left her hands where he put them. His thumbs searched and found her nipples through the fabric of her tight shirt and brushed and squeezed them with exquisite roughness. She panted and he caught her breath with his kiss. The movement of his thumbs accelerated, and she made fists and whimpered at his mouth with the need to let go, to breathe. When he suddenly moved his head back and squeezed hard at the same time, her body bowed, and she sucked in air as a wave of electricity crashed through her violently.  
 
    This one knows what he’s doing, she thought breathlessly as his hands cupped her face again. His smile was serene, bordering on smug, but there was something undoubtedly honest about his happiness. Nobody had smiled at her like this in a while. 
 
    The smile turned into a mischievous grin when his right thumb moved to her lips and entered her mouth. She let her tongue play with it and suck it while she held his stare. The look on his face was priceless. He pulled out his thumb and slowly went to his knees, using one hand to put her leg upon his shoulder, the other to shove up her skirt. At discovering her lack of underwear, he gave her an amused look. Aurora smiled down at him smugly, then watched his mouth close around her cunt. He slid his warm tongue over her, into her, sending small fires up and down her legs, her spine, her shoulders, making her twitch and tense and relax, and tense and relax again. He synced the movement of his lips and tongue with the rhythm of her breaths. She closed her eyes and gave herself over to the sensation, breathing heavier and heavier and louder and louder, until light exploded in front of her eyes, and she heard herself scream as a first wave of orgasm shook through her, making her skin tingle and leaving her panting. Her knee bent in, and she started to slide down the wall. He let her other leg slip off his shoulder, caught her hips with both hands, and helped her sit down gently. 
 
    He took her face in both hands and kissed her, giving her a taste of her own lust, and she wrapped one arm around his neck. He hugged her back and buried one hand in her hair. Something was different about this kiss. It caused a soft pain somewhere between her lower ribs, a sweet one. Hunger. Need. For a moment, she felt as if she were falling. 
 
    They shuffled about until she was on her back. Sadr removed her clothes but hesitated at her skirt, letting his eyes drink her in. Aurora grinned when removed his own clothing instead. It was the first time she got a full look at the extensive imagery tattooed on his chest and shoulders. She recognized it easily: the constellation known as the Wolf. She reached up to touch it with her left hand. He let her fingers only brush his skin before he grabbed her wrist and bit her index finger hard enough to be understood as punishment. She twisted out of his grip and lay both arms on the ground next to her head. His lips parted in a smile that raised goosebumps on her skin. 
 
    He bowed over her, supporting his upper body with both hands, and when he entered her, a buzz came alive in her bones. It buzzed like a swarm of drones, but soon the frequency synchronized with that of his thrusts, which were slow and careful at first, but started to deepen and accelerate. The wooden ground and its cold dusty smell beneath Aurora seemed to disappear. There was only Sadr’s smell, his weight on her, his warmth, his mouth covering hers, his dick pushing into her. She thrust her hips upward, meeting his, and she growled when they collided. 
 
    Sadr raised his head, bowed his back, and put more force behind the movement. Aurora steadied herself by clutching his left wrist with her right hand, watching him, waiting for him to flinch at the unusual coldness of her prosthetic fingers. He didn’t. Instead, he shifted weight slightly between thrusts so he could support himself on his left arm and put his right hand on her shoulder to hold her in place. 
 
    Aurora pushed her hips into his again, trying to show him that she wanted him deeper and harder, but he paused and looked down at her, a grin forming on his face. Aurora bit her lip in impatience and closed her eyes, growing still. First, nothing happened. Then he moved his hand from her right shoulder and placed his thumb over her throat. She nodded. Slowly applying pressure to her throat, he resumed thrusting into her again.  
 
    Though he was not completely strangling her, she began to struggle for air. As was the nature of her kink, the playful struggle in combination with him fucking her a little harder and a little deeper with every thrust built the tension deep inside her, a tension that grew to the brink of being intolerable. When that happened, and when the pressure on her throat was enough that her head swam, he gave the hardest, fastest thrusts yet. The deep tension imploded, and he released his grip on her throat. Her mind swirled upside down, and her inner muscles clenched tightly around his dick. He continued thrusting and then moaned loudly as she clenched again and relaxed, tension flowing out of her body. 
 
    Delicate patterns lit up beneath his skin while he came, marking his eyes, lips, the tip of his nose and his ears. Lifestealer. She understood at once what Bishop had meant when they said Sadr was an asset. No other form of wielding counted more regulations and restrictions, especially in Ithacan, where Lifestealers were suspected by default of using their talents to gain advantage over others. They even had their own code of conduct. 
 
    He toppled down, pulled out of her, and lay on his side next to her, catching his breath. They kissed again. Her hand wandered, and this time, he let her. After a while, his fingers took up wandering, too. Aurora lost track of time. They could have spent minutes or hours like that on the floor, kissing, touching, caressing each other, less out of hunger and more out of appetite. At some point, she removed her arm, fumbling for and pressing the button in her armpit that unhinged it while Sadr rolled himself on top of her again. 
 
    He hugged her close, rolled them both so she was on top of him, and entered her. She straightened up, moaning as her weight pushed him deeper inside her. He gazed up at her in all her asymmetric grace, and the smile on his face was another one she had not seen in a while.

  

 
   
    Chapter 4: 
 
    Sharks’ Nests 
 
    Day 13, Month 6, 150 AL. Stormyear. Dawn. 
 
    Sadr 
 
      
 
    Light painted a faint square on the ground. Sadr lay on his side in a heap of his own damp clothes. The hard ground was not as bad as the cold. He took a second to remember where he was. He heard movement behind him and turned slowly to find a warrior training naked in the dark. It was still shy of dawn. The one-armed warrior stopped to catch her breath, panting heavily but in a very controlled manner. Her clothing did a good job of making her appear delicate. Naked, there was no hiding the defined muscle that snaked beneath her skin from her calves up to her shoulders. Especially her legs. He was pretty sure she could break his rib cage with them. A light layer of sweat shimmered on her skin. So that’s how the rich kid spends her time? Kinky sex at night, getting ripped during the day. 
 
    He had learned a few things about her last night. She was indeed very experienced in the variation they’d played. Sadr would have been satisfied with much less. His mind was still blown by how good they’d been together. It was uncanny, actually. He had lost control over his perceptions at a few points during the night. Parts of his body lit up when that happened, so there’d been no way of hiding his ability from her, and he had not tried. She didn’t seem to mind at all, which was an unusual experience for him. Even more unusual was how those moments of heightened perception had told him nothing about her that he did not already know. 
 
    Aurora was crystalline clear, there was no pretense or anything suppressed. Her voice would pitch higher as her arousal built and had become his indicator. Her body had turned into a musical instrument, and he’d become the musician trying to coax the right sounds out of her. He loved it when sex turned out that way, and it had been entirely too long since the last time it had. Nervousness wanted to well up in him as his thoughts wandered to his last steady lover, but he pushed them away. No need to think about heartbreak right now. 
 
    There was something else he had learned last night, a tiny piece of information that was more scandalous than anything else that had happened between them. Aurora Vespucci, though royal, a potential carrier of children and never officially initiated, was not a forger. 
 
    At some point, after they had been at it for several hours, light lit up beneath her skin when she came. That was something that happened to wielders, not forgers. He had been too preoccupied to react, but he had seen it. Seen it and waited for her to say something about it. So far, she had not, which only fueled his curiosity. Had the Royals truly raised a femme wielder in their midst while lying about it for almost thirty years? 
 
    It was the second time Bishop had asked him for a favor regarding the attempted murder of Aurora Vespucci. About a year ago, they’d sent Sadr to Sarda to talk to one of the healers that had saved Aurora’s life after the attack. Since he was a deserter, Sadr was banned from Ithacan and had to go in under a false name. He’d slipped into the role of soldier like one would into an old dirty glove, it had been easier than expected. 
 
    Thinking himself in a conversation with a loyal soldier who had taken some scars for the royal family, the healer had spilled the beans on two important aspects of the attempted murder. First, he’d mentioned a boy Aurora’s age had witnessed the attack but had not been injured. Second, the healer mentioned that Aurora claimed her powers had initiated right before the attack, which had exhausted her so heavily, she couldn’t run from the perpetrator, but the healer had not believed her statement. 
 
    Initiation, the awakening of a wielder’s powers, was only supposed to occur during a ceremony, and Royals never held them for their daughters. Most royal femmes were not allowed to be wielders. In earlier, harsher times, many femmes died during childbirth, so Royals decided not to escalate the risk by allowing femmes access to unpredictable powers. Among the non-royal folk, and even within most Lordships, such a divide was not practical. Sadr’s sister was a healer and as much a wielder as he was, as were all the femme wielders he had met in the army. Right now, his sister was probably the most talented healer alive. His own face was proof of that. 
 
    Aurora turned around to Sadr, finally realizing he was awake and watching her. Astonishment flew across her face, but she collected herself within a split second and dressed. He got up and followed her lead. 
 
    “Sadr?” she asked lowly. 
 
    “Aurora?” he answered. He liked the way her name rolled off his tongue. She pulled a thin stack of paper from her backpack and gave it to him. 
 
    “What is this?” 
 
    “It belongs in the box you are retrieving.” 
 
    He took the bundle, opened the first folded page, and after a moment understood that the letter salad he saw was code he could not read. He looked up to find her watching him.  
 
    “Are all the case files inside the box in code?” He put the bundle in the inner pocket of his coat. 
 
    She smirked while she attached her prosthesis. It made a clicking sound when it united with her shoulder. She smoothed over her shirt at the edges. 
 
    “No, they aren’t. But some of the contents have been sealed by your employee, so I expect you to keep your curiosity at bay.” 
 
    Sealed by the high court? he thought. Resting statements? he wanted to ask. “I’ll need a few days,” he said instead. 
 
    Her brow furrowed. “What for?” 
 
    “Well, to make this whole thing even more borderline than it already is, I’m on vacation. I have my own business to attend to in the same area, and that’ll take a few days.” 
 
    She nodded. “I understand. Can you be ready to get the box to Taviranuva on short notice?” 
 
    “That I can do.” 
 
    “Good.” She drew her coat around her shoulders, and he realized this was his last chance to ask the obvious question. 
 
    “Is this about what happened to you thirteen years ago?” 
 
    She froze, sighed, and then turned back to him, her face guarded. “What happened to me?” 
 
    Her reaction gave him pause. Why would she pose this question? Everybody in Ithacan knew her story. 
 
    “You were attacked, and everything about it was covered up, which only led to more speculation.” 
 
    “I’m aware of the rumors.” 
 
    She sounded tired and unwilling, but he had to know. 
 
    “If there is a shred of truth to them—” 
 
    “Then what?” 
 
    “Then we could be swimming into a shark’s nest, and I would like to know about it before I dive in.” 
 
    She seemed weirdly touched and even smiled. “Don’t worry. You’ll be hardly involved, and I’m…well past stirring up sharks’ nests.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5: 
 
    Lord Haeda 
 
    Day 13, Month 6, 150 AL. Stormyear. Dawn. 
 
    Aurora 
 
      
 
    Then we could be swimming into a shark’s nest. 
 
    Something about Sadr’s statement touched Aurora, though she was at a loss as to what it was exactly. She told him not to worry but was not sure whether her words soothed his anxiety at all. His forehead remained suspiciously furrowed even after they stopped talking and gathered up their things to leave. She made her way to the door, then stopped and turned around to wish him safe travels, but she found that he was right behind her. She stopped in her tracks and looked up into his large green eyes. 
 
    “Sorry,” she said somewhat automatically. “Can you give me a head start?” 
 
    He cringed a little but nodded. “Sure.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    She wanted to turn around and leave, but it was as if her feet were glued to the ground the same way her gaze was glued to his face. The silence between them stretched. He did not look away. His mouth… She liked his lips. They were full and soft and her mind flashed back to what those lips had done to her clitoris last night. Her body tensed. She wanted to kiss him again and felt like a fool. 
 
    “Okay,” she said. 
 
    “Okay?” 
 
    She forced her eyes down, turned around, and darted through the door, heat rushing up her cheeks. What in the stars is wrong with me? 
 
    Outside the lovehouse, she paused and took a deep breath of the cold, salty air to focus the swirl inside her head. She found no respite though, only one of Josepha’s service workers waiting to stalk her. So her aunt had caught on to the fact that she was not in her hut. This was a nuisance, but not an unexpected one. The stalker had a pasty face with dark circles under their brown eyes and shoulder-long, stringy brown hair clinging to their skull. They looked exactly as pissed as Aurora would expect them to be after spending the night sitting in the rain, waiting for her to finish fucking in a lovehouse. She had enough experience ignoring these service stalkers. She made her way to the pier and found, after some asking around, only one ship that would sail to Ingla, where the seat of the Ingla council and the royal university were situated. Aurora suppressed an eye roll when the shipper told her that they would leave in an hour. She hated waiting, especially with a stalker at her heels. 
 
    The market was swarming as usual when she returned. She halted and looked around, trying to catch a glimpse of Sadr in the crowd. She still wanted to kiss him again. Stop it, she told herself. She decided to visit the Hackspace next to the lovehouse. She didn’t need to procure anything from there, but the usual display of machinas, machina parts, and books would help distract her. 
 
    The Hackspace was crowded, dark, and warm enough to make her sweat beneath her coat after a few seconds. The scent of moonflower thickened the air and put a grin on her face. Sadr had smoked one right before he edged her at some point during last night. He’d driven her half insane with raw need, grinning like a predator would before they set their teeth into their prey’s throat. The memory coaxed a chuckle out of her. 
 
    Keeping her hooded head low, she made her way through the crowd that always gathered around the machina section near the entrance and entered the brain-hacking section. That was where the books were. Most of them were prints and reprints on hemp paper, each one sitting in its own hempic, waterproof envelope. They were stored in shelves, with every subject on its own shelf. Broad topics like science, love, and machinas filled the area. The section was less crowded, better lit, and calmer, and Aurora relaxed instantly. 
 
    She slowed and went over to the first shelf randomly, feigning interest in the index that hung from the left corner of the shelf. As she pretended to skim down the list of titles and their respective envelope numbers, a second person disengaged from the crowd and stopped dead when they spotted her. Sloppy stalker. She let go of the index, made sure they kept their distance with a look, and then strolled farther away along the shelves, looking for something that could hold her interest for an hour. 
 
    There was one science shelf, and she stopped to read the index. They had the most useful texts on cultivating hemp and crisp—an especially resilient and fruitful type of corn. There were books on the many, many uses of the moonflower listed as well as envelopes marked with red because they were written by the Ancestors and centuries old. Anchorlanders believed the Ancestors’ thinking and perception of the world were very different, which was why their texts could not be easily understood and needed to be marked. 
 
    As Ithacans held the Ancestors’ products—be it texts, music, or economic-political systems—in the highest regard, Aurora knew all the texts, so she skipped over them until she found newer science texts. Her eyes skimmed over the titles and got stuck at the Lifestealer Code of Conduct. She had read it once, and there was really no reason to read it again, but still her eyes lingered. Eventually, she decided it was too dangerous to read something that actually interested her with a stalker nearby. She sighed. There were moments where she hated all of this and only wanted to disappear. Half grumbling about the lack of a distraction and half trying not to think about the last night, she hurriedly left the Hackspace and walked in the direction of the pier, her service stalker rushing to follow her. 
 
    Aurora thought about the first time she’d traveled to Ingla. Or rather, the conversation with Bishop that had happened days before she commenced her journey. She had just been disinherited and was devastated because she thought it chained her to her inner circle for good. Bishop had pointed out that the opposite was true. Once it was clear she would never inherit anything, it was her duty to get herself educated and work for a living. 
 
    “One way to get said education is by studying at the royal university. You like reading, and you’re smart enough.” 
 
    Aurora had agreed with their estimation, but it had only devastated her more. 
 
    “Josepha will never let me go.” 
 
    “It’s not her place to decide that.” 
 
    “I suppose I could try to steal away at night. Once I am on Ingla, they won’t be able to reach me easily…” 
 
    “Rora, stop. You don’t steal away at night.” 
 
    “I don’t?” 
 
    “No, you don’t. You get up very early in the morning, you pack your bags, you dress to travel, then you leave your room with your backpack and tell everyone that asks and their mother that you are leaving for Ingla today. At breakfast, you make the same announcement, best while the service workers are still busy setting up the table.” 
 
    “Josepha will kill me.” 
 
    “She won’t. She’ll keep her mouth shut and let you go.” 
 
    Aurora had done everything like Bishop said, not believing for a second that it would be that easy. But it was. No one had protested her plan. No one had tried to hinder her in any way. That day, Aurora had learned the vital lesson that publicity was Josepha’s weakness. Her power lay in the things she could do in the dark, but she almost never sought out open confrontation. 
 
    Ingla was a bigger island of soft, earthy hills sitting midst a ring of smaller islands that were uninhabited. Near the archipelago, the ocean route was speckled with the tops of structures that were said to be structures built by the Ancestors, buildings so high they used to scrape the sky. Now they only broke the water’s surface. 
 
    She stayed in her sleeping berth as much as she could. It was the only place on the ship where she was hidden from her stalker’s view. They had the audacity to have picked a berth only two berths to the left on the opposite wall of the ship’s dormitory. The bunk reminded her of her underground bedroom on Sika, nothing more than a niche in the yellowish-white paneled wall filled with a mattress and blankets. It was so different from the world above with its salt-crusted ruins full of remnants of the Ancestors like cars and street signs and screens and letters. As a child, Aurora would scout the ruins for good hiding places to store shiny stones for her dresses or broken machinas. She’d tried to repair them even though she knew that they were either too broken or had lost their power ages ago. 
 
    Her berth on the ship had a veil. She kept it closed, stayed in her sleeping gown, and pretended to doze, waiting for her stalker to leave this area of the ship to get food or stretch their legs. Once they were gone, she distributed the thin sheets of paper from her backpack on her mattress and lay looking at them. Arranging them helped her think. They were placeholders for the contents of the box that Sadr would retrieve. 
 
    As a studied representative, she’d had to choose between a handful of fields of application. Assisting the councils was the fastest path to becoming a council member herself someday. Working strictly for her royal circle by becoming their first defender would have brought her closer to her uncle and his two eldest children, who stood the best chance to follow in his footsteps and acquire powerful positions. Her third option had been the field of prosecution. A prosecuting representative traveled to crime scenes, took statements, and forwarded accusations to the councils in hopes of launching a trial. The position had allowed her to travel Ithacan and talk to people about past crimes and incidents without raising too many eyebrows. 
 
    Aurora had gathered information on a number of unsolved violent crimes committed on the mainland during the last thirteen years. Her family, especially her aunt, didn’t want news of these incidents to leave Ithacan. There was also a secret list of violent crimes that Bishop had told her about. Statements made by deserters were vetted and sealed by the Anchorlands’ High Court. Even her knowing of this particular list was highly illegal. As illegal as her awareness of a third list of violent crimes attributed to the Scourge. That was in the box as well. The high court had their own special investigator for this kind of thing, someone who had survived an attack. She didn’t know that special investigator in person, but Bishop worked closely with them. 
 
    Aurora kept a fourth list. It was by far the most peculiar one, and at the same time, she believed it was the key to it all. She’d started this list about twelve years ago when a high-pitched sound in her right ear had woken her up in the middle of the night. She suspected that there was a complex fetish, made from her right arm’s bone, and every time it was used, she would hear that sound. She had compared the dates on this list to the Ithacan list and found they matched, but she heard that sound on far more occasions than the listed unsolved violent crimes in Ithacan. She needed to bring it all together, and she needed to do so officially, within the framework of a trial. Otherwise, there would be little to no chance the high court would involve itself, and she needed them to. She needed a judiciary system not controlled by the very people she was trying to prosecute, a system where her uncle could not step in at any time and render all her efforts mute by having one friendly conversation with council members behind closed doors. Four lists. Enough to crumble an empire? 
 
    When she was not in her sleeping berth, Aurora spent the gray days on deck, taking in the foggy coast of Iber or the wide-open sea. Josepha’s silent stalker kept their distance, but their mere presence on the ship enraged her. With them around, she could not train, and without training, she could not sleep. At least they had not tried to approach her in any way. 
 
    She spent her nights lying awake, angry she could not train here without drawing unwanted attention, worried about the future, and sometimes surprised by how frequently her thoughts drifted to Sadr, to wondering what he was doing right now, or to remembering the night they’d spent together. She had liked it a lot, more than she’d expected. He was an attentive lover, a strict and careful dominant, and all of that seemed to come to him easily. His ability to intuit her limits and then slowly, carefully poke them was masterful. They had done a lot of things with each other she usually would not dare to in the first night with someone new, and they’d done it all almost without talking. They had found a level of understanding she’d heard of but had never believed possible. 
 
    There was lovehouse lore about such cases. They were called sucker punches. There were stories of couples or triads or groups that met in a lovehouse as total strangers who clicked instantly and went on to spend the rest of their lives with each other. 
 
    I should have asked him for a fetish was a recurring thought she tried to push away. Get over it, you’re a little smitten but it will pass, accentuated with an eye-roll, mostly ended this conversation in her head. 
 
    Ingla was clothed in fresh morning fog when Aurora finally arrived at dawn after seven days of travel. The crew steered the ship safely through the fog and docked in the small harbor where only two other ships swayed softly in their places. The damp air netted her skin and hair with a soft web of tiny water drops as she made her way further inside the island. 
 
    Haeda Katlassa was a sight to behold. She was taller than most people with a straight frame and long arms and legs. Her skin was a warm brown that had a coppery glow to it. Her hair was a lighter shade of brown, and candlelight gave it a golden shine. The shoulder-length cut complimented her heart-shaped face. Her dark brown eyes were watchful. Aurora had expected her to look angry, but she didn’t, and a little knot in her back dissolved. A crooked grin twitched around Haeda’s mouth, and Aurora remembered how they’d met at age eighteen, both one hand short. Haeda had been born missing her left hand, where Aurora had lost her right arm in an attack. 
 
    “My Lord,” Aurora said and curtsied. 
 
    Haeda gave a perfect imitation of her own eye roll. “Cut the crap,” she replied. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “I wondered if you could lend me a hand.” 
 
    Haeda tried to stay serious but smiled eventually. Aurora had made that same request when they first met, without realizing that Haeda was also a hand short. The situation had them both roaring with laughter, and it was like they’d known each other forever. 
 
    “A bunch of stuff happened while you were dilly-dallying.” 
 
    I was hardly dilly-dallying, Aurora thought but did not say. Haeda was teasing her, and that was a good thing overall. 
 
    “What stuff?” 
 
    “Well,” Haeda started as she turned around and indicated with head for Aurora to follow her. “Royal stuff. It’s like they waited for the one week where you’d be out of reach to make some big announcements.” 
 
    “Sounds exactly like my family.” 
 
    Haeda sneered at the term. “George held a meeting with his most trusted lords, where he got the support for Helena to succeed him. It’s all official with the Summit. In turn, Helena announced her plan to have a mandatory voice in the choice of future sovereigns. Jonah is touring his exec generals now to get their support.” 
 
    Aurora let out a sigh. “Awful, but unsurprising. Is there more?” 
 
    “Yes, but we will eat first.” 
 
    “Why do we have to eat first?” 
 
    “Because I’m hungry, and you probably already forgot what food tastes like.” 
 
    With that, Haeda turned around and entered the narrow pathway that led through a patch of spider forest. Aurora had no other choice than to follow her. She looked around to make sure the stalker stayed away before she entered the path as well. They were not allowed to stalk her once she entered another lord’s grounds. 
 
    When Haeda founded the Katlassa circle seven years ago, she structured it to be more like an Anchorlands community than an Ithacan family circle. By building extra huts to house travelers en route to Isla, she’d struck a deal with the well-supplied Anchorlands archipelago next door for resources. Since then, the Katlassa circle had become almost completely independent from Vespucciland—which is what people liked to call the royal family when they wanted to emphasize the state-within-state-like status that the heir’s inner circle enjoyed. Haeda’s independence had driven Aunt Josepha to more than one fit of rage over the years. 
 
    Aurora slowed down a bit to take everything in when they broke through the last line of shells and reached the settlement. A child came running toward her, escaping from another child with raised hands dipped in dye. Haeda promptly scooped up the pursuer, held them in front of her, and made a stern face. The first child hugged one of Aurora’s legs and hid behind her. 
 
    “What did I say about hunting your little sibling through the yard?” she asked. 
 
    The child pouted, lowering their head. “That it’s unfair, and I shouldn’t do it?” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    She shifted them in her arms and turned around to Aurora. “Aurora, this is my daughter Lillyth.” She tilted her head to look at the child still hugging Aurora’s left leg and smiled. “And that’s Ianus.” 
 
    Aurora patted the child on the head, and they looked up at her. Their eyes made her catch her breath for a split second: She knew that color, that bright, glowing blue, like a flame burning with intense heat. When she raised her gaze to Haeda, she saw that it was the same with Lillyth. Haeda must have read her thoughts, because she was smiling that cheeky smile again. 
 
    They made their way to Haeda’s house, the children in tow. Ianus walked at Aurora’s side but never said a word. Inside, Haeda seated her at a large wooden table and put a bowl of hot soup in front of her. She’d been right: Aurora had forgotten how sick she was of eating granulated food until she smelled the fresh food. Ianus climbed up behind her and combed Aurora’s hair with their little fingers. 
 
    “They like you,” Haeda commented. “But I’ll tell them to leave you alone if it unnerves you.” 
 
    Aurora thought about that for a bit, then she shook her head. After a while, the child weaved her hair into braids. Lillyth had made herself comfortable on a blanket on the floor in front of the fireplace and was drawing on a piece of hemp paper and humming to herself. 
 
    “I didn’t know you already had children,” Aurora said after emptying about half of the bowl. 
 
    “No one outside Ingla knows,” Haeda replied and paused, a short cramp of her jaw telling Aurora that her friend wasn’t particularly happy about that situation. “They’re actually twins, but Lillyth grows a little faster than her sibling.” 
 
    “Four is fast to settle on a pronoun,” Aurora commented, and Haeda grinned. 
 
    “Yeah, she told me she was a she when she could barely walk. Sometimes kids are fast with that.” Her eyes went to Ianus, who was starting on a new braid on Aurora’s head. 
 
    “Sometimes not so fast?” Aurora asked. Haeda shrugged. 
 
    “They change their opinion about it every few weeks, and it’s a little confusing.” She smiled as she watched Ianus. “I think they don’t take it that seriously yet, but I don’t know… Marius thinks they actually aren’t confused, that it’s only us who are confused because we want them to settle on something.” 
 
    The name struck a chord, and at once, Aurora was on edge. The eyes were an implication, but now she knew for sure. It stumped her for a while, and though she had always known that Haeda and Marius would continue their relationship after she departed from their triad, the fact they had made such a decision together hurt her somehow. She searched her feelings. It was not because she wanted children, stars beware. It was also not because she wanted Haeda and Marius back as lovers in her life, but rather because of what that said about Haeda and Marius’s relationship. They wanted a future together, so they made one. Just like that, and against many odds, in fact. Marius was a deserter that had fled punishment. He’d been on the run ever since. But somehow, they made it work, and it was this kind of commitment she was jealous of. Her own past and present had always been so difficult and demanding that the thought of making a future with anyone barely even entered her mind. 
 
    “Are you…jealous?” Haeda asked, trying to read her face. 
 
    Aurora shook her head and managed a grin. “No, I’m…envious. Of something you have that I don’t.” 
 
    Haeda stifled a chuckle. “Children?” 
 
    “No. A future, I guess. One where I’m…” Not already dead. “…not alone.” 
 
    “Why are you alone in the present?” 
 
    “Because I chose to be.” She paused, weighing whether to say what was on her mind, because if she did, it would be inevitably real. “But lately I feel like…I’ve chosen to be alone for so long that I don’t know how to choose anything else. And…it’s kind of stopped being a choice at all.” 
 
    Haeda looked at her, incredulous. “Dear Lord…have you fallen for someone?” 
 
    Aurora rolled her eyes. “No.” She could not help but grin. “But a part of me would like to, I guess.” She stopped to eat more, then lowered her voice a bit. “I had ridiculously good sex recently, and it reminded me…” Of you, she wanted to say, but she didn’t. It wasn’t about Haeda, and it wasn’t about Sadr either. “It reminded me of feelings I haven’t had in a while. I don’t know. Since I returned to Ithacan, I’ve grown weary of people, and now I’m…lonely.” 
 
    Haeda nodded, impressed. “Wow. What happened to the femme that could only talk about her feelings when she was drunk as a stump?” 
 
    Aurora took the blow that was more in Haeda’s tone than her words. It was a reminder of something she still failed to keep in check, though being aware that there was something she was not keeping in check was a small step up from earlier times. 
 
    “She sobered up and worked on her communicative skills.” 
 
    Haeda beamed. 
 
    Aurora took a deep breath. “Thanks for not being angry anymore, Haeda.” 
 
    Her friend snorted, but somehow, she managed to do it in a nice way. “I was never truly angry at you, Rora.” She laughed. “I was…envious of something you two had that I didn’t have with him.” 
 
    Aurora was touched, embarrassed, and disbelieving at the same time. “What? Destructive tendencies?” 
 
    “No. I mean, yes, but that wasn’t what I envied.” Haeda let the sentence trail off, thinking. “Kinship. A kind of kinship that has nothing to do with families and everything to do with places and times.” 
 
    Aurora tried to understand what she meant, and a pensive silence fell between them. Fate, she thought after a while. The Ancestors would have named it fate. 
 
    “Did you two talk about sex?” Lillyth’s voice, or rather, her suspicious tone, startled Aurora. That and the fact that the child was standing by the table and they hadn’t noticed her coming over from the fireplace or listening to the conversation. 
 
    Haeda gave a short laugh. “Yes, we were.” 
 
    Lillyth narrowed her eyes and worked her jaw. 
 
    Haeda gave Aurora a look. “What?” 
 
    “It had to come up on your first visit…” 
 
    Aurora shrugged elegantly. “Not my fault you don’t talk about it with anyone else than me.” 
 
    Haeda pulled a tongue at her and turned back to her daughter. “You’ve got questions, Lilly?” 
 
    *** 
 
    When night fell over Ingla, Haeda, Aurora, and the children had dinner at the central fireplace with the rest of Haeda’s circle, then Haeda brought the children to bed. It took a while, and Aurora used the time to search and find the hash cigarettes Viv gave her and a bottle of honey wine behind a locked cabin door of Haeda’s hut. She measured two cups, poured it into a cauldron, and warmed it over the fire, then she made herself comfortable and lit a cigarette. The taste of hash reminded her of Sadr’s lips. 
 
    “What are you smiling about?” Haeda asked as she returned from the children’s room. 
 
    “Nothing,” Aurora said and presented the cigarette to her. Haeda took a seat next to her and smoked, her eyes still narrowed in suspicion, but she did not press. Aurora got up and filled the two cups with the warm, sweet wine. They toasted the stars and drank. 
 
    “How’s Marius?” 
 
    Haeda sighed, and her gaze went off into the flames. 
 
    “Good. He’s actually very good.” She sipped at her drink. “Traveling is good for him. Being on the move. It calms him.” 
 
    Another small knot in Aurora’s back resolved itself. “Does he see his children?” 
 
    Haeda’s cheeks made dimples when she smiled. “Yes, he sees them, and he is great with them. When he’s here.” Haeda sighed and returned her gaze to the fire. “Of course, that means the children pine after him when he’s gone, especially Lillyth. She’s been begging me to let her accompany him on his ‘travels’ ever since she started talking.” 
 
    “When will you let her?” 
 
    Haeda shot her a look, and Aurora pulled a tongue at her. 
 
    “Classy, Rora.” She chuckled. “Well…either the swarm agrees to look for less lethal work, or Lillyth waits until she’s old enough to defend herself. Marius agrees with me on that one.” 
 
    Aurora nodded to herself. He would. For a while, they smoked in silence. 
 
    “I’m glad it works out for you two.” 
 
    A solemn smile appeared on Haeda’s face, an honest one. “Thank you. Now that we’re speaking of it, how’s your love life been lately?” Haeda’s grin was teasing, but Aurora knew she was stalling, and Haeda knew that she knew. 
 
    “You said earlier there was something more.” 
 
    Haeda’s grin died out. “I hate your brain.” 
 
    Aurora couldn’t help but chuckle. “I know. What is it?” 
 
    Haeda sighed, snatched the cigarette, and took a drag of the smoke. “There was a high council report this morning. Five members of a swarm were killed three days ago.” 
 
    A heavy stone dropped into Aurora’s stomach. Within seconds, her brain figured out what had likely happened, but she went through the questions anyway. “A mixed swarm?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Brutally maimed? Bitten and ripped apart?” 
 
    “I don’t have the details. All I know is that they sent their special investigator.” 
 
    “Where did it happen?” 
 
    Haeda hesitated before she answered. “It happened on Nan.” 
 
    Propelled by a surge of tension, Aurora had to get up and pace. Nan was an island merely two hours from Ingla by ship. She’d passed it on her way here. She came to stand by the window and squinted outside, half expecting a dark, tall and muscular shape to appear between the spider shells. Fear clenched her insides, and a sharp pain ran up her right arm. She put her left on her shoulder instinctively and massaged it, though that didn’t help against the pain in her purely cerebral arm. Knit, her prosthesis, felt heavy, and she removed it with a light growl and sighed in relief when the weight came off. 
 
    Nan wasn’t habitable, but swarms, nomadic groups between five and thirteen people, often used it as a temporal shelter during storms. I could go there, talk to this investigator. She knew that Bishop wanted the two of them to talk. They’d been trying to get Aurora to visit this special investigator for years, but Aurora had never dared. She’d always been afraid one of Josepha’s service stalkers would follow her there, afraid of what Josepha might do to them if she knew that Aurora had talked to them. She worried enough about Bishop. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    Aurora whirled around. Haeda had gotten up and stood behind her, her face serious and worried. Aurora forced herself to let go of her shoulder. “Nothing. Just phantom pain.” 
 
    Haeda did not seem satisfied with that answer. “Why are you here?” 
 
    Aurora tried to breathe despite her fear-clenched insides. “I need to talk to the Ingla Council.” 
 
    A humorless grin ran across Haeda’s face and disappeared again. “Yeah, I figured as much. What about?” 
 
    Aurora bit her lip and became painfully aware that Haeda blocked her way out. 
 
    “I could only tell you within the framework of a council meeting. Everything else would be illegal.” 
 
    Haeda gave a frustrated grunt. “News flash, Rora, after years of council work, I can tell you that no one ever adheres to this rule. Not when it’s important.” 
 
    Aurora stared at her friend while her mind raced in a heated discussion. She shouldn’t tell Haeda anything. It was illegal and could endanger Haeda. Then again, if Josepha had seen their relationship as a threat, she would’ve tried to do something about it years ago, wouldn’t she? But the situation was different now from when they’d first met. Haeda was in a powerful position, and by now, Josepha knew that Aurora was visiting her, thanks to the service stalker. Maybe Josepha was preparing something. Maybe the Scourge was waiting outside, thinking about which body part she would bite off first. Aurora couldn’t know. What would it change if she told Haeda everything now? Tears came to her eyes, and she breathed deeply, trying not to sob. She didn’t know what to do. 
 
    “I can’t,” she managed finally. Haeda took a step back, now worried in a different way. 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    A short while later, they decided to go to bed. Haeda accompanied Aurora to the smaller hut next to the one where she and her kids slept. They stopped at the entrance, and Haeda hugged her tightly. Aurora hugged her back, a warm feeling rushing through her that she couldn’t quite name. 
 
    “I am prosecuting someone,” she said at Haeda’s ear. A part of her screamed to stop, but she didn’t listen. “I need both councils to approve so I can take this case to the high court.” 
 
    Haeda made an astonished sound. 
 
    “Your bunch will consider that high treason.” 
 
    “Which is why I didn’t want to talk to you about it. I don’t want you dragged into this any more than you already will be because of our relationship.” 
 
    “Oh, don’t worry about me. Worry about yourself, Rora. In that constellation, you’ll need a conviction, or they will cast you out and kill you.” 
 
    “That, or a duel.” 
 
    Haeda sucked in air, and her voice dropped to a whisper. “You want to kill someone?” 
 
    “No, I don’t. But a duel is a special situation, legally. I can set conditions in a duel that I couldn’t set in a trial.” Soldiers of the royal forces, when charged with a major crime by a prosecutor, could demand a trial by combat and challenge the prosecutor to a one-on-one duel. The prosecutor had to accept, though they didn’t have to fight themselves. They could name a proxy and set certain conditions for the duel.   
 
    Haeda pulled back to look at her but didn’t let go. For a while, she only stared, thinking, searching. 
 
    “I’m glad you’re here,” she said finally. 
 
    “Thanks for having me,” Aurora replied, surprised and glad at the same time, and with a soft kiss, they bade each other good night. 
 
    Inside the hut, Aurora made sure she found all the hemp blankets and threw them on the small bed cramped in the darkest corner of the one-room building. She brushed her hair and weaved it into two thick braids for the night before getting out of her clothes and into her nightgown. 
 
    She lay on her back and tried to go through her next steps once more, but instead, her thoughts swayed between old memories of sex with Haeda, to sex with Haeda and Marius, to sex with Sadr, and eventually she fell asleep over that. The dream that followed was all too familiar—Jonah’s frame walking into the distance while her body grew cold and stiff. 
 
    When she woke, her bones were buzzing. Pain ran up her right arm and drilled itself into her brain. She disentangled herself from the blanket and got out of bed. She clenched her teeth in agony and stumbled in the general direction of her backpack in order to get the mirror glass. It was the best method of getting rid of the pain, right after half a liter of schnapps, a highly concentrated dose of pure hash, or the magic touch of a Healer or Lifestealer. 
 
    She kept the mirror in an outside pocket so it was easy to reach. Aurora clutched the rectangular piece of glass to her chest and got back into bed. Her brain’s imagination of a right arm was pulsating steadily with pain now, and she had to trick it in order to make it stop. She sat on the bed cross-legged and placed the mirror on her right side, propping it up against the pillow. She stretched out until she could see her hand’s reflection in the mirror glass, reversed left to right. She focused on the mirror image and clenched her fist in sync with her breaths, counting them. A dozen breaths went by, then another ten. Slowly, the pain subsided, and she groaned in relief. 
 
    She went on for another twenty breaths but stopped when lightning lit up the room and thunder crashed outside. She knew it was a giant without needing to look up. She could hear it in the thunder. Giants, a type of massive storm that came down with a great amount of sour rain, sounded angry. Bitter. 
 
    Putting the mirror aside, she got up and went over to her backpack. Now that the pain had forced her awake, she needed distraction. She fumbled and searched for what felt like an hour before the lengthy package finally came free. A package from Tataouanu, sent to Viv, who’d kept it safe for her. Safe and secret. 
 
    She sat on the floor, lay the package before her, and carefully unwrapped the layers of cloth that protected it from humidity and damage. Out came a prosthesis scaled like a snake, the black scales flashing in the dark when lightning flashed again. Lily Snake. Aurora searched with her fingertips for a scale marked with three concentric circles and found it at the shoulder end. She pressed it and shrank back when the arm twitched by itself. 
 
    The scales slid apart from inside to outside with a sharp sound, revealing the prosthesis’s inner workings. At first, it was a confusing stream of colored cables of varying thickness, but after a while, the view sorted itself in her head. She recognized the control unit in the curve of the elbow that steered the fingers. Farther up the shoulder end, a sliver of dirty white shone in the black. Shorter and barely wider than her index finger. A splinter of her upper arm’s bone. It had still clung to a piece of sinew when the healers arrived at her side. They’d preserved it on Josepha’s orders, but in one of her wake moments, she’d slipped it from the tool table next to her and hidden it under her body. She was still young then, but old enough to understand that even a tiny piece of her bone was precious. 
 
    A high-pitched sound exploded in her right ear. Aurora gave a light scream. It had never been this loud before. The phantom pain was back in an instant, and it was worse than before. Her spine bowed, and she could not breathe for several seconds. The mirror glass would not help now. She gasped and scratched at the wooden ground with her left hand, then forced it up, made a fist, and punched into her right shoulder as hard as she could. 
 
    When she came to again, she was lying on the ground. Her right side was throbbing but numb, the units silent. The units were carbon-made pieces of tech built into what was left of her shoulder that allowed a prosthesis to interface with her brain, and they did not like being punched. Punching them caused them to give off an electric shock that had the handy side effect of making her phantom arm numb. She scolded herself. It could destroy the units. But she did need to breathe. At least she could do that again now. The sound was still there and still loud, but it grew fainter, until it was less a sound that she heard in her ears and more a vibration she felt in her bones. I have to mark the date. 
 
    “Aurora!” voices screamed. It sounded as if there were people outside screaming at the top of their lungs from very far away. 
 
    “Aurora!” 
 
    Her gaze flew to the window and the roaring storm outside. Then she was by the window, squinting her eyes, trying to see. 
 
    “Aurora!” It was the wind itself. The wind was howling her name. I’m dreaming. 
 
    “Aurora!” a sharp whisper came from directly behind her. She whirled around and saw Lily Snake on the ground. She extended her hand, about to bow and scoop it up, but the prosthesis rattled and flew up on its own. I’m dreaming. She caught it and attached it in one smooth movement. 
 
    “Blood! Blood!” the voices chanted. “Blood! Blood!” 
 
    Aurora remembered. She used the sharp edge of Lily Snake’s index finger to make a shallow cut into her left wrist, barely deep enough for a single drop of blood to well up. She put her left wrist on her right and pressed. Power soared to life in her bones. 
 
    Then she was outside, her skin numb to the cold and the rain, her ears filled with the screams of a thousand dead sisters shouting her name. She looked up. Before her eyes, the clouds above swirled in a circle, spiraling toward her. Light erupted all around the swirl, glowing menacingly in the darkness, building, the same way the feeling of pressure in her ears and lungs was building. The sound in her right ear had grown so high it was unbearable. The sharp smell of ozone hit her nose. 
 
    “GO!” the voices screamed. And she went. For a second, she was flying, but before she could become fully aware, her feet touched the ground again. She stood in something wet and squishy. 
 
    Somebody made a gurgling sound, and Aurora looked up. The somebody stood with their back to her, but they were staggering. She darted forward to help them stand which brought her face over the person’s shoulder. That was when she saw the Scourge behind them. Nightmare! The Scourge towered over her and the gurgling person, with her signature hood low over her shark-white face. Her shark teeth flashed in the lightning as she opened her mouth to scream. The scream was guttural and so loud it made Aurora’s ears ring. It was like pure wrath was tearing from the Scourge’s throat. Aurora screamed back with all the air she had, but her scream sounded high-pitched and so weak she barely heard it herself against the crash of thunder. 
 
    An instant later, her back landed on wet ground, and all air was knocked out of her. She was still holding on to somebody. Their weight was pressing her down, and she wiggled free from beneath them. She got to her feet, staggering to keep her balance. The somebody she had been lying under remained on the ground, and only now did she see the black hole in their belly. Another pair of feet stepped into view, and when she looked up, she saw a younger version of the Scourge staring back at her, openmouthed and wide-eyed. Aurora froze, puzzled. This is a weird dream. 
 
    A second later, she was at the hut on Ingla again, where the storm was so heavy the wind almost knocked her off her feet. The air around her had become so thick it took all her strength to even stand. She forced herself to move forward to where she expected to see the entrance of the hut. Her nightgown got caught on something and ripped. The pain of textile cutting into her skin made her growl. She fumbled out of the gown and stumbled on until her outstretched hand touched the wet wood of the door.

  

 
   
    Chapter 6: 
 
    Angry Welcome, Heartfelt 
 
    Day 13, Month 6, 150 AL. Stormyear. Morning. 
 
    Sadr 
 
      
 
    Sadr let his conversation with Aurora run through his head again and got stuck when she asked him to give her a head start. She did not explain herself, but the assumption that she was being observed and did not want them to be seen together was obvious. 
 
    Once at the port, he got lucky. After only two hours of waiting, a trader crew returned to their ship, ready to leave for Taviranuva. The House was half a day’s travel by foot over muddy, flat land. There was a clear view of the horizon on all sides, interrupted by gnarling spider trees here and there. He liked the view, but the prospect of getting rained on for six hours straight was less enticing. Storm season was even worse down south than in the north, where he lived, and so close to Summer Solstice, the sky above Iber was a gray so dark it was almost black. The rain never ceased, only varied in intensity. 
 
    Getting lucky again, he met a five-people swarm after he left the ship, five travelers trying to reactivate one of the hundreds of old cars that littered the areas around bigger settlements like the one of Taviranuva. He helped kick-start the car, the first thing his machina-obsessed mother had taught him after he initiated and discovered his abilities. In exchange, the swarm took him along, and he crammed in with three other people on the backseat and enjoyed the landscape from the dry inside of the car. They let him off at the edge of the spider forest that surrounded the territory the House stood upon. Spider trees weren’t real trees, but rather shells. Shells of dead Arachnoids. Arachnoids gathered when they were about to die, sometimes in large groups of hundreds, and their lifeless shells that had gathered on the coastline south of Lisvanuva formed the biggest forest-like phenomenon this side of the Taw. The forest grew in a thick circle around the territory and along the entire western coast, so thick Sadr saw only spider trees for twenty minutes before the peak of the middle building came into view. 
 
    The House was an assembly of buildings of different sizes, clustering around the main structure. It stood in a clearing over a hundred meters in diameter, wide enough that it could have accommodated a small village. The middle building was the highest and oldest part of the House, but the greenhouse was the biggest and most important part. The greenhouse supplied the inhabitants of the House and two other territories in the region with vital resources like hemp and crisp. 
 
    Sadr waited at the portal tree of the territory, a single spider tree set into the earth halfway between the edge of the forest and the House. It had no other purpose than to mark the spot where a visitor would wait until an inhabitant came and officially invited them inside. Fog had settled on the ground. 
 
    Sadr watched a drone swarm that flew past, buzzing in an imperfect formation, mirroring the one that had come alive in his tummy again. Four of the drones circled one as they zigzagged back and forth, but one of those four drones went off course from time to time, lost height and then buzzed louder as it struggled to regain altitude. 
 
    During the Drone Wars, one of the participating factions, referred to as the Inner Service, used armies of watcher and shooter drones to effectively dispose of their enemies’ troops. But then the Great Silence came and rendered all devices mute for a time. When life returned to the drones, the programmed consciousness that ran them apparently mutated, and they stopped following their implemented orders. Instead, they set out on their own path of destruction. Some places, like the coast before Pearl, were littered with hundreds and hundreds of dead shooter drones, slain by the Queen of Sharks and her swarm. 
 
    The watcher drones still circled the earth like satellites, often in formations of five, gathering and sending data into limbo. Eris, his child, had once pointed at a swarm like that and asked whether it was birds. Sadr had smiled and tried to explain to them that, no, they were drones, machinas the Ancestors built. But as there were few original birds anymore, or at least not in this part of the world, they kind of were birds at the same time. Eris had only been four in years, though, too young to understand paradoxes. Drones being birds and not being birds at the same time. Or insects. Sadr thought of them as insects because of the buzzing sound they made. They sounded like the fly swarms he’d sometimes seen when he and his sister found a dead shark at the beach, back when they were children and still lived with their mother on Leda. 
 
    A shape appeared in the fog and strode toward him. He did not recognize them and was all the more confused when their face lit up in recognition. 
 
    “Sadr!” 
 
    Sadr recognized the voice and needed a moment to believe his eyes. The last time he’d seen Rella, she’s been a pale, bald, notoriously malnourished lipid child with a mouth surrounded by wounds from accidentally biting herself. Though already past her first decade, she’d been hardly verbal, and it had been clear that whoever had cared for her had not done a particularly good job. Standing before him now was an adult lipid with dark-gray hair that hung below her hips. She was a bit taller than him and looked well-nourished, even muscled, almost bulky. Her wounds had faded to scars that were only visible if one knew where to look. But her dark eyes were still the same, as was the star mark on her cheek. 
 
    “Rella?” 
 
    Rella nodded and hugged him. “It’s so good to see you again!” she exclaimed. 
 
    “Likewise!” he replied, still very astonished. He let go of her and held her at arm’s length to take her in again. 
 
    “You’ve grown!” 
 
    She laughed. “Yes, I have!” 
 
    “And you speak!” 
 
    She laughed harder, then slung one arm around his shoulders and set them in motion toward the entrance of the main building. Sadr followed. She would have been strong enough to drag him if she wanted. They had made it halfway when the doors of the main building opened and Lesh stepped out. Sadr stopped in his tracks, and Rella, as if sensing the tension, let go of him. Lesh looked so much like himself that it almost brought tears to Sadr’s eyes. He wore his gardening clothes, a shirt and pants that used to be dark green but had been crusted with so many layers of mud and washed out that the color had faded almost completely. His hands were dirty from shoveling around in wet earth. Both his eyes flared up in anger and an irritated laugh escaped his lips. 
 
    “Seriously? Now? After six fucking years?” 
 
    Sadr was shocked that it had already been six years. An old shame welled up in him. Lesh put both hands on his hips. His anger was fresh. 
 
    Rella shot Sadr a look, and he nodded. She sighed and left them alone. Sadr breathed deeply, trying hard not to fall back into that pit of guilt and self-loathing that he had worked so hard to live at the edge of, trying to keep it out of his voice as he spoke. 
 
    “I came to apologize. And I need your help with a case.” 
 
    Lesh sneered, gave a sharp, angry laugh, and glared at him. He inhaled, and Sadr braced himself for a series of insults, but Lesh stopped himself and clenched his teeth. Sadr sensed Lesh’s curiosity had gotten the better of him, and he suppressed the impulse to smile. Six years ago, he had come to know Lesh well enough that he could read him like an open book without even trying. 
 
    “What case?” 
 
    “Unsolved attempted murder. You weren’t involved, but Bishop was. There should be something in your archive.” He waited, hoping Lesh would be satisfied with that. 
 
    “How old?” 
 
    “Thirteen years ago.” 
 
    “Ahhh,” said Lesh, and astonishment widened his eyes for a second. “You’re here for the box.” He fell silent, and Sadr was sure he could hear his brain compute. 
 
    “Come on in,” Lesh muttered in a distracted voice as he turned around and went toward the house. Sadr had a moment of disbelief at the invitation, then followed him. 
 
    “Did the Cripple send you personally? Sweetened the pot with a nice bribe you’re of course not planning on taking?” 
 
    “Don’t call her that,” Sadr said. 
 
    Lesh made a confused face. “I thought that’s what you people call her.” 
 
    Sadr could not help but roll his eyes. “Some people do. I’m trying not to be one of them, and you wouldn’t want to be either.” 
 
    “You’re right. I’m sorry.” Lesh’s expression grew mild. “So? What did she bribe you with?” 
 
    Sadr made a well-improvised, irritated, and slightly insulted face. “Why do you think that she would?” 
 
    Lesh shrugged. “I think she’d make sure that whoever she chooses to drag into this shitshow is highly motivated for more than one reason.” 
 
    Sadr suppressed a reaction to that statement. Lesh was not the person he wanted to tell how exactly he had crossed the line with her, as conscious a decision as it had been. At the same time, it felt as if Lesh already knew. 
 
    “Why do you think she’s personally involved?” Sadr asked instead, thinking about Bishop’s borderline-illegal involvement in all of this. 
 
    “Oh, please. Who else would care? Her circle doesn’t, nor their councils, they made that very clear thirteen years ago,” Lesh said and paused, then he narrowed his eyes. “No, she’s the only one who stands to gain from this. Secretly hiring someone outside makes sense. Her family would probably try to stop her at all costs if they knew what she was doing.” 
 
    “Yeah, but seriously, why? What’s so bad about her investigating what happened to her?” 
 
    Lesh broke into laughter. “By the stars, Sadr, how did you ever become a spy? Don’t you see what this is about?” 
 
    The humor confused Sadr, and he furrowed his brow. “What? Revenge?” 
 
    Lesh smiled with a hint of excitement, more pronounced in his bright left eye than in the dark right one. “Yes, it is certainly about revenge, but do you really think it is a coincidence she set this mission into motion now? Weeks from the summit? Weeks from the decision regarding who will be the heir in the future?” 
 
    Sadr could not share in Lesh’s excitement. Heritage squabbles usually led to duels, and duels led to deaths. “You think she wants to become the heir?” he asked with a flat voice. 
 
    Lesh shrugged. “I think she wants something that her circle doesn’t want her to get, and judging from the way the Vespuccis roll, a scandal could certainly help her with getting it anyway.” 
 
    It was a sound assessment, especially for an Anchorlander with restricted access to information about Ithacan politics. Sadr glanced sideways at Lesh as they approached the entrance. “You’re right. But what scandal? How is this attack a scandal for the circle, apart from their behavior in the aftermath, which is widely known?” 
 
    Lesh shot him a look that told Sadr he wouldn’t like his answer. 
 
    “Unless…” said Lesh. 
 
    And the coin dropped, together with a heavy stone in Sadr’s stomach. He felt stupid again. He knew why the Vespuccis had attempted to sweep the attack on Aurora under the rug, and why they continued to do so to this day. 
 
    “Unless a new investigation would discover that one of the Royals was involved,” he completed the sentence, thinking about the healer he’d talked to. The boy that didn’t get hurt. 
 
    “Which would also perfectly explain her circle’s behavior. Especially if that someone was destined for greatness, even back then. One of her cousins maybe,” Lesh added, halting and turning around to him. They had reached the entrance to the House’s main building. Sadr stopped as well, pulling his rucksack more firmly against his back. 
 
    “The eldest,” Sadr said and regretted it immediately because it brought back the memory of Sovereign Jonah Vespucci, his former employer. He pushed it away. 
 
    Lesh’s expression changed to curious. “You sound so sure?” 
 
    For the first time, he dared to look directly into Lesh’s mismatched eyes as he spoke. They were as unsettling and beautiful as he remembered them. 
 
    “I met him after you left me at the border. Trust me. It’s him.” 
 
    Lesh looked as if he wanted to ask a follow-up question to that, but instead, he broke eye contact and turned around to push open the doors. He led him directly into the greenhouse, which was a maze of crisp fields and hemp plants, the male ones taller than the roof. The female ones, called moonflowers, were kept in a different room. There were shrubs carrying various kinds of berries and an experimental square of apple and walnut saplings here and there. From a furnished area at the entrance, five aisles led farther into the glass-walled jungle. 
 
    Jade hugged the life out of Sadr after he’d barely made it through the door. Lesh shuffled through the space between his back and the door and closed it shut. A part of Sadr wanted to push Jade away and demand they let him ask for forgiveness first, but it appeared as if they’d resolved that part without him a while ago. Together, they stumbled farther into the room. 
 
    “It was about time you showed up here again,” they said at his ear with their dark, rumbling voice, and let go, taking him in with a serious expression in their eyes but the hint of a smile beneath. Jade’s skin was a similar deep brown as Lesh’s, only where Lesh had a warm, golden undertone, Jade’s undertone was cool, almost violet. It brought out the pale of their grey-brown eyes. Their dark-brown hair grew almost to their ankles and had been molded into a handful of thick dreads. 
 
    “I was afraid I’d get kicked out immediately.” 
 
    “Nonsense!” 
 
    They gave him a friendly pinch in the side. “And besides, Lesh explained everything. I understand.” 
 
    “You did?” Sadr asked, looking up to Lesh. He was honestly shocked by that. What had happened between them was not at all pretty. Lesh merely shrugged and leaned against the door, avoiding his eyes, arms crossed, obviously not interested in taking an active part in the conversation right now. 
 
    “Of course! You were as much a victim in this as we were!” 
 
    Sadr snorted and looked at Jade again. “I marvel at your euphemistic nature, but I think you’re the only one who sees it that way. I mean, I don’t see it that way.” 
 
    “Oh, please! You did nothing wrong!” 
 
    “Nothing wrong? Jade, I lied to you, and I spied on you for two full moons! I pretended to be your friend in order to write a report on you and send it to my exec with the army!” 
 
    The smile they gave him looked a lot like how they smiled at children sometimes. 
 
    “You weren’t the only one who pretended. We did, too.” 
 
    The ground beneath Sadr’s feet dissolved. His eyes jumped to Lesh. 
 
    “You were good,” Lesh said. “I needed a moon to figure you out. I told Jade, and we met up with Sirius one night while you were sleeping.” 
 
    Sadr blinked, and blinked again. Sleeping, he thought. Yes, at that point I was already sleeping in your bed. 
 
    “Oh,” was all he could manage without fainting. He looked for a seat and found a familiar couch in the corner. He let himself slump into it. Many confusing random thoughts ran frantically through his head. He looked up for help, though he didn’t exactly know with what. Jade’s expression showed worry. 
 
    “The children. What did you tell the children?” he asked. They exchanged a look with Lesh, then took a seat next to him. 
 
    “We told them it was a game. They invented stories about themselves and their swarms for you in case you asked them about anything.” 
 
    “We all did,” Lesh added. “Most of the things you reported to your exec about us weren’t true.” 
 
    “So…” Sadr’s voice sounded strange even to himself, “so none of it was real.” 
 
    Jade did not seem to know what to say to that, but it was not them he had talked to anyway. 
 
    Lesh looked angry again. “No, you weren’t real! We had to protect ourselves!” 
 
    Tears filled Sadr’s eyes, and he inhaled deeply. It was impossible to hide it, so he did not. “That wasn’t what I meant,” he replied weakly. 
 
    Lesh avoided his gaze, then looked up again. His blue eye swam in a tear that wouldn’t roll, while the black one was devoid of expression. He slipped out the door without an answer and closed it shut behind him.

  

 
   
    Chapter 7: 
 
    In the Box 
 
    Day 13, Month 6, 150 AL Stormyear. Dusk. 
 
    Sadr 
 
      
 
    Lesh kept himself confined to his room for the rest of the day. After he unpacked some stuff in one of the guest rooms, Sadr helped Jade prepare dinner, potatoes baked in herbs and a sweet and spicy vegetable sauce. Usually, as Lesh was nocturnal and his breakfast was Sadr’s dinner, Lesh would get up at this time of day and come down to the kitchen, but they ate without Lesh, which did not fail to make Sadr sad. It was because of Sadr that Lesh stayed away. 
 
    “Well, there’s only one thing you can do about that,” Jade said when Sadr conveyed his feelings to them between bites. “Go talk to him.” 
 
    Sadr chewed and looked at his food. Jade, for their part, was not only totally over Sadr’s deception, but it seemed they had also decided it was very important Sadr and Lesh bury their skeletons. They had made subtle and less-than-subtle comments about it all afternoon. He looked up again to find their face turned to him expectantly. He furrowed his brow. 
 
    “Why are you so keen on getting us together? I mean, what exactly did Lesh tell you about what happened between us?” 
 
    Jade grinned. “Not much about the details of your relationship, to be honest. But he didn’t have to. I mean…it was rather obvious you two were smitten with each other from day one.” 
 
    Sadr smiled. He remembered very well. His first conversation with Lesh had been the most flirtatious first conversation he’d ever had with someone. 
 
    “Really?” he asked, a little embarrassed. 
 
    “Oh, yeah. You both were running around grinning like sunflowers all day for no reason. Also, I’ve known Lesh for a long time. He doesn’t do lovehouses. He’s been in the triad with Viv and Antonin from before I was born, I think.” 
 
    They laughed. “What I’m getting at is Lesh is not fast to sleep with someone. It’s a decision he does not make lightly. With you, he was very fast. Both Antonin and Viv, and me, always found that…noteworthy. And of course, there is…” Jade’s eyes pointed to the ceiling and walls around them, indicating the house. Sadr followed their gaze. The building reacted to Lesh’s state of emotions. It was not truly a building either, more like a dwelling grown out of an old, wide tree with a dome-shaped crown, spun from countless branches, for a ceiling. It was wide enough to contain an entrance hall and two big rooms that functioned as a kitchen and a living room. It wasn’t only for the permanent inhabitants of the House, but also for half a dozen or so children of different ages that lived here occasionally for a few weeks in order to be schooled. There were seven arachnoid children living in the territory as well. They came to live inside the House during the Dark Season, when the world outside grew so cold the rain froze while it fell. 
 
    After the first time Lesh and Sadr loved each other, buds appeared and grew into all kinds of flowers—lavender, lilies, and peonies mostly—and the middle building became even more of a dreamlike place with the little spiders scuttling up and down the walls and ceiling, frantic with excitement about all those new little colorful shiny things growing everywhere. Sadr remembered Jade cracking jokes about it, and how positively embarrassed Lesh was. Lesh was cute when he was embarrassed. 
 
    But the flowers withered as fast as they had come, and now Sadr understood why. Lesh had spent one of two moons being his lover and knowing he was spying on him, which meant they had been through the same turmoil. Kind of. And even though the House’s relationship to Lesh was important, and Sadr had come here to attempt to repair this relationship, it was Lesh whose feelings and opinions mattered most to him. It was Lesh who haunted his dreams. It was him he thought about when Eris turned his life upside down again and again. It was Lesh he pined after. And pining after someone over the course of six years, with the painful feeling disappearing and reappearing with mostly the same intensity, was something he could not ignore forever. Or so his sister Clementine decided when she found him crying helplessly into his pillow one night not too long ago.  
 
    Jade let him brood for the rest of the meal and the cleanup afterward. It was night by the time they were done, and Sadr decided it was time to try to talk to Lesh. He took the corridor that led from the entrance hall into an addition that contained a staircase up to the library and Lesh’s room. He paused at Lesh’s door and waited, hoping against hope it would open by itself as it used to, but it didn’t. Sadr sighed and knocked. By now, Lesh should know who was trying to see him. The door still didn’t open. Sadr frowned and spun around. The two wing doors to the library were only a few steps away. They stood open a few centimeters. Sadr hesitated, then pushed. 
 
    Lesh was at the large desk that occupied the middle of the room, mumbling under his breath, boxes and piles of casefiles distributed in front of him. Sadr suppressed a smile at the familiar chaos. In the time Sadr had known Lesh, Lesh tried to bring order to his own archive. It seemed that he still hadn’t succeeded. 
 
    “Have you been up all day?” he asked as he stepped closer. 
 
    “I had to make the box ready for you,” Lesh answered in a distracted tone, holding two files up and comparing them. Sadr came to a halt next to him and let his eyes wander over the mess on the desk. 
 
    “Ready?” he asked. Lesh met his eyes for a second. 
 
    “You know, what Bishop likes to refer to as ‘the box’ has become a shelf over the course of the last decade.” Lesh indicated his head to his left, and Sadr spotted a shelf in the back left corner of the room. The contents must have been transferred almost completely to the desk. 
 
    “I cannot transport all of this,” Sadr thought out loud. Lesh put the files down and turned to him. 
 
    “You don’t have to. Most of it,” he searched through the contents of the desk before him, then found and held up a small hard drive, “is on here. Only the resting statements aren’t, of course.” 
 
    Sadr took the device that Lesh offered him and put it in his pocket. 
 
    “Do you know what’s on this?” Sadr asked. He was curious whether Bishop had forbidden it. 
 
    Lesh snorted. “Half of what’s on this comes from me.” 
 
    That gave Sadr pause. 
 
    “I call it the ‘Vespucci Conspiracy’,” Lesh continued. “There are three types of case files.” 
 
    Lesh reached over the desk, pulled light-gray bundles of paper to him, and sorted them into a pile. “Resting statements, still sealed of course. These are the ones you need to take with you.” 
 
    Resting statements were statements made by survivors of violent crimes that were not ready to face their perpetrator in court. The statements were vetted, sealed, anonymized and stored until the survivor wanted them disclosed. Sadr stepped around Lesh and went through the pile of resting statements, pretending to check the seals. He read the numbers that were written in the top left corner, numbers only the one who made the statement knew, until he came across 1041JG984. He put it away again immediately and went through the next pile. Lesh was still sorting different bundles of paper from the box into two more piles and didn’t seem to have noticed. 
 
    “Notes on a handful of crimes that happened over the last thirteen years inside Ithacan. These ones aren’t only murders. There are kidnappings and vandalisms that appear disconnected as well, which is to say that there was a significant change in the Scourge’s modus operandi after she attacked Aurora Vespucci.” 
 
    Sadr furrowed his brow. “That’s odd, isn’t it? I mean, I don’t know much about these kinds of crimes, but the perpetrators usually do have a distinct modus operandi.” 
 
    Lesh nodded. “They do, but they sometimes change it, mostly because of an outside factor that makes the change necessary. I couldn’t say what made the Scourge change her methods, though. But I’m sure there’s an explanation.” 
 
    Sadr pondered Lesh’s words, then remembered he still had the coded notes Aurora had given him. He pulled the sheets from the back pocket of his trousers. 
 
    “I think these belong in the box, too,” he said and handed the bundle to Lesh. Lesh took them, peeked inside and grinned, then he translated the notes onto a blank piece of paper. 
 
    “You know the code?” Sadr asked. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s simpler than it looks. It’s an old Revenant code,” Lesh answered in a distracted tone, his eyes rushing up and down. 
 
    “Do you know her, too?” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Aurora Vespucci.” 
 
    Lesh paused and looked up at him for a second. “Depends on how you define ‘know’, I guess. I never met her, but…” He shrugged and turned his attention back to his translation. Sadr knew better than to rush. 
 
    “But?” 
 
    Lesh finished writing and looked up again, indicating his head toward another pile made of dark-blue wrappers. “She’s in here, too.” 
 
    Sadr searched the dark-blue files until he found one with Aurora’s name on it, written in Bishop’s handwriting. He put it on the table, opened it, but closed it after one short look. Photographs. Photographs only the healers could’ve taken. For too long a moment, his brain tortured him with scenes. He blinked and breathed to calm himself, then he took a closer look. 
 
    The photographs showed a fifteen-year-old Aurora only hours after the attack. The first one showed her from head to chest. There was dried blood everywhere. Her eyes were both blue and swollen shut, her lips were almost black against her snow-white face. She looked dead. An impression intensified by the bloody mess of naked muscle, ripped skin, and splintered bone that was her right side. Her arm had literally been torn out, and very brutally so. The second photo was a close-up of what was left of her right shoulder. He needed a moment before he saw it, but Eris had bitten themself, the neighbor kids, and Sadr too often by now for him not to recognize the marks. Shark teeth. Triangular, ragged at the edges. Good for sawing through skin, fat, and flesh. He looked up to find Lesh watching him, more files in dark-blue wrappers in his hands. He always wrapped his cases in those. 
 
    “It was the Scourge, wasn’t it?” 
 
    Lesh nodded and wiggled the pile in his hands. “These here are the third kind of cases in the conspiracy box—killings that happened within the Anchorlands in the last thirteen years that wear the Scourge’s signature.” He pointed at Aurora’s file in Sadr’s hands. “That is the only attempted killing with her signature that ever happened within Ithacan.” 
 
    Sadr furrowed his brow. “And the other incidents? The kidnappings?” 
 
    “I was told they benefit the Royals so obviously that council members are talking about them in hushed voices, but the heir must be putting his foot down hard.” 
 
    “So, there’s collusion between the Royals and Scourge?” 
 
    “That’s the suspicion, yes.” 
 
    Sadr looked at the file in his hands again. “Did this benefit the Royals?” 
 
    “It did. I find this inheritance business rather complicated, but as I understand it, they excluded Aurora Vespucci from inheriting any positions that are normally given to Royals of her status after the attack, and that’s a little suspicious as she is older than Jonah Vespucci. Theoretically, she could’ve hoped for something as prestigious and important as Sarda Council or even sovereign.” 
 
    Sadr was a little taken aback by how well Lesh understood this inheritance business he claimed to know so little about. He narrowed his eyes. “Why are you so invested in this?” 
 
    Lesh looked like he felt caught, then his expression softened. He took a long, measuring look at Sadr. The debate in his head about whether he wanted to trust Sadr again was displayed visibly on his face, or at least, it was clearly visible to Sadr. Sadr froze, not wanting to disturb the process. Eventually, Lesh put the files on the table and went toward the entrance, his shoulders slouching suddenly as if burdened with a heavy weight. Sadr watched him, confused, and Lesh indicated for Sadr to follow him. 
 
    “Where are we going?” he asked as he caught up. 
 
    Lesh did not look up. “You’ll see.” 
 
    They left the library and went downstairs and outside. The sky was a dark, blueish-gray mist, the moon a smudge hanging low behind the cloud. Lesh walked north, then made a sharp turn to the left after passing the portal tree, making his way to the edge of the spider forest that resonated with a low buzzing sound from the trees. Wet dirt squelched beneath Sadr’s shoes as he followed Lesh through the spaces between the trees that became smaller the deeper they went in. He kept his eyes on Lesh’s back, trying not to lose him in the increasing darkness as the spider’s twisted web of legs blocked out the moonlight more and more.  
 
    Goosebumps rippled over Sadr’s body, and he checked his arms, expecting to find insects or something else crawling over them, but there was nothing. Then the orange light of a fire appeared in the distance between the trees. Lesh steered toward it. The buzzing around them intensified. It was an aggressive sound, but they went on. Finally, they broke through another line of trees and stood in a clearing that was larger than he had expected. It was smaller than the one the House resided in, but large enough for a pack to live here steadily and grow food. Lesh stopped at the edge, his eyes glued to what Sadr saw now was actually a grave light. 
 
    “This was our original settling place when my mothers and I came here. I moved it up after…” Lesh paused, letting his head fall, “…after they were killed one night.” 
 
    The strain in his voice was almost too much for Sadr to bear. He itched to hug him. Lesh had told him that his mothers were dead, but that had been back when Sadr was still a spy, so he had come to assume it was not true. 
 
    “I was seventeen in years, but I hadn’t skinned,” Lesh continued. “They’d sent me on an errand that took me all night, and when I returned, I found them dead. I cocooned and went through the Last Skinning the next day.” 
 
    Sadr let that sink in. Seventeen years was a young age to go through the Last Skinning, but it wasn’t completely unusual. 
 
    “And…you think the Scourge did it?” 
 
    Lesh turned around to him again. “I do. The attack on Aurora Vespucci happened around the time of the Winter Solstice thirteen years ago. My mothers were also killed thirteen years ago, on the first day of the new year, which is just enough time to get from Ithacan to this coast. One of my mothers was a blood mage. I think the Scourge knew her from the past.” 
 
    “A blood mage?” Sadr asked, astonished. Blood mages were the Anchorlands’ version of forgers, only blood mages were usually far more advanced than forgers. 
 
    “Yes. What do you think she did with Aurora Vespucci’s arm after she ripped it off her?” 
 
    The question lingered in the air between them. Lesh’s eyes went back to where the fire burned, sad and deep in thought. “The Scourge needed someone who could turn it into a complex fetish, and I would guess it changes her appearance.” 
 
    Sadr swallowed. “Fetishes can do something of this magnitude?” 
 
    “With the right amount of preparation, complex fetishes can be made to do a lot of things.” 
 
    “Preparation?” Sadr asked. He knew the answer, but he needed to make absolutely sure they were talking about the same thing. 
 
    “Blood magic,” Lesh said matter-of-factly. Sadr had grown up in a land where blood magic was so forbidden, even the term was hushed. Though he had been living in the Anchorlands for six years now, this particular difference was harder to get used to than others. 
 
    “She would need to wear it on her right arm, where it came from,” Lesh added. 
 
    The conclusion made Sadr feel sick. The Scourge had had such an impact after the wars because a lot of people had heard of her but had never seen her in real life. She gained access to territories under the pretense of aspiring to join the respective communities or by being invited as a day guest. The practice of moving a spider tree to a spot in some distance of the actual housing, and as a visitor waiting at said tree until an inhabitant came to fetch you, was established in her time. It gave the other inhabitants a head start if necessary. 
 
    “But that means she could practically be anyone.” 
 
    Lesh nodded and clenched his jaw. “I guess we can confirm each other,” he said dryly, and as abruptly as he had come here, he turned on his heel and walked back to his house with Sadr following him in silence.

  

 
   
    Chapter 8: 
 
    Shit Wheel 
 
    Day 15, Month 6, 150 AL Stormyear. Dusk. 
 
    Sadr 
 
      
 
    The next day, Lesh came back to the meals. Sadr had attempted to give Lesh space after the rather sad first evening, but Lesh came to Sadr’s room later that night and asked if he would help with the shit wheel. Sadr agreed, and shortly after, they stood side by side in the furthermost left-hand corner of the greenhouse, all hands on a large wooden lever in the wall that connected to the container outside. Sewage was stored with dirt, coal, wood, and red stone for a full moon and stirred regularly before it could be turned into the much-needed fertilizer. Nobody wanted to stir standing at the open container, though, so Jade and Lesh had built an apparatus with an interconnected series of wheels within the container. They needed to stir for ten minutes, and after five, they were already sweaty and grunting as the container was full to the brim. 
 
    “Thanks,” Lesh said, panting when they were done. Sadr only waved his hand, still leaning on the lever and too busy inhaling to say something. They stood catching their breaths for another minute. 
 
    “Listen,” Lesh began again, sounding insecure, “not to be rude, but why are you still here?” 
 
    Sadr half smiled and let go of the lever to push himself up to his full height. “I need to wait for Bishop to reach out to me.” 
 
    “Yeah, but…you could do that anywhere, I mean, don’t you have a kid?” 
 
    “How do you know I have a kid?” 
 
    Lesh shrugged. “Bishop let it slip one day.” 
 
    Sadr doubted that and arched his eyebrow. Letting info like that “slip” was not Bishop’s style. You were asking about me, weren’t you? “Well, my kid is well taken care of and fine for now, thank you very much, and I’m not waiting anywhere else because I don’t want to.” 
 
    “Why not?” Lesh asked. Sadr sighed and decided it was time for the full truth. He caught Lesh’s gaze and held it. 
 
    “When Bishop asked me to take care of this case, I was already on my way here. I missed this place. Thinking of how I left hurt, so I made time to come and…get this in order. Or at least try to.” 
 
    Silence followed his words, and in that silence, Lesh’s face went from incredulous to touched to suspicious again. The skin on Sadr’s fingertips tingled with the urge to touch him, to put both hands on Lesh’s cheeks, feel his warm, smooth skin. Full truth, he reminded himself, and took a last bracing breath. 
 
    “I also missed y—” 
 
    “Don’t you dare!” Lesh interrupted him, loud and so angry there was a tear in his blue eye. Sadr had to take a quick step aside or they would have collided as Lesh rushed past him and out of the greenhouse. 
 
    Sadr let himself sink to the floor next to the shit wheel and cried into his hands. He hurt so much it was almost unbearable, but he had to face the truth. Lesh would never forgive him. He’d hurt him, betrayed him, and that was it. It was over, and all he was doing now was causing more pain. He had to accept it. He had to stop pestering him. He had to stop missing him. 
 
    His body was numb as he made his way upstairs to Lesh’s door to inform him he would go and leave him in peace. He’d pack his stuff and the box and go to Taviranuva. He could find a room to stay there while he waited for Bishop to contact him. Maybe he should have done that in the first place. What had he been thinking coming here and imposing himself on Lesh like this? After six years? It had been a mistake from the start. 
 
    Sadr halted at the door and thought carefully about his words. “Lesh, I’m sorry. I don’t want to hurt you any more than I already have. If you want me to leave, I’ll leave. You don’t have to say anything. If you want me gone, just do nothing, and I’ll go.” 
 
    He froze as his own words echoed through his head and waited until the silence drowned them out. New tears shot into his eyes, and he turned around. He heard the door open. 
 
    Lesh’s eyes were red from crying. His face showed indecision and turmoil, but he nodded in an inviting gesture, so Sadr stepped into the room. Lesh let go of the door, and it fell shut behind Sadr. 
 
    “Why did you have to come back here?” Lesh asked. 
 
    Sadr took a deep, bracing breath. “Because I miss you, Lesh. I missed you every day of the last six years. I miss you in my life.” 
 
    Lesh sobbed, his hands closing to fists and opening again at his sides. “You lied to me.” 
 
    “I know, and I am so sorry.” 
 
    “I could have helped you!” 
 
    A wave of anger came with that statement, and Sadr had to balance at the edge of the pit of self-hatred again. Yes, deep down that was what agonized him the most. Lesh could have helped him. He could have hidden him away from prosecution for deserting, even could have spirited him away to Isla. Lesh could have saved him from everything that happened after he deserted. If he had only been honest with him. 
 
    “You’re right,” he said, sounding beaten to his own ears. “I should have confided in you. I did not dare to.” 
 
    “Watching you leave was by far the second shittiest moment of my life,” Lesh said, and the hungry inhabitants of Sadr’s pit of self-hatred stirred. 
 
    “Mine too,” Sadr replied, shutting down the memory of the prison cell with all his might. 
 
    Lesh held his gaze and sighed. The tension between them built again. Sadr sensed the change in the air. He waited for Lesh to shut it down and was surprised when Lesh stepped nearer and put both hands on the sides of Sadr’s face. His heart dropped into his stomach. Incredulous, he watched as Lesh closed his eyes and kissed him. A mixture of a moan and a cry escaped Sadr’s lips. He put both arms around Lesh and hugged him tightly, then he remembered not to deepen the kiss. If he did that, Lesh might accidentally bite him. They had found out six years ago that biting, accidental or otherwise, did not work out for them. Drinking blood made Lesh fertile and limited the way they could have sex with each other while Sadr’s sexual metabolism truly needed no further stimulation. 
 
    In a clumsy dance, touching and caressing each other while carefully kissing, Lesh and Sadr made it over to Lesh’s bed and lay down. Almost immediately, Sadr drowned in the sea of his uncontrollable abilities. The lines between their bodies blurred when their clothes finally vanished and there was nothing left to separate their skin. Everything Lesh felt, Sadr could feel, and everything Sadr felt poured out of him and into Lesh. 
 
    Sadr lost all sense of time and space. His hands and mouth and tongue and hips, all moved on their own, caressing Lesh, devouring him, grateful for every piece of him he could touch and kiss and take into his mouth. Lesh climaxed heavily at some point, and the echo of his ecstasy was like a wave of pure heat rushing up and down under Sadr’s skin. Then Lesh entered him and moved inside him in that exquisitely slow, deep manner that was all enjoyment and no rush. Sadr cried when that exquisite movement inside him gave him an orgasm so intense he saw only white light. 
 
    Sadr tried to breathe through his sobs while Lesh pulled out of him and turned him around and hugged him. For a few minutes, all of it was too much, and Sadr wanted to tell Lesh he needed space, but he was too overwhelmed to speak or move, so he simply lay there and waited for the storm of emotions inside him to calm. A part of him refused to believe any of that had actually happened. Another part was ashamed because he was crying. Another part was trying to wrap itself around the fact that Lesh still wanted him, and that sex with him was still like this, even though so much had happened, and he had been so sure he would never have it again, that he didn’t deserve Lesh’s forgiveness, and certainly not his love. 
 
    “Are you all right, my love?” Lesh asked. “Is it better if we stop touching?” 
 
    Sadr couldn’t help but smile up at him. He shook his head. “No, it’s just… I missed you so much, and right up to the moment when you opened that door, I thought I had lost you for good.” 
 
    Lesh put a hand on Sadr’s face and wiped away the tears, then he ran his fingers through Sadr’s hair. “I missed you, too.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 9: 
 
    Crime Scene Investigation 
 
    Day 16, Month 6, 150 AL. Stormyear. Dawn. 
 
    Lesh 
 
      
 
    That night, Lesh dreamed of his mothers again. It was a vivid dream, taking him back to his early childhood when the four of them lived in the smaller clearing. At first, he was running through the forest, trying to find them. When he did, they stood around a being that was convulsing on the ground, screaming as if they were dying. One of his mothers turned to him, explained that the screaming being had an egg inside that wanted out. He remembered asking whether they would help the pregnant being. His mother gave no answer. 
 
    Lesh woke at dawn, fighting an uneasy feeling the dream had left him with. He lay spooned by Sadr, who snored softly in his sleep. Lesh got up, careful not to wake Sadr, and spent a few minutes searching for his clothes. He settled for a freshly cleaned comfy floor-long dress. Sleeping through the night had disoriented him a bit, and the gray light of dawn hurt his eyes. Lesh took a hash cigarette from the day before as soon as he was dressed and smoked it at an open window. The pain in his eyes subsided immediately, and he breathed with relief. 
 
    “You’re up unusually early,” said Antonin’s voice in his head, and he thought he could feel them smile. Lesh smiled back. Antonin had been his friend, lover, and fellow investigator for more than a decade. They, Viv and Lesh had exchanged fetishes ages ago. 
 
    “Morning, my love,” he replied in his head. 
 
    “You’re up in the morning and you sound happy. What’s wrong?” 
 
    Lesh suppressed a chuckle and then found that he needed to gather some courage to answer the question. “Sadr’s back.” 
 
    Antonin did not react immediately. “Back in your life or back in your bed?” 
 
    “We haven’t talked in detail, but both. You know I only do both.” 
 
    “Wow. Has he eaten a sufficient amount of crow?” 
 
    Lesh tried not to laugh too loudly. He didn’t want to wake Sadr. “He has. And I missed him.” 
 
    “I know you did.” 
 
    “Why are you up already?” Lesh asked. 
 
    Something about the pause told him that Antonin’s smile had vanished. “Because I’ve got a case for you.” 
 
    Lesh put out the cigarette after getting all the details from Antonin and was about to pack without further ado when the sound of a low snore reminded him of the lover in his bed. Lesh halted his dreadful frenzy and lay down next to him, wanting to wake him but then watching him instead. Without waking up, Sadr shuffled closer and pulled Lesh to his chest again. The gesture touched Lesh in places he had forgotten about. For a split second, he really, really wanted to go back to sleep and forget what Antonin had told him, pretend it was merely a nightmare. Sadr woke then and grinned when their eyes locked. 
 
    “Hey,” Sadr said sleepily as his hand cupped Lesh’s face. He caressed Lesh’s cheek and the side of his neck, then wandered to his throat with soft fingertips. Arousal threatened to take over, so he put a hand on Sadr’s. 
 
    “I’m afraid that’s gonna have to wait until I return,” he said. 
 
    At the last word, Sadr’s sleepy good mood died out at once. 
 
    “Return? You’re not seriously—” 
 
    “Antonin just contacted me about a case.” 
 
    “Oh, perfect timing,” Sadr mumbled, clearly frustrated. He rolled on his back and hid his face in his hands. “What is it?” 
 
    Lesh sighed. “I can tell you, but it’s going to ruin your day for sure, so…” 
 
    Sadr lowered his hands and looked at him sympathetically. “It already ruined yours.” 
 
    Sadr’s face turned into stone when Lesh told him. He got up and dressed while Lesh remained sitting on the edge of the bed watching him. Then he got up, stepped behind Sadr, and put his hands on his shoulders. Sadr inhaled and exhaled, turned around, and slumped back down on the bed. He hugged Lesh’s middle and brushed his face against his belly, shoving the fabric of his dress out of the way while Lesh stroked his head. 
 
    “I should come with you,” Sadr said, his voice muffled. Lesh didn’t have to think to know this was not an option. 
 
    “That’s not necessary, I mean, it’s standard operating procedure with the Scourge by now. We know it’s her, but we won’t be able to find her anyway, so we’ll be forced to sit on our hands and wait for the next time she resurfaces.” 
 
    “I have a bad feeling about this.” 
 
    “Yeah, me too, and so we should.” 
 
    They looked at each other in silence, but not without communication. Sadr let go of him and fumbled in his hair, tugged one out with the root, and offered it to Lesh with an earnest face. Lesh took it with similar earnestness, put the root into his mouth where his second mouth stirred, unrolled and sucked it in. It was an itchy procedure, but it meant he could reach Sadr wherever he was. It also meant, at least in their case, that they were officially steady lovers now, and for a split second, the thought made him smile. 
 
    *** 
 
    The splish and splash of lipid bodies in the water below him accompanied Lesh from Taviranuva to the island of Nan. He’d traveled on a motorized boat small enough to take the Shallow Straits between the Two Walls, the two mountain chains lining the Straits’ northern and southern coasts. It was dusk when he arrived and found Antonin waiting for him. Nan was a swamp with a concrete ruin on top, as large as any port city, but uninhabited. 
 
    The other high-court investigator embraced him with a smile. They had one of those round and friendly faces made for smiling. They were slightly taller than Lesh, and their skin was a darker shade. 
 
    “It’s been ages!” they said in his ear, their warm golden-brown eyes shining. The last time they’d seen each other was for Viv’s birthday on Yorca almost three months ago. Viv and Antonin lived together on Yorca and came over to live with Lesh for a few months each year during the dark season. 
 
    “It has,” Lesh confirmed. “Though the reason isn’t pretty this time.” 
 
    Antonin nodded somberly. “It’s a good thing you came so quickly. Follow me.” 
 
    Together they continued farther into the settlement, where the empty darkness gaped down on them from the ruins of the Ancestors’ civilization. Nan mostly lay in ruin. Growing food here was impossible, and staying was made difficult by the lipid swarms that could raid the island at any time and hunt and devour everything with a heartbeat. 
 
    They turned west and soon reached a peculiar alley crammed with crooked but usable houses. The houses were connected with each other through additions that bridged the alley. Lesh halted and looked around. The houses here stood so thick they practically formed a second layer of city above the city. Easy access for a lipid that could jump three meters from a standing position. Antonin led him to an entrance on the left. Inside was a staircase. Two soldiers stood on the lowest step with faces suspicious by default. That Ithacan had sent soldiers over meant that there were wielders among the victims. 
 
    Antonin introduced him to the soldiers and explained he was a special investigator needed for this kind of crime. The soldiers fortunately understood. It wasn’t always the case. Theft and sabotage, people stealing goods from other people or destroying other people’s goods were the most common crimes. Violent cases were often personal and crimes of passion, therefore rather easy to clear. Some violence crimes, the most seldom of them, were neither personal, nor did they happen out of a heated situation. They were prepared, planned, and executed with a distinct coldness. These were much harder to clear. Lesh specialized in investigating this kind of crime. It needed a certain method. 
 
    The soldiers let him and Antonin pass, and together they ascended the stairs to the highest floor that only had one room. Lesh halted at the door and put his backpack down in order to prepare. 
 
    “Who has been up here since it happened?” he asked as he put on thin hempic clothes that would protect his regular clothes from blood stains. 
 
    “Only Marc, the other swarm member who found them, and me.” 
 
    “Where was Marc when it happened?” 
 
    Antonin gave him a look. “Isla, lovehouse. We already checked that.” 
 
    Lesh nodded. “The soldiers?” 
 
    “They had a look but didn’t go in. I was with them.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    It was important the place remained exactly the way the perpetrator left it, or else Lesh’s method was rather useless. Lesh finished dressing and prepared his instruments—glasses with various magnifiers attached, a goniometer, a pair of tweezers, a lancet, a pen, and a writing pad for his sketches and notes. When he was ready, he nodded, and Antonin opened the door for him. He took a step inside. His eyes adjusted and readjusted when Antonin closed the door behind him again. He listened to Antonin’s receding steps outside, then their voice as they started a conversation with the soldiers. They laughed. It was a booming laugh, and the soldiers chimed in. Lesh grinned. Antonin had that effect on people, no matter who they were. 
 
    He focused on the task before him again. The room was vast, about thirty square meters. The most prominent piece of furniture was a large bed that stood in the middle. The bodies lay around it, naked. They’d been killed during a mating ceremony. Most swarms that wanted to parent children chose to perform mating ceremonies. They would settle down somewhere for the Dark Season, wait a turn of the moon until their cycles synced, then have an orgy. This way, it was impossible to know exactly who caused whose pregnancy, and they would raise the child or children that stemmed from that night all together. 
 
    It was the usual way people in the Anchorlands reproduced, and the decision was never a light one. How could it be? For the long-lived cruoids, carrying a child meant triggering a process that would age them early and have them enter Evanescence and die about five decades after the birth of the first child. It was still debated how old cruoids could actually become without ever carrying children. The lowest estimations talked about one to two centuries, but there were already cruoids from the Generation that Turned that were far older than that. The highest estimations spoke of several millennia. Lesh wanted children, he had always wanted children, but having them meant closing the door on an unknown lifespan. If Viv and Antonin, two cruoids his age, were the only loves in his life, he would not think about it at all. But Sadr made him think about these things. If Lesh never carried a child, he had easily more than ten decades left, according to the lowest estimations. Sadr was near the completion of his third decade, which meant that during the course of the next five to seven decades, he would age and die. The thought of not aging with him was already unbearable. The thought of burying him and then going on for the stars knew how long was unthinkable. It drove Lesh headlong into a wall of sadness and confusion. He shook his head to collect himself. 
 
    He scanned the floor for blood traces. There were splatters, bloody hand- and footprints, and pools of blood near the bodies. The mattress was soaked, and there were splashes on the walls as well. He made sketches of the entire room, of how the blood and bodies were distributed, then he went on to the wounds. He measured them, finding there were no bites. He also found no damage that had been done with bare hands. Usually, biting and ripping was the Scourge’s modus operandi. She’d stopped using weapons decades ago, when the battles within Iber and everywhere else in the Anchorlands ceased. 
 
    These people had been killed with a blade. A big and sharp one. The cuts were clean, dealt with great precision and strength. Efficient. Not raging. A blade in the hands of someone who knew how to use it. It did fit the Scourge of past times, when she’d fought alongside others for a cause. It did not fit the Scourge whose bloody traces he had been following for the last ten years. 
 
    He looked around the room and learned from the army jackets that there were two deserters among the five victims—two wielders and three cruoids that formed a swarm. I should ask the soldiers if they know them, he thought, then wondered whether Antonin had already done that. He wrote the question down for later, then tiptoed around the blood back into the front of the room, nearer to one of the bodies. It was time for some blood magic to come into use. Bracing himself internally, he hunched next to the crimson pool and tickled his neck until his second mouth jerked free. He dipped the tip of the lancet in the blood and led it to his mouth to taste it. He closed his eyes. 
 
    First came the feeling of skin. Skin on skin. Hands pressing down, fingers cramping to fists around muscle and fat and flesh. A moment of complete and utter ecstasy… The rush of the drug that a cruoid’s bite gave, a shot of pure euphoria. And then… Then there was a sound, not particularly loud, but that wasn’t what made the sound so threatening, so dooming. It was the fact that it came from outside the window, and they were alone on an island in the middle of a storm. Nobody should be outside that window. The feeling of falling from pure euphoria to raw fear within seconds was agonizing and awful. The bodies groaned and tried to leave the bed, but they fell because their legs wouldn’t hold them. The window broke, and she was inside, and they knew who she was, and they knew what she would do. 
 
    The echo of screaming tore at his ears, and Lesh jerked to his feet and sideways, afraid to fall to the ground. He stumbled blindly until his shoulder hit the wall. He grunted and tried to catch his breath as goosebumps ran over his skin. Thunder crashed above him, but he barely noticed. The sound faded again and left silence behind, and in that silence, Lesh suddenly remembered the present. Remembered Antonin and the soldiers outside, and how he couldn’t hear their muffled voices anymore. 
 
    He shuffled against the wall, not quite trusting his balance yet, and turned to the door. It was still closed. Lightning illuminated the room, turning the bodies into a twitching, nightmarish creature for a second. New fear flooded his veins, like something cold crawling up his arms. He took another look around the room, making sure he saw every corner, then he turned toward the door again, pushed himself away from the wall and went on. He needed to know why the people downstairs weren’t talking anymore. The floor screeched beneath his steps, and Lesh jumped at the sound, but he continued walking, rolling his eyes at how jumpy he was. He wasn’t as off-balance as he’d feared. He reached the door and opened it slowly. The only light came from a torch in the opposite wall. The stairwell was empty and silent, only the howling wind and the rain were audible. 
 
    “Antonin?” Lesh shouted. No answer. He stepped outside and approached the banister to look down to where the soldiers waited, half expecting to find lifeless bodies on the floor. But the space was empty. Which wasn’t much better. Where did they go? 
 
    “Damn it,” he mouthed to himself and turned around. He needed to look for them, but first, he needed to get his notes. He would never leave a crime scene without his notes. It took him a moment to spot his notepad, and he cursed under his breath again. He’d dropped it. Onto one of the bodies. 
 
    “Thank the stars Bishop’s not here to see this,” he mumbled as he tiptoed through the room toward his pad. They had always been irked by his method. Not because it didn’t work—Bishop saw and respected that it did. But because of how it worked, and what effect it had on him. The toll it takes on you, they put it. He carefully snatched the pad up at one corner and saw that only one side of it was dabbed in blood. His notes and sketches were mostly untouched. I’ll need to copy those onto clean paper. He opened his suit to stuff the pad in between the hempic layers when a screech of the floor made him turn around. 
 
    A tall, cloaked person had entered the room. The upper half of the face was covered, but Lesh could see the mouth and cheeks. There was a star marked there, as big as the nail of a pinky finger, sitting square in the middle of the left cheek. His first silly thought ran to Rella, but he knew this was not Rella. Lesh took a step backward onto some intestines on the floor. His thoughts stumbled over themselves. She’s come back! She never comes back! Where are the soldiers? Antonin! She never left! She waited here for me! 
 
    The Scourge crossed the distance between them in the blink of an eye and shoved her hand inside him. Pain exploded in his belly. Lesh wanted to scream, but only a gurgle came out. He could feel her hand moving inside him. He couldn’t breathe. Thunder crashed, and lightning illuminated the room. The Scourge screamed angrily into his face. A cold, iron-strong arm wrapped around his neck like a snake, as if one of the dead had returned to life to strangle him. As if that’s necessary, I’m already dead… A curious smell hit his nose. It was familiar, but he could not place it in his current state. Then the world fell in on itself and everything went black.

  

 
   
    28 years earlier 
 
    Agatha 
 
      
 
    The gorger fussed about the baby as if it were her own. By the time Agatha woke up, she had cleaned the squealing worm, wrapped it in a blanket, and was carrying it around in her arms, humming to it. The baby lay on top of her massive belly where another gorger who would soon see the light of day lay. Agatha let her rage flare up and then stuffed it down again. For now, she was too weak. Giving birth to that thing had taken a toll on her, a toll the eggs she’d birthed before had not. She’d not felt this weak in ages. Getting pregnant with that thing should not have been possible. She knew that. 
 
    “I can help you,” said the gorger, interrupting her thoughts. Agatha sized up this whale of a person, suspicions growing thick in her head like vines. 
 
    “Help?” she asked finally. 
 
    “With this child.” 
 
    Agatha sneered to hide that she was intrigued. A part of her wanted to get rid of this worm so badly she almost did not care how. 
 
    “What do you get out of this?” she asked, and the expression that formed on the Gorger’s face was hard to decipher. 
 
    “I am wife to the heir,” the Gorger said, “and I care for my husband’s subjects as much as he does. This child can grow up in our household. We have plenty of room. This way, you are free to do whatever you set your mind to, and I can sleep easy knowing there is at least some order in this…this filthy mess that the world has become.” 
 
    Agatha stayed silent, trying to sort through the many different impulses she felt. Wife to the heir. She had not known where to go. Ithacan, yes, where all the Gorgers came from, but Ithacan was big. Agatha figured that everybody in Ithacan would be able to tell her where she could find the royal family. But apparently she’d found them all on her own. 
 
    “If I may ask—” the Gorger started and then hesitated, giving Agatha time to actually say whether the chick may or may not. Nobody ever does that, Agatha thought. She nodded. 
 
    “How did this baby come to be?” 
 
    There were several answers to this question, and Agatha took her time to decide on one. “It came to be against my wishes.” 
 
    The chick pulled down the corners of her mouth. “You were raped?” Her voice was almost a whisper. 
 
    Agatha could not help but laugh at her. Raped, me? No living thing on this planet had the power to rape her. Agatha had made sure of that a long time ago when she shed her human shell to become the strongest, fastest, and smartest predator that roamed the earth. 
 
    The chick stared at her, confused about her reaction. Agatha stopped laughing. 
 
    “Johnathan Vespucci,” she said and watched as the chick’s face fell. 
 
    “My husband’s brother?” the chick mumbled, and Agatha nodded. “But he is dead!” 
 
    “Yes, he died while on a mapping mission with his division,” Agatha said. “They found him in the morning in his tent, naked, his neck snapped.” 
 
    The chick swallowed. Her blue eyes were wide. Something was going on inside that little head of hers. 
 
    “If it came to be against your wishes, why didn’t you kill it?” 
 
    Again, Agatha needed to weigh several impulses against each other. The chick waited patiently, looking at the worm now sleeping silently in her arms. 
 
    “It is against the order, this baby. It should not have been possible. I used to be a scientist. I want to see what comes of it. I let it live for that reason, and that reason only.” 
 
    When the chick looked up from the worm this time, something about her features told Agatha the situation was changing. Adrenaline cleared her head and senses. 
 
    “You’re a turner,” the chick stated in a toneless voice. Agatha moved almost without realizing. She grabbed the chick’s throat, pressed her against the wall, and savored the fear that streamed from her, in her scent and in her teary, blue eyes. The worm, wedged in between them, woke and squealed again. 
 
    “I am the Turner,” Agatha hissed and brought her face even closer, observing panic erupt on the chick’s face when she let her two sets of eyelids blink. She pressed harder and enjoyed how fragile the chick’s neck felt between her fingers. It only needed a little push, and she would be over, as well as her stinking Gorger child. 
 
    “The Scourge of the Anchorlands,” the chick mumbled, as if not realizing she was speaking aloud. 
 
    “Just the Scourge,” Agatha corrected her. “And you better not damage the little worm. It is still mine. I shall come and check on that which is mine. Understood?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10: 
 
    Healing Gesture 
 
    Day 19, Month 6, 150 AL. Stormyear. Morning. 
 
    Sadr 
 
      
 
    “All right,” Jade said after two hours of rummaging around in Lesh’s open stomach wound and stitching it up. “We have to trigger the bite now. Lesh keeps the blood in his room,” they continued and looked at him expectantly. 
 
    Sadr got up and put a hand on Lesh’s chest. His lover’s breaths were slow and deep and very regular. 
 
    “I’ll do the honors,” he said. 
 
    Jade stared at him. “Sure?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Jade nodded. Lesh was rather sensitive about the topic of biting people. He preferred to drink stored blood, which was not actually blood, but a powder that was dissolved in water and supplemented with other foods. 
 
    Jade carefully put one hand on Lesh’s chin, the other over his nose, then he pulled his jaw apart a bit. Sadr placed his left wrist over Lesh’s mouth, then tickled his throat. Lesh twitched once, and the second mouth inside his throat woke with a start. Sadr tickled for a few more seconds, and with a jerk, the mouth lunged forward, hit Sadr’s wrist and bit down. There was a short pain, then heat rushed up Sadr’s arm, and a shiver made him gasp. A laugh wanted to escape his throat, though there was absolutely nothing funny about this situation. He could feel a soft dragging every time the mouth sucked in another sip of his blood. It curiously made him think of how Eris had sucked the liquid fat Sadr had warmed for them in a fish bladder when they were a babe. Now I’m Lesh’s fish bladder, he thought and chuckled involuntarily, because it was such a silly thought. 
 
    “That’s enough,” Jade said and pushed two fingers between Lesh’s mouth and Sadr’s wrist, snatching the little teethy muscle and carefully pulling it off Sadr. It snapped when they detached it and scratched once more over his skin. He pulled back, and Jade let go of it. It slithered back and disappeared behind Lesh’s lips, which closed on their own. 
 
    “All right then,” Jade said. “Now we wait.” 
 
    Sadr shook his head. There was more he could do. “Not quite.” 
 
    Jade looked up. 
 
    “I can do more than that, but we have to transport him to his bed first,” Sadr explained. 
 
    They raised an eyebrow at him. “I thought you were a Lifestealer, not a Healer.” 
 
    Sadr could not help but smirk. The old misunderstanding. 
 
    “Healers and Lifestealers share the same ability, they just use it differently. Every Lifestealer can learn how to heal, and every Healer can learn how to steal. I learned it from my sister.” 
 
    “Ah,” said Jane. “Well, we need a shield to transport him, or the stitches will tear. I’ll ask Sirius.” 
 
    They left with their hand already fumbling in their thick, brown hair for a fetish. Sirius, Sadr thought. Sirius lived in one of the nearest territories. He and Lesh had been a thing once, long before Sadr met Lesh. Sadr didn’t know much more than that or how it had ended, but Sirius was not particularly fond of Sadr, though he tried hard not to show it, especially with Lesh around. Sadr didn’t like the prospect of meeting him again and facing his hostility, but as a Shield, Sirius would be able to move Lesh’s body to his bed without risking further damage to his wound. Sadr needed Sirius to do that so he could support Lesh’s healing process and watch over his lover. He would focus on the situation and trust Sirius to see the emergency and do the same. 
 
    Jade returned and proclaimed that Sirius would be there in an hour. Sadr took the opportunity to eat. There were leftovers from yesterday’s kebab, but he did not taste anything, nor did he have much of an appetite. It was merely a necessity. 
 
    An hour later, a ripple went through the House, and Jade left to welcome Sirius. Sadr stayed with Lesh, checking his vitals for the fifty-seventh time. 
 
    Sirius’s dark-gray eyes barely took note of him when he entered and rushed to Lesh’s other side. He was filled with worry, it oozed from his frown and left a bitter taste in the air he exhaled. Sadr knew the taste from the back of his own mouth. Sirius checked Lesh’s vitals himself, the skin of his hand stark white against Lesh’s deep-golden brown. Sadr leaned back on his heels, almost taking a step back, but he didn’t. 
 
    Sirius had left the royal forces long before Sadr did and under much different circumstances. He’d moved to the Anchorlands and opened a school that had turned into a shelter for deserters over the years. Sirius helped them get used to their new circumstances and taught them what they needed to know about their new home. He was a good source for news from Ithacan. 
 
    “What happened?” Sirius asked, looking up. 
 
    “He was attacked while on a case.” Sadr shrugged. “That’s all we know for now.” 
 
    Sirius worked his jaw, obviously suppressing impulses. “You know how to do this?” 
 
    “My sister’s a healer, she taught me.” 
 
    Sirius weighed his words for another second. “Okay. Let’s get him upstairs.” 
 
    Sadr nodded and stepped back to let him do what he’d come to do. Sirius closed his eyes and breathed deeply. Light became alive in his arms and chest. He opened his eyes again and focused on Lesh’s unconscious body. A soft vibration filled the air and tickled the hairs on Sadr’s neck. Sirius stretched his fingers and then slowly raised his hands. Being a shield meant that Sirius could create electromagnetic fields and attract or repel matter with them. He could also neutralize energy, which made shields a good defense against powerhouses, who created energy. 
 
    When Sirius made Lesh’s body rise, it looked as if two giant, invisible hands gently moved between Lesh’s body and the table. Sirius audibly exhaled and turned on the spot, and Lesh gradually turned with him, until his feet were toward the door. Sirius began to move, and Lesh floated after him. Jade held the door for them and fell into step behind Sadr as they made their way to Lesh’s room. 
 
    “Where was he attacked?” Sirius asked after putting Lesh safely down on his mattress. 
 
    “Nan,” Sadr answered. 
 
    Incredulity shot into Sirius’s eyes. “Nan? Jade said he was just attacked. How did he get here?” 
 
    Sadr shrugged again. “I would like to know myself, but I have no idea. We were outside because of a freshwater rain when we heard him scream and found him like this at the portal tree.” 
 
    Something Sadr could not quite decipher sparked in Sirius’s eyes. “Was he with a Stormrider?” 
 
    “A what? You mean a bastard mage?” 
 
    Sirius gave him a look. “Oh, come on, Sadr!” 
 
    Sadr raised his palms, trying to filter the anger out of the confusion. “Come on about what?” 
 
    “Don’t feign ignorance. Everybody knows what they do with bastard mages in Leda. They’re not the only ones.” 
 
    “You’re telling me the Waylands train new wielders?” 
 
    Sirius shook his head. “No, not my batch. I don’t know where they come from or who trains them or even what it exactly is they do, to be honest. I heard there are soldiers in some divisions that pass as forgers because they can only wield during storms. Rumor has it that even Sovereign Smileyface knows about them, but he keeps the lid on that closed as tightly as he can.” 
 
    That gave Sadr pause. As far as he could figure, and he believed that he could estimate rather well, the only reason Jonah Vespucci would keep the lid on anything was because he wanted to exploit it for himself somehow. Like the spy program that Sadr had requested to enter when his existence as a duel soldier had become unbearable and he’d sought to find a solution that was not desertion. He’d been made to believe that the program, though secret to the public, was a regular part of the royal forces, that it was part of the game to train certain soldiers with the right talents to spy on persons of interest in and outside Ithacan. It was only after his desertion that he’d learned the royal forces had no spy program. 
 
    He was the only one he knew who’d been trained in this way. The only people he knew in the program was the exec general that had trained him, who Sadr reported to while on his mission, and the sovereign himself. There was no paper trail on the mission Sadr was sent on, and all the resources he needed—food, clothing, paper—had been provided by the sovereign himself, in part from his private possessions. Sadr had later learned he’d worn the sovereign’s own clothing. He didn’t know why it was this particular detail that continued to come back to dazzle him. 
 
    After Sirius left to talk to Jade, Sadr got into the bed with Lesh and made himself comfortable. He checked Lesh’s vitals and then intertwined their fingers and placed his head near Lesh’s cheek. All he had to do was relax and wait. After a few minutes, he noticed movement in his veins, as if his blood was trying to flow out of his skin. But it wasn’t his blood, it was low-current electricity, the sheer force that was the difference between life and death. It ran out of him and into Lesh’s body, helping his cells rebuild. Sadr did that for a few hours before his body had nothing left to give. He was already sound asleep by then.

  

 
   
    Chapter 11: 
 
    Wounded 
 
    Day 19, Month 6, 150 AL Stormyear. Night. 
 
    Lesh 
 
      
 
    He could neither see nor hear, but he felt things. His stomach was on fire with invisible flames. There was an impact, as if he’d fallen to the ground, only he was pretty sure another body was between him and the ground when he landed. He was afraid, though he didn’t know what of. He couldn’t feel his body. He didn’t know where his limbs were or whether they were still attached to him. There was a burning pain inside him. Then a familiar beard scratched over his cheek, and he could feel his eyes again, because tears of relief shot into them. 
 
    “Sadr…” a creaking, half-dead voice said with his mouth. Sadr covered it with his for a second, then he said something, but Lesh couldn’t comprehend what. Thunder crashed in his ears. 
 
    “The pain…” someone else said. Jade? “Better make him sleep.” 
 
    Through all his numbness, he could feel Sadr’s hesitation. Lesh wanted to tell Sadr that it was fine in this case, that some Lifestealer-induced painlessness was precisely what he needed. He waited, observing how a hollow, cold, foul feeling crawled over his skin, spreading from his burning belly. Then Sadr’s warm hands cupped his face, electric impulses from his fingertips tickling his cheeks. Heat shot through him, and Lesh was pulled into a deep and dreamless sleep. 
 
    The next time he woke, Lesh had no body at all. It took a while, but the feeling returned part by part. First, there was a lung that filled itself with a deep breath. Then there were bones wrapped in muscle, flesh, and skin. Everything ached. Lesh was too tired to open his eyes. Heat radiated from his middle. It was hot, but not burning. It also itched, which was a good sign. He opened his eyes and found the ceiling of his bedroom. He was shirtless and half-covered by his blanket. His feet were bare. What in the stars happened? Where was the one he’d landed on, the one that had gotten him here? And how in the stars had they even done that? He wasn’t sure how he knew it, but someone had saved him from the Scourge at the last second and brought him home. A wielder. Someone in possession of powers he’d never heard of. 
 
    Hair tickled his cheek. Sadr was lying next to him. Lesh moved his head, and Sadr raised his to look at him. Their eyes met. His lover looked tired and smiled. 
 
    “Hey,” he said softly. “How are you feeling?” 
 
    “Boiling,” Lesh answered. His voice was still creaking, and his throat hurt. Had he screamed? He couldn’t remember. He coughed, which sent a sharp pain through his body. He tried to breathe steadily and relax. 
 
    “Water?” Sadr asked. He nodded, and Sadr turned around and reached for the glass on the bedside table. He helped him drink by supporting his head with one hand. The movement it took to raise his head a bit sent a flash of pain down his chest. I will not be able to leave this bed for at least a week, he thought miserably. 
 
    “Bishop asked me to tell you that Antonin’s fine and with Viv on Yorca. They want to come here.” 
 
    Lesh swallowed the water and wanted to sigh in relief, but it hurt, and he hissed instead. 
 
    “Did they tell you what happened?” he asked with a voice that was starting to sound more like his own. Sadr nodded. 
 
    “Yes, they did. Antonin and the soldiers heard noises outside and went to look. She must have attacked you shortly after. They said the building you were in was hit by lightning, then they heard you scream and ran back inside to look for you. They saw the Scourge at the crime scene, but she fled out of the window immediately. You were gone.” 
 
    She let them see her? Lesh pondered. “How did I get here?” 
 
    Sadr put the glass back, his face serious. Their eyes met. “We have no idea. You just…appeared.” 
 
    “Was there someone with me?” 
 
    Sadr’s brow furrowed. “No, not that I could see.” 
 
    But there was. “Where did I…?” 
 
    “Next to the portal tree.” Sadr indicated in the general direction with his head. “There was a surprise freshwater rain, and we were all outside to open the reservoirs when we heard a scream. Rella and I found you on the ground, you were clutching your belly and there was blood everywhere. Jade patched you up, and I gave you blood…” The sentence trailed off and an awkward question rose between them. 
 
    “Your blood?” Lesh asked. 
 
    Sadr nodded. Lesh brought one hand to Sadr’s face and touched it gently. 
 
    “Thank you,” he said. Sadr smiled at him, but there was a sadness that stole into his eyes. Lesh could see it, and he could taste it in the kiss Sadr placed on his dry lips. Somehow, he already knew what this sadness was about. 
 
    “How much time do you have left on your vacation?” 
 
    Sadr cringed. “I planned on leaving for Isla tomorrow, but…” 
 
    “But what? I mean, you do need to get back to Eris, don’t you?” 
 
    “You’re right, I should…” He trailed off again, his stare going blank. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    Sadr took a deep breath. “Jonah Vespucci is being put on trial before the Sarda Council.” 
 
    Lesh forgot all his aches for a second. “What? How?” 
 
    “Aurora made a formal request, and Ingla approved it. The trial will be held next week, both councils will be present.” 
 
    Lesh took a moment to process this information and the implications. “But why?” he asked. “I mean, the sovereign is certainly not in league with the Scourge, is he?” 
 
    Sadr averted his eyes. His lover was choosing his words carefully. “If the sovereign knows something about any collusion, a trial might be the only situation where he can be made to reveal the information.” 
 
    Lesh nodded. 
 
    “He is also a violator,” Sadr continued in a toneless voice. “Since his takeover, deserter numbers have skyrocketed. I am pretty sure that a large number of the resting statements in the box come from former soldiers that have been harmed / violated by him in some way.” 
 
    A cold feeling that had nothing to do with his wound crawled through Lesh’s chest. He knew. He knew everything. He knew why Sadr had not only walked away but disappeared from the face of the earth for a year, only to reappear as Bishop’s new assistant investigator. He knew why it took him six years to return to him. 
 
    “Is yours one of them?” 
 
    Sadr looked up at him, his eyes wide with astonishment. Lesh watched as tears welled up in them. His lover nodded, and Lesh went numb with anger. Resting statements were vetted the same way regular statements were, except a resting statement was sealed, anonymized, and then put away until the one who made the statement decided to disclose it. They were an option for survivors of violent crimes who often needed a certain amount of time to recover before they had the strength to go through the strains of a trial. They could also be used to establish precedence if the same perpetrator was put on trial for a different violent crime. The thought that his lover had suffered through violence bad enough for a resting statement made him seethe with rage. 
 
    “You should go to the trial,” Lesh said, then he regretted it. It was not his place to say that. “Strike that. I mean, do you want to go?” 
 
    Sadr cringed again. “I do. But I also want to stay here and take care of you, and I want you and Eris to be in the same place so I don’t have to choose between the two of you.” 
 
    Lesh couldn’t help but smile at the stubborn affection in his lover’s tone. 
 
    “If you want to attend the trial then you should, regardless of me or even Eris.” 
 
    Defiance lit up in his lover’s eyes, an automatic reaction to people who weren’t parents telling parents how to parent, but it faded quickly and made way for dread. 
 
    “I guess you’re right. I still don’t want to leave you.” 
 
    “Then come back,” Lesh said and understood only a second later what he was actually trying to say. Sadr looked at him with curious eyes. 
 
    “I mean it,” he emphasized, finding Sadr’s hand and intertwining their fingers. “Bring Eris and stay for the Dark Season.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 12: 
 
    Trial 
 
    Day 25, Month 6, 150 AL. Stormyear. Afternoon. 
 
    Sadr 
 
      
 
    Ingla was swarming with people. The small island’s three ports were so crowded they had to wait a full hour before they could land. There were boats of all sizes and shapes, for fishing or transporting goods and people of all sizes and shapes, too. Sadr saw soldiers, landowners, workers, and students. Judging from the black-and-gold banner hitched atop one of the bigger transport ships, even the heir’s inner circle was here. 
 
    Sadr had no other choice but to follow the crowd from the port as it pushed him across the mostly empty island toward the university building. He kept his mouth shut and listened to the slivers of conversations around him. Everybody was talking, and their voices were pitching upward, frantic with dread or excitement, he could not tell. He tried to filter out voices in his vicinity and found a calmer one that was easier to follow. 
 
    “I heard the heir is here. I guess he’ll put a stop to it anyway, no matter what Sarda says.” 
 
    From the corner of his eye, he saw the gray uniform of an HC worker, but the voice was unfamiliar to him. 
 
    “I wouldn’t be so sure. I heard Sarda has had enough of the sovereign’s behavior, and that they’ll jump at any opportunity to pull him out.” 
 
    The other voice, younger and slightly more frantic, belonged to a uniformed soldier. Sadr registered that one with some astonishment. 
 
    The first voice chuckled sarcastically. “Oh really? Then why haven’t they? You said the Cripple tried more than once to drag her cousin in front of a court—” 
 
    “But not with the backing from Ingla! They have to take her seriously now. They just have to!” 
 
    The first voice sighed. “Even if they do, I’m afraid Jonah Vespucci won’t see the inside of a court anyway.” 
 
    “Huh?” said the other, and Sadr slowed, but someone bumped into him and complained and apologized at the same time, and he lost the voices. That meant he was left with his own endlessly tired and depressed head. If the Sarda Council sanctioned the investigation and the involvement of the high court, the sovereign would challenge Aurora to a duel. That was a special privilege for soldiers only the Sarda Council granted. Aurora knew that. He had watched her train for it. If she declined, Jonah would walk free of whatever charges she brought against him. If she accepted, she had to fight him in a duel. The sovereign was a decorated soldier. Before he’d become sovereign, he’d held the record for winning duels. Sadr had forgotten the exact number, but it had two digits. It was about the only thing he’d ever genuinely admired about the sovereign. Of course, that was all before… 
 
    The sight of Bishop distracted him from his line of thinking. They stood in the crowd waiting for him, the stream of people moving around them like a river would around a rock. Their hair went from white to black with all shades in between, starting white at their forehead and turning black in their nape. They wore it long, but bound to the back of their head. Their skin was of a darker shade of wet sand with a cool, rosy undertone. They had a hunch due to an irregular spine, and a cane was their steady companion. He’d never seen them take off their gloves. They had at least a dozen pairs, and most of them were shades of gray. Their face was wrinkled, and they had deep-brown, friendly eyes that hid a sharp wisdom. Bishop rarely missed anything, which made them a great investigator and an unnerving friend. 
 
    They greeted Sadr with a short nod and fell into step with him. “You heard what happened?” they asked in a low voice so only Sadr could hear. They accepted the hard drive and files Sadr had brought from the House and tucked them under their free arm. Sadr nodded, anxiety sparking up in him. 
 
    “Good. We should hurry. The trial is about to commence.” 
 
    The room was already full. Bishop and he were the last ones permitted inside the hall of the main university building where a provisional court room had been set up to accommodate the large crowd, complete with tall seats for members of the Sarda Council, rows of chairs for the public opposite the council members, and two extra seating areas to the right and left of the room. George and Josepha Vespucci sat next to each other as still as statues in the one to the right of Sadr. Their two middle children, Helena and Joseph, were on either side of them and were similarly unmoving. Jonah Vespucci had his own chair in front of them, facing Aurora, the prosecutor, on the left side of the room. It seemed he planned on defending himself in this trial. He had been married multiple times and had multiple children from these marriages, but as far as Sadr knew, the sovereign had divorced his last wife a while ago and was not involved in the parenting since he traveled between divisions and outposts all the time. Sadr could only hope the sovereign stayed as far away from parenting children as possible. 
 
    The seating area behind Aurora was empty except for two people her age who were completely unfamiliar to him. They looked like unmarried Ithacan femmes with their long hair and wide clothes. He couldn’t place them. Aurora leaned back in her chair in a pose that might fool people into thinking she was relaxed, but her utter stillness betrayed her tension. She stared ahead coolly, as if looking at an interesting, mildly hideous insect. She barely nodded when Bishop put the resting statements next to another pile of sheets already sitting on an adjacent table. Sadr could almost hear her think. She was dressed in a black skirt that ended above her knees, and a simple tight black shirt. The prosthesis she wore was unfamiliar to him. It was black and scaled like the body of a snake. It looked elegant, but somehow…heavy. The light played on it when she moved. Sadr consciously decided to not stare at her anymore. 
 
    He and Bishop got seats that were separated by a few rows. Bishop had taken the seat farther back so Sadr could not see them. The sovereign made a sour face, like a child who was being made to sit through a lecture that had nothing to do with him. Anger welled up in him, and Sadr greeted it like an old friend. 
 
    Through the large windows, he spotted more and more people forming a ring around the building. Many of them appeared to be soldiers dressed in their official uniforms that were colored and embroidered to signal their respective fields. 
 
    The mediator, a small round person with a shock of black hair, addressed the room, introducing himself and explaining the reason for this unusual constellation of both councils handling the same case. 
 
    “We are here today because the honored members of the Ingla Court have sanctioned a motion for indictment made by Prosecutor Aurora Vespucci against Sovereign Jonah Vespucci for the crimes of aggravated assault and battery in at least three cases. Now it is the responsibility of the honored members of the Sarda Council to decide whether the prosecutor may proceed. If the Sarda Council deems the prosecutor’s case sound, the high court will be asked to assist in the proceedings, which is why we also have members of the high court present here today.” 
 
    The meditator turned to address Jonah and explained his rights to him. Sadr was still impressed she’d managed to get the motion sanctioned. If Sarda allowed this process to continue, it could very well end with a royal sovereign tried and imprisoned by the high court for the first time in living memory. 
 
    The mediator went on to introduce the council members and lapsed into a longer speech about how exactly they would proceed now. Sadr did not listen to most of it. His eyes were glued to Aurora, who was still staring ahead. He wondered if she knew he was here, if she had seen him in the public stands and was trying to avoid eye contact with him, but he waved the thought aside, feeling silly. 
 
    “But first things first,” the mediator raised his voice again, “if there are any resting statements about Sovereign Jonah Vespucci for the crime of violence, they can be disclosed here and now.” 
 
    The silence that followed this offer was always crushing. All it would take was one thoroughly vetted resting statement…but did she have one? Her own was impressive and spoke volumes about all the secrets she wanted out, but it was unofficial. It held no proof except for the photographs. It held no weight as it hadn’t been vetted in the appropriate time frame. 
 
    Aurora’s head was bowed, but the two unfamiliar people in her column had turned their faces to the crowd. Their gazes moved frantically over the people assembled. They were clearly anxious, desperate. Sadr at once knew who they were and what they dreaded. Jonah’s divorced wives, afraid they would have to take the witness seat. The decision was easier than he thought. He stood and spoke loud and clearly. 
 
    “I have a resting statement about Jonah Vespucci I will disclose.” 
 
    Aurora’s head shot up. Her expression was priceless. A childish part of him wanted to laugh at her, amused that he had surprised her. He focused on this feeling as he made his way to the middle of the room.

  

 
   
    Chapter 13: 
 
    Resting Statement 
 
    Day 25, Month 6, 150 AL Stormyear. Afternoon. 
 
    Aurora 
 
      
 
    Aurora was confused. She tried hard not to show it, but she was massively confused. “The secret lover” was a Plan C, a strategy for the hypothetical case that, despite their precautions, Josepha knew of her and Bishop’s regular meetings in lovehouses around the Anchorlands and managed to bring them up during a trial. She’d always thought it a thin defense, but, if played right, not impossible to succeed. 
 
    When Bishop didn’t show up two weeks ago, Aurora had been forced to improvise. Sadr couldn’t have known what she was about to drag him into. She hadn’t expected him to be here today, certainly not with a resting statement. She had no idea what to do with that. Bishop had said more than once that they would introduce her to an ally one day, but when she’d met Sadr, she’d assumed he might have connections to other deserters who would have information about how Jonah treated his soldiers. It had never occurred to her that Sadr might have a story to tell. He did desert, after all. She had simply never stopped to wonder why. 
 
    “Your witness, my lady,” said the mediator, and Aurora snapped out of her inner turmoil. Sadr had taken the witness seat and looked at her expectantly. She had to go through the two basic questions about the “who” and the “what”. The room was silent, attentive. She took up her court stance, hands folded, back straight. 
 
    “Please state your name and current occupation.” 
 
    “My name is Sadr, he, and I work for the Investigative Department of the Anchorlands’ High Court.” 
 
    “What happened between you and Jonah Vespucci that is relevant to this trial?” 
 
    “I can attest to the sovereign’s violent and brutal behavior against my own person that took place six years ago.” 
 
    The calm and grounded tone with which he spoke those words shook her, and her first reaction was rejection. She did not want him to attest to that. She did not want him to be able to attest to that. But it was too late. She had made this trial happen, and now Sadr was sitting here. He was her witness, and she had to ask for every detail she needed him to say aloud, no matter what her personal feelings were, no matter whether every cell of her body bristled in reluctance. She allowed herself a deep breath. 
 
    “Please explain,” she said and grew very still. Sadr nodded and turned his head slightly to look out at the room while he spoke. 
 
    “Six years ago, I was caught, charged with desertion and imprisoned at the Dorra border. Three hours after I was captured, the sovereign arrived. He told the outpost to, and I quote, go look for shooting stars. They obeyed. When we were alone in the cell, he told me to smile. I also obeyed. Then he hit me in the face without warning, and when I made no move to defend myself, he continued hitting me until I was on the ground, where he kicked me several times. He broke my nose, my jaw, my cheekbone, a few ribs and shattered a disc in my lower back, which means I haven’t been able to carry my kid around for a year and a half.” 
 
    The sick arse asked him to smile, she thought with a rage she knew too well. She took another deep breath, not trusting her voice. 
 
    “Is there anything else about this incident you would like to disclose?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said, and oddly, his eyes went to Jonah, who was staring very intently into the nothingness of his own folded hands. “After he was done beating me, he told me he should have me raped.” 
 
    A collective gasp ran through the room. 
 
    “When I asked him why he wouldn’t do it himself, as he did everything else, he told me that he was, and I quote again, not a fucking backstabber, and then he hit my head on the ground, and I lost consciousness. He was gone by the time I woke.” 
 
    The silence in the room was different. Aurora forced her hands to unclench, to stop shivering with the sheer need to punch Jonah’s fucking face until he had no fucking face anymore. Cold ran through her. Calming, but also cutting. 
 
    “In your opinion: Why did he beat you up?” 
 
    Sadr shrugged lightly. “He hadn’t been sovereign for long at that point. Maybe he wanted to set an example.” 
 
    “Why did he say that he should have you raped?” 
 
    Sadr hesitated. “The situation aroused him.” 
 
    George jumped from his seat at that. Of course. Hearing his son might have a sexuality that was not in line with some obscure Ancestral order was more shocking to him than the fact that there were three people at least in this room Jonah had beaten into bloody pulps. 
 
    “That is a filthy lie!” he said to Sadr, and before anyone could do anything about his unlawful interruption, Sadr answered. 
 
    “It’s not. His dick was erect.” 
 
    A series of outcries rang through the public stands, and when the noise died down, one of the members turned to Sadr. 
 
    “Excuse me, but…how…exactly were you able to perceive that particular detail about the sovereign?” 
 
    “Before he knocked me unconscious, he choked me from behind for a few seconds. In the process, I could feel his erection at my back.” 
 
    The part of Aurora trying to win a case knew very well how the juicy and scandalous details would help make an impression on council members and wanted to cheer. She glanced at the council members and saw their expressions. She had them. Or rather, Sadr had them. They would allow her request for a trial. They would also not need to hear more statements after this one. It was bloody, brutal, and shameful enough. 
 
    The rest of her, though, screamed with rage. A rage so murderous her bones sizzled inside her. She could not help but turn around and burn her stare into Jonah’s. 
 
    “It should be brought to your attention, Sovereign,” one of the council members said in a raised voice, “that the situation we just heard qualifies as second-degree-rape with the LCD-Addenda and is punishable with twenty years of controlled environment on Isla.” 
 
    That seemed to snap Jonah out of his defiant stupor. He jumped to his feet, his face a mask of anger. 
 
    “LIES!” he screamed. “He’s a filthy liar!” 
 
    The sizzling in Aurora’s bones seeped through to her skin, and out of nowhere, thunder crashed outside, closely followed by stark lightning. Jonah’s face went from anger to disbelief. He sat back down, and she savored the moment and pulled herself together again with a deep breath. 
 
    “Could you please tell me the file number of your resting statement?” she asked Sadr without taking her gaze off Jonah. Sadr told her. She went to the pile of resting statements from the box and searched through it until she found the right one. It was heavy, which meant it had additional proof. Medical reports. Photos. She suppressed a cringe and handed the file to the court members. One of them took it from her and checked the seal. 
 
    “Legit,” they stated, broke the seal, studied the contents, and passed them to their colleagues. The last council member stared for a second, then held up the picture with an angry sigh. 
 
    “How’s this a lie?” they asked Jonah in a voice shaking with anger. “Tell me, where’s the lie in this photograph, Sovereign?” 
 
    Her body became stone. The photo showed Sadr’s face. He had worn his hair shorter then, but that was about all that she could recognize. One of his eyes looked melted because the bone beneath had been smashed. His mouth hung open, his jaw ajar, there wasn’t a centimeter of his face that was not bruised and bloody. He tried to make him ugly, she thought. It was a terrible image, and terribly familiar. 
 
    “It wasn’t me. I wasn’t even there,” Jonah stated, not even looking at the picture. 
 
    “You weren’t there?” the first council member interjected, holding up a bundle of paper sheets. “So you’re saying the survivor is lying, the two soldiers on duty are lying, and your signature in the outpost’s log is forged?” 
 
    Jonah kept silent. That was enough for the council member not to press on. That Jonah had left his signature in the log showed he thought there would be no consequences for his actions. The realization made her want to scream and puke. Behind Jonah, Josepha hastily whispered into Helena’s ear. Her eyes widened in indignation. 
 
    “Do you have any more questions for the witness?” the mediator asked Aurora, but before she could answer, Helena got up and raised her voice. 
 
    “Honored members of council, I ask to proxy for my brother. I have questions for the witness.” 
 
    One council member rolled their eyes, but the other one granted her request with the wave of a hand. Helena left the column and approached the witness seat. Aurora turned around and sat in a consciously relaxed pose. She fixed her gaze on Jonah’s bowed head and made a wordless wish to the stars. 
 
    “You’ve met my cousin Aurora before, haven’t you?” 
 
    There was a pause, and Aurora was sure Sadr turned his eyes on her, but she kept staring ahead. 
 
    “I have,” he eventually answered, sounding somewhat insecure. 
 
    “When?” 
 
    “About two weeks ago.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    He hesitated again, then his eyes went to the mediator, beckoning him with a nod. The mediator almost sprinted to his side. Sadr whispered something into the mediator’s ear, who listened attentively. When he was done, the mediator straightened up and fixed his eyes on her.  Law, she thought, and nervousness rushed through her. The mediator crossed the distance between them and bowed forward to whisper in her ear. 
 
    “To answer this question, your consent is needed. Do you consent to the witness disclosing the circumstances of the incident in question, in full awareness that giving your consent means that the witness is obliged to reveal any detail about the incident that is asked?” 
 
    Aurora’s heart beat in her throat. Her eyes found Sadr’s. For her strategy to work, she should consent. Not giving her consent would show weakness that Helena knew how to exploit. Her jaw clenched. She had to take the risk. 
 
    “I consent.” 
 
    The mediator straightened up again and turned his head to nod to Sadr. He already consented. Her head swirled. The mediator returned to his place, and Helena took a step in Sadr’s direction. 
 
    “So?” she asked, falling into a slow pace. 
 
    “We met in a lovehouse on Yorca.” 
 
    There was a hint of a sheepish smile in his voice that was reflected by a low collective sound coming from the crowd. Helena heard it and smirked. She thinks they are shocked because we met before. 
 
    “Did you know who she was then?” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “And she knew who you were?” 
 
    Sadr hesitated. “Um… I can’t be sure, actually.” 
 
    Helena halted her pace and turned around to him. “What do you mean by that?” 
 
    “I mean, we didn’t introduce ourselves. I didn’t even tell her my name and pronoun.” 
 
    Another collective sound came from the crowd, and Aurora knew Helena again took it as confirmation that the public was suspicious of Aurora now…instead of taking it as a sign that the public knew what usually happened between people that met in lovehouses and didn’t find it necessary to introduce themselves to each other. 
 
    “But she would’ve known from your jacket that you work for the high court.” 
 
    “She would have if I’d been wearing it, but I was on vacation, which is why I wasn’t wearing it.” 
 
    That gave the destined heir pause. Helena’s face showed she was capable of a new questioning strategy, but she couldn’t see that the strategy was not the problem. The problem was how her wording left enough loopholes for Sadr to make implications that would naturally lead the listening public and council members in whatever direction he wanted them to go. 
 
    “Did she ask something of you?” 
 
    “Yes, she asked several things of me. In fact, she was rather demanding.” 
 
    Someone giggled and stopped themself, and Aurora was pretty sure she recognized Haeda’s voice. 
 
    “What in particular?” 
 
    “Uhhh…you really want me to elaborate, Your Grace? Forgive me, it’s just that I don’t see how it pertains to this matter.” 
 
    Now the crowd giggled. They found Sadr’s hesitation and nervous squirming rather charming. 
 
    Helena openly showed her infuriation. “Yes, please do elaborate on what my cousin asked of you that night!” 
 
    Sadr made wide eyes at her and her angry tone, but he didn’t answer immediately. In the ensuing silence, another giggle broke from the crowd. He waited until it died down again. 
 
    “Well, okay…at first she asked me to share a room in the lovehouse with her in order to sexually dominate her. And over the course of the night, she asked me to…penetrate her, restrain her, strangle her, edge her… Oh wait, I think I actually offered that, and she liked it. She did ask me explicitly to penetrate her anally, I do remember that one…” 
 
    As he talked, Helena’s eyes grew wider and the skin of her face redder. She blinked and opened and closed her mouth several times before finally finding the breath to interrupt Sadr. 
 
    “You did all this in one night?” 
 
    “Oh, we were on drugs,” Sadr explained as if it were the most obvious thing in the world. A few people laughed outright. 
 
    Then one of the council members spoke up. “Your Grace! I must implore you to recede from this line of questioning! Neither is the survivor’s past-time activity of interest here, nor is smearing the prosecutor’s honor an accepted conduct in this court, especially not for someone in your position!” 
 
    The council member’s fury showed, and the room sobered up at once. Helena stared at them with a mixture of anger, shame, and disbelief. She was too stubborn to give up yet, though. She focused on Sadr again. 
 
    “Did my cousin ask you to disclose your resting statement?” 
 
    “No, she didn’t.” 
 
    “Did she ask you to contribute in any other way to this trial?” 
 
    “No, she didn’t.” 
 
    “But she told you she wanted to put the sovereign on trial!” 
 
    “No, she didn’t.” 
 
    The destined heir looked like she was about to lose it and explode. She turned on her heel and sat back down. Josepha whispered to her furiously, but Helena only shook her head. George put his left hand on Josepha’s wrist in a quieting manner but twitched away from her a second later. His eyes grew wide, his hand frozen in mid-air. Josepha shot him a look, and he averted his gaze and lowered his hand. Aurora had always wondered about their relationship, but this seemed an odd exchange even for their standards. 
 
    “Are there any more questions for the witness?” asked the mediator. 
 
    Aurora looked up and waved her head, and the mediator excused Sadr, who returned to his seat. 
 
    “Sovereign,” the second council member addressed Jonah, “do you have anything to say with regards to what’s been said about you?” 
 
    Jonah snorted, not even looking up at them. Instead, he stared at Aurora. 
 
    “Lies,” he said again. 
 
    The court member lifted Sadr’s file and let it fall on the desk before them. Jonah looked up at the sound. “Well, obviously not! Is that all you have to say?” 
 
    Aurora could not remember ever witnessing a council member losing their patience with Jonah in George’s presence before. 
 
    Somehow, that tone enraged Jonah so much he jumped up from his chair once more. “Don’t you see what’s happening here?” he shouted, panting, his face red with rage. He raised his right to point at Aurora. “She’s trying to steal my birthright!” His voice toppled over itself when he said that. But the members did not react. He looked at Aurora again. “You’re not even one of us!” 
 
    She suppressed the urge to laugh and furrowed her brow in false confusion. “What? What are you saying, Jonah?” 
 
    Jonah clenched his jaw. Behind him, her uncle shifted in his seat in visible discomfort while her aunt had become an ice statue. When Jonah turned around because he did not know what to do, it was her aunt he fixed his gaze upon. The look she gave him was furious. 
 
    The mediator addressed the public again. “Is there anyone else present that would like to give a resting statement with regards to violent behavior from the sovereign?” 
 
    This time, there was not one second of silence. Instead, the room was filled with the sound of people standing up simultaneously. Aurora looked up and around. There were a dozen people standing in the public area alone, and most of them wore uniforms. Soldiers. Not deserters, not inhabitants of the Anchorlands. Outside, there was a mass of people trying to come in. They raised their hands, signaling their readiness to be called forth. The council members turned back and forth in their seats with wide faces. One of them counted under their breath with a raised finger. The council members exchanged looks, and everything inside Aurora tensed so heavily she shot up from her seat and turned to face them. 
 
    “I believe,” said the first one, “I’ve heard and seen enough. If my honored colleagues don’t have more questions—” They paused to give their colleagues time to say something, but everyone’s eyes went wide when Jonah stormed across toward Aurora. He grabbed her by the shoulder and punched his fist into her chin. She didn’t feel the blow, only the ground when her body hit it. There were screams and lights and a massive ruckus within the public stands, but she could not see. Her head swirled, and her chin throbbed. 
 
    “I challenge you to a duel!” Jonah screamed, towering over her. 
 
    The mediator frantically signaled two guards, who ran and stood between Jonah and her. She got up on all fours, then up to her feet. She pushed between the two guards and backhanded Jonah across the face with Lily Snake. He went down with a swirl. 
 
    “I accept,” she spat and turned away from him, rearranging her askew skirt and brushing strands of hair out of her face. When she looked up again, the room was staring at her. She searched for Sadr’s face among this sea of faces, but she could not find him. Instead, she saw Bishop at the entrance and headed their way. 
 
    Bishop carried her backpack and brought her to a locker room where she could get ready for the duel. She changed into her tight black trousers and black boots and twisted her hair up into a bun at the back of her head. Bishop talked to her constantly about the upcoming fight, how Jonah often forgot to protect his side and other details she already knew by heart. She didn’t listen closely until they raised their voice. 
 
    “And above all of that, Rora: don’t die. Okay?” 
 
    She managed a grin that Bishop did not give back. “Okay.” 
 
    Bishop patted her shoulder and hugged her. Aurora hugged them back. They let go of her, took one last look, and went for the door. She stretched her arm and legs, rolled her head right and left to relax her neck. The door shut, and when she looked over her shoulder, Sadr stood there watching her. For the first time that day, she was not too preoccupied to notice that he looked like shit. His beard and hair were unwashed and unruly, there were black circles under his reddened eyes, and the expression of dread in them hit her harder than Jonah’s punch. 
 
    Out of nowhere, a stupid thought entered her mind that he might think she’d known about his statement before today, and how that might change what he thought of her. Panic rose in her, and tears came to her eyes. All she could do was stumble over her own words, saying she was sorry and that she hadn’t known. Sadr put his arms around her and told her it was fine and he didn’t care. His voice was choked, and with a gasp, she understood that he was crying. Not knowing what to do and knowing exactly at the same time, she raised her head and kissed him. After a split second of surprise, he kissed her back. Everything vanished. There was only them, their mouths, their tongues, his hands on her back, and hers in his hair. Something inside her cracked open, as if there was space where there had not been space before. She grew calm. Heat spread through her body. His crying subsided with a shuddering sob. They pulled apart from each other slowly, hesitantly. 
 
    “Aurora?” he whispered when someone knocked on the door. 
 
    “Sadr?” she whispered back. 
 
    “Please don’t die.” 
 
    She hugged him once more, unable to say anything to that. She let go of him and made a step past him to open the door. Two guards waited to accompany her to the dueling arena. I don’t want to die, either. She made a sharp move and there was a clinking sound as Lily Snake’s scales slipped forward in a way that turned the prosthetic fingers into a blade.

  

 
   
    Chapter 14: 
 
    Exec Jane 
 
    Day 25, Month 6, 150 AL Stormyear. Dusk. 
 
    Sadr 
 
      
 
    Sadr waited and watched the crowd follow Aurora and her guards to the yard where the duel would take place. He sighed and made a wish to the stars to protect her, then he joined the crowd. 
 
    The gray outside was getting darker. A full moon hung in the sky as a roughly round smudge, but it was bigger than usual, and brighter. A lot of people raised their heads to the sky, some pointed it out to others. All the eyes that turned toward it widened in awe. It reminded him of how Lesh always knew what phase the moon was in without needing to see it, and he looked up at the big milky smudge and made another wish. 
 
    Someone behind him howled, and Sadr froze. For a moment, he was a recruit again, and he smiled. He turned around and scanned the crowd behind him, perceiving for the first time how vast it had grown. More and more people entered the courtyard, flowing past him in order to reach the duel pit. Someone was coming straight toward him, and a few seconds later, he stared into Exec Jane’s bright smile below her dark, serious eyes. He could not say anything, so he just hugged her, somewhere between laughing and crying. She hugged him back. 
 
    He expected to be teased about his crying, but she was crying, too, and with a tinge of pain, he realized she had probably heard his statement. He’d left her division to become a spy, and he suspected nobody had told her or the others anything about what had happened next. 
 
    “It’s so good to see you, Django—” 
 
    “Shhhhhh!” she interrupted him, turned them both forward again, and resumed walking. 
 
    “Don’t blurt out my nickname like that, I practically deserted to come here!” she hissed as they passed between two of the columns that held up the passageway’s roof. 
 
    “What?” he said, shifting his arm so he could hold on to her shoulder. “Why would you do that?” 
 
    She looked at him as they entered the already crowded yard, her eyes so full of emotion he didn’t know how to take it all in. She exhaled and directed her gaze to the pit again. 
 
    “Kit,” she said, using his old nickname, “in the six years since you left, the army has become a shitty, shitty place.” 
 
    It dawned on him why she was here. Why the majority of the royal forces were here. Jane had not become exec because she did not care what happened to the army. The sky-rocketing deserter numbers, among other things, would concern her more and in a different way than they concerned him. 
 
    “The others?” he asked. 
 
    “Stayed behind. Said I was crazy, and they’re right, but I had to sneak a peek.” 
 
    “At what?” he asked, and she made a face at him. 
 
    “At her, of course!” 
 
    Sadr understood. He leaned nearer to Jane in order to whisper. “Are the soldiers…following her doings?” 
 
    Jane gave a short, dry laugh. “You mean, are our simple soldiers, who are bound by law to elect another royal as their sovereign if the current one dies before his time, interested in the only royal that has a functioning backbone?” It was a rhetorical question. “And a functioning cunt, apparently,” she added with a side-look. 
 
    He couldn’t help but smirk. “I can confirm that.” 
 
    “Yeah, I heard.” She shook her head. “Unbelievable.” 
 
    The crowd around them went silent, and the two combatants took their places inside the pit. Jane edged forward, trying for a better view, and he followed.

  

 
   
    Chapter 15: 
 
    Survivalism 
 
    Day 25, Month 6, 150 AL Stormyear. Dusk. 
 
    Aurora 
 
      
 
    Aurora let her eyes scan the thick crowd that had gathered in a circle around the pit, trying to find a familiar face besides Bishop’s, but the only ones she found belonged to her aunt and uncle. 
 
    The mediator made their way through the crowd to present them with weapons and tell them once again that wielding—as well as the use of fetishes—was against the rules. He addressed both of them, but only looked at her cousin. 
 
    Jonah chose two short blades, his standard. Aurora chose one short blade and rejected the shield they wanted to give her. Lily Snake was her shield and her second blade. The mediator left the pit, and she took a few steps backward to put some distance between her and Jonah. She went into a fighting stance. Jonah watched her, not moving, only whirling his blades in his hands. 
 
    “Are you sure about this, Rora? There is still time to apologize and survive,” he said. 
 
    Something inside her seethed at him using her childhood name. She let a feral grin stretch across her mouth. “No, there isn’t. This is a duel, not a place to take and give apologies.” 
 
    After a second of confusion, he smirked. “Maybe I will be more merciful with you,” he said and attacked in a wheel of blades she parried with ease. 
 
    She had seen him use that move to open an attack so often she could have parried it with her eyes closed. He tried to front her, to measure his strength with hers, but she dodged and put distance between them. He was stronger than her, but surely not faster, which was an advantage she would lose if he got a grip on her. He attacked again, this time with another combination of hits, blows, and a more refined version of the wheel, but she parried and dodged again. He tried a few more times, but there was no getting through her defenses. He stepped back to catch his breath. 
 
    Aurora hadn’t attacked yet. What next? Insults or power? she wondered. 
 
    “Come on, Rora: Let’s stop this madness.” 
 
    Insults it is, then. 
 
    “I mean…look at you! You’re handicapped, and you’re not even a forger!” 
 
    Aurora laughed loudly and heartily. 
 
    Jonah ignored her. “The healers told you, don’t you remember?” 
 
    “Remember? What about your memory, Jonah? Don’t you remember how I initiated? You were there, after all.” 
 
    A low murmur went through the crowd around them. Jonah clenched his jaw, his own mistake dawning on him. 
 
    “Stop it!” he said through his teeth. 
 
    “Thirteen years ago, you fought a duel against me much like this one, only then it was supposed to be a training—” 
 
    “Shut up! I didn’t do anything!” 
 
    “It was supposed to be fun. You said it would be fun when you lured me out there—” 
 
    He attacked her again angrily, and she parried, ducked away, came up behind him and kicked his side. He grunted and pulled back once more, visibly frustrated and embarrassed. Aurora grinned when he stuck both blades into the ground and let light explode in his palms. Finally. She let her arms fall to her sides. Jonah shot a head-sized fiery sphere at her. Aurora watched it fly toward her as if in slow motion, and when it was so near that she could feel the heat on her face, a dark sphere with a glowing-red edge appeared in front of it and neutralized it. Aurora exhaled and thanked the stars for Haeda’s presence. She’d stood behind Jonah but had taken a few steps into the pit. They exchanged a look. The mediator interrupted the fight with an angry shout. He and a flock of council members came storming into the pit. Haeda followed them. 
 
    “This is unlawful!” said one Sarda Council member. 
 
    “We could have you arrested here and now!” Haeda added, trying not to look at her. 
 
    “I am willing to continue under one condition,” Aurora said, and even Jonah made a disbelieving face at her. “If he infringes again, the prosecution automatically transfers to the high court. He will be arrested and brought to Isla immediately to await further motions.” 
 
    Everybody stared at her in disbelief. This was a harsh condition. Aurora hid away the insecurity that grew thick in her head. 
 
    The members of Sarda Council and the mediator put their heads together in discussion. Jonah remained silent, whirling his blades in his hands like a bored child. The mediator turned around again and spoke up. 
 
    “The Sarda Council accepts the new condition. The duel will continue despite the infringement committed. If the combatant infringes again, he will be taken into custody by the high court without further ado and be transported to Isla to await trial there.” 
 
    A murmur went through the crowd at that. Aurora tried not to smile. Now she had him. If he wielded one more time, he was done for. The mediator and the council members left the pit so the duel could resume. 
 
    Jonah made a frustrated face, and frustration marked his attack. He hit harder, trying to get through her defenses, but his effort also slowed him down. She parried and ducked under his arm and hit her elbow into his side on the way. He grunted and stumbled away from her. 
 
    “Okay, fine, I led you out there! Maybe I shouldn’t have, it was dangerous, but don’t you understand that I couldn’t have foreseen what would happen? Can’t you find it in your heart to forgive the foolish child that I was?” 
 
    Aurora needed a second to understand what he was talking about. Is he really trying to twist this around? Anger roared up inside her, and this time, she didn’t push it down. She took a few steps forward and jumped, Jonah raised his weapons and blocked her blade, but not her prosthesis. She punched his nose with the numb side of Lily Snake. He stumbled backward, a look of surprise on his face. 
 
    “You didn’t just lead me there!” she screamed at the top of her lungs while she advanced again, hitting between words with all the fury she had, driving him farther back until he scrambled to block her blows. “You tried to kill me! You caused me to have a power surge to save myself from you, and when the Scourge came for me, I was exhausted! Defenseless! Ripe for the taking!” Her last blow was so heavy, he lost his footing and swirled around trying to regain balance. 
 
    Aurora inhaled deeply, and the seconds stretched. She raised her blade, fixed her eyes on his calves, and struck. Jonah screamed and fell to his knees. Blood welled up from two deep cuts on his legs. She whirled the blade to change her grip from swing to thrust, a move as familiar to her as yawning, and brought it up to his neck. His hands shot up as if to say Don’t kill me. 
 
    “Give up, Jonah!” she commanded, but her voice sounded more like a plea. He grunted in frustration, then his hands made fists. Light lit up underneath the skin on the backs of his hands and crawled up his arms like fire, farther and farther up his shoulder, his head, his back, turning his own body into an explosive. 
 
    “Death before dishonor!” he pressed through teeth gritted in pain, and Aurora closed her eyes. She pulled the blade back and thrust. It went through his chest, lung, and back with a meaty, crunching sound. She hit home. A gasp ran through the crowd. She turned her wrist inward and pulled the blade out. She opened her eyes. Jonah’s body fell forward. Upon hitting the ground, it was engulfed in flame so hot it was all blue. Aurora shielded her face and took a step back, her eyes watering in the sudden heat. 
 
    Josepha’s scream pierced the night. It was so full of anguish it hurt to hear it. Aurora turned to look at her. Jonah’s mother fell to her knees, inhaling and screaming again, clawing at her own throat until George got hold of her wrists. More people leaned down and attempted to drag her away, but she fought them furiously. They were too many though, and she went limp, catching Aurora’s gaze and holding it. 
 
    “You will pay for this, you black-blooded slut. Do you hear me? You will pay for this!” 
 
    George put both hands on her face in order to shut her up, but she bit him and screamed. Did she just call me black blooded in front of everyone? The thought should have startled her, but it didn’t. She didn’t feel anything. She was sore and bone-tired. The muscles in her shoulders and calves ached from all the blocking, but apart from that…nothing. It puzzled her. She turned around again to look at Jonah’s body. The flames had cooled to yellow-red and ate away at blackened, half-crumbled bones. 
 
    Josepha’s screaming and the ensuing ruckus were not enough to stir up the crowd. They mostly still stared at her and the burning body on the ground in shocked silence, some had their gazes turned away, others whispered with each other. Even the mediator and the council members were too dumbstruck to do anything. No one insulted her or ran forward to attack her in revenge. No one cheered either. They simply stared. 
 
    A light appeared in someone’s hand, she couldn’t see who. Another one lit up to her left, and she turned, then whirled around as more and more lights appeared in upheld palms, illuminating and coloring the arena while dipping the faces in shadow. There was the dark purple of the Powerhouse, and the light purple of the Shield. The cool blue of the Siren, and the dark indigo of the Lifestealer, as well as the bright, pulsating blue of the healer. The lights stretched over the crowd, farther and farther, until there was a sea of light all around. Soldiers’ choice, Aurora thought, unbelieving. She raised her right high above her head and added the plain black scales of Lily Snake.

  

 
   
    13 years earlier 
 
    Josepha 
 
      
 
    She has to believe me. She always has before, but this time it is even more vital. 
 
    Josepha waited for the Scourge in Aurora’s room. She had sent all service workers away and had taken out half of Aurora’s clean dresses and thrown them onto the bed into an unruly pile so that she could pretend to be folding them when the Scourge arrived. She thought about sad things, like her children’s potential deaths looming, and tried to let the pain show on her face. She even managed to squeeze a few tears out. It was only a short crying fit, but her red cheeks and the white-turned-red of her eyes would show for hours. She didn’t blow her nose so her crying would be heard in her voice. 
 
    When the Scourge appeared in the doorframe, it was not hard to pretend to be startled. 
 
    “It’s you,” she said breathily. “I expected you later.” 
 
    She feigned confusion and looked at the pile of unfolded clothes, fussing the half-folded dress in her hands before looking at the Scourge again. 
 
    The Scourge removed her hood, her face as expressionless as always, and gave a shrug. “Go on.” 
 
    Josepha nodded and thanked her while the Scourge stepped fully into the room and closed the door behind her. She leaned against the door and watched Josepha for a while, and Josepha let her, making a sad face again. 
 
    “So?” the Scourge asked finally. Josepha turned around and looked at her expectantly. “When I came by last winter, you said I shall have my answer soon. So?” 
 
    As if on cue, Josepha widened her eyes and started to cry. She cried heavily and let herself sink down on the bed, pressing another wide dress to her belly. As anticipated, the Scourge twitched and then froze on the spot, seeming too confused to intervene. 
 
    “What?” she growled, but was that worry hiding behind anger? 
 
    Josepha looked up at her. “I am so sorry. Aurora…your child…is a bastard mage. She is neither a wielder nor a forger, nor is she like you. I am so sorry.” 
 
    “What the fuck is a bastard mage? I’ve never heard of that before.” 
 
    Josepha swallowed a sound of triumph. “That is because they do not live long. Most die with their Initiation, some even earlier than that.” 
 
    She cried some more and stretched out her hand, then she fell to her knees, staring at the Scourge’s bewildered face. 
 
    “I am so sorry. I can’t even imagine how you must feel—” she broke off, coughing and sobbing some more, averting her eyes. 
 
    “How do you know?” asked the Scourge, sounding more toneless than ever before. 
 
    “The signs were all there from the beginning. You saw the light beneath her skin. Wielders have that after Initiation, but almost never before that. And her whole character, her being, so uncontrollable, erratic, irascible even. If  I hadn’t pulled her out of combat lessons, she would have killed someone! She is filled to the brim with rage, always, constantly. It was the same with my husband’s sister. It was not her fault, but she made her siblings’ lives hell for as long as she lived, and then, around the time of her fifteenth year, she got into another fight and exploded, leaving nothing behind but her bones. His grandmother used to say that was all that was worthy about bastard mages, their bones, that their existence is the cruel joke of the order. That something exists that will not strive for life, and will instead seek self-destruction. I’m sorry. There is no other explanation.” 
 
    For a long time, the Scourge said nothing. She stared ahead unseeing while her eyes ran full of tears. 
 
    “How long does she have left?” 
 
    Josepha made herself take a shaking breath. “A few days.” She paused before she continued with some insecurity showing in the soft tremble of her voice. “You can see her if you want.” 
 
    The Scourge took a noisy breath through her nose, and their gazes locked. Her watery eyes were frantic, as if she wanted to punch something badly but did not know what. 
 
    “She is out and about like everybody else. I am sure you will find her.” 
 
    The Scourge blinked once, then turned around hastily before freezing on the spot again. “Her death, will it be… Will she suffer?” 
 
    Josepha sighed deeply. “She might explode like my husband’s sister, but she might also fall sick and die slowly over the course of a few days. If she does, I will see to it to ease her suffering. You have my word.” 
 
    The Scourge took another noisy breath and grumbled something that Josepha did not understand, then she disappeared. Josepha waited and listened for minutes, then carefully got up and closed the door, locking herself in. Only then did she let the smile come alive on her face. It had worked. The Scourge had believed her. Like she always has. She would take a last look at Aurora, and then leave and stay away for good. 
 
    The Scourge had never cared about Aurora, never wanted her, and the visits always caused her more pain than anything else. She would be glad to have a reason to stay away. With nobody left to tell a different story, Josepha could finally tell the convenient lie—the heartbreaking tale of the miserable Anchorlands woman that had given her Aurora for safekeeping before dying a lonely death. She and George could convince the inner circle that they initially lied about Aurora’s heritage, claimed she was George’s niece, in order to protect her. 
 
    Finally, there would be a believable reason for Aurora’s existence and her upbringing within the heir’s inner circle, a story that would shine an even more favorable light on the heir and his family. With this backstory – and the conclusion that Aurora was not blood-related to the royal family - being accepted, there would be no reason not to marry Aurora to Jonah anymore, thereby solving all the problems she had with Aurora in one swipe. The councils would be suspicious, but George would smooth-talk them in accepting it. It was her otherwise rather useless husband’s greatest gift. If married to Jonah, Aurora would stop being a threat to his position. Even better, they would be allies instead of competitors. But more importantly, if married to her eldest, Aurora would become Josepha’s daughter legally, and she would finally be able to treat her like one. 
 
    There was only one loose end to take care of now.

  

 
   
    Chapter 16: 
 
    Meet the Family 
 
    Day 25, Month 6, 150 AL Stormyear. Night. 
 
    Sadr 
 
      
 
    Jane lowered her hand when the other lights faded and turned to hug Sadr. He barely felt the hug, but he pressed her to his chest nonetheless. When she let go of him, there was a lock of her hair in her palm. She pressed it into his hand, and they both smiled. Hastily, he plucked out a strand of hair and gave it to her. She made a fist around it. He’d had to give up all fetishes when he entered the spy program, and they’d probably taken his from Jane and the others as well. She put a hand on his cheek, then let go and fell in step with the rest of the people. 
 
    The crowd dispersed as the soldiers left to return to their posts. Sadr stood and watched them for a second, then he turned around again. Aurora still stood in the pit, staring ahead. She had taken her arm off and held it weakly with her left hand. He was too far away to see the expression in her eyes, but he was sure he knew anyway. In his few years of active duty before the spy program, he had killed three people in duels. During education, they would say you had to treat it like a job, but that was a lie. No person could kill another person over a patch of land that had nothing to do with either of them and treat it like a job. 
 
    The Sarda Council members approached and talked to her, and Bishop hurried to Aurora’s side. She was nodding to whatever the members were saying, then they bowed and left. Bishop stretched out their hand, but Aurora twitched away from it. Together, they came walking in Sadr’s direction. Sadr watched them pass and fell into step behind them. Bishop gave him a glance, but Aurora stared ahead unseeing. The look on her face was terribly familiar. 
 
    They crossed the smaller yard and went for the locker room. Aurora stepped in, but Bishop waited for him at the door. They put a hand on his shoulder when he arrived. 
 
    “I think she’s in shock,” they said, sounding unusually insecure. “Maybe you should…” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said sympathetically and squeezed their shoulder, then he slipped through the door and closed it carefully behind him. 
 
    Aurora stood at the end of the dark room, staring at the smudge that was the moon outside the window. The prosthesis fell out of her hand and tinkled on the ground. She sobbed once. Sadr went over to her. Silent tears streamed down her face. He took both sides of her face in his hands and wiped away the tears. Aurora startled at his touch but did not pull away, so he continued caressing her. Their gazes met. Her eyes were haunted and empty. She cried and averted her gaze but otherwise did not move. 
 
    “Am I evil?” she asked softly, her voice strained. He thought about her question. 
 
    “Why do you think that you are?” 
 
    Her voice was but a shameful whisper. “Because I don’t feel anything.” 
 
    He could not help but grin, remembering how he had said that to Jane one day, and what her reply had been. 
 
    “Sure? You’re bawling like a toddler.” 
 
    She made a sound somewhere between angry snort and surprise. 
 
    “I think you do feel something. Something that can make people cry when it’s intense.” 
 
    “What?” she asked. 
 
    He sighed. “Relief.” 
 
    She made a face as if she wanted to punch him. Instead, she fell forward into his arms and continued to cry. For a while, he held her as tightly as he could. When her legs buckled, he strained to keep her standing, but she became too heavy, so he let her down as gently as he could, sitting down himself to cradle her head in his lap. She grimaced in agony and snatched her left hand away from him to clutch her right shoulder. She was in horrible pain. Sadr took her face in both hands and put his forehead to hers. 
 
    “I’m going to make you sleep now,” he whispered, unsure whether she understood, but she nodded. He took a deep breath and released a muscle deep inside his chest. Electricity shot through him and lit up his fingertips where he touched her face. Aurora froze and then sank back to the ground, relaxing. He called out for Bishop without thinking, but when the door opened, it was not Bishop. Sadr swallowed. Helena Vespucci looked a lot like her older brother. She was lean, had light-sandy skin, golden hair, and clear blue eyes. There was not a hint of emotion in those eyes. 
 
    “You know what you’re holding there is a clone, right?” 
 
    Sadr stared at her, confused by her words. 
 
    “Do I need to tell you whose clone? Or can you put two and two together now that you’ve seen what she’s capable of?” 
 
    His brain went to work against his volition. People derogatively called the offspring of lipids clones because of an old rumor on how lipids could change their sex and impregnate themselves. The rumor was rubbish, of course. Lipids reproduced with others, the same way everybody did. The slur stuck, however, like black-blooded—which meant to insult nocturnal offspring in general. Sadr thought about what Helena had said, and at once, Aurora’s story was all too familiar. You’re not even one of us, Jonah’s voice echoed in his memory. 
 
    Sadr looked at the unconscious person in his arms. Anger welled up in him, at Helena and how she’d violated Aurora’s privacy by telling him. He touched Aurora’s neck to check her pulse and temperature, then looked up again. 
 
    “Go away.” 
 
    Helena snorted. “You still don’t understand, do you?” 
 
    “I understand perfectly. I just don’t care.” 
 
    She took a step forward and hunched down, leveling their gazes. “That,” she said, pointing at Aurora, “is the Scourge’s daughter. The Scourge, who slaughtered your lover’s mothers like animals. And you don’t care?” 
 
    Sadr needed all his mental awareness to keep his face still while his mind screamed in alarm. How in the stars does she even know about that? Thinly veiled behind the destined heir’s condescension was the toxic cocktail of grief and anger, laced with arrogance and entitlement. He needed to get out of here. Sadr ground his jaw and shoved both arms under Aurora’s body in order to put some distance between her and her jerk of a cousin. He scooped her up and stood. 
 
    “This is a person, not a piece of flesh. Now go the fuck away.” 
 
    Anger flashed in the new heir’s cold eyes. 
 
    “This island is still Vespucci territory, so I suggest you go the fuck away, deserter. And you better take that with you.” 
 
    Sadr resisted the itch to push her out of his way as he carried Aurora past her.

  

 
   
    Chapter 17: 
 
    The Smell of Sunshine 
 
    Day 26, Month 6, 150 AL Stormyear. Dawn. 
 
    Aurora 
 
      
 
    The ground was moving when she woke. At first, she thought they were in a car, but there were no cars on Ingla. She opened her eyes to a dark-gray sky. There were black silhouettes sitting on each side of her in a small, motorized boat. She recognized the silhouettes. Bishop and Sadr. Isla, she thought. Probably Bishop’s idea…if the army officially installs me as sovereign, I can return to our lands, but if my circle casts me out… 
 
    They had wrapped her in multiple layers of blankets and tugged her in between them. Bishop sat on her right and stared ahead. Sadr sat on her left and had one hand beneath the blankets, holding hers. She clenched it once before falling into her inner darkness again. 
 
    She barely noticed when they reached the island, or how Sadr carried her somewhere. At one point, she was put into something that felt a lot like a bed, but she was too tired to look. She could hear Sadr’s and Bishop’s muffled voices, but then they disappeared. She fell asleep waiting for them to come back. 
 
    She woke again to a sky of afternoon gray pressing against the skylight she was lying under. Her senses came back fully, and she stretched and sat up to look around. She didn’t recognize the room. It was a simple, small bedroom, furnished with one cupboard and the bed she was sitting on. There was a guitar leaning in one corner, and right next to it was a machina she had never seen in real life before—an LP player arranged on a small table like it was a holy symbol on an altar. Beneath stood a row of LPs. Neither the machinas nor the records were easy to come by these days. 
 
    Just as she was wondering what effort it had taken to collect this stuff, she heard a noise and turned around. There was no skylight. Instead, the bed lay cornered beneath a glass dome. This must be Sadr’s home. She could see him in the garden. He was talking to another, dark-haired person while a child clung to his side and pulled at his hand or shirt to get his attention. He laughed, turned to the child, and hunched down. Their eyes met over the distance, and she averted her face, feeling caught. She became aware of the dull pain inside her. Her wither week was upon her. She put her hand to her lower stomach. She still wore trousers and the sleeveless shirt, though her hair had fallen out of her bun. Her bag was standing on the ground right next to the bed. Did she pack her cup? She couldn’t remember, which probably meant she hadn’t. 
 
    The door opened, and Sadr poked his head in, then came in and sat down next to her on the bed. 
 
    “How are you?” he asked. Aurora looked at him and his beautiful face and shrugged away the tears that wanted to roll. She was always filled to the brim with tears on the first day. 
 
    “Hungry?” he asked then, and her stomach made a convenient growling sound that answered the question. They smiled, and Sadr got up. 
 
    “You don’t happen to have a spare blood cup lying around, do you?” she forced herself to ask. He hesitated and then disappeared into an adjoining room she hadn’t noticed before. She could hear him rummaging around and concluded that was the bathroom. He reappeared with a little sack of plain wool in one hand. 
 
    “You can have this one, it’s a spare for my sister, but I don’t think she’s used it yet.” He gave it to her. “Keep it.” 
 
    “Thanks,” she said, biting back tears again. She hated this time of the month. 
 
    “Never mind.” There was a smile in his tone. 
 
    After visiting the bathroom, she followed him into a small, cramped kitchen downstairs that opened up to a larger, very tidy living room. In fact, it was so tidy, she wondered if he’d spent the day cleaning while she slept. She suppressed a grin and scolded herself. There were more musical instruments, most of them she couldn’t name, and another LP player propped upon a rack at the intersection of the kitchen and living room. 
 
    An hour later, they sat opposite each other at the kitchen counter, eating vegetable soup with a strong brown bread, drinking fresh water, and listening to a band named Warpaint. Sadr let her pick, and as she’d grown up with nameless digital compilations, she picked by cover. She liked the music from the very first tune. She’d showered and dressed in too-large pants and a too-large sweater. Her uterus was safely corked and in full pain mode, but the hot, spicy soup helped a lot. The ominous and overwhelming mix of emotions inside her cleared with every spoonful. She could also look at Sadr for longer than five seconds without crying, which was a big step up in her mind. 
 
    They ate most of the meal in silence. Aurora was not in a talkative mood, or rather: she had no talkative mood, and the more her head scrambled for something to say, the heavier the silence weighed on her. There were some elephants in the room to talk about, the latest killing on Nan and Sadr’s statement, for example, but she dared not mention one of those topics unless he did. I don’t know him, she thought with a sinking feeling. 
 
    “This is very good food,” she commented, going for the obvious, polite thing to say. 
 
    His eyes widened as if she’d said something weird, but then he managed a grin. “Thanks,” he replied, averted his face, and stifled a chuckle. 
 
    “What?” she asked. 
 
    He pressed his mouth into a thin line and looked up at her again. “Are you trying to make light conversation?” 
 
    She decided to be honest and let her face display the embarrassment that she felt. “Is it that obvious? I’m sorry. I’m terrible at these kinds of things.” 
 
    He smiled. “No, it’s fine. I just didn’t expect you to.” His smile vanished, and he furrowed his brow. “It’s kinda weird.” 
 
    “What’s weird?” 
 
    “How I actually don’t know the first thing about you.” 
 
    She couldn’t help but smirk. “You know a lot of first things about me.” 
 
    He arched an eyebrow, but a sheepish grin made it to his mouth. “You know what I mean.” 
 
    “Well,” she made an inviting gesture, “what do you want to know?” 
 
    Sadr fell silent as he thought about that. He continued thinking about it as he cleared the table for dessert, which consisted of fruit schnapps and hash cigarettes. She watched him as he filled two small glasses. There was a slight crook to his nose, a small asymmetry in his perfectly symmetric face that had not registered with her at first. She also discovered a small bald spot in his beard at the side of his jaw. It was not noticeable because the beard around it lay over it, but she remembered touching the small soft spot that was barely wider than the tip of her finger. 
 
    Sadr sat down again and lit the cigarette. She went for her glass and emptied it in one gulp, welcoming the sharp heat that rolled down her throat. Their gazes locked. 
 
    “Killing your cousin wasn’t actually your plan, was it?” 
 
    She sighed, thought about not answering, then poured herself another glass. “No. I wanted him on trial to spill all the details about the collusion and who was involved.” 
 
    “You don’t think he was involved?” 
 
    “I think he is—was the weakest link in the chain and would’ve broken when faced with the threat of spending the rest of his life in controlled environment. But I actually think it’s his mother who is in collusion with the Scourge.” 
 
    He furrowed his brow. “Really?” 
 
    She smirked. “Never underestimate the housewife.” 
 
    “You have proof of that?” 
 
    She sighed again and shook her head. “There is no physical proof. How could there be? All it takes is a simple fetish to communicate. It would be easy to hide and easy to destroy on short notice. I broke into Josepha’s quarters more than once to look for it, but I didn’t find it. I have no physical proof. All I have are witnesses that are either too loyal or too frightened to talk. Or both.” 
 
    He let that sink in and another question came to him. “You did like Jonah at some point in your life, didn’t you?” 
 
    His perceptiveness caught her off guard, and she sighed. “It’s simple. We were the same age, and though Helena is only a year younger, she was rather sickly as a child and was a slow learner, so Jonah and I were crammed together for pretty much everything. For a long time, it was only the two of us within our family of one age, of one…fate. He was my only friend.” Unwelcome tears welled up in her eyes, and she filled and emptied her third glass, swallowing them along with the liquor. 
 
    “Was he always violent?” 
 
    “Not toward me, not until… But, yeah. He was always a bully with other children and always used violence to get them to do what he wanted, but I was too much of a fucking bored rich kid to see it. I laughed once when he hit Helena on the nose. We were…nine, I think. Helena’s nose bled afterward, and while George scolded him, Josepha laughed and told everyone proudly that her eldest was strong and fearless and would become a great man someday.” 
 
    “I guess it’s unfortunate she didn’t challenge you to a duel.” 
 
    “On the contrary. Josepha was a combat soldier before she married the heir and popped out four children in five years, why do you think she was so obsessed with all of us becoming pit stars? She would bisect me.” 
 
    “Are you sure? You handled Jonah pretty well.” 
 
    “Nah, no chance. Jonah was stronger, bigger, and well trained, but he was also slower and much dumber. And most importantly, I watched him fight for years. I watched his entire pre-army education, watched the duel that made him sovereign. I even fought training duels against him, until… I know Josepha’s reputation, but I’ve never seen her fight.” 
 
    Sadr fell pensively silent, then he lit the cigarette he had forgotten in his hands, took a drag, and offered it to her. She hesitated, checked her level of intoxication, then put the schnapps and the glass aside and took the cigarette. 
 
    “I watched that duel, too. Against the former sovereign.” 
 
    “You did?” She inhaled deeply. 
 
    “Yeah, we admired him greatly, my sister and I, back then. We would go like…‘Yes, he’s royal, but…’ ”  
 
    Aurora laughed, and Sadr laughed too. “ ‘But he trained like we do, put in genuine, hard work, and his technique is very…’ ” he paused and rolled his eyes. “I mean…it’s still hard to integrate these memories with what he did to me later. It’s one of those contradictions that hurt and are…hard to stand.”  
 
    “Then I guess I don’t have to explain anything to you,” she said in an earnest tone. “What about you? Why did you decide to disclose your resting statement?” 
 
    To her surprise, he grinned mischievously. “I wanted to see the look on your face.” 
 
    She laughed and felt caught again. “And? Was it worth it?” 
 
    “Absolutely.” 
 
    Silence stretched between them as the cigarette changed hands again. 
 
    “Is there something else you want to know?” Sadr asked. 
 
    Aurora thought about it. “How did you become a parent?” 
 
    He reddened a bit. “By accident.” 
 
    Aurora made wide eyes at him. Somehow, she wouldn’t have thought so. “Seriously?” 
 
    He nodded and turned a deeper shade of red. 
 
    “It happened on my first lovehouse visit after I left the army. I was careless that night, and stupid, and I wasn’t the only one who acted careless and stupid. Three months later, I found an egg hung in the portal tree. The birthmother didn’t want it, and they left the decision to me. I went out to give it to the sea, but I ended up staring at it all night, and in the end… I did always want children. I thought I would have and raise them together with a lover or two, but well… The stars made a different plan for me.” 
 
    “Do you have a lover or two?” 
 
    “One lover, yes.” 
 
    “Are they involved with the parenting?” 
 
    “Not right now, but…he very well could be. I mean, on the one hand, we’re kind of…recent. On the other hand, he is pretty much the parenting type of person, so…” He smiled to himself, and Aurora found she had to breathe through a painful pinch of envy again. People making futures together. When did she start to want that for herself? The truth was there’d never been a point in her life when she hadn’t thought of her own future as ending in inevitable death and destruction. She had not allowed herself to think any further, afraid she might waver in her resolve when her desired future and her responsibility came into conflict with each other, which they would. It had seemed reasonable, even right, to choose the path she was on. But it didn’t anymore, and she didn’t understand why. What was happening to her? 
 
    “Aurora?” There was worry in Sadr’s voice. 
 
    She looked up at him and only then realized there were tears on her cheeks and that she was holding her breath. She exhaled a heavy sob, and a second later, Sadr was by her side, hugging her. She tried hard to pull herself together again, but the more she fought it, the harder she cried, so she gave up. Her heaving body accepted his embrace and she let him lift her up a bit, sit in her seat, and put her on his lap. She leaned into him and crouched so her head fit under his chin. He kissed her head and stroked her side. 
 
    They stayed like that for a long while. She felt small. And warm. And so tired she could fall asleep right there. Sadr smelled good. So good. Like warmth. Like sunlight. She had never seen sunlight, not once in her life, but she knew he smelled like it. A bit earthy, a bit salty, with a hint of smoke, of burning fire. She moved her nose up to his neck so she could have more of that smell, but it only made her want even more, and a second later, her mouth was on his skin, and she was tasting him with her tongue. He tasted so good she wanted to eat him, she wanted to have him in all her mouths and devour him whole. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18: 
 
    Switch 
 
    Day 26, Month 6, 150 AL Stormyear. Night. 
 
    Sadr 
 
      
 
    A surprised moan exploded from Sadr’s lips when Aurora bit into his neck. She’s taking me, he thought, a little startled. He had to make some kind of decision about that and decided to welcome it with a sigh. 
 
    Aurora let go of his neck and put her mouth on his. Her tongue entered deeply, and he relaxed his jaw and let his head sink back, letting her in, meeting her tongue with his. She was hungry for him, and her hunger made his own hunger roar up inside him. She interrupted the kiss to shift the way she was sitting on his lap and put one leg on each side of him. Then she rolled her hips forward and pressed her cunt against his dick. He’d been a little hard at the beginning of the evening, wondering whether she was naked underneath his clothes, but he had successfully pushed that thought away, paranoid she might notice. 
 
    Now he was very hard for her, and very glad she noticed, because it made her moan and kiss him again. He hugged her and pressed her to him tighter and wondered whether she would take him right here in his kitchen, glad that Eris stayed at his sister’s tonight. Then the chair squeaked suspiciously beneath them, and Aurora interrupted the kiss with a dark chuckle. She slipped off his lap and went upstairs into the bathroom. He watched her, then got up and followed her. When he reached his bedroom, he remembered his own rule that said to do these things somewhere else. This rule was one of the reasons he had no copper flower buds around. Shit, he thought and ran his hands through his hair, trying to think. He didn’t know what to do. 
 
    The door opened, and Aurora stepped out. She had dropped the pants but kept his shirt on. It almost fell to her knees, and his gaze fixed on the edge of it and how it moved up and down as she moved toward him. The sight made him want to shove it up slowly. 
 
    She raised her left hand and revealed two dry, purple buds. Sadr exhaled in relief, put both hands on her shoulders and pulled her in for a kiss. Of course, she would think of this. She probably had several emergency stashes. The thought made him smile. 
 
    They stopped kissing and ate the buds, then she wrapped her hand around his dick, and he understood there would be no going slowly now. He hissed and found her eyes. They were diamonds in the dark, hard and sharp and glistening. She was grinning a lot like Lesh grinned when he had Sadr’s balls in his grip. She directed him toward the bed in the corner. He took off his clothes, got on the bed, and lay on his back, watching her, ready. She climbed on top of him, put the tip of his dick to the entrance of her cunt and sat down on him, a triumphant sound escaping her lips. She was wet but tight, and she had no mercy on either of them. 
 
    Sadr groaned in a mix of pain and pleasure, and he clamped his hands onto her hips. She put her hand on his chest to steady herself and moved a bit, pushing him inside her as deeply as she could, then she rolled her hips forward and backward. Her breaths came out in louder and louder moans. He tensed all the muscles in his groin but did not move otherwise. She shifted her weight a bit and put her hand on his and directed it upward, underneath her shirt to her breasts. He understood and took them and rubbed them and squeezed, and she leaned on his chest again and her rhythm accelerated. She rode him hard, and her climax—or climaxes, he could not say—rolled over them in waves. Waves that came in shorter and shorter, threatened to take him with them. He had to fight his own climax three times because he didn’t want it to be over just yet. But the fourth time she climaxed, her movement became so forceful that his restraint resolved into a heavy orgasm and he saw only the familiar light of release for a few seconds.

  

 
   
    Chapter 19: 
 
    Fallen 
 
    Day 27, Month 6, 150 AL Stormyear. Morning. 
 
    Aurora 
 
      
 
    Sadr made a low snoring sound while he slept. Aurora could barely look at him. He lay on his side, one hand still resting where she had been. She didn’t want to leave like this. She didn’t want to leave at all. All she wanted to do was crawl back into his arms and hide there for the rest of the season. Or maybe the rest of time. 
 
    Bishop found her hunched in a seat on deck, as far from the other passengers as possible, trying to hide her tear-streaked face. They had about an hour to talk before the ship left, and she did her best to pull herself together. Bishop sat down next to her with a knowing look in their eyes. 
 
    “Is it safe for me to return to Ithacan?” she asked before Bishop could ask her anything. 
 
    They nodded. “Sarda accepted the soldiers’ choice, the heir abstained, Ingla validated the duel, so the high court has no objections. You can proceed directly to Sarda to be proclaimed. Congratulations.” 
 
    Aurora sighed in relief, only to have a new wave of panic rolling over her. I am Sovereign of the Royal Forces of Ithacan. She had known, hypothetically, that this could happen. But she had deemed it so unlikely she had not prepared for it. After all, how would one prepare for becoming the leader of the largest standing army this side of the Taw overnight? 
 
    Wind came up, and they both drew their capes closer around their heads and shoulders. Bishop shuffled nearer, and Aurora leaned forward, hugging herself for warmth. 
 
    “Did my case die with Jonah?” Aurora asked, bracing herself for the answer. She’d invested a lot of effort to get the councils to allow an investigation of Jonah’s doings, only to be forced to kill Jonah. 
 
    “I’m afraid so. Right now, the high court has no reason to get involved. But on the upside, you are sovereign now. If you want to involve us in anything, you don’t need the councils’ approval anymore.” 
 
    Aurora nodded. That was a big upside. She’d still have to deal with Helena, and by proxy, Josepha. 
 
    “What happened between you and Sadr?” 
 
    Aurora rolled her eyes. She didn’t want to talk about Sadr. She never wanted to talk or think about Sadr ever again. The thought of him, of how she would never see him again, made a part of her want to throw herself overboard and drown. 
 
    “You’re perceptive enough to figure it out yourself,” she answered, veiling her unnerved tone with a complimentary remark. 
 
    “I am. But I’d like to hear it from you.” 
 
    Aurora sighed. Her insides bristled, but she couldn’t keep it in anymore. 
 
    “I made him a target, and now his life is fucked because of me. He is in danger because of me. If his child is kidnapped and mutilated, it will be because of me. If he disappears one day without a trace, it will be because of me. I wanted him, and I took him, and by doing that, I cursed him.” 
 
    To her utter surprise, Bishop laughed. They had this dark, cackling laughter that carried across rooms and encouraged others to laugh along. People’s heads turned and smiled. 
 
    “Oh, my sweet child, you are no demon. You can’t curse people. And by the way, where is Sadr in all of this? He is a living, thinking being that can estimate the consequences of his actions, and he wanted you, too.” 
 
    “Yeah, but can he estimate the consequences of his actions accurately?” 
 
    Bishop shot her a bewildered look. “Of course, he can! You should know better than to patronize him like that.” 
 
    Aurora wanted to tell them angrily that she didn’t want to talk about this anymore, but Bishop interrupted while she was still inhaling. “Did Sadr tell you who his lover is?” 
 
    The question confused her. “No, only that he has one.” 
 
    Something lit up in Bishop’s eyes. “Remember Lesh? The one that started investigating the Scourge cases when he was eighteen? My special investigator? That’s Sadr’s lover.” 
 
    Aurora could only blink. 
 
    “Yeah, you see, if we ignore Sadr’s decision to get involved, Lesh would be the one who dragged him into this. Not you. And if the thought that something might happen to him makes you cry, I’m sorry to break it to you, but it’s too late, Rora. You already care.” 
 
    That gave her pause, and for a long time, Aurora didn’t know what to say. 
 
    “I need to talk to Lesh. In person,” she said, thinking aloud. 
 
    “Lesh is recovering, and I’m sure he will be able to travel soon.” Bishop spoke as though Aurora knew what they were talking about. Only she didn’t. She made a questioning face at them. 
 
    “Recovering?” 
 
    “He was attacked by the Scourge while he was investigating the murders on Nan. I thought you heard?” 
 
    Aurora shook her head. “Attacked? She didn’t try to kill him?” 
 
    “Oh, she did. But someone saved him.” 
 
    A cold feeling spread inside of Aurora. “Who?” she heard herself ask. 
 
    “He doesn’t know. All he remembers is lightning, and that he went from Nan to the southern coast of Iber within a second.” 
 
    Flashes of memory whirled through her mind. Voices outside screaming her name. Lily Snake rattling on the ground. The swirl in the storm that spiraled toward her. The Scourge’s screaming mouth. A body on the ground with a black hole in their belly. The feeling of textile cutting into her skin. But that was a dream. 
 
    Aurora forced herself to breathe. Her fists were clenched tightly. Bishop stared at her, worried at first, but then the familiar look of understanding came into their eyes. They put one arm around her shoulders. 
 
    “You told me once that you used to sleepwalk during storms when you were a child.” 
 
    Aurora could only nod. 
 
    “Did you sleepwalk again while you were on Ingla?” 
 
    Yes, she wanted to say, though she wasn’t sure anymore if that was entirely true. She didn’t remember clearly what she’d seen or done, but she remembered the state she’d been in. She’d thought it was a dream, told herself it was a dream, all the while knowing that she hadn’t been asleep when it started. 
 
    “No, not quite. I knew what I was doing.” 
 
    Bishop’s serious expression broke into a grin. “Good. That’s good.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    13 years earlier 
 
    Agatha 
 
      
 
    “I can help you,” Agatha said, and the girl’s dark eyes, so unlike Agatha’s, grew frantic. 
 
    The light was brightest in her right arm. That was the one that had to go. 
 
    When Agatha returned to the gorger with the arm, meant as payment for the many years of work she had put into the girl’s upbringing, Agatha found Josepha devastated, even more devastated than she was before, when she told Agatha about the girl’s imminent death. The gorger even sent for her slaves to go and search for the girl. She asked Agatha, bewildered and in tears, why in the Stars she would do such an incomprehensible thing. Agatha had no answer for her. She was too confused by the gorger’s change of attitude, by her refusal to see that it was the only way to clean up this mess, their mess. 
 
    Agatha hardened her grip on her daughter’s arm and turned around to leave. Then she felt a punch to her neck. 
 
    Knife, she thought. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20: 
 
    Triads 
 
    Day 1, Month 7, 150 AL Stormyear. Dusk. 
 
    Lesh 
 
      
 
    Eris was all over Rella instantly. Lesh was not surprised. According to Sadr, Rella was the first other land-bound lipid that Eris had encountered. The instant kinship between them was palpable. Lesh watched them and thought back to Rella’s first year at the House. She’d been older than Eris when she came to live here thirteen years ago, but much less fluent in verbal language. Lesh knew that Rella spent the first years of her life isolated and wondered whether that was the reason she took so long to speak. Eris, who had had Sadr and a village around to interact with them from day one, barely stopped talking. 
 
    With Sadr’s approval, Rella took Eris with her into the woods to show them her favorite spots, and the two of them were not seen back again until after nightfall, when the inhabitants of the House gathered in the kitchen to eat. Eris was dead tired by the time they had emptied their plate. 
 
    Lesh remained behind in the kitchen with Rella, and they finished the cleanup together while Sadr put Eris to bed. Shortly after, they were joined by Viv and Antonin, who were giving Lesh and Sadr space but wanted dessert before watching a movie together in the living room. Sadr had brought grapevine liquor from Lisvanuva, and when he returned to the kitchen, the five of them had a glass together, then Rella bade them all good night to get to her daily training routine. Lesh was about to relax and enjoy the fact that he was not confined to his bed anymore when he saw Antonin and Sadr exchange a look he didn’t like. 
 
    “What?” he asked, his mood already dampening. 
 
    “Do we actually have to say it?” Viv asked with smooth reproach. Lesh sighed and looked at Sadr. He finished making a hash cigarette and presented it to Lesh with one hand while his other took Lesh’s hand in his. 
 
    “I don’t even know where to start.” He looked at them. They all had been worried sick about him. He knew that, and he wanted them to understand what had happened, but he wasn’t sure he understood. 
 
    “Oh, I can help with that,” Sadr said. “Start at the beginning.” 
 
    Lesh sighed. He took the cigarette and lit it, then gave it to Viv after two pulls. 
 
    “The victims were all one swarm founded only two years ago. They had seasonal housing on Nan, a flat in a house in decent state. The Scourge had observed them long enough to know that they had come for their first mating ceremony. She obliterated the swarm and then hid inside the building. I was caught completely off guard when she attacked me. I was an idiot.” 
 
    Viv snorted and gave the cigarette to Antonin. “She’s a murderous piece of shit!” she spoke angrily. 
 
    Antonin’s face, made for wide smiles, was serious and dead-eyed. Lesh found it hard to see his lovers, his companions of so many years, so enraged and afraid. Antonin and Viv were the ones that had built him up after his parents were murdered. They’d shared his trauma in many ways. 
 
    Sadr made a face as if he were computing the details. “She did all of that specifically to get to you. She wants you out of the way. Why? What for?” 
 
    That Sadr had come to the same conclusion immediately worried Lesh. 
 
    “What makes you think that?” he asked. 
 
    Sadr shrugged and killed the cigarette stump. “Well, she can’t come to you, so she has to make you come to her. That’s essentially what she did. She committed a murder in the middle of nowhere in the Anchorlands, knowing that with the right amount of brutality, the high court would contact you and ask for your help. From there all she had to do was watch and wait for you to come to her.” 
 
    “How did you get out of there?” Antonin asked. Lesh had thought a lot about that. He had some ideas, but those ideas gave him even more questions about who to talk to about his ideas, and who not to talk to. 
 
    “I’m not…entirely sure. All I do know for sure is that I was…paralyzed.” His gaze met Sadr’s, and the shadow of doubt in them told him that his lover, the one with the otherworldly fine antenna for the emotions, thoughts, and states of mind of others, saw that he was not being completely honest. But he said nothing. 
 
    Viv and Antonin bade them good night shortly after. They remained behind in the kitchen, waiting for the door to close. Sadr took Lesh’s hand in his and kissed his knuckles before putting his forehead to them. Lesh shuffled closer and cupped the side of Sadr’s face with his free hand, placing a kiss on his hair. 
 
    “I’m so glad you’re better,” Sadr said in a low voice. 
 
    “I’m glad you’re here.” 
 
    “Good. Does that mean you’ll tell me what happened?” 
 
    Lesh leaned back to look at his lover. There was nothing negative in Sadr’s eyes and tone, only curiosity, maybe amusement. 
 
    “How do you know…” 
 
    “I know that something’s missing from your story.” 
 
    Lesh sighed. “There was someone else there. I don’t know who, not for sure, at least, but there was someone there that got me out of the Scourge’s grip and brought me home. I don’t know how they did it because it happened too fast. They must’ve been some kind of mage, I guess. Do you know of mages who could do something like this?” 
 
    Sadr was shaking his head slowly. 
 
    “No. No mage could have done that.” He let go of Lesh and leaned forward. “Powerhouses shoot fire, they create energy. Shields can neutralize energy and attract and repel matter with electromagnetism. Sirens put particles in oscillation with their voices, and Healers and Lifestealers read and manipulate low voltage electricity. Lipids transform their own bodies, and cruoids…well, you know better than me what cruoids do. None of those kinds of mages, neither my kind nor yours, would’ve been capable of transporting themselves to you and then bringing you here, and much less in that short amount of time. I mean, shields can jump large distances, but not from Nan to Iber.” 
 
    “Then who can?” 
 
    The pause Sadr made was long enough for Lesh to wonder whether he’d heard the question. 
 
    “A bastard mage maybe,” Sadr said finally. 
 
    Lesh did notice the strange tone in his lover’s voice. “You’ve got someone specific in mind?” 
 
    Sadr shrugged. “There is one bastard mage I know about, and saving someone from the Scourge would be right up her alley.” 
 
    Lesh narrowed his eyes. “You mean Aurora Vespucci.” 
 
    Sadr’s nod spoke of unwillingness. He gathered what was needed to make another cigarette. Silence stretched between them. Lesh watched him, wondering what it was about Aurora Vespucci saving his life that drained his lover’s cheerful mood all of a sudden. 
 
    “So?” Lesh asked. 
 
    Sadr lit the cigarette and took a drag. “So what?” he replied softly and exhaled smoke. 
 
    Lesh’s mouth twitched. “Are you going to tell me what happened between you and Aurora Vespucci?” 
 
    “Nothing happened,” he said, trying to sound casual and failing. Lesh could not suppress an unbelieving chuckle at that. He leaned forward and bumped the cigarette. 
 
    “Sadr, I don’t mind other people being in your life. You know there are other people in my life as well. If it’s all secret, then I can live with that, but I feel like you’re being haunted by something, and I would like to understand what’s going on.” He paused. “What I’m trying to say is you don’t have to talk to me about it, but if you want to, you can. I’m okay with that.” 
 
    Sadr listened to most of that with his head bowed, and as the silence stretched again, Lesh wondered what his lover would do. Continue to deny there was something going on? That was something Lesh would not do in Sadr’s place, but then again, sex and relationships were handled very differently in Ithacan than they were in the Anchorlands. Lesh had given him an easy way out. Sadr could say he didn’t want to talk about it. In the end, it was still Sadr’s decision how much he shared. 
 
    “Why would you assume that something happened between Aurora and me anyway?” 
 
    Lesh could not help but chuckle at his lover’s blatant obliviousness. “Well, you’ve been calling her by her first name consistently. No one except Bishop does that, and Bishop…parented her, for all intents and purposes.” 
 
    “Maybe we’re old friends.” 
 
    Lesh took a long look at him. “Maybe. I think it’s more likely you two met in a lovehouse one fine day, and though I don’t frequent those, I do know what usually happens there. That would also explain the scratch marks you had on your back when you came here…and the rumors I’ve been hearing from the trial on Ingla.” 
 
    Sadr cringed, and Lesh suppressed the urge to laugh at how utterly cute Sadr was when he was embarrassed and hugged him instead.

  

 
   
    Chapter 21: 
 
    Sovereign 
 
    Day 13, Month 7, 150 AL Stormyear. Afternoon. 
 
    Aurora 
 
      
 
    Aurora’s quarters on Sarda still smelled new. Jonah had turned the drawing room, where all his official business was handled, into a spatial monstrosity by stuffing it with hefty dark furniture and a collection of shiny, ancestral weapons. The adjoining bedroom, in contrast, looked like a prison cell. There was an old, smelly mattress in one corner, and a small table with a pan for washing in the other. There was one shelf with clothes, another one with files. The sight brought tears to her eyes. I took him out like a broken machina. 
 
    It took her two days to renovate the quarters. She gave all the furniture and weapons away and cleared out the bedroom completely, except for the files, of course. She had no mind to look at them thoroughly, but from what she gathered, they related to Jonah’s pet projects. She would need to sort that out at some point, but with the Summit so close, she needed to focus her attention elsewhere. 
 
    Aurora had not heard a word from Helena since she had informed Aurora that the royal circle would not take part in the festivities this year. She grew more worried every day that passed. Not that she hadn’t expected resistance to her being sovereign. Every other day, another outer circle Lord sat in her drawing room and complained about her. Some did it openly, some made the polite effort to generalize. She’d told her staff members, the non-combat part of the forces, not to let anyone in anymore, but somehow, they always slipped through, which led Aurora to the conclusion that she couldn’t trust the staff members closest to her. The soldiers had chosen her. The Sarda-based staff weren’t even at the duel. They’d heard what happened from Helena’s mouth, in Josepha’s words. Aurora had no doubt about that. Josepha would stand in the shadows behind Helena, telling her what to do, the same way she’d stood in the shadows behind George while he was the heir. 
 
    The thought had Aurora’s insides clenching. She tried breathing through it and focused on the view again. The drawing room had a balcony that opened up to the north. On a clear evening like this one, she could see the light from the heir’s residence on Sika. Aurora breathed in and then lit the cigarette between her fingers. Wind came up and brought the smell of salt and a growing storm in the west. The sovereign’s building was silent around and beneath her. As often as she could, she inconspicuously sent the non-combat staff home early and waited until they were gone before she focused her attention on her real work. The real work had two parts—reforming the forces and sorting the material from the box. Aurora had printed out everything saved on the device, and the many sheets of hemp paper formed respectably huge piles on her bedroom floor. For some reason, she’d expected the researched material to be in some kind of order. But they weren’t. It was left to her to sort them out. 
 
    Aurora took another deep pull on the cigarette and allowed her thoughts to wander off to Sadr as they always did. Thinking of him reminded her that she missed him. She didn’t know what to do with this emotion, so she left it there. To feel this way confused her, or rather, the depth of it confused her. We barely know each other. Still, he was the first thing on her mind when she woke. The only way to get rid of him was to start her day with extensive combat training. When she lay down to sleep, the memory of his hands on her body returned and made her feel aroused and sad, which was an exceptionally stupid combination. Too aroused to fall asleep, too sad to do something about it. Accordingly, her days also ended with extensive combat training in the hopes of tiring herself out. It worked, but not enough. 
 
    She liked him. She missed him. She barely knew him. He had taken up so little of her lifetime, but his absence was like a soft tug on her lungs. If she tried, she could pull herself together and forget about him. But a part of her didn’t want to. A part of her wanted to remember him and every minute she’d spent in his presence in perfect detail, and as the days passed, it seemed like that part only grew. 
 
    Pulling herself together again, Aurora put out the cigarette and left the balcony. Today, she was meeting Exec Jane’s division. She knew Exec Jane from her various talks with all the execs over the last week. Exec Jane was one of the few execs who happened to be on Sarda when she arrived. From what Aurora could see, Jane was smart and well put together. She wasn’t afraid to speak her mind when it came to the state of the forces, and she was a very calm, friendly person. Jonah had dubbed her division a sucker division, saying they were suckers who didn’t get what being a soldier was about. They were not only a division, but also a music band. It was from the talks with Jane and the other execs that Aurora had learned an important thing about the forces. Jonah, as almost every sovereign before him, sat in his office, met with lords and council members, looked at maps and tabs that his staff prepared and maintained for him, and gave out written orders to the execs. Everything that came afterward, the whole slew of organizational tasks that his orders required, were performed by the execs. This meant that execs were people who knew their shit, and Aurora needed them. She was a prosecutor, which meant she knew the law, but she had no idea what leading an army entailed. The execs did. 
 
    In earlier times, army bands had been forbidden, but some sovereign a few decades back allowed them. Aurora had heard that some of them were quite good, but she knew almost nothing of music. 
 
    She left the sovereign’s building, checking on her way out that everyone had truly gone home. In the past week, she’d found one or two of her staffers still lurking near her office after she’d sent them home, pretending to work when she was sure they were actually spying on her. After that, she went to Soldiertown. 
 
    The houses of Soldiertown were only partly inhabitable. Most of them were one-story buildings now, but they used to have more than one. On some of the buildings, the roofs had been destroyed or blown away, and the partly crumbled walls of the highest floors formed ragged shapes against the dark gray of the sky. Some still had roofs, but the lower floors had sunk into the ground over time. The outer houses were silent and empty, but the farther she walked in, the more she could hear people and music. There were three houses that formed a U. A fire burned in the middle of the U, and Jane and her division sat or stood around it, most of them with a musical instrument of some kind. 
 
    Aurora wasn’t sure whether what they were playing was a song or improvisation, but they stopped when they spotted her. Heads turned, and Aurora recognized another exec by the name of Murphy among them. Murphy was at least two decades older than Aurora, which showed in the mousy grey of her shoulder-length hair and the wrinkles around her brown eyes. Do I need to send the other exec away when I talk to Jane’s division? she wondered. She didn’t need to worry. Murphy got up from her seat and nodded to Aurora respectfully, then she said goodbye to Jane and her division and left. Aurora waited until the seasoned exec was out of earshot before addressing the division. 
 
    “Excuse me for interrupting you during your free time, soldiers. But I have a sensitive matter to discuss.” 
 
    Jane nodded. “We’re all ears.” 
 
    “I want you to attend the Summit, officially as the music act.” 
 
    That earned her wide eyes and open mouths. Army bands weren’t forbidden anymore, but that didn’t mean they were universally respected. Surely not enough to be the music act at an event as important for appearances as the Summit, where Ithacan Royals and a collection of Anchorlanders that the Ithacan Royals deemed important enough to come together to celebrate the Year of Lo, which was the year of first contact between Ithacan and the Anchorlands. Legend said that it was the first contact after the Great Silence, an unknown amount of time during which there was no communication between the people of Ithacan and the people of the Anchorlands. 
 
    “Officially? And unofficially?” asked a short-haired, muscled, coppery-skinned person with a charming smile that still held a tiny drum in their lap. 
 
    “Covert security. As members of the band, you’ll be able to move more inconspicuously among guests and staff. I need you to be alert for anything that points to an attack, and ready to take immediate action if an attack does happen.” 
 
    “Excuse me, Sovereign, is there a concrete reason for your precautions?” another soldier asked. They were tall, lean, and bald, and their eyes and skin reminded her of the eternal cloud in the sky, though their cheeks had a rosy touch. 
 
    “Well, yes. I have received information that there might be repercussions for my actions against my late cousin. Nothing concrete, but the Summit is important enough to be a target.” 
 
    “There is only one complication,” Jane said with serious eyes. “In order for us to be able to play our program, we would need to invite one or two…veterans.” 
 
    Aurora made the corners of her mouth stay up despite her feelings. “If there are veterans that you need to complete your cover, you are free to invite them, Exec Jane.” She paused and waited for more questions, but none came. They just stared at her. Had she said something ridiculous? She couldn’t read their silence and decided to let it go. 
 
    They discussed a few more details before Exec Jane walked her out. It was a polite gesture, but Aurora could not shake the feeling that Jane had something else to discuss. 
 
    “So,” Jane said when they were out of earshot. “How are you?” 
 
    Aurora needed a moment to process this unexpected question, particularly because she did not want to answer truthfully. 
 
    “I’m fine, thank you.” 
 
    “Good, that’s good. Have you talked to Sadr lately?” 
 
    Again, a second or two went by while Aurora tried to figure out what in the stars Jane was talking about. How did she… The trial. Jane must have been at the trial and must know Sadr… And then it dawned on her. The instruments. The LP players. Who would make such efforts other than…a musician? 
 
    Aurora couldn’t help but groan and roll her eyes at herself. “Sadr was in your division.” 
 
    “Yes, he was.” 
 
    “And when you asked for the veterans…” 
 
    “I meant him.” 
 
    And the others probably know. And now I’m the slutty sovereign that employs a full division to covertly smuggle her lover to the Summit. Great. That will help my standing with the lords. And he wasn’t even her lover. She sighed. 
 
    “I wasn’t aware.” 
 
    “I believe you. But now that you are, do you still want me to invite him to sing with us?” 
 
    Several different impulses rushed by as she followed none of them. “Do you need him?” 
 
    Now Jane sighed and let her gaze wander off into the distance. “Well, we don’t, but…well. I don’t expect you to relate, but to us it would be an honor to play a concert with him again.” 
 
    “An honor?” Aurora couldn’t help the incredulity in her tone. 
 
    “He is a fantastic musician.” 
 
    Of course, he is, she thought with an internal eye roll. “Then ask him. Make sure he is aware of the risk.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    Aurora shook as she closed the drawing room door behind her and leaned against it, trying to calm herself down. She had to do something to take her mind off the conversation with Jane or she would drown. It was already hard to breathe. 
 
    Her eyes fell on a pile of paper that she could see through the half-open door to her bedroom. She forced herself to inhale deeply, kicked her shoes off, and rushed into the bedroom. At the opposite wall hung a visualization of the timeline of the crimes she was investigating. It was a long row of paper sheets connected at their short ends with one long line running in the middle and Xs on the line, marking incidents. A killing in the Anchorlands, an abduction in Ithacan, and so on. There were a lot of incidents, some of them very small and mysterious. Aurora had drawn it in order to find out whether all of the incidents could safely be appropriated to the Scourge timewise. She’d finished it last night and had been too tired to take another look at it. But now, looking at it with some distance, a tingling feeling rushed down her neck. There was something there, but she couldn’t quite say what it was. She stepped nearer to the timeline, let her eyes run over dates, names, and places written in her own script. 
 
    Winter Solstice, 137 AL: attack on A. Vespucci, Ithacan  
 
    Month 12, Day 30, 137 AL: murder of three, Anchorlands 
 
    Month 1, Day 31, 138 AL: abduction J. Farmerer, Ithacan 
 
    Month 3, Day 2, 138 AL: vandalism bordertown lovehouse, Anchorlands 
 
    Aurora walked along the wall back in time to incidents that had happened before the attack on her, then incidents that had happened before her birth. A stone dropped into her stomach. She froze and stared, openmouthed, then stepped back, barely noticing the pile she kicked over. There was a pattern. She could see it clearly now. There were three distinct phases to the Scourge’s doings. The incidents before her birth had no regularity. They happened hours, days, or weeks apart, with no apparent logic except for traveling time. They clearly reduced in number after Aurora’s birth. She didn’t know what to make of that yet, so she pushed it to the back of her mind. The interesting thing happened after the attack on her. From that point in time on, the incidents had a regularity to them that they didn’t have before. The shortest space between incidents was four weeks. The longest was fifty-six weeks. Fifty-six was a multiple of four. 
 
    Aurora whirled around to grab a pen and a sheet of paper. She wrote down all the dates and found that almost all incidents happened a number of weeks apart that could be divided by four, with four weeks being the shortest and fifty-six being the longest. Her brain made the necessary leap of association, and suddenly she knew. She knew everything. Whither week. The use of a complex fetish often required time as a factor. The fetish needed to be applied at a certain time, worn for a certain amount of time before it could be removed again safely. Every complex fetish was different in this regard, but time was always a factor. Four weeks. Her head raced. She went to the last incident on the timeline. Nan. Nan happened ten days before the duel. The duel had taken place three weeks ago. She could use it during the next few days, then again in four weeks. The Summit was in one week. She cannot use it during the Summit. Aurora almost stumbled and fell as she tried to rush out of the room while grabbing for Bishop’s fetish in her hair.

  

 
   
    Chapter 22: 
 
    Royal Correspondence 
 
    Day 1, Month 7, 150 AL Stormyear. Dusk. 
 
    Sadr 
 
      
 
    Eris’s laughter filled the kitchen. They were in a good mood this evening, as they had been almost every evening since Sadr and Eris arrived at the House. His child’s sleeping pattern had evolved from I-sleep-whenever-the-fuck-I-want-which-is-never-so-I-mostly-just-faint-somewhere-after-fourteen-hours to a steady rhythm of six hours of heavy sleep to six hours of being awake and active, which was a massive relief for Sadr. It confirmed something he had not dared to hope for. That the vacation was actually helping Eris’s development instead of throwing them backward. That bringing Eris here was more than a selfish, heated decision he had made in a state of longing and heartbreak. Also, the prospect of sleeping through nights again as a standard instead of the total chaos that had been the standard for the last four years was too good to be fully believed just yet. 
 
    Rella, on the other hand, was still too tired to deal with Eris’s energy. As Sadr was mixing Eris’s breakfast porridge, he listened to their conversation, which consisted of Eris asking Rella all kinds of questions, and Rella grunting responses, which entertained Eris so much they kept asking, not realizing or outright ignoring how unnerved Rella was. 
 
    “Rella! Rella! Rella!” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Where do stars come from?” 
 
    “I told you yesterday.” 
 
    “Tell me again!” 
 
    “Ugh!” Rella hid her face beneath her arms just as a low vibration made the ceiling rustle. Sadr, still chuckling under his breath, interrupted the breakfast to go for the front door. He threw his coat, hung by the door, around his shoulders, slipped into his heavy winter boots, and went outside. He found the member of a postal swarm waiting for him at the portal tree. Sadr received a thin package wrapped in hempic from the swarm member and returned to the House with it. 
 
    Back in the kitchen he found that Lesh had gotten up, too. He was brewing coffee while both Eris and Rella were shoveling their breakfast in silence. Sadr grinned and went over to Lesh to hug him and put a kiss on his head. Lesh turned around to him and buried his face in Sadr’s arms. 
 
    “Morning, my love,” Sadr said. “Are you all right?” 
 
    “Hmpf,” Lesh made against his chest. “Bad dreams.” 
 
    Another soft vibration made the ceiling rustle. Sadr froze. Rella’s head shot up and found his gaze. Sadr looked at Lesh, who had his eyes closed. 
 
    “False alarm,” Lesh mumbled and opened his eyes. Sadr and Rella exhaled in unison. They’d had a few of these false alarms recently. 
 
    Sadr hugged him a little tighter, then both of them sat down with Rella and Eris, Lesh with his coffee, and Sadr with the thin pile of paper that he’d received from the postal swarm. He removed the hempic and froze at the dark paper revealed. He couldn’t do much more than stare at the letter. The fine, black hemp paper envelope was so soft and shiny. Only royals used this kind of paper. It had his name written in a handwriting he didn’t recognize. 
 
    “Are you all right, my love?” asked Lesh. 
 
    The door to the kitchen swung open and Sirius stormed in. He looked like he’d run the one-hour distance between his home and the house. He hadn’t even bothered to take off his coat and shoes at the entrance, and his face started to redden in the heat of the kitchen. His eyes found Sadr’s and burned into them, then he noted the letter in Sadr’s hands. 
 
    “You got one, too?” Sirius asked, his voice hoarse with too many emotions for Sadr to sort out. 
 
    “One what?” 
 
    Sirius’s brow cringed in confusion, then he took another look at the letter and its unopened state. 
 
    “Open it!” Sirius exclaimed with equal parts impatience and dread. 
 
    Sadr sighed, then let his tensed shoulders slouch. He unfolded the sheet to find a different handwriting, one he recognized from the coded notes he’d delivered here not too long ago. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Lesh asked. Sirius answered him, but Sadr didn’t listen. His head was filled with Aurora’s voice as soon as he read the words. 
 
    By the power of my position, I hereby pardon you for the crime of desertion. Your status will be changed to veteran. Your banishment from Ithacan is lifted.… 
 
    There was more, but his vision blurred, and he had to close his eyes and hide his face behind his hands. It took a while before the conversation around him got through to him again. 
 
    “…reduced it to ten years including education!” 
 
    “What was it before?” 
 
    “Servitude for life!” Sirius’s voice toppled over itself. Lesh made an impressed sound. 
 
    “It sounds like this could cause profound changes within the royal forces.” 
 
    Sirius snorted. “Yeah, if she lives long enough! Or maybe, I don’t know, maybe she has a plan for the civil war she is causing. Dear Lord, they must be at her throat by now.” 
 
    Sadr snapped out of his stupor. He looked up, trying to settle on one of the many questions in his head when his wrist tingled. He reached for the lock he wore around it automatically. 
 
    “Jane?” 
 
    “Kit! You got a minute?” She sounded excited, excited like a child with a devious plan. Sadr remembered that tone only too well.

  

 
   
    Chapter 23: 
 
    Summit 
 
    Day 21, Month 7, 150 AL. Summer Solstice. Night. 
 
    Sadr 
 
      
 
    “You look beautiful!” 
 
    Sadr reddened. Bishop was a friendly person, but not the type that cared about appearances and threw around compliments. But they were right. He did look beautiful. He had invested a lot of time and effort to make it so. 
 
    “Thanks, Bishop. Lo and behold.” 
 
    “Lo indeed!” 
 
    Bishop had come to fetch him in a somewhat ominous manner after the concert. They’d led Sadr into the cellar of the castle’s middle building without so much as greeting. They walked right through the cellar to another staircase that led upward again and exited on the side of the castle. 
 
    Every year, the Summit took place at Swanstone Castle, an otherwise uninhabited ruin on an island amidst a still body of water aptly named the Silent Sea. They were far away from the courtyard, where most of the festive community was still gathered with schnapps and conversation. Somehow, he had expected Lesh to fetch him, or at least for him to be with Bishop. 
 
    “Where are we going?” he asked. 
 
    Bishop squinted up at him, amused. “To your lovers.” 
 
    He couldn’t help but grin and think he must be the luckiest fool that ever lived. 
 
    “One of them arranged for a secluded place where we can talk,” Bishop continued. 
 
    They rounded the corner of the castle and came out at its back, and Sadr heard a familiar noise. He looked up and squinted at the spider-tree labyrinth walling their path, but he couldn’t see them. Soldiers. Communicating with certain sounds. The one he’d heard meant “stay”. There were soldiers positioned around the path, hiding, watching, ready to move if anything suspicious or unexpected occurred. 
 
    From the things Aurora had talked about with Bishop, which were then communicated to Lesh, who then communicated things to Sadr, Sadr understood that the Summit was safe. It was safe because the Scourge could not use the fetish Lesh strongly suspected to be made from Aurora’s arm. This meant she could not appear at any given time and place, which was supposedly what the fetish did. Of course, this was the Scourge they were talking about. She had gone on murderous rampages long before she got her hand on that fetish. But Sadr tried not to think about it too much. He had to believe they would be safe tonight. 
 
    During the day, he and his band members set up the stage, and Aurora mostly ignored him. He understood she didn’t want to draw attention to him with the island and castle grounds buzzing with council members and lords. It was bad enough some of them probably recognized him from the trial. At the same time, he couldn’t help but feel a foolish desire to be noticed by her. 
 
    She had stolen into his dressing room after the stage had been set up. He’d been on his way into the shower when she slipped inside, closed the door behind her, and pressed her ear against it to listen for about a minute. Dear Lord, you’re paranoid, he had thought, and then he reminded himself that there was probably a reason for her fear. He had watched her and waited. When she was sure they were safe, she turned around and looked at him, and he could see how this confident, decisive person turned into a frightened, exhausted being that only wanted to be hugged. So he hugged her. She cried and kissed him. Kissed him as if she were drowning, and his mouth was the only way to breathe. 
 
    Sade undressed her, pulled her into the shower with him, and made her come. 
 
    “I missed you,” she gasped after, still in the throes of ecstasy. 
 
    He found that it was all he needed to hear for now and told her that he’d missed her, too. They had not spoken a word apart from that, and he still felt like everything between them was as clear as it could be. They’d missed each other. There was little room for that kind of feeling in her life. Not as long as she wasn’t finished with what she was doing. It had already begun, and she couldn’t stop it anymore. He understood. He’d also seen the depth of relief she’d felt with him in the shower, where she could put her mind to something other than survival and be herself for a while. 
 
    After they were done, she’d put on her clothing with a heaviness as if it were armor. The sight had fueled him with anger and impatience. He wanted all of this to be over, so she could be herself—a person he believed he’d glimpsed in those stolen, hushed, in-between moments—and their relationship could be more than what it was right now. Sadr wanted more. It was fine for now, but he definitely wanted more. He wanted more the same way he’d wanted more of Lesh when they met. Sadr knew his hungers, and this particular one was not to be messed with. 
 
    A light ahead caught his attention, and he recognized the shape of a small hut leaning on the side of the castle wall. Bishop headed toward it. It was barely large enough to hold four people. The nearer they came, the more he noticed the total silence. He had hoped that Lesh and Aurora would at least get along, and now he worried. What if they didn’t? What if they were in there, sitting in awkward silence, fostering resentment? Sadr shook his head. 
 
    They entered the hut, and at first, it seemed his fears had come true. Aurora and Lesh sat opposite each other on two couches that had been crammed against the walls of the small hut. They were staring into nothingness. Then he took a closer look at Lesh’s face, at his eyes and how they moved rapidly from side to side, and he understood this wasn’t an uncomfortable silence. It was a pensive one. They were both thinking and brooding, and both of them were apparently so deeply in thought they showed no sign of noticing their arrival. Then Lesh looked up. 
 
    “How?” he said in an unnerved tone, and Sadr realized they were entering in the middle of an ongoing, complicated conversation. 
 
    “I don’t know,” came the toneless answer, and Sadr’s eyes switched to Aurora and the sadness weighing on her shoulders. Whatever this was about, the absence of an answer concerned her more than it concerned Lesh, and Lesh was already very concerned. 
 
    It was then his lover noticed Sadr and Bishop, and his worried expression broke into a smile. He got up, and Aurora followed his example. Her smile was shy but there. Lesh walked over to him and hugged and kissed him in greeting. Sadr embraced him tightly and enjoyed how he relaxed as he perceived Lesh relaxing in his arms. They had that effect on each other, and Sadr highly cherished it. 
 
    Lesh’s grin was unexpectedly crooked when he let go of Sadr and turned to greet Bishop, and Sadr understood his lover was giving him space to greet the third part of this unsure-footed triad. Sadr caught Aurora’s eye, walked over to her, and hugged her. She tried to hide it, but she was tense. Impatience pinched him again, and he hugged her tighter. She inhaled sharply and then relaxed instantly as she exhaled, and a darker kind of amusement made his mouth twitch. 
 
    They sat and talked about the situation. Or rather: they told Sadr what he needed to know. They were all tired and kept it short. He knew they were leaving things out, but he didn’t press for these details. He would have three days alone with Lesh on their journey home to come to the details. A short while later, Lesh and Bishop bade him and Aurora good night. Lesh gave her a hug and whispered something in her ear. She chuckled, and Sadr resolved quickly that he wouldn’t ask. 
 
    Aurora closed the door behind them, then turned around and leaned against it. She reached up and removed her prosthesis. He remained sitting on the couch and waited. Her dress was wonderful. It was pitch-black and made of a very fine hemp, leaving her pale shoulders free. The upper part clung to her chest like a second skin while the lower part welled out voluptuously like a tall, wavy bell. Their eyes met. She moved toward him, leaving the prosthesis on the other couch, and climbed onto his lap. 
 
    “Did I tell you that I missed you?” 
 
    Her voice had a dark vibration that ignited little fires on the skin between his shoulders. He reached under the wide, plush skirt until he found her butt cheeks, gripped them, and pulled her closer. She made a light gasp. 
 
    “I missed you, too.” 
 
    She kissed him, a light, teasing kiss. 
 
    “I wish I could tell you more than that,” she whispered at his mouth. 
 
    “It’s fine,” he breathed and kissed her deeply. She gave a moan, and her hips moved, rubbed against him, and he could taste her building lust on the tip of her tongue, in the grip of her hand in his hair. 
 
    “You can’t be too loud, though, or your soldiers will hear,” he teased. 
 
    She smiled. “Oh, please. I’m the Slut of Ithacan, they don’t expect otherwise.” 
 
    He chuckled and pulled his head back so he could look at her. “I like your attitude.” 
 
    “Enough to let it ride your face?” 
 
    Sadr broke into laughter, and they swayed a bit as he sat up and let his head fall, trying to calm himself. There was no good reply. 
 
    “Please don’t feel pressured, I’m joking,” she said with a chuckle, and he caught her eye. 
 
    “Don’t worry, I don’t feel pressured,” he said and raised an eyebrow at her. “Also: I hope you’re not joking.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    13 years earlier 
 
    Josepha 
 
      
 
    What else is there to do? If she dies, it will be all I have left of her. 
 
    Josepha lay on her back with her knees bent and her hands on her lower belly. Next to her, a large cauldron sat over a fire, cooking the flesh off Aurora’s right arm. It would take hours, but Josepha was preoccupied anyway. Her wither week had set in with full force, and the cramps were horrible. Since Jonah’s birth it was like that. She bled for four days instead of two, as it was before, and the cramps woke her up at night with pain. 
 
    The proximity of the fire helped, though. The heat relaxed her womb a bit. When another cramp hit, she sucked in air, inhaled deeply, focused it, directed it to her lower belly, then held it, held it, and let go again. Like a wave of heat, the pain dissolved. It wasn’t gone, but it was softer, less concentrated. She sighed. 
 
    It would all be easier if Aurora died. Then she could kill everyone involved in finding her. She could claim Aurora was a bastard mage who exploded and took them with her. 
 
    But Josepha also needed a plan for if Aurora lived. And a plan for if she lived and knew who her mother was. After all, Josepha didn’t know what the Scourge told Aurora before she… Josepha could still not comprehend it. How could she? What kind of person, what kind of mother, could rip off her own daughter’s arm? Why couldn’t she just leave? 
 
    Marrying her to Jonah was not an option now. That would look like a gesture of bad conscience, practically an admission of guilt. Furthermore, an admission of guilt for something she was not even guilty of. She had not attacked Aurora and bitten off her arm! But she’d let in the one who had. Let her in so many times during the past fifteen years. Too many. Asked her favors even. What did I do? 
 
    But it was no use now. She got up with a groan and took a look at the contents of the cauldron. Fat was bubbling at the surface, and small slivers of flesh danced up and down with the cooking water. As soon as the bones were clean, she had to dry them, arrange them so they lay anatomically correct, and then knit them together using her own hair. That way, the fetish would accept her as its forger. As it was not a wielder’s bone, she would not be able to destine it the same way. Non-wielder bones were always a challenge. She could give it a direction—transformation, creation, destruction—but what it did in the end would be a surprise, even for her. For transformation, she needed to soak the bones in blood. Shark blood would do, but as she was bleeding anyway, she wanted to use some of her own blood as well, hoping it would further the fetish’s acceptance of her. 
 
    Josepha sighed. She had to inform her husband. He was traveling, but his fetish sat in her necklace. She had to act as if Aurora had been attacked by an unknown outsider. She had to make sure Jonah kept his mouth shut. She had to make sure the three witches that helped the Scourge deliver kept their mouths shut. That was an especially tricky one. She’d had eyes on them since the Scourge told her the story, but even getting there was an obstacle of its own, especially as she had to go there herself. She could not simply send someone. Not for this.

  

 
   
    Chapter 24: 
 
    Outcast 
 
    Day 22, Month 7, 150 AL. Summer Solstice. Morning. 
 
    Aurora 
 
      
 
    The howling of the wind woke Aurora up in the morning. She opened her eyes and needed a second to remember where she was. Gray light illuminated the small room. She lay on her left side, her arm outstretched, and her fingers intertwined with Sadr’s. He was spooning her, had his left arm under her head, one leg between her legs, and his right rested firmly on her right tit. She smiled, and the memory of the past night came back to her. They were on the ground between the two couches. We tend to end up on the floor, she thought, then smiled. 
 
    Sadr moved in his sleep and his right hand twitched, then slowly slid up and down her side. Aurora gasped as a wave of goosebumps rolled over her skin. She grew warm inside as the echo of last night’s pleasure became alive in her body like fire. She turned around and kissed him. He moaned at her mouth, and his hand gladly returned to her tits all by itself. She kissed him harder but froze when she heard steps. 
 
    “Sovereign?” Exec Jane sounded somewhat insecure. 
 
    Aurora saw her own disappointment reflected in Sadr’s eyes. He grinned and shrugged. She turned around with a sigh. 
 
    “One second, Exec.” 
 
    She got up and dressed, then poked her head out the door, her eyes squinting in the daylight before Jane came into focus. The exec had a seriousness about her that filled Aurora with dire foreboding. 
 
    “What is it?” she asked, not quite getting rid of the unwillingness in her tone. 
 
    “I need you to come with me.” 
 
    Aurora arched an eyebrow. “What happened?” 
 
    Jane sighed. “It appears someone broke into your room last night.” 
 
    A cold hand wrapped itself around Aurora’s stomach at Jane’s words. Outcast. They had done it. She nodded and pulled her head back in, growing numb. 
 
    “Someone broke into your room?” Sadr was fully dressed, worry crimping his brow. Aurora nodded again. Her head was devoid of words. She had to go to her room and take a look and see what they’d done with her things. She’d read about the practice and knew what to expect, but she tried not to focus on the gross details. She needed to go there and see for herself. Assess the damage. Sadr had made his way over to her and put a hand on her shoulder. 
 
    “Do you want me to come with you?” 
 
    “No,” she said automatically and looked up at him, only to find that her eyes swam in tears. “Yes. Yes, please come with me.” 
 
    Sadr kept his warm hand on her back almost all the way to Swanstone Castle, and Aurora distracted herself by marveling at how reassuring this simple gesture was. To be cast out was bad. It was about the worst thing that could happen to a royal. Whatever they had done to her possessions was very bad. But she wasn’t alone. 
 
    They found Bishop and Lesh waiting for them at a good distance from her room’s door. Aurora understood why when the smell hit her nose. The hall was filled with the sharp, gouging stank of urine and shit. She closed her eyes for a second and suppressed the impulse to punch something, then she went on to the open door. 
 
    They had been thorough. She recognized her backpack first. It was emptied out, torn, wet and someone, or several someones, had defecated on it. The insides of her backpack lay strewn around it. She saw clothes and the wrappings of granulate bars, her brush, her soap, her notebook, her spare shoes. All soiled with shit and piss and probably some ejaculate. Then she saw Knit and her heart stopped. They had nailed the prosthesis to the wall at the elbow. From the looks of the wet spots on the wall around it, they had then made it a contest to piss on it. Her hands clenched. She needed to punch something or she would cry. 
 
    Sadr’s reassuring hand appeared on her shoulder again. She let herself relax gradually and looked around. The others had joined her without her realizing. Sadr stood on her left, his face guarded. Bishop was on her right with their eyes turned down. Jane stood behind them. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Rora,” Bishop mouthed, and Aurora shook her head. 
 
    “We’re looking into the guest list. Shouldn’t be too hard to figure out who’s responsible for this,” Jane said. 
 
    Aurora sighed. “I know who’s responsible. It doesn’t matter.” 
 
    Aurora shot Jane a look that stopped her from protesting. The exec knew from their endless discussions about the future of the royal forces that there was a point of no arguing with her. 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Lesh injected from behind her. “They didn’t steal anything, did they?” 
 
    “No, they only ruined everything.” 
 
    “But why?” 
 
    She wanted to answer but found she didn’t have the breath to speak. 
 
    “It’s a crude practice,” Sadr explained, and she thanked the stars for the hundredth time today for his mere presence in her life. “It’s a remnant of the very early Dugouter days. It was actually banned a while ago, but… Yeah, well. It’s supposed to inform the victim they’re no longer considered a part of the family and no longer welcome on their territory.” 
 
    “It’s a warning,” Aurora added. “It says this is what I am to them, and this is what they’ll do to me should I ever return.” 
 
    Aurora could not see Lesh’s reaction, but from the cynical humor that lit up in Sadr’s eyes, she guessed that Lesh looked shocked. 
 
    “Welcome to Vespucciland,” Sadr said, and against all odds, she found a dry chuckle escaping her throat. 
 
    “I need spare clothes,” she said and turned to Jane again. Jane nodded understandingly and left the hall at a fast pace. 
 
    She changed clothes in an adjoining bathroom with Sadr, who thought it was a bad idea for her to be alone right now. She wondered whether he was right or was being overly cautious, but she was still glad he was here. Then the picture of Knit on the wall hit her again, and she had no choice but to throw herself into his embrace and cry hard for a few seconds. Her body tensed and shook, and her teeth painfully clenched in the attempt not to scream. He hugged her and held her tight. 
 
    There were only two items she could recover from the mess. One was her bag of tools, and she cheered when she found it miraculously unharmed in a clean inside pocket of her backpack. The tools belonged to Knit, but most of them could also be used for Lily Snake. Apart from the prostheses themselves, these tools were her most valuable possessions. The other clean item was oddly the nightgown she’d ripped on Ingla. The one she’d worn when she saved Lesh. She’d thought about throwing it away, as it had blood stains that could not be washed out, but in the end, she’d brought it with her and occupied herself with its repair while she traveled. She’d sewed the tear and dyed it a deep red that hid the blood stains well. Because of the dye, she’d wrapped it in hempic before she’d packed it, and that had protected the gown from all bodily fluids. 
 
    Jane helped her remove Knit from the wall after she’d cleaned it, and repairing it occupied her on the journey back to Sarda. The movement unit in the elbow, the one that steered the fingers, had been destroyed beyond repair. The nail they’d used had gone right through it, and there was nothing to do about it. She couldn’t use Knit anymore, which was devastating. But her devastation vanished when she found that the sensory unit, the one that mediated texture, form, and temperature through receptive planes on the tips of thumb, index, and middle finger, was still fully functioning. 
 
    She opened up Lily Snake and found that Knit’s sensory unit and its corresponding cables could be incorporated into Lily Snake. After some fumbling, a little help from Exec Murphy, and a lot of cursing, she managed to build the receptive planes into Lily Snake’s fingertips and connect them with the steering unit. It didn’t work completely— there was no sensation in the middle finger, and the two in the thumb and index fingers were not as sharp as they’d been with Knit, but it was something. 
 
    They traveled with three ships, one for every division that had attended the Summit. Aurora had chosen to travel with Murphy’s division in hopes of getting to know the experienced exec and her division a little better. She knew that Murphy was highly respected among the execs and soldiers alike. 
 
    Lightning hit the sea a few meters to the left, and thunder crashed above Aurora. The first giant had broken early on the third day of Darkyear and delayed their departure for almost two days. Another giant that hit them out at sea drove all three ships south, and when it turned from a storm into a steady dead wind, it delayed them all for another ten days. A part of her mind told her she should worry, that she had places to be and could not be delayed like this. But she wasn’t worried. 
 
    Aurora stood at the bow of the ship, watching the storm, her bones singing with power. She was soaked to the point that she didn’t feel the water anymore. The division behind her screamed at each other over the wind, trying to get the ship safely to port. Sarda was not that far away, but the rain was too heavy to see the island. Aurora tightened her grip against the wild movements of the ship and strained to see. Were those lights? They were gone so fast she was not sure. She turned around and tried to spot Murphy. The seasoned exec was already making her way toward her. 
 
    “Sovereign!” she said, gripping the rail next to Aurora as the ship dipped and crashed onto water again. “I’ve gotten word from Sarda. They have a situation there.” 
 
    Aurora frowned. “What kind of situation?” 
 
    “It appears the heir arrived earlier today and has been in conversation with the Sarda Council about proclaiming the state of emergency.” 
 
    “What?” Aurora screamed over the wind. The ship ascended on a wave again, then dipped and rushed down with speed. Her stomach twirled around itself, but she couldn’t say whether it was from the movement or the message. If the state of emergency is proclaimed, I’m an outcast and definitely no longer sovereign. 
 
    “Yes, but the soldiers…” Murphy went on, but crashing thunder drowned out her words. 
 
    Aurora carefully stepped closer, holding on to the rail as tightly as she could. 
 
    “What about the soldiers?” she yelled. 
 
    “There was an insurrection!” the exec yelled back and inhaled to yell some more. “The heir came in force, there’s a fight going on right now!” 
 
    Lightning crashed above them, followed by deafening thunder. Aurora’s brain raced to get through the swirl of thoughts and emotions inside her, trying to find the part of her that was not overwhelmed with contradictory impulses. The ship was being taken upward again by a wave taller than a building, and for a second, the outskirts of Sarda came into view clearly before them as lightning crashed above in the sky. She held on to the rail as the ship dipped its nose again. 
 
    “Reach out to Execs Selen and Jane. Prepare for attack on landing.” 
 
    Murphy stared at her in disbelief for a second, then she nodded.

  

 
   
    Chapter 25: 
 
    Portal Tree 
 
    Day 18, Month 8, 150 AL Darkyear. Dusk. 
 
    Sadr 
 
      
 
    “Morning!” Sadr mouthed and went for the fireplace in the far-left corner of the kitchen where a smaller cauldron was already heating fresh water over the fire. Jade filled the coffee pot with powder, and Sadr carefully poured the water in. They sat at the table with two mugs and the pot and let the coffee simmer. There was a rule in this House that said conversations were unwelcome before freshly awoken people had their first sip of coffee or the first bite of something to eat, so they sat in silence. 
 
    Sadr and Lesh had returned from the Summit two weeks ago. After the Summer Solstice, the days got shorter and the storms heavier. Down here, the infinite cloud was already so dark and heavy with mayhem it was hard to say where the days began and where the storms ended. One had broken during the night, a harbinger. It was calm outside for now, but harbingers meant that a sour giant was on its way. During the next few turns of the moon, the planet would grow colder, distancing itself from the sun, which would lead to ice storms that eventually died in the cold. The days would be short and slightly lighter than the nights, and the temperatures outside would drop so low at times that no living being survived longer than an hour. 
 
    Wind came up to make the branches of the ceiling squeak, and Jade reached for the coffee pot to pour two cups. Loud thunder made both of them look up. 
 
    “It’s here,” Jade said, sighing. 
 
    “Yeah, Lesh said there would be one this morning,” Sadr added, remembering suddenly that it had been Lesh’s turn with Eris this evening. Both of them should be here in the kitchen now, eating something. 
 
    “Have you seen Lesh?” he asked. Jade’s brow crumbled, and they shook their head. Sadr breathed through a mild flash of panic. 
 
    “Probably fell asleep again,” he mumbled and put his coffee down without taking a sip. That had happened before. Lesh needed to get up earlier than he was used to when it was his turn, and a few nights ago, Sadr had found him asleep next to Eris’s bed, while Eris was awake and talking to themself. The memory made Sadr smile, and he got up to look for them in Eris’s room, but as he entered the entrance hall, a ripple ran through the House unlike anything he had ever heard here before. It wasn’t a short, low vibration. It was an intensely loud, dark buzz that lasted for seconds. A cold wind came up, and Sadr turned, in horror, to the front door. It stood ajar. 
 
    Sadr ran outside, not bothering with his coat or shoes. He didn’t feel the cold. Acid burned through his veins. He recognized Lesh’s frame from behind. He wasn’t wearing his jacket or shoes either. He didn’t move. He just stood and stared. There were people at the portal tree. 
 
    A person waited there clad in wide, dark clothing that omitted their frame and features, and a smaller person cowered at their feet, immersed in something that looked like a dead drone. A child. 
 
    Eris! 
 
    The person at the tree held up their hand, and Sadr stopped, coming to a halt next to Lesh. Eris looked up at the two of them and their brow furrowed. Then the Scourge moved in front of Eris, shielding them from view. Sadr watched, and something inside him wanted to die. 
 
    Eris appeared on the Scourge’s side, walking around her as if she were merely a harmless obstacle in their way, still studying the dead watcher drone in their hands. Somehow, Sadr knew it belonged to the drone swarm that circled the House. 
 
    The Scourge made a sound, somewhere between surprised and enraged, and grabbed Eris’s shoulder as they walked past. Sadr’s heart stopped. Eris, out of an instinct he didn’t know they possessed, punched their elbow backward without hesitation and hit home. The Scourge let go with a grunt, and Eris moved so fast they were beside Sadr and climbing up onto his back while the Scourge was still raising her head to look up. Her bafflement was like a swell of damp air hitting his face. He sensed more than saw that Lesh had moved next to him, and he turned around and ran.

  

 
   
    Chapter 26: 
 
    Bastard Mage 
 
    Day 18, Month 8, 150 AL Darkyear. Afternoon. 
 
    Aurora 
 
      
 
    Twelve people. Aurora stared at Helena and tried to rein in her rage. Twelve people died for your nonsense. She crossed the distance between them and addressed the two soldiers guarding her cousin. 
 
    “Please bring her upstairs to my office. Make sure she stays put. And safe.” 
 
    “You can’t imprison me!” Helena yelled. “You’re not the sovereign anymore! This is my army!” 
 
    As if in reply, the two soldiers seized her by the arms and followed Aurora’s order. She sighed and turned around. She was so angry she almost forgot the throbbing pain in her right arm. Twelve people. 
 
    Aurora asked one of the healers for the names of the fallen and bit back tears when she heard Murphy’s name. Forcing herself to focus on the living, she went around the entrance hall and talked to people, soldiers, execs, healers and wounded alike, to get a picture of what exactly had happened here before her arrival. 
 
    Apparently, the notion of her being cast out during the Summit had made the rounds on Sarda before the new heir arrived, and the execs had decided to ask the council what they knew about the situation. But when they tried to get access to the conference room, they found the entrance guarded by the heir’s private force of bodyguards and the council members already in conversation with Helena. Not wanting to start a fight then and there, the execs had gathered in the entrance hall and waited for their chance to speak to the council. 
 
    The council, however, had shown no willingness to answer questions, and instead, they’d proclaimed upon reentering the hall from the conference room that Aurora was no longer sovereign, and that Helena would take over according to the law that regulated command and rule during the state of emergency. There was no precedence for this. The soldiers had voiced their objections very openly but peacefully, and while the council members had tried to engage in a conversation, Helena had ordered her guards to take the execs into custody, threatening to have them executed for high treason. That had been too much. A fight had broken out, and Helena’s bodyguards had shut the entrance so the other divisions could not come inside. It had given them an advantage, but when Murphy’s division had broken into the building and opened it up from the inside, this advantage had faded quickly. 
 
    Aurora dried her tears and was about to contact Bishop when the Sarda Council approached her. 
 
    “We wanted to inform you that we’ve rescinded our earlier decision to remove you,” one of them told her. Aurora suppressed a laugh, then she thought better of it and laughed out loud. The council member who spoke, an elder femme of gold-brown skin, looked confused. 
 
    “We will support you if you choose to have the heir prosecuted for this violation of your privilege.” 
 
    “So she can demand a duel and shut down any investigation like her brother did? I don’t think so.” 
 
    The grin on the council member’s face had a mean streak. “I was of the mind that worked out quite well for you the last time, Sovereign.” 
 
    Aurora did not react. Instead, she took in the situation around her. About half a dozen soldiers were listening in on the conversation and waiting for her reaction. She recognized two of them, a soldier she knew from Jane’s division, and a service worker from Helena’s bunch. The service worker had a bloody cut on their arm. The soldier was bandaging the cut. She thought about her last service stalker. She didn’t remember their face at all. She thought about Sadr smiling down on her, exhausted and happy. She thought about the pile of ashes Exec Murphy left behind. She thought about Jonah’s wide blue eyes when he turned himself into an explosive in order to kill the both of them. Soldiers. Service workers. Bodies sent to labor for other people’s comfort, dying in other people’s wars. 
 
    Aurora clenched her jaw. She spoke loud enough for the soldiers around her to hear her words. “I was of the mind to notify the high court of what happened here tonight.” 
 
    The council member blinked at her. “You must not! Even speaking of it is high treason!” Their voice was a sharp, angry whisper. 
 
    “We are on the brink of civil war. You’d rather let it unfold?” 
 
    The council member crossed their arms in front of their chest. “That is a coward’s question. War can be a force for good. Corrupt elements have to be cleansed out before something new can be planted.” 
 
    Aurora shook her head. “I could not disagree with you more.” 
 
    The council member exchanged a furious look with the other two. “If you do this, we will remove you once and for all.” 
 
    Aurora suppressed a snort, then, again, thought better of it and snorted. The council member’s eyes followed her left hand and widened as she slowly reached up and closed her fingers around the fetish in her hair. 
 
    “Bishop?” she thought and said aloud. 
 
    “Aurora!” came the slightly worried response. 
 
    “I am speaking as sovereign. I have an official notification for the high court.” 
 
    There was a pause and all three council members gave her disapproving looks and turned around to rush out of sight. 
 
    “Go on,” Bishop said. 
 
    Aurora told them everything, then went upstairs to talk to her sulking cousin. 
 
    The guards she had posted with Helena stood at the open door, one watching the floor, the other one watched her cousin. Aurora sent them outside and closed the door behind her. She took off Lily Snake and threw her on the table as she walked to sit in the seat opposite Helena. 
 
    The dress Helena wore was short and tight, not unlike most of Aurora’s own dresses, only Helena’s was golden, and its upper part was shaped like an exec’s uniform. Her honey-blond hair was bound back into a thick bun that must’ve been very tight at some point but had gotten loose since. She still looked perfect. Her pleasant features were subtly painted to emphasize the blue of her eyes and the rosy tone of her pale skin. Those blue eyes were mostly glued to Aurora’s, but sometimes they wandered for a second or two, taking in the rest of her. 
 
    Aurora had gotten rid of her heels before landing on Sarda and had been barefoot since. Her feet and legs were crusted in mud to the knees. She had some minor cuts and bruises but hadn’t noticed their presence until now that she sat and thought about it. A cut on her back throbbed, and she shifted position slightly to take any extra weight off it. There was dried blood on her prosthesis, which probably meant there was blood on her face as well. 
 
    “So?” Helena asked. 
 
    “So what?” 
 
    “You’ve got something to say? I’ve been sitting here long enough. I’d like to leave.” 
 
    Aurora let a dry humorless chuckle escape her lips. “Leave? It’s my duty to imprison you. What makes you think you can leave after what happened here?” 
 
    Helena imitated her chuckle. “Imprison me? For what?” 
 
    “Well, in the end, that will be for the high court to decide, but I guess getting twelve people killed in an attempt to forcefully take over the army against the soldiers’ proclaimed wishes would fall under manslaughter.” 
 
    “Manslaughter? Pah! Dying on the battlefield is a natural cause of death for a soldier, and the high court has no jurisdiction here!” 
 
    It was as if Josepha spoke out of Helena’s mouth, and Aurora barely managed not to startle. 
 
    “They’ll have jurisdiction if we notify them.” 
 
    “You didn’t—” 
 
    “Of course I did!” she couldn’t help but yell. “What did you think I’d do?” 
 
    Helena went pale and fell silent, while Aurora tried to rein in her rage. Twelve people. How could Helena do something like this and not think about the most immediate consequences? The only sensible answer Aurora could think of was that Helena had expected her to be dead at the end of the day, or otherwise in no position to hold her responsible. 
 
    “Where’s your mother?” 
 
    The question caught Helena off guard. Her eyes widened before she composed herself. 
 
    “At home, I guess. I haven’t spoken to her in days. Why?” 
 
    Instead of answering, Aurora got up from her seat and turned to look out at the stormy night. She couldn’t see the royal residence in this weather, but she knew it was to the far right. 
 
    “I’m curious, Helena.” She turned back to her cousin. “What did you think would happen here? I mean…I am the soldiers’ choice. Didn’t it cross your mind that they might resist if you try to take control over them?” 
 
    Helena made an indignant face. “Of course I did! That’s what I brought my mother’s forces for!” 
 
    Your mother’s forces. 
 
    “And then? What did you think I would do?” 
 
    Helena ground her teeth. “I thought you’d be at sea.” 
 
    “Well, I was at sea, for weeks. Why did you wait until I was in sight of the island to attack?” 
 
    Helena averted her eyes and continued to grind her jaw. 
 
    “Did she make you wait?” 
 
    Her cousin looked up at that, her face guarded, but she didn’t answer. 
 
    Aurora sighed. “You said you thought I’d be at sea, but you meant you thought I’d die at sea, didn’t you? She told you she’d have me before I reached the coast, but she fucked with you, and now… Where is she, Helena? Where did she go?” 
 
    “Where did who go?” 
 
    Aurora inhaled. That’s the big question, isn’t it? And you’ll help me find out. “Why did you take part in this?” 
 
    Anger flashed in Helena’s expression. “Take part in what, exactly?” 
 
    She is playing coy with me. Aurora failed to rein in her anger when she spoke. “Come on, Helena! Don’t pretend you’re stupid, I know you’re not.” 
 
    In fact, Helena, after being sickly for most of her childhood, had turned out to be the smartest of the four. Unfortunately, by the time Helena entered puberty and her health got better, Josepha had already made sure she saw her cousin as a rival. It was even more unfortunate that when Aurora had still been a silly child, she’d enjoyed the competition too much to not play their stupid game. It had only occurred to her that they could’ve helped each other when it was already too late. 
 
    The thinly veiled compliment changed something. Helena sat up straight. “You don’t even know what you did. How could you? You are as obsessed with my mother as she is with you! None of you ever wondered what our father, the actual heir of this land, actually wanted.” 
 
    That gave Aurora pause. Helena was right, and she needed to stop antagonizing her or she would never help her. 
 
    “You’re right,” she said as softly as she could. “I don’t know what George wanted. So please, enlighten me.” 
 
    Helena snorted and shook her head, looking to the side. Was her upset genuine? Aurora wasn’t sure. 
 
    “Our father saw that Jonah was causing…problems. He said there was a chance to solve this elegantly, that we could make Jonah heir instead of sovereign and choose his closest counselors wisely to balance out his…temper.” 
 
    “And then who would have been sovereign?” Aurora asked, though she knew the answer. Helena merely snorted again. 
 
    A high-pitched sound exploded in her right ear. A cold hand of panic wrapped tightly around her heart, and for a second, she forgot everything around her. She grabbed her prosthesis and attached it to her shoulder. 
 
    “Guards!” she yelled over the agonizingly loud, ascending sound in her ear and rushed past them as they entered. 
 
    “Take her!” she ordered and ran on downstairs into the entrance hall. “Jane!” 
 
    “Here!” the exec shouted back from near the entrance. They exchanged a look. 
 
    “Bring the heir, too,” Aurora told Jane as she ran past her and outside into the storm. 
 
    “Soldiers!” she heard Jane yell behind her. “Delivery Protocol Seven G! Outside! Guards, bring the heir!” 
 
    Aurora cut her wrist while she ran up a slope and pressed the cut to her prosthetic wrist. Electricity shot into her bones and sang. She smelled ozone. The House, she thought and rose Lily Snake up high above her head. A second later, lightning hit and split her skull open.

  

 
   
    Chapter 27: 
 
    Blood&Bone 
 
    Day 18, Month 8, 150 AL Darkyear. Afternoon. 
 
    Aurora 
 
      
 
    There was so much pressure around Aurora from one second to the next, she was sure she was going to be crushed. The ground beneath her feet was gone, and everything was so bright she couldn’t say whether her eyes were open or closed. The voices were screaming over the pressure in her ears and feeling returned to her limbs with a rush of adrenaline. She could see again. See the world rushing past beneath her. I must be in the clouds, she thought, exhilarated. Wild laughter exploded from her lips. The screamers cheered with her. She dropped lower, and her stomach twirled inside her. But she was not afraid. Her view cleared. Trees. A large clearing. Buildings. People. Sadr. Lesh. A child. The Scourge. 
 
    Aurora landed on her feet. Sadr, Lesh, and the child were running away behind her, the Scourge stood in front of her. The voices were still screaming directly in her ears. Aurora inhaled and then rushed forward. She could see the Scourge’s mouth open in disbelief, then Aurora crashed into her, wrapped her limbs around her and held on as tightly as she could as another lightning bolt hit them and hurled them up into the cloud. The Scourge struggled in her arms, trying to rip free, tearing at her embrace. Aurora hugged her closer. 
 
    Soldiers rushed in from all sides as Aurora and the Scourge landed, weapons and sizzling fists raised and ready. Not only Jane’s division, but practically every soldier on Sarda that could still stand. Hands appeared and disentangled Aurora from the squirming body she’d delivered. They helped her stand and pulled her back. They put a short blade in her left hand and lay her right arm around Helena’s shaking shoulders. Aurora ground her teeth and ordered her artificial muscles to tighten around her cousin’s neck, where she positioned the tip of the blade. Helena gasped. 
 
    The Scourge froze, her face still half hidden by her hood, her hands gloved and covered by wide sleeves, the famous star-mark on the middle of her left cheek clearly visible. Was her jaw clenching in anger or fear? 
 
    “You should give up,” Aurora said, speaking slower to hide her exhaustion. “You might kill a bunch of us before we kill you, but if you attack, she will die first.” 
 
    The mouth twitched. 
 
    “You wouldn’t do that,” she replied, speaking through clenched teeth. Aurora took a deep breath, trying hard to ignore the movements of the soldiers behind her opponent’s back. 
 
    “How sure are you about that? Do you want to risk watching another child go up in flames, Josepha?” 
 
    A sound went through the soldiers. The Scourge’s mouth stood open in disbelief. Then she closed it. She slowly rose both hands and removed her hood. Beneath it, she was still Josepha Vespucci. She made a deal with the Scourge. She created the complex fetish from Aurora’s bone and used it to bestow the Scourge’s physical prowess upon herself. For the last thirteen years, Josepha had impersonated the Scourge and used the murderer’s infamous reputation to sow fear in her own subjects. To make them seek out the protective hand of the royal family and their forces. To make them comply. In this transformed state, Josepha was bigger and more muscular and paler, as white as Aurora herself. Aurora’s eyes fixed on the star mark, and after what seemed like a minute, she saw it. It wasn’t a star mark. It was nothing more than a smudge. Paint. Maybe even just dirt. 
 
    Then Josepha inhaled and screamed. The bones in her jaw moved and reconfigured with a wet, cracking sound, and her mouth opened wider and wider until it was as big as her face. Teeth snapped forward, large triangle teeth with sharp, ragged edges, row upon row. Behind her, two soldiers shot up and grabbed her forehead with both hands, light coming from the tips of their fingers. Josepha gasped and jerked heavily, but then her eyelids fluttered and closed. She sank to her knees, unconscious. Nothing happened. Nobody dared to move. Josepha swayed and fell to the ground. 
 
    Aurora twitched and remembered to breathe. Exhaustion hit her like a punch in the face. She let go of Helena and the blade, her arms sank, and her knees gave in. Someone from behind shoved their arms underneath her shoulders and helped her sit. Helena stumbled forward and nearly fell, but a soldier jumped to her side and held her up. Behind Helena, five more soldiers, all forgers, were already huddling over the unconscious Josepha and fumbling at her sleeves. Aurora knew what they were doing. She had ordered them to do what they were doing when this maneuver had been devised. 
 
    She had been sure that she would want to see it. But now that she was about to, she wanted to run, to turn away, at least to close her eyes, only she couldn’t. She watched, petrified, as they shoved up Josepha’s right sleeve. Something light shone beneath the dark fabric of her cloak. The bones of a hand. A small hand, so very small. Somehow, Aurora had expected it to be white, as white as her skin at least, but it was not. She could not place the color at first. It looked brownish green…and then she remembered. 
 
    It has to be activated. 
 
    It was blood. Layers and layers of blood had been shed onto those very bones for thirteen years. Always with the intention of killing someone. And at that, Aurora’s rage cracked open like a volcano and oozed out of her every pore. The memory was worse. The memory of how her skin, flesh, muscle, and sinew had strained and torn. Her arm had not come loose at first. The Scourge had had to rip at it a few times before it came free. 
 
    Aurora felt it, she still felt it, each and every agonizing second of it. Aurora took a deep breath. She wanted to scream, but out came nothing, and then she couldn’t breathe. The knot inside her cramped so violently it was as if it tried to rip itself out of her chest, and stark light exploded before her eyes.

  

 
   
    Chapter 28: Morella 
 
    Day 1, Month 10, 150 AL Darkyear. Dusk. 
 
    Aurora 
 
    “Safe travels, my love,” Haeda said and kissed her. Aurora kissed her back and reveled in the softness of Haeda’s lips, the feeling of her tongue inside her mouth, her taste. As if softness had a taste, the taste of morning dew, another taste Aurora could only imagine. Coming here right after her business on Sarda was finished was the best idea she’d had in a while. The week they’d spent together had been like an overdue vacation. They pulled apart from each other slowly, not quite wanting to stop but needing to. 
 
    “Winter Solstice?” Aurora asked. Haeda planned on bringing the kids—and maybe even Marius—to the House for the Winter Solstice, where Aurora would stay for the rest of Darkyear. 
 
    “Of course,” Haeda whispered and put another soft kiss on her lips before letting go of her. They smiled at each other, then Aurora turned, made a few steps, and raised Lilly Snake high above her head. 
 
    A scream-and-ozone-filled second later, her feet touched the ground next to the House’s portal tree. She gave herself a few seconds to calm her breathing, then she made her way over to the main building. The door opened as she was about to knock, and Sadr’s familiar, smiling face appeared. He pulled her in with one hand and closed the door behind her with the other, his mouth already covering hers. Aurora gasped in surprise and kissed him back. His beard tickled a bit, and a chuckle caught in her throat. Sadr made a noise somewhere deep in his chest and stepped forward, putting the heavy rucksack on her back firmly against the door, cupping her face and kissing her deeper before tilting his head back again a bit to look at her. His features were a mixture of curiosity and amusement. 
 
    “Did you and Haeda fuck right before you came here?” he whispered. Aurora couldn’t help but laugh while heat rushed up her cheeks. Lifestealer. 
 
    “Almost,” she replied. Sadr smiled at her the way he usually only smiled at her in bed. Goosebumps rushed up her spine. 
 
    “How was it?” Sadr asked while he held her backpack and waited for her to get out of the several layers of coats and trousers and her heavy winter boots. She smirked. 
 
    “Which one of the many ‘its’ do you mean?” 
 
    Sadr shrugged. “All of them, I guess.” 
 
    Aurora sighed. “The week with Haeda was wonderful. Marius took Lillyth with him to Dala Hill, so it was only the two of us and Janus, and we had a lot of time. It was good to be there after…” 
 
    Aurora hesitated. The memory of the council meeting where she’d officially been removed as sovereign still made her feel numb. It was not easy to admit it to herself. She’d basically needed to talk about it to Haeda for three days straight before she could admit that she actually liked being sovereign. She hadn’t wanted the position, but the moment she had it, it had felt good. She’d known what she was doing without needing to think too much about it. And the soldiers… They did like her. Respected her. Genuinely. Thousands of people had been willing to follow her orders. She knew she would miss that feeling. 
 
    “It was good to be there after Sarda,” she continued. “Sarda didn’t go as badly as I thought it would.” She was done with undressing and held her hand out to take the backpack from Sadr, but he gave her a look and shouldered it, then he put his free arm around her and guided her deeper inside the House. They didn’t get far. The entrance hall was unlike anything Aurora had ever seen. Or thought possible. There were flowers growing out of the walls and ceiling. She’d never seen so many different flowers at once. They had colors she didn’t know the names of. For a while, she stood and gaped, and Sadr let her, keeping his warm hand on her back. 
 
    “Helena cooperated, which made everything easier,” she continued after a while. 
 
    “Really? Did the heir have a change of heart?” 
 
    Aurora made a doubtful sound. “I’m not sure. I mean, you’d think she would after watching her own mother turn into the Scourge, but I got the feeling she’s mostly trying to save her own ass from the manslaughter charge. To hear her talk, Josepha did nothing but manipulate, threaten, and lie to her. Not sure if I can buy that, yet.” 
 
    “It could very well be both.” 
 
    Aurora pried her gaze from the ceiling to look at her lover and the wisdom in his green, green eyes. “You’re probably right.” 
 
    He kissed her forehead and wanted to resume walking, but she didn’t move. 
 
    “Josepha?” she asked. 
 
    Sadr sighed heavily, put her backpack down, and hugged her from behind. “Josepha is imprisoned on Isla. She hasn’t said a word. The fetish is still being examined. George is staying on a nearby island for family members of prisoners.” 
 
    Aurora could not help but snort. Classic. “Avoiding the heat.” Leaving his children alone to deal with everything. 
 
    “Word is that he’s fallen sick. Seriously sick.” 
 
    That gave her pause. She almost regretted her first reaction. “When’s the trial commencing?” she asked. 
 
    “Well, you’ll have to talk to Lesh for the details. Since I’m a full-time musician now, I don’t have clearance. But Bishop is on their way here.” 
 
    Aurora smiled, as much about the prospect of seeing Bishop soon as about the joy in Sadr’s voice. He could finally do what he loved most, and she was glad for him. 
 
    “All I know is that they’re scrambling,” Sadr continued. 
 
    “Scrambling?” 
 
    Sadr closed his arms tighter around her, and his voice dropped to a whisper. “They are confused about the crimes and which perpetrator was responsible. The high court attributed all of them to the original Scourge, in Ithacan and the Anchorlands alike. But now that there are two perpetrators, Lesh and Bishop have to sort out which of them committed which crime and where they committed them. Did Josepha only operate within Ithacan? Or did she also murder people in the Anchorlands? There is evidence, namely the wither week pattern that you figured out, that suggests that Josepha didn’t limit herself to Ithacan. And if so, then…” 
 
    He let the sentence trail off. Aurora breathed through clenched insides. The pattern. Josepha could only use the fetish during her wither week. This pattern emerged after the attack on Aurora, and it was never broken. Not once. Aurora had triple-checked before she gave her notes over to the high court. She’d known. But up until this moment, she had not understood what it meant. 
 
    “If Josepha was the only ‘active’ Scourge in the last thirteen years, then what in the stars has the real Scourge been doing?” 
 
    Sadr made a solemn face. “Lesh thinks that she is dead.” 
 
    Aurora grew very still. Dead? Was it possible? Did Josepha…? But how? Beneath those questions, she felt a shy relief. If her birthmother was dead, and if Josepha, her birthmother’s successor, went on to live out her days in controlled environment on Isla, where she could hurt nobody…then I am free. It was too good to believe just now. 
 
    “How’s Jane?” she asked to distract herself. 
 
    Sadr chuckled. “Tour planning like a crazy person. I mean, when she’s not in council meetings debating arrogant Royals. I don’t know how she shoulders all of that.” 
 
    The thought of Jane destroying a stupid argument made Aurora smile. Jane was mercilessly good at that. 
 
    “She probably doesn’t sleep much. But she’s also not alone.” 
 
    The execs had formed their own council. The soldiers voted on reforms, and then the execs took those reforms to the Sarda Council, where they discussed them—or rather demanded them. The unofficially official name for this new element in Ithacan politics was Murphy’s Council, and Haeda had told her, with much laughter, how council members were already complaining about its audacious demands. 
 
    Aurora didn’t know what their ultimate goals were. But she remembered very well how Murphy, Jane, and she had discussed some radical ideas once. Ideas that would mean drastic changes not only for the royal forces, but for Ithacan as a whole. It had been a rather enthusiastic discussion. 
 
    “Are you fit enough to meet some new people?” asked Sadr, pulling her out of the memory. A mild rush of excitement made her stomach float. 
 
    “I think so.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    Sadr kept a hand on her back as he led her across the entrance hall, through a kitchen, and into an adjoining living room. All the walls were overgrown with flowers, and it took them a while because she needed to stop again and gape some more. 
 
    In the living room, two comfy-looking couches and a low table had been moved aside to make room for dancing. A few people were gathered around the now-empty middle. She saw Lesh, who smiled at her in greeting. There was a short-haired person in another corner that she did not recognize, they were fumbling with a machina. Music started to play, and a second later, two other people began dancing in the middle of the room. One was a child whose bald head was dabbed in birthmarks. Eris, Aurora thought. She was sure that was who Sadr wanted her to meet. The other person had dark-gray hair bound into a thick knot at the back of their head. They were taller than her, even taller than Sadr, and Aurora saw defined muscle move underneath the fabric of their tight T-shirt as they pushed their arms back and forth rhythmically. Lipid, she thought. When they turned around in a jump that was part of the choreography, Aurora caught her breath and froze. That face. She knew that face, knew these eyes, knew the star mark on the left cheek. She watched them dance with Sadr’s child, paralyzed. Then two warm hands lay on her shoulders, and she remembered Sadr standing behind her. 
 
    She looked up at him, a million questions at once dancing in her head, only to find that he had a knowing look on his face. His mouth wore half a smirk, and there was a glow in his eyes. He reached his hand up to her neck and pulled her in to kiss her forehead. A knot somewhere deep inside her relaxed, and at once, she knew what she needed to ask. 
 
    “Do they know about me?” 
 
    “Her name is Rella,” he whispered near her ear. “And I don’t think she does.” 
 
    The song ended, and Rella and Eris applauded each other and laughed. Your smile… Aurora stepped farther into the room, her eyes glued to Rella’s face, scanning for and soaking up the tiniest detail, making sure that she would never forget her face. She had half-crossed the distance between them when Rella became aware of her and their eyes locked. For a very long moment, nothing happened. Then Rella tilted her head a bit and furrowed her brow, as if trying to solve a puzzle. 
 
    “I know you! You’re the Stormrider, aren’t you?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes, I am!” Aurora answered with a light chuckle, an unexpected tear hiding behind her lashes, and her heart overflowing with an unfamiliar joy. 
 
    And you’re my sister.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Glossary 
 
    Common Terms 
 
      
 
    CRISP
A special type of corn genetically engineered by the Ancestors to be very resilient and simple to grow. 
 
      
 
    CRUOID
A human who needs to consume blood in order to grow (childhood), to reproduce (adulthood) and to heal wounds (both). For consuming blood, cruoids possess an organ called the second mouth, which is found in a cruoid’s throat, at the root of the tongue. They are born inside eggs after three months of pregnancy and need to be hatched for six months before they are born. during life, cruoids cocoon and skin two times; once between their tenth and twentieth year, and once between one and two hundred years of age; they usually die in the first year after their second cocooning and skinning. 
 
      
 
    THE DRONE WARS
Weaponized conflict between several ancestral nation states that came to an end when a global EMP rendered all electronic devices mute for an unknown amount of time 
 
      
 
    FETISH
A magical object, usually made from bone or hair. Communication fetishes can be created by everyone, more complex fetishes need to be created by a forger or blood mage. 
 
      
 
    FORGER/BLOOD MAGE
A person who can use magic by creating fetishes. 
 
      
 
    THE GENERATION THAT TURNED
At some point during the Great Silence, humans changed to what is now known as cruoids, lipids and mages. The first people who experienced this are now referred to as the Generation That Turned. 
 
      
 
    THE GREAT SILENCE
Phase of global radio silence between the remnants of human civilization. 
 
      
 
    HEMPIC
A hemp-made textile that has the same traits as plastic. 
 
      
 
    LIPID
A human who needs to consume fat to grow (childhood), reproduce (adulthood) and heal wounds (both). For consuming fat, lipids possess sharp, triangle-shaped teeth that group around the inside of their throat. The so-called shark-teeth lay flat, but erect when lipids unhinge their jaws and open their mouths wide. Lipids hatch, cocoon and skin the same way cruoids do. They are highly adaptable and possess significant physical strength and agility even in childhood. 
 
      
 
    MACHINA
An ancestral kind of fetish made with non-organic materials. 
 
      
 
    SHARKS
Sharks are the most prominent, sea-bound species in existence; even though sharks and lipids are not related, the two are often conflated, f.e. by calling sharks “sea-lipids” or by using the terms “shark-teeth” or “shark-face” to describe lipid physiology. 
 
      
 
    TAW
Commonly used name for the planet Earth. 
 
      
 
    WIELDER
A person with defined magical abilities. There are five known types of wielders: Powerhouse, Shield, Siren, Healer, Lifestealer. 
 
      
 
    Specific to Anchorlands 
 
      
 
    CONTROLLED ENVIRONMENT
The Anchorlands’ version of prison. Controlled Environment is reserved only for violent criminals who are deemed unfit to live among the rest of the population because they cannot see other people as anything else than “prey”. They live in small, secluded villages where they are given no opportunity to hurt other people. 
The Anchorlands’ justice system is grounded on the belief that humans, by far and wide, are opposed to violence, and only use violence when they feel like they are forced to. When an individual commits a crime, the justice system seeks to find out why this individual felt like they needed to act this way, and to resolve the underlying problem through guided introspection (therapy), education and change of environment if necessary. 
 
      
 
    COPPER FLOWER
A flower whose buds are used as a contraceptive. It mildly poisons the body, making procreation impossible for a short amount of time. 
 
      
 
    GORGER
Derogatory term for mages, originally soulgorger. Stems from the way early lifestealers were perceived but evolved over time into an insult for any kind of mage. 
 
      
 
    IMMUNIZATION
A process during which the body is infected with all kinds of STDs in order to develop anti-bodies. Anyone who wants to use a lovehouse must undergo immunization first. The process must be repeated every seven years. Immunization is a common practice within the Anchorlands, and larger settlements, especially the northern archipelago Pearl, where they have developed a professional infrastructure to aid the process. 
 
      
 
    LOVEHOUSE
Non-profit do-it-yourself brothel, also guest rooms and drugs. Almost every settlement has a lovehouse, especially port settlements; even though the frequenting of lovehouses is illegal in Ithacan, many adult Ithacanians secretly go through immunization and use lovehouses anyway. 
 
      
 
    MAGE
A term that combines wielder/bastard mage because contrary to how Ithacans define them, the Anchorlanders do not differentiate between the two. Though there was a strict divide between mages, who stem from Ithacan, and cruoids and lipids, who stem from the Anchorlands, the different groups have mixed and reproduced with each other for more than a century. 
 
      
 
    MOONFLOWER
Also known as hash or weed; the flower of the female hemp plant; used for light sensitivity, pain relief, anxiety and depression. 
 
      
 
    PACK
A settled group of people that lives in one steady territory where they usually grow crisp and hemp. Packs are integral to Anchorlands’ society as they produce commonly needed goods, which are then distributed locally. Many packs settle with the distinct goal of reproducing. About forty-five percent of Anchorlands’ population lives in packs and about forty percent live steadily in bigger settlements, which is usually a handful of packs sharing and cultivating a bigger stretch of land. 
 
      
 
    SWARM
A nomadic group of people that travel the Anchorlands and only settle for a few weeks during Darkyear. Swarms are an integral part of Anchorlands’ society since many of them deliver news, goods, and written correspondence between the various territories and settlements. About fifteen percent of the Anchorlands’ population lives in swarms. 
 
      
 
    Specific to Ithacan 
 
      
 
    BASTARD MAGE
A person with undefined magical abilities. 
 
      
 
    CLONE
Derogatory term for the offspring of lipids and cruoids, based on the wrongful belief that lipids and cruoids can change their sexual organs and impregnate themselves. 
 
      
 
    DIVISION
A unit of soldiers, between fifteen and thirty people, who choose one soldier among them, called exec, to lead them on missions. 
 
      
 
    MOTHER CRISP
The tool that was used to genetically engineer life to withstand climate change, originally called CRISPR, over time mythologized and personified to Mother Crisp. 
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