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    To Dr. Gene Fendt,  
 
    For always playing the game with me, and hardly ever letting on.
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    Saltwater slaps the side of the Mother’s Blessing, sea wind sharp and heavy with an approaching storm. I lean from the railing, letting the gusts take hair that’s grown to finger length, gazing at the port city of Tenieray. I long to be with my shipmates, walking the city’s winding streets and tasting its fiery foods. I remember talking about it with Gaxna, some sweltering Serei night while we shared a cloveleaf on the roof and gazed at the lights of Bamani across the strait. She was sure the markets would be easier to work, and kept going on about how many bricks of smoketea she was going to steal. I just loved the idea of being alone together. 
 
    I smile, remembering. Her calloused fingers had been twined with mine, and I felt a peace down in my bones, deeper than meditation had ever gone. I wondered then if I shouldn’t just leave my father and the floods and everything behind, and run away with her.  
 
    It’s a bitter thought now. I knowingly putting her in danger instead, and now she’s locked in the pits and I can’t even leave the ship while we’re at port because overseers are asking for me in every town along the Bamani coast. If they find me, everything I’m trying to do will get so much harder. If I even survive it.  
 
    My knuckles go white on the rail. When I hired on four weeks ago, I’d been planning to gather allies and make a plan, then go back and get Gaxna free. All I’ve actually done is run from Nerimes and his overseers.  
 
    “You were right,” I murmur to the wind, imagining Gaxna there with me, leaning against the rail in her loose culottes. “We should have just taken off.” Her one eye scrunches into a smirk. “Hey. You don’t have to get cheeky about it.” 
 
    There is no answer, just me and my thoughts and the wind on the waves. I exhale, seeking the clarity that used to come so easily. That clear stream state of mind and body I trained for in the temple, that might give me some perspective on what to do.  
 
    It doesn’t come. Instead, my mind churns like the harbor’s silty water. I hate this. Hate not being in control of myself. But even more so, I hate that I don’t have a plan, that Gaxna is locked up and the world is going to end and I’m too busy running to do anything about it.  
 
    Spray flies as a wave slams into the anchored bow, and I jerk my hands back. My ancestors are in that water, living on in the embrace of the ocean, but facing them means facing my own failure. I’ve started avoiding the saltwater and the brief flashes of connection it gives. It’s still too painful.  
 
    The water drops and I lean out again, searching for that inner calm. The city calls to me across the dark harbor, the dockhands and teahouses that could give me news on what’s happening in Serei. As long as I’m stuck on board I have no way to gather information other than what my shipmates tell me, and I have to be careful not to tip them off to who I am.  
 
    The wind gusts and I roll my shoulders. Maybe I’m doing this all wrong. Maybe I should go into the town and attack whatever overseers I find, and force the information out of them, or die trying. Do something. But if I’m going to do that I might as well sail back to Serei and fight Nerimes head-on, even though I know it would be suicide. It would feel better than this.  
 
    Another breaker rolls in, and I’m too caught in my thoughts to pull back in time. Ocean water slops over my hand, bringing a ghost image of Regiana and an echo of her voice: We can help.  
 
    My heart seizes. Not because of the reprimand in her tone, or even the guilt that wells up at this wise woman dead because of me, but from the shock of connection. I grew up in the temple’s waters, used to constant communion with the people around me, even if most of them hated me for who I was. After I left, I had Gaxna. Staying dry has felt so… lonely.  
 
    The image fades with the water running off my fingers, but something of it sticks to me. We can help. I feel the waters churn anew in my belly, frustration and guilt and now loneliness, pushing against my resistance to entering the sea. My resistance to involving these people again, whom I already failed once.  
 
    But between that and spending another month swabbing decks, feeling frustrated and helpless? Maybe it’s time to face my mistakes.  
 
    I climb onto the deck’s swaying rail, feeling no less desperate than the last time I leapt into an immersion unprepared, when Nerimes was about to kill me.  
 
    I jump. The storm wind rushes past me, replaced as I hit by the peace of the warm silty water and the harbor’s steady current. It draws me down, deeper, my watersight already sensing the presence of others here.  
 
    You’ve been avoiding us, a voice comes from behind me. I turn to see Regiana, former head of the Theracant’s Guild, white hair floating around her in a pale cloud. Dead, because of me.  
 
    Don’t be a fool, she snaps. I’m dead because that hookworm Miyara fooled all of us, and turned the girls against me. Besides, I knew the risks going in. Don’t try to take that from me. 
 
    I clear my throat, though it comes out very strange underwater. I know she’s right, but knowing doesn’t change how it feels. “You said you could help me?” 
 
    A little clarity would help you, a second voice says, though Regiana’s mouth moves in time to the words. Urte swims up from the other side, and my heart swells at the sight of his bluff, worn face. Till I remember I got him killed, too.  
 
    “I know,” I say, sea salty on my tongue. “I—it’s been hard.” 
 
    Every seer will suffer, if they keep themselves away after an immersion. The ocean is in your blood now, Aletheia. You cannot keep it out.   
 
    As you cannot keep us out, my father says, rising from the depths between Urte and Regiana. We are your ancestors, Aletheia, blood and spirit. The voice of Uje until you join us down here. 
 
    It’s only been four weeks since I saw him in the waters, and already he sounds less like my dad, the stern and distant man fading into something older and deeper, like my mother has. The universal voice behind all of them. That makes it a little easier, even if I feel my second chance to know him, here in his afterlife, slipping away too.  
 
    “I won’t keep you out,” I say, and I mean it. Hard as it is to face them, this is also the most alive I’ve felt since I left Gaxna’s side. “I promise. And I’m still planning to do something about the flood, I just—” 
 
    You have your lover to save first, my mother mouths, though the voice comes from all around me. That is good. Duty alone cannot drive you enough to do what needs to be done. 
 
    “But that’s the problem. I don’t even know where to start. Even with your help,” I look at Regiana and Urte, though there is a siltiness to them now, “we couldn’t do it. Now I can’t even gather information without risking my life, and our whole mission with it.” 
 
    Information is something we have, their voices say. More lives come to us every day, and they bring news of the world. Of growing oppression in Serei, by Nerimes and Miyara. Some of those who join us have been killed to ensure their silence. 
 
    “And Gaxna?” I ask. I know she is only one person, but I cannot keep the question from my lips.  
 
    Some of those dead have seen her, locked in the temple, the voices say. That is all we know. If she were dead, you would feel it in your blood. 
 
    I nod, wanting to feel reassured but feeling that old weight settling on my shoulders again. It’s good to see them, but this is not information I can use. Not allies I can take with me when I storm into Serei to bring them all down. Or even a clue on where to start with stopping the coming flood.  
 
    Start with the chronicles, they say, fading backward in the water. They hold all the keys you need to find the truth. Study them. 
 
    “Wait!” I call. “How do I get them? Who can help me? You must know something else!” In desperation I push my thoughts out at their retreating figures. 
 
    My father struggles back, the features of his face drawing clearer, though it seems to cost him something. There is one memory, I have. Of my papers. I had a copy made—near the end. My notes on the chronicles. They hold—my thoughts. He grimaces. I cannot remember them now. Everything is growing hazy. But there is a woman— 
 
    He breaks off, head turning toward the shore. I feel it too: a new mind in the water. All its thoughts are hidden behind a waterblind, which can only mean one thing.  
 
    Overseer. He must have been listening on the shore. Floods.  
 
    I brace myself for a fight, but feel a push back from the ancestors.  
 
    Remember our principles, they say, outlines just visible in the shifting green light. My father is among them again. He is not your enemy. You did well, that last day in Serei, to battle the hearts rather than bodies of your foes. In this way will you make allies. 
 
    Right. I also have a much better chance of winning if it doesn’t come to real blows.  
 
    Brother, I think, pulling my blind down and pushing my thoughts into the water. I pray you do not come to me with ill intent.  
 
    His blind is as solid as mine, but the lack of answer is answer enough. The shadow of his form appears above me, swimming along the surface. I kick deeper, hoping he won’t see me. 
 
    You were there the day Nerimes tried to kill me, I go on. The blade in his hand catches the sunlight as he pauses directly overhead. Or you heard of what happened there. My cause is just. Please. 
 
    I restage memories of the evidence I found against Nerimes, not shying from the conversations I had with the theracants. The proofs I uncovered are damning, no matter what you think of the female order of Ujeism. 
 
    He drops his blind just for a moment, long enough to say, I have my orders. Please come peacefully. He dives down, blade clenched in his teeth. 
 
    Your orders come from a usurper, I send back, swimming further down, my breath still held somehow in the immersion’s spell. My feet brush sand. I cannot honor them. Please. Consider the recent deaths in the temple. The ancestors themselves have told me Nerimes is behind them. 
 
    I restage the conversation I just had, focusing on the news they shared. Uje, let this convince him. I am half his size, and my concentration a shambles.   
 
    He slows in his descent. That—cannot be. 
 
    I take it as a hopeful sign that he leaves his blind down. The thoughts behind it swirl, confused. In them I read the confirmation of his own hunch that something has been wrong with Nerimes from the start.  
 
    The immersion ancestors would not lie. They are the voice of Uje. You know this, brother. Surely you can feel them. They watch us even now.  
 
    The thoughts swirl another moment in his mind, then coalesce in a decision, though I see the pain it causes him. I… will need to meditate on this. Please excuse me, sister.  
 
    Wait, I call, reaching out a hand though I don’t know if he can see me down this far. What news of Serei, before you go? What has the usurper told our foreign agents about me, and what were his orders?  
 
    He pauses, but instead of the answer coming in his thoughts, or at least in the flitting schools of notion and memory I read in his unblinded mind, there is only… blankness.  
 
    My stomach clenches. I know that blankness. I read it before, in a man named Arayim. And in another overseer, who tried to killed me. It is the blankness of a bloodpush. Which means a theracant is in control of his body now. Miyara, most likely.  
 
    So much for winning without a fight.  
 
    The shadow above me kicks downward. I swim toward a low forest of kelp on the far side of the ship’s hull. I try not to think about my last battle against a bloodpushed overseer. I lost it.  
 
    He swims after, frighteningly fast, blade clenched in his teeth. I push into the waving stands of kelp, keeping low, hoping to lose him, but a hand closes on my ankle.  
 
    The complete absence of consciousness I read through it is awful. I kick out with my other foot on instinct, and feel something snap under my heel, the sound amplified through the water.  
 
    His nose. Good. The hand jerks open and I wriggle away, deeper into the kelp bed. If this were the Blackwater, goatfish would already be on him, drawn by the scent of blood, but I don’t know what predators swim these waters, and I can’t rely on them.  
 
    He catches me again, grip solid as a vice on my calf, and my kick bounces off a muscled shoulder. A second hand grabs that thigh, pulling me in, then the first one lets go to grab his knife. I buck like a caged otter, but the angle is too awkward to do more than strike glancing blows, so I curl in and grab for the knife.  
 
    The shifting sunlight shows nothing to grab but the blade, flashing down toward me. I twist out of the way instead, searching desperately for a solution—a lesser-used stance or something my water ancestors could do, but nothing comes to me. He stabs again, and this time I manage to at least catch his wrist in my two hands, then twist it into a version of Coral Bind.  
 
    It’s awkward, but his arm still comes close enough to breaking that he drops the knife. It slips down into the murk of the kelp bed and I relax a little. No getting that back, and killing me will be a lot harder down here without that. Aside from the risk of drowning, it’s actually hard to throw a punch or get leverage underwater.  
 
    He seizes my neck in Kraken’s Embrace and though my blood pounds I do not feel the usual panic of constricted airflow—I guess the immersion is still handling my need to breathe.  
 
    I grin, despite the overseer trying to choke the life out of me. He does not have the same advantage, as a bloodborn. Which means all I have to do is stay down here long enough, and he’ll have to go up for air. Then I escape. 
 
    I try Feather Shifts the River’s Course, but his hold is like iron. Still, his lungs hitch where his body is pressed against mine. How long have we been under already, a minute? Two minutes?  
 
    He must realize the danger, or whoever is controlling him, because his arms loosen suddenly. Only instead of kicking for the surface he tries Gut the Fish, a paralyzing move forbidden in the temple, to be used only in desperation. Only the resistance of the water saves me from a broken spine.  
 
    I use the momentum to kick away, neck screaming, sure he will give up now.  
 
    He follows, body arrowing through the water despite his purpling face, and seizes my leg in two hands.  
 
    I know the move: Thunder’s Echo, the second stance in the first-year form, simple but all the more effective for it. I have to stop and spin to keep his twist from shattering my leg. He pulls me closer as I do, wide eyes shot with red in the water’s hazy light. His chest bucks now, his arms jerking even as he tries a second Thunder’s Echo, this one guaranteed to dislocate my hip— 
 
    Then his mouth jerks open, sucking in water, and his movements go erratic as the life leaves his eyes.  
 
    I stare, fear for my own safety fading at the horror of what Miyara just did. She killed him on the off chance he could take me out down here, instead of sending him up for a gulp of air. She is an awful woman.  
 
    My own lungs start to burn, but I don’t want to leave him down here. He could have been an ally, if the theracants hadn’t taken his blood. I pull him behind me, a dead weight as I kick for the surface.  
 
    On the way, I remember what my father had started to say, before we heard the overseer. Push my mind out into the water, though my burning lungs surely mean the vision is over. I don’t know if I can bring it back.  
 
    Father, I call. Or Urte, anyone. Uje. You were going to say something, about a woman, and a copy of your notes on the immersion chronicles. I need to know what that was. Anything you can tell me. Please. 
 
    Silence, as the shimmering surface approaches, then just the echo of a thought, in my father’s voice: Hiana. Hiana Caghdan. An ally. You will find her—in Dahran. She has my chronicles. 
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    Dahran is foul. I’ve been here three days and I’m still not used to the gilded silk palanquins gliding past crowds of downtrodden workers, impossibly beautiful faces gazing from behind gauzy curtains. From my seat on the balcony of Café Murta I can see the city’s famed towers, rising glittering to impossible heights, while mud-brick shanty towns climb the steep slopes beyond. You can smell the inequality: under the heady perfumes and incense drifting from market stalls is the common stink of unwashed bodies and human waste. It’s probably why the rich burn incense in the first place—it sure isn’t to any god, other than money.  
 
    I wonder what Gaxna would think. If she would love this place for its opulence, or hate it for its greed, like I’m starting to. I smile, sipping my sickly sweet cup of tea. She’d probably do both, and start stealing from the richest to give to the urchins on the street.  
 
    I’m waiting for Hiana Caghdan, the woman my father named at the end of my last immersion. It’s taken three days just to get an audience with her, after the eleven days sailing here on a Bamani rig, and my stomach churns with everything that rides on this. Not just the chronicles, but my father’s copy, with his notes on what he thought they meant. And not just an ally, but a wealthy one, if her allegiance will transfer to me. Someone with the means to hire a mercenary army to take back Serei, if it comes to that.  
 
    She could be the key to all my plans. And if she doesn’t want to help, I’ve wasted two weeks trying.  
 
    I ice the churn inside, my internal focus back now that I have a plan, and watch the street through the balcony’s carved sandstone lattice.  
 
    An azure palanquin sweeps up three hundred breaths later, and black-liveried porters swarm around it. I stand and watch as its occupant ascends the stairs, face radiating beauty and health. That’s what wealth does in Dahran: it gives its owners more life. Vitality, they call it, a power running through their currency that makes them stronger, faster, more beautiful, and longer-lived. The wealthiest people here have been alive for centuries, they say. Amaranths. Apparently Hiana isn’t one yet, but the way heads turn and people scoot out of her path, she must be close.  
 
    I brace myself as she glides through the packed café. I’ve always been awful at words, and all my hopes hinge on convincing this stranger to help me from the goodness of her heart. If only this were a fight, or we were standing in a proper pool of water so I could read her thoughts.  
 
    Instead, I send a silent prayer to Uje. If my cause is just, if you really do care about saving your people, let this woman help me. 
 
    “Aletheia,” she says, and even her voice is rich and lustrous, like a minstrel moments from song. Necklaces of coins layer her neck, the air warping around them like burning coals. It seems bold to wear so much money, but all the wealthy here do it. 
 
    “Caghdan-djo,” I say, using the Daraanese form of respect. “You speak Ujeian?” Daraa and Ujeian are somewhere between dialects and related languages—Trainer Yemlaw at the temple would be ashamed at me for forgetting which—but I’ll feel more comfortable here speaking my own tongue.  
 
    “Of course,” she says in that rich alto. “I spent years in your city. That’s where I met your father, around the time he was coming into power. I’m sorry to meet you under such unfortunate circumstances.” 
 
    She doesn’t sound it, but maybe that’s just the vitality beaming from her voice. 
 
    “He’s in the waters now,” I say, as much because I don’t know how to respond to pity as because it’s the actual truth. “He’s how I heard you were here, actually.” 
 
    Hiana raises an eyebrow. “So the rumors are true. A girl with male magic—such blasphemy for an Ujeian. Though you won’t find too many offended here—money mends all things, as they say. Shall we sit?” 
 
    I realize I’m still standing here like an oaf and nod. She sits with the grace of a dancer and I follow suit. One of her attendants swoops in to pour her mint tea from a fresh pot, then refills mine, sweetened with copious amounts of date sugar in the local style. 
 
    “How did you know my father?” I ask. It’s blunt, but like I said, I am bad at words, and this is the only thing I can count on here, is her having enough of a connection to my father to want to help me. 
 
    “Initially it was purely for business—the temple can make or break any trade endeavor in Serei—but then I found him intriguing. A driven man.” 
 
    Driven enough to ignore his own daughter. I am over the pain of that now, but behind it has come a sadness that I will never know him, that even now he’s losing focus in the water. That this woman might have known my father better than I ever will.  
 
    “And you met Nerimes too?” 
 
    A shadow falls across her perfect face. “Unfortunately, yes. The reports from your attack on his wedding were mixed, of course, but I gather that you hold him responsible for Stergjon’s death?” 
 
    “He is responsible. I can show you proof, if you want.” 
 
    I reach my hand across the polished table. Hers is gloved, but still she snatches it back in the first move from her that hasn’t looked practiced and perfect.  
 
    “That… won’t be necessary. I can believe it of him, based on the man I met back then. Even as a junior council member, Nerimes was unpleasant. That, and I trust you.” 
 
    A knot loosens in my shoulders, and I realize how long it’s been since I’ve had anyone I could trust. Not that I trust her, but I have carried this weight alone for a long time.  
 
    I ice the emotion, picturing it as water freezing into a giant block, then set it aside to deal with later. On my side or not, this is not the time to break down crying.  
 
    “He’s worse than unpleasant,” I say, voice steady again. “He’s perverting the temple and the city for his own gain. Selling it to a Seilam Deul woman to get himself in power. And he’s sent overseers to kill me, because I tried to expose him.”  
 
    Hiana nods. “What went wrong?” 
 
    “He had allies I didn’t expect,” I say, not bothering to ice my anger. “You heard the head of the Theracant’s Guild was killed?” 
 
    She raises one perfect eyebrow. “That was his doing too?” 
 
    “His ally, yes. Miyara.”  
 
    She sips at her tea. “So you’re dealing with the combined might of the seers and the theracants.” 
 
    “Not just that. Nerimes is no ordinary seer, and neither is Miyara. They have powers they shouldn’t.” 
 
    “What powers?” she asks, the afternoon sun casting bands of light and dark across her face through the lattice wall.  
 
    “The ability to let only certain information through a blind. Or for Miyara to disappear from her sisters’ blood connection—things seers and theracants swear are impossible. Almost like they have your vitality magic, or some other hidden power. I was hoping you might know something about it.” 
 
    “Your father’s papers, you mean.” She looks as though she expected this. Maybe he left instructions about me, like he did with the theracants. 
 
    “Yes. Do you have them?” Unbidden, my hand goes to my chest, where I keep my father’s letter. His words there echo what the ancestors told me in the water, that the chronicles are key to defeating Nerimes and stopping the floods. Having his own annotated version would save me years of study. Years we might not have.  
 
    Hiana tugs at a diamond pendant hanging from one ear. In addition to the coins around her neck, the woman is decked in jewels. “Unfortunately, I do not.” 
 
    I suck in a breath. This was the one thing I was counting on—that even if Hiana didn’t want to help me, she’d have the chronicles. Have the information I need to make a plan.  
 
    “Do you—know where they are?” 
 
    Hiana sets her cup down with a clink. “I may, but let’s cut to the chase. I am a busy woman, and I believe you are a straightforward girl as well. You’re here for my help in avenging your father and taking back your city.” 
 
    “I—yes. I am.” 
 
    “Good. That is something I’m willing to do, given certain assurances.” 
 
    I viciously ice the relief that spreads in my chest, coming from the same place as that ache about doing all this alone. As good as this sounds, I still don’t know if I can trust her, father’s ally or not. 
 
    “What assurances?” 
 
    A black-liveried waiter arrives just then, carrying with him one of the tall smoking devices I’ve seen around the café. It is a beautiful curved vase with water in the bottom and a woven hose coming from one side, extending down into the water. I wait impatiently while he fusses with placing the cloveleaf and coals just so in the top of it, glancing at Hiana. Meanwhile she gazes placidly, and my question hangs in the air like a guillotine.  
 
    He finally leaves.  
 
    “Tell me,” Hiana says, taking up the ornate wooden mouthpiece and drawing in smoke, “do you have ambitions, Aletheia?” 
 
    It’s not the answer I’m expecting. “I want to defeat Nerimes.” 
 
    She blows smoke, smelling of clove, but something sweeter as well—jasmine? 
 
    “And do you want it with all your heart?” 
 
    The thing that I want with all my heart is to get Gaxna free, but Nerimes is a part of that. “Yes.” 
 
    “Good. I have been paying attention to your city for some time now, even before Nerimes’ rise to power and the events at his wedding. Serei has so much potential, but its divisions hold it back.” 
 
    She proffers the smoking tube to me and I take it, seeking a moment’s connection with her hand to read her thoughts, but her glove prevents it.  
 
    “Here, we settle our disputes in council,” she goes on, “with the amaranthine presiding and all of us with status able to say our part. It isn’t ideal, I know, to base political power on wealth, but at least we all sit at a common table. This tribalism, this split between man and woman, has held your city back for centuries.” 
 
    “What are you proposing?” I don’t add that I agree whole-heartedly. I still haven’t heard what kind of ‘assurances’ she’s looking for.  
 
    “I am proposing they be united.” 
 
    “And you’re the one to do it?” 
 
    “I’m the one to make it happen. You are the one to unite them: a female seer, child of the rightful Chosen of Uje. Friend of the theracants.” 
 
    Too many emotions stir in my chest at this. Of course I want to unite my city, and the tribalism is stupid. But I can’t help but feel she’s selling this all to me, rather than just agreeing. And if she is, I need to know the cost before I buy in.  
 
    “Speaking plainly,” I say, “what would you want to get out of it?”  
 
    “Position. Influence. Serei is a hub of trade even more than Dahran, especially with the increase in Seilam Deul activity. If I ever want to become an amaranth, I need an edge the others don’t have. It would all be behind the scenes, of course. There are methods we could adopt, for legal assurance.” 
 
    I search for words, wishing I had Gaxna’s quick tongue. “It sounds great, but there are people better suited for this, and I’m not trying to rule Serei.” 
 
    Her lips quirk. “Ambition indeed. What are you trying to do?” 
 
    I hand the smoking tube back, needing to keep my mind clear. “Did you read the papers my father gave you?” 
 
    “Ah,” she says, drawing deeply and exhaling a fragrant cloud. “The flood. The end of all times, and coming sooner than anyone thinks.” 
 
    I sit forward. “You know about it? And you believe it?”  
 
    “I do, for what it’s worth. Which is part of why I’m willing to risk so much on you. All this”—she gestures at the bustling café, the city beyond the latticework wall—“all this is temporary. We know Dahran’s seven towers were built long before any people naming themselves Daraanese lived here. For all our wealth and pride, we’re just little creatures huddling in the ruins of a civilization ten times our betters, and even they didn’t survive. If another flood is coming—and your father convinced me it is—then we have to be ready.” 
 
    I get that same feeling again, that relief that someone else knows. “So, you’re with me? You want to stop it too?” 
 
    “I do. And this is the best way to do it—consider how much more power you will have to do whatever needs to be done as ruler of all Serei. What better position could there be?” 
 
    Uje, but I wish I could read her thoughts. I reach for the smoking tube and she again evades my touch, albeit with grace.  
 
    “That’s the problem,” I say. “I don’t know what needs to be done. I know it’s coming—I saw that in the water—and I know my dad saw some hint of a way out in the chronicles, but I have no idea what that is. Maybe I could get it done as queen of Serei, or whatever we’d call me. Or maybe I’d have to sail off the edge of Vyna, or go on a quest through Bamani, or—until I see the chronicles, there’s no way to know.” 
 
    Hiana sighs. “I wish I could give them to you, but we will likely have to take Serei first. From that position we should be able to get most anything we’d want.” 
 
    “But you said you knew where they were?” 
 
    Her face goes sour for a moment. “I do, though it’ll do you no good. The Tower of Many Names.” She nods at one of the sky-piercing towers beyond the latticework, this one wrapped in vibrant cloth banners that stream behind it in the wind, giving it an undulating appearance.  
 
    I frown. “An amaranth stole them from you?” 
 
    “An amaranth in name, yes.” Her face darkens. “Whoever or whatever it is that Nerimes and Miyara belong to, we have it in Dahran too. And I believe they heard clink somehow of what I had. The papers were stolen from me months ago, and only in the last few weeks have I become certain they were the ones to take it. Not that it does us any good.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean there is no way to get in there and get out alive. Trust me. I have the best spies and assassins in Dahran at my service, and they have all refused.” 
 
    “Have you tried thieves? I trained as one in Serei.” My leg starts to bounce. This is something I can do, something concrete after six weeks of powerlessness and frustration. Plus, Gaxna taught me well—I’ve snuck into the palaces of the wealthiest merchants in Serei, and dropped unseen into the middle of Nerimes’ wedding ceremony.  
 
    “It’s not just the tower,” Hiana says, raising a hand as if to placate me. “The guards up there are loaded with vitality. You would be captured, or worse.” 
 
    I hold back the retort that no one in the world fights like Ujeian monks, vitality or not. “I’ll look into it,” I say instead. “There may be strategies or forms to use to counteract their advantage.” 
 
    “There is another way,” she says, looking pained. “It would cost me politically, but if those papers are so important to you, I may be able to get them through back channels. Coffers know there are plenty in this city who owe me favors.” 
 
    I hesitate. It’s not a bad idea, but something in me says she is trying to dissuade me from stealing the papers directly. That she wants to be the one to get them for me, so I owe her something. So I agree to her plans to take back Serei.  
 
    Which, father’s ally or not, doesn’t sit right with me.  
 
    More importantly, what she’s talking about could take days, or weeks. This has already taken too long. But there’s no need to say any of that.  
 
    “That would be great,” I say. “If you’ll look into it, I’ll do more checking on the tower. And thank you, Caghdan-djo. Can you meet again in three days?” Enough time for me to get the papers on my own, if it looks doable.  
 
    “My pleasure, Aletheia,” she says, standing. “In three days then.” 
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    I wait until daybreak. This is something Gaxna taught me: merchants and guards expect thefts at night, so they increase numbers and stay vigilant. When the sun rises, they think the danger has passed, and guards who’ve been up all night relax and maybe take a few minutes to rest their eyes.  
 
    As the rhythmic scrape of footsteps above me recedes, I scuttle up the last few feet of sandstone wall, slip across the catwalk, and drop to the far side.  
 
    There are other advantages to daybreak too: while it seems light after the darkness, details are still hard to see, and the angle of the sun turns everything into silhouettes. The tower grounds are full of them—the lumpy forms of manicured bushes, the reaching fronds of date trees, and the still-life figures of marble statues. Perfect places to hide—for me or the guards. 
 
    I did my research on vitality. It will make the guards stronger and faster, but if I can surprise the first one, I should be able to take his or her coins and use their power to my advantage. Would Gaxna approve? No, probably not. But she was never the fighter on our team, and life is already dangerous enough with overseers looking for me. It’s time to take some chances.   
 
    Still, I stretch out my senses in the manicured courtyard, listening for disturbances in the patter of the fountains, or the gentle rustle of leaves in the ocean breeze. The air smells of desert flowers and stale incense. I keep a hand to the worked sandstone wall to feel for anything my other senses miss. I wish to Uje the ground was moist, or the air damp, anything to give my watersight a chance to read the other minds here, but Dahran is as dry as Serei is wet.  
 
    No alarms sound. I run for the Tower of Many Names, its bulk massive and alien in the red light of dawn. Four steel pillars climb from separate corners of the courtyard to the cupola high above, with a thick vertical shaft running down the middle. That’s the lift, a route I might attempt if I was in Serei, but I am a foreigner here, in appearance as well as speech, and the disguises Gaxna taught me would do little good. I aim for the nearest support pillar instead—as thick as a wine barrel and built entirely of polished steel, its angle and the lack of handholds would make it difficult to climb under normal conditions. But the Daraa—fearful of assassins rather than thieves, I am told—have lined the bottom third of each with razor-sharp glass. 
 
    I can just imagine Gaxna smirking. Handholds, she’d say. Uje, I wish she was here now. We were a team for all the big heists. I can do this, but I’d do it better with her here. 
 
    I wait until a third guard passes, then scramble up. My hands are awkward, encumbered in three layers of leather gloves, but my booted feet find good purchase, propelling me rapidly up the pillar. I arch my back as I go—even a minor cut now would slow me down too much.  
 
    I scoot past the eye level of the guards on the tower, then slow to take more care as a shard rips through my sleeve. My boots and gloves are beginning to shred by the time I clear the broken glass. I pause here, courtyard already looking like a sculptor’s miniature below, and pull them off. The boots I tie to the pillar—I won’t need them again, and I can’t risk someone seeing them fall—but the gloves I stuff into the pack strapped to my back, retying it awkwardly while I cling to the metal tube.  
 
    Above me stretches another hundred paces of bare steel pillar before the top, angling slightly more vertical as it climbs. This is the stretch I am most worried about. Finding the chronicles inside the massive cupola will be hard, and the vital guards will be a challenge, but make a slip here and the fall’s guaranteed to cripple me. By the time I get to the top, it will kill me.  
 
    I take a minute to steady my breath, then pull the other set of gloves from my pouch, these thin and dipped in rubber. I could get better ones in Serei, but I was happy to find this quality in a new city. I tie a pair of rubber-coated straps to my bare feet and start climbing.  
 
    I move fast. The sun will heat this metal to blazing hot by mid-morning, and even without the heat, the rubber will start to pull off.  
 
    I fall into a rhythm—grip with my legs, reach with my arms, jerk my body up, then grip again, reach again, jerk again. My arms burn, but I’ve kept in shape on the Pearler ship, swabbing decks, hauling cargo, and clambering up and down the rigging. My heart races, but it’s more with the knowledge that I am back on track, that I have a plan again, that I’m finally doing something. I may even have an ally here, if I can reach an agreement with Hiana.  
 
    A foot slips and my heart leaps into my throat. My legs swing out over empty space and I lock my arms in a death grip around the pillar until I can swing my feet back and get a grip again.  
 
    Uje. I am high enough to die, now. Is it strange that my first thought was Gaxna dying in prison, rather than me dying down there in the courtyard? Heart still pounding, I gauge the distance to the top. More than halfway there, but still too far to throw my rope. 
 
    I think about just climbing down for a second. Taking Hiana’s offer to get the chronicles, even if it puts me in debt to her. Better to survive than die up here trying to do it my way. Then the view catches my eye, past the buildings of Dahran to the ocean that sits beyond the island’s steep ridges. Serei lies that way. Serei and Gaxna, who even now is a prisoner to the man who killed my father.  
 
    “No,” I mutter under my breath. “Focus, Aletheia. You can do this.” 
 
    I make it to the bottom of the cupola before the sun is more than a few fingers above the horizon, and cling there while I uncoil the rope from my waist. The tower’s architecture is unreal, support pillar meeting the round swell of the cupola with barely a seam. It’s amazing they even bother with the guards and glass down below—there are not many people who could make it this high, let alone try getting up the underside of the round cupola. I certainly wouldn’t have a year ago.  
 
    Then I met Gaxna. Who would likely already be up there and tucking the chronicles in her culottes by now. Show-off. 
 
    I let go of the pillar with one arm, intentionally not looking at the fall, and uncoil the rope from my waist. It’s no thief’s rope, but it’s thin and light and will carry my weight. I play it out, then sling it up and around, seeking purchase on one of the screened windows above.  
 
    It clangs off the steel and falls back down, weight of the hook on the end trying to tug me off my perch. This is the most dangerous part of the job—if anyone hears that clang and decides it’s more than an unlucky bird banging into the tower, I’m dead.  
 
    The next throw catches and my stomach unclenches. I chose this spot carefully—not only because the support pillar comes down close to the wall below, but because it ends up here below a few likely windows.  
 
    I tug on it a few times, then take a deep breath. This is the second-most dangerous part of the plan: trusting my weight to a grip I can’t see. I release the pillar slowly, leaning more and more of my mass into the rope.  
 
    It holds. I clamber up, and the curve of the cupola swings me away from the pillar into thin air. Anxiety claws at me and I ice it, stack it next to the massive pile I’ve already made this morning, then return to my steady breathing. The breath is my anchor, the ocean my blood.  
 
    The hook has torn a convenient rent in the window’s delicate metalwork screen at the top. I push through it, and breathe a sigh of relief to stand on solid ground again. I’m in what appears to be a smoking lounge, a collection of waterpipes scattered amidst cushions and low tables. Shelves of glass bottles line the walls, and the air is fragrant with the scent of clove and rose and all kinds of herbs.  
 
    This is how you spend your days, apparently, if you are so rich you can’t die. Smoking cloveleaf at the top of ancient towers.  
 
    I reset the hook against the sill, then pool the remaining rope on the floor, ready to throw out. This was another of Gaxna’s first rules of thievery: always plan your exits.  
 
    Satisfied, I creep to the door and focus on my senses. I hear nothing, but I smell fresh flatbread and over-brewed tea. Someone is awake then, if only the servants, and despite the tower’s natural defenses, I don’t doubt there are guards up here too. Vital guards.  
 
    I push the door open, thanking Uje for quiet hinges. A hallway curves away in both directions, following the shape of the cupola. This is where Hiana’s information ran out: while she knew the general layout of the rooms here, she had no idea where the chronicles would be. But she’s not my only source of information.  
 
    I stalk out on my toes, slipping to the interior side of the hallway, ornately carved teak latticework in place of a wall. Beyond it is a circular sandy courtyard spotted with day beds and manicured palms. Above it the cupola is open to the sky, another twenty paces overhead.  
 
    I scan the space as though I expect to see the chronicles framed on a pillar in the middle, then kick myself, trying not to imagine what Gaxna would say. If the chronicles are here, and the owners went to the trouble of stealing them from Hiana, they will not be so obvious.  
 
    Besides, I have more immediate concerns. The kind Gaxna wouldn’t be good at. 
 
    I peer through the latticework to the far side of the courtyard, where the angle allows me to see the hallway there. Two guards stand outside what are likely bedrooms, or wherever the amaranth and his mistress are taking breakfast. Two guards, but they are far enough away that if I’m lucky… 
 
    I try the nearest doors: a bath, a bedroom, a prayer hall. No chronicles, and the nearer guard will be able to see me if I try any more doors. Nothing for it, then. Time to see what vitality can really do.  
 
    I dash around the curve with arms extended for Ice Fingers Rising. The man’s head nods, half-asleep. I deliver the blow perfectly, ready to catch him so he doesn’t crash to the ground.  
 
    Only he doesn’t fall—a blow that is designed to knock anyone unconscious only sways him on his feet. Vitality. Bracers of coins around his neck shimmer with power.   
 
    I follow up with Diver’s Bind, pressing my fingers to the three points in his face. Guaranteed to knock anyone out, but more time-consuming than Ice Fingers. And in that muddled moment where he should already be dead to the world, he lands a blow to my sternum hard enough to sink me to my knees, gasping.  
 
    Okay, he’s strong. Impossibly strong. But strength is only a tool, as Urte used to say, not a win condition. I catch my breath, duck a second blow, and wrap legs around him in Kraken’s Kiss. I jam my fingers back into Diver’s Bind, squeezing with all my might to keep his arms trapped. I hold him, despite his strength, but he cries out, alerting the other guards.  
 
    I mutter a prayer to Uje that the bind works before they get here. As his struggles weaken, I make use of our skin contact to read his thoughts, confirming there’s only one other guard up here. Good. I can manage that.  
 
    Now for the chronicles.  
 
    His knees buckle and I ride him down, pushing thoughts of the Immersion Chronicles and my father’s handwriting into him, trying to spur memories of the book.  
 
    The other guard pounds around the bend, but before I leap off I read a vague memory of a cackling man, and see a curving room full of books. A library. I need to find a library. 
 
    I rip his coins off and run back the way I came. If the second guard has the strength of the first, I’m going to need them to make up for the loss of surprise.  
 
    I don’t feel any different with the coins on, but who knows how this city’s magic works. Fortunately, it’s not the only advantage I have over him. I duck into the bath and come out with a pail of water, then sling it at the guard as he rounds the bend.  
 
    It surprises him enough to slow, and I dart in with Thunder Shakes the Rooftop, pushing my mind into the running water as I do. I read his thoughts just before his sword flickers out. It’s almost too fast to see, but the mind is always faster. I have time to fall right, then jerk left as I read his next move through the wetness of the floor.  
 
    I roll up and out of the pool of spreading water. Either the coins aren’t working, or this guard is more vital than the last. He rushes in and I sidestep back onto the wet floor. His sword rips through a section of the fine wood lattice, and I find his weakness: he’s a swordsman. 
 
    I grab the bucket and back up, twisting as though to sling it at him. He grins and darts forward, likely reading me as desperate. Instead, I shove the bucket between me and his sword. His chop rams it out of my hands, burying the wide-bladed weapon deep in the grain of the wood. 
 
    Every advantage breeds weakness, trainer Urte used to say. Being smaller and less strong my whole life, I’ve learned to look for those weaknesses. This man’s is his reliance on the sword—his mind is raw panic as he tries to free it from the wet wood. I attack in Sleeting Rain stance, all jabs and chops and strikes for sensitive areas. His speed and strength hold me off for a few blows, but eventually I land a punishing kick to his left ear, then put him out of his misery with Diver’s Bind.  
 
    I get up and take a deep breath, looping his necklaces over the ones I have. I’m not out of trouble yet—the water tells me it took him so long to come because he called for backup, which will be coming up the lift shaft now—but I don’t need much time.  
 
    I sprint the rest of the circle, checking doors till I find the long curving library in the first guard’s memories. I close myself inside and spin, heart beating. The walls are lined with books, air musty with vellum and ink. It’s a library any university would be proud of, but I don’t need a library right now. I just need one book.  
 
    “Think, Aletheia,” I mutter, even as I feel a shudder through the floor. Probably the lift, on its way up the tower’s central shaft. I need to be gone when they get here. “What would it look like?”  
 
    The chronicles would be written in Ujeian script, for one thing—similar to Daraanese characters but distinct, less flowing. A quick scan finds me a section of Ujeian bindings, but there are still too many to possibly check every one.  
 
    “What else, what else,” I mutter, scanning the first few shelves, though I know there’s no time for that. The binding itself! The books are in all colors of dyed skin and parchment, but the temple uses a distinct salt cure, and father’s copy of the chronicles would be temple-made.  
 
    That narrows it down quickly, and in another few heartbeats I find it, Collected Chronicles of the Immersion written down the side in the same careful monastic script I was taught as a child. I open it to find calligraphic text, with my father’s narrow-looped handwriting filling the margins.  
 
    …may indicate that their craftology has made more accurate measurements of the next deluge… 
 
    My heart catches in my throat: here it is. The thing that consumed my father the last seven years of his life. The reason he ignored me, but his hopes too for trying to save us from the flood. Another connection to him, and in his true voice, not the one slowly fading in the waters.  
 
    Shouts sound from below and I startle out of it, cursing. Flooding sentimentality. I ice everything but urgency and sprint into the hallway, pulling on my leather gloves. Just a quick drop down the rope while they are still coming up the lift… 
 
    A guard steps from the next room, vitality radiating from stacks of coins around his neck. It has to be ten times what the previous guards were wearing—more than I want to deal with.  
 
    I spin, only to find another guard stepping from the baths in the far direction, similarly laden with wealth. Then a figure drops to the center of the sandy courtyard, vitality warping the air around him like the man is a live coal. He straightens, and through the distortion I see white hair framing an ageless face, with obsidian eyes that look ancient. A single black coin hangs from his neck. 
 
    An amaranth. I know it even before he speaks.  
 
    “So,” he says, straightening. “Aletheia Vjolla. Let’s have a look at you.”  
 
    I goggle—he knows my name?—then throw myself at the nearest guard. I know it’s hopeless, but what else am I supposed to do? It’s like attacking a brick wall. I slam three, four, five solid blows into him, then the man’s hand shoots out and grips my neck, lifting me from the floor kicking like a child. He grins. 
 
    “Not too rough now, Jenelin,” the amaranth says. “You wouldn’t want to damage her.”  
 
    The amaranth steps closer, face beatific in vitality’s glow. He peers into my eyes and clucks his tongue. “Violet. You really are Stergjon’s daughter, aren’t you?” 
 
    I know better than to answer. There is nothing I can say here that will help me, though a thousand questions burn on my tongue. How did they know? Were they spying on Hiana and I? Was she compromised somehow?  
 
    He plucks the chronicles from my grasp. “I’ll be keeping these, I think. Jenelin, Haghra, you will stand as witnesses to the theft?” 
 
    They nod assent, and he turns to me. “Then as Fifth Amaranth of Dahran, I find you guilty of theft in the first degree, Aletheia Vjolla. Your life and property are now forfeit. Do you understand that?” 
 
    I understand it, though regret threatens to push something else out of my mouth. Regret and rage. I was stupid to think I could pull this off. But that is my father’s book. Rightfully mine. 
 
    I meet his coal-black gaze. “Fine. Now what?” 
 
    “Now?” he raises his eyebrows. “Now we see just what kind of fighters you Ujeians really are.” 
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    The guards drag me down to the lift, and after reinforcements pile out—shame burns in me that they weren’t even needed—they shove me in, efficiently tying my hands as the contraption lurches. We descend into darkness, with only a single lantern above us to light the eerie metal tube passing on all sides.  
 
    I should keep my shame iced, should stick with my breathing and stay sharp here, but the shock is too much. The disappointment. The utter letdown—I was so close. I had the book in my hands. My father’s book. The answers I needed to get Gaxna back. To do something, instead of feeling so flooding powerless like I have since I lost her.  
 
    My shoulders shake and I realize I’m crying and for a long minute there’s nothing I can do about it. I’m trapped inside a metal tube with two guards I have no chance of defeating, apparently being taken to fight for my crimes, and all I can think about is Gaxna, and my father, and the world—but especially Gaxna. Locked up in a pit under the temple because of me. It would have been better if we’d never met, which only makes me cry all the harder because it’s the last thing I’d wish for.  
 
    The lift lurches to a halt, and I hear a voice call from outside.  
 
    “All safe in the tube?” 
 
    “Safe and prisoner in tow,” the taller guard, Jenelin, yells. It’s not much, but it’s enough to stop my tears. I take a deep shuddering breath and look around, making out a dim set of stairs in the lamplight.  
 
    “Where are you taking me?” I ask. 
 
    No answer. These guards have just listened to my weeping all the way down the tube, and they won’t even give me an answer. Slopholes.  
 
    I seize onto that anger and ice the rest. This is not how a monastic is supposed to act, not the ideal state for responding to a desperate situation, but it’s the best I can do right now.  
 
    “Fine,” I growl. “I don’t need you to talk anyway.”  
 
    I slam myself into the nearer one, pushing him into the wall and bringing me into contact with his bare arm. He shoves me off like a newborn kitten, but in the brief instant of contact I read my answer through our touch: an arena, filled with gladiators wearing belts of coins, littered with the blood and bodies of the fallen. Roaring crowds line the seats above, reveling in the slaughter.  
 
    Entertainment. I am to die for entertainment.  
 
    Flood that. If I’m going to die, I will do it now, on my own terms.  
 
    A crevice of light opens above, another guard opening the heavy gate. I sprint towards him, kicking off the wall to land a spinning heel into his neck. He stumbles back, choking, and I break out into the tower grounds. Thirty paces to the wall.  
 
    Something heavy slams into me, pinning me to the ground, but I’m not done yet. I slam my head back, hitting someone hard enough to see stars and earning a grunt. I try again, the rest of me immobile, but a thick palm shoves my face into the gravel.  
 
    “Jenelin,” he calls, not even sounding winded. “Get the tea.”  
 
    A minute later they force something foul into my mouth, and the guard holds me there till my head gets fuzzy and my limbs go numb.  
 
    “Good,” Jenelin says, his voice echoing, and they lift my limp body into a cart. The sun goes dim. 
 
    I wake to cool stone and a pinch on the cheek.  
 
    “Wake up, girl,” a weathered woman says, pinching me again. “Wake up. They’re almost done out there, and you’re next.” 
 
    Shouts sound and I look to the side, through a barred gate to where a gang of Bamani men surround a solitary fighter, his comrades lying in the dirt around him. It’s the arena I saw in the guard’s mind.  
 
    Floods. “I can’t—” 
 
    “Thornbark should be wearing off by now,” she slurs in Daraanese. “You had a good sleep there. Stand up, it’ll help. Here.” 
 
    She thrusts a staff at me and something about the worn feel of the wood, like the practice staves we used in the temple, clears the last of the fog from my brain. I suck in a breath, taking quick stock: I am locked in here with this woman, the gate behind her barred. If what she says is true, in a few moments I’m going to have to go out there and fight.  
 
    No time for questions, and I can’t trust her to tell the truth anyway—but her thoughts will. I seize her wrist. “The keys. How do I get out?” 
 
    A broad man appears in her thoughts, laden with wealth and holding a large circle of keys. No point attacking this old woman, then. Peneiwa, her name is.  
 
    “Peneiwa. Are they going to kill me?” 
 
    A roar goes up from the crowd, muddling her reply, and I glance back to see the Bamani men raising their clubs in victory. Attendants run into the ring, dragging away the bodies, and a sick feeling rises in my throat. I have never killed before, and I don’t want to do it now, not this way. I was trained to fight for justice, not just survival.  
 
    But if I let myself die, what happens to Gaxna? To Serei? 
 
    A guard rattles the gate behind us and Peneiwa nods. “It’s your time. Be careful.” 
 
    I run out. I have no idea what they’re throwing me up against—Serei criers are full of stories of the horrors of the Dahran gladiator pits—but I’m at least going to choose my ground. The arena is covered in ankle-deep sand, ringed by sandstone walls twenty paces high, with steep rows of seats rising beyond them. There’s no way I’m climbing out of here, and no high ground to speak of. At least they gave me a staff.  
 
    It’s only then that I realize I’m dressed in a theracant’s robes, or some strange mockery of them. My hand flies to my chest, where I keep my father’s letter.  
 
    It’s gone. And that is the deepest insult of all.  
 
    Above me a giant voice rings out, calling something about an Uje Witch versus the Deul Menace. My match, then.  
 
    I spin in a slow circle. There are gates set into the base of the wall every five paces or so, like the one I came from. I am disturbed to see most of them full, muscled and scarred fighters watching me with boredom or malice. I ice a rising dread and keep circling, holding my breath steady. I’ve only fought one Seilam Deul man, and it wasn’t much of a fight, but I have no idea what to expect here. The clarity that comes with deep breathing tells me the dread is not for my own life—I should have lost it many times over by now—but for the idea of killing a stranger here, in this made-up environment, for these people’s entertainment. Give me Ieolat, give me Nerimes, slops give me one of the guards from the tower, and I’ll fight. But this solitary man who steps out onto the sands, wearing his own bizarre mockery of the clinging Deul garb? He is no enemy of mine.  
 
    Something relaxes inside me, the same part that drove me to attack the guards back at the tower. If I’m going to die, I’ll die on my own terms. Die a person Gaxna and my father would be proud of.  
 
    And that means not killing an innocent person, no matter what the cost is.  
 
    The Deul fighter trots toward me, and I’m surprised to see he actually has the milky eyes of the Deul—I got the sense from the last battle that, though the fighters were wearing Bamani armor, most of them were actually Daraanese. This lanky man—he has the Deul height, too—is the real thing.  
 
    He limps, though he makes an effort to hide it, and that just cements my resolve. He raises his weapon, a ridiculous two-bladed spear I doubt came from the Deul, and yells something in a foreign tongue as he gets close. 
 
    I’m not fooled. Every Deul I’ve met spoke some Ujeian.  
 
    “You are no enemy of mine,” I say, grounding my staff in the sand. “Let us not fight for their pleasure.” 
 
    “We have to,” he says, milky eyes confident. His right hand is missing two fingers. “Trust me. Fight.” 
 
    He swings with the strange spear and I step out of its arc.  
 
    “No.” 
 
    The crowd boos, and he swings again. “Don’t worry. You’re slated to win this one.” 
 
    “Win?” I ice the surprise that comes up, again dodging his blow, my mind spinning through the possibilities. Is this some ploy to put me off my guard? “We’re not fighting to the death?” 
 
    “Not if you play along,” he growls, jabbing the spear at me dead-on. “You don’t have any coins, right? So fight.” 
 
    I step aside to more boos. The announcer’s voice booms across the stands, something about a healer not wanting to fight. 
 
    There is a threat implied in his voice, but I’ve already made up my mind. Still, I don’t understand everything here, and I was trained from a young age that knowledge can undo many disadvantages. “Coins? What do coins have to do with this?” 
 
    That checks him for a moment. “Are you new to the city, too? Look, I’ll explain everything later. For now, just fight. Trust me.” 
 
    That’s something I’ve never been good at. I dodge his attack without raising my staff. He’s wears only a few copper ravas around his neck, so I can likely take him if it comes to that. 
 
    “No.”  
 
    Sweat beads on his forehead as he again attacks, and the boos come louder when I roll under his blade and come up untouched.  
 
    I grin. To hell with them. To hell with the crowd and the amaranth and a city that thinks I should have to fight for their entertainment because I tried to take back what is rightfully mine. To hell with all of them. This is not the fight they came to see, but maybe that’s a good thing. Maybe that’s something I can use. 
 
    I grip the butt of my staff and hurl it out of the ring to a shocked silence, then outrage from above. 
 
    The Duel man curses in his own tongue, and the jab that comes at me is real this time, fast enough I’m forced to jump to avoid it.  
 
    “That’s better,” he says. “Keep at it. Just a couple more”—he swings and I dodge—“and you can take me down.” 
 
    “Flood that. Take yourself down.” 
 
    “Don’t you get it?” he growls, circling right and jabbing in again with the spear. His posture communicates it well ahead of time, and I sidestep. “We have to put on a show, or they really will kill us. Look, just knock me around a couple of times, then I’ll lie down in the sand and we’re done.” 
 
    “Lie down in the sand?” I ask. “That’s all you have to do?” 
 
    “And I’ll raise my hand,” he says. “The sign that I’m finished.” 
 
    “Great.”  
 
    I drop to the sand. 
 
    The arena explodes in boos. I don’t care. I raise my hand, keeping an eye on the Deul to make sure I haven’t judged him wrong and he might actually try for a killing stroke. Instead, I see him forcing a smile and doing an awkward victory dance.  
 
    I smile, remembering the amaranth’s last words. Now we see just what kind of fighters you Ujeians really are.  
 
    “What kind of fighter am I?” I mutter to the sky. “The kind that can’t be pushed around.” 
 
    Plus, I have an ally in Dahran, and a simple battle here wouldn’t have made news. Hopefully this—a rare Ujeian fighter in the arena, and then a total refusal to fight—will reach her ears. 
 
    Rough hands grab me and drag me from the sands. If she realizes who that Ujeian fighter was, hopefully she can do something to get me out. It’s a thin hope, I know, but it’s better than nothing. The guard I read in the tower didn’t make up the blood or the bodies in his memory. This place is real. 
 
    They drag me back to the cell and toss me in, then swing the gate closed. I allow myself a moment to lay there, letting out a deep shuddering breath.  
 
    A throat clears behind me.  
 
    I leap to my feet, spinning into Downward Cuts the Tide—only to lose it in shock.  
 
    “Hiana?” 
 
    My father’s ally stands calmly in the narrow cell, wrapped dress immaculate and face composed, like she regularly fills in for the arena guards.  
 
    “Aletheia,” she agrees, stacked necklaces of coins bending the air with vitality, though not so strongly as the amaranth. “That was—quite a fight.” 
 
    “What are you doing here? Are you here to get me out?” 
 
    She chuckles at this. “Get you out? I’m the one who put you in here.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    5 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    My mind churns like a riptide. “Put me in here? What do you mean? Did you intercede with the amaranth?” 
 
    “Hardly,” Hiana says. “The amaranth and I are good friends. Allies, even, though he doesn’t understand the extent to which his actions benefit me more than himself. He’s old blood, you have to understand. Classic Daraa, in a time when the classics are getting outdated.” 
 
    I take a deep breath. “So you—convinced him to send me here? Instead of something worse?” Even as I say it, I know it’s wrong. But hope is a dangerous thing, and I have pinned mine on her.  
 
    “I told him to do it,” she says calmly. “Told him you’d be coming, sent him the book so he could stock it in his library, and warned him of the kind of powers you might bring to bear.”  
 
    For a second, I don’t know what to say. Then white-hot rage burns down my veins. “You betrayed me?” 
 
    “Please, Aletheia, let’s not fight here when you refused them a show out there. And anyway”—she brushes a gloved hand against the coins radiating power on her chest—“I think you know by now who would win.” 
 
    I almost do it anyway, despite knowing she’s wearing much more than the guards who handled me like a doll. Despite the guards here that would no doubt come running, and maybe not feel compelled to leave me whole, now that I spit in their face on the battlefield.  
 
    Almost, but the waters rush in my mind, even as I work to still the maelstrom in my gut. Hiana betrayed me. She is not an ally. But she is here for something, which means I still have leverage.  
 
    “So this whole thing was a trap.” I say it as much to sink the words into my mind, to help the sea change it means in my understanding of my situation. “You lured me into burgling the tower, then arranged it so I’d be guilty of the highest crime in Dahran, and your friend would get possession of me.” 
 
    “I did.” She rearranges her skirts, then sits on the sole seat in the corner, as if to say she’s unafraid of me even here and now, knowing what I know. I hate to admit it, but she’s right. There’s nothing I can do to her, with her vitality. But knowledge can undo disadvantages, and we still have our war of words.  
 
    “It’s cute how shocked you are,” she goes on, before I’ve found my next move. “Your father was like that too. He always expected the best in people, so much so that it blinded him. You’re wrong about one point, though. The amaranth doesn’t own you, however much you broke into his tower. That’s not how possession works in Daraanese law.” 
 
    I narrow my eyes. “You do. Because the book is still yours.” 
 
    “Very good! Of course, I owe him a few favors now, but the sort of things he wants are generally easy to come by. Maybe I’ll even have you do some of them yourself.” 
 
    Outside the door to the sands, someone howls in pain. Despite myself, I turn to see an absolute beast of a man slam a club into a boy half his size, face already bloodied. The boy falls and the beast grins, spreading his arms to the crowd. They roar approval.  
 
    “I will do nothing for you,” I say, icing my disgust. I turn back to Hiana. “Not until you get me out of here.” 
 
    “I thought I might leave you in for a while,” she says lightly, adjusting a necklace of allarium coins in a pile thick enough to be a shawl. “It might make you more… compliant.” 
 
    “And what of your plan? I do you no good here.” 
 
    “On the contrary. Half of what you earn in here is mine. But you’re right, it would be better to move quickly, especially with Ieolat in the picture. We can’t let Nerimes and his cabal secure too strong a hold on the city. The terms of our agreement will have to change, of course.” 
 
    “What terms? You were already asking me to outright subvert our trade laws to make you an amaranth.” 
 
    “Yes, and I will need that. But I’d rather subvert them myself.” 
 
    More howls sound behind me, and I can’t help but look back. The boy is down, and the big man stomps on his body to roars of approval from the crowd. Every fiber in me itches to run out and stop him.  
 
    “You could go out there, you know. The gate isn’t locked. The crowd likes that kind of thing, the sudden upsets in fights. But there’s no way you’d win against the Bull.” 
 
    Wealth shimmers on his chest, heavy bands of coins slung across scarred muscles. I was trained to stop this kind of man, to keep Serei from being a city where such things could happen. I clench my teeth and turn back. I have my own fight to win first.  
 
    “So you would be queen instead of me?” 
 
    “No, I doubt your people would accept me—they still need to see you on the throne, or whatever office we come up with. But I will need to be the one making the actual decisions. Your royal advisor, present at every meeting, and consulted on every decision. We could be wed, maybe. I’ll come up with something.” 
 
    I ice the revulsion that rolls up in me, imagining marrying this woman, as Nerimes did Ieolat. Ice it because I need a clear head, and because if Hiana sees I have no intention of playing along, I will lose whatever slim bargaining power I have here.  
 
    I take a deep breath and force out, “That could work.”  
 
    And it could—once the city is taken, once I have Gaxna back, and I’m installed as some kind of ruler, I can use that power to oust her. Expose her true intentions like I tried to with Nerimes.  
 
    Hiana watches me with a lidded gaze, and unbidden my toes squirm, as if to reassure myself we’re on dry ground and she can’t read my thoughts.  
 
    “I will need certain assurances, of course,” the woman says, shifting her necklaces. I catch a glimpse of dark tattoos on the collarbone beneath.  
 
    The screams coming from the arena are pitiful now. My stomach tightens, knowing that could be me next time. “You mentioned assurances at the cafe. What are you asking, exactly?” 
 
    She reaches into the folds of her gown and pulls out a glass tube the size of my finger. “A vial of your blood, given in full consent. Fill this up and we can leave now.” 
 
    It’s an effort to keep the shock from my face. My mind reels—blood? “Are you working with the theracants?” I remember Gaxna in Nerimes’ bed chamber, forced to attack me against her will, and I shudder.  
 
    “No, dear, but I know some who could be paid. But in the meantime, it would keep you from misbehaving, wouldn’t it?” 
 
    I ice the revulsion that comes up again, remembering Gaxna’s story of how she left the theracant’s guild. Of being forced to murder someone, then putting out her own eye to escape their bloodpush. I thought I’d found the answer in blinding their push as I can watersight, but with the ways Miyara and Nerimes break the rules of our magic, I am not so sure anymore.  
 
    One thing I am sure of: I never want Miyara and Hiana to start working together. And who knows how many Miyara has taught her tricks to by now?  
 
    My blind. I remember it, raise it thick here just to summon my own discipline. This is still a battle, whether we are using words or weapons, and as she changes stances, I have to respond. Have to find the knowledge or advantage that will turn the tide.  
 
    Because I can feel myself losing.  
 
    “Before we go any further,” I say, “I need to know you actually have the power to get me out. Or all this talk means nothing.” 
 
    “You’ve seen these?” Hiana holds up a copper signet with a crude A scratched into it. “If I give this to the arena auditor, your debt will be considered repaid, and you can leave here a free woman. If I give it to Booker instead, it means you will go out there again tomorrow.” She nods behind me, where the battle has just been the thump of a boot and decreasing cries of pain for some time now. “And with your performance today, I don’t doubt he’ll arrange something more dangerous for you tomorrow. They don’t take kindly to noncompliance here.” 
 
    I can’t quite ice my shudder. Not at dying like the boy out there—I am competent enough to go out better—but at the bloodthirsty roar of the crowd, and the feeling that now more than ever the only thing keeping me from that are my own wits and hands.  
 
    I force nonchalance into my voice, glancing back at the scene. “He’s going to kill him, then?” 
 
    “I imagine so, unless someone throws him a coin,” she says with the same air of indifference. “I don’t frequent the arena, but as I understand it, the boy’s been around for some time. Worn out his appeal.” 
 
    As bad as my situation is, it’s good to remember it could be worse. “What does a coin do?” 
 
    “When a fighter has no coins to cede in defeat, the victor can feel free to beat or kill them instead—the crowd often tips handsomely for that. If someone up there is moved to throw wealth for the loser, however, the winner is obligated to take that in place of his life. A pity coin, it’s called.” 
 
    “Throw him one.” 
 
    Hiana meets my gaze levelly. “Give me your blood.” 
 
    “To have you just take it and walk out of here? I don’t think so. Show me you’re serious. Throw him a coin.” 
 
    She smiles. “That sweet little heart of yours will get you in trouble, Aletheia. Especially if you let people see it. But here.” She pulls a copper mark from one of her braids of coins, then ties a red cloth to it and throws it through the bars. A gong sounds and the giant man pulls back, looking around with a wild light in his eyes. A killing light. His face is spattered in blood, and it’s only then I notice a second body on the sands, this one unmoving. I should be afraid, but I just feel the urge to take him down, as strong as the one I feel against Nerimes, and Hiana now too.  
 
    So many enemies. So little time.  
 
    Hiana turns back to me. “Satisfied?” 
 
    “Bring me the chronicles and we can talk.” Partially because my heart still aches at the loss of my father’s letter, and partially because whatever secrets he thought were there might apply to her too. 
 
    Her façade cracks for just a moment, the muscles in her jaw flexing. “Ain’t gonna leave you here, girl. Blood does me nothing if you don’t come too.” 
 
    I start at the change in her tone, but keep mine level. “I think it might be worth quite a bit, to certain people in Serei.” 
 
    “Nerimes?” Hiana jerks at her necklaces. “Trust me, I want nothing from him.” 
 
    “Then bring me the chronicles.” 
 
    “I can’t do that.” 
 
    “Then I can’t help you.” It’s a gamble, but she wouldn’t have stayed even this long if she didn’t truly need me for her plans.  
 
    Hiana stands, icy composure regained. “Then I will be putting your signet in again today. Maybe you’ll face him tomorrow.” She nods to the Bull, who is still egging on the crowd. 
 
    I ice the wave of anxiety that rolls over me. I would rather die on my own terms here than live under this woman’s control—and I think Gaxna would want that, too. I hope she would. 
 
    She waves for the jailer to unlock the inner gate. “Think hard, girl. I won’t be patient forever.” 
 
    Another man radiating vitality comes and lets her out, shooting me a glower. Outside, attendants drag the broken boy and the other body away to cheers from the crowd. I watch with deep breaths, trying to still the roiling in my gut. I think I won the conversation—I didn’t lose it, at least—but I can’t help feeling a kinship with the boy, like I’m in the arena getting beaten down too, and Hiana holds the coin that decides my fate. 
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    They come for me shortly after Hiana leaves, as another fight is getting started in the sandpit, this one a group battle with a horde of men with clubs and sticks facing a few warriors in shining armor. I am in the process of thawing my emotions—I’ve iced enough for a lifetime already today—so I jump at the rattle of the cage bars behind me, and find a burly man there with a key in the lock, his arms shimmering with wealth.  
 
    “Let’s go,” he says in the heavy Daraa accent. “Need to balance the lift.” 
 
    I consider attacking him, but I’m already starting to gauge the amount of vitality people are wearing, and his is more than I could handle. That, and I don’t have the information I need to even know my chances of getting out, once I got past him.  
 
    I step out, and am surprised to see the Seilam Deul man behind the guard, head and shoulders taller, along with the boy from the first fight, laid out on a wheeled stretcher. Wealth blankets the boy, radiating power like a bed of coals.  
 
    “—got to give him at least till morning,” the Seilam Deul man is saying,  
 
    “Boss’s orders,” the guard says, shrugging. “Can’t commit this much house coin to just one kid.” 
 
    “He’s not just a kid, he’s the Scourge of Dahran. And you saw what the Bull did to him out there. Take these bracers away and he dies.” 
 
    The guard gives him a level stare. “I have my orders, Isang. You,” he barks, nodding at me. “You coming or what?” 
 
    He rattles a pair of iron shackles at me. I glance quickly at the Duel man—Isang—and raise an eyebrow. Between the two of us we might be able to overpower this guard and get his keys. Isang shakes his head.  
 
    I grimace. There’s too much I don’t know here to risk it alone. I walk out in Seagull’s Glide to keep the uncertainty from showing in my step. More cells like the one I was in line the curving wall to our left, some of them housing fighters who sit or stand watching the fights in the arena beyond. Others, I’m shocked to see, doze or smoke clove twists in their cells. The place smells of sweat and men. 
 
    Isang keeps arguing with the guard about letting the boy keep the wealth longer, that he’ll be maimed or scarred if he doesn’t, and I find a grudging respect for him, even if he was ready to throw our fight. He seems to really care about the boy, whose wounds look dire. 
 
    This place is not what I was expecting, but it’s still a trap. Still just an obstacle between me and Gaxna and the deluge. I have to remember my trainer’s last lesson: to be water. I will adapt to whatever this is. Find the hidden cracks in this prison.  
 
    And when I do, I’ll freeze solid and burst them wide.  
 
    We meet another guard shimmering with vitality at a branching and turn into a darker tunnel, the walls around us changing from worked sandstone to the impossibly smooth rock of the pre-deluge civilizations. The tunnel dead ends at a gate, which the second guard unlocks while the first one prods me inside, where a platform on chains waits. Another lift. Going to another tower?   
 
    “It doesn’t hurt you to leave him the coins,” Isang says, still standing outside in the hall. “We can always send the wealth down if one of the fights goes bad, and you know he’s not going to survive if you take it now.” 
 
    “I have my orders,” the guard repeats, though he glances at the other guard. Behind them, drops of blood beat a slow rhythm from the boy’s stretcher.  
 
    “And I have articles and petitions already drafted,” the Deul man says, towering head and shoulders above the guards. “Enough to incite the gossip circles and tie you up in paperwork for days.” 
 
    The guard sighs. “You really are a pain in the slophole, you know that, Isang?” 
 
    He sketches a bow. “I do my best.” 
 
    The guard lifts some of the belts of coins off the boy and pushes the stretcher in after us. The loss of vitality has an immediate effect: the boy’s face goes pale, his breathing gets more ragged, and his skin purples. 
 
    “He’ll be all right,” Isang says quietly as the guards lock the gate behind us. Between the stretcher and our two bodies, there’s not much extra space on the railed platform. I can’t help watching the wounded boy. I ice the animal panic inside that says I need to get him to a healer, a theracant, or he’s going to die. We’re locked in a tower and I don’t even know if these people have healers, or just a bunch of money they throw at someone when they get hurt.  
 
    Instead, I say, “Where are we going?” This could be the amaranth’s tower again, for all I know, though I doubt Isang and the boy would be coming if it was.  
 
    A bell echoes down from above, hollow with distance, and Isang strikes one set into the wall here. The lift lurches into motion.  
 
    “The barracks,” Isang says with a pained smile. “Your new home.” 
 
    “They’re in a tower?” 
 
    “The Gaol Tower.” The single lamp hanging overhead casts deep shadows on his face. “Best place to keep us from escaping. The highest tower in Dahran, and they use it for criminals and thieves.” 
 
    I really only hear one word of that. “But we can escape? Have you tried? Why didn’t you run back there?”  
 
    He laughs softly, a bitter sound that echoes up the long dark shaft. “If I ran, they’d just catch me and give me a beating. There’s no way to escape. Trust me. Anan here’s tried everything.” 
 
    To my shock, the boy on the stretcher chuckles. “Twice,” Anan croaks. “Tried it all twice. There’s no getting out.” 
 
    “What about in the past? Has anyone ever gotten out?” 
 
    “There are stories of it,” Isang says, “but not in my three years.” His eyes glint in the lamplight. “Look, I know you’re confused, and that you’re probably dying to get free, but everyone feels that way at first. You’ll be fine.” 
 
    I frown. “Fine like Anan?” 
 
    Isang bites his thin lip. “Anan’s a… special case. Never been good at following the rules, have you?” 
 
    “Beggar the rules,” Anan croaks. “I’d rather die.” 
 
    I feel a surge of kinship with him, even as Isang shakes his head. “You would’ve died like Meinin today, if I hadn’t been there. And this girl here.” He raises eyebrows at me.  
 
    A name. He wants a name, but I can’t give him my real one, in case word gets back to Nerimes. The last thing I want is to be trapped in a tower when a bunch of overseers come to kill me.  
 
    “Regiana,” I say after a beat. I don’t know why I picked it, but it feels right. She was a wise woman, and she died because of me. The least I can do is honor her name.  
 
    “Thank you,” Anan croaks, eyes fluttering open to look at me. They are black and lively despite his condition. “My—someone else usually throws that coin.” 
 
    “Which is why you need to get back in the system,” Isang says, laying a hand on Anan’s shoulder. “Live to see her again.” 
 
    “System?” I ask. “Is that why you were trying to let me win out there?” 
 
    “Yeah, but don’t worry about it. It was your first time. They’ll understand. You might have to play losers for a while, but it was only one fight, and we didn’t get a chance to talk to you beforehand. Your owner must really have it in for you, sending you in there without time to learn the rules.” 
 
    “No one owns me.” 
 
    He gives me a sympathetic smile. “Maybe no one owns you outside Dahran. But until you get out of here, you’re property. That’s what this means.” He holds up a copper signet around his neck, and I see it’s etched with a fine likeness of his face—high cheekbones, proud nose, even the milky eyes. “Looks like your owner doesn’t trust you with yours yet.” 
 
    “Hiana? I’d say we have a ways to go before we trust each other.” 
 
    “What happened anyway? Are you really Ujeian?” 
 
    “Nothing happened,” I say. The less he knows of me, the better. I shouldn’t even have said Hiana’s name. “And no, I’m from the upper peninsula. You’re really Deul?” 
 
    “I am. Or, I was.” He makes an odd gesture, like he’s popping the knuckles of his two missing fingers.  
 
    “What do you mean, you were?” 
 
    Just then another lift passes us on the other side of the shaft, a single lantern illuminating three men working handholds cut into the far wall. “How’d our boy do?” one of them calls out. 
 
    “He survived,” Isang yells back. “Though it’ll be a while before he can fight.” 
 
    “Serves him right!” Laughter echoes down the shaft, their light dwindling as the lift pulls us up and them down. Isang turns to me. “Look, that’s the halfway mark. There are some things I need to tell you if you’re going to make up for what you did out there. Booker’s going to be pissed.” 
 
    “Booker?” 
 
    “The one that plans the fights. He runs the arena, on our side.” 
 
    Interesting. Maybe he can get me out. “He decided I should win today? Why?” 
 
    Isang shrugs. “Who knows why Booker scripts the way he does. Probably because Dahran likes Serei better than the Deul, especially now that my people are taking so much trade from them. I’m almost always the villain these days.” 
 
    This place is definitely not what I thought. But Anan’s proof it’s no less deadly. “So this Booker plans the fights ahead of time?” 
 
    “Yeah. That’s why you need to stay on his good side. Apologize for today, if you get a chance. Tell him you didn’t know. I’ll put in a word for you too. Say there was no chance to explain out there, and you were confused. Just follow the script next time and you’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Fine. You mean like being stuck here for three years?” 
 
    He cracks his neck. “I mean like surviving. Outside booker’s system, the arena is no joke. You try to actually fight your way out and you’re just going to get dead. Trust me. I’ve seen too many good people die.” 
 
    “Fight your way out?” Hope sparks in my gut. “How do I do that?” 
 
    Isang sighs. “This is how they keep the fights interesting. They dangle that hope in front of you so you take risks. So the fights don’t look so staged. Trust me, you don’t want to do it.” 
 
    “The alternative is staying here forever? I think I do.” 
 
    “The alternative is Anan. Who can’t keep doing what he’s doing.” 
 
    “Do whatever I damn well please,” Anan mutters, though it is less convincing given his current state.  
 
    “That’s why his opponent—” I start. 
 
    “The Bull,” Isang supplies. 
 
    “—the Bull, right, that’s why he was trying to kill Anan?” 
 
    “He was killing him because he could, because he’s broke and doesn’t have Booker’s protection.” 
 
    I calm my breaths, trying not to worry about the low-grade fear that’s been coming from my blood connection with Gaxna all day. “What does being broke have to do with it?” 
 
    “This is Dahran. Being broke has everything to do with it. If you beat someone, outside of Booker’s system anyway, you take their coins. All of them. And you can challenge anyone you want, as long as they have more ravas than you. Earn enough and you can buy your way free.” 
 
    “So why haven’t you? You’re not even trying?” 
 
    A mournful smile. “How do you think I got this limp?” 
 
    “System’s rigged,” Anan puts in. “You gotta give half of what you make to your owner, and the other half?” He scoffs. “It’d take forever to make that much on what’s left.” 
 
    “How much is it?” 
 
    “Five thousand ravas.” 
 
    I frown. From what I know of Daraa currency, Hiana was wearing ten times that today. Hell, the big man in the arena was. “So that’s why Anan and his friend were fighting the Bull? Because if they won, they could buy their way out?” 
 
    “Just wanted,” Anan croaks, “to spit in his face.” 
 
    “They were fighting him,” Isang says softly, “because Booker scripted them to. Yes, if you beat him, you would have walk price. But no one’s ever beaten the Bull. He has enough to buy his way out many times over, but he likes it in here.” 
 
    I squint. “He likes it in here?”  
 
    “There are some people who… do better in institutions.” 
 
    “But I wouldn’t have to challenge the Bull. I could just go for someone with a few coins more than me.” Which would be someone with any coins, at the moment.  
 
    “Sure, but the people worth challenging are wearing those coins, and you’ve seen what wealth does in Dahran.” 
 
    Vitality. “So they’re harder to beat. Big deal. Once I take a few of them out, then I’ll have vitality on my side too.” 
 
    “And you’ll be more of a target. Most people who try don’t even make it to a thousand coins. That’s where Booker comes in. He sets up the matches to keep us all from dying, and only takes every tenth coin.” 
 
    I glance up, catching a light at the top of the shaft. “So he decides who gets paid?” 
 
    “No, that’s the beauty of it, is no one wins or loses anything. We get to keep our wealth and add whatever the crowd throws down to us.” 
 
    “Minus the half your owners get. And Booker’s tenth. That’s why it’d take you forever to buy your way out. You’re trying to do it on tips.” 
 
    The tall man flexes his jaw. “Look, you’re new here, and I’m sure you’re mad about whatever got you in, but I’m telling you this for your own good. The sooner you start following the system instead of fighting it, the less likely you’ll end up like him.” He nods at Anan. “Or his partner.”  
 
    “And the more likely I end up like you? I’ve got things I need to do with my life. People I care about. I can’t stay here.” 
 
    His jaw muscles flex again. “I had those too. But would they rather have you alive or dead?” 
 
    I don’t say that a lot of them already are dead, because of me. I can tell I’m not going to convince this looming man. Maybe Anan will have something more useful once I can talk to him alone. 
 
    Isang’s face softens. “Regiana. You don’t know me, but I know that look in your eyes. I used to have it too. Trust me on this one. You want to live, you get in with Booker. Fight him, mess up his scripts, and you’re going to be in trouble.” 
 
    This look is called hope, I almost say, but I hold it in. I appreciate what he’s trying to do for me, even if it’s misguided. It looks like it’s been a long time since Isang had anything like hope.  
 
    Instead, I pick up on the hidden threat. “Trouble. Like what happened to Anan?” 
 
    “Like what’s been happening to him since he got in last year. Booker doesn’t keep people he can’t count on. Anan was popular with the crowd for a while—the Scourge of Dahran, they called him—but he always ruined Booker’s stories, and when the crowd lost interest, coin stopped coming in. So Booker started putting him in harder fights. Stopped protecting him, since Anan wouldn’t follow the scripts. Started stacking the fights against him, to convince him to join. Which you’re going to now, right Anan?” 
 
    “Beggar that,” the boy croaks. 
 
    Isang sighs. “I just don’t want to see this happen to you, Regiana. Or to anyone. I know you’re new, and you just want to get out, but promise me you’ll think about it.” Gray light filters down, and the lift sways as we approach the top. 
 
    “Sure,” I say. I’m not going to, but no need to say that. I can tell this man has good intentions, even if I’d rather die than spend the rest of my life in a prison performing in staged fights. What I need to think about is how to get out. 
 
    The lift lurches to a stop, and a guard steps forward to unlock the gate.  
 
    “Well, then,” Isang says. “Welcome to the Gaol.”
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    The Gaol might be one of the city’s famed towers, but it looks nothing like the Tower of Many Names. Where the amaranth’s cupola was bright and filled with intricate woodwork, this place is dark and smells of human waste. The interior is worn brick, with light filtering through a few narrow holes in the outer wall.  
 
    A guard swings the iron gate wide, vitality radiating from him in waves. I see no other guards. It says something about the power of this magic, that he feels safe manning the tower alone.  
 
    Could that be a way out? If I got the coin belts off him somehow, would I get that vitality? It didn’t seem to work with the guards in the amaranth’s tower.  
 
    Isang steps out and pulls Anan behind him. “Anan’s going to need a few days to recuperate,” he says. “Can you keep him in the stockroom till then?” 
 
    “Beggar that,” the guard spits. “Was hoping he wouldn’t come back.” 
 
    Isang sighs. “Regiana, would you help me get him up the stairs?” 
 
    I take the other side of the lift while the guard gives me an amused look. “Regiana, eh? You the one who refused to fight? Going to get bloody tomorrow.” 
 
    I say nothing to him. I knew plenty of people like him in the temple. People I’d rather talk to with my fists.  
 
    After he figures out I’m not responding to that, he shoves a bundle at me. “Your clothes and your rations. A bowl, a cup, two sets of robes, and a blanket to sleep on. Enjoy ‘em while you can.” 
 
    I snatch my thief’s blacks from the top and feel a knot untie in my chest at the crinkle of paper inside. My father’s letter. It’s still there.  
 
    I don’t give the guard the satisfaction of asking why I should enjoy the rations now. I think I know. We lift Anan’s stretcher from the wheeled base and climb a staircase spiraling up the curved outer wall, rations tucked under my arm. 
 
    The second floor is darker than the first, a narrow hallway with dim light spilling from a few open doors. It’s hot, uncomfortably so after the cool of the lift.  
 
    “These are the barracks,” Isang says. “Anan’s in the south, which is where you’ll be too.” 
 
    We carry him through the lefthand door into a wide semi-circular space littered with stacks of clothes and sleeping pallets, a long row of round holes letting in light and air from the outside. 
 
    “The windows,” I say, my grip tightening on the stretcher. “Can you get out of them?” 
 
    Isang laughs. “It’s a two-hundred pace drop if you did, but no. Not even your shoulders would fit through that gap.”  
 
    I walk over to them anyway, after we set Anan down. He’s right—the holes are maybe a third of a pace wide. Damn. Only a child could wriggle through that.  
 
    Then I see the view beyond, and my breath catches. The city stretches out like a sculptor’s miniature, golden domes and red tile roofs leading down winding streets to the azure bay beyond, sails of trading ships a brilliant white in the sun. Better yet, for the first time in what feels like days, a fresh breeze comes through the window, carrying not sweat or blood or the stink of the city, but just the pure salt and moisture of the ocean. It is the same breeze I breathed every day through the temple’s wide windows in Serei. The smell of home. 
 
    Isang clears his throat. “The commons area is upstairs. But you’ll want to watch yourself when you go up.” 
 
    I turn. “Why? Is Booker there, and he’s going to try to convince me to fake fight for him?” 
 
    “Your rations,” the tall man says. “This is still Dahran, so no one’s going to steal them from you, but you will get challenged. It’s kind of a rite of passage. Everyone loses their rations the first day. You can always buy more from the stock room, or inherit them when someone dies.” 
 
    Sounds lovely. I either get a dead person’s blankets, or spend coin I could use to buy my way out to get a decent night’s sleep. Resolve hardens in my gut. “No one’s taking my rations. I need these.” 
 
    And my hands are itchy, after refusing Isang’s challenge in the arena and putting up with Hiana. I could use a good fight.  
 
    So I pull my blacks on and march up the curving set of stairs at the far end of the hallway, fresh bundle of rations still in my arms.  
 
    Isang clears his throat. “So no one can kill you up here, but—”  
 
    I ignore him. I’ve spent my whole life battling for position. One of the things I learned is you never show weakness. Never give them anything to exploit.  
 
    The top floor is open to the width of spherical tower, domed roof arching above like the top half of a bubble, stippled all over with the same maddeningly small holes. A sandy practice area dominates the central space, ringed by a wide walkway of worn wood with seats and cushions. It’s deliciously bright and cool after the lower floors, afternoon sunlight streaming in a hundred shafts to pool on the floor, and that same ocean breeze drifting through the windows. 
 
    I throw my bundle of rations down. “I’m new here,” I call. “And I’m keeping my rations. Unless one of you slopholes wants to say different?” 
 
    Startled faces look up at me, though plenty don’t—they probably get new fighters pretty regularly. A bulky Daraanese man grins and stands, cracking his knuckles. “I could use a fresh set of sheets,” he says in the thick local dialect. “Floor gets awful hard at night.” 
 
    I stride out onto the practice floor. “And if you lose? I get your sheets?” 
 
    Isang nods from where he’s watching with crossed arms, but the fighter just grins. “You won’t get ‘em. Trust me.” 
 
    He swings in with an obvious punch and I catch it in Eel’s Kiss, twisting behind and under to slam him to the floor, binding his arm just short of breaking.  
 
    He cries out in surprise and pain. “Yield?” I ask, twisting a little harder when he doesn’t initially answer.  
 
    “Yield,” he spits.  
 
    I let him up. “Then go fetch me your blankets.” 
 
    I turn, raising my arms. “Who’s next?” 
 
    A few more look up—there are maybe forty people in the room, mostly men, clustered in small knots around waterpipes and boards of osomwe or ancha. Another comes, his moves as slow and obvious as the first. I drop him with Shifting Tides, then press on his windpipe till he yields. 
 
    Everyone is watching now, a few cracking jokes at the departing man, others gazing silently. The Bull is among them, his massive bands of wealth at odds with the measly coins I see strung around other fighters’ shoulders and neck. Him I do not want to face, but I didn’t go into this entirely blind—the prize here is just a standard set of rations, and I’m quickly showing them what’s at stake is their dignity, something I’ve found men in particular care a lot about. At some point the reward will not be worth the risk, and the richer fighters will stay out of it. 
 
    At least, that’s what I’m hoping. But if I get beaten, so be it. I just want to fight.  
 
    A third fighter comes at me, with the reddish skin of the Daraa but violet eyes like mine. He rolls at the last moment in a move I’ve never seen, but I’m primed now, breath steady and reflexes honed. I leap high, then come down in Drop That Breaks The Dam, gauging it to not quite break bones but give me time for a more traditional bind.  
 
    Another fighter limps downstairs, shame-faced. Among the watching faces I catch one that is out of place, far older than the rest. Booker? Well, if it is, let him see my skill. Maybe we can work something out.  
 
    And if not, maybe I can scare the others away.  
 
    I fight three more men in rapid succession, better fighters but nothing I can’t handle. My new stack of blankets grows at the top of the stairs, and every eye watches me now, though the flow of challengers doesn’t slow.  
 
    Good. The last real fight I had was Nerimes’ wedding, and there are some things you can only work out with fists and feet. 
 
    The next fighter that steps up is a Pearler, if I read his wide nose and freckled skin right, two bands of coins slung across his chest in an X. They are all copper, worth only eleven ravas each, but still I take a centering breath. Then I thaw some of the anger I had to freeze at Hiana’s betrayal. Let myself see her face on this man.  
 
    Our fight lasts longer, his moves quick with vitality but still communicated ahead of time through his stance and gaze. He lands a few punishing throws, and I respond with hits a little more forceful than they need to be, thinking of Hiana all the while.  
 
    I trusted her. Stupid. Urte was right that I need to be water, that there are times you just have to trust, like I trusted Gaxna, but I should have seen the signs. Shouldn’t have let my desperation blind me. And now I’m here.  
 
    With a start, I realize I’m grinding his face into the sand, long after he’s given up. I leap up, raising my hands. “Sorry! I—got distracted.” 
 
    He stands and spits sand, but grins with the same relaxed air I remember from my shipmates on the Mother’s Blessing. “If that was distraction, I do not want to see you concentrated.” 
 
    I take a few breaths in Basic Tide, coming back to stillness. Maybe this isn’t the right time to work out my emotions. I need to prove myself—that’s how these places work—but I don’t need to make enemies in the process. I’ve got enough already.  
 
    I look around the wide space. “Anyone else?” 
 
    Most of those without wealth look away, and some who wear coins too. I just beat a man with two strings of copper coins—five hundred ravas or more.  
 
    Though Uje and Jeia, that’s only a tenth of the way to freedom. And maybe a thousandth of the wealth Hiana was wearing.  
 
    I need some coins.  
 
    I am just about to go gather my new blankets—far more than I need, though I noticed Anan could use a few—when one more stands up, vitality warping the air around him.  
 
    My heart sinks. The Bull.  
 
    “You want my rations?” I ask, trying to imply he’s too rich to care, but it comes out as a challenge. Flooding words. I never was good at them.  
 
    “No,” he says, voice rough like it rarely gets used. “I want my pity coin.” 
 
    “Your what?” It takes me a minute to even remember getting Hiana to throw him one. The coin that saved Anan’s life. “You have it—my owner threw it to you in the arena.” 
 
    “I have a dull coin.” He flings a copper coin in the sand as he strides toward me. “I didn’t spare that little beggar for this.” 
 
    I don’t know what a dull coin is, but I know what this man is capable of. Isang said he couldn’t kill me, but the words feel pretty flimsy before this mountain of vitality and muscle.  
 
    “Sorry,” I say. “I’ll talk to her. Get a bright one for you.” That’s the opposite of dull, right? 
 
    “What you’ll do is go downstairs and get the little thing so I can end him,” the Bull growls, coming right up against me. That puts his chest at eye level, and I see every coin on it is gold or better, worth one hundred twenty-one ravas.  
 
    Floods. There are hundreds of them. This man could buy the freedom of half the people here.  
 
    And the fact that he hasn’t, that he’d rather stay here and be the biggest bully in a little pond, dries up the doubt I’m feeling. I don’t want to negotiate with this slophole. I want to end him. Or at least put a fist in his guts. 
 
    “No, I won’t,” I say. “You want a coin, I’ll get you a coin. But you want to kill a man in cold blood, you’re going to have to go through me first.” 
 
    “With pleasure,” he says, and plants a punch in my chest that launches me out of the ring and into the far wall.  
 
    I can’t breathe. I see stars. I scramble to my feet anyway, knowing he won’t stop yet. This is Melden, the petty bully from my class in Serei, made wildly strong. He’s Melden and I’m the helpless kitchen slave he uses to prop up his ego. I hate it. I can’t win this, but I’m not just going to lie down either. 
 
    He comes at me again, sprinting lightning fast over the sands. I jump for Drop That Breaks the Dam, hoping for a quick end. He leaps in response, this massive boulder of a man, soaring the last ten paces between us with a fist cocked back to break bones.  
 
    I push off the sloped ceiling at the last moment, and his blow smashes into the wall, ringing the cupola like a giant bell. I land to feel the floor rattling with vibration.  
 
    He thuds down and I spin, forcing myself to concentrate, to look for the advantage that will turn the odds here.  
 
    I find nothing. He doesn’t charge so much as appears in front of me, meaty fist clamping around my neck and lifting me from the ground.  
 
    “Maybe I’ll end you, too,” he grins.  
 
    I can’t breathe. My blood pounds. I kick and thrash in his grasp like a drowning cat, reading nothing but cold pleasure through the bond of our skins. All this for a flooding coin?  
 
    “Enough,” a voice calls across the sands. 
 
    It’s not particularly loud or threatening, but the Bull loosens his grip, glancing across the circle. I gasp in air.  
 
    The old man sits on the far side, a hint of mirth in his eyes. His crooked smile reveals teeth stained a dark purple from chaat addiction. 
 
    “I think you’ve impressed her enough for one day, Kolhandash,” he says. “And the arena won’t look kindly on a murder up here, even if she is new.” 
 
    The Bull huffs air out his nose, for all the world like a petulant child. He drops me, and I barely keep my feet, gasping and clutching my throat. Amidst the relief, a sliver of ice slides down my spine, not just at how narrowly I escaped a vicious beating, but at the power Booker so casually holds.  
 
    “My coin,” the Bull growls. “My coin or your friend dies.” 
 
    He stalks off and I take a deep breath. So much for not making new enemies.  
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    I give most of the blankets back, learning the names of my fellow gladiators and smoothing over the worst of the hard feelings, I hope. It helps that a lot of them commiserate about the Bull—apparently he gives everyone the same treatment their first day. He just had a valid excuse with me. 
 
    Isang explains what a dull coin is as I roll out my pallet—in the south barracks, which is apparently where all the poorer fighters sleep, because it’s hotter. I don’t miss that Isang’s pallet is here, along with Anan’s. I set up between them.  
 
    “Dull means it doesn’t have vitality,” he says. “That it got damaged somehow, or didn’t come from the Dahran forges. They’re worth less.” 
 
    “But the coin she threw him was Dahran-forged,” I say, frowning at my pallet and cup and bowl. It’s no thief’s hideout—my heart aches at the thought, and I shove it back down—but it’ll do. “She took it right off one of her necklaces.” 
 
    Isang shrugs. “Must have been damaged then. Or maybe the Bull lied about it, to try to legitimize his bullying for once. Though I don’t think even he would throw it away unless it really was dull.” 
 
    A bell echoes up from the floor below, where the lift and privies are.  
 
    “Dinner,” he says. “Come on, I can introduce you to more of the crew.” 
 
    “I think I’ll stay, actually.” The barracks are mostly empty, and I’m accepting this is probably as close as I’m going to get to solitude in this crammed tower. Judging from the beds, there are well over one hundred fighters up here. “Could you get some for me?” 
 
    He takes my bowl and leaves, and I spend a few minutes arranging my blankets into a proper meditation prop. I remember Urte’s reprimand in the water: A little clarity would help you. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” I mutter, settling into my seat.  
 
    I slow my breathing in Basic Tide. After I’m calm, I reach for the emotions I’ve iced. The anger I felt facing down the Bull, and underneath it the fear and worry at my capture. Breathing through it, I see the fear was not for myself so much, but for Gaxna and my father’s quest. That if I fail, or die, they die with me. That the secrets to stopping the next flood might stay locked up there in the amaranth’s tower, and the visions I saw in the immersion will come true. Serei, Dahran, all the cities of the world swept away before anyone knew to look for it. All the religions and beliefs about getting saved wrong, even as they hold seeds of truth.  
 
    It is heavy, feeling like I’m the only one trying to do something about this. But it also feels right—I’ve trained my whole life to be of service to my city. I thought that would be offering counsel as a seer, but this is bigger. What does guiding the people of the city mean if they are all killed in a catastrophic flood?  
 
    I breathe deep, fear melting away with the anger. This purpose is too big to feel afraid or angry. It’s probably impossible—maybe even getting out of this tower is impossible—but it helps just to know that I’m trying. Pushes me past petty fears about my own life and my own wants and needs. What do these things matter, if we’re all going to die? All I can do is try.   
 
    Which brings my thoughts back to the first step—escape. Here I have frozen blocks of frustration and hope. Hope, because it all seems so casual: a single guard at the lift gates, keys on the jailer making the rounds at the arena, these unguarded windows so tantalizingly close. Frustration, because it’s just out of reach. Both frozen because both are distractions, things that will keep me from seeing my situation clearly.  
 
    I take a shuddering breath and let these emotions flow too, visualize the frozen blocks melting in the summer sun, flowing downstream to the ocean. I will get out. I will get back to Gaxna and do what I can about the floods once she’s safe. This is too big for a couple of walls and a corrupt system to hold me in.  
 
    Which leads my thoughts back to Hiana. It takes a while melt all that anger, the raw rage I felt at the one person I thought I could trust in this city so casually betraying me, and then trying to coerce me into working with her. I spend a while on the bitterness too, knowing it was my fault for getting baited into burgling the tower. For being so desperate to do something about Gaxna that I allowed myself to be baited. Never again.  
 
    Once the emotions have thawed, though, the memory of my last talk with her grows clear as spring water. She needs me. Hiana wants to unseat Nerimes and Miyara—which I’m all for—but knows Serei would never accept her as a replacement. A little tension releases in my shoulders, thinking it through. There has to be a way to use that. To avoid giving her my blood, but still get out of here. She needs me, even if only as a figurehead. 
 
    Working with her would be easier than trying to fight my way out, as Isang claims no one has done since he came here. Still, once the emotions are melted, I find a hardened rock underneath, a boulder revealed in the surf, that says if nothing else works, I will fight my way out of here.  
 
    Even if it means going through the Bull.  
 
    I let out a long breath, feeling the last of my iced emotions melt and flow out to sea. I am left with only tranquility, despite being locked in an inescapable tower facing an endless series of rigged fights. I take a slow, untroubled breath. This tranquility never lasts, but I have learned to savor it while it’s here. 
 
    Anan stirs on the pallet next to mine. “New girl,” he croaks. “You survived the Bull.” 
 
    “Better than you did.” I crack my neck, tranquility fading at his words. “You doing okay?” 
 
    “Could use a smoke.” 
 
    The thought of a clove wrap, mixed with the deep red sunset coming in through the windows, takes me right back to Gaxna’s hideouts, and how we would sit and smoke on the rooftops at the end of the day, cooking whatever we’d stolen over her little charcoal stove.  
 
    My throat tightens. “Me too.” 
 
    “Here,” he says, coins clinking as he hands me a familiar tube of leaf.  
 
    I stare at it. “How did you get that? I thought you were—” 
 
    “Broke? Well, there’s broke and there’s broke. You try to keep money around here, everyone’s going to fight you for it. But make them think you never have anything,” he shrugs and winces. “They stop looking. You want it or what?” 
 
    I take it, and next thing I know he’s got a match flaming for me to draw in. “Where—” 
 
    “Don’t waste the flame,” he says. “Matches cost too.” 
 
    I don’t, pulling at the clove wrap. It’s stronger and harsher than what I’m used to—Gaxna smoked only the best, despite being a Blackwater girl—but still it feels like a little piece of home.  
 
    I exhale. “Thank you.” 
 
    Anan shrugs, wincing as he does it. “Heard you got me these blankets.” He reaches out, and I hand him the twist. “Coffers know Isang wouldn’t do it.”  
 
    Isang’s name brings me out of my reverie. The cloveleaf is nice, but what I need is to get out of here. “Isang,” I say. “On the lift. He said you’ve tried to escape this place.” 
 
    Anan breathes out a long cloud of smoke. “Every way there is. Windows, guards, bribes, stealing, costumes, you name it.” 
 
    “And there’s really no way out?” His smoke rolls in the shafts of crimson light, eddying in the unseen currents of air. 
 
    “There really isn’t. Unless you fight your way out. You practicing for an endurance match up there?” 
 
    “A what?” 
 
    “An endurance match. Where you just challenge people back to back, try to earn your way out in one go, so Booker doesn’t have time to stop you.” 
 
    Interesting. “No. Have people done that?” 
 
    “Guy tried a couple months ago. Didn’t work.” He hands me the twist. 
 
    “What about you?” I take a pull. “You can’t sneak your way out and you can’t fight. Why haven’t you joined Booker’s system?” 
 
    “Because beggar him. Anyways, he wouldn’t take me now. I’m all played out. And I’ve done nothing but piss him off since I got here.” He scrunches his chin. “And I steal too much of his merchandise.” 
 
    I start, looking at the twist. “You stole this?” 
 
    “He stole half the wealth in the city, before he got caught,” Isang says, stepping in with a bowl for me.  
 
    I set it down. I’m hungry, but it looks disgusting.  
 
    “That’s where he got the name.” Isang sits on his mat and pulls his sandals off. “The Scourge of Dahran.” 
 
    “And why everyone hates me now,” Anan says. “Used to love to see me all tied up down there, taking beatings for daring to touch their coin. Until I started stealing the fun from that, too. Now they won’t even throw a coin to keep me alive. Lick it. I don’t care.”  
 
    He pulls hard at his clove.  
 
    “What if you stole coins?” I ask, still staring at the holes in the wall. It’s like freedom is right there, taunting me. “Like the guard’s? Could you get vital enough to rip one of those windows open?” The Bull’s punch dented the metal up above, after all. 
 
    “Doesn’t work like that,” Isang says, massaging his legs with the heels of his palms. “Vitality requires ownership—you can lend your wealth to someone else, like the arena coins Anan has on, but if the owner hasn’t consented—” 
 
    “—you gotta wait a month or more before they switch to your face,” Anan says. “Pretty annoying when you’re a thief.” 
 
    Slops. No wonder my move didn’t work in the amaranth’s tower. And even if I did get the coins off a guard, there’s no way I could hide that for a month up here. Or even a day.  
 
    “Besides,” Isang says, “with that much wealth you could just buy your way free, and avoid having to climb down the massive tower and run once you got to the bottom.” 
 
    I don’t mention that I basically did all that this morning. It already feels like a long time ago, and nice as these two are, it’s probably better if they don’t know everything I’m capable of. Not unless they need to.  
 
    That’s the first rule of watersight: let no one in.  
 
    Another part of my mind chews on their words. Looks at the situation like Trainer Yemlaw would, like a theocrat, in terms of monies and numbers.  
 
    “Where do all the coins go? Seemed like the crowd was throwing lots of tips.” 
 
    “Back into the system,” Isang says. “Half to your owners, and a tenth to Booker unless you’re outside the system— 
 
    “Gods forbid,” Anan mutters. 
 
    “—and then there are the everyday necessities of life, and they all cost double up here.” 
 
    “What he’s saying,” Anan says, stubbing out the clove, “is that we all know we’re not getting out, so we spend it as soon as we get it. Focus on enjoying today rather than saving to get killed tomorrow. Even Isang here hit the chaat pretty hard for a while.” 
 
    Isang pauses, mouth open, and I notice for the first time that his teeth are stained purple. Chaat nut—we didn’t see much of it in Serei, but it’s supposed to be like concentrated cloveleaf, making you relaxed and giddy. And wanting more after, which is why people get so addicted. 
 
    “I did,” he admits.  
 
    “Still do,” Anan says. “I see you at night. And coffers know you’re not stacking much coin.” 
 
    Isang’s back goes stiff. “I have my needs.” 
 
    “So the money flows back to Booker, and the guards,” I say, thinking it through. Every piece of information I get on this place is another crack, another fissure I can seep into. Maybe find a way out. “Doesn’t anyone care that they’re the real ones keeping the rest of us from escaping?” 
 
    “There are still stories of the way it was,” Isang says. “Before Booker came. How no one lasted more than a month in here. And yeah, some people got free. But most of them got killed, because there were no rules, no protections. It was every fighter for themselves. This way is better for everyone—we stay alive and comfortable, our owners make more money, and the crowds throw more tips because at the end of the day they’d rather see interesting stories played out than death match after death match.” 
 
    “And all that money they throw goes back to the owners and Booker and the guards selling drugs up here,” I say. “No wonder everyone’s broke.” 
 
    “It’s also safer that way,” Isang says. “There’s no point in challenging a fighter without coins, unless you’re so desperate you’re banking on a pity coin. Speaking of which,” he digs in his robes and pulls out a copper coin. “This was still in the sands. Definitely dull.” 
 
    I take the coin. It looks like an average rava, stylized seven towers of Dahran on one side, owner’s face on the other—Hiana. I bite it. If it were real, I would feel the subtlest of vibrations when I do, a hint of vitality, but I don’t. The coin really is dull. I take it out and gaze at her image, like the woman will turn to me and start telling me her secrets. The secret path out of here that I’m missing.  
 
    On either side of me, Isang and Anan start bickering about Booker and the best way to survive, but it suddenly feels so small. A detail I need to not get lost in. I don’t need to survive here. I need to get out.  
 
    I stand and walk to the window. Outside the sun is a burning sliver sinking behind peaks to the west, casting shadowed fingers that reach across the city to the bay’s open water. Beyond their grasp, the unfurled sails of a few departing ships catch its light, crimson against the blue-green sea. My heart aches to be out there, rolling deck under my feet, pointed toward home.  
 
    I stare for a moment, then let the feeling go. Longing will do nothing. I am stuck here, but I’m not as stuck as I was. Like I found the cracks in the lies about my father, like I found the weaknesses in the Theracant’s Guild, I am finding the fissures in my prison here. And when I find the deepest ones, when I see the light coming from the other side, I will be the water of my god and flow through them, back to the sea. Or if I must, I will freeze solid in the deepest parts and split them wide.  
 
    Gaxna needs me. The world needs me, and I don’t have time to wait. I’m getting out, no matter what it takes.  
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    Morning finds me waiting for the lift with other fighters, Isang by my side. It’s hot and dark, with most of the ventilation windows on this level taken by the stockroom, and the brutal Dahran sun already heating up the metal walls of the tower. I’m groggy from lack of sleep—the barracks chamber filled up last night, and I can’t sleep next to people I don’t trust.  
 
    Isang shifts beside me. “You missed roll call this morning. Booker’s written you into one of the Myths of Origin fights. You’re playing a north coast pirate, but it’s nothing difficult. Put up a good fight, then let the merchants knock you down.” 
 
    I didn’t miss roll. Isang told me what it was, and I decided sleep was more important, especially because it meant the barracks cleared out for a while.  
 
    “And if I don’t? If I beat them instead?” 
 
    He sighs. “Then the story’ll get thrown off, and the crowd won’t like it, and Booker will get mad.” 
 
    “But I’ll get paid?” 
 
    “Yes, technically, you’ll be entitled to the coins of everyone you defeat, as long as the victories are clearly yours. But—” 
 
    “Isang,” I say, putting a hand on his arm. It’s solid muscle. “I appreciate what you’re trying to do for me, but I’m going to make my own way.” 
 
    I’m saved from his answer by the lift, which thumps to the top loaded with water buckets. I’m guessing the ancients who built this place had a better way to get water up here, but it makes sense now that they balance the descending fighters with something coming up. We pull the buckets off and wait for the lower bell, signaling the lift’s been loaded again, then step on. There are two other fighters on the lift with us, Daraanese men with thick moustaches and a few hundred ravas strung around their neck. Their talk feels so out of place—wives and politics and the coming rainy season, as if they were merchants on their way to work and not imprisoned slaves being forced to fight for others’ entertainment. Like this is all normal. 
 
    I don’t know how anyone could call this normal. I’m not staying long enough to find out.  
 
    Isang tries again at the bottom of the lift, touching my elbow. “Booker’s testing you today. Seeing if you can control yourself. It’s easy to be on the winning side—then you just have to fight. But if you show him you can take a fall, then he knows he can count on you in the future.” 
 
    “And if I did, then he’d give me a little piece of the tips?” 
 
    I try not to let the disgust show in my voice, but I’ve never been great at words. 
 
    “A fifteenth, because there’ll be fifteen of us altogether. Minus his tenth, of course.” 
 
    It’s everything I can do not to stare at him. “And why is that better than just attacking people directly and taking their coins again?” 
 
    “Because if you do that, you’ll make yourself a target,” he says. “Like Anan. I don’t want to watch you go through that.”  
 
    The lift clanks down and the guard at the bottom unlocks the gate. We follow him out into the hallway.  
 
    “I won’t,” I say, giving him a reassuring pat. For a towering mass of muscle and scar, this man is bizarrely tender. The guard waves me into a cell. “See you out there, okay?” 
 
    He looks like he wants to say more, but the guard unlocks a cell and nods me in.  
 
    I go—I’ve been watching for any gaps in the guard system as we walked out, but that escape route looks pretty hopeless. There are guards at every intersection and more patrolling the halls, all of them strapped with ten thousand ravas of vitality—more than I could handle, even with the element of surprise.  
 
    I settle onto the worn stool in my cell, the room identical to yesterday—more of an arched tunnel, really, with a locked iron gate behind me opening onto the hallway, and an unlocked one in front leading to the sands. I find Basic Tide with my breath and clear my head, like I was trained to do before any real fight.  
 
    Today I begin to fight my way free.  
 
    The entertainment starts an hour before midday, stands above slowly filling as pairs of fighters duel, varying weapons and costumes and rules to keep things interesting. There are other displays too—jugglers and singers and acrobats—but fights seem to be the main attraction.  
 
    Apparently when you’re too wealthy to die, you get a morbid curiosity about those who can.  
 
    I scan the stands for Hiana while the Pearler man I fought yesterday—Teiwo—faces off against a pair of slender knife-throwers. It would be an interesting fight, but I can see they’re holding back, drawing it out for entertainment’s sake, and that the weapons are blunted to do less damage. Nothing a trained fighter would find interesting, but I’m realizing more and more this is theater, not combat.  
 
    I don’t see Hiana, though she could easily be in the stands behind me, or coming later to catch my fight. I hope she does. I want her to see what I do today. Show her she’s not my only option for getting out.  
 
    There’s a challenge duel between a fighter with just a few coins and another with about three hundred, and I revise my opinion about this being theater. They are still using sub-par weapons, but the challenger is doing everything he can, and the challenged gladiator fights back just as hard. The challenge ends up failing, which means the richer man claims all the challenger’s coins, but they both end up bloody, and the crowd roars its approval.  
 
    A guard rattles the gate behind me and the announcer’s voice booms out: “Now, noble and wealthy of Dahran, we present to you the eighth episode in our ongoing Myths of the Origins series, the Legend of Akheim, in which a valiant group of early Daraa merchants battle off a horde of north coast pirates to deliver their cargo safely.” 
 
    I slow, gazing up at the announcer’s booth. I know that voice—Booker. But I guess if he scripts the fights, it makes sense he’d call them too. Though Uje knows how he makes his voice so loud.  
 
    I run out onto the sands. Time to piss in Booker’s well. 
 
    “Citizens of Dahran, the fate of our heritage is once again in the hands of a few champions. Will our stalwart ancestors triumph over the north coast brigands? Or will we see history rewritten today, and their precious cargo seized by brigands?” 
 
    The crowd boos, while guards rippling with vitality carry massive pieces of wood through the southern gates, then fit them together to form a stage version of a ship. It’s missing its bottom, as if its keel were sunk deep in the sand. Fighters in gaudy merchant’s robes climb to the deck, Isang among them, while others wearing loose rags gather at the north end.  
 
    That’s where I’m supposed to go. So I can pretend to fight and get struck down and make my pathetic fifty ravas or whatever it will be.  
 
    Flood that. I left the costume in my cell, and stride across the sands now in the thief’s blacks I came here in. Isang motions for me to go join the others and I ignore him, weighing the battleground while Booker announces something about the five wealthiest families of Dahran tracing roots back to this day. There are five fighters on the ship, swinging metal weapons. The nine or so at the far end, dressed like I was supposed to, hold wooden sticks and clubs.  
 
    I spin the club they gave me as I approach the pirate crew. I need to clearly mark each victory as mine to get the coins, but that’s going to be hard to do in a melee. So while Booker’s still talking, I sprint toward the north end. The pirates are easier to reach than the merchants, and one of those sticks will feel a lot more like the staffs I was trained on.  
 
    I pick out the fighter with the best-looking stick and level my club at him. “You,” I say. “I challenge you to a duel, here and now.” 
 
    “…and so they fought to the last man, repelling the pirates back into the frigid waters,” Booker booms out, reciting some old version of the legend.  
 
    The fake pirates frown at me. “Don’t be stupid, new girl,” my mark says. “We haven’t even started yet.” 
 
    “I have,” I say, and swing in. He jumps back, the other fighters cursing, and I press in with a series of kicks and slashes, knocking the stick from his hands and dropping him to the sand with a solid blow to the head.  
 
    He’s still conscious, but before I can even get a foot on his throat he raises his hand, and the gong sounds. That will be one of the guards around the perimeter, signaling a witnessed victory. I hear a disturbance in the crowd, though Booker doesn’t miss a beat.  
 
    I snatch his stick up—it’s almost a staff—and turn to the others waiting there. “Who’s next?” 
 
    The fighters look at one another, then Booker—a little early, I think—yells, “Fight!”  
 
    As one, they start running toward the ship.  
 
    I chase them, stick in one hand and club in the other. It must look funny, a lone girl chasing a pack of pirates, because laughter ripples through the stands above.  
 
    I don’t care. I’m not here to earn their respect or their admiration. I’m here to get free.  
 
    “You!” I yell at the one nearest to me. “Stop!” 
 
    She doesn’t, so I thrust the spear between her legs and grab her mid-fall, slamming her to the sand in Wave Strikes Stone.  
 
    She pushes up, grimacing, and I recognize a woman I fought yesterday—Safeila, her name is, a Daraanese woman locked up for stealing to feed her family. I hate that she’s trapped here, but maybe fighting me will remind her she has options.  
 
    She moves with heightened speed, a few coins strung around her neck, but I have the reach of this stick, and she’s encumbered with the pirate costume and a heavy club. The match doesn’t last long. She raises a hand in defeat, then scowls at me.  
 
    “You know how long it took me to make those coins?” 
 
    I offer her a hand up. “I know it would have been faster if you’d been fighting for real. You’ve got skill. Use it.” 
 
    She slaps my hand away. “Can’t get up until the match is over. Now beg off.” 
 
    Behind me the pirates and merchants clash, to much shouting and banging of clubs against the wooden sides of the ship. I catch sight of one pirate still back at the starting point, sitting in the sand.  
 
    I frown until he grins and raises a hand. Anan.  
 
    My stomach twists—he shouldn’t be out here, and I don’t see any of the arena’s wealth on him. The pirates are supposed to lose today, and the way his wounds looked this morning, one solid club hit could still end him. 
 
    Then I get it—Anan’s outside Booker’s system so he’s not protected, and Booker doesn’t like him. He’s in this fight because Booker thought Anan dying, or maybe getting thrown another pity coin, might add a little more spice to the battle. A little dose of reality in the middle of all this acting. Or maybe he’s here as a warning to me.  
 
    I get it and I hate it. Ujeism teaches that every life is sacred, a channel for Uje’s water. I cannot understand someone willing to trade that for a little added drama or a few extra coins.  
 
    I run toward the battle at the ship. Anan changes my plans a little—I was going to just ignore the fight, and beat as many people as I could. But if I leave a merchant unbeaten, they will have to go defeat Anan to fulfill the script. And maybe take their frustration out on him, like the Bull did yesterday. 
 
    As much as I want to get out of here fast, I’m not letting Anan die here today.  
 
    I dash past the battle swirling around the prow of the ship and scale the back. Merchants first, pirates later, and to hell with Booker’s script.  
 
    They’ve noticed me, of course, and one of the merchants turns to fight me—Teiwo, the Pearler I fought yesterday, bands of coins still slung across his chest. He was a hard fight, and he’ll be harder now that he’s carrying real steel and I’ve just got this stick.  
 
    Good thing it’s not my only weapon.  
 
    He runs forward, yelling a war cry that’s obviously for the crowd’s benefit. I can tell he’s not used to a sword—his fighting style seemed more centered on throws yesterday—so I sidestep and swing for his head, hoping the unfamiliar parry will knock him off balance.  
 
    He drops the sword and rips the stick from me instead, hurling it over the side of the ship with the enhanced speed and strength of vitality. I take Kelp Wavers stance, wanting to unbalance whatever kind of throw he’s going to try, and summon the weapon I’ve trained in since I was seven: watersight.  
 
    He grabs me as expected, and the water bond between our skins explodes with information: his amusement at my resistance, his over-reliance on the strength and speed his coins give, but most of all the form of the throw he’s going to use.  
 
    I lean left as he tries to swing me right, making the move awkward, and grab his wrist as he lets go, adding a twist. I feel an awful pop from his bones, then I’m sailing through the air to crash against the ship’s railing.  
 
    Floods. A half pace higher and I’d be flying over the side.  
 
    I roll up to find him cradling his arm, hand limp. I snatch up his sword. “Teiwo!” I shout over the noise, levelling it at him. “Don’t make me do this!”  
 
    “I am not,” he says calmly, and runs at me.  
 
    He’s still fast and strong, but without his left arm his fighting style is crippled, and I get him down in another few moves, sword levelled at his throat. He raises his arm and the guards ring his defeat.  
 
    The crowd boos—this is not the story they wanted to see—but I grin, eying the bands of wealth across his chest. Maybe earning coins will be easier than I thought. I take a breath and focus. At the prow of the fake ship, the other four merchants are making a melodramatic stand against the pirates below, who for their part are dying in loud and unlikely ways. Hopefully not too many of them die—I want their coins too.  
 
    I stalk across the deck and challenge the fighter nearest to me, a hulk of a man with stylized scars running across his torso. He rounds on me, scowling, and as soon as I’ve got his attention I dart in with the sword, putting my whole body into a spinning slash at his hip, meant to numb his leg.  
 
    He takes it with a grunt and advances on me, baring yellowed teeth. “New girl,” he says. “No coins, right? You picked the wrong fighter.” 
 
    Floods. If I lose to this man, no one’s going to throw me a pity coin. He could kill me under Daraanese law.  
 
    Which just means I can’t lose. I’m used to that.  
 
    He chops down with a massive sword and I slip sideways, then ram Teiwo’s sword between his knees and pull backwards, leveraging the farther one out from under him. He goes down with a thud and I leap in with Diver’s Bind. He grabs my head in two giant hands but I keep pressure on, and fortunately his arms go limp before he can do whatever he intended to. The gong sounds, and I murmur a silent prayer to Uje that I haven’t made an enemy of this man. I don’t want to face him alone in the barracks, even if murder’s prohibited up there. 
 
    I stand to find the three remaining merchants making comically quick work of the pirates, the fighters below falling at the mere touch of a sword.  
 
    Floods. They must have realized their best chance to salvage Booker’s story is to gang up on me. If they’re as good as Teiwo and the last man were, that’s going to be a problem.  
 
    The final pirate falls and they turn to me, a bear of a man on the left, a slender knife-thrower in the middle, and Isang on the right. Above us, the announcer booms something about the Serei Witch, but the crowd’s reaction seems mixed.  
 
    Apparently, I’m not interesting enough. I take a deep breath and settle my thoughts, gripping sword in one hand and stick in the other. They want a show? I’ll give them a show.  
 
    Knife-thrower darts in, knifeless but thrusting with a spear sharp enough to do damage. I got a read on him watching his earlier fight, though, so I know that he’s likely to overextend on the attack.  
 
    He does, and I jerk on the spear shaft, pulling him from his feet. The other two close on me, and I have to spin backwards, parrying a painfully strong blow from the bear.  
 
    One down. If I can just distract another one, maybe I can— 
 
    Isang slashes at me with his sword just as the bear rears back for another attack, and again I have to give ground. They pincer me, spreading apart so I can’t track both of them easily, and not for the first time today I wish we were standing in water or blood or anything wetter than this flooding sand and wood, so I could read their thoughts.  
 
    I have to read their bodies instead. The bear stands in a traditional sword-fighter’s stance, one foot forward with two hands on the pommel, but Isang melts from his into something I’ve never seen before, wide-armed and -legged like an octopus about to ink. I don’t know what it is, but I give a little more ground, fearing his long reach.  
 
    They are skilled enough fighters that they know their best chance is to coordinate their attack. We all tense, waiting for the first move. Because of my endless hours training, I see the moment the bear tenses, sense Isang’s weight shift as he rocks back on one heel, knife-thrower just getting up behind.  
 
    I do the only thing I can: I slip between the jaws of their pincer, surprising the knife-thrower with a vicious kick to the face. It’s not graceful, it’s not the move I would choose if I had time, but I just need to win this. His head snaps back and the gong sounds and the crowd splits into roars of approval and dismay. 
 
    I have no time for them. I spin, taking up the knife-thrower’s spear and stamping the head off. Finally, a proper staff.  
 
    “You take left and I’ve got right,” the bear growls to Isang. “We’ve still got this.” Then his eyes widen, focusing behind me. “Slops. Anan’s still out there.” 
 
    Isang slows. “Hegdan wait—” 
 
    “Lick that. Story’s not complete till we get him. You hold her off. Maybe finally ending that little beggar will turn this pisspot of a fight around.” 
 
    He swings off the ship’s rail and I meet Isang’s eyes, seeing the indecision there.  
 
    “Well? This is your precious system, right?” I ask. “Letting Anan die?”  
 
    The bear drops off the side and starts running. Still, Isang hesitates.  
 
    I suffer from no such reservations.  
 
    I turn and leap over the side of the ship, hitting the sand in a dead sprint. Up ahead, Anan is still laying on his back, tracing shapes in the air. I would grin at his pure insolence if I wasn’t so worried about keeping Hegdan from beating the life out of him. I close on the beastly man, but he had a head start and must have a fair amount of coins, because he moves faster than I’d expect. I reach him just as he gets to Anan, sword raised to smash into the wounded thief. I leap at him in a two-footed Drop That Breaks the Dam.  
 
    It’s only when my feet connect, when the power of the blow on his upper back knocks him off his feet and over Anan, that I realize how silent the crowd went during our chase. Because as I land on one side and Hegdan thuds down on the other, they erupt into cheers.    
 
    Hegdan stumbles to his feet, murder in his eyes now. I don’t want to face that if I don’t have to.  
 
    “Anan,” I hiss. “Put your arms up. Surrender.” 
 
    He chuckles. “Surrender doesn’t mean slop when you don’t have coins. But don’t worry about it. I knew this was coming.” 
 
    “Flood that,” I spit, and step over him to block Hegdan’s chop with a staff held in two hands. I angle it sideways, so the force of his blow pulls him unexpectedly to the left. I thrust up in the momentary opening that buys me with Shifting Tides.  
 
    He doesn’t fall—flooding vitality—but he comes close enough that a second Shifting Tides to the other side of his head does it.  
 
    The gong sounds. The crowd’s roar doubles, and in my peripheral vision I see a few coins glittering in air. Tips. I guess they like an underdog story. I turn to find Isang just trotting up.  
 
    I get between him and Anan and set my feet. The crowd’s cheers drop into tense silence as Isang abandons his sword and opens into that same strange stance I glimpsed on the ship. Spiderlike, with wide arms and legs, but graceful. Ready to strike.   
 
    “Give it up, Isang,” I call. “You fought well but this fight’s over, and I won’t let you hurt Anan.” We begin to circle. 
 
    “You give it up, Regiana. I would never hurt Anan.”  
 
    “Not even with Booker watching?” 
 
    He snarls and strikes, faster than three coins should make him. I counter with a thrust at his belly. He slides around it and grabs my arm. Information floods in: his true concern for Anan, his anger at what I’ve done here, but most importantly the next move he plans.  
 
    Only I can’t understand it. It's not even a move, it’s more like—a diagram? Mathematics? 
 
    I slam into the sand, Isang's weight on top of me. Focus again and flip him off me with Water Unwinds the Knife. He keeps hold somehow, and it's everything I can do not to dislocate my wrist as we tumble. And still I can’t make sense of his thoughts.  
 
    I do what I know: I jam my free hand down in Diver's Bind. He twists under me, and before the bind can take effect he's got a leg wrapped around my waist, and then I'm pinned face-up against the sands, legs bound in his, scrabbling for leverage against his greater strength.  
 
    “Damn you, Isang,” I call over the roar of the crowd. “Let me up.”  
 
    “You had your chance,” he says simply, then grabs my left ankle and starts to twist.  
 
    I grit my teeth in anger, trying to roll or grab something as the pain mounts.  
 
    “You know you won’t actually do it!” I call. “You put on a good show, now just give up!” 
 
    He keeps twisting and my tendons scream. “Concede, Regiana! It doesn’t have to be like this!” 
 
    Desperately I ice all the emotions roiling in my gut, try to ice the shocking pain, and seek that still place inside. Somewhere I can focus, find a— 
 
    My ankle breaks with a snap I feel in my whole body, and pain ricochets up my spine. The world grays and I hear a gong. Isang swims in my vision, standing now and spreading his arms to a ground-shaking roar of approval, coins showering down.  
 
    I slump back to the sands, vision greying with shock and pain. So much for fighting my way free.  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    10 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The next few minutes pass in a haze: guards lifting me from the sands, someone else handing me coins, a long trip down a dark hallway to a lamplit room where a woman—Peneiwa—presses a cup of something bitter to my mouth.  
 
    I wake sometime later to the same lamplit room, dancing shadows playing across the ancient stonework above. The air is dry and cool, and I smell citrus and alcohol under the thin smoke of charcoal. There are symbols impressed in the ceiling, and it takes me some time to realize I have been staring at them for hundreds of breaths, trying to read a script I don’t know. The tea. It must have had thornbark as well as something for the pain.  
 
    I focus on the throbbing in my ankle. The pain brings clarity, carrying the visceral memory of the moment my ankle snapped, of Isang rising in that same strange fighting stance. Of the bizarre shape of his thoughts during the fight—like these ancient glyphs on the ceiling, obviously meaningful but illegible to me.  
 
    I’ve never read thoughts like that before—even when I used watersight on the Seilam Deul man at the warehouse in Serei, I understood him in a kind of pictographic way. That’s how it’s always been with people who don’t speak a variant of Ujeian. Watersight is deeper than language, Trainer Yemlaw used to say, pacing behind us as we faced off over ancha boards with fingertips touched, seeking each other’s thoughts even as we tried to blind our own. It is the very shape of our blood.  
 
    I snort. Turns out there are some things even Yemlaw doesn’t know. And though we trained in foreign stances and styles, I know we never saw whatever Isang was using out there. Which is probably why he beat me.  
 
    Another throb of pain from my ankle. I look down to see it splinted, with a thick band of coins threaded into the bandages.  
 
    “So the witch is awake,” a voice comes to my right. I glance over and find Safeila on a bed next to me, her face bandaged with a sack of shimmering coins tied to it. “Admiring the coins you stole?” 
 
    I feel a stab of guilt at taking her coins, even as my shoulders relax—the coins around my ankle aren’t borrowed from the infirmary like Anan’s were. Those coins are mine. The first part of my ticket out of here, if I don’t find a better way first.  
 
    And under my relief, a touch of anger too. 
 
    “I didn’t steal them,” I say. “I pulled you out and fought you one on one.” 
 
    “That wasn’t the script.” 
 
    “Flood the script. Has anyone ever gotten out by following the script?” 
 
    “No one gets out, girl.” 
 
    “Thinking of breaking out later today,” a familiar voice calls from my other side. I turn to see Anan with a fresh pile of coins on his chest.  
 
    I suck a breath. “Did Isang—” 
 
    “He barely tapped me. This is still from the Bull. And to get to see Peneiwa-djo again, of course.” 
 
    I look over to find the aged woman working at a counter loaded with jars and oils. She’s a healer?  
 
    Peneiwa rolls her eyes. “After my maidenhead is all you are, Anan Mudoowa.” 
 
    “Can anyone blame me?” 
 
    She’s easily three times his age, but this sounds like familiar ground for them. Anan probably ends up here a lot. She turns and I start. That first day was a blur, but in the peace of the infirmary she looks familiar—Sereian, but it’s more than that. Something in the cast of her eyes, and the self-possessed way she carries herself. 
 
    She walks like a theracant.  
 
    Peneiwa catches my gaze. “Don’t worry, child, I’ve taken none of your blood. And I’m not a theracant, and no matter where I came from. Any more than you are.” 
 
    I smell the lie as soon as it leaves her lips, but I stay quiet. The theracant guild sends sisters all over the world, ostensibly to teach and spread knowledge of healing, but the temple taught that their secret purpose was to get into high places and influence events. Is that what this woman is doing here? Was she sent to spy on me?  
 
    It’s never about you, I hear in my mind. I’m surprised to find it is Regiana’s voice, not one of my trainers. Not really. And the mind’s attempts to make it about you are always a distraction from what is true. 
 
    I take a deep breath and find my stillness. Regiana was never my teacher, not formally, but her words ring true. Perhaps there is something to be learned from this fellow Sereian far from home, but it’s unlikely it has anything to do with me or what I’m doing here. Still, I file the information away for later. She could be another crack in the prison holding me.  
 
    Or she could be a hole Miyara uses to spy through.  
 
    Better to steer the conversation elsewhere—there are other fighters laid out on beds here, and I’d rather not have anyone contemplating who I am or what my connection to Serei really is.  
 
    “Good to know,” I say. “How long do you expect this will take to heal?” 
 
    “Looks like a fair amount of your coins were consented over, so you should be back on your feet in a day or two. Though they won’t do much for the pain.” 
 
    “I noticed that,” I say, keeping my breath locked in Sliver Moon, a variation on Basic Tide designed to help with pain. 
 
    “You are welcome,” a deep voice says from the far side of Anan. I pick out Teiwo, his wrist wrapped in a splint similar to mine. “Those coins served me well. This will take longer to heal without them.” 
 
    I don’t miss the bitterness in his voice, surprising because when I talked to him last night he seemed unflappable. Totally cheerful about having lost his blankets to me in front of everyone, despite the difference in our vitality. Yemlaw taught that Pearlers value a peaceful disposition as highly as we value insight, and that always felt true on the Pearler ship—my shipmates didn’t let much get them down.  
 
    I guess winning six hundred-some coins off Teiwo was enough to cloud his disposition.  
 
    “Enough chatter,” Peneiwa says, turning from her countertop with a steaming carafe. “Fresh infusions for all of you.” 
 
    I pass, though most of the fighters take it. Ujeism teaches us to keep a clear head at all times, and while I’ve let clove smoking slip into my habits, I resist here. Pain is a message from my body, and we were taught never to ignore it, uncomfortable as that may be. 
 
    That, and I need to think through what happened in the arena. To figure out what went wrong. It’s an old habit of mine, to analyze fights even if I won, looking for weaknesses in my opponent and slips in my own performance, so I can do better next time.  
 
    I’m proud of most of the fight. I treated the other fighters honorably, and though the kick I gave the knife-thrower was a little wild, I am relieved to see him bandaged and sleeping near the far wall with a heavy stack of coins around his neck. He’ll be alright. The arena was dry—this whole city is dry—but I still made the most of my watersight with touch. I know it was what turned the fight against Teiwo.  
 
    Only it didn’t work with Isang. I keep circling back to his strange form, to the illegibility of his thoughts, and as I analyze the rest of the duels, I realize he has something I want: a fighting form that relies on contact. For all that we are seers who can read thoughts through touch, the temple forms assume a connection in water, and teach distance and the leveraging of weapons over close-quartered grappling and skin contact. 
 
    Which is stupid, but nothing’s keeping me from improving on what I was taught. My fights here are only going to get harder, not only because a lot of these fighters—like Safeila and Teiwo—are mad at me, but because my increased wealth is going to mean more people targeting me, trying to take advantage of me in the middle of the fight. And the fighters with more vitality who ignored me yesterday might start to think my three hundred coins are worth bothering with today.  
 
    I look down at the band of copper coins wrapped around my ankle, shimmering with vitality. Those are the only sure way I have of getting out of here. The last thing I want to do is lose them because I didn’t adapt my methods to the fight.  
 
    So I need to learn Isang’s fighting style. Need to convince him to train me, or figure out how to read the cipher of his thoughts so I can read them and teach myself.  
 
    Too bad he’s probably furious at me. Or going to insist I join Booker’s system first. 
 
    A rap comes at the door some time later. I am deep enough in Sliver Moon that I heard the footsteps approaching in the hall, noted their difference from the regular passage of the guards. I look over to see one of the knife-throwing brothers talking in low terms with Peneiwa.  
 
    She turns to me, holding up a crutch. “I assume you can use one of these, Regiana-djo?” 
 
    The sardonic way she says Regiana confirms my suspicions she’s a theracant, despite her words. I nod and take it, still not sure what to do with the knowledge.  
 
    Peniewa sighs. “Then I guess you’d better follow Temlang here.” 
 
    I stay put. “Where are we going?” I ask the wiry man. 
 
    “Booker wants to see you,” he says, scowling at the sleeping form of his brother, head bandaged from where I kicked him. 
 
    Booker. My guts twist at the thought. I recenter my breathing, letting the fear flow around me. “For what?” 
 
    “Slop should I know. Booker’s business.” 
 
    I glance at Peneiwa and she gives a slight shrug. I don’t trust her, but I don’t know many healers who would send a patient into danger without at least a warning.  
 
    Temlang leads me into the corridor, and I’m shocked to see there’s no guard with him.  
 
    I slow. “Temlang. We—where are the guards? Can we go?” 
 
    “Go where?” He looks at me, and I notice the burst capillaries in his eyes. White chaat user. “Oh, you want to escape? Be my guest.” He gestures at the empty hallway.  
 
    Uje and Jeia I want to try it. But I remember what I saw on the way down—there were guards at every intersection. With thirty times my coinage, and two working ankles to boot.  
 
    “No,” I say lamely. “Just—wondering.”  
 
    Slops, I hate words.  
 
    He leads me limping around the long curve of the hall to a set of stairs leading up. Despite everything I know about this place, my heartbeat still picks up. We’re going upstairs? Maybe there will be a way out up there.  
 
    We circle up to the announcer’s booth. It’s five times as wide as the cells below and richly furnished, with cushions scattered across the floor and elegant glass waterpipes drifting clove smoke. Silver trays of dates and cheeses sit on lacquered tables against the far wall, which is open to the arena below, save for a worked iron railing. 
 
    There are no other exits. So much for an easy escape. 
 
    “Regiana-djo,” Booker says, reclining on a low divan before a waterpipe and an ancha board. He is a small man, with a wispy excuse for a Daraanese beard, but there is a certain glow to him, like the monks in the archive. Here is a man who loves what he does. “You’ve recovered from your little spat with Isang, then?” 
 
    He sounds cheery, considering I nearly threw his entire plot for our fight. Outside, minstrels sing to the heavy beat of drums, which must be why Booker has time to talk to me.  
 
    “Ballad of Silk Pass,” Booker says with a wave of his aged hand. “Standard intermission. We run it every couple of days because they love it so much. Mostly for the dancers. Please, sit.” 
 
    He gestures at the divan across from him. I have no desire to do anything this man says, but my ankle is really starting to throb. I sit and rest my wounded leg across the gap on his chair.  
 
    He glances at it, and I hear angry mutters from the other men in the room, the Bull among them. Booker flicks his hand and they go quiet.  
 
    I take a deep breath. I know Booker is a small fish, is nothing compared to Nerimes or Miyara, but this is a small pond, and I’m trapped in it. I need to walk a fine line here.  
 
    “Ancha,” he says, gesturing at the hexagonal game board, pieces carved of jade and ivory. “You play?” 
 
    “Not in years.” 
 
    “Pity. They say it survived the last deluge, you know. Our ancestors carried it across on one of their boats. Humor me?” 
 
    “Sure.” Why not? I don’t really care about trying to learn something about the pre-diluvian civilization from a cryptic board game—which is why I would never make a good theologian—but maybe I can learn something about this man from how he plays.  
 
    He opens with the Moon Rider, a piece of middling power, usually reserved for later in the game. I answer with one of the hermits, a standard defensive opening. 
 
    Booker clucks. “Hermit, eh?” Outside the crowd cheers for something. “Never seen much use for the weaker characters.” 
 
    Obviously, I almost say, thinking of Anan, but I know he’s just testing me. I take a deep breath and return to the game. Move my Oak Widow to block his Rider.  
 
    “The Oak,” he says, hand absently stroking his opposite forearm, where I notice a circular bulge under the skin, about the shape of a coin. “Good in the right circumstances,” he says. “Not so much in this one.” 
 
    “Why do you do this?” I ask. I have the patience to wait him out—my breath is still steady in Sliver Moon—but I don’t really feel like it. Of all the strategies I see for getting out of here, going through Booker is the least likely of them. So, I’m not going to wade through his loaded comments on the game, sifting them for whatever it is he’s planning on doing. That’s just playing into his own need for attention and control.  
 
    “Do what? Play ancha?” 
 
    “Stay here. Write these scripts. Sit around in a luxurious prison when you could be free.” Because there’s no question Booker has enough to buy his way free. He probably makes close to that number every couple days, if my estimations are at all accurate.  
 
    “Free?” he asks, stroking the bulge in his forearm again. “What does that mean?” 
 
    “I mean out there, sailing the sea, climbing the mountains, breathing the fresh air instead of sleeping in a foul tower and eating gruel every morning.” 
 
    “Keeps me honest?” he says, glancing up with a twinkle in his eye. He moves his Rider into position to take my Widow.  
 
    “That’s slop.” 
 
    More angry mutters from the men in the room. Booker ignores them. “You’re right. It is. But so is the idea of freedom. You get out there, you just have to find a different way to make money. Follow a different set of rules, but you’re no more free. Just in a different kind of prison.” 
 
    “Out there you can leave. Not everywhere is like Dahran. Go to the jungles if you want, or go start a farm somewhere. There’s plenty of room in this world for people who don’t want other people’s rules.” 
 
    “Ah, but there are still the rules of your belly. The needs of an old back like mine for a comfortable place to sleep. And even if you figure those out,” he kills my Widow and advances on the Scarlet Throne, “you’re still going to get lonely. And as soon as other people are in the picture, well, you might as well be here. Our need for society is our prison, Regiana-djo. You of all people should know that.” 
 
    I move the Throne, opening up a second-order hierophant to threaten his Rider. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I watched you out there, today. I like to watch all our new arrivals. See what I have to work with. You were doing great. Could have taken Isang and Hegdan, especially after you got rid of Kemlang-djo with that kick.” 
 
    Temlang scowls at the mention of his brother. 
 
    “But you didn’t. You had to save Anan instead. Gave up the high ground for a hermit. You let Isang recover.” He slides his Rider leftward, opening a path for his Ash Widow.  
 
    I block it. “Anan doesn’t deserve what you’re doing to him.” 
 
    “And it’s your job to balance that out? That’s a prison much worse than loneliness. That’s a prison of morals. And if you think you’re going to get out of here without escaping that prison first?” He slides his apostle free instead of the Widow, and turns my hierophant to his side, flipping the piece to its jade side. “You’re going to have a long fight indeed.” 
 
    I kill his apostle, pushing my hermit into it, though I know it’s not the wisest move. My ankle throbs and my throat aches for a pull of cloveleaf I’m too proud to take, and the last thing I want to do right now is listen to some small-time gaoler lecture me about morality.  
 
    “What, then? I should come work for you because the nine-tenths-of-half-of-the-tips Booker system is the best prison around?” 
 
    He chuckles. “No, not at all. The crowd loved you today. They love an upstart. It’s the one thing I can’t write, not convincingly. You’ll probably make me more money if you don’t fall in line. You’ll just end up dead, is all. And think what you will of me, I never waste a good piece if I don’t have to.” 
 
    He punctuates this with my turned hierophant, putting it in position to take my Throne.  
 
    “Well, for better or worse, this piece needs more than you’re offering to start following the script.” 
 
    He pulls on the pipe mouthpiece, eyes on the board. “How much?” 
 
    I haven’t actually asked myself this. But I know he’s going to say no, so I pick a number. “A thousand ravas. A thousand ravas a day, and I’ll play whatever game you want.” 
 
    He doesn’t flinch, though I hear a splutter from one of the attendants. Booker offers me the mouthpiece again. “Before owner’s cut?” 
 
    Uje, but a little cloveleaf would take the edge off my throbbing ankle. I wave it away. “After.” 
 
    “Too much. I can offer you three hundred, before cut, but it would mean at least three fights a day.” 
 
    I gesture at my ankle. “I made more than that today, after cut. From one fight.” 
 
    “Today,” he agrees amicably. “Talk to me tomorrow.” 
 
    “No,” I say, standing. “I don’t think I will. Thanks for the game.” 
 
    He looks up, and for the first time I see something like consternation on his face. “But we’re not done.” 
 
    That’s what’s going to bother him? Fine. If that’s the only way I can twist a heel in this man’s guts for what he’s doing to an entire tower of prisoners, I’ll take it.  
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “Well, I’m not,” the Bull growls, pushing off the wall, vitality bending the air around him. “You still owe me a pity coin.” 
 
    “Really?” I ask. “You’ve got all that vitality and you’re worried about a copper elevenmark?”  
 
    “Two, now,” he says, barging right up to me. “Interest.” 
 
    This close, I feel like I should be sweating from the power that ripples off his coins, like heat from live coals. Instead, there is only the sour stink of his body.  
 
    “Fine,” I snap, bending to pull coins from my ankle. “You need two coppers? Let me give you three. Call it a down payment on a pity coin, the next time you feel like killing some helpless kid out there who doesn’t have a rava to his name.” 
 
    “Next time,” he says, taking the coins from my hand, “it will be you.” 
 
    “I doubt it,” I say, standing up straight, though I’m glaring more at his sternum than face. “Good day, fellows.” 
 
    “Regiana-djo,” Booker calls, “or whatever your name is. Have a care. I take care of all my pieces, but only if they’re playing my game. You can still come back and finish this.” He gestures at the board.  
 
    I should make some witty comeback here about prisons and playing games with old men, but the words don’t come, so I just walk out. I will find the cracks in this prison and use them to escape. But I do not think Booker is one of them.  
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    I spend the rest of the day in the infirmary, Peneiwa clucking at my three missing coins. I swear I can feel their absence—that, or my ankle has to hurt worse before it gets better. I still need a crutch when the guards come to escort us back upstairs, but I’m doing better than Anan and a couple of the other fighters from later matches.  
 
    Isang is waiting at the entrance to the lift as we approach, two of us on stretchers. He barely glances at me before starting in on the guards about letting the others keep their coins overnight to speed healing. I only half-listen, still searching the corridors and the guards for any weakness I can use to escape.  
 
    There are none. I sigh. Anan would likely know if there were.  
 
    Isang doesn’t get very far with the guards, different men than the ones he convinced to let Anan keep his coins yesterday. He looks truly chagrined that the other wounded have to hand their coins back. His face changes to a scowl when I go join him on the lift, though, and he waves for Safeila to push the stretcher on, filling the lift.  
 
    I take the next one, with Teiwo and Safeila and the knife thrower I fought, Kemlang. We are heavier than whatever they’re sending down to balance us out, so we haul on the handholds built into the brick wall, even Teiwo helping, though he can only work one-handed. I get the feeling none of these people like me—I’m the reason they’re wounded, after all—but it’s nice to share work with them all the same. If I was better at words, I would explain that it was nothing personal, but I’m not, so I keep quiet.  
 
    It’s dark by the time we step out into the gaol, the dank lower hallway lit with a single lamp.  
 
    I square my shoulders and head upstairs. It’s been a long day, but I’m not done. Isang’s probably mad at me for how I fought today, or disappointed, but I need to convince him to teach me, anyway. Not only because these coins make me a target, but I’m guessing Booker is going to put me in a fight tomorrow whether I’m healed or not, like he did with Anan. I need every advantage I can get, if I’m not going to lose what I’ve gained. 
 
    That reminds me of Hiana. I round the stairs to the barracks level, remembering how she said Booker was going to make me fight every day. Will she pull me out if it gets too dangerous? Is that something I can count on?  
 
    I feel a twinge of disappointment that she didn’t come see me after today’s fight. I was hoping to work on her, to get more information on Serei or the chronicles, but moreso hoping that the way that I fought, the number of coins I won, would make her realize I don’t need her to get out. That maybe she should start compromising on what she’s asking for.  
 
    I get to the barracks and step in, but Isang’s not there, just Anan, pulling lazily at a clove. “You were awesome today,” he says, exhaling and handing me the stick.  
 
    I want a clear head, but I know Peneiwa’s tincture is going to wear off sooner rather than later, so I take a long pull and thank him. “For all the good it did. Everyone I fought is mad at me, and thirty coins is a long way from five hundred.” 
 
    Anan shrugs. “It’s closer. And you actually know how to fight. So the more vital you get, the better that will make you against everyone else. Try only being good at stealing things. See how far that gets you in the ring.” 
 
    It’s tempting to just stay there with him. I feel a bond with Anan—we’re completely different people, but he’s someone who refuses to compromise too. Who would literally rather die here than give in to Booker’s system.  
 
    Uje send I never have to make that choice.  
 
    The upper chamber looks different in the night. Dahran’s lights twinkle out the lattice of holes in the dome, and cheap tallow candles illuminate pockets of gladiators, talking in low tones around games of ancha and flipjack. The air smells of charcoal and the sea. I find Isang sitting against the curving wall, alone.  
 
    “Mind if I sit?” 
 
    “Regiana,” he says, eyes on the far wall. 
 
    It’s not a yes, but I sit anyway. The metal is warm against my back, though the breeze through the openings is cool.  
 
    “Hell of a fight out there today,” I say, not sure how to start this conversation. For the hundredth time, I wish I was Dashan or Gaxna or anyone who knows how to use words.  
 
    “You made it that way,” he says, turning something in his hand.  
 
    “So did you. Those moves you used on me—I’ve never seen anything like it.” 
 
    “Another Deul secret,” he says, laughing without mirth. “For all the good it does us.” 
 
    A flicker of lamplight from the circle of men next to us catches his hand, illuminating a sliver of chaat nut he’s rolling between his fingers. Not the leaf that heightens your senses, but the seed that dulls you into delirium—and a solid chunk of it, too. I don’t know what things cost up here, but I’m guessing that took everything he made today.  
 
    “It… seems like you could do a lot of good, with that kind of skill. Why do you hold back?” 
 
    “I don’t want to have this conversation right now.” 
 
    I know the answer to my question anyway—it’s all the things he’s been telling me since I came. That fighting only makes you a target. That no one gets out, they just die trying. That it’s better and safer to stay here inside Booker’s system.  
 
    “But that style is so unexpected, so effective.” I can’t keep the admiration from my voice, one fighter to another. “Add a little vitality and you’d be unstoppable.” 
 
    “I thought that once,” he says to the far wall. “I wasn’t always like this, you know.” 
 
    He looks at me, as if daring me to name what he is: broken, given up. A good man wasting his life.  
 
    I stay quiet. 
 
    “When I first came in, I fought my hardest,” he says, proud features soft in the distant lamplight. “Every day. Started making some decent coins, and then they started stacking fights against me. Three on one. Five on one. Ten on one. The crowd loved it. I loved it—I got most of the way to my walk price.” He shrugs. “Until the fight I couldn’t win. The crowd loved that, too. And I got this.” He gestures to the side he limps on, then goes back to rolling his chaat. “No one’s unstoppable. The sooner you learn that, the better.” 
 
    I shiver at the difference between this man and the passionate one I saw at the bottom of the lift shaft, arguing for the coins to help the wounded fighters heal. I want to ask him about training me, am burning to, but even I can see this is not the right time.  
 
    “Right, well.” I stand up. “You want to be alone?” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter,” he says, eyes back to the far wall.  
 
    I don’t need watersight to read that. I go.  
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    As expected, they schedule me for a fight bright and early the next day. I catch Booker’s gaze from the announcer’s booth, watching me hobble out on my crutch. I take care of all my pieces, I can hear him saying. But only if they play my game.  
 
    To hell with his game. That’s all this is, anyway. A stupid set of rules someone made up for us to play inside. And as long as we believe it, as long as we think it’s natural to live and die inside those made-up rules, then it all makes sense.  
 
    Except I lived too long as the exception to the rules of my home, where everyone knew girls couldn’t have men’s magic, and couldn’t come to grips with what I am. Would rather call me a heresy than consider that their beliefs about gender might just be made up.  
 
    So when he’s done booming out his nonsense about what this fight is supposed to be, and the gong sounds and the fighters rush at one another, I take a cue from Anan. He understands that there’s a deeper rule here even than the ones Isang and Booker are worried about. It’s the one that says you have to fight. Whether you’re acting out Booker’s script or trying to break free, the last thing you want to do out here is not put on a show. That’s why he stayed sitting yesterday.  
 
    Only Anan still cares about what the people think of him, was still putting on a show yesterday because he believes the love of the crowd or the anger of Booker means something. It’s all he has left, now, is his pride and his rebellion.  
 
    I, on the other hand, have a lover to find and a world to save. So, when the gong sounds and the fighters run, I don’t just sit down in the sand. I lie down, and raise one hand in the air like Isang showed me that first day.  
 
    I concede. 
 
    The crowd hates it, Booker stumbles over his words, but it means my coins are safe and my ankle gets another day to heal. I’ll fight when it’s better. Though I wonder idly, laying on the sand watching the cloudless sky above and listening to the distant shouts of people in fake battle, what would happen if I just kept doing this. If they wouldn’t get so fed up with me that they threw me out rather than continue having to feed me.  
 
    Somebody wins eventually, according to the script I’m sure, and the crowd cheers even if they sound about half as enthusiastic as they did yesterday. A guard comes to drag me away and I wave him off, getting up on my crutches to hobble back. I glance at Booker’s stand, but he’s not there. Just as well. I don’t care what he thinks. I’m not playing his game. 
 
    I get back to my arched cell but can’t stand the thought of sitting here all day, watching a bunch of fake fights, even if it is a sight cooler than the metal tower. I ask the next guard that passes to send me up the lift. I could use the solitude.  
 
    And the chance to search for an escape.  
 
    The tower is sweltering when I get to the top, and it’s all I can do to search the lower floor for any weaknesses or gaps I didn’t see before. The latrines reek in this kind of heat, and I find no wider windows or secret openings.  
 
    The barracks reveal nothing either—the south ones I know well, the air literally shimmering out the windows with the tower’s radiated heat. Nothing here except Anan’s little stash spots. I peek in the north barracks to find them much better appointed, with actual beds and blankets, which maybe they actually need because this side is markedly cooler, facing away from the sun. Booker has a guard posted, a burly fighter with triple bands of vitality around his chest who glares at me when I look in.  
 
    Sweat pouring down my face, I retreat to the top level, where a merciful breeze comes through the openings that stipple the dome. There are a few people around despite the hour, and I’m surprised to see Isang among them, bent over a sheaf of papers at one of the low tables circling the central sandy space. In the light from the window behind him he could be an Ujeian monk, bent over some translation of a holy text, absorbed in his work.  
 
    I consider leaving him be, but I still need an edge if I’m going to fight my way out of here, and escaping by other means doesn’t look very promising. Isang’s strange fighting style plus my watersight would be an amazing combination. Hopefully the man is in a better mood today.  
 
    “Regiana,” he says, looking up from his work and sounding his regular, even-keel self. He glances at my crutch. “Decided to follow the script today?” 
 
    “Not exactly. I conceded as soon as the fight started.” 
 
    “Smart. But you really—” He stops and shakes his head. “Not going to convince you, am I?” 
 
    “Probably not. What are you doing?” 
 
    “Article for the Dahran Confectioner’s Circle,” he says, setting his quill carefully in its pot. “Standard stuff.” 
 
    “You… write to a Confectioner’s Circle?” 
 
    “I write to whoever will print me. It’s the only way I can get word out about what’s going on in here. The only way I can put pressure on the guards.” 
 
    “What’s going on in here? But I thought—” 
 
    “That I was the perfect little Booker warrior? No. I appreciate what Booker’s done for us, but there’s a lot more to do. You’ve seen the food they feed us, the way they deny us vitality to heal at night despite the money they pull in from the arena every day. It’s disgusting.” 
 
    “I… agree.” I frown. “So you’re writing an article about that?” 
 
    “A letter to the circle,” he says. “You have to be roundabout in these things, and spend a lot of time proving you’re more than a bloodthirsty oaf, but I’ve earned their trust at this point, so I can slip in some mentions of what’s going on here. And there are enough bored merchants’ wives in this city looking for some cause to champion that occasionally we do actually see some changes up here. Like these seats.” 
 
    I glance at the scattering of seats and cushions in a wide ring surrounding the central courtyard, where two shirtless Daraanese men spar in the checkered shafts of light. “These were your doing?” 
 
    “I know what you’re thinking. What’s the point of chairs when you should just escape? Fight your way free and burn it all down. I tried that.” He rubs his forehead, leaving a smear of ink. “And this is something I can do here, now, to help everyone here, not just myself.” 
 
    I don’t miss the implied criticism in just myself. “I want to help these people too,” I say. “This isn’t right.” 
 
    “Then join me,” Isang says, looking up suddenly. “Half the reason my articles get anything done is that I’m from the Deul, and Dahran has a chip on its shoulder about being less civilized. About a foreigner seeing the inside of their dirty little gladiator habit. A voice from Serei would be just as powerful.” 
 
    “I’m not from Serei.” 
 
    “Or the peninsula, then, or wherever you’re from. Make up an identity for the papers, if you want to. But join me. We could get so much done. And I could use the solidarity.” 
 
    There is such passion in his eyes that for a minute I want to. But writing a confectioner’s circle? 
 
    “No offense, Isang,” I say, searching for the right words, “but I was thinking more about—” 
 
    “—burning it down? Getting yourself out?” 
 
    “—inspiring people to join me,” I finish.  
 
    He sighs, then gets up and stretches his long body in an echo of the strange stance he took on the sands.  
 
    “Walk with me?” he asks. “I get stiff, sitting in this heat.” 
 
    I walk with him, though there’s nowhere to go. We make a slow circle of the sandy central space as the men finish their spar and two others replace them, grinning and gripping practice swords.  
 
    “Do you know why Teiwo and Safeila and the others you beat yesterday were mad at you?” he asks after a half-circle of the ringed space.  
 
    “Because I beat them?” 
 
    “Because you lost their coins. It takes a long time to save coins in here. Takes sacrifice, no matter how you earn them, because there are so many ways to spend them up here, to make life a little easier.” 
 
    “Which is why they should actually fight for them,” I say, mind automatically assessing the fight in the center. Neither man is particularly skilled, but the smaller of the two has a better sense of balance and times his blows well to keep his opponent off-center. I file that away, in case I face either of them in the arena.  
 
    “But don’t you see?” Isang asks. “Every time you win someone’s coins, your owner takes half. We lose half, as a community, just like we lost half when we earned them the first time around. Those three hundred coins around your ankle were six hundred before you won them. Teiwo can’t just fight you and get his money back.” 
 
    “Because if he did, he’d get one hundred fifty, after owner’s cut,” I say, a sinking feeling in my stomach. I hadn’t thought through that part.  
 
    “Exactly. And that’s probably what will happen. And so we all keep losing coins up here, and our owners get richer, because of people like you.” 
 
    A kick and a shout and the bigger man goes down, like I was expecting. “Not because of me. Because of the system. That’s why we need to get out. Out there you keep everything you make. I could earn enough coins to buy someone else free in a couple weeks. A month, tops. And then they could buy someone else out.” 
 
    “And you would do that?” Isang asks, glancing at me. “You would actually spend your time out there to get someone else free?” 
 
    I meet his gaze levelly. “Yes. I would. Probably you, or Anan.” 
 
    He flexes his chin, then continues walking. “You know, I think you actually would. But that’s the problem, is you can’t be sure Anan or I would too.” 
 
    I think of the possessive way he was holding that chaat nut last night, of the measly string of three coins around his neck. No, I’m not sure Isang would, even though I believe he wants to.  
 
    We pass the padded bench where he was sitting, papers splayed out on a low table. “Well, I’m not planning on solving human nature before I get out of here.” 
 
    He gives a half-smile. “You’re not going to solve it anywhere. It took me a long time to figure that out. But I’ve learned it doesn’t really matter where you are, or what you’re doing, as long as you’re trying to be of service to the people around you. Doing something for someone other than yourself.” He shrugs. “This is my place now.” 
 
    “But you could do so much more for them once you’re out.” 
 
    “I can’t get out. I thought I told you that last night.” 
 
    “Then teach me,” I say, impulsively. There will probably never be a right time to ask, so I just do it. “Get me out. You know I’ll come back for you. That I’ll find a way. I want to change all this too. Flood this system and everyone who thinks it’s okay. But there are so many better ways to change it than writing articles to confectioner’s circles. And your fighting style, combined with mine—” 
 
    “No,” he says, not even slowing down.  
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “It’s too powerful.” 
 
    “I need something powerful, if I’m going to get out of here. I can control it.” I take his arm, trying to think of what Gaxna would say to convince him. “This is what you can do to help me.” 
 
    Information floods through our touch, which is how I know what he’s going to say before he says it. 
 
    “Look, I believe you when you say you want to help, and I respect that you have your own way of doing it. But you need to respect mine, too. The answer is no.” 
 
    I search for something more in the link, some hint of what would convince him, but just find the usual thoughts surrounding what he’s saying, and his concerns about what will happen to me if I keep fighting. I see no wiggle room to get convinced.  
 
    So I try a different tack. “But your style is so unique,” I say, keeping my hand on his arm. “I’ve fought fighters from all over the world, and I’ve never seen anything like it. If I combined it with what I already know, maybe I wouldn’t die trying to get out.” 
 
    I’m not trying to convince him anymore. I’m trying to guide his thoughts. I focus on the stream of images and concepts that come up, flowing through his skin to mine. I see a long stone hall, with ranks of tall Deul fighters practicing drills. See individual sparring matches, and those strange illegible thoughts around the fights, like calculations about the fights rather than stances for winning them— 
 
    Isang pulls his arm away, narrowing his eyes. “Don’t try to manipulate me. The answer is no.” 
 
    Well, so much for the Convince Him plan and the Learn It On the Sly plan. I’ve got one more thing I can try. Something a little more direct. I take his arm again.  
 
    “Regiana, I said—” 
 
    I spin my body in a tight half-circle, Surf Breaking him over my shoulder and out onto the sands.  
 
    He lands upright, to his credit, shock quickly replaced with anger. “If you think you’re going to—” 
 
    I follow it up with Coral Bind, avoiding the distant attacks, kicking off my sandals to maximize contact. My ankle screams, but I ignore it. A little pain now to save a lot of it later.  
 
    I get him bound, but one arm spiders out of my grasp, his feet shuffle against my locked knees, and I feel the bind going wrong. I search desperately in his thoughts for what he’s doing, but instead of forms or tactics I get a sense of numbers, see strange charts of bodies with lines struck through them. Then he’s out and slamming me to the sand in some variation on what he did yesterday, his legs locked around my abdomen.  
 
    I scream in pain on impact, my wounded ankle lighting up, and he lets up immediately. “Regiana, I’m sorry! I—” 
 
    I leap at him, ignoring the pain, landing an elbow against his temple, then somersaulting past to watch how he recovers.  
 
    Isang comes up in full octopus stance, legs splayed and bent, spine curling, arms waving to either side. It looks so wrong, so unlikely to get anything done. I throw an Ice Carves Stone into it, not expecting it to work, focusing instead on how it fails.  
 
    He gets me in another bind, balanced on my wounded foot while he twists my regular one.  
 
    “I don’t want to hurt you, Regiana,” he says, my ankle screaming, “but I am not going to train you, and I don’t have time for this.” 
 
    I grit my teeth through the pain, forcing my mind through the connection of his arms on my leg, searching for some weakness in the move, some hint of how he got me here. And in the middle of the strange diagrams and charts of numbers, a memory surfaces, crystal-clear: a young Isang, caught in this same bind by a teacher with bushy eyebrows, jumping and spinning to get free. And adding a kick to the man’s face as he did.  
 
    I skip the kick but make the jump, despite what it does to my ankle, and land on both feet only to scream as the wounded ankle grinds, and collapse to one knee despite myself.  
 
    I push up again, taking Sleeting Rain though my ankle is a cloudburst of agony raining away conscious thought. I need to be ready for his attack.  
 
    It doesn’t come. Instead, he stands there staring at me, mouth slightly slack.  
 
    “You’re a seer,” he says quietly. “You read my thoughts.” 
 
    I suck a breath, trying to ice the pain, to think fast. This is bad. This is much worse than Isang not agreeing to train me. There are no female seers, except me. If my identity gets out, the overseers will come for me, or Nerimes himself, and make being locked up look like a summer day.  
 
    “No, I’m not. What are you talking about?” Floods, I’m a bad liar.  
 
    “Yes, you are,” he says, walking closer. “I thought they could only be men, but you read me. There’s no way you could know that move. I’m the only one that’s ever tried it, and my professor forbade it afterwards. You read it in my thoughts. And you were trying to read me earlier, weren’t you, with your hand on my arm?” He draws in a breath. “That’s why you’re denying being from Serei. So no one finds out?” 
 
    Floods floods floods floods floods. I try to think of an explanation, a solution, but my mind is a churn of fear and pain, pushing me around.  
 
    I work to find my breath, to strike a rhythm with my heartbeat, and in a moment clarity rises out of the mess inside, born of my years of deep breathing. I cling to it, to the realization I can’t lie to Isang. He knows, now. There’s no changing that, only what I do about it.  
 
    And a little bit of trust here might do what nothing else has.  
 
    I let out a shuddering breath. Trust. I can do this.  
 
    “Yes,” I say quietly. “I am a seer. Can we—talk about this somewhere else?” We’ve drawn the eyes of the sparse crowd up here, probably because of all my screaming. Crazy lady fighting on a broken ankle.  
 
    He helps me back to my crutch, and we hobble back to the padded bench.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” I say when we sit down. “I—have trouble trusting people. And it’s better if this doesn’t get out.” 
 
    “Why?” he says. “It might get you special treatment. You could contact the temple in Serei. Send for help.” 
 
    “I could have, once.” I swallow the bitterness in my throat. “But that’s the last thing I would want now.” And I tell him, in low tones, about my father and Nerimes and why he wants me dead, then find myself going on about life in the temple before my father was murdered, and the things I saw in the Immersion, and this overwhelming pressure I have to get out of here and do something— 
 
    It’s only when he puts an arm around my shoulders that I realize I’m crying. That there’s been a current of emotion behind all the blocks of it I’ve frozen, pressing against that wall since I got here, and now that the dam is broken there will be no stopping it until it’s done.  
 
    So I don’t try. I feel safe enough with Isang, so I let myself cry it out, like I used to in my temple cell when I was alone, when my father had ignored me or the boys again spurned me, though they were all the friends I had. I breathe through it, encouraging the emotions to keep going, to wash out, to leave me with clarity.  
 
    When it’s all gone, I remember what I came to Dahran for in the first place—for information, for resources, and for an ally. I thought the chronicles were going to be that information, and Hiana the ally that brought the resources, but none of that worked out. So maybe this will.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” I manage at last, when my sobs have died down to little quivers. I feel empty inside but also lighter than I was, like a streambed after a flash flood.  
 
    “No, I’m sorry,” Isang says, holding on for a moment longer before letting go. “But don’t worry. I will keep your secret.” 
 
    “You will?” 
 
    “Of course,” he says, almost offended. “If this got out—they would come for you, right? The overseers, or Nerimes?” 
 
    “Yes. The last time I saw an overseer, he tried to kill me.” 
 
    “Then we’ll keep it a secret,” he says, but I notice him chewing his lip.  
 
    “What? What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Ieolat. You said a woman named Ieolat from the Deul was involved?” 
 
    “She married Nerimes. You know her?” 
 
    “She’s the reason I’m here.” 
 
    I jerk up in my seat. “What?” 
 
    “Shejon Ieolat is the one that got me exiled. She was behind everything I was fighting against, before—before I came here.” 
 
    I frown. “What was she doing?” 
 
    “The floods. My people believe they’re coming too. I’m sure you noticed we’ve come out of isolation in the last two decades, started trading and sharing little bits of our technology.” 
 
    “Because of Ieolat?” 
 
    “Partially. Because she argued we needed more resources. She’s building an ark on one of our mountains, but it needs more ore than we can mine up there. And a lot of labor.” 
 
    An ark. Such a perfectly craftological way to try to deal with the flood. “And you disagreed with that? It doesn’t seem like a bad response to the flood.” 
 
    “I disagreed with the way they were doing it. How little we were sharing with everyone else, when if we just spread our knowledge widely—” 
 
    He shakes his head, and I see how this fits into the Isang I know, the one fighting for the rights of the fighters up here. “You wanted them to save everyone, not just your people.” 
 
    “It wasn’t even all my people,” he says, free hand making a fist next to me on the padded bench. “Just a select few. The smartest. The richest. The most useful. And everyone who didn’t make the cut? Well, that was for the glory of the Deul and the continuation of our race, they said. A noble sacrifice.” 
 
    “I’ve heard justifications like that before,” I say, thinking of Nerimes and what he said about his real plans. “But how did that get you here?” 
 
    “Because I fought her,” he says, cracking his neck. “Started a worker’s party to protest against being shut out of the very machines we were helping to build. To argue for a solution for everyone, not just the people in power. Giant barges, or floating cities, or a life raft for each household. Turns out Ieolat doesn’t like opposition.” 
 
    “That sounds right,” I say, remembering the way she hissed at me during Nerimes’ wedding. “So they—sent you to the Gaol?” 
 
    He gives a rueful smile. “No, this is my fault. They offered me exile or execution, and I—I ran, thinking I could come back later, in secret. But in the meantime I had nothing, had never been off the peaks before. Some merchants caught me trying to steal a bag of rice outside a trading post along the ironway. They sent me here.” He shrugs. “That was almost four years ago, now.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I say. “That’s awful.” 
 
    “Don’t be,” he says, straightening up. “Like I said, I’ve found my place here. If I believed in a higher power, maybe I would say it was meant to be. I didn’t know what I was doing back then. The movement I started would have fallen apart even if I didn’t run. I can see that now. I was trying to do too much. But this, right here? This is something I can do.” 
 
    I stare at him, mouth working. Knowing I shouldn’t say how sad that is, how much I can tell that he’s given up on his dreams, on the power that he has to do more. That all he’s doing here is trying to convince himself that a few extra chairs and cushions inside a prison is fulfilling his life’s purpose. I can see more in him. See a man I would love to have on my side. But now is not the time to say that.  
 
    So instead I focus on myself, on what I know is true. “I’m glad you’ve found something, Isang. But the things I need to do are not here. Ieolat has someone I care about very deeply. And my father knew a way to stop the next flood. That’s what I came here to get. I can’t let that go without at least trying.” 
 
    His gaze on me is sad. “There’s only so much any one of us can do in this world, Aletheia. Try to do more than that, and you’ll end up doing more harm than good.” 
 
    “But what does any of this mean if we all die in a flood next year?” That makes me pause. “Do your people know? When the flood is coming?” 
 
    “No. Just a range, or at least that’s what they told us. But it is soon.” 
 
    Dread slides into my stomach like a cold block of ice. Another confirmation that what I saw in my immersion was true. “Then you have to help me. For everyone here’s sake, if nothing else. What’s the point of protecting them now if they’re all going to die?” 
 
    The struggle is visible on his face. “I—I can’t, Aletheia. If I open that part of myself up again—” 
 
    I take his clenched fist, not seeking his thoughts now, just a human touch. “I’m not asking you to. I’m asking you to let me make my own choices about what I do with the time I have left. And to help me learn how, whether you join in or not.” 
 
    He gazes at the far wall a long time, milky eyes distant, but doesn’t pull away. I summon my breathing again, knowing any hopes I have of his help, of learning the techniques that would break me out of here, come down to this. That if he says no now, the answer will never change.  
 
    After what might be minutes or hours, he lets out a long sigh. “Okay, then. I will.” 
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    My ankle is good enough the next day that I don’t need the crutch, despite my fight with Isang. I unwrap the braid of coins from my leg and hang it around my neck as I wait for the lift in the early morning hours. I can feel the vitality now that my body is healed—a subtle lightness to my step, a slight snap to my movements, as if each limb had a few extra muscles. I know most of these coins wouldn’t be working for me on their own, so Teiwo at least must have consented his coins over to me. He seems like a good person—I hope I haven’t made an enemy of him by taking them.  
 
    Booker has me scheduled to lose again today, in what Isang tells me is a minor fight, the kind of thing they schedule between big matches. Probably cutting his losses in making sure I don’t mess up one of the bigger events, and keeping me from earning many coins.  
 
    I’m going to earn them, anyway. Going to fight my hardest today and every day until I’m free. Isang couldn’t show me much with my ankle the way it was yesterday, but he gave me plenty to think about. And that’s not the only hook I’ve got in my basket. 
 
    I share the lift down with Safeila and a few of the senior fighters, men with a thousand ravas or more strung across their chest. They are part of Booker’s preferred group, sleeping in the north barracks and generally avoiding us bottom-feeders.  
 
    Safeila nods at me in the lantern’s swaying light. “Heard you got the Deul to fight. Not easy to do.” 
 
    I shrug. “I don’t like getting beaten.” 
 
    She gives a fierce grin. “Me neither. I came in here like you, you know. Trying to fight my way out.” 
 
    We pass the halfway point, upward lift loaded down with buckets of water. “What happened?” 
 
    “Same thing as happens to everyone,” she says, looking away into the darkness of the shaft. “I got far enough that it started playing hell with the scripts, and Booker rigged the fights against me. Decided it’d be better to earn what I could here and send it home than die trying to get out.” 
 
    “You send your earnings home?” 
 
    “What I can, yeah. I’ve got two boys out there, living with their aunt. They come sometimes, to watch me.” She gives that warrior grin again, though her eyes tighten. “I want them to know their mom’s a fighter.” 
 
    I open my mouth to say she can still fight her way out, then remember I took this woman’s coins. That half of them are wrapped around my neck right now, lending me vitality instead of her.  
 
    “Bet they do,” I say instead, but I make an oath to myself as we descend further into darkness. That if I do get out, I’m not leaving this woman behind. Or Anan. Or Isang. They deserve better.  
 
    Though who knows if Isang would come.  
 
    I settle into the room they give me, this one with a three-legged stool instead of a bench, grateful for the cool of the arena’s stone after the tower’s heat yesterday. My fight isn’t scheduled until late afternoon, so I’m surprised when a guard rattles my cage just a few minutes later.  
 
    “Challenger,” he calls through. “Bare hands. Soon as this one’s done.” 
 
    Interesting. I stand, running through a quick set of forms to loosen my body. Isang said I would start to get challenged as I accumulated coins, but I didn’t think it would happen this fast. He also said these fights are more dangerous, as they are considered outside Booker’s protection, and since you can only challenge fighters with more vitality, challengers tend to take riskier moves to try to win against more vital opponents.  
 
    The current match ends, Temlang and Kemlang flipping knives at each other to try to rake in a few tips, and I step out. The shadows still stretch long from the upper walls, and the sand feels cool against my bare feet. I find myself thinking of Safeila, and her sons coming to watch her in the stands up there. I don’t want to make any more enemies here. But I’m also not letting go of my coins, even if it takes breaking a few bones. I need to find a middle ground.  
 
    I don’t know who I expected to see, but it wasn’t Teiwo, the broad-shouldered Pearler striding across the sands to meet me.  
 
    “Well met, sister,” he greets me in the Pearler tongue, pressing palms together like we’re about to share a smoke, not fight it out. 
 
    “Likewise, brother,” I answer, then switch to Ujeian as I still don’t know enough of his tongue. “I don’t wish to fight you this day.”  
 
    “Nor I you, but I need those coins back. Life is short, and the days here long.” He sounds completely even keel about it, so I doubt I will make an enemy here, but maybe I can do better than that. 
 
    “So they are,” I answer, Booker booming something about the Pearler wizard versus the Serei Witch. I realize I am using the stilted kind of Ujeian my Pearler friends spoke on the ship, more like a direct translation of their language than a fluent version of ours, but it feels right on my tongue. Even if it makes me long for the freedom of a ship on open waters.  
 
    “Let us begin, then,” he says, and launches himself at me.  
 
    He’s still fast, but without the six hundred coins strung across his chest, and with the three hundred I’m now wearing, I avoid it easily. I see the opening for a strike on his solar plexus, but I pull the punch.  
 
    “Brother, I don’t wish to harm you,” I repeat, watching him from Wind Carries Wave stance. “Some of the Family was very good to me before I came here, and this seems a poor way to pay them back.” 
 
    He dances from foot to foot, remarkably agile for a man of his size. This was something I noticed of the sailors, too. A peculiar lightness of body. 
 
    “Taking my coins was a poor way to repay them,” Teiwo says, just a hint of anger in his normally placid voice. “I will accept your concession if you don’t wish to go on.” 
 
    He punctuates the last word with another attack, again seeming just a fraction slow, like he comes at me through a strong wind. I turn and add to his momentum with Wave Strikes Stone, sending him tumbling to the sand.  
 
    “I am sorry I lost half your coins to my owner,” I say as he gets up. “I did not think about that aspect.” 
 
    “And I am sorry to only reclaim one hundredsome, but I spent too long earning them to give up now.” He circles left, stance ever-shifting.  
 
    I circle too, finding my stillness. “What if there was another way?” 
 
    “There is no other way.” 
 
    “There are a million ways. Let the earth bear witness.”  
 
    It’s a phrase my friends on the ship said often, which always struck me as odd since we usually couldn’t even see the ground, but it has the effect I was hoping for. 
 
    He slows. “May She always. What are these ways, sister?” 
 
    “We are scheduled in a fight later today,” I say, keeping my breath steady. I am not so foolish as to think he couldn’t still win against me if I let my guard down. Teiwo is a talented fighter. “Work with me. Help me defeat the others in that match and we will both profit.” 
 
    “And anger Booker? I do not value coins over my life.” He shifts mid-step, coming at me from the right. I’m so caught in the battle of words that he manages to grab my wrist, spinning me into one of the throws he seems to favor.  
 
    I move with it, trusting balance and training to land on my feet in the sands. I do, though my ankle lights up.  
 
    “You wouldn’t have to anger him,” I say. “I will be the aggressor. Just watch my back. Help me separate out those with greater strength.” 
 
    “And you mean to say you would share the coins with me?” He shakes his head in the cultural sign of disbelief I always found so comical aboard the ship.  
 
    “With the earth as my witness, I would.” 
 
    Teiwo wavers. I’m asking him to trust me, which is a big ask, but in reflecting on the last battles I’ve recognized that at some point I won’t be able to do this alone, no matter how vital I get. We ran practice matches at the temple, pitting higher-level students against lower years, seeing how many one fighter could handle. A talented fifth-year can take three times his number, maybe five even, but at some point the crowd becomes too much. I think it took twelve first-years to pull me down, biting and scratching, but they did. Uje, how I hated that then.  
 
    Now I just take it as truth: to keep winning here, I need to do better than not making enemies. I need allies. Maybe I already have some, but much as I like Anan, he’s no good in the ring, and Isang is too caught in the system to ever break rank. Teiwo, on the other hand, is a skilled fighter, and I instinctively trust him. Now I just have to get him to trust me.  
 
    On impulse, I pull one of the coins from the braid around my neck and toss it to him. “Here. Consider this a token of my faith.” 
 
    He catches it and stares, then presses his hands together. “Then you have mine as well, sister. I guess this challenge is over, then.” 
 
    I smile. “You know too many good throws to give up so easy. Let’s give them a show.” 
 
    We do, and it’s almost kind of fun, though I’ll never be able to shut off the part of my mind that analyzes his moves, that looks for the patterns in them, for the ways I might translate them into my own forms and tactics if I have to face him again. At last he lets a punch land, and I put him in a comically theatrical version of Kraken’s Embrace before he concedes. The crowd throws a few coins, with a few scattered shouts of “The Witch!” 
 
    As nicknames go, it’s not my favorite, but I’ve had worse.  
 
    I take lunch in my cell. It’s as foul as breakfast and dinner are, a gritty porridge of grains and the small bitter fish we call agda, this time with heads and scales still intact. I practice my breathing and watch the fights, trying to see them as Isang explained, as bodies in motion, a series of opposed forces with particular momentums interacting. It feels very strange, compared to my training in stances and forms and tactics, but I begin to see what he’s talking about.  
 
    Then the guard is rattling my door again, shoving some ridiculous Bamani costume through. I ignore it. The last thing I’d want to do is disguise myself from spectators who are starting to recognize me. It’s not lost on me how ironic the witch nickname is, given the prejudices I fought against my whole life.  
 
    I rehearse what I’m going to say as I trot toward the knot of fighters in Bamani leathers. This is the next step in gaining allies. It will be a long shot, but it’s worth trying.  
 
    “…how we in this city love justice!” Booker is booming. “Today we pit the worst of Dahran’s immigrants and filth against a few of our best and bravest! Who will come out ahead?” 
 
    “Alright, fellow filth!” I call as I reach them. The fighters nearest me shy back, likely remembering how I attacked the first person I could reach last time. “If we want to win this thing, we’re going to need to fight smart!” 
 
    They stare at me like I’m a dolphin that stood up and started talking.  
 
    I push on. “What I’ve seen of the fighters in here, you don’t understand infantry tactics. You break as soon as you hit the opponent, and then it’s every fighter for themselves. But stay in a formation like the Bamani armies, and they’ll have a much harder time getting to any of us.” 
 
    “But we’re… losing this one,” a Daraanese man says, heavy battle axe out of place against his timid expression. “This is a beat-down.” He wears no coins. 
 
    “A what?” 
 
    “A beat-down,” a slender man cuts in. Temlang. Of course Booker would script him onto my side. “You know, where all the vital fighters get to show off how strong they are against us?” 
 
    I look again at the fighters around me. They are timid, like the first man, or skinny like Temlang, or young like the one I see peering from behind his shield. The dregs of what the arena has to offer, except for Teiwo.  
 
    All it takes is a glance at the opposite side to see what Temlang says is true: it’s mostly north barracks fighters, shimmering with vitality.  
 
    I hate the fear that tightens my belly and welcome the anger that quickly overtakes it. This is just another power play by Booker to try to bring me in line. All part of his little game. The one he wins because he gets to make the rules.  
 
    Flood that.  
 
    “Fine,” I say, searching for new words. “So they’re stronger. We’ll be smarter. Use the terrain to our advantage. Fight in formation and overwhelm them with numbers. Vitality isn’t everything.” 
 
    Hopefully I sound like I believe it, because I have my doubts. Vitality might not be everything, but fighting prowess is. And as the only one on this side with any coins, I’ll be the first one they target.  
 
    “We’re not supposed to win it, witch,” Temlang says. “You take a beating and you get paid, that’s all. Try to win and you’ll just piss Booker off.” 
 
    “No,” I say, as Booker goes on about the glory of Daraanese justice. “I’ll do all the actual fights. You just stay in formation, give me a place to retreat to—Booker hasn’t written anything against that.” 
 
    “It’ll piss him off anyway,” Temlang says. “So you can get rich off the rest of us? Beggar that.” 
 
    Faces that looked uncertain before start to firm up at his words, the fighters pulling away from me.  
 
    “I’ll give half of what I earn to any who stand with me,” I call to them, turning away from Temlang. Above us, Booker’s wrapping up, and my stomach tightens. If they don’t go along with this, it’s me versus ten vital fighters. I remember how that went in the temple. “You’ve all seen what I can do. No owner’s cuts, no tenth to Booker here, straight up. Who’s with me?” 
 
    Temlang spits, and the fighters start to drift away. I grit my teeth. I can concede, which will protect my coins, but not me. And I’d bet Booker gave these men some special instructions regarding the witch, like they get regarding Anan. I catch one of them watching me across the sands. He smiles.  
 
    Teiwo pushes forward. “I’m with you.” 
 
    Thank Uje. I nod, faking a confidence I don’t have. “Who else?” 
 
    “Ah, why not,” Anan says, stepping up.  
 
    “Anan!” I hadn’t seen him in the crowd, but my smile fades fast. Anan’s not much of a fighter, and Booker probably wrote him on my side to distract me, after the way I protected him last time. “Great. Who else?” 
 
    The rest of them keep backing away, Temlang scowling at me, like a pack of coyotes before a bear. I smell the defeat on them, see it in the hunch of their shoulders. Cowards. Two still isn’t enough, not against what we’re facing. Another three, or two more even, and we’d stand a chance. But they’re too mired in Booker’s system, and Temlang did the rest.  
 
    I narrow my eyes. Did Booker put Temlang in here on purpose too? A plant to keep me from gaining allies? Temlang doesn’t have many coins, but seems like the old man likes him too much to schedule him for a beat-down.   
 
    Doesn’t matter. The gong sounds and the rest of them march off to get beaten up.  
 
    “Okay,” I say, drawing my allies in. “Not many formations you can make with three, so we’ll stick to the basics. We fight back-to-back, avoid the big fights, try to get them while they’re distracted. I’m guessing they’ll be targeting me”—Teiwo nods at this—“so I’ll do what I can in self-defense. And I’m still splitting the coins with you if we make it out.” 
 
    They nod, Anan looking like he might be regretting his decision.  
 
    I spin the spear in my hands. “Look, I’m not asking you to risk your life. If I get taken out, you concede, or go back to being part of the script. But if we win,” I nod at the far side, where the vital fighters march forward, banging swords against shields, “that’s a lot of vitality to be had. More than you lost, Teiwo. And enough to buy you some serious cloveleaf, Anan.” 
 
    They nod, and I feel a sudden gratitude for these two near-strangers, for taking this risk with me.  
 
    “Thank you,” I say. “Now let’s go win some coins.” 
 
    “Or die trying,” Anan grins.  
 
    “Run,” I call, suiting action to words. “Our best chance is while the Daraa side is distracted!” 
 
    Ahead of us the coinless Bamani fighters crash into the Daraanese like waves against a sea cliff, some of them flying backward from the power of their opponent’s blows.  
 
    “Just two commands,” I call. “Run, and formation. You got that?” 
 
    “Got it,” Teiwo says, eyes focused. 
 
    “Sure!” Anan calls. Floods, I hope he’s more help than hindrance out here.  
 
    “Steady,” I say, holding a hand up a few paces out. “Look for our opening.” 
 
    “There,” Teiwo says, nodding to a fighter overextending himself, confident that the weaker ones will let him win.  
 
    “Good. Formation.” 
 
    We get back-to-back, with me at the front.  
 
    “You said something about terrain?” Teiwo asks as we get close.  
 
    “The sand. It’s here to catch our falls, but it’s hell on the senses. Throw it in their faces.” 
 
    Anan grins. “That, I can do.” 
 
    “You!” I call as we approach a fighter in Daraa gold beating on a prone Bamani man. “Concede now or lose your coins!” 
 
    It would be better if he conceded. I don’t need to defeat all these fighters, and I’d be happier if the field was less crowded. But he looks up and grins. “The witch. You’re buying me lobster tonight.” 
 
    He abandons his prey, leaping at me with greatsword held high. He’s fast, and wears more coins than me, but at baseline I’m faster and a better fighter. I dart under and strike up with my spear, getting him in the groin and changing his trajectory so he lands face-first in the sand.  
 
    I’m on him in a second. “Concede,” I bark, spear-point against his neck. “Concede or die.” 
 
    Before he can raise an arm, Teiwo yells “Regiana!”  
 
    I leap forward on instinct, spinning to come up with my spear between me and a pair of gold-robed fighters, bands of wealth running up their arms. The gong sounds, so at least I’ll get the coins of the first man.  
 
    “Concede,” I say to them, projecting a confidence I don’t feel. “Concede and I won’t stick this spear in your balls like the last guy.” 
 
    The taller of the two laughs, then pulls back to throw his spear. His movements are sure, but his stance still reads like a feint. His partner shifts his sword low for an attack.  
 
    Teamwork—that’s refreshing. I dodge right instead of left, through the spear’s path, and slam the butt of my spear into the taller one’s temple. He doesn’t go down—slopping vitality—but he stumbles into the other one, who’s still trying to figure out where I went.  
 
    I follow up with a blow that does knock the taller one out, then manage to stab the sword arm of the second after a furious exchange. A detached part of me recognizes I could never have done that without my new vitality—this spear is dull—while the rest of me draws it out and strikes at his other arm, where it reflexively clutches his wound. Blood sheeting down, he grimaces and raises an arm to concede. 
 
    Two gongs sound as I run back to Teiwo and Anan, who’s grinning like a madman.  
 
    “That was awesome,” he shouts. 
 
    “Don’t thank me yet,” I say, falling into formation and taking stock of the rest of the fight. Most of the Bamani are down, and four of the remaining seven Daraa are coming for us. That’s more than I can take alone, better tactics or not.  
 
    “Anan,” I bark. “Is there any way to use these coins?” 
 
    “Only if they consent. So no.” 
 
    Floods. “Then get your sand ready. Teiwo, you okay?” 
 
    “I am,” he says, and the peace in his voice steadies me, bringing me back to the stillness we train to maintain, even in the heat of battle. I take a deep breath and turn us so Teiwo and I face the oncoming fighters, who for their part are taking their time, beating swords against shields and whipping up the crowd.  
 
    Good—more tips for all of us. And two can play that game. I step forward and raise my arms, screaming something about witches and stomping a quick part of Serei’s traditional harvest dance.  
 
    The crowd roars and coins come glittering down. Hmph. I guess Booker’s not the only one that can move the crowd.  
 
    “Remember, defensive only,” I say as the fighters get close. “I’ll take a gap if I see one. If I go down, concede.” 
 
    “Beggar that,” Anan says, scooping up two handfuls of sand. “I want to stick somebody in the balls too.” 
 
    I ice the worry at his words. Our formation is an edge, but we’re unpracticed, and their numbers and vitality tip the scales decisively their way.  
 
    The wall of iced emotions gets higher, but I find peace again, and with it clarity. Their biggest advantage is numbers. So I have to do something about that before they close on us.  
 
    I dart forward, low, then zag left with a handful of sand even as the four men turn toward where they thought I would go. I’m not sure yet, but it seems vitality doesn’t speed the mind in the same way it speeds the body. Reaction time is reaction time. Thank Uje.  
 
    The one furthest left gets his sword up, but instead of my spear I slash with my left hand, throwing sand in an arc at his eyes. He shouts, free hand clapping up, and I step in with a vicious Shark’s Eye at his kneecap.  
 
    It crunches under my foot and I dance back, other fighters recovered and coming for me now. But only three of them—the fourth concedes, howling and clutching his deformed leg.  
 
    I dance back to our formation, crowd roaring, Booker shouting something about blood witchery. The sand probably looked like magic from up high. I’ll take it.  
 
    The trio closes on us and for a minute it’s all I can do to block their blows, Teiwo grunting beside me and Anan yelping as blows rain down on his shield. He’s the weakest point of our triangle, so I do my best to cover him too, which is hard, because they’re all focused on me.  
 
    One of them slashes at Teiwo, just as Anan hits him with sand. Teiwo dodges, and I jab my spear into the momentary gap, scoring a long slash along the fighter’s neck. That will slow him down. The other two close on me and I yell, “Run!” 
 
    The sudden move takes our opponents by surprise—they clearly have never been real soldiers. We reform five paces away while they confer, then spread out to surround our triangle. Beyond them, the other three finish the last of the Bamani and turn toward us.  
 
    “Time to concede?” Teiwo pants.  
 
    “Not yet,” I say, gripping my spear tighter. “There’s still coins to be had. Anan, good work with the sand.” 
 
    “Always liked throwing things in people’s faces.” I can hear the smirk in his voice. He might not be much of a fighter, but he is completely fearless.  
 
    The attackers close in and again it’s a dance of thrust and parry and spin, Teiwo and Anan holding their own—the latter as much with sand as with his oversized shield—while I take what shots I can find, bleeding them out in shallow cuts and bruised joints.  
 
    Until Teiwo lands a solid hit on the man I sliced earlier. He cries out and I dart forward, pushing Eel’s Kiss past sparring limits and feeling the arm dislocate, then kicking his knee out for good measure.  
 
    He goes down, and I run back to find Teiwo holding one off while the other beats at Anan. I ram the spear at his temple, but he spins and grabs the shaft like he was waiting for it. Flicks me off like a gnat. 
 
    I hit the sands, ears ringing, and roll up. He probably was waiting. But we have a little time before the others get here, and if I can take him and Teiwo handles the other, we might stand a chance at the last three. I rush in but the fighter dodges back, vital speed keeping him out of reach.  
 
    “Booker put a bonus on your head, you know,” he says, shifting his sword from hand to hand in a practiced motion. “Two hundred ravas to the fighter who takes you down.” 
 
    Two hundred ravas. So that’s what the other man meant about a lobster dinner. Anger wells up and I ice it mercilessly, knowing that’s probably what the man intends, to distract me.  
 
    It doesn’t ice all the way—somewhere in this mess I’ve lost my focus. The man attacks before I can get it back, and it takes all my concentration not to get skewered or lose a limb against the man’s vicious, well-timed, horribly strong attacks. He’s wearing six hundred ravas or more. I find my breath, though, find my opening, and kick his sword away before landing three rapid punches to his throat that send him stumbling back.  
 
    I kick him down and kneel on his neck until he raises an arm.  
 
    The gong rings and I smile, crowd going wild, more coins flying. That’s three hundred more ravas for— 
 
    I see my allies. Teiwo is down, bleeding from a gash on his head, arm raised in concession. The other four vitality-amped fighters surround Anan, beating him in an awful repeat of what I saw the Bull do my first day here.  
 
    “Hey,” I shout, heart pounding terror through my veins. “Y’all afraid to fight a girl?” 
 
    One of them peels off, but the others keep kicking, coins glowing on their shoulders.  
 
    I avoid the one. It would be more practical to pick him off and then face the rest, but Anan might die. Because of me.  
 
    I’ve had enough people like that in my life.  
 
    “Hey, goat-lovers,” I yell, using the slur I heard in the Blackwater about Daraanese, “worried four on one’s not a fair fight?” 
 
    Another turns, the first still advancing on me. “Naw,” he grins. “Booker just wants this one dead, is all.” He goes back to beating.  
 
    Floods. The first man strikes at me, sword flickering out, and I know I should focus on it, need to because he’s just as fast as the last fighter, but my mind spins on a way to draw them off. Some insult, or technicality, or— 
 
    It comes to me. Sword boy strikes again and I step into the arc his sword leaves, smashing two fingers into his eyes in Sea Urchin’s Blinders, a move strictly forbidden in the temple. It feels appropriate now. He screams and stumbles back, then drops to the ground. I turn to the other three, raining vitality-fueled kicks and punches down on Anan’s prone form. He isn’t even crying out anymore.  
 
    “Then here!” I yell, pulling a coin from my neck. “Pity coin!” 
 
    I throw it at them, and their blows slow. The men turn to stare at me.  
 
    “What, that’s not enough? Then one for you,” I hurl one at the second fighter’s head, “and you!” at the third.  
 
    The coins actually bounce off them as they look from me to each other to my three coins, glinting in the sand.  
 
    “You would give up coins—for this?” the first man asks, voice quiet but strangely clear.  
 
    I understand why it’s clear a second later—the arena’s gone quiet too. Dead quiet.  
 
    I keep my guard up. “Of course I would. He’s my friend.” 
 
    Booker’s voice booms in. “And the witch gives coins for the last of the filth! Too bad fighters can’t pay pity coins, generous as it is! The fight must go on!” 
 
    I bite my lip. The crowd seems restless up above, a few boos sounding out. The men across from me look uncertain too. Has no one ever tried to save a friend with a pity coin here?  
 
    “Go on then, finest of Dahran!” Booker calls. “Finish them!” 
 
    Flood that. “People of Dahran!” I shout up, knowing my voice won’t make it half as far as Booker’s. “Is this fair? Is this justice? They won’t let me throw a pity coin, but you can!” 
 
    The crowd’s murmurs get even louder. This is clearly not what they were expecting, but all it will take is one.  
 
    It comes, catching the sun as it arcs through the air, red ribbon fluttering behind it.  
 
    The fighters step back and I run to Anan, who lies in a spreading pool of blood. He never properly healed from the Bull’s beating, and now this? I rip the coins from my neck and pile them on his chest, hoping consent means they’ll keep him alive till the match is over.  
 
    The crowd explodes in applause. 
 
    I look up in shock to find the other fighters doing the same. Booker’s voice cuts off too. I guess this is something they haven’t seen much of before either. One fighter caring for another. A few more red-ribboned coins come down, the applause going on as Booker finds his voice again. 
 
    “…like a true witch of Serei!” he’s calling. “Saving the weak even as the cost of her own safety!”  
 
    I stand, feeling looser, tips and pity coins coming faster now. The crowd’s love won’t save me, but Anan is safe at least.  
 
    “Alright friends,” I say to the men facing me. “Let’s do this.” It’s a hopeless fight against their numbers and vitality, but I will play it out. I have to. The more I take out, the fewer there are left to deliver my beating.  
 
    They bunch up, vitality rising like heat from their shoulders, as the roar of the crowd resolves to a steady chant of Witch – Witch – Witch.  
 
    Great. The extra tips will help me heal once this is done. Then I get an idea.  
 
    They firm up and run for me.  
 
    I drop to the sand.  
 
    They reach me, one of them shouting at me to get up, that I can’t concede now. Behind them the crowd roars, an inchoate mass of anger and bloodthirst. 
 
    I snatch a red-ribboned coin from the sand and thrust it up like a shield against their raised weapons. “Pity coin!” I shout. “Anan’s already down. This one’s for me!” 
 
    The scar-faced one slows mid-swing, staring. “I’ll be damned,” he slurs after a moment, then holds out an arm to the other ones. “Boys! She got a pity coin! That one will work for her!” 
 
    The other two stop and I slump back to the sand, suddenly exhausted. The fighters turn and raise arms in victory, looking almost relieved.  
 
    The crowd, who’d gotten quiet at my last move, goes wild all over again. 
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    Peneiwa rattles keys in my cell door in the middle of the next battle. “Killing them with kindness, eh?” she says lightly, walking in. “You’re really doubling down on this witch thing, aren’t you?” 
 
    I stiffen, mind slurring out of exhaustion. It sounds like a dig for information, but I don’t know if it’s to relay to Miyara, or just Peneiwa sussing me out. “I didn’t exactly plan it that way. It just happened.” 
 
    “Well, good for you. And it seems to have worked out. Here.”  
 
    She dumps a pile of coins on the bench next to me, a mix of copper, gold, and allarium, some still with red ribbons attached.  
 
    Pity coins. My eyes snap to her. “Anan. Is he okay?” 
 
    Peneiwa snorts. “Good enough to joke about getting in my skirts again. He’ll be fine. He’s a tough kid, and I’ve seen him take a lot worse.” 
 
    I gaze at her, still not sure if she’s a friend or foe. It feels so easy to trust her, but that’s exactly what an informant would be trying to do. “Good. I owe him some of these—did they tell you how much it is? Maybe they’ll help him heal.” 
 
    “Nine-hundred thirty ravas, after your owner’s cut.” My eyes widen despite myself. There must have been a lot of tips. “You’re really giving him some?” 
 
    “I said I would,” I say, rifling through them to try to find the ones that feel consented, mostly the tips. “Will you bring them to him?” 
 
    She clucks her tongue. “That’s why I came. That, and to see if you’d really do it. And you’re fine?” 
 
    I count out two hundred and thirty-two ravas. “I’ve taken worse, too.” 
 
    She wraps them in white linen and turns for the door. “Take care then, Regiana of Serei.” 
 
    I make a snap decision. “Peneiwa. Do you know any other way out of here? Something you could help me with?”  
 
    She turns with a wistful smile. “I did, once. But if I tried it now, well, let’s just say I’m as stuck here as you are.” She nods at the coins. “Seems like you’re doing fine. And if you don’t, that’s what I’m here for.” 
 
    She leaves before I can say anything more, and I sit back against the stone wall, still not sure if she’s a friend or foe. Or maybe that’s just me distrusting everyone and everything.  
 
    I sigh, body hurting in a dozen places, sifting through the coins for consented ones that might help. The extra vitality takes the edge off my wounds, but does nothing for my mood. I should be excited, should be elated at that battle—it went better than I could have hoped. But all I can think about is Hiana and Nerimes and the relentless knot of panic and worry that is Gaxna in my chest. I don’t doubt I can get out now, one way or another, but this is all taking too long. What does escaping matter if Gaxna dies before I get out? Or the flood swallows us all? 
 
    I am just resolving to thaw the emotions I iced in the fight, unpleasant as that sounds, when a throat clears behind me. It’s too delicate, too ladylike, to be any of the guards.  
 
    I turn and find Hiana, face glowing, body glowing, stacked coin necklaces lighting her up like a paper lantern floating out to sea. I suck in a breath. She smells of cedar and jasmine.  
 
    “Aletheia.” She nods at me. “Or should I say, Witch of Serei?” 
 
    I ice my shock and find my concentration again before answering. I’ll be flooded if I’m going to let this woman take the advantage of surprise. And I made plans, in case I got her alone again. 
 
    “Hiana,” I say, aware of the social blasphemy in not at least using -djo. “What brings you here?” 
 
    “News,” she says, brown eyes gazing at me coolly. “While I wait for you to accept your situation here, Nerimes and Ieolat strengthen their hold on Serei.” 
 
    “Oh?” I ask casually, grateful for the awareness that lets me ice anxiety and worry in the bud. I may not be good with words, but I learned our lessons on emotions well. And I need every edge I can get against this woman—especially if I’m going to try the plan I made, in case I ever got her alone like this.  
 
    “He’s granted the Deul exclusive privileges to a section of the port,” the short woman says, voice intoxicating in its richness. “Installed a contingent in the temple.” 
 
    My eyebrows go up despite myself. “That’s not going to be popular with the faithful.” 
 
    “It doesn’t sound like it has been, but I am told the atmosphere in the city is one of fear, of dissidents being silenced in the night.” 
 
    As Nerimes once tried to silence me. “Sounds about right.” 
 
    “They are moving faster than I’d hoped,” Hiana says, stepping closer to me in the narrow cell. There is a buzz to her vitality, this close up. Like a monstrous beast humming to itself. “We have a window to leverage my resources and your heritage, but it is closing.” 
 
    “This is the part where I give you a vial of my blood, as a sign of our mutual trust?” 
 
    Her brown eyes stay steady on mine despite the jab. “This is when you accept that you’ve made your point about being independent, and commit to doing what needs to be done to help your friend and city.” 
 
    I think I would give this woman my blood if it meant getting Gaxna free, but there are so many things that could go wrong between here and there. Especially with a woman who started our relationship by betraying me.  
 
    That, and Gaxna would hate that someone had my blood.  
 
    “Don’t bring her into this,” I say, keeping everything but the anger from my face.  
 
    “I could get her out, you know,” Hiana says, raising one perfect eyebrow. “Before we strike, even. They’ve been parading her through the city, using her as some kind of symbol. I still have connections in Serei. It wouldn’t be hard to arrange for an accident, to get her out and secured someplace safe until you could get to her.” 
 
    I readjust the knots on my thief’s vest to stall for time, as I ice the desperate longing to do exactly that.  
 
    “Which would be after I give you my blood,” I say, once I’m in control again. 
 
    “You are not in a position to bargain here, girl,” Hiana hisses, stepping so close I feel her breath on my cheek. Vitality ripples from the stack of necklaces on her chest. “I have the money. I have the power. I have the knowledge we need to take the city back. You are a figurehead only.” 
 
    After all the feelings I just iced, her speech doesn’t do much for me. I summon Gaxna in bargaining mode and give a hmph.  
 
    “I guess I wouldn’t be in a position to bargain,” I say, “if I wanted what you’re offering, but I don’t.” I wave a hand at my new pile of coins. “Nine hundred thirty today. That plus last time puts me more than a fifth of the way out of here in three days. You’re welcome, by the way, for your half.” 
 
    Hiana scoffs, opening her mouth, but I keep going.  
 
    “Way I figure it, I just fight my way out of here and find my own path back to Serei.” 
 
    “With what? With no money or help or information? You would be no better off than when you first came to me, begging for help.” 
 
    I wasn’t begging, I almost say, but the calmer side of me knows she’s right. The whole reason I didn’t go back to Serei weeks ago is that I know I can’t defeat Nerimes on my own. I already tried that.  
 
    But as much as I need help, I don’t want hers. I’ll figure something out.  
 
    Hiana gives a huff and turns to go. I breathe out—I’ve been waiting for this move, the same power play she used on me days ago, turning her back as if I’m no threat to her. And I’m not, as long as she has her coins.  
 
    Minor detail. 
 
    In one swift move I grab her necklaces in a fist and whip them off her neck, then smash my other hand into the side of her head in an Ice Fingers Rising hard enough to knock out the Bull. Her coins may not give me vitality, but without them she should be easy to silence. Then I can tie her up and, with any luck, walk out of here in her clothes, wearing her riches.  
 
    Only she doesn’t fall. She stumbles, then impossibly turns to face me, perfect face marred with rage. Ugly black tattoos circle her exposed collarbones, fading and crudely done. She slams a fist into my chest hard enough to knock the air from my lungs and crack my back into the wall. The next thing I know I’m slumped against the floor and she’s looming over me, vital somehow despite not having gotten her coins back. 
 
    “Touch me again,” she snarls, ripping the necklaces from my grasp, “And I’ll rip off your hand and the arm with it.” Her voice is slurred and low, completely unlike the high diction I’m used from her. “Wouldn’t be my first time. Giwek?” 
 
    I stutter, still trying to grasp what went wrong. Isang said coins have to be touching skin to give vitality, and she had none, with no space in that form-fitting gown for more.  
 
    “Now then,” Hiana says, resetting necklaces over her tattoos, voice abruptly cultured and positive, “where were we? You were just about to argue that you can do what no one here has done in years and fight your way out of the pit, against Booker and his rigged system and the massively vital fighters he’ll send after you. Is that about right?” 
 
    I push off the floor with as much dignity as I can muster. “There’s more to it than that,” I say, summoning Gaxna’s sass, “but I’d hate to ruin the surprise.” 
 
    “What, the tips?” Hiana is back to her poised self, but she steps back to keep some distance now. Interesting. “Are you planning to melt their hearts with a pity coin every time?” She shakes her head. “You’re still at that idealistic age where you think you can do everything on your own terms. That if you just try hard enough, the universe will bend to your will. Your father was like that too, you know. Well, I’ve got news for you, Aletheia. The universe doesn’t care. The universe is a giant ugly collection of beasts and rock that is indifferent to our hopes and dreams. If you fight very hard in life, you might get one thing on the terms you want, but it will mean compromising everything else.” 
 
    I dust off my blacks, resisting the urge to ask more about my father. What I need to learn is more about her. To find the cracks in Hiana’s armor, the weakness that has made her step back a pace.  
 
    “And what’s your one thing, Hiana? What have you compromised on everything else to maintain?” 
 
    She purses her lips. “I didn’t have the luxury of growing up like you did, safe and well-fed and believing in lofty principles. But I always hoped that once I got out, I would find people who did. That surely the rest of the world couldn’t be as cut-throat as the Dahran I knew. Serei was my out, and I thought your father was that person, for a while. He was so inspiring, the way he talked about Ujeism and his plans for the city. Like he truly only wanted what was best for the world.” 
 
    “He did,” I say, certain of this, if not much else, about my father.  
 
    “Perhaps he did,” she says, gazing out at the guards carrying set pieces onto the sands. “But he didn’t know how to get it. In the four years I was there, I saw him go from idealistic to just inflexible. He got disconnected from the city, from the money running through the core of it, while his enemies kept their hands to the water. Stergjon was a principled man. A good man.”  
 
    She smiles in some private way and I narrow my eyes. I hate the feeling that she knows my father better than I do.  
 
    Hiana sighs. “But ultimately, a dead man. Nerimes had me convinced of that long before he fell.” 
 
    My head cocks back. “You know Nerimes?” 
 
    “Sweet girl, he’s the whole reason I am where I am. He needed support back then, even from a lowly export business out of Dahran, and he followed through on his promises to reward those who came to his aid. A pragmatic man, Nerimes. Unpleasant, to say the least, but I know who’d I’d rather have as a business partner.” 
 
    I’m still staring at her, feeling the pieces of my history rearrange. “You were part of my father’s murder?” 
 
    “Oh, not directly, no. Like I said, I liked your father. But a good businesswoman keeps her feelings separate from her decisions.” 
 
    “And you expect me to work with you, knowing that?” Incredulity is the only thing that keeps me from swinging the cell bench at this woman’s brains. That, and the knowledge it would only earn me another fist to the chest.  
 
     “I expect you to learn from your father’s mistakes. I would rather have lent support to him, but he couldn’t see pragmatism for his beloved principles. Now here you are, so determined to go your own way that you will die for it, rather than give me a few drops of your blood.”  
 
    “And you think this is going to convince me? Telling me you helped Nerimes murder my father, then some speech about pragmatism?” 
 
    “You’re as stubborn as your father. And as blind. But you can do better than that, Aletheia. Think about the people your bullheadedness is hurting. About your lover, trapped under Nerimes’ power. Or your friend Dashan, pursued into hiding by temple forces. We could save them, together. Save your city. Or you can sacrifice them to your principles, like your father did you. Or do I miss the mark in thinking he wasn’t much of a father to you in his final years?” 
 
    I draw a ragged breath, again seeking my focus, seeking the concentration I need to ice these feelings—the old anger, but more so the grief that’s come after it, realizing I will never get to know him. It’s like trying to swim in a whirlpool. 
 
    Hiana holds out the vial. “Just fill it, Aletheia. Learn from his mistakes. Be a better woman. Together we can change this world. Help it.” 
 
    “Get flooded,” I snarl, slapping the vial from her hand. It shatters on the stone floor. “The day I ally with one of my father’s murderers is the day I die too.” 
 
    Hiana draws herself up, expression frosty despite the sweltering heat. “Then die like he did, Aletheia Vjolla. You are not my only path to power.” 
 
    “I’m sure. That’s why you came today, isn’t it?” I retort, emotions still churning. I shouldn’t talk, should find my center, but I can’t help myself. She can get flooded if she thinks she’s going to manipulate me. “Because you have so many other publicly known female seers you can use to take back Serei.” 
 
    “I came hoping a few days here would have beaten some sense into you. I guess I was wrong.”  
 
    She turns to leave and I’m glad. This didn’t go like I hoped, at all, and I’m ready for it to be done.  
 
    Hiana rattles the gate, summoning a guard. “It already is, you know,” she says without turning. “Beating sense into you. I watched your fight today. Saw how you lost your focus toward the end. How you needed to get just one more win in, one more belt of coins. Ignored your allies a little too long to do it. And then you found Anan, almost dead. Where were your principles then?” 
 
    “Get flooded,” I say again, but all the heat’s gone out of my voice. I did lose it back there. This fight is harder than I thought it would be.  
 
    Is the only way out of here to sacrifice who I am? To abandon what Booker called my prison of morals?   
 
    A guard unlocks the door, and Hiana looks back as she steps through. “Think on what I’ve said, Aletheia. Our time grows short, and every fight you win here stacks the next one against you. I won’t come again, but if you have a change of heart, you can send word through the guards. Until then.” 
 
    She sweeps away and I slump against the wall. I can’t help feeling like she won this one. Not only because my ambush didn’t work, but because she’s right. I’m doing exactly what my father did, at the expense of my friends. But working with her? Giving her my blood?  
 
    I’d rather die first.  
 
    Except dying lets everyone down. 
 
    I drop my head into my hands. There has to be another way. I just have no idea what it is.  
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    I signal a guard to take me back. I’m so wrapped up in my thoughts I hardly notice the dim stone corridors or the cool of the lift shaft pimpling my skin. There is no way I would ever work with Hiana, not knowing what I do now. But her words haunt me, echoing in the long empty tube as I pull my way up.  
 
    You’re as stubborn as your father. And as blind. But you can do better than that, Aletheia. 
 
    She’s right, I’m sure. I hate that I don’t even know my father well enough to know how stubborn or blind he was, even having talked to him in the water. And I hate that I can’t just be proud of being like him, to be continuing on like him, because I am one of the people he hurt in his quest to stay true to his principles.  
 
    Think about the people your bullheadedness is hurting. 
 
    This is what he never did. And I do think about them, I can’t help but do it with Gaxna’s knot of fear and panic in my chest, and Nerimes’ cool cunning or arrogance, and the lighter beats of Dashan’s worry and Yelin’s anxiety. I think about them every day. Feel them every day. But I thought about Anan too, felt committed to protecting him in the fight—until the opening I saw with that last fighter. When I knew if I took him down and Teiwo took the other, that we might earn double the coins we had so far. 
 
    No. I shake my head as the lift gets to the top, ignoring the guard there and the stink of hot latrines. I wasn’t even thinking about money at that point. I was thinking about the possibility that we could win an impossible battle. That I could. Even with all the cards stacked against me, I would show them I can’t be beaten.  
 
    And the insight that comes with deep breathing tells me, clear as day, that that feeling, that drive, is ego. Is my desire for acknowledgement. Is my urge not to escape this prison but to escape everyone’s conceptions of me, and define them on my own terms.  
 
    It’s an old trap, one of the deepest, something Urte and Regiana both warned me about. Something we trained to recognize. A trap I keep thinking I’m out of, only to find myself stuck anew.  
 
    I follow the curving stairs up, body aching, new coins a dead weight in my arms—they’ll take a month yet to do anything for me. And in the meantime, I have to live with the fact that I almost let my friend die to get a few more of them.  
 
    To make it worse, Anan is there when I get into the barracks, despite the punishing afternoon heat.  
 
    “Witch!” he cries, face a beaming mass of bruises. “I was just having a victory smoke!” 
 
    I hold my breath for the rebuke, for the anger at what I did out there, but it doesn’t come. Instead, he gestures at my pile of blankets, laid out next to his.  
 
    I sit. Truth be told, all I want is to lie down and sleep, alone, but solitude is rare, up here. And so are true friends.  
 
    I’m so wrapped up in my own thoughts that I don’t notice his pile of clove twists and chaat and candied figs until I’m settled. “Uje. Did you—” 
 
    “Spent it all,” he grins, too young for black teeth but starting to show the signs. On the teeth that are still there, anyway. “Been a long time since I had stock I didn’t have to hide, cuz I’d stolen it all.” 
 
    “But don’t you want to keep the money? I mean, at least save it if you need to get healed, or—” 
 
    He chuckles. “You’ll get it, once you’ve been up here for a while. You think about anything more than today, anything more than the next couple hours really, and all you’re gonna do is get depressed.” He pulls hard on the clove, leaves crackling. “These beggars up here, who save up their little coins and keep hoping they’ll get to five hundred, they’re like the wrens that build their nests up over Salt Bazaar. They feel safe in their canopies, figure no one can get their precious eggs up there, and all they gotta do is wait and eventually their chicks’ll hatch and fly away. Then a wind comes up and psssh.” He makes a shattering gesture with his hand.  
 
    “And that’s what happened to you?” I ask. Anan carries a real darkness in him, but it feels lighter than mine right now. 
 
    “Beggar that. I was broke long before I got in here.” He inhales again. “The worst thing you can do up here is start hoping. Do that and you’re just setting yourself up for the fall.” 
 
    “Think I’m doing that?” I ask, pulling my loose pants up to catch the weak breeze through the windows. The barracks are an oven. “Setting myself up for a fall?” 
 
    “Naw,” he says, gazing at me honestly. “I think you might be something different, Regiana. I think maybe you will get out.” 
 
    “Flooding right I will,” I say, though it’s more out of habit than any conviction at the moment. “You will too.” 
 
    He has a good laugh at this. “You’re crazy, you know that? Pure crazy.” 
 
    “What would you do if you did?” I ask, cloveleaf relaxing me some and needing a break from heavy talk. “If they just came up and said Anan, you’re free, now get out of here.” 
 
    “Me?” His eyebrows raise. “I’d—phew. I’d go steal some coins, right away, then have the best coffer-licking meal I could find, then find a sex worker and smoke myself blind, probably.” 
 
    It’s so far from my answer that I have to laugh. “And then? Do it again?” 
 
    “And then I’d probably have to get out of Dahran,” he says, smile fading. “Everybody knows me here, and nobody likes me. Maybe do one big hit before I go, just to show them they can’t beat me. Lock in my legacy.” 
 
    That’s ego as purely as my fighting was today, but it’s endearing, coming from him. For all his darkness there is something unbeatably bright inside Anan. It’s refreshing, after so many people who just feel compromised and bitter. It reminds me of Gaxna, actually. And suddenly his smile feels bittersweet.  
 
    “What about the Tower of Many Names?” I ask, trying to keep it light. “Think you could pull off a hit inside there?” 
 
    “Fffft.” He waves a hand. “Like the three hits I did there before they caught me? Many Names is easy. Tower of Shifting Sands now, you want a challenge, you try and get in there.”  
 
    “Well, Many Names was obviously more than I could handle.” 
 
    “You were set up,” he says, taking the cloveleaf back. “That’s different. That’s how they busted me too. Love, man. Always going to stab you in the back, if you let it in.” He nods at my bare legs. “Speaking of which, you trying to say something with those? Because I’m up for it, I just got the feeling you were taken.” 
 
    I start. “Just trying to cool off. But yeah. I guess I am taken.” And if anything happened with Anan, it would just be me missing Gaxna, anyway. 
 
    “Figures,” he sighs, blowing smoke.  
 
    “So, who betrayed you?” 
 
    “My wife.” 
 
    I just about spit out the water I’m drinking. “You’re married?” 
 
    “Spur of the moment thing,” he shrugs. “You know, like, I love you, I love you too, let’s get married. I was living pretty fast back then.” 
 
    “Apparently it didn’t work out.” 
 
    “She wanted me to slow down. Stop hitting the big targets. Buy us a villa somewhere on the mainland. Have kids.” 
 
    I can just imagine how he felt about that. “So she… got you arrested?” 
 
    “Oh, she warned me first. Said if I hit another amaranth, she was turning me in. I didn’t think she’d actually do it.” He takes a drag and blows blueish smoke. “And then when I wouldn’t apologize, she bought my ownership rights and started signing me up to fight every day.” 
 
    “Your wife is the one sending you out there to get beaten up every day?” Wow. I thought me and Gaxna had issues.  
 
    “Ex-wife, now. But yeah. She was the one throwing the pity coin every time too, for what it’s worth.” He takes a long puff. “Till she stopped. And that was the day you came.” 
 
    The look he gives me makes me more uncomfortable than his glance at my thighs. That was a familiar kind of need. This one— 
 
    “Well, you’ve got coins now. And looks like Booker’s going to keep putting us on the same team, so maybe you won’t need her anymore.” 
 
    He chuckles. “Oh, they’re still going to get me. I never lost faith in that. But if I saw you get out?” He shrugs, and that needy look goes away. “I could probably die with a grin on my face.”  
 
    I’m not getting out alone, I almost say, but I recognize the ego in that too. That would be about me, about wanting him to see me as a savior, as powerful. And ignoring that he just told me he can’t stand hope, that he’d rather spend his coins the minute he got them than risk being that wren’s egg that might someday take flight.  
 
    It only makes me want to get him out all the more.  
 
    “Hey,” I say, remembering my fight with Hiana, and the low-class way she talked after I attacked her. “You know Dahran. Does a circle of tattoos around here mean anything?” I gesture at my collarbone.  
 
    “Depends,” he says. “What’d it look like?” 
 
    “Ugly, with a lot of hooks and stuff? Bluish ink. Like it was done fast.” 
 
    “Eight Fingers clan,” he nods. “Mostly sex houses and chaat, up in the Slipway.” 
 
    “Like, a gang, then?” We don’t really have any of them in Serei—the closest thing would be the actor’s guild Gaxna was part of, and even that had to step lightly because of the overseers. 
 
    “You could call it that. Or a family. Or a business. It’s all of them. Why? You fight somebody with those tats?” 
 
    “Kind of.” I tell him about Hiana, and what I did. 
 
    He coughs out smoke, laughing. “You’re a crazy ke, you know that? But I never heard of Hiana Caghdan, and I would’ve, back then.” He shrugs and stubs out the twist. “One more?” 
 
    Our talk turns to lighter topics, and it turns out a smoke with a friend is just what I needed. I get used to the heat, the clove takes the edge off my growing bruises, and Anan has a hundred hilarious stories of his burglaries and the ways they went wrong. He reminds me of Gaxna that way, and I wonder for a second if I just have a way of attracting thieves. Anan glances at my thighs a few more times, but I don’t bother covering up. If he tried anything it would be kittens to put him in his place, and in the meantime if the sight eases his day a little bit, let it. Uje knows they’re not doing anyone else any good.  
 
    Isang comes up just as I’m considering a nap, and frowns at Anan and I laying on our pallets with the butts of clove twists scattered around us.  
 
    “Regiana,” he says. “That was some fighting today. Stupid, but brilliant.” 
 
    “Pretty sure it can’t be both,” I say, my eyes still closed.  
 
    “What it can be,” he says in a lecturing tone, “is better. If you’re not too busy, that is.” 
 
    I bite back a comment about chaat and get up. If I’m not going be another cracked egg like Anan, I guess there’s work to do. Isang has fresh bruises on his face—his fight today got a little real, apparently. Hopefully not because he’s been seen working with me, the leper of Booker’s little system.  
 
    The upper story is deliciously cool after the heat of the barracks, and my head clears as we step onto the sands.  
 
    “Your fighting was good today,” he says, “but you could have done more. Knocking the taller man into the shorter was a good move, but you lost the advantage quickly. You’re like a child playing with balancing blocks, all energy and no finesse.” 
 
    I sigh. He sounds like Urte. Or my dad. “Then show me.” 
 
    He does. Over and over again, roleplaying scenarios from my fight, showing me how a simple tap here, an adjustment to my opponent’s momentum there, would have opened wider gaps for my strikes.  
 
    “You have to stop seeing them as people,” he says, after I pick myself up off the sands for the hundredth time, wishing to Uje my new coins were ready to give me vitality. I could use a boost. “See them as bodies in motion. A thrown stone. A balancing pillar. A pressurewheel off its axle.” 
 
    “A what?” 
 
    “Nevermind. I can show you moves, talk you through strategies, but the core of the Seven Cairns philosophy is changing your perception. Here,” he says, striding off the sands. “I brought something.” 
 
    I follow, grateful to be done with the further-hurting-my-already-hurt-body portion of the training. I need to learn what he knows, desperately, but even desperation has its limits.  
 
    He gets to the low table we talked at yesterday and upends a bag over it.  
 
    “Rocks?” I say slowly, looking from the pile of rough stones up to him. “You brought rocks?” 
 
    “Don’t see them as rocks,” he says, sitting next to me. “See them as bodies, each with its own weight and balance and trajectory.” 
 
    Then faster than I can follow, he piles seven of them on top of each other, into an impossibly tall little tower.  
 
    “Uje,” I say, impressed. “I—don’t think I could balance them that high.” Let alone that fast.  
 
    “Cairns,” he says, sitting back. “There’s a reason we call it the Seven Cairns. This is one of the seven. Where you would hit it, to make it fall away from you?” 
 
    I answer and he nods, then asks about making it fall left and right, then to fall toward me.  
 
    “From the back?” I ask.  
 
    “Yes,” he says, “good, but getting all the way to your opponent’s back in a battle is hard to pull off. Imagine this is you.” Quick as a school of minnows he piles the rest of the rocks into a second cairn, a handsbreadth from the first. “What do you do from this position to get him to fall into you?” 
 
    This one is harder, and takes me longer, but I see it eventually, how the fourth rock balances on the back shoulder of the third, so a blow to the third would send the rest falling forward.  
 
    “Good,” Isang says, getting up. “Now show me out here.” 
 
    What follows is a very confusing and painful series of attacks and defenses, in which I’m supposed to see Isang and I as pillars of balanced stone, rather than people. After I’ve failed enough, he drags me back to the table for more balancing stones and talk on this or that fulcrum and center of gravity. In addition to the sparring making my nascent bruises burn, the concepts he’s trying to teach me make my head spin. Still, it’s a welcome break from Hiana and the bigger things weighing on me. Seven Cairns is so foreign from the way I fight, the way I was raised, that it’s almost unintelligible—until he puts it into practice against me. Somewhere in the range of the thousandth time he throws me to the sand with octopus arms, I start to get it. And I even almost land a blow on him the next round.  
 
    “Good,” he says, swaying back from my attack, then hitting me with another series of delicate blows that still drop me on my face. “Enough for today, maybe?” 
 
    More than enough. I take a deep breath before I push up. “Thank you. I know this isn’t something your people normally share.” 
 
    “It isn’t, but I’m not one of my people anymore. Not legally, anyway. And what you did out there today… I might have been wrong about you, Aletheia. Not about the system, or about what makes sense for the rest of us to do. But I could see you being the exception.” 
 
    “Or the fulcrum in the fifth cairn,” I say, head still swimming with his lessons.  
 
    He barks a laugh. “Or the fifth fulcrum. But a strike there can still drop the cairn in any direction.” 
 
    The cupola has been gradually filling while we worked, fighters returning from the arena and gathering in the cooler upper chamber to share water and games or talk through the events of the day. Many of them nod to me, ones who before seemed indifferent or even slightly hostile.  
 
    “Quite a move you did down there,” one of them says, walking past our bench. With a shock I realize he’s the first fighter I took down, now with just a single coin around his neck, likely his share of the tips from our fight. Hegdan. I fought him in the first battle, too. “Booker didn’t see that one coming.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I say. “And—sorry. About your coins.” 
 
    “It happens,” Hegdan says. “Just hope I’m on your side next time.” 
 
    I grin fiercely at that. I know it’s just my ego, wanting to be seen for who I am instead of what this system makes me look like, but I don’t care. It feels good to be recognized. And the more people that stop hating what I’m doing, the better the chance some of them will try it too.  
 
    Isang gathers up his stones. “Looks like you got Teiwo over to your side too.” 
 
    I shrug. “He was already out of coins. I don’t think he had much to lose.” 
 
    “But following through with giving him and Anan coins—that’s something that stands out. When we’re all up here fighting for our fractions of a percent on a day’s earnings, giving them a full quarter is going to turn a lot of heads. Good and bad.” 
 
    “Good,” I say, looking around at the knots of fighters and finding more than a few glancing our way, maybe talking about us. “Maybe you should think about joining me next time. We could make some real coins if you actually used Seven Cairns.” 
 
    Isang ties the bag shut. “I’m going to be really disappointed if I spend all this time teaching you and you just get killed in the next fight.” 
 
    I lean back against the dome wall. “And if I get out next fight instead?” 
 
    “Then I might have to admit I was wrong.” 
 
    I purse my lips. “You told me coins have to be touching your skin to give vitality, right? That it doesn’t matter how many you have in a vault somewhere, if you’re not wearing them?” 
 
    “Right,” he says, a slight question mark in his tone. “Or they can be touching coins that are touching your skin. As long as there’s a line of contact.” 
 
    I breathe out. I know he’s not going to like hearing this, but that’s kind of a pattern with us, anyway. “I tried taking Hiana’s coins today. She always wears a stack of allarium necklaces, and I ripped them off, thinking I could knock her out afterwards. It didn’t phase her.” 
 
    He sucks in a breath. “Allarium? Those necklaces would be worth ten thousand or more each. She could have—” 
 
    “What, thrown me in the arena again? Why didn’t she lose her vitality?” 
 
    He frowns, watching a set of fighters spar on the sands. “I don’t know. She should have. That’s how vitality works. She must have had coins somewhere else on her body.” 
 
    “The way she dresses doesn’t leave too many options.” 
 
    Isang colors, and I realize what I just implied. My cheeks get hot. “I’m not saying I’m going to try it again! I, uh—” 
 
    He clears his throat. “That could be—awkward. Anyway, an owner can have you killed as easily as they can sentence you to fighting work. Or send you to the harems, for that matter.” 
 
    I shudder, but my mind is still working through the implications. “What if this is tied to that dull pity coin she threw? If all of her coins are fakes, somehow?” 
 
    “Some of them have to be real, if she was vital enough to make that.” He nods at the spreading bruise on my chest. “I know you didn’t get it in the fight.” 
 
    Either that, or she has some other source of power. She said she worked with Nerimes. Could she be in on whatever secret is letting him break the rules of watersight? Was she breaking the rule that coins have to be touching you to give vitality? “She was definitely stronger than she should have been. Do you know anything about Hiana? I know you keep up with what’s happening in the city. Like, that she might have risen up from poverty or clan life?” 
 
    Isang frowns, drawing his face into stern lines. “She did rise unusually fast. But everything I’ve read says she made her money in the import business, through connections to Serei. But the Caghdan name is an old one in Dahran. The amaranths wouldn’t have let her make oligarch status if she wasn’t old blood.” 
 
    “Hmph. Okay.” There is a lot about Hiana that doesn’t make sense. But until I figure out why, I don’t think I’ll be able to use it against her. 
 
    Isang opens his mouth to say something, but we’re interrupted by a round of applause from the fighters as Booker makes his way up the stairs. The old man has a spring to his step, and he smiles and waves.  
 
    This happens every day. I don’t join them. That they would applaud the man who’s convinced them to stay imprisoned is beyond disgusting, but that’s their choice.  
 
    Booker glances at me, and the Bull glares behind him. I nod my head. He won’t have liked what I did today. Good. Maybe he and Hiana can commiserate. Because I might have lost today, and I might be walking a fine line with my ego and the stubbornness I got from my father, but one thing’s certain: I’m four hundred sixty coins richer than I was, and I’ve got all kinds of new moves to try.  
 
    So in Anan’s words, Hiana and Booker can get beggared. I’m doing this my way. 
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    Dawn finds Isang and me on the sands, cool and damp from the night breeze off the ocean. The bulk of the tower still sleeps, with a few fighters passed out on the cushions around the perimeter. I feel a river’s length better than I did yesterday, which makes me wonder if some of yesterday’s opponents consented their coins to me, but I have no illusions it will be enough to make me win today’s fight. Not with Booker writing the scripts.  
 
    Because of that, I pay extra attention to Isang’s talk of balance points and trajectory adjustments. Use Basic Tide to focus during our spars, willing my brain to see the fight the way he does, pushing my body to move like his does. I read his thoughts when we touch, too, getting more glimpses of the bizarre way he understands the fights. Some of it is beginning to make sense.  
 
    Other thoughts come through the bond: memories of his training, flashes of a hawk-nosed lover, and a growing respect for what I am doing.  
 
    “The wrist is a lever in fourth cairn,” he says, massaging his as we reset our poses. “But a delicate one, like the brake on a caravan wagon. Pull too hard and you’ll snap the lever rather than stop the wagon. Again. With finesse, this time.” 
 
    He’s consented to teaching me a few advanced moves today, after refusing the last two days. Not because you’re ready, he said, but because you’re going to need them today.  
 
    He strikes. I counter and push myself, in the depths of Basic Tide, to see his arm not as the focus of his stance or a clue to his strategy, but as a simple weight in motion, one rock in the moving cairn of his body. A cairn I can topple with just the right amount of force— 
 
    He tumbles past as I sidestep in something like the fluid motion he uses and add an elbow to the sacrum to stun him. In watersight, I catch his own reading of our cairn-bodies, almost identical to mine.  
 
    I’m already smiling when he gets up and says, “Good.” 
 
    This is high praise from Isang. Another way he’s annoyingly similar to Urte.  
 
    Booker comes up then, trailed by his usual court of vitality-laden oafs, and we leave off training to get some of the morning’s minnow gruel. Isang’s protective about his true fighting style, and I’d rather not give potential opponents any hints of what I’ll be trying.  
 
    I also have things I need to do before the battle. I find Uweio in the barracks, the other Pearler in the tower, rolling up the pallet he keeps next to Teiwo. “Well met, brother,” I greet him in the Pearler tongue.  
 
    He startles, then gives me a seated bow. “And same to you, sister. I have appreciated your integrity in dealing with brother Teiwo.” 
 
    “I am not done repaying him for his kindness in the last battle,” I say. I spoke with Teiwo last night, and he was as ecstatic as Teiwo gets—a little grinney, basically—about having earned that many coins in one fight. “I would offer the same to you.” 
 
    Uweio exhales through his nose, constricting the nostrils a bit to make a rushing sound. It’s something a lot of my friends on the Pearler ship did, and seems to mean concern or consideration.  
 
    “It is a worthy offer,” he says at last, “I will think on it.” 
 
    “Please do.” I hesitate, spotting other fighters in the room I think might be sympathetic, then add, “Let the Mother bear witness, I would like to see you and Teiwo free of this place.” 
 
     “Let her bear witness,” he echoes, noncommittal. It’s not an impossible, at least. I’ll take that as a win.  
 
    I talk to the other fighters that have given me friendly or considering looks in the last few days, especially those who saw what I did yesterday, offering them the same even split of our winnings if they’ll ally with me in a fight. For the most part they have very few coins to lose, but I bear what Anan said in mind while I do. The worst thing you can do up here is start hoping. Do that and you’re just setting yourself up for the fall. 
 
    I don’t want to set anyone here up to fall. But if they don’t get something set up, they’re equally never going to fly. Just drop down the ranks and get killed for spectacle some afternoon after the crowd gets tired of them. And that sounds a lot worse than disappointment to me. Anyway, it’s their choice. 
 
    Two of them agree, and a few more seem amiable to it. What surprises me is no one is as strongly opposed as Isang has been. The man will probably watch me walk out of here still arguing I should have sided with Booker.  
 
    I spend the rest of the morning in my cell at the arena, sifting through my plans and trying not to worry about the knots of emotion bloodsight brings to my chest—or rather, the one that it doesn’t. Dashan is there, exhausted, Yelin’s afraid, and Nerimes is smug, but Gaxna—Gaxna’s gone.  
 
    She’s not dead, of course. I just can’t feel her, for some reason. It would make no sense for Nerimes to kill her now. If he’s been parading her through the streets, then he’s got some use for her still. Maybe she’s just been practicing the blind I taught her. Or Miyara’s figured out our connection and used whatever extra powers she has to block it. Or maybe Gaxna’s escaped and found some way to stop the theracants from coming after her.  
 
    She’s not dead. I focus on that and ice everything else. I have to, or there’s no way I’m fighting today. 
 
    To take my mind off it, I try to see the battles outside in the Seven Cairns perspective. It’s late afternoon and still they haven’t called my fight, which must mean Booker expects it to be a rousing one, as he tends to stack the more entertaining fights for the cooler evening hours, when they can expect bigger crowds.  
 
    It will be an open melee, Isang said, theoretically a fair chance for anyone to win. I have no illusions it will be fair, of course: there’s no scripted winner, but even if Booker doesn’t send fighters after me like he did yesterday, I’m not a coinless newcomer anymore. I wear six hundred seventy-two ravas around my neck, enough to entice higher-ranked fighters, or lower ones who might take advantage of the chaos to take me down.  
 
    Which is why I need allies in this one more than ever. I have all kinds of strategies planned for team fighting. The question is who’s going to be out there, and how willing they’ll be to go against Booker for a chance at better coins. 
 
    I have no illusions they’d follow me for anything else, even the idea of getting out. Not sure anyone here still believes it’s possible.  
 
    The guard rattles my gate and I heave a sigh of relief. Finally. I’ve spent enough time with my thoughts and fears in here. My fists itch to work them out in battle.  
 
    I waste no time once I’m on the sands. The guards are still setting up walls that cover the bulk of the fighting space—a labyrinth, Booker calls it. Fighters pour onto the sands, and the crowd hums with anticipation as he calls out some of the better-known figures. 
 
    “...and entering into this maze of death, we have Dahran’s finest and most ruthless—the Braided Cleaver, with his never-dull knife, the Six Rava Geist bearing the spirits of the dead, and the Fletcher with his indomitable aim!” 
 
    The crowd roars at each name, and I take note of the fighters as they raise arms to roars and tips. If I want to make an impression here, these are the opponents to beat.  
 
    “Arrayed against them is the North Coast Pirate, with his treacherous blade, and the Witch of Serei!” I start as he calls out my name, shocked that I made the list, and then pleased because it will mean more tips. “Will Dahran’s newest champion show pity on the weak today, or unleash her fury against the strongest?” 
 
    The crowd roars at his words, and I slow in my search for allies on the outskirts of the labyrinth to raise hands above my head and make a few showy kicks at the empty air. I know the fight is what matters, but I’m not fool enough to ignore the crowd. The more people adore me, the more tips I make, the more fighters will warm to my side, and the harder it is for Booker to get rid of me.  
 
    I hope, at least.  
 
    I spot a familiar set of wide shoulders ahead. “Teiwo!” I call. “Well met, brother. Will you stand with me again today?” 
 
    He presses palms in response, something a touch more proud about his bearing today, with two hundred-some coins around his neck. “I will,” he says. “And I found our shield-bearer as well.” 
 
    Anan glances up from where he’s got hands on an oblivious fighter’s weapons belt. He palms a wicked-looking dagger and dances away.  
 
    “Ready for my beating,” he smirks. His face is still a mass of bruises, but the coins have done their work overnight, and thankfully his beating yesterday was not as severe as the one the Bull gave him.  
 
    “Good,” I say, watching him tuck the dagger into his belt. “But maybe there’s something better you can do. Come on.” 
 
    We jog the perimeter of the arena, searching for more friendly faces. I pick up Hegdan, the Daraanese fighter who complimented me last night, as well as Uweio and Safeila, this last giving me a fierce grin.  
 
    “Those are my boys up there,” she says, pointing to two small figures in the stands above. “I’m done making them watch their mom play dead. Let’s give ‘em a show.” 
 
    “Circle up!” I hold up a hand outside one of the entrances to the labyrinth. Six fighters, including myself. Not as many as I’d like, but a river’s width better than three, and six should give us a distinct advantage in the fight.  
 
    Not that it’s our only advantage. Not by a long shot.  
 
    “Thank you,” I say once they’ve slowed. “I know this is a risk, and I know you’re sticking your necks out to do it. So I want to make damn sure it’s worth it. You all saw how Teiwo and Anan and I fought yesterday. Same basic strategy here—back-to-back, focus on defense, I make the attacks and you watch my back. And we’re adding two things. Anan.” 
 
    He perks up.  
 
    “You’re slop at fighting and shield-bearing. We all know that.” He laughs, and a few of the others join in. “Your job today’s going to be different. We go up against someone with belts or necklaces or any kind of open coins, I want you to sneak out and steal them.” 
 
    “Steal them?” Hegdan coughs. “But—” 
 
    “I know. That’s where you come in.” He’s the strongest of us, even with Teiwo’s vitality. “You take them and throw them as far as you can. Doesn’t matter where—they won’t do anyone else any good, we just need to prove we’re not taking them. That’ll give me time to defeat whoever we took them off, who will be hurting with the sudden loss of vitality.” 
 
    “Then the coins will be ours anyway,” Anan grins. 
 
    Understanding passes around our circle and others echo his smile. Some of the fighters nearby watch us—if I had more time, I could probably convince them to join too. But I can hear Booker wrapping up, and there’ll be no time for strategy once we’re in the maze.  
 
    “Other thing,” I say, reaching for my necklaces of coins. “What we’re doing today is going to make people angry. They’re going to feel like we’re cheating. If any of you fall, or concede, they’re probably going to want to take it out on you. Better if you concede, so they can’t take your coins. But if they still come after you, these,” I start tossing an elevenmark to each fighter, “are your pity coins. Consider it part of your pay. Someone starts beating you, give it to them. We’ll have another fight tomorrow, and the day after that, and I want you in good shape for it. Sound good?” 
 
    They nod, a couple staring in wonder at their coin, and I’m just starting to feel excited about this when I hear Booker’s last line—  
 
    “And to top it all off, a rare appearance, the Bull of Dahran! I guess we know who’s coming out on top of this fight!” 
 
    He steps out to a ground-shaking roar, and my stomach drops. I haven’t seen him in a fight since that first day—doesn’t seem like he takes fights too often. Booker probably wrote him in to check me. Our tactics should do wonders against regular fighters, even north barracks ones with a fair amount of vitality. But the Bull? Our only option will be to concede and pay our way out of a beating.  
 
    Not that I say that. That’s not what they need to hear right now, and maybe we’ll get lucky and it won’t end up mattering. The main thing is to make as many coins as we can before we face him.  
 
    The gong sounds and I run in, thick wooden walls a full pace taller than I am, painted black. I lead us past the fighters hanging just inside with only a few coins—these are potential allies, not targets—and find a Daraanese man with three hundred rava or so strung around his neck.  
 
    “You!” I call. “Lay down your coins and join us, or I’ll beat them out of you!” 
 
    He turns, snarling. I don’t see much teamwork spirit in his eyes, so I slam the butt of my staff into his stomach, and follow with Spring Erodes the Stone and an Ice Fingers Rising that knocks him against the wall before he slumps into the sand. It takes maybe two heartbeats. I’ve been practicing with my new coins, but I’m still in awe of the speed and strength they give me.  
 
    The defeat gong sounds and we run further in. A squat north-coaster with my eyes and a pair of pointed swords tries to ambush me around a sudden turn, but he doesn’t expect my allies. He takes us a little longer, until Anan pops up behind him, grinning and carrying the man’s money belts. I step inside his suddenly-slow attack and hurl him to the sands in Wave Strikes Stone, reading only shock and confusion in his thoughts.  
 
    I turn to find Teiwo and Hegdan fending off a trio of weaker fighters trying to take advantage of us from behind, then more run at us from ahead, and for a time battle chaos reigns—a bloody tumble of strikes and counter-strikes, men shouting and screaming and falling with fear or battle lust in their eyes. Teiwo takes a hard hit to the forearm, Anan uses stolen coins to lash someone in the face, and Hegdan shows his true colors in defeating a man he fought alongside yesterday before I can intervene.  
 
    We get moving, more enemies showing up and a few allies joining us. I spot the Bull at an intersection ahead, laying into a pair of stout men like a shark amid guppies. I steer us back the way we came, though I know it’s only a matter of time. Somewhere in the fights that follow, I remember Seven Cairns and start trying to use the perspective Isang’s taught me, combining his insight into momentum and balance with the forms I’ve drilled since I was a child.  
 
    It’s wickedly effective, but the chaos of a melee plus the lure of my coins means I can rarely single out fighters, and our formation is constantly stretching to keep opportunists off my back. In a lull I have Hegdan boost me to the top of the wall, though I’m sure I’m not supposed to, to scout our path. The Bull dominates the central courtyard, a ring of fallen opponents in the sands around him as he raises arms to egg on the crowd. Many of the other fighters are down, though clumps of north barracks fighters still swirl through the corridors like dust devils, landing showy punches on each other and making quick work of any stragglers they find. 
 
    Safeila saves me from a brute of a man who charges me as I climb down and the others fight off a trio of challengers. The Daraanese woman stands over his prone form, panting, and I take stock of our group: we’ve lost Teiwo, gained a pair of tattooed boxers, and most of my fighters are wounded in one way or another. A body sails over our corridor to thud into a wall beyond. The crowd roars.  
 
    “It’s coming down to it now,” Booker’s voice booms out. “Will the Witch and her ragtag followers pull down the Bull, or will Dahran’s ultimate champion rule supreme another day?” 
 
    “Neither,” I mutter, turning us toward a knot of north barracks fighters. We’re not winning today, but that doesn’t mean we have to lose.  
 
    “Anan,” I call, as we trot around a corner to find two north barracks fighters pounding each other in a haze of vitality. One of them is the Six Rava Geist, I think. “Steal the left one’s coins if you can. Let the Geist beat him and we’ll strike while they’re both trying to figure out what happened.” 
 
    Anan moves like a shadow, full of a purpose and skill I’ve never seen from him, and for a second I see the Scourge of Dahran in him—a subtle and gifted thief, instead of the beaten, cloveleaf-smoking misfit I’ve known him as. He slits two bands around the neck and another slung across the fighter’s hips without either noticing, then dances back, tossing them to Hegdan. It’s a practiced move by now, and Hegdan hurls them fully up and over the towering wall, to shouts of surprise from the crowd.  
 
    The next blow from the Geist breaks both the man’s arms, but instead of finishing him, the Geist rounds on us, fury in his eyes. And when I say rounds, well, at that speed it’s like calling the way a hummingbird flies drifting.  
 
    I meet him as best I can, deflecting a strike on my ironwood staff that sends a jolt up my arms and into my spine. I press the attack, combining Droplet Meets Waves with my estimate of his balance—third cairn, I think Isang would say—and almost have him down when a backhand from his nondominant arm flickers out and catches me across the face.  
 
    He’s on me before I even hit the sands, sword pulled back and chaat-dark teeth bared in a grin. I roll left, but the man has more than triple my vitality. I can’t move fast enough to avoid the blow that’s coming.  
 
    Then I hear a shout. “Hey beggar-face! Ever seen one of these?” 
 
    It’s Anan. I don’t know what he’s doing and I don’t care—it slows the Geist enough to get a foot up and smash him in the groin. Another move forbidden in the temple, but I’ve learned there are advantages to being the only girl in a fight. I glance to see Anan making a rude gesture with his pants around his ankles and almost lose concentration myself.  
 
    Almost. Two rounds of Ice Fingers Rising and a white-knuckled Diver’s Bind is enough to get through the Geist’s vitality, and he goes down. The crowd erupts in laughter at Anan’s move, and I can’t help chuckling myself.  
 
    “Thank you,” I say, getting up and seeking my center of breath again. I nod to the tips showering down. “The crowd likes you like that.” 
 
    “Who doesn’t?” he smirks.  
 
    “Regiana,” Safeila barks, and I turn to see the Bull glaring at us from where this corridor opens onto the courtyard.  
 
    Floods. Not yet.  
 
    “Come on!” I call, running the opposite direction, steering us toward where I remember seeing a knot of fighters. We find a three-way battle of north barracks men who are taking their time with the beating, trading massive blows but more putting on a show than seeking a win. 
 
    I recognize one as the Braided Cleaver. Attacking them is a gamble, but I’m betting the Bull won’t touch us as long as we’re in this fight. Won’t want people saying he needed help to defeat the Witch.  
 
    I circle us to the far side of the trio and send Anan in. He gets one fighter stripped and I rush in, but instead of turning on each other, the remaining two turn on me. I manage a glancing blow to the coinless one, but the others are after me, and I have to retreat to the formation. Anan hovers on the edges, looking for an opening, but the fighters are wise to what he’s trying. I knew we couldn’t keep our tactics secret forever.  
 
    We’re hard-pressed. I retreat back into the stillness of Basic Tide, letting a lifetime of training guide my instincts and hands. I see an opening and dart in, kicking the leg out from the Braided Cleaver, then spinning and shoving him into the other one.  
 
    Anan darts forward and I turn to find the coinless fighter, limping without his vitality. I want to offer him an alliance, but with the vital fighters’ speed, there’s no time. Instead, I break his nose then roundhouse him to the temple—not as clean a knockout as Ice Fingers or Diver’s Bind, but it does the trick.  
 
    I spin to find the Cleaver and the other fighter, who I recognize as the Fletcher now, cutting me off from my friends. Floods. I ice the fear and seek my focus, looking for the form that will end this. The clever combination of my speed and training that will take them down.  
 
    There’s nothing, no solution that fits. They attack and I give ground and they get me up against the wall, working together.  
 
    Nothing like having your own tactics used against you.  
 
    Another clash, a blade that slams into the wood inches from my ear, and something in the Cleaver’s balance reminds of the fourth cairn. Tentatively, still locked deep in my breath and dodging lightning-fast blows, I try on the perception Isang has taught me.  
 
    And what was two men become two moving pillars of stone, all fulcrums and levers and points of collapse. I see the opening I failed to before, slide left to adjust the Cleaver before darting back right to throw the Fletcher into him.  
 
    It would have worked, if it wasn’t for the difference in vitality. They crash into each other, but before I can even strike at the top fighter, or Anan grab coins, they’ve rolled apart, my advantage evaporating.  
 
    As it does, I feel my strength going too. Under the fading rush of battle I am weary, the plethora of wounds I’ve taken today no longer balanced by added vitality, my six hundred-some coins no match for their thousands. They press in, leaving my allies behind, and in the flurry of blows I realize even my option to concede is gone: they are too fast to get a hand up, and in our brief flashes of skin contact I read only anger at what I’ve done to their friends, their system, and a determination to end this on their terms.   
 
    With me bleeding or dead, in other words. 
 
    I go from two feet to one to a knee, staff broken and shoulder screaming from a dislocation. I’m still desperately searching for the move that will end it, or the fulcrum I can use to topple them, when the Cleaver tilts sideways, then slams to the sands. A tall figure locks his arms into an unfamiliar bind.  
 
    Isang. I break into a smile, even as I roll left and put everything I have into an attack on the Fletcher. Isang came. He’s breaking his allegiance to Booker to help me.  
 
    I land a blow, take another to the knee. It doesn’t matter who wins the fight now. Today is a victory.  
 
    But I get the Fletcher down, with some help from Teiwo and Hegdan, who are finally able to get close. Isang finishes the Braided Cleaver on his own.  
 
    He stands, grinning as the crowd roars. 
 
    “Decided there is more you can do than write circulars?” I ask, catching my breath and feeling at my shoulder for broken bones.  
 
    “Saw a teaching moment,” he says, nodding to the others who come to circle us. “Your instincts were right on the third cairn, but with that much vitality you have to assume a different kind of momentum.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, that’s our vitality now. I’m cutting you in.” I scan the arena as I say it, glow fading as I hear Booker boom something about it being down to the Witch and the Bull now. 
 
    “Time to concede,” I say to my friends. “This was a good fight, and we made a lot of money, but we’re not taking the Bull today, and I’m not risking any of you taking wounds you can’t recover from. Tomorrow’s another fight.” 
 
    “Lick that,” Anan says. “There’s just one of him, and seven of us now, with Isang.” 
 
    Others nod at this. Hegdan rolls thick shoulders. “I know the Bull. He’s not leaving here without beating at least one of us near to death, unless we all pay pity coins. The crowd expects it.” 
 
    “Then we pay him,” I say, finding my breath then resetting my shoulder. Pain sheets over me, but I ride the worst of it in Basic Tide. 
 
    “Sides,” Anan says. “We beat him, that’s literally walk price for at least half of us, maybe more.” 
 
    Safeila’s eyes shine at this, and I waver. This isn’t the best decision, but I also don’t have the right to make it for them. I at least know it’s not my ego talking this time, or my principles. The worst we can do is concede and pay our coins.  
 
    And the best? The best is taking the Bull down and getting Safeila back to her boys.  
 
    “Okay,” I say. “You’re insane, all of you, but okay. Isang, you’re in for this too?” 
 
    Guards approach from the direction of the exit, glowing with vitality. Herding us toward the courtyard.  
 
    “I am,” he says, an unfamiliar light in his eyes. A hunger. Or even—hope? “Someone needs to do it.” 
 
    “Okay,” I say, a plan forming whole in my mind. “Listen up.” 
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    The Bull waits for us at the center of the sands, coin-laden arms raised to the crowd, fallen fighters littering the ground at his feet. The arena responds in a roar, shouting Bull! Bull! Bull!   
 
    To my surprise, the opposite cry is just as loud. Witch! Witch! Witch! 
 
    I roll my hurt shoulder, pleased to find it isn’t total agony, and push myself deeper into the tide of my breath. If we’re going to actually win this, I’ve got no space for pleasure, or anger, or fear. 
 
    The arena is a roaring ocean of sound. Guards appear at all the exits to the courtyard, weapons in hand. Downed fighters, supposed to play dead until the match is over, prop up on elbows and turn heads our direction, determined to see how this goes.  
 
    I walk shoulder to shoulder with my allies, our talking done, leading them in Basic Tide.  
 
    “In, out,” I say. “Feel the fear melt with your exhale. Deep, slow. Wash it off your body, into the sands.” 
 
    The Bull beats his chest, trying to whip up the crowd, and Booker booms out something about how the man has never been beaten. Ironically, it only makes the Witch cries louder.   
 
    “Calm, focus,” I go on, speaking from the depths of concentration. “Your body is light and ready, your attention a razor’s edge.”  
 
    The Bull turns toward us, grinning, pulling two curved Daraanese blades from a fallen fighter.  
 
    “Here, now. This is the only moment that matters. Use it.” 
 
    Another breath and he’s in striking range. “Now,” I bark, and our formation explodes outwards.  
 
    The Bull slows, obviously expecting us to stay tight and combine forces against him, but I give him no chance to reconsider. I rush in with a strike at his sternum—where Seven Cairns tells me I’ll have the best chance of toppling him—putting my whole body into it.  
 
    It’s like striking a granite cliff.  
 
    He barks a laugh, then a spear thrusts through his throat.  
 
    The laugh gurgles. He spins to swing instead at Safeila, who holds the spear, ripping it from her grasp. I have no illusions it will kill him—the kind of vitality rolling off him means any wound heals almost instantly—but I have not forgotten my fifth-year sparring lessons: it doesn’t matter how strong you are, enough numbers will eventually pull you down.  
 
    I have to trust in that.  
 
    I strike at his back, spinning to use the sharp end of the spear, aiming for the spine itself. He twists and it misses, but for every thrust and sting he tries to answer, three more come from another direction. Anan darts in, slicing off coin belts and throwing them whenever he sees an opening, and for a second I think we have a chance.  
 
    Then the Bull sends Isang flying, despite two swords impaling his torso, and stomps a lightning-fast foot down on Hegdan’s boot, who screams and stumbles back. Anan gets another two bands of coins off him, but the stack seems endless, and with five of us now the Bull answers our attacks better, faster, like all the mortal wounds we’ve sunk in him mean nothing. I don’t even see scars when the weapons pull out.  
 
    “Concede!” I call, as I slice at his ankle tendon, hoping that at least will take longer to heal. He kicks my spear away and my allies fall back, dropping and holding up arms in defeat, pity coins ready. Well, we tried. I’m not going to let ego push me past my principles this time.  
 
    I’m about to lay down myself when Anan runs in, slender dagger flashing.  
 
    “Anan, concede!” I yell. The Bull seizes him by the neck in one meaty fist.  
 
    “Beggar that,” the Bull rumbles.  
 
    Floods. Floods floods floods. The Bull will kill him—I’m sure of that—but what can I do? If seven of us couldn’t take him down, there’s no way I’m doing it alone.  
 
    Indecision freezes me. Anan kicks, face purpling, choking sounds audible over the crowd’s bloodthirsty chants. I have to do something. But what?  
 
    An idea comes to me. An awful one. 
 
    I turn and run.  
 
    The competing chants of Bull! and Witch! change to a universal roar of outrage, that I would abandon the friend I’ve saved twice already. 
 
    I stop and turn and send a prayer to Uje that this works. “Just don’t be an idiot, Anan,” I mutter as I raise the spear blade to my face. “For once in your flooding life, don’t be an idiot.” 
 
    The outrage quiets some, all eyes on me, probably wondering if I’m about to commit some ritualistic suicide.  
 
    Instead, I ice the revulsion in my gut and lick the blade. The Bull’s blood is coppery on my tongue. A moment later a new knot forms in my chest next to Gaxna, one I never wanted to carry: Narh Kolhandash, the Bull of Dahran.  
 
    I drop the spear and raise my hands for dramatic effect—even the Bull is watching me now, and this is as much for him as the crowd—then do what I was never trained to do, but pulled off against Nerimes anyway.  
 
    I push blood.  
 
    Specifically, I imagine opening my fists, push it through blood like I have so often pushed my thoughts through a water connection, focusing all my attention on that one action, my own fists splaying wide as I do.  
 
    The Bull freezes, and his fist opens, and Anan drops to the sand. 
 
    There is a stunned silence, and then—thank Uje and Jeia—Anan raises an arm to concede.  
 
    The Bull roars and turns to me, but there’s an expression I’ve never seen on his face before: fear. Fear that I really am a witch.  
 
    The crowd, meanwhile, has neither fear nor doubt. All efforts at the Bull chant drop off in a stone-shaking, thunderous chorus of Witch! Witch! Witch! 
 
    The Bull looks around, furious and confused and afraid in equal measure—I know this now because I can feel him inside—then turns and pushes past the guards.  
 
    Thankfully. It would sort’ve ruined the effect if I had to concede after just proving my witch status. Instead, I raise my arms to a crowd roaring and on their feet, and strike my most witchlike pose, which is actually just the third form in Current Meets Air, but makes for a good show.  
 
    Coins still raining down, I run to check on Anan and Isang and Hegdan, as Booker comes to life and the guards move to clear the field and the crowd’s chant of Witch! Witch! Witch! thunders on.  
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    The atmosphere in the infirmary is jarringly celebratory. Anan wheezes under a bracer of coins, Hegdan’s foot is a mess of bandages and vitality, but everyone in my circle of allies is grinning, replaying our fights and near-defeats and ogling our new pile of coins. 
 
    “Six thousand, eight hundred thirty-one ravas,” Safeila breathes, though what we have here is only half that, the rest gone straight into Hiana’s pockets. “Coffers. Anan, you ever even stolen this much?” 
 
    He snorts, which comes through his swelling throat more like a bleat. “Hundred times,” he croaks.  
 
    “Still,” Teiwo says, face beaming. “This is a fortune, for us. And if we had gotten the Bull…” 
 
    “I told you all it was a stupid idea,” I say, adjusting my arm in its sling. I am eager to steer this conversation away from how that fight ended.  
 
    No such luck. “What’d you actually do?” Hegdan asks, leaning in. “Are you… really a witch?” 
 
    Peneiwa glances over at us, from where she is resetting a broken limb and admonishing one of her apprentices. The infirmary is packed after the melee—not the place I want to talk about this.  
 
    But I have to say something. So I say, “Yes.” 
 
    I hate lying, but they already think my name is Regiana, and there’s no changing what the crowd saw. Or explaining it away as luck or some kind of trick. It’s not even technically a lie—the theracants wanted me as an apprentice, at least, and I do have the rudiments of their magic. I’ve just never been trained. 
 
    This was apparently not the answer they were expecting. Hegdan’s head crows back, Anan’s eyebrows raise, and Safeila scoots back a step. Isang is nonplussed, but he already knows my story.  
 
    “So you… can heal us, then?” Safeila asks. “With your blood wizardry?” 
 
    “No,” I say, searching for some believable way to end this conversation fast. “I… never got far in the training. Just enough for simple tricks, like what I used on the Bull.” 
 
    “Didn’t look like a simple trick to me,” Hegdan says. “Looks like you saved the Scourge’s life with it.” 
 
    “Anan,” I say. “His name is Anan. And yeah, but I think we just got lucky.” 
 
    Peneiwa casts an eye at us from the other side of the crowded hall, and I again wonder if the woman is more than she claims.  
 
    One way to find out. Plus, if she is, there’s something I’m dying to ask.  
 
    “Be back with you in a bit,” I say. “Isang, get everyone their share of the coins.” 
 
    They goggle at me again, like I’ve just said take my life blood and mop the floor with it, but I ignore them, crossing to the healer’s workstation.  
 
    “Regiana,” she says, not looking up from her work. “Or is it The Witch of Serei?” 
 
    “Neither. But one healer to another, it looks like some of that equipment needs restocking. Somewhere private?” 
 
    Her hands pause, then she snaps off orders to an apprentice and nods me toward the door. It’s a sign of how committed I am to getting my friends out that I don’t even consider knocking the woman out and running till we’re well into the arched brick corridor that circles the arena. 
 
    That, or how used I’ve gotten to my cage. 
 
    “That was a stupid thing you did out there,” Peneiwa says, leading me down a narrow side hall. “Stupid and brash.” 
 
    “He was going to die.” 
 
    “And publicly showing your power, will that end in less or more people dying?” 
 
    “There’s no way to know that. But don’t theracants take some kind of vow to save as many lives as you can, regardless of politics?” 
 
    “Vows,” the old woman scoffs. “I broke all my vows long ago.” 
 
    That’s not a denial. “So you did study with the guild?” 
 
    We get to a door of oiled wood, bound in iron and secured with a heavy lock. She pulls a key from between her breasts and works it into the lock. 
 
    “I already told you girl, I’m no more witch than you are. You’re what, a fourth or fifth year, to work that kind of bloodpush?” 
 
    Never been trained, I want to say, but just because she knows some of the truth doesn’t mean I need to tell her all of it. If she’s asking this, she obviously hasn’t made the connection between me and news of an orphaned female seer from Serei.  
 
    That, or she’s figured it all out and is testing me. I wish I could read this kind of word-battle the way I can read opponents on the sands. Not knowing feels like attacking blind. 
 
    “Fourth,” I say. “Or I was, before I ran.” 
 
    Peneiwa grunts, noncommittal, and starts handing me neat stacks of bandages tied in twine. I find a basket and pile them in with my good arm. “And you?” I ask. “You ran too?” 
 
    “I didn’t run,” she says, switching to pungent bundles of roots and herbs. “I fell in love. You can imagine the rest, I’m sure. Now what did you need?” 
 
    I need to be sure you’re not spying on me for Miyara is what I want to say. But saying it will do nothing, and her answers would be no reassurance, anyway. “Just a question on bloodsight.” 
 
    She grunts again. “And?” 
 
    “Is there any way a connection can be severed, or blocked? Short of dying?” 
 
    Her hands slow. “Did you lose someone?” 
 
    “No! I just—can’t read her, right now.” 
 
    I hate the way my voice breaks when I say it. Hate the gaze she turns on me, tender and sorrowful. “There is no way,” she says, “except one. You know this.” 
 
    “But—Miyara,” I find myself saying. “Ieolat. The others. They—they have powers they shouldn’t. Couldn’t they—” 
 
    Leathery arms wrap me and press me into a bony chest. “The mind will seek all sorts of reasons to doubt its worst wounds, child. But the sooner you set a break, the stronger it will heal.” 
 
    Her words are axes against a dam of ice, an impossibly high and fragile dam I’ve built since I last saw Gaxna, holding back a flood of fear stronger than the deluge. That Gaxna will die, and it will be my fault. 
 
    As Regiana did. As Urte did. As my father did. 
 
    “No.” I shake my head against her chest, feeling that dam start to give. I don’t know if I will survive if it does. “No, there has to be some other explanation.” 
 
    “There is more to our magic than the guild knows,” Peniewa says, still stroking my hair. “But I don’t know that it can go that far.” 
 
    “Touching,” rumbles a voice from behind me. I whirl, clinging to the words like a loose log in a shipwreck. Anything but this.  
 
    The Bull stands in the hall, arms crossed. I tense, but for all our fight a hand ago, he doesn’t look like he came here to kill me. No. Knowing him, it would need to be public.  
 
    He jerks his head at me. “Got a challenger.” 
 
    “A challenger?” I say stupidly, head thick with grief and panic. “But—I already fought.” 
 
    “Free men can challenge any time,” he says, and a hundred questions open in my mind. Welcome questions. I have no idea if I can fight right now, but I’m happy to be thinking about anything other than this blankness in my chest, and what it means.  
 
    I push off Peneiwa, focusing on the giant man. “Who is it?” As if I’m likely to know them. 
 
    “Seems like a friend of yours.” The Bull grins, revealing thick teeth. “Should be an interesting fight.” 
 
    I go to leave and Peneiwa sighs behind me. “A minute, girl.” 
 
    I turn and she grabs me. In the wounded shoulder. I yelp, despite myself, trying to pull away. She grips harder and my breath leaves me, the pain flaring into something fiery hot then ice cold, shooting from her too-strong fingers into my shoulder. It’s only a second, but when she pulls away, the pain vanishes—all of it. My shoulder feels almost normal.  
 
    I stare—this is no healing I’ve ever gotten, though I’ve never had a theracant do more than put creams on me. The old woman just nods towards the Bull. “Better go, then.” 
 
    The Bull shifts his glare to her. “You, woman. We’ll talk later.” 
 
    I expect something sharp from the healer, but instead Peneiwa just gives a small nod. What could they have to talk about?  
 
    I head back, mind abuzz with what Peneiwa did and who could be challenging me and, deeper in, what she said about Gaxna. The sooner you set a break, the stronger it will heal. I can’t freeze the thought, so I freeze all the fear and pain that comes up around it, stack them against that creaking dam inside. I will be worthless if it breaks. And I have a fight to win. I focus on that. Someone is here to capitalize on my injury and all the coins I just won. One thousand seven hundred-some of them today, plus the six hundred I already had.  
 
    I can’t lose that many. Not after how hard we fought. Booker would likely try to take the rest of them from my allies too, saying those are still my coins. It feels easier to fight for them right now, for Safeila and Teiwo and Anan, than for myself. So I struggle my way into Basic Tide, freezing every emotion that tries to get in the way. Find my focus and stretch my miraculously healed shoulder. I can do this.  
 
    Booker’s voice echoes up the stone passage towards me as we approach, booming something about the ancient war in Serei, about the witch meeting her match. The Bull nods me into an open cell and I stride through in my ripped and bloodstained blacks. I finally see my challenger on the other side: a man with a shaven head, in flowing robes at once starkly out of place, and achingly familiar.  
 
    He nods at me calmly, eyes peaceful in the grip of the same concentration I hold, hands on a gleaming ironwood staff.  
 
    An overseer of Serei. 
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    I freeze up for a minute, mind spinning with the implications. If he is here, then Nerimes knows I’m here too. Either sent this man, or was sent word of me before the overseer decided to challenge me.  
 
    Either way, there’s only one thing he can be after here: my death.  
 
    The crowd roars when I step out, and their support lends me a little strength. I bow to them, coins already glittering down. The irony’s not lost on me that they chant Witch, and that is how the overseer sees me, despite my history. That the accusation used to justify my death in Serei is a term of celebration in this city.  
 
    I make a show of pulling off my sling and testing out my shoulder, as if it’s been miraculously healed. And it has been, by a real witch. At least one realer than I am. They cheer louder, and I take a deep breath and set my feet. This is not the first overseer I’ve fought. And though he is older and stronger and trained in a regime more brutal than any I’ve been through, he is out of his element here. A fish on sand, trained to read thoughts through water we don’t have. Used to fighting with weapons that prevent any touch from happening, rather than maximizing it.  
 
    I am none of those things, and I have defeated his kind before, difficult though it was. Also, though the bulk of my coins lie back in the infirmary, I have six hundred seventy ravas of vitality he does not. 
 
    Still, I don’t see this man as my enemy, and I don’t want to hurt a fellow faithful. My heart aches at the thought of attacking a familiar face here, in the heart of a foreign prison.  
 
    “Oleim,” I call over the crowd, pulling his name from my memory. Though overseers work mainly in the city, Oleim helped adjudicate year-end sparring matches. A stern man with a laconic sense of humor. “It is good to see a friendly face here.” 
 
    “And good to see yours, Aletheia Vjolla. Though I am not here on pleasant business.” 
 
    He hasn’t moved from the opening stance of the Floodwaters sequence, staff still moored in the sand, which I take as a good sign.  
 
    “I have heard word of the business in Serei since I left. Are you still loyal to the usurper?” 
 
    “He is our rightful Chosen.” 
 
    “Did you read the proofs I showed in the water at his wedding?” 
 
    “I was out of the temple,” Oleim says, a cloud passing over his face. “Battling bloodborn citizens your witch allies sent against us.” 
 
    Slops. “They were meant only to detain you, to give me enough time to make my case.” 
 
    “Be that as it may,” he says, lifting his weapon into the second stance of Floodwaters, Slow Churns the Tide, “I am faithful to Uje and loyal to our order. And they have sent me to return you to the waters.” 
 
    Ice crawls up my spine, though it is no surprise he wants me dead.  
 
    “I do not wish to fight you, brother,” I say, raising my voice as the crowd gets louder. “Will you not listen, at least, to the truths I uncovered about my father’s death?” 
 
    “I will not,” he says, warmth retreating from his gaze. “You are a known and branded heretic, and I would not take your poison into my waters.” 
 
    “It’s not poison,” I start, but he sprints at me, dropping his defensive pose for Thunder Shakes the Rooftop.  
 
    I barely have time to meet it in my own Floodwaters—the man is fast—relying on my vitality to absorb his stronger blows. It does, though my wounded shoulder flares. Not all the way healed, apparently. My staff doesn’t fare as well, splintering under the force of his blow.  
 
    Cheap Daraanese wood. Oleim has a true staff, made from the supple but rock-hard branches of the ironwood tree, whereas the arena just supplied me with whatever showpiece they had lying around.  
 
    Well, we trained for this possibility too. I block his lightning-fast strike again in the same stance, on the same part of the staff, and feel it splinter further. He tries Avalanch Meeting Stone and I respond with Current’s Kiss, some part of me taking a deep pleasure in countering form with form, as I was trained to do. It’s like talking to someone fluent in my native tongue after weeks struggling to parse Pearler or the Daraanese brogue. This is my fighting style and my heritage, even if it has come seeking to kill me.  
 
    Even the fact that he is faster and stronger than me, despite my vitality, gives rise to pride inside. We do not train weak fighters in the temple. 
 
    A third blow shatters my staff, and I am left with two jagged-ended sticks. I take the rest of his blow on my good shoulder to jam one of these into his dominant wrist. He spins with the blow, quilted robes taking much of the damage, but blood begins to flow.  
 
    That is blood I can use, if I get a chance. But maybe there is an easier way.  
 
    “I would watch that wrist, brother,” I say as we circle in mirrored Prawn’s Crawl. “You know what witches can do with blood.” 
 
    The icy calm in his eyes wavers a touch, then returns. “Uje will see justice done.” 
 
    “Do you think Uje approves of Nerimes allying with Miyara of the Theracant’s Guild? Surely that is common knowledge, following the wedding.” 
 
    “It is not an alliance,” he says, feinting and retreating, testing me. “They are vassals, subservient to the temple now, as is proper.” 
 
    So that’s how they’re spinning it. I can’t see that particular lie lasting long. “And where then is my heresy in having both magicks?” 
 
    “Your heresy was in trying to overthrow the rightful Chosen,” he says, and surprises me by vaulting off his pole in a flying Drop That Breaks the Dam.  
 
    I duck under, as I was trained to do, and try an Eel’s Kiss he meets with Downward Cuts the Tide, his form stronger and faster than mine. My coins should undo his advantage. Unless— 
 
    “You’re wearing ravas,” I pant, back to stalking in mirrored forms. “Heretic magic. Or has Nerimes allied with the money-worshippers too?” 
 
    “We were warned you might be using this filth,” he says, gesturing at what I assume are coin belts under his robes, “and so granted special dispensation to use them.” 
 
    “Brother, can you not see the changes Nerimes is making to the temple? How he sells our faith to the theracants and Seilam Deul to keep himself in power? Is the true heretic here not obvious?” 
 
    He attacks rather than responds, but I am ready for it this time. I’d assumed my vitality would give me the edge in a battle fought on purely Ujeian terms, but I have to adjust now, as I’ve had to every day since I left the temple.  
 
    Only now, finally, I have tools to do it.  
 
    He strikes in with Kraken’s Lash and I respond not with Streambed, but with two sharp jabs to his left hip, then a rolling kick at his right knee, the fulcrum in what I read as the second cairn.  
 
    He stumbles, and though my Shifting Tides only partially connects, he looks rattled as he battles me off and regains his feet.  
 
    “I do not wish to hurt you, brother,” I repeat. “But I am trusting Uje to lend strength to the hand of the just here.” 
 
    He again attacks, in a blistering series of Wind Carries Wave strikes, and even as I respond in variations on Floodwaters, I begin to manipulate his balance, to counter his blows with an aim to the way they shift his center of gravity, to shift myself as target until a particularly forceful Moon Tide twists him just the way I want, his left hip the fulcrum I need to overcome his speed and strength.  
 
    I step in with a Current’s Kiss and flip him like a doll over my head, then ride the throw to end up on top of him, setting feet and hands in one of the Cairn binds Isang showed me.  
 
    And as I do, I push my mind through the connection of our skin. His blind is wide and thick, as an overseer’s should be, but wavers when he tries to get up and finds himself in an unfamiliar bind. As I did, three days ago, when Isang held me in this very bind and broke my ankle.  
 
    I begin to twist, crowd roaring and chanting my name, announcer shouting, and find the gap in his blind that fear has opened. I read uncertainty through it, despite his words.  
 
    Uje has lent me strength, brother, I think through our connection. And you know in your heart of hearts I am right about the temple. Do not stay frozen when we must be water. Join me, and let us work to restore the true faith.  
 
    More uncertainty, his blind shredding, thoughts and images assaulting me of the changes to the temple—of Deul installing strange instruments in the temple storerooms, of Nerimes interviewing the students for loyalist tendencies, of the citizen purges overseers are being tasked with, of empty streets and abandoned baths.  
 
    I twist harder, push harder into his mind. Do not make me do this, Oleim. Your duty is to Uje, as is mine. To the faith, not the temple. But if you will not join me in this, I will do what I must. 
 
    He gasps, body bucking beneath me, hands clawing at the sands. I wait two seconds, three, but under his churning emotions I read an unwavering dedication to his vows, to the law of the temple rather than the faith.  
 
    That is how overseers are trained. How they get the results they do. It’s just wrong, is all.  
 
    So I twist the rest of the way, ankle shattering beneath my hands, then seize the other foot and do the same.  
 
    Oleim’s cries mix with the bloodthirsty roar of the crowd. I stand, victory gong crashing, but feel no exultation in this, in the way he tries to crawl toward me through the pain. My heart is heavy at the waste, at the world that has made me cripple a brother. Without his ravas—which are mine now, by the law of the arena—his ankles will not heal quickly, and likely never be the same as they were. Ironically, his best chance is in our infirmary, under the care of one of the theracants he bears such enmity towards.  
 
    I hate the divide in my city. The stupidity that has held it back for centuries. And though I’ve become distracted in the last month with things more personal and more global, I feel the old drive to reform this, to change my home for the better. 
 
    Serei. With any luck, it will take weeks for word of this to get back to Nerimes. Weeks in which I can earn the rest of my coins, get free, and meet the usurper on my own terms.  
 
    A commotion in the stands above stirs me from my reverie, the crowd’s attention shifting too. Five figures in flowing robes crowd into Booker’s stand, who’s struck speechless for once. The men shout and hold up their hands, drawing everyone’s attention.  
 
    They have mine. And I gasp right alongside the rest of the arena as they each grab something in the room and run for it.  
 
    The audience shouts in outrage, guards boil up from their posts, and the stone in my heart sinks into my belly, growing heavier. The monks have stolen, on purpose, in plain daylight. There can be only one reason.  
 
    Guards pull them from the podium and bind them, as the Booker recovers himself and begins shouting about justice, and new fighters sure to meet an untimely end in the arena of Dahran. I lock eyes with one of the overseers before they are taken away. His gaze holds the same calm certainty Oleim’s did.  
 
    Their plan comes clear to me like coastline emerging from fog. They are property now, and they knew they would be. Like all the arena’s fighters. And they chose their target well—there’s only one place Booker is likely to send them. Down here. Or rather up there, in the Gaol Tower. Where there are no guards to ensure matches are fought fairly. Where there are no walls to keep them from coming me for me in the night. And where even the best of my new allies doesn’t have the skill or vitality to fight them. 
 
    This is an execution. And what Oleim failed to do on the sands, I have no doubt these men will try again in the tower.
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    I don’t know how long we have, but I go straight from the sands to the infirmary, to find all but the worst fighters sent up to the tower, including my friends.  
 
    “Thought you might need some help up there,” Peneiwa says, turning to me. “Aletheia.” 
 
    I’m too focused to even feel surprised that she’s figured me out. It’s relieving, if anything.  
 
    “Thank you.” I think I can count this woman as an ally. “My coins. Are they still here?” I’m going to need all the help I can get.  
 
    “Your friends left them,” she says, pointing to a pile on an empty bed. “Take this, too,” she says grimly. In her hands is a gleaming scalpel. “You might need it.” 
 
    It makes my chest heavy that she’s right, but I ice that. Time for emotions later. I push out into the hall, demand the guard take me and whoever else is left up the lift. The worst thing would be to get stuck with the overseers on a lift going up. I would not make it to the top.  
 
    Fortunately, they find enough remaining fighters to send up. That gives me five minutes, at least, until the next lift can get up. Hopefully more. Hopefully, the overseers never come up.  
 
    But I’ve learned better than to count on hope.  
 
    I have my plans made and speech rehearsed when we get to the top, then lose it all at the sight of Isang and Anan and Safeila and my other allies from the last fight standing at the top. Waiting for me. Only Hegdan isn’t there, because he’s still in the infirmary, knocked out with a smashed foot.  
 
    “They’re coming for you,” Safeila says, before the guard has even unlocked the gate.  
 
    “We want to help,” Teiwo says. “However we can.” 
 
    “There’s only five of them,” Anan says. “Should be easy.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I say, icing gratitude. I love it, but it’s only another distraction at the moment. “They’re likely wearing coins. Will the guards take those before they come up?” 
 
    “Up to their owner,” Isang answers. “So no, probably not. Booker will make more if they don’t get defeated in their first fight.” 
 
    “Floods,” I curse, then turn to the guard, his chest rippling with vitality. “Will you protect us, if someone up here attempts murder?” 
 
    He snorts. “Murder happens, I lock that door right there.” He points to the heavy door to the stockroom. “Investigate it afterwards, when I got backup.” 
 
    I expected nothing more, but it still takes a minute to ice the anger burning in my arms. It helps that I catch Isang going red in the face too.  
 
    “Can we take them?” Safeila asks, favoring her left leg, where she took a nasty blow from the Bull. 
 
    “Us alone? No,” I say. “Not if they still have their coins. Overseers are the best fighters in Serei, and with vitality… Anyways, I’m not planning on it just being us. Come on.” 
 
    I stride up the stairs, mentally counting down the minutes until the next lift can make it up. Four, maybe?  
 
    I waste no time when we clear the top stairs. “Gladiators!” I call. “Fighters of Dahran! I don’t know how many of you saw, but my city has come for me. I am guilty of nothing save my gender, but they want me dead. Will you stand with me and protect one of your own?” 
 
    Every eye in the cupola turns to me, but I do not hear the roar of yeses I was hoping for. Slopping words.  
 
    “You ain’t one of ours,” Temlang drawls, from where he stands next to a contemplative Booker. He must have passed announcing duties off on someone else, knowing there would be a fight up here. Could he have been in on it? Alerted Nerimes? 
 
    “Let your city take care of you,” Temlang goes on, “and good riddance, I say.” 
 
    I ice the fear that comes up at his words. I cannot win this without more help. But only a few heads nod at his words, which means I have a chance.  
 
    “I might not be of your city,” I say, striding onto the sands, “but we share a bond deeper than that. How many of you can say you deserve to be here? How many of you, like Safeila, were just trying to feed your family? Or were forced into work you never would have chosen, because of a system set against you? I am here because Hiana Caghdan set me up to be arrested, but more so because the monks in Serei saw me as a heresy, for something I was born into. Whether you are Bamani or Daraanese or Sereian, I am sure most of you have stories like mine. We are not united by birthplace, no, but by being victims of injustice. By being stuck at the bottom of systems set against us.” 
 
    A few more heads turn at that. I keep going, channeling my father now, the sorts of speeches he would give to the collected temple at equinox and solstice.  
 
    “Look, I’m not asking you to ally with me in the arena. I’m not even asking you to like me or what I’m doing out there. What I’m asking is if you will lay down and watch the kind of corruption that locked us up, the systems that never cared about us, go on here, inside our tower. The one place we have left. The place we call ours.” 
 
    There are more stirrings at this, fighters working muscles and clenching jaws.  
 
    “There are five Ujeian monks coming to murder me here, in our home, because I was born out of place in their system. Will you sit and watch that happen? Or will you use all the skills you’ve learned, all that anger you have, to fight the kind of people who want to keep us down?”  
 
    Fighters get to their feet, not many but some, maybe ten, and start walking across the sands toward me. They are mostly without coins, but it doesn’t even matter. I just need numbers.  
 
    “Who gets their coins?” someone calls out.  
 
    Of course. Of course, they would think about that.  
 
    “You do,” I say. “If the guards are too craven to enforce the rules up here, then we make our own. No owner’s cut. No tenth to Booker. You take down an overseer, you get his coins. All of them.” 
 
    More stand at this. I hate that this is what it takes to make them care, but I’ll take it. I’m not going to change their whole worldview in an awkward, thirty-second speech.  
 
    “No.” 
 
    Like one body, they freeze in the process of getting up or walking. They all look right. To Booker, who hasn’t gotten up, but holds a hand in the air.  
 
    “Those coins are mine,” he says, eyeing me, “and Regiana-djo’s not under our protection. She refused it. And I won’t have any of you risking injuries or worse to keep her alive. Any man that fights with her is out.” 
 
    Flooding Booker.  
 
    “Then I’ll pay you myself,” I spit, “And you’ll still make more in ten minutes than you would in a year under Booker. Don’t you see it? Don’t you see these?” I seize the coins around my neck. “I’ve made two thousand ravas in five days because I’m not following Booker. Because I knew the second I stepped in here that he was just one more corrupt system aimed at keeping me down. At making money off our misery. So step back if you want to. But I’d rather die up here a free woman than live my life under his chains, or anyone’s. Who’s with me?” 
 
    I’m so angry now I almost want to fight the dogs that back off, glancing at Booker like whipped curs. Instead, I raise a proud fist to the handful of fighters who keep coming. Two Bamani, Two Daraanese, and a woman from the north coasts. 
 
    “Greetings, warriors,” I say. “You’re welcome here. Four hundred ravas for any overseer you fell. And if any of you need healing afterwards, the coins I have left are yours as long as need be.” 
 
    The lift bell rings below, and ally or not, everyone in the room stiffens. They know what’s coming.  
 
    “One more thing,” I call out. “Those of you that lost coins to me in the last few days, it costs you nothing to consent to the transfer. You’re not getting those coins back, but they could be the difference between victory and defeat for us today. If you won’t fight with us, at least don’t fight against us.” 
 
    Silence at that. The men have chosen their sides.  
 
    So be it. There’s no time. “Come on,” I bark to my allies. “Let’s go show them what happens when they try to kick somebody who’s already down.”  
 
    I charge toward the barracks, sending a prayer to Uje we are bringing them justice, and not lambs for the slaughter. 
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    We gather at the top of the lower stairs, a tense knot of ten fighters—half of them wounded from our earlier battle. I fight against the sinking feeling that it’s not enough. That even without their vitality the overseers are just better fighters than my new allies. That all I’m doing is getting my allies hurt in the process of getting myself killed. Like Serei.  
 
    I ignore all that, ice the anxiety, anchor myself in Basic Tide. We have a minute left, maybe. I will not waste it.  
 
    “Listen up,” I say. “I’m going to try to talk them down, but I don’t expect it to work. Our best bet is to hold them on these stairs, where we have the numbers and the high ground. I want everyone but Isang and Anan focused on keeping them from coming up. Let one through at a time, and we’ll deal with them.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t you stay back?” Teiwo asks.  
 
    “Flood that. I’m the best fighter here, and I know their tactics. Plus, there’s a chance I can turn one of them to our side.” A minnow’s chance in a snowstorm, but I don’t tell them that. “I’m going down now, to try talking. If it doesn’t work, be ready.” 
 
    They nod, and I pause on the stairs, before I ice this second wave of gratitude. “Thank you,” I say, turning to them. “This doesn’t have to be your fight, but you’re here anyway. The overseers are not going to show quarter, but they’re only after me, so if you get too hurt to keep fighting, step back. They will let you go. And if this doesn’t work, if I die, don’t consider it a failure. Be proud that you fought for what you believed in. Okay?” 
 
    “Okay,” they say, expressions firming up. I run down the stairs, returning to Basic Tide. I get to the lift before it creaks all the way up, and for a second have the wild hope that this is not the overseers, that Booker’s decided not to send them up, or they’re coming later, or anything really.  
 
    Then a bald head clears the floor, and I lock eyes with Mentas, one of the overseers who held me at the Deepling Pool while Nerimes tried to kill me.  
 
    “Greetings, brothers,” I say as the others clear the lift shaft, naming the ones I know.  
 
    “Aletheia,” Mentas says. “Brother Oleim will have told you why we are here. The judgement of Uje is upon you.” Vitality ripples off them, but their weapons, at least, are gone.  
 
    The guard steps up to unlock it, and I risk a hand on his arm. “Wait a minute, if you can. I know you don’t care that these men are here to kill me, but give me a chance to talk to them first.” 
 
    “Don’t,” Mentas says, eyes icy. “This girl is a heretic and crippled our brother on the sands. There is nothing she can say that will change our minds.” 
 
    “But don’t you see?” I say as the guard pushes me out of the way. “I should not have won that fight! Uje gave me the victory. Oleim had twice my vitality and is a better fighter at baseline. You know that! Don’t make Him hurt all of you in the same way!” 
 
    “He will not,” Mentas says, rolling his shoulders as the key rattles in the lock. “The Chosen himself has sent us. Uje is on our side.” 
 
    I have maybe ten seconds before they are out. “Then battle me single-handed,” I say in desperation. “Let this be a true test of faith by battle, if that is what you believe. Let only one more of us get hurt.” 
 
    Mentas’s cold expression never wavers, though I catch a glint of doubt in one of the younger overseers behind him. Please. Even one ally here would change the fight dramatically.  
 
    “Brothers, offer no quarter,” the monk says coldly. “We have traveled far to bring Uje’s justice. Let it be done.” 
 
    The guard snaps the lock open and I run. It was worth a try, but I’m not so stupid as to stay here and fight five of them alone. I dash across the hallway and up the stairs.  
 
    “They’re coming!” I yell. I feel a moment of remorse at the fighters who part for me. They will be hurt this day, for me.  
 
    No. I turn and face the stairs, Isang at my side, Anan hovering in the shadows to the right. Not for me. For something we believe in.  
 
    It’s just ironic that my brethren on the opposite side are fighting for that, too.  
 
    Shouts sound, and the pack of fighters on the stairs pushes back under the force of the overseers’ attack.  
 
    “Let one through!” I yell. “We’ll handle him!” 
 
    No sooner spoken than Tarlas slips through, Pike Slashing one of the Bamani men in the gut as he passes.  
 
    I am ready for him, meeting Current’s Kiss with Floodwaters Rise, his blows nearly strong enough to break bones. How much vitality is this man wearing?  
 
    “His robe!” Anan calls. “Get it off!” 
 
    I try Surf Breaking him, grabbing his robes as much as his upper arm, but he twists with it, lightning fast, and hurls me to the floor.  
 
    I’m up in time to see Isang land a quick, bizarre series of blows to Tarlas, dodging the overseer’s counter blows with the languid grace I have yet to learn from him.  
 
    Fifth Cairn. I see it as Isang attempts the culmination of his series—just as I see that it won’t be enough, that Tarlas’ vitality-strengthened stance is too solid for that.  
 
    Unless it comes from two directions at once. Desperate shouts coming from the stairs, I put both legs into a Glacial Calve to the fifth fulcrum, and the overseer goes down.  
 
    Isang is on him in a heartbeat, binding him as I deliver a series of Shifting Tides to the man’s skull, not expecting them to work so much as keep him immobile while Isang locks him down.  
 
    It works. It works, but my allies on the stairs keep pressing back, and I see bald heads through their gap. “Aletheia!” Isang calls. “I can break his knees, but I need to do it now!” 
 
    I seize the overseer’s face and push my thoughts into him. Join us. Recant your allegiance to Nerimes and join us, or I will do what I do not want to. 
 
    “I recant nothing,” the man growls, thrashing under us like a bloodied shark. “You are a—” 
 
    “Do it,” I call, releasing the bond just before the man arches in pain after two sickening crunches.  
 
    Shouts and another overseer is through, then two, then three.  
 
    “Retreat!” I yell. “The second stairs!” 
 
    Madness erupts in the narrow hallway, a confusion of fists and shoulders and bodies pushing to get one way or another, to hurt something in the lamplit dark. I duck into the south barracks, hoping to double back through the other door and draw them off, but an overseer follows me. The young one.  
 
    “Brother,” I call, slowing as I back over the stacks of blankets and personal effects. “Do not sully the faith by attacking one of your own. I do not wish you harm.” 
 
    Shouts and thuds from the hallway outside. I can only hope me disappearing has confused the monks.  
 
    “We have our orders,” he says, voice calm, tracking me in Whalefish Lurks.  
 
    “They come from a corrupt leader. Oleim showed me what he is doing in the city. How the Deul are corrupting the temple. I am the alternative to that. The daughter of the last true Chosen.” 
 
    “You are a heretic,” he says, but I hear a hesitation in his voice. Like he is reciting something rather than speaking from his heart. Trying to convince himself. “And you must die, for the good of the faith.” 
 
    He charges, and there is no hesitation in the lightning-fast way he closes the gap. I hurl blankets at him and run—I’m not so stupid as to try to take this man alone, and I can’t bring myself to do so long as there’s some hope for him. Ten fighters against four overseers is not great, and I doubt we are still ten. But eleven on three… 
 
    I burst back into the hall to the find the overseers pursuing my friends up the stairs to the cupola. I run after, not wanting to get sandwiched between the young one and the other three, and slam an Ice Fingers Rising into the back of Mentas’s head.  
 
    It doesn’t work—flooding vitality—but it knocks him off balance long enough to slip through.  
 
    To find only seven of us battling at the top of the stairs, including Isang and Anan. The rest of the fighters in the dome are on their feet, though, having heard the battle so far. “Is this your idea of honor?” I yell at them, no time to consider my words, preparing for the next fight. “To watch comrades die because you are afraid?” 
 
    A violet-eyed overseer breaks through, looking strangely familiar. But like I haven’t seen him since— 
 
    “Koiros! Is that you?” 
 
    He attacks, landing a fist right in my throat. I stumble back, scrambling for my focus. This man is my cousin. One of those Nerimes disappeared in the months after my father’s death. I don’t even— 
 
    A vitality-sped foot comes for my face and I retreat into the marrow-deep reactions of my training, matching him stance for stance, strike for counter-strike, his speed and strength against my wits and foreign tactics. It doesn’t matter who he is, or was. Right now he’s trying to kill me, and I won’t let that happen.  
 
    It takes everything I have to give as much as I take, and Koiros pushes me slowly away from the stairs and onto the sands. Behind me my allies do a better job of keeping the three overseers down, though their line bulges backward, high ground advantage eroding under the monks’ barrage.  
 
    I catch Koiros’s robe in a modified Current Meets Air and pull him off-balance enough to try a Glacial Calve to the neck. There is no room for hesitation here, no doubt in my mind that if he gets the space, he will end me. So fellow Ujeian or not, cousin or not, I will end him too if I can.  
 
    He is too fast, even off-balance, and it takes him in the cheek instead, but the man recovers slower than I expected, throwing off the rhythm we’d fallen into.  
 
    Then I see Anan behind him, shouting something and making rude gestures and slinging Koiros’s belts of coins into the onlookers. I would laugh if I had the space for it.  
 
    Instead, I leap on my fallen foe, drive his face into the sand and thrust my fingers into Diver’s Bind. He is all anger and righteous indignation through the bond. I shove my own thoughts in mercilessly.  
 
    Were you so eager to escape exile, I think, watching another ally fall at the stairs, that you agreed to hunt down family? That you would recant your own uncle to gain the usurper’s good graces? 
 
    The overseers are through and still I keep pressing. I need to eliminate at least one of these threats— 
 
    A kick takes me in the head and I fly off of him, tumbling through the air to land in the sands a few feet from Booker, who looks on with a total lack of fear. Not so the men behind him.  
 
    “Cowards,” I spit. I stand, deliberately turning my back to them, and face the overseer coming at me. Mentas, clearly the leader of this party. Maybe if I can take him down, the rest will fall apart. Or have second thoughts.  
 
    I take Sleeting Rain, then at the last moment duck right and fling my handful of sand at him. He curses—vitality does nothing for sand in the eyes—and I take the advantage to snap two kicks at his fulcrum, the second one bringing him down. Shouts tell me my allies are folding without the high ground advantage.  
 
    That’s when I remember the scalpel Peneiwa gave me.  
 
    I could end Mentas this way. I was never trained for it, everything in me rebels against it, but a simple cut to the throat and he would not be a threat. I pull the knife from the thief’s pocket along my inner wrist. It is not murder, I tell myself. Not like what he’s trying to do to me.  
 
    Then he recovers and turns and we fight again, only this time I have a razor-sharp blade in my hands. Attack meets attack, but mine leaves a line of red through his robes and into his thigh. He hisses and strikes again, blindingly quick, and I take some of the punch to leave another line up his inner arm, this one bleeding faster.  
 
    “You know what I am capable of,” I say, resetting my feet as he backs off, almost running into Booker. “That blood will be your undoing. Unless you concede now and call the others off.” 
 
    “You would kill us all,” Mentas spits. “Witch.” 
 
    “I have killed none of you, so far,” I say, finding my breath, finding my even tone. “I broke Oleim’s ankles, Tarlas lost his knees, and Koiros is just unconscious. I would have done none of this if you hadn’t forced my hand. Which you would know if you took the time to read me, to join in watersight as we were intended, rather than attacking.” 
 
    Mentas pulls his sleeve tight around the wound, and I risk a glance behind me. Isang is paired off against the young overseer, and the rest of my allies—just five now—do their best to distract the fifth one.  
 
    “You came six strong,” I say. “Half of you are down now, despite your weapons and vitality. Is this not proof enough? Will you make me disable the rest of you?” 
 
    “I will make you see the error of your ways,” Mentas intones, his cool restored, then flashes in with an Eel’s Kiss. Too late I see it is a feint, and his weak arm lashes out, knocking the scalpel from my grip.  
 
    I respond with a heated series of Tides, and our battle is rejoined on more even grounds, his blood loss balancing my lack of vitality. Or is it that my vitality has grown? In peripheral flashes I see the neutral fighters on their feet, following our fight, some shouting even, and I swear my punches land harder, my feet move faster.  
 
    I need it all. The other overseer breaks free from my allies and for an awful moment I have one on either side of me. Then Teiwo pushes in, slamming his back to mine, and Uweio and Safeila and one of the Bamani men, snapping into a rough formation. We fight back-to-back, keeping the overseers off with sheer numbers.  
 
    It gives me a moment to breathe, to see that Isang is somehow holding his own against the young monk, and to hear that the fighters around the edge are not just shouting random things. They are chanting Witch! Witch! Witch! in an echo of the arena crowd. Only it means so much more coming from them.  
 
    Buoyed by their support, I push out of the formation, drawing Mentas off, and leap for one of the lower window holes. I grab it, fingers gripping the thick metal, then swing to a higher one as Mentas races after.  
 
    This confirms my vitality has grown: my arms are like steel, even after this never-ending day, and I spider up the dome, past the bulge of its widest point and higher yet, dangling out over the sands.  
 
    Mentas follows, careful to come at an angle so he is never below me, but his moves are hampered by his wounded arm, and he was never my target anyway. Below, my friends fight their hardest to keep the last overseer at bay, and I am pleased to see he is too hard-pressed to really follow where I’ve gone.  
 
    Which is directly above him now. I drop in Seagull’s Beak, a move never meant for attack but guaranteed to break bones. With Uje’s fortune he stays in place for the heartbeat I am in the air. My heels hit his dominant shoulder, driving him to the sands and snapping bones under my weight. I leap off and add a vitality-fueled kick to the temple.  
 
    Mentas lands just as I step back, blood pattering down around him, and I shout for Anan to get his coins as our dance is joined again.  
 
    “Two now,” I pant, still pressed to the edge of my ability under the man’s increasingly desperate attacks. “Two when there were six. Can you not see Uje’s hand in this?” 
 
    “I see heresy only,” he growls, icy composure gone now.  
 
    I keep mine. “And I see the desperation of a man who knows he is wrong, but cannot admit it.” He tries a Kraken’s Kiss. I meet it in Slow Churns the Tide, seeking his cairn fulcrum. “You are ice, when you should be water. As the temple has been. Change. Or be changed.” 
 
    I punctuate my words with jabs at his wounded arm, done in Sleeting Rain but aimed like a Cairn fighter would, pushing his balance just ever so slightly left. Then a Droplet Meets Waves to the abdomen that topples him backwards.  
 
    I leap on him, seeking the bind that broke Oleim’s ankles, that broke mine, but even wounded Mentas manages to roll partially out. I lock down his arms, but only one of his legs. I twist on the one I have, but the other smashes into my face. Pain flares and my ears ring. I twist harder, and he slams it down again. Something pops and hot blood wells from my nose. I put everything I have into his ankle, but without his other leg the angle isn’t there, and it refuses to break. He pulls back for another kick, and I hear an urgent “Regiana,” just inches from my ear.  
 
    I look and there is Kemlang, of all people, pressing something into my hand. The scalpel.  
 
    Mentas’s foot slams down and the world greys, but I slash the blade across the back of his bound ankle, sawing through the thick tendon there. He jerks and I grab the other foot before it can come down again, severing that tendon too, hating it even as relief wells up in me. Across the sands, two men break from the crowd to join Isang, who’s locked in a deadly struggle against the last overseer.  
 
    I press the scalpel to Mentas’s throat. I do not need your allegiance, I say through the bond, as chants of Witch! Witch! rise louder yet from the fighters. But I need your oath you will not cause further trouble. That, or I take your other limbs. Choose now, overseer of Serei. I do not wish to waste the gifts Uje has given you, but I will. 
 
    He snarls, his mind a whirlpool of pain and anger and confusion, before nodding his head. You have it, then. Witch.  
 
    I hold the scalpel there a moment longer, searching his unblinded mind to be sure of his commitment. Before Nerimes, I would have taken any monastic at their word, but things are different now. Behind his jumbled thoughts is a grudging respect for me, and the core of integrity I recognize from everyone who has completed our training. He will keep his word.  
 
    I rise to more shouts of Witch, likely looking like hell with the blood still running from a ruined nose. I hold up a hand for silence.  
 
    “Hold!” I call to Isang and our two new allies, where they battle the youngest monk. “Brother overseer! Your companions are defeated, and Mentas has given his word to stop fighting. You may wound more of us before you are taken down, but taken down you will be. Will you not listen to what I have to say before it comes to that?” 
 
     The young overseer slows in his circling and the chamber falls deathly still, fighters as rapt as any audience ever was, hanging on the young man’s words. I ready the scalpel in my hand. I will do what I must. This blood is on Nerimes’ hands.  
 
    His feet stop. “I will listen, sister.” 
 
    A cheer goes up from the onlookers, and Isang drops to one knee. It’s only then that I see the broken angle of his left hand, and the way he favors his lame hip. He held the overseer off, but at a cost.  
 
    “Teiwo, Safeila,” I call. “Take our men and go to Peneiwa, and get help to bring the overseers down after. Too many have been hurt here.” 
 
    “You need healing yourself,” the Daraanese woman says, nodding at my face. Hers still glows with the same victory I see reflected in many eyes here, even those who refused to join me.  
 
    Well, at least it made a good show. I am glad to be alive, and more dedicated than ever to bringing Nerimes down, but it’s hard to feel any joy at what we’ve done.  
 
    “And bind Koiros,” I say, nodding to my unconscious cousin. “I don’t want him to wake up free, even without vitality.” 
 
    There is more to say, more to clean up, but I have eyes only for this last overseer. For the ancha piece I managed to turn, at great cost. I catch Booker’s gaze as I walk to him and see grudging respect there alongside the anger.  
 
    The youth stands with hands in Reef Composed, obviously seeking his center. “Brother,” I say, walking up to him and taking his hand. “I would know your name.” 
 
    “Cischen, of the House Ladfik. Now of the lower south Blackwater district of His Holiness’s Overseers. Or I was.” 
 
    His voice breaks at this last, and I lead him to a cushioned bench. “You are still an overseer. Still an Ujeian. You have just taken the harder road, of admitting that what our faith calls us to may be different than what the temple demands. I am going to bind you now, to be sure, but you are safe with me. Understand?” 
 
    He nods, morose, and I make quick work of his hands and feet, remembering tying the knots on another overseer, defending Gaxna on the floor of a Seilam Deul warehouse, five weeks and a lifetime ago. Where our skins brush I read memories of the same awful things I saw in Oleim’s thoughts, the purges and Deul incursions, plus a rushed and uncertain elevation ceremony for Cischen, overseen by Nerimes and overshadowed by the common knowledge that they were being rushed through the process, to fill the ranks left by the battle on his wedding day, and those that defected afterwards.  
 
    By me, in other words. 
 
    I never meant to split the temple, I say once he is bound, keeping hold of his hand. This conversation feels too private to speak aloud. But you know how I was born, and I cannot see myself as a heresy. You heard of the proofs I showed at Nerimes’ wedding? 
 
    I was there, he says, staring out at the activity that bustles over the sands, as the overseers are bound and the wounded hauled downstairs to the lift. I nearly went with Dashan when he declared his plans. But I just couldn’t accept that our own Chosen— 
 
    My father was not perfect either, I say, letting out a deep sigh. And putting me in training may not have been the best way to try to reform the temple. But in the immersions— 
 
    I break off, a blankness replacing his thoughts. His eyes widen in a look I know too well.  
 
    Bloodborn. Of course they took his blood.  
 
    I scoot back on the seat, heart sinking, readying the bloody scalpel in my free hand. I trust the bonds I tied. Not so much whatever witch is on the other end of Cischen’s body.  
 
    “Aletheia,” he croaks.  
 
    My blood runs cold. Theracants should not be able to make bloodborn talk—can’t, Gaxna told me, and she would know. Which means this is Miyara, or someone else in Nerimes’s cabal. Someone who has powers they shouldn’t. 
 
    “Miyara,” I say, thinking fast. Anything I learn here could be a lie, but there might be ways to get information out of them anyway. There is one thing in particular that I desperately need to know. “Got tired of pushing Gaxna around?” 
 
    “We are not done with you,” Cischen croaks, ignoring my jab. A few of the nearby fighters stare, but I say nothing. This could end at any time, and I want no interruptions. “Not with you locked up, just a boat’s ride away.” 
 
    My skin crawls at his ruined falsetto version of Miyara’s voice. “So you are still afraid,” I say, searching for my edge in this conversation. The stance to counter hers. “You should be. Half of these overseers were ready to defect the minute I talked to them. Taking Serei back will be easy.” 
 
    The bloodborn’s chuckle is even more disturbing. “Serei is ours now, for good. Hiana does not have the power to change that, whatever she tells you.” 
 
    I ice my surprise. They know about Hiana. Well, the woman said they were business partners. I think of a line of attack and seize on it. “So solidly yours that you need to parade a figurehead through the streets?”  
 
    I hold my breath, feeling once again for the knot of emotions in my chest that should be Gaxna, that is dead space instead. And feeling the splintering dam behind it, Peneiwa’s words a fissure spilling fear and heartbreak. The sooner you set a break, the stronger it will heal. 
 
    “Insurance only,” Cischen croaks. 
 
    The dam bursts—only it is relief that pours out. Gaxna is alive. Someone has to be living to be insurance. I don’t know why I can’t feel her, but she’s still there. That’s all that matters.  
 
    I must not do a good job of hiding my feelings, because Cischen chuckles. “Worried about that, were you? Don’t worry, she’s too valuable a piece to give up. We need a carrot to pull you back to us, after all.” 
 
    I should be angry at that, furious that they’re using her this way, but all I feel is sweet and glorious relief. Some deep part of me relaxes, even as Cischen goes on.  
 
    “Of course, once you’re dead, we’ll have to reevaluate. Maybe we can still use these failures.” Cischen jerks at that, like Miyara is gesturing a witchly hand at him. “Though on second thought, perhaps they are more of a liability. We will send better next time.” 
 
    “Anyone you try to—” I start, but Cischen chokes, bound hands jerking towards his throat.  
 
    “Stop!” I shout at him, or Miyara or whoever is behind this. “There’s no need to kill him!” 
 
    A grisly smile etches onto his face as his skin flushes. He gasps like a fish out of water and his body bucks against his bonds.  
 
    “Stop this!” I cry again, then realize there is one mercy, at least, that I can give this young man caught in my war. “Sleep, brother,” I say, pressing my forehead to his. Then ram the scalpel into his skull. 
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    Gasps sound from around the cupola. I turn, icing sorrow and anger alike, expecting to see a room full of would-be allies shocked at what I’ve done. Instead, I see Mentas and Koiros and the other overseer bucking in their bonds, just as Cischen did. Dying.  
 
    No—being killed.  
 
    “Do you see this?” I shout to the shocked onlookers, getting to my feet. “This is what my enemies do to their own, when they’ve outlived their usefulness.” I end the broken-shouldered overseer as I did Cischen, muttering a prayer for him. “This is the only mercy left to them, after I fought so hard not to kill them.” 
 
    I stalk to Koiros, bloody scalpel in hand. “This man is my cousin, the first family I have seen in most of a year. And not only do they send him to kill me,” I bend over him, pressing a prayer through the waterbond, “they kill him themselves when I survive.”  
 
    I end him and stand, fury raging in my veins. “This is how you will be treated, if you join a system that only cares about you as a tool, rather than a person. You will be used and then thrown away.”  
 
    I stalk toward Mentas’s bucking form, Bull and Booker a few paces behind him. Every eye is on me, and on my blade.  
 
    “You have seen it happen many times already, on the sands. Have seen them try again and again with Anan, once the crowd stopped caring about the Scourge.” I bend over Mentas, offering a prayer for him too. He was a true Ujeian, just caught in Nerimes’ deceptions. “I understand the fear you felt when you refused me. The belief that inaction is safer than risking change. I lived that way for six months in a temple set against me, after they’d murdered my father. My father. But I ask you this. Is not this,” I ram the knife into the soft place behind Mentas’ ear, “a clean death, better than how these men are dying? Would not a death fighting for what they believed in have been even better? Fighting for freedom from the system that holds you down?”  
 
    I stand. “Some of you helped me today, in ways large and small. I thank you for that. I am not asking for your alliance, or even your approval of what I do here. This is not your fight. But I hope you see the truth of our situation. We are allies in a fight, and it is not one Booker will script for us on the sands. It is one for our very lives, fought against people who use us like my enemies used these men. Good men.” 
 
    My voice breaks on the last sentence and I turn to take the stairs, grief beginning to overwhelm the rage inside.  
 
    “You destroyed my property, Regiana-djo,” a voice rings out behind me.  
 
    I turn. Booker.  
 
    “They were not property,” I spit. “And they were trying to kill me.” 
 
    “Under the laws of Dahran they were,” he says, voice echoing with a touch of his announcing resonance. “And they would have made me many ravas.” 
 
    I laugh, feeling only cold inside. I am too sad at what I’ve done to fear this man. “They would never have fought for you.” 
 
    “Everyone fights for me, girl. The sooner you learn that the better.” His eyes are angry. I guess I have finally threatened his little system. Threatened to change the rules of his beloved game. “I will have your coins stripped for this. All of them.” 
 
    Eyebrows go up around the cupola at that, and I force myself to think strategically, though all I want to do is sit and weep. These men were just chanting my name. They are not Booker’s as strongly as they were.  
 
    “Everyone here saw what happened, and the guard downstairs,” I say. “They know the truth, and I wager they will witness for me if it comes to that.” 
 
    I sweep my eyes around the room, but before they’ve even had a chance to respond Kemlang stands up from where he sits among Booker’s favorites.  
 
    “Kemlang,” Booker snaps. “Sit down.” 
 
    Kemlang ignores him. “I will witness for you,” he says, striding across the sands. More voices sound after him, saying they will stand for me too, calling on Booker to leave off. 
 
    The wiry old man glances around, a sudden thoughtfulness replacing his anger. “No. No, you’re right,” he says, raising a hand as if in surrender. “Continue your little game, Regiana-djo. But know this: you will never be able to lead these men. You’ll see.” 
 
    I have no words for him. I should be afraid, or angry, or grateful at Kemlang’s help, but I just feel cold. And I know there is one more soul down below that needs my mercy, if Miyara has not finished him yet. I take the stairs down.   
 
    Tarlas is blue in the face when I get there, eyes wide, dying an awful death because he might someday have been of help to me.  
 
    My friends are there too, frozen in shock and indecision around his thrashing body. I nod to them, and offer Tarlas the same prayer I did the others, along with my own farewell.  
 
    I forgive you, brother. Uje take you up, and I will see you again in the waters. 
 
    I kill him, then throw the scalpel from me in disgust. Sit down heavily on the floor.  
 
    “You should get to the infirmary,” Safeila says. “Your nose…” 
 
    I’d forgotten all about it. I shake my head. “Send the others first. Nothing she can do for this, anyway.” I touch it and am surprised to find the bleeding’s stopped and the pain gone down. Vitality. I can feel even more of it coursing through me. The rest of the men I defeated today must have consented to the transfer of ownership. Another small victory.  
 
    Against what feels like a giant loss. I lay a hand on Tarlas’ shoulder.  
 
    “So you really are a witch?” Anan says. “That’s why they were trying to kill you?” 
 
    “No,” I say, “I’m not. But they think so. I—my name is Aletheia. My real name. I’m from Serei. From the temple.” And as soon as I start talking, I can’t stop. I tell them about my father, about Nerimes, about my hunt through the streets of Serei and my battle during his wedding ceremony and Gaxna and all of it. It feels good to let it out, like a second dam breaking inside, leaving me clean for once. These people risked their lives for me. They deserve to know the truth. And I have hated the lie, necessary though it was.  
 
    No need anymore. Nerimes knows I’m here. Now I just have to get out before he can do something about it.  
 
    “Coffers,” Safeila breathes when it’s done. “We heard about you, even this far away. The monk witch.” 
 
    I half-laugh, still cross-legged on the floor with a hand on my dead brother. “Turns out I’m neither. Or that neither one’s true. And that’s why they want me killed. Because if what I know gets out, everything they’ve built up falls apart.” 
 
    “But how did you end up here?” the north coast woman asks, a bruise spreading around one violet eye. In her accent, I hear painful echoes of my father’s.  
 
    I tell them about Hiana, about the Immersion Chronicles and my attempt on the Tower of Many Names, about how she is still trying to get me to work with her.  
 
    “Though that’s definitely out of the question,” I say, feeling resolve harden in my gut. “She’s part of the same cabal that sent these men. That killed them, to protect themselves.” 
 
    “Do you think she told them you were here?” Isang asks, taking a water gourd from the pale-skinned Bamani man who joined our fight.  
 
    “No. She has no reason to. No, I don’t know how they found out. There were likely overseers in the city, so they may have caught word. Or Booker, or—” I almost say Peneiwa, but after today I do not doubt she is an ally, or at least a truly neutral party.  
 
    “Don’t think it was Booker,” Kemlang says. The wiry fighter came down the stairs a while ago and has been listening from the edges.  
 
    “Kemlang,” I say. The wiry knife-fighter is one of the last people I’d have expected to help me, but there was no denying what he did, in front of everyone. Or the fact that he is here, instead of upstairs. “Thank you, for today.” 
 
    He spits. “Couldn’t stand to see you getting beaten like that. Blade was just a couple paces away.” 
 
    “And for standing up against Booker. Your brother is still up there?” 
 
    “Temlang? Ah, he’ll be up there till he dies. But I listened to what you said, and I ain’t as young as I was. Figure I better at least try getting out, or that’s gonna be me.” He jerks his head at Tarlas.  
 
    “You are welcome here,” I say. “And thank you. All of you. I would be dead right now, if it wasn’t for you. Floods, we should still all be dead.” 
 
    “I heard your words, at the lift,” Teiwo says, eying the corpse calmly. “About Uje guiding your hand. You believe that?” 
 
    “I do,” I say. “But it doesn’t have to be Uje. Just justice. Just the idea that if we fight for what’s right, the world will have our back.” 
 
    “Even up here?” 
 
    “Especially up here. Especially with my lover in prison, and me in a different one, and this whole flooding world about to end. It has to be true. Because if it isn’t—” 
 
    I leave it unsaid. I don’t need to say the rest.  
 
    Anan clears his throat. “Well, I don’t know about all that. But I do know it’s pretty easy to steal from a corpse when no one’s looking.” He pulls belts of money from his vest, gold and allarium. “What say we retire somewhere a little more comfortable and divvy up the spoils before someone notices?” 
 
    I stare along with everyone else, then smiles break out and we run to the south barracks like a bunch of novices caught filching sugar. The other fighters move their bedrolls close, and Anan breaks out clove twists—I swear, the man has an endless supply—then we circle around a glittering pile of coins. This doesn’t make what happened better, but the joy I see on my allies’ faces does. We didn’t just survive here. We are this much closer to getting out.  
 
    “Isang better count,” Anan says, sitting back and pulling in smoke. “He’s the only one with a stick far enough up that he won’t try to sneak some while he’s doing it.” 
 
    Isang rolls his eyes and starts in.  
 
    “Will they give vitality?” I ask. “Now that the owners are dead?” 
 
    “Still takes a month,” Anan says in a cloud of smoke. “You want to talk about a rigged system.” 
 
    We smoke a minute, the sight of so much wealth mesmerizing after its scarcity up here. 
 
    “Eight thousand seven hundred and ten,” Isang says at last, coins divided into neat piles of copper and gold in front of him, with a few gray allariums on top. 
 
    A shocked silence follows his words. I knew it would be a lot, but… 
 
    “And you left some on them?” Kemlang asks. “So Booker won’t know?”  
 
    “I’m not stupid,” Anan says.  
 
    “Coffers,” Safeila breathes. “No wonder they were so strong.” 
 
    “What does that come to, split eleven ways?” I ask.  
 
    “Seventy hundred ninety each, with nine remaining,” Anan says at once, then blushes at our looks. “What? A thief’s got to know his maths.” 
 
    “Coffers,” a few more people breathe. I get a sudden idea.  
 
    “What if instead of splitting this,” I say, “we pool it and get one of us out? Actually out?” 
 
    Anan chuckles. “You, right?” 
 
    “I was thinking you,” I say. “Or Safeila. You could steal enough to get the rest of us out in a day. And she—well, she has her boys out there.” 
 
    The others shift uncomfortably, and I hate that the pull of this money, the rigged rules of the system we’re in, disrupts the comradery we were sharing.  
 
    “Just an idea,” I say quickly, holding up my hands. “Let’s do it evenly, like we set out to. But I would still say those extra nine go to Safeila.” 
 
    “To her sons,” Isang says gravely, and the others nod.  
 
    We split them up, and the tension hanging in the air dissipates, helped no doubt by the cloveleaf. The coins disappear.  
 
    “Think Booker’s still going to try to take my coins?” I ask, remembering his anger. “We just killed five men, or I did.” 
 
    “Nah,” Kemlang drawls. “Got nothing to gain from it. He read the room. But sounds like your other friends won’t? I heard what that kid said, ‘fore you killed him.” 
 
    I sigh out smoke, trying to feel relieved instead of worried at Cischen’s last words. “Yeah. This won’t stop them. But it’ll take time. It’s an eight day sail from Serei, under good conditions.” 
 
    “Then we mark the days,” the Bamani man says, still holding his unlit clove twist. “And until then, keep each other’s backs in the arena. There is no rule against joining fights. If any of us are in danger, the others come from their cells. A pact, as we would in Bamani. No one falls unless all of us fall. Yes?” 
 
    “Yes,” most of the fighters say at once, and when Ekifte thrusts his tattooed arm into the center of our circle, everyone else follows suit, clasping wrists in the Bamani way. The bond of our skins is electric, like the charge in the air before a thunderstorm, not feelings or thoughts but something deeper.  
 
    And in the thoughts that come to me, the thoughts of all eleven of us, I read only noble intentions. The desire for freedom, and therefore for coins, yes, but also the commitment to protecting each other.  
 
    Tears start in my eyes. “A pact,” I repeat, voice wavering. “No one falls unless all of us fall.” 
 
    They repeat it, and we squeeze tight, then drop our hands. Still, that feeling of connection remains. A shared understanding in our looks, like I used to see between the overseers in my father’s time, or in the student houses that were rising to the top. We have each other’s back. We’re in this together.  
 
    Something relaxes across my shoulders, like a band of muscle I didn’t know I was flexing. It’s been so long since I had a group of people I could trust.  
 
    Actually, I’m not sure I’ve ever had that. Not since mom died, anyway.  
 
    What a strange thing to find here, of all places.  
 
    “And when eight days have passed,” Ekifte goes on, and I am glad because I don’t really trust myself to speak, “we begin watches in the night. That is when they’ll try it. There or the sands. So we guard ourselves in all places.” 
 
    “Keeping watch might not be a bad idea for other reasons,” Kemlang says, leaning back against the brick wall.  
 
    “What do you mean?” I ask, forcing myself to focus. These emotions will not be a chore to thaw when I am ready. I will savor them.  
 
    “I mean Booker ain’t above sending somebody to rough you up. You rattled him.” He draws in smoke. “And that’s good. But I’m just saying, I like Ekifte’s idea of a watch, starting now. Can’t hurt to all sleep in one spot and keep a watch.” 
 
    Others nod at this, and my shoulders let down more. I hate sleeping when I don’t feel safe. I can’t, really. Sleep has been awful since I got here.  
 
    Talk moves to lighter topics, some of my new friends heading down to the infirmary, others breaking out osomwe boards or pulling blankets up as the sun finally sets and the air begins to cool.  
 
    I do too, knowing tomorrow will be another, harder fight. That Booker will be doing his best to bring me down in the arena, like he did today. And that I need to do more than survive, if I am going to get out of here before the next wave of overseers arrives. I need to win drastically, to earn enough coins to pay my walk price. Nerimes will send more than I can handle next time, even if I get the entire tower on my side.  
 
    Still, the threat feels different with these sleeping forms around me. They risked their lives for me today, for a cause they had no reason to. Yes, there was the promise of coins, but I read their thoughts when we clasped wrists. Even the risk of battle feels different now, knowing that if Booker targets me unfairly, they will come from their cells and help. And the crazy thing is, I really think they will. I know I will. We’re allies.  
 
    I smile up at the darkness, and the moonlit circles of night sky out the windows. That is one of the things I came to Dahran looking for.  
 
    Now I just have to get us all out of here.  
 
    Something rustles beside me, and I see Isang’s hand moving, turning a slice of chaat nut over and over in his palm.  
 
    “Isang,” I say, quiet so as not to disturb the others. “You awake?” 
 
    “I—have trouble sleeping at night,” his basso voice rumbles out, softly. “When it has been a few days.” 
 
    It has been three days since the night he first refused to teach me, chaat in hand. “Withdrawals?” 
 
    “Nightmares,” he answers softly. “Of the past. The chaat helps.” 
 
    I roll to face him, though he is only a silhouette in the darkness. “Do you regret what happened?” 
 
    “Every day.” 
 
    “I do too.” On impulse, I reach out and take his hand. The three-fingered one, holding the chaat. His palm is thick and calloused. “But you have to believe you were doing the best you could, at the time. That not everything that happened was your fault.” 
 
    His silence is answer enough, and the tension in his hand around the chaat. It reminds me of the fearsome way he fought that overseer upstairs, and the passion in his voice when he argued with the guards for Anan’s coins. Isang could be so much more than he is. I find myself wishing he was.  
 
    “This is twice you’ve helped me now,” I say, seeking his eyes in the darkness. “On the sands and then up here. Have you reconsidered your allegiance to Booker?” 
 
    “A melee and an unscripted fight outside the arena,” he says, still staring at the ceiling. “Neither of those were outright disobedience. But yes. I have. You—remind me of someone I knew, a long time ago. Someone who could inspire people like you do.” 
 
    “Someone you see in those nightmares?” I remember the hawk-nosed woman I saw in his thoughts, though I am not reading him now.  
 
    “Do you see Gaxna in yours?” he asks, still staring at the ceiling.  
 
    “I don’t need nightmares for that. I feel her pain every second I’m awake,” I say, tapping my chest. Only I can’t now, though Miyara’s words have given me some ease about that. Still, part of me wishes she were there. The pain would be reassuring. 
 
    “And do you regret what happened?” 
 
    “Yes. But it only makes me want to try harder to fix it.” 
 
    “Some things can’t be fixed.”  
 
    “As long as we are alive, there has to be something we can do. Revenge on Ieolat, if nothing else.” 
 
    His sigh is long and deep. “I suppose there is that.” 
 
    “Well.” I drop his hand. “I guess I should let you get some rest.” 
 
    He goes back to turning the chaat nut in his hand, and I think we are done, then he rolls to face me. “Thank you,” Isang says softly. “For asking.”  
 
    Our faces are close in the darkness, and I can feel his breath on my skin. “Hey. We’re allies now, right?” It feels like there should be something more to say, but the words don’t come. “Goodnight, Isang.” 
 
    He rolls back to face the ceiling. I do too, seeking my breath and plumbing the currents inside. I surprise myself by finding disappointment there. I do not ice it, not here in the dark. Instead, I breathe and let the other feelings of the day play out in my heartbeat and breath, melting everything I froze in currents of emotion, while under the sleeping sounds of allies and enemies I hear the steady grind of Isang’s teeth against chaat.  
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    The next three days pass in a blur of training and battles, the coins increasing around my neck just as the tensions do between my allies and those loyal to Booker. The barracks are divided now, with guards posted at the doors to the north side and my own fighters keeping watch through the night, in case Booker sends someone to harass us. So far, it’s been nothing more than cold shoulders and muttered remarks, but I’m not stupid: the more coins we win, the more fighters will come to our side—and the more threatened Booker will feel.  
 
    And we are winning. Not only in the increasingly big and later day fights Booker has been scripting me in, with more than half the fighters in the tower fielded and the opposing side always better-armed and positioned. In the little fights too, the places he tries to pick off or wound my best fighters, because in all cases if any of us look threatened, one or more of us come out of our cells and join the fight, just like we promised.  
 
    It’s exhausting—I fought five battles yesterday that weren’t my own—but exhilarating too. In this short time, my coins have gone from fifteen hundred to nearly four thousand. Freedom is in striking range—and not just for me. Teiwo is getting up there, and Isang and a few of the others too.  
 
    Part of our success has been the Seven Cairns method. Isang and I train every morning and night, and every day the moves sink further into my body, melding with the stances I’ve practiced since I was eight years old.  
 
    We are getting better at our formation tactics too, with Anan training two of the faster recruits in stealing coins, while the bigger fighters drill formations, and Isang and I teach them all the basics of our fighting styles. 
 
    For every fighter that joins us, either on the sands or up above, three more watch from the margins of the cupola as we drill and fight. It’s one of the disadvantages of the tower: there is no keeping secrets. Booker watches too, from above his waterpipe and whatever game of ancha he’s playing, his gaze lidded and angry. He’s too proud to train his remaining fighters against our tactics—or maybe just not smart enough, militarily. I think he sees all of this as an attack on him personally, but I’m hoping he understands that with a couple more wins I’ll be out of his hair. And then whatever the other fighters do is up to them, like it always has been.  
 
    And if I’ve made them realize they have more options? There’s nothing wrong with that.  
 
    I spend the first part of the day giving backup to allies when they struggle in the earlier matches, grinning at my friends as we run onto the sands to shouts of Witch! Witch! and, increasingly, Serei! Serei!, which is funny because we are from all parts of the world, and the only principle holding us together is freedom. I guess even the crowd would see the irony if we tried to get them to chant freedom.  
 
    I take a smattering of cuts and bruises, but the necklaces of coins stacked on my neck and slung around my hips do miracles for such small wounds. I’m nearly healed by the time the headline event of the day arrives: a tower battle. This is Booker’s latest attempt to stack the rules against me, since brute force hasn’t been winning him any battles. The format centers around a massive wooden tower the guards erect in the center of the sands, thrusting up some sixty paces up to a narrow, railing-less platform at the very top. The one standing there when everyone else has conceded or been knocked out wins, and takes half the coins of all the fighters present.  
 
    On the one hand, winning would be amazing. Fifty or more fighters run out onto the field—half of our coins would be more than enough to pay a walk price. Floods, my coins alone would get someone close, even after their owner’s cut.  
 
    But that’s the rub: even if we win, only one of us can collect the coins, while the rest lose theirs, and of course half of that will go to the owners.  
 
    So I come up with a different plan, running out onto the sands and staring up at the massive wood tower. All I see in it is a symbol of the game Booker wants us to play, a game rigged against us from the start. A game we cannot win.  
 
    Flood that. 
 
    My allies gather in a circle as always, twenty of us locking arms in the Bamani style while Booker booms whatever fictions he’s spinning about this battle. I outline my strategy, revising a few points under the advice of my veterans, then the gong rings and my two crews run off to do their work.  
 
    One is out as a diversion, tasked with making a show of picking off fighters at the edges and defeating them to take their coins, which is what Booker and the crowd expect of us. He always announces my fights, and I glance up at his second-floor enclave to see him standing at the railing, rubbing at his forearm as he booms commentary to the stands.  
 
    Everyone expects me to climb the tower, of course. To get to the top and beat off all challengers and be the undefeatable witch they’ve come to know and love.  
 
    That witch is a fiction—there is no way I would have made it this far without allies at my back, protecting me so I can make the attacks and pull off the strategies I have, and it’s still often been too close for comfort. And getting closer all the time.  
 
    I’m not giving them the story they want to see today. Hopefully this will be better. I know it will be less expected, anyway, and if they love me for anything besides my winning streak, it’s constantly surprising them. I run with the second crew, a smaller knot of my strongest fighters, as we push into the crowd forming around the base. Booker’s lackeys dutifully swarm there, hoping to climb to the top, or maybe scripted to take a fall for whoever’s supposed to win. There’s remarkably little fighting here, though a steady rain of men tumbling from above means everyone is on their toes.  
 
    My crew doesn’t pick fights—instead we push in, claiming one corner of the three-pillared tower as our own, calling my offer of alliance to everyone around us: join me for an even slice of our earnings, and a chance at getting out of here. Or be defeated at our hands.  
 
    One fighter comes over, and I set him to the same task as Teiwo and Hegdan and our biggest, most vital men: not climbing or fighting. Chopping.  
 
    While most of the crew forms a ring around us, keeping Booker’s fighters out, the strongest of my allies slam swords and axes into the thick wood of the support pillar. Vitality ripples off them, and the tower shakes with each blow, but the arena apparently builds its stage sets better than its weapons. We quickly bend or shatter the blades we are using and have to trade them out for others.  
 
    There is a roar from the crowd, likely my backup group making a defeat or something happening higher up on the tower, which boils with fighters kicking and swinging and clawing their way toward the top. I keep an eye on Booker as I add my swings to the barrage. He’s boomed orders out mid-battle in the last few days, breaking from announcing to try to counter our strategies, and I have no doubt he will do the same today. The difference is he needs to maintain the illusion of the tower battle, the spectacle the crowd was promised, while I work under no such restrictions. If anything, the better I break them, the happier the crowd will be. In my darker moments I’ve wondered if the Witch’s popularity is not from how I protect my own, or the upset victories I’ve been winning, but just because I’m doing something different.  
 
    Apparently, even people dying for your entertainment gets old after a while.  
 
    Sure enough, a few minutes later a new sortie of fighters charges onto the field, better-equipped than us and stocked with a lot of the high-vitality men he’s been sending against me in the last few days. Men who are within striking distance of freedom but, for whatever reason, haven’t made it all the way yet. None of them have defected to me yet either. 
 
    I send a runner to the other group, calling for backup, and issue a new set of instructions to my formation: delay and harry the new fighters, until our backup group can add pressure from the far side.  
 
    That’s the thing about Booker’s most vital fighters: they have something to lose, and not much to gain. They’re already the richest in the Gaol. But one false move against us, and they could lose all their coins, despite Booker’s protections. So though they are ferocious opponents, they tend to prefer attacks overwhelmingly in their favor, and get skittish at even odds.  
 
    We’ve never had the luxury of even odds.  
 
    Booker’s fighters come and I add my staff to the defense for a while, leaving the strongest men to chop at the tower behind us, which is beginning to lean. We are hard pressed, and lose a few fighters, till my backup crew shows up and Booker’s men fall back, as expected.  
 
    I shake my head, glancing back to see the thick support pillar almost chopped through. Booker may write entertaining fight scenarios, but the man has obviously never studied martial tactics or history. Fortunately, those were daily parts of my upbringing in Serei. He fights me like this is a giant ancha board, without realizing I don’t have to follow the rules he’s accustomed to, just as none of history’s best strategists won by adhering to standard battle tactics.  
 
    Plus, when you are the one breaking the rules, they tend to sway in your favor. 
 
    I strike back against one of Booker’s men, Temlang, and am surprised to see thick belts of coins slung across his neck. He and Kemlang have always been talented knife-fighters, and with the added speed of vitality, I only manage a block against his flickering blade.  
 
    My second surprise comes when the knife bites deep into the wood of my staff. Arena weapons are all dull, meant for show rather than killing, but his must have a razor’s edge to bite that deep. He strikes with a second knife, I counter with a Current’s Kiss to his wrist, and he drops back. 
 
    Something hits me from behind, from where only allies should be. I stumble forward, ears ringing, into the chaos of Booker’s hard-pressed fighters. One of them leaps at me and I barely manage to fend him off, losing my feet in the process.  
 
    I roll up, confused, the tenor of shouts and cries shifting around me. Who hit me from behind? Were we betrayed? Enemies come from all sides, now that I’m out of the protection of our formation, and I dance a vicious rhythm of strike and counter-strike with two of Booker’s fighters.  
 
    A gap in the crush of battle shows me it’s much worse than just betrayal: a wave of fighters climbs down from above, striking into the heart of our protective formation, pushing us off the damaged pillar and out into Booker’s fighters.  
 
    A second crew. It is the perfect move to counter the one I pulled, and it took forethought, took a knowing party waiting up on the tower for our moves to come.  
 
    I curse, no time to think it through in the blade-mad battle swirling around me. I’m hard pressed to keep my feet. I’ve grown too reliant on the safety of our numbers and formations.  
 
    Without them, we can’t stand against Booker’s vitality and numbers. Already our formation is crumbling, my allies caught in the same kind of desperate battles I am, surrounded by enemies.  
 
    “Retreat!” I call. “Serei to me, retreat!”  
 
    I scream it as I again push Temlang and his flickering knives back, breaking out of the press around the tower and backing into freer space. Teiwo follows, but I see Hegdan and Ekifte and three more fall in the press before we regroup in something like a formation.  
 
    “Okay,” I call to them, catching my breath and my focus with it. “We go in to get the others. Remember the pact! No one falls unless we all fall. Once we’re all safe, we have to take that tower down, or we’re losing half our coins to whoever ends up on top. Agreed?” 
 
    They shout agreement and we shove forward in a modified diamond form, me at the tip, pushing back enemies and searching for allies. We catch Safeila, Uweio, and two more, absorbing them back in, but Booker’s sortie surrounds the pillar now, defending the damaged wood with fresh, vitality-fueled fighters. Just like we did.  
 
    I can’t help but smile, even as they push me back, even as I see Kemlang fall on the far side of the circle. Booker’s using my tactics against me. The old man finally learned something.  
 
    But I still have something he doesn’t: a higher purpose.  
 
    “We have to get in there!” I shout to the formation, even as enemy fighters press in. “Just a few hits and it’ll come down!” 
 
    It’s hard to hear their response, but I know they are with me, know that we all want to get free as fast as we can. Before Booker learns our tricks and rigs the system too far against us. So with the ululating cry of the Uje temple I push forward, allies at my back, landing a crushing blow to a throat even as Anan lifts the coins of the next fighter. Uweio takes that one down and we’re through, into the narrow gap of free space their formation has left around the pillar.  
 
    “Just hold them!” I call, snatching a bent axe from the ground and smashing at the splintered wood. I am nowhere near as strong as Hegdan or Teiwo, but what I lack in muscle I make up in vitality—four thousand ravas go a long way toward evening out the strength disparity I’ve battled my whole life.  
 
    Booker’s fighters press in from both sides, the far side of the circle turning against us, and still I hack. None of this will matter once the tower falls. It’s almost there—the tower groans with each blow— 
 
    “Theia!” Safeila screams from behind me. “We can’t hold them!” 
 
    “You can!” I shout, slamming the nearly broken axe against the pillar with everything I’ve got. Five more strikes. Four.  
 
    Allies push in against my back, the formation collapsing, Safeila struggling against someone just to my left, and I strike metal into wood. Three. Two. Get this down and our enemies will run. Get it down and we win.  
 
    One. Safeila falls, and something hot sprays my face. Blood. Mid-swing, I look over and see Temlang grinning, Safeila collapsing beneath him.  
 
    Her throat is cut, gouting blood. My blade thunks into the wood, forgotten, my heart seizing.  
 
    A cut throat. Vitality will not heal that.  
 
    “You—” I start, but my words are too quiet, the battlefield too quiet. Suddenly the only thing that matters is the life in my friend’s eyes, glazing over, her gaze going dull. Fighters push against me, foes come at us from the front, but all I can do is hold her gaze, trying to understand it.  
 
    Safeila is dead. Because of me.  
 
    A thick-bearded man rippling with vitality swings a club at me and I take it in the face, not even thinking to raise a hand.  
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    It’s quiet when I wake. My head pounds, and there’s an unfamiliar pressure against my skull. Bandages. A long ceiling arches above me, and the air smells of citrus and charcoal. The infirmary. I’m in the infirmary.  
 
    Safeila’s dead eyes open in the stone above, staring at me, glazed and accusing. I choke, something between a sob and gorge rising in my throat.  
 
    “Hey.” A hand falls on my arm, and I find Isang in the next bed, his foot up in a cast. “You’re alright. We’re safe now.” 
 
    I shake my head. “Safeila—” I try to find words. There should be more words, but a boulder presses on my chest, a mountain, squeezing the air out of my lungs and the blood out of my heart. 
 
    “You did what you could. No one could have seen that coming.” 
 
    Guilt. This mountain is guilt. Safeila had kids. Two boys.  
 
    And she died for my mistakes. My selfishness. 
 
    The mountain presses harder.  
 
    “No,” I say, voice crushed. “No, I did see it coming. Saw it and pushed anyway. Because I was trying to get flooding coins.”  
 
    It sounds so stupid when I say it out loud. I let a friend die for coins.  
 
    He squeezes my arm. “You were trying to get us free. And we all agreed to this. Even Safeila.” 
 
    “We agreed to a pact. No one falls unless all of us fall, remember?” 
 
    “Aletheia. It was a battle. You can’t be responsible for everything that happens in it.” 
 
    I smile at his echo of my words, though there’s no humor in it. “Yes, I can. For this, at least. Temlang tried to get me first. I knew his blades were sharp. And I knew he had a bunch of new vitality, and I pushed on anyway.” 
 
    “Any one of the fighters we face every day could have real blades. Or accidentally kill one of us. It happens all the time.” 
 
    “Not this time,” I say, shaking my head, though it makes the whole room spin. “This was planned. The whole thing—their first crew, the attack from above, and Temlang with his knife.” 
 
    “If it was, then you can’t blame yourself for it. It was a trap.” His voice is steady, and I’m sure his words make sense. Or they would, if I didn’t know what I know.  
 
    “It’s only a trap if you don’t see it coming. If you get so caught up in your prize, or in your ego pushing you to win, that you ignore it? That’s different. I was like a flooding rat going after her scrap of cake, too hungry to think maybe there was a reason they put it there in the first place.” 
 
    Isang says something else, but my thoughts spiral further in. It isn’t even that I didn’t see it—I did. I knew the odds were against us. That we’d been outplayed and the best thing to do, the right thing to do, would have been to pull back and accept our losses. Beat who we could and give up on the tower. But I was too caught up in Booker’s game—in trying to topple it, yes, but still caught in the bigger game, in the fake flooding rules that say we all have to make some arbitrary number of coins if we want to get out of here. There are a million ways to get out of here. And most of them don’t involve friends dying.  
 
    I hate that some part of this mountain sitting on my chest is not guilt or grief for Safeila, but the knowledge that I lost all my ravas too. That by these same fake arbitrary rules I am back at zero. Healing on borrowed coins from the infirmary. Nowhere closer to getting out than I was the day I arrived here, for all my fighting and friends dying. Nothing done about Gaxna or the flood or the overseers sailing to execute me right now. 
 
    This is how the game works. It offers you that false hope and then crushes it out. You fight it as long as you can and as hard as you can. Then you let yourself be crushed.  
 
    Anan’s words come back to me. The worst thing you can do up here is start hoping. Do that and you’re just setting yourself up for the fall. 
 
    “Aletheia?” Isang is saying. “Are you still there?” 
 
    “Yes,” I say, but my voice is a whisper. The mountain is too heavy.  
 
    “Praise the mother,” a voice says in the Pearler tongue. Teiwo appears at the foot of my bed. “That was no small blow you took to the head.” 
 
    “Teiwo! You’re okay. Are—the others okay?” Floods. I’ve been so caught up in my own guilt I haven’t even thought about the rest of our crew. Temlang could have killed more in that chaos. 
 
    “We are fine,” Teiwo says, laying a hand on my leg. “Other than Safeila, Mother take her in.” A cloud passes over his eyes, brown eyes that I have rarely seen other than twinkling and at peace.  
 
    The relief I feel is a brief shower on the side of a stone mountain, here and gone, taking none of the weight with it.  
 
    “But your coins?” I ask, already knowing the answer.  
 
    “We lost half,” Isang says, his hand still on my shoulder. “To Temlang. He took the tower.” 
 
    The mountain gets heavier. “I’m sorry. I—this is all my fault. I should never have pushed you the way I did.” 
 
    “Ain’t your fault,” a new voice drawls, and Kemlang steps over, a knife tucked behind his belt. “That’d be my brother.” 
 
    “And Booker,” Teiwo says, voice still peaceful but with a hard edge. “He is the fire inside the mountain.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, either way, Tem’s gonna answer for this,” Kemlang says.  
 
    I see a cold light in his eyes, the killing light I’ve seen in other men’s eyes. Like the Bull’s. 
 
    “No,” I snap. “You are brothers, and Teiwo’s right. Temlang might have done it, but it was Booker who gave him the coins and the knife. You kill him now, it won’t be the last death. I promise you that. And I can’t have another body on my hands. I—” 
 
    I lose my voice, the certainty I feel collapsing again under the weight of my failure. Kemlang blows air out his nostrils, and Teiwo puts a hand on the man’s shoulder, saying something softly into his ear.  
 
    I feel gratitude for him then, for him and Isang and all the sane voices amongst my allies. I don’t know how I ever ended up leading them, but they will get along fine.  
 
    “You should keep on,” I say, once Kemlang has settled. “Keep fighting. I know you lost half your coins, but you can still do this. You deserve to do this.” 
 
    Three identical frowns turn on me. “What do you mean, you?” Kemlang asks. “We can’t fight for slop without you.” 
 
    “Not true,” I say, not enough space in my chest to even put much strength into the argument. “You are all good and getting better. And with someone more even-headed leading the charge—” 
 
    “Who,” Kemlang cuts in. “You mean like Isang? We’d never fight anyone if he had his way. Or Anan? We’d be dead before the next fight even got over. You’re the only one that coulda gotten us even this far.” 
 
    “He’s right,” Teiwo says quietly, and Isang squeezes my shoulder. “You have taken us farther than we ever could have gotten alone. You cannot quit now. Do that, and—” he shrugs. “We will end up back with Booker. That is the way of it.” 
 
    Another squeeze on my shoulder. I should feel encouraged by their words, but I just feel the mountain get heavier. More responsibility on someone who’s proven she’s not worthy of it.  
 
    “I need some time,” I say quietly. “Please.” 
 
    “Of course,” Kemlang snaps. “Slops, your head’s swoll up like a melon. You get some rest. We’ll get out of here. Isang, you watch her.” 
 
    The warning, fatherly glare he gives Isang is almost enough to make me laugh. It would be, if there was any space in my chest.  
 
    But there’s not. They leave, and Isang drops his hand. I close my eyes. I know I should seek my breath, should find my focus and face what happened, but I can’t. I just can’t right now. All I want is to sleep.  
 
    I must do it, because when I wake the arched room is lit with lamps, and most of the beds are empty. I stir, my muscles aching from laying in one position too long. Peneiwa stirs on the far side of the room, a steaming mug next to her on the workstation.  
 
    She comes to me, laying a cool hand on my forehead, then probing delicately with slender fingers. “This feeling any better?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I say. “I think it does.” The mountain is still there on my chest, but where it felt like I was getting crushed beneath it before, I just feel crushed now. Worthless. Like I’m no one. 
 
    The old woman clucks her tongue. “I took some of your blood, you know. Last time you came in here.” 
 
    It’s a measure of how down I am that the news doesn’t even worry me. Let her have my blood. Let her bloodpush me if she wants to. What does it matter? I’m locked in here and the flood is coming and Safeila is dead because of me.  
 
    “I’ve had to ignore that bond most of today,” she says, finishing her probing and reaching for another belt of coins. “Helps with the healing if I know what’s going on, but even I have my limits.” She lays the belts on my chest.  
 
    I don’t say anything. I have nothing to say. I might as well just lie here forever, or until one of Booker’s cronies comes to kill me.  
 
    “She’s right over there, you know,” Peneiwa says, and despite myself I look. A muslin sheet drapes a body near the door, stained with blood at the neck. “They keep ‘em in here until a burning can be arranged. Told ‘em it’s not sanitary, but a theracant’s word doesn’t carry the same weight outside Serei.” 
 
    My throat swells up, and I guess all the feeling hasn’t been crushed out of me, because my vision floods too.  
 
    “That’s better,” she says gently, taking my hand. “Let it out. Tears are like another kind of infection. You can’t heal unless you get them out. That’s better. Just let them go.” 
 
    She goes on, and so do I, a flood I had no idea I had inside coming out, my sobs and moans echoing in the dim chamber. I would be ashamed if I didn’t feel so beyond it, beyond caring at all.  
 
    I don’t know how long it takes, but I’m exhausted when it’s done. “Sleep then, child,” she says, pulling a blanket over me. “I’m keeping you here overnight.” 
 
    “But you—” I start, and she shuts me up with a look.  
 
    “Don’t push away the gifts you’re given. The world’s too cold for that. Besides,” she nods at a few of the other full beds, men who fell badly from the tower, “I need to stay for them, anyway. One more won’t hurt.” 
 
    She leaves before I can argue, and exhaustion pulls me under.  
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    I am better in the morning, bodily at least. Peneiwa sends me up with a guard, and the arena is surreal in the pale dawn light. It is empty as a tomb, sands and stands silent, doors to the fighter’s cells hanging open as we walk past. Outside the sky is grey, the air cool for a change, and clouds hang low and grey where there is normally only blue sky. Our footsteps echo in the curving hall. It takes a long time for the guard at the top to respond to the lift bell. I spend the time breathing and sorting out my feelings.  
 
    The mountain of guilt I felt is still there, but I dig under it to what actually happened yesterday, reliving the fight in the focus of Basic Tide, to try to see it clearly. Isang and Kemlang are right, that it was a brilliant strategy on Booker’s part, but I was right too. I got so caught up in my own determination to win, to get free, that I ignored clear warning signs: Temlang’s blade catching in my staff, the too-easy way our strategy played out, the impossibility of mounting a successful attack once they’d taken the tower base.  
 
    My decisions weren’t all from ego, but some were. As sounds of the upper gate opening drift down, I breathe with the selfish urge inside that wants to win at all costs, to keep sticking it in Booker’s face that despite everything he tries I will be better. Some of what I did was from a drive to win for the sake of my friends, too, to secure their coins and get them free. But like a fast current under a peaceful surface, below that I find the urgency born of the overseers Nerimes sent, four days gone or more. If I’m not free in four more, I’m dead.  
 
    And at the bottom of the currents swirling in my belly, the sandy floor below which there is nothing to find, a cold tide pulls me to get to Gaxna before this blankness in my chest turns permanent. I step onto the lift, not even hearing the guard’s words. I think I can trust what Miyara said through the dying overseer’s lips, that Gaxna is still alive, but I know how she sees people, how easy it would be for her or Nerimes to decide my lover isn’t worth keeping and throw her off a cliff. More than my own life, and perversely more than doing what I can to stop the floods, I want to get out to stop that.  
 
    The descending lift is less heavy, like it often is in the mornings, so I have to pull up against the handholds to climb. The work feels good. My head throbs in time to my heart, but I think this is more the loss of vitality than the blow I took yesterday. Peneiwa knows her art.  
 
    I fit Basic Tide to the rhythm of my work, breath echoing in the long, dark tube. And somewhere around the time that I pass the descending lift, loaded with bags of laundry, I recognize the dark secret in this bottom current of emotion—that what drives me to save Gaxna is as much guilt as love. That the knowledge I put her in this mess, by involving her in my attempt to stop Nerimes and exonerate my father, pushes me as hard as my desire to see her again, to hold her in my arms and make dinner and watch the sun set somewhere peaceful.  
 
    Just like the guilt over Safeila’s death is driving me now. I get the disorienting feeling that this current is new to me, and yet an old one in my stream of life. One that has maybe pushed me for years. That might have started with my ancestors, and would go on to my children should I bear any. I know the things Isang said yesterday are not wrong, the arguments he made against my crushing guilt. I just can’t hold onto them, like they are mossy stones in an underground river whose current pushes me too fast to catch hold. I want to, I just can’t.  
 
    For now, maybe that desire has to be enough.  
 
    Weak light filters down from above. Desire, and the knowledge that nothing I need to do has changed. I still need to get out. Still need to honor the pact with my friends and still want to get them out. Gaxna still needs saving, whatever my reason for doing it. The world needs saving, and if Nerimes and his cabal stands in the way, they need dealing with too.  
 
    I get a grip on those truths, at least, as I clear the final rungs to the tower. This mountain is still on my chest, a frozen chunk of emotion too big to thaw, but I won’t let it keep me from doing what I need to. That would be letting the enemy inside defeat me before the ones outside can, as Trainer Yemlaw used to say.  
 
    I just have to figure out how to do it without help. I’m not letting anyone else die from my mistakes.  
 
    The gate is unlocked at the top, the guard on duty likely gone back to bed. I consider, for a brief mad moment, taking the lift back down again, and trying to surprise the guard at the bottom, to break free before anyone is awake enough to stop me. But I heard the guard at the bottom lock the gate, and he was alert enough that his vitality would make all the difference. Especially now that I have none.  
 
    I climb the stairs to the barracks. Four thousand ravas. I had four thousand ravas, almost everything I needed to get free, and now I am back to zero. I have four days left, at best, to make all that back and more. Three days, if I want to get out of the city before the overseers get here. I need a plan. And it has to go perfectly, or I’m dead. 
 
    I stop at the door to the south barracks. The floor is covered in sleeping bodies, the sun’s light grey through the windows, the breeze deliciously cool. I spend a minute gazing at the men and women who have fought with me. They look so innocent asleep, faces slack, Teiwo and Hegdan snoring softly. I thank Uje the rest of them are still alive. May the time they spent following me have ended up benefitting them somehow. They will do better on their own.  
 
    I cross to the upper stairs, nodding to Booker’s guard at the door to the north barracks. He gives me an icy gaze, but I suppose I deserve that. I took the man’s coins in a battle day before last, as I recall. And now I know what it feels like to lose hard-earned vitality in the space of a few heartbeats.  
 
    The cupola is empty, save for the usual sprawled-out forms of fighters who chewed too much chaat or dozed off by their waterpipes, cold now in the morning light. I breathe deep, something in this damp air, this hanging threat of rain, bringing me back to the city of my birth.  
 
    A throat clears, and I realize I am not alone. On the far side of the sandy central space, Booker sits on a low chair before a pile of papers. Unguarded. 
 
    “Aletheia-djo,” he says. “Peneiwa healed you enough to fight again today, then?” 
 
    “She did.” I don’t know what I feel for this man, anymore. It’s not simple anger, even if he was the one behind my friend dying yesterday. That was a strategy employed in what he sees as a game. A strategy that needed me to keep playing to work, and I did. Someone else would have seen it coming. Urte, or Regiana, or Isang even.  
 
    “Tea?” he asks, gesturing to a steaming pot beside him. “I add a touch of chaat leaf in the morning. Helps me focus while I write.” 
 
    “No, thank you.” 
 
    “You’re angry,” he says, making a few notes on a page, then capping his pen. “You blame me for Safeila’s death.” 
 
    “No, I don’t,” I say honestly. 
 
    His dusts the page. “You blame yourself, then.” 
 
    I grimace. Growing respect for him or not, Booker is not the man I want privy to my inner thoughts. But I guess I am a little too raw this morning to hide much.  
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Come,” he says, patting a cushioned stool next to him. “Talk with me. We do not have to be enemies.” 
 
    I sit. I would like to say it’s to gain more information on my opponent, to seek the cracks I can use to break him apart, but all I see this morning are my own cracks, gaping holes in a façade I built years ago. Weaknesses I never saw, but that this man does. Maybe he can teach me something about them. Something I can use to hold it all together.  
 
    “That was a clever strategy you used yesterday,” I say, sitting and gazing at his papers. Death to the Witch is written across the top sheet.  
 
    “Learned from a worthy opponent,” he says, refilling his cup of tea. Steam rolls in the heavy, damp air. “Though she would do better if she could see beyond the game.” 
 
    “I’ve always seen beyond the game. That’s why I’ve been able to break your rules. To win even with you stacking the odds against me.” 
 
    “Ah,” he smiles. “Beyond that game, yes. Those rules. But there are deeper ones, about how we treat each other, how we begin and end this life, and you are very caught in those. Which is why I knew Safeila’s death would stop you, no matter how well you were doing.” 
 
    “Those are not rules. Those are truths about human life.” 
 
    “Spoken like a true monastic,” he says, and sets his cup down. “But have you never noticed how those rules do not map onto the world we live in? That it is a game you cannot win? Dare I say, one we made up?” 
 
    “If I stopped caring about the people I love,” I say, gazing at the rising steam, “if I saw them all as game pieces, then what would I have left? Just winning?” 
 
    “Then,” he says, “then you would see the joy in playing at all. That it is not about whether you win or lose. That this whole thing is a spar, not a battle. Not about winning. Nothing at stake. We all lose, given enough time. The biggest loss is the game you do not enjoy playing. Especially if that game takes you from birth straight to death.” 
 
    “There are more important things in this world than enjoying it.” 
 
    “Are there?” He reaches behind him for an ancha board, wrinkled skin swaying in the reddening light. He sets it down. “I’ve thought more about our game. About the moves you made. They were not all bad. There is a time, certainly, when the Riders work better than Heirophants. It is a risk, to spend a full turn flipping an opponent. Killing them is more efficient.”  
 
    I see where he is going and feel a spark of anger in my belly, where there has been only hollowness since I woke. I latch onto it. “So you’re doing me a favor, is what you want to say with all this? That killing Safeila was a favor, because you thought she was worth it, to teach me a lesson? But now if I don’t learn it, you’re going to kill me anyway?” 
 
    He stays calm, and I am reminded again he is here alone. I could end him in a matter of moments. Avenge Safeila’s death—except I don’t believe in that. A rule he knows I follow, which is likely why he is risking this at all. I grit my teeth. Is this a crack in my wall? Or the mortar that holds it together? 
 
    Booker shrugs. “I am only saying that life is short, and I believe we could have fun together, you and I.” 
 
    I shift on my seat. “You gave Temlang that knife. And the coins to make him vital. He barely had a hundred ravas before yesterday’s fight.” 
 
    “I did,” he agrees. “You’re concerned that it was against the rules? I make the rules up here, Aletheia-djo. I thought we talked about that.” 
 
    “If you make them, then there are none to break. Only you.” 
 
    “Very good,” he says, sipping at his cup and smiling. “Now you understand. This is why Safeila had to die.” 
 
    To break me. He gazes at me as the understanding hits, and my fists grip the edge of the chair. He smiles, fingering the coin sewn into his arm. It’s everything I can do to ice the anger that rises inside, but I do because rising alongside it is the understanding that this is how I break Booker. Not by attacking him up here in his stronghold. By finding the rules he holds dear, and breaking them.  
 
    I don’t know what those are yet, exactly, but I do know one thing, feel it as solid as the mountain of guilt still weighing on me: I’m not letting him win. Won’t let that be the purpose Safeila’s death serves.  
 
    The Bull comes up the stairs along with a few other fighters, and his nostrils flare at the sight of us. “You,” he snorts. “Your witchcraft won’t work on me again. I fixed that.” 
 
    It’s a measure of how deep I am in our conversation that I feel nothing at the sight of this hulking, coin-laden man scowling at me.  
 
    “Fine,” I say. “Wasn’t planning on fighting you, anyway.” 
 
    He grins, baring a mouth full of gleaming teeth. “I am.” 
 
    Through our bond, all I feel is bruised ego. And confidence, so he must have found some way to actually block it. I send a prayer to Uje that I never have to find out.  
 
    “Narh,” Booker says impatiently, waving a hand. The Bull snarls but stands down.  
 
    “You won’t play, then?” Booker asks, gesturing at the board. “I would dearly love to see where this one goes.” 
 
    “I won’t.” 
 
    “Very well.” He sighs and moves the board back to its table, careful not to shift any pieces. “I have a script here, for the day’s battles.” 
 
    “I can read,” I say, nodding at the Death to Witch paper topping his stack. 
 
    “It’s a good story, I think. We’ve been building up to it for a while, and the crowd will like it. I just can’t decide how it ends.” 
 
    “How it ends is written there in the title,” I say, even as the part of me that felt most crushed yesterday, the part reeling worst from understanding my true motivations for getting out of here, perks up. Like it or not, I still want to win this game. His game.  
 
    And the secrets to the next battle are right there on the page.  
 
    “No, that is how we sell it to the crowds,” he says. “The timing’s right too—gray skies like this always mean rain in Dahran, so there will be no fights today. That gives us a full day to spread word in the circulars, and to build up excitement. But the end, no, that is not certain.”  
 
    “Death feels pretty certain to me.” 
 
    “Unless it leads to resurrection. The death of the witch who fought against me and the heroes of Dahran. Who hated the game without ever really understanding it.” 
 
    “And the birth of a minnow who swims where and how she’s told to?” I snort. “Still just death, as far as I can see.” 
 
    “I’m offering you a place here,” Booker says, a touch of consternation in his normally even tone. “Beside me. Not just fighting in the fights. Planning them. Imagining them. You are more than a talented warrior, and they are eleven to a rava, anyway. You have proven yourself an apt storyteller, and that is a skill that will bring crowds back again and again.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I say, focusing through another wave of anger that says he would kill Safeila for this, to try to convince me to join him. I breathe deep. I don’t want to ice this anger—it is a current of lava impervious to the waters inside—but I do want to direct it. To use it. “But that is not the story I want to tell.” 
 
    I scan the pages as I talk, picking up the basics of his plan from his crabbed hand: to field every fighter still loyal to him, an army of seventy or more, against me alone. To lock the cells of all who would come to help me, to ensure that I have no allies. And then a bunch of theatrics, to make my eventual death—or rebirth, yes, I see it there in his notes—as dramatic as it can be.  
 
    It is an impossible battle. One I cannot win.  
 
    “The story I want to tell is bigger than that,” I push on. “Not a story for one little arena in one little town. It is a story for the whole world. Something closer to my heart than anything we could script in swords and set pieces. So thank you for the offer, but no.” 
 
    He scrunches his chin. “That is your final answer? I will not give you another chance, Aletheia-djo.” 
 
    Almost too late, I see that the anger inside is pushing me into a foolish move. To buy time, I ask the other question that’s been on my mind. “Did you tell Serei I was here? Did those overseers come at your request?” 
 
    He rubs at the coin in his skin. “On my honor, I did not. The first challenge made for quite a show, but I prefer to have fights play out under my terms. And I’ve never doubted I could handle you on my own.” 
 
    “Okay,” I say, standing and trying to feel that I am the master of my fires and fractured walls. I have to be, or this all will fall apart. “If we have a day, then give me a day to think on it.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” he says. “Consider well, Aletheia of Serei. There is a place and a life for you here.” 
 
    There isn’t. I see that as clearly as I see that saying it will serve nothing but my ego, the petulant child in me that wants to throw everything in his face. Before I do that, I need to figure out where my place is, and how I get there. And with this impossible battle just a day away, I’m not burning any options until I find the best one.  
 
    Until I find a way to break Booker.
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    My friends are shocked when they hear Booker’s plans, of course. All except for Isang, who only nods from his pallet near the barracks wall. He understands enough of what is going on here to have expected this. Especially after yesterday. 
 
    “They can’t lock us in,” Hegdan growls. “We’ll break out!” 
 
    “I’ll break us all out,” Anan says, looking uncharacteristically concerned. “The Scourge never met a lock he couldn’t pick.” 
 
    Others chime in too, Kemlang and Ekifte and even Teiwo, and I’m grateful for it even as I know it’s only bluster. Anan would have broken out years ago if he could, and none of them will be able to do anything from locked cells.  
 
    “Thank you,” I say into a pause, “but no. It’s an impossible fight, whether it’s twenty of us or just me. I don’t plan on fighting it. But if I do, I don’t want any of your deaths on my hands. One is enough.” 
 
    Protests start up about how I can’t blame myself for Safeila. I hold up a hand.  
 
    “I know, I know, she chose this too. But I didn’t understand, when I accepted her help, when I accepted all your help, how much my decisions would affect you too. I’ve… never had to deal with that before.” Or I did, once before, and it ended up with Urte and Regiana dead, and Gaxna imprisoned. Not a great track record.  
 
    “This started as my fight,” I say, “and I love you all so much for helping me fight it, but I’m not letting you die for it. You have your own fights to fight, your own reasons to get free. Die for those, if you’re going to die. But better yet, get out of here and live for them.” 
 
     I am surprised to see Hegdan’s eyes get watery, and Ekifte slams his fist to his chest in some kind of salute. 
 
    Isang, who’s been quiet this whole time, clears his throat. “You said you don’t plan on fighting it. Are you considering Booker’s offer?” 
 
    “No. Not really. I—you all know I have someone I care about a lot, back in Serei. She’s in trouble. Someone much worse than Booker has her, and could decide to get rid of her any day. I would never consider staying here. Only lying to Booker long enough to find some other way out. Besides, whatever he says about working with him, I know he’ll find a way to keep me here. To bend the rules like he always does.” 
 
    “So if not Booker, then who?” Teiwo asks. “Your amaranth friend?” 
 
    “She’s not an amaranth, yet. But yes. Hiana. She is another option.”  
 
    I fill the rest of them in on the woman who put me in here, and the increasingly bad alliances she’s been offering me. She has crossed my mind more than once, today. With her, at least, I would be out of the arena and safe from the overseers, though she would have that vial of blood hanging over my head.  
 
    I’m surprised to find that’s not the part that feels worst about working with her, though. Taking her up on it would leave my friends trapped in here. Could I add them with me into the bargain? Having ten allies against her would make me feel a lot better about the whole thing. Which probably means she wouldn’t agree. 
 
    “You should do that,” Anan says. “Go with her. You can always slip away. Steal your blood back, maybe.” 
 
    I purse my lips, not wanting to say the part about leaving them behind. I swore an oath to myself to get them out, but I’m learning enough about leading to know there’s no reason to say it out loud. “I could. Though my gut tells me it’s the wrong move.” 
 
    Fayela, the north coast woman, shifts her legs where she is crouched. “Staying here is the wrong move,” she says. “You need to move, anywhere. Figure it out once you’re there. Send money back for us, if that’s what you’re worried about.” 
 
    Like usual, a woman of few but perceptive words. As much as I hate the idea of allying with Hiana, what other option do I have? Dying will do nothing for anyone.  
 
    I nod, still feeling the weight of that mountain on me, but knowing I need to choose. “She is probably the best option. But I’ve got no way to reach out to her. And who knows what she’ll ask of me now. Uje knows I don’t have much to bargain with, now that my coins are gone and Booker’s spreading word of the Death to the Witch battle tomorrow.” 
 
    “You’ll think of something,” Isang says.  
 
    I try. My friends split up to fetch gruel or exercise or pass the free day in smoke and ancha, but I stay on my pallet. Summon my breath and my focus and do the only thing I know to do in times like these. Return to my roots. Return to my god. And seek the clarity that has felt evasive since the day I got here. Since the day I got on the Pearler ship. 
 
    Hell, since the day I lost Gaxna.  
 
    I breathe, as the murmur of rain rises to a roar, and water runs in through windows and across the floor, soaking the pallets people haven’t thought to pick up. I let it come, hoping against hope that somehow the air will be damp enough, the rain hard enough, that this water will connect me to the ocean, and to the minds of all my ancestors there in the water. They would know what to do.  
 
    An unexpected longing wells up in my chest, to touch the water and hear their voices again. To hear anyone’s voice—living in this dry place has meant losing a connection to the world, except for the brief flashes when I touch someone’s skin.  
 
    The watersight doesn’t come. I knew it was too much to hope for.  
 
    Still, the water coating the dome of the tower and running across the floors offers a connection to the rest of the Gaol, and I take it. I send my mind out as I used to in the temple, listening to the thousand thoughts of the fighters around me as they pass their day, dreaming of freedom or good food or the arms of lovers lost years ago. I find echoes of myself in them, even in the ones dead-set against me and what I’ve done to their comfortable little niche up here. There are no answers, but in times like this I must fall back on an even deeper teaching of my childhood, one that came before we learned watersight or the clarity of deep breathing: faith. Faith that this will all turn out okay. That all my efforts have not been in vain. There is an answer here, I just have to find it.  
 
    I sit with that and my breath and the strange community of imprisoned voices around me, listening to the rain fall.  
 
    I get so lost in it that I don’t even hear the lift bell ring. But when a delicate throat clears behind me, I know who it is in an instant. My mind snaps into action as I turn. “Hiana.” 
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    Hiana Caghdan jars with the surroundings, like a fresh-cut rose dropped at the foot of a dungeon. She is all the more beautiful for it, though I know it’s only vitality. I wonder, in the brief space it takes me to gather my legs and stand, how she would do up here, if she were stripped of everything and forced to fight. For all that I don’t like the woman, there is a hardness in her. She might do all right.  
 
    “Aletheia,” she says, inclining her head to me. “I thought you might want some fresh air, on a day like today.” 
 
    Despite myself, my heart skips a beat. Fresh air. Is she taking me outside? Can she do that? 
 
    “I would, indeed.” 
 
    “Come then. Yes, I can take you out of here. I am your owner. I can let you go, even, if I wish.” She glances around the barracks for a moment, then sniffs. “Not the worst place to sleep, but I could certainly do much better for you.” 
 
    “That’s not saying much,” I say, reaching for small talk while my mind chews over the possibilities here. I don’t actually believe she’s going to let me go, but she has to know Nerimes has sent more men, and has likely heard about the Death to the Witch battle coming up too. She’ll think I am more desperate to get out, and thus more willing to negotiate, but she stands to lose me too, if I don’t accept her offer. It’s not lost on me that she said last time that she wouldn’t come again—and now here she is.  
 
    I take a deep breath and follow her out into the hall and down the stairs, where the guard stands at stiff attention, looking like a seeker caught with his pants down in the temple nave. I smirk at him, but he has eyes only for Hiana. I suppose they don’t get near-amaranths up here very often. The lift waits for us, perfectly counter-balanced so we descend neither too fast nor too slow. 
 
    “This is pre-deluge, you know,” Hiana says as we pass through the darkness, me still trying to find the stance I will use in the upcoming battle of words. “We use them as prisons and houses for the rich, but scholars think the ancients had a very different purpose for Dahran’s towers.” 
 
    We arrive at the bottom, guard there standing just as stiffly, gate ready and unlocked. I don’t think Hiana even sees him, striding past in a massive ripple of vitality. The necklaces around her are pure allarium, I notice with a shock. The Daraanese number system works in elevens, and allarium coins are worth eleven eleven elevens—one thousand, three hundred and thirty-one ravas. Just five of those would buy me free.  
 
    Except I remember how stealing her coins went last time.  
 
    She leads me out of the gate, then to my surprise takes the first left, deeper into the arena building rather than toward the exits.  
 
    “It’s always struck me as shameful,” she says, unlocking the heavy door we find at the hall’s end, “how we huddle in these ruins and puff up our chests, when we know even the great civilization that built these things didn’t survive.” 
 
    Behind it is another door, this one much more ancient, with the rusted remains of a craftological lock in the center.   
 
    “And you believe we can survive, despite that?” 
 
    “A few of us, yes.” She pushes it open, to reveal a long set of stairs spiraling around an empty center into darkness. There is no railing. She begins down.  
 
    I follow, mind racing down a hundred different channels. The place is pitch black, and we are outside the purview of the guards now. Is it deep enough that, if I shoved her down, she would die? Could I find her to use her clothes and coins? Or are they all as dull as the necklaces I snatched from her, and her true power coming from somewhere else?  
 
    A light appears in her hand, shining from a tiny glass box but blazing with light. The stairwell appears in stark illumination—it is about the shape of the lift tube, and built of the same materials, though some of the ancient’s impossible stone has flaked away here to reveal massive gray bricks beneath.  
 
    “It’s the continuation of the tower shaft, if that’s what you’re wondering,” Hiana says, her shadow ducking and weaving on the wall as the light moves in her hand. “And yes, I’m wearing enough coins that I would survive a fall to the bottom. You might too, though I don’t recommend you try it. The well has an undertow that claimed quite a few lives.” 
 
    A chill runs down my back that has nothing to do with the cold air down here. I wonder again if the woman can read my thoughts. If so, there’s not much that I can do here. Other than trying to learn hers.  
 
    “Scholars think they used these for water,” Hiana says as we continue down, the air growing chill. The door is just a faint square above us. “This shaft goes down perfectly straight through the bedrock beneath Dahran, below sea level. The water at the bottom is fresh, salt filtered out by the rock. It’s ingenious.” 
 
    I almost lose my focus in wonder. They used the Gaol Tower for water? Then again, water is at a premium in Dahran, and the aqueduct they built from the mainland is only possible because another remnant still stands, an ancient bridge spanning the five-thousand pace gap. Getting water from the ground would be a more elegant solution.  
 
    “But how did they get the water up?” I ask. My voice echoes from the stone walls, traveling up and down.  
 
    Hiana shrugs, shadows again swimming. “How did they do anything? How does this light work? And does it matter? None of it saved them.” 
 
    “Some of us survived.” 
 
    “The lucky, I’d guess, rather than the chosen.” 
 
    “Is that how you think of yourself? As chosen?” I can’t help but hear the echo of Nerimes’ position in the temple, the Chosen of Uje. My father’s position.  
 
    “It probably sounds arrogant to you, but yes. As potentially chosen, anyway.” She stops and turns to me, sterile light blazing the radiance of vitality from her face, leaving a calculating stare. “I want to do more than survive this next flood, Aletheia. I want to shape it. To use it. To be at the top of whatever society forms next. To control the future of humanity.” 
 
    The bumps that prickle my skin have nothing to do with the chill air around us. This woman shaping humanity? I’d rather we left it up to chance.  
 
    But that is nothing I can say here. “Interesting. And you think taking Serei will do that?” 
 
    “I think power is the key to it all,” she says, holding my gaze a moment longer before continuing down. “You know why I came for you today. That fight tomorrow is an execution.” 
 
    “Which means you don’t have much time left to convince me.” Not the most eloquent on my part, but here I am with my words again.  
 
    Hiana’s chuckle is low. “And I am to think you’ll happily go to your death tomorrow, rather than side with me? I know who has the power here, Aletheia. Despite that, I think we will work together better as partners, rather than master and slave. So I am not asking for more than I did—just a vial of your blood, and your cooperation in taking the city back.” 
 
    Every moment I spend with this woman, I hate the idea of working with her more. But she makes more sense than Booker. And doing neither, facing that battle alone, makes no sense at all. I follow my breath, have been this whole time, but find no clarity in it. Only the confused current of my mind, and the mountain of guilt still forcing it all underground.  
 
    “I asked you for a token of your commitment, last time,” I say, more to buy time than because I think it will accomplish anything. “My father’s papers. Have you brought them?” 
 
    Her chuckle is less amused this time. “Have you bought into his fool’s notion of stopping the flood? There is no stopping the flood, girl. If the ancients who built this,” she gestures, and again our shadows swim, “could not stop it, we surely will not. The question is not stopping the force of change. It rarely is. The question is how will we use it. Swim in that current rather than drown.” 
 
    There is a wisdom to her words, I know, but if I am clear about anything, it is that drowning would be better than helping this woman survive the coming deluge.  
 
    The real question is whether me drowning in an arena battle, rather than at least swimming free of it with Hiana’s help, is the better choice here. And whether I, pushed as I am by the darkest currents of guilt and ego, am in any place to choose.  
 
    The bottom is nothing special: just dark waters swallowing the stairs, which appear in Hiana’s craftological light to spiral further below the surface.  
 
    “It goes down another five hundred paces,” Hiana says, stopping and gazing at the waters, perhaps five paces across. “Scholars think that was the ocean level, before the waters rose in the last flood.” She turns to me. “Five hundred paces. That would swallow your temple as well as Serei, wouldn’t it? Excepting the Deul on their mountaintops, I think five hundred is enough to take care of most of us. Makes it all seem pretty trivial, doesn’t it?” 
 
    I hear her words, and a part of me hungers for this knowledge, for any information on the flood that’s coming, but something deeper in me is drawn to the water. She said this is ocean water, filtering through Dahran’s bedrock. If I can just touch it—  
 
    “Don’t try it,” Hiana says, thrusting a vitality-enhanced arm across my path. “I know what your kind are capable of, in the waters.” 
 
    I do too. And it’s something I need now, more than ever. But I don’t try to push past her arm. I can’t.  
 
    Instead, I back up and leap from the stairs.  
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    The fall is swift, the water ice cold, but it immediately feels like home. They’re here—my father, my mother, my teachers, my ancestors.  
 
    Welcome, they say, their chorus voice as familiar as if it were my mother’s alone, whispering in my ear before bed. Tears start in my eyes, warm salt mixing with cold well water. 
 
    Only one body appears in the water before me, though, blood drifting from her slashed throat. Safeila.  
 
    I choke, somehow, in water, but she reaches out a hand. “Aletheia,” she says. “Do not mourn what is done.” 
 
    “How can I not?” I ask. “I knew it was a trap. Knew Temlang had knives and vitality and still—” 
 
    “You did what you thought was in our best interests,” the dead fighter says, her voice melding with my father’s and mother’s and the thousand other minds in here. “As did I. For my boys—” 
 
    She breaks off, and the mountain weighing on my chest gets heavier as sobs wrack her. I want to reach out to her—but I am the one who caused this.  
 
    “No,” she says. “No.” Then, of all things, she smiles. “I never thought I would get out. Not really. Not even in the end, when we were winning. I am one of those who deserved her place in the arena, and I don’t mind that they know that. There was justice in my punishment. I still wanted to make them proud, to show them who their mother was in some way. But this”—she shakes her head, gazing around at the dark pool, though it has lightened now, the curving walls faded away—“I never knew this was here. If I had, I would not have feared the end. My boys will come to me here, eventually. Until then, I can see them in the waters. Do not mourn what is done, Aletheia. Though if you can save them from the flood”—the gaze she raises to me is fierce—“do it. They deserve a full life, as I was given.” 
 
    “But this guilt,” I say, knowing she feels it too, that they all feel it through our connection. Her words help, but still it weighs on me, almost as if it is dragging me deeper into the waters.  
 
    “Do not follow that,” Safeila says, though her face is changing, becoming older, sterner. My father. “That is how we would lose monastics, in the darker times,” he says. “The lure of deathlessness. The absolution of guilt. But that guilt is a choice, Aletheia.” 
 
    His words cut to my core. I know he is right, even as anger flashes up at the lecturing tone he uses with me. Like I am a student rather than his daughter.  
 
    “Easy for you to say. You never had to make choices like this.” 
 
    “I did,” he says, unmoved, echoes of Urte and Regiana in his tone. “Many people died by my decisions while I held the Dias, and I was never sure of what I did. Never sure the results were worth the price paid. But that is the nature of power, Aletheia. Power held responsibly. The impossibility of knowing, and the necessity of acting anyway. We have watched you here, rising from a newcomer hated by all to a source of hope in a place deprived of it for years. You are a natural leader, whatever you think. But to come into that strength, you will need to learn to let that mountain keep moving, as you have your other emotions.” 
 
    “How?” I ask, forcing myself to focus on my true feelings, rather than the petulant voice inside. On the grief under my anger, that it’s only now I am learning from my father. My words come out a whisper. “It’s too big.” 
 
    “That’s because it is bigger than you,” he says, only his face has grown older yet, his hair spiraling out to a halo of white. Regiana. “It is all the lessons you internalized about what you can and can’t do, all the impossible expectations society and your parents and your teachers put on you. And, at bottom, the desire your own mind has for justice in a world that isn’t just.” 
 
    I look up at her in shock. “How can you—” 
 
    She holds up a hand. “I believe in Jeia, girl, same as any of us. Or Uje, if you wish. But that vision of everyone treating everyone else fairly, of a holy society working for mutual good based on a common connection with divinity, that is a north star only. Something to try for because it is worth doing, even if we never get there.” 
 
    I stare at her. That sounds dangerously close to what Booker was arguing for this morning. That all of our beliefs about the sanctity of human life are just another set of rules in an arbitrary game. That what’s important is enjoying it.  
 
    Regiana smiles, only she is my mother now, her features blurrier than the last time I saw her, but recognizably mine all the same.  
 
    “The difference is these are the only rules that feel right,” she says. “The only direction that fulfills us, even if we can’t help but break them from time to time. Do not doubt yourself, my child. I never have. We never have.” 
 
    She holds my eyes, even as hers blend into my grandmother’s, violet, and all the men and woman who came before her, until the thing facing me is more a feeling than any face I can recognize. It’s fading. The vision is fading.  
 
    “But wait!” I call. “I still don’t know what to do!” 
 
    But you will, the answer echoes, as the waters darken around me. Trust yourself. Find the chronicles. You will know which rules to break. 
 
    Then something very hard and strong and fast seizes me by the shoulder, and Hiana hauls me out of the water one-armed, like a doll from a puddle.  
 
    “I told you not to do that, girl.” She eyes me as she sets me down, dripping, on the stairs, and the difference between this cold, stone place and the strange, watery otherworld I was in is so great I just sit, for a moment, all thought of cunning or strategy gone from me.  
 
    Trust yourself, the water’s voice echoes in my mind. You will know which rules to break.  
 
    “What did you see down there?” Hiana demands. “Did you learn anything of the situation in Serei?” 
 
    A few things register in my mind, even as most of me is trying to process what Safeila and my father and my mother said. First, that she can’t actually read my thoughts, however prescient she seemed before. Her powers have limits. And second, I did learn something of Serei, from what I didn’t see down there. Gaxna.  
 
    I still can’t feel her in the blood, but she is alive, or she would have been there in the water. Thank Uje. Just the thought of her, of that insolent one-eyed grin as she saunters into some Blackwater market lecturing me on the first rule of thievery, gives me hope.  
 
    Hope and the seeds of a plan. I don’t how it will all work yet, or if it will, but I think I know what my mother meant about the rules I can break.  
 
    “Come on, girl,” Hiana barks. “You were lucky it didn’t pull you under, but you’ll freeze down here like that. Let’s get moving.” 
 
    I let her step past me and begin whatever the next thing is she’s going to say. Then I grab the flowing back of her gown in two fists and leap from the stairs, taking her with me into the well.  
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    Immersion doesn’t last long this time, and I see no more friends in the water, but we do get in a good bit of thrashing around, as her wrap tangles in the water and I do my best to confuse things as I grab at her necklaces.  
 
    Next thing I know impossibly strong arms have flung me up onto the stairs and she strides out, face a mask of fury. I stifle the grin that comes at noticing how much she looks like a drowned rat.  
 
    “What in bleeding coffers did you expect to accomplish with that?” she snaps, stalking toward me and gesturing me up the stairs.  
 
    To break one of the rules I can, I think. Out loud, I say, “Trying to find out what you can and can’t do, since your power obviously doesn’t come from vitality.” 
 
    She is silent at that, and I hear the jingle of her rearranging necklaces. I hold my breath. It is a risk, outing my knowledge. But time is running short to learn what I am up against. And I have the suspicion that whatever she is, Nerimes and Miyara are too.  
 
    “And you would have me believe you will join me,” she says at last, craftological light sending my shadow long on the curving wall ahead, “if I tell you?” 
 
    “I will not ally with someone I don’t understand,” I say. “Surely that makes sense to you.” 
 
    “There is a diagram,” she says, after a pause in which our breaths echo in the silent well. “A piece of stonework I have in my collection, along with this thing,” she waves the light in her hand, “though if it is stone, it is stronger than any we know, for the carvings on it were precise and sharp as if it had been made yesterday, once we cleaned the barnacles from it.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “It shows a pyramid of people, thousands at the bottom, just a few at the top, standing on each other’s shoulders. Water covers them, up to the very top woman and the two under her.” 
 
    “And the rest are drowning?” I ask, a chill running through me. 
 
    “Or drowned. It doesn’t matter. What matters is that the people who survived, who understood what was coming and left a record of their survival, chose to leave this. Not a diagram of a boat, or a tall mountain.” 
 
    I think about that, in the darkness of the stairs, and what it means about her power. “You think that if you survive you will get power from all those dead people?” 
 
    “No, I think that we need power from all those people to survive,” she says. “I think that’s how our ancestors did it. And that’s how I get my power now.” 
 
    I frown, trying to think through it. Vitality is fueled by the Daraanese belief in possession as the highest good, as I know my own watersight is possible because of my city’s obsession with gender, skewed though their perspective is. But Hiana is saying there is a power fueled by—power itself? By the people on the bottom of a hierarchy?  
 
    “So, the closer you are to the top,” I say, watching my shadow swim on the curving wall ahead, “the more of this other, secret power you get?” 
 
    “Most leaders never name it. But you can believe they feel it. That once you have had a taste of it, you will spend the rest of your life seeking for more. Your father felt it, certainly. That’s probably why he ignored you. A family is the simplest little hierarchy, and whoever ends up on top benefits from the power they have over the others. But your father had a lot more people under him than you, so he didn’t bother maintaining your relationship.” 
 
    No. I can’t accept that, even as the petulant girl within grabs hold. “My father ignored me because he had a vision. Because he cared about more than just surviving the flood that’s coming. He wanted to save us all from it.” 
 
    “Sure he did.”  
 
    I can hear the indulging smile in her tone, and it’s all I can do not to spin and test whether her vitality—or her power magic, or whatever’s actually fueling her—will save her from a fall this high. This information is part of what I was looking for. But it’s not enough.  
 
    “And this is how your allies break the rules too?” I ask, risking one of my guesses. “Nerimes and Miyara?” 
 
    Hiana sucks in a breath. “They are not allies.” 
 
    “But they do share your power, whatever it is. Likely taught you about it, while you were in Serei,” I say, laying out my suspicions about her calling Nerimes a ‘business partner.’ “And now you’re seeking to betray them, is that right? Get them under you in that diagram?” 
 
    “You have no idea what you’re talking about.” 
 
    I smile in the dark. Confirmation that whatever this power is, it’s the one Nerimes and Miyara are using. “I know that I am key to it. Or else you wouldn’t have come today.” 
 
    “Ah, but our interests align in this. You want them gone as badly as I do.  
 
    “I do, but these are the people who were your allies, right? You funded Nerimes’ rise to power? It’s not exactly reassuring in terms of working with you.” 
 
    “Situations change. The difference is, here, we would trust each other.” 
 
    I hold back the laugh and follow my breath to the realization that’s been building since we climbed from the water: this was the answer that needed to be different. The one that could have convinced me to work with her. To risk selling my city out to get free of this place. But her talking about trust is an anemone’s description of a sandstorm. It means nothing.  
 
    Still, much as I want to throw this in her face, just to see the look on it, I hold my tongue. If Hiana is not an ally, she is an enemy. Part of the cabal that put me here in the first place. But as long as she thinks I am considering her offer, there may be more I can learn. Things I can use against her and Nerimes. 
 
    “I tried killing them,” I say. “Last month. Turns out your power magic makes it pretty hard to die.” Light from the open door shines above, a square of reality spinning closer.  
 
    Hiana chuckles. “If we’re at the top, yes. But remember the diagram. Pull the pyramid out from under the rulers, and they drown.” 
 
    “I tried that too. I had all the proof I needed to expose Nerimes, and a lot of the temple behind me, and he still won.” 
 
    “This is where you needed my help,” she says. “From what I understand, your evidence was solid. Coffers know there is plenty to indict Nerimes. But evidence is not enough in politics—you have to think about audience. Your sex was already against you, and then bringing evidence from the theracant’s guild, sworn enemies of the temple? Of course Nerimes spun that against you. But with the mess they’re making of the city right now, it’s a fig ripe for the picking. We will come as a neutral party, arguing both temple and guild are corrupt, and presenting you as the perfect balance of the two, to restore power, with a neutral Daraanese ally against the Deul threat.” 
 
    That sounds… really well thought out. If only Hiana was an ally.  
 
    “And their… power,” I say, struggling for a word to describe whatever magic it is their cabal gets, “it would then flow to us? What would happen to Nerimes and Miyara?” 
 
    “They would become merely ordinary again,” she says, as if it is the worst fate of all. “And yes, the power they held would go to us, the power of the city’s heirarchy.” 
 
    I relax deep in my core, a tension I didn’t realize I’d been carrying. Until now, right now, I have had no idea how to deal with Nerimes, once I got out. This plan will have to be adjusted, without Hiana in it, but I can do that.  
 
    “Thank you,” I say in all honesty. “That makes a lot of sense.”  
 
    The door is just a few turns above us now. “So? You know everything, now. You have no way to get out on your own and face certain death tomorrow. Will you give me a vial of your blood?” 
 
    “In exchange for a vial of yours,” I say without hesitation. That is one mutual assurance I know I could take advantage of. 
 
    “Don’t be a fool, girl. You are not the one with the power here.” 
 
    We get to the top, and I step out into the blessedly warm hallway. “I’m not a fool,” I say, rearranging my sodden blacks. “You have no power here, either. At least, not enough to save yourself, or you wouldn’t be bothering with me. We both know there is no one else you can possibly use for this plan. Just like we know you will dispose of me the minute you are able to, once we’re in power.” I start walking.  
 
    “What, then?” she snaps, hurrying after. “What would make you agree, short of my blood?” 
 
    “You talked about trust,” I say, approaching the end of the dusty hall. “Trust me. Get me out of here without any exchange of blood.” This still wouldn’t make me trust her, but it would be a start.  
 
    “You know I can’t do that.” 
 
    “Alright,” I say lightly, turning back toward the lift. The seeds of a plan sprouted in the dark are vining now, climbing the walls of my prison. Seeking its cracks.  
 
    “Stop,” she hisses, clutching my arm. I get goosebumps despite the warm air, thinking of where the power holding my arm is actually coming from. “What else? There has to be something else. Something reasonable.” 
 
    There isn’t, and I’ve learned what I need to know, but I might as well try. “My friends,” I say. “Isang, Anan, Teiwo, Uweio, ten or eleven other ones. Get them all free, for starters.” 
 
    She sucks in a breath, but doesn’t immediately say no. So I go on.  
 
    “And my father’s papers, the Immersion Chronicles. I will need them delivered to me, intact, before I agree to anything.” 
 
    She makes some kind of strangled sound, but it’s again not a no. I know it’s coming, but the part of me that’s wanted to tell her to get flooded this whole time is enjoying this.  
 
    “And if I do all that, you’ll give me the vial?” 
 
    I cock my head as if I’m considering it, then shrug. “Well, you’d have to get me free too. But no. Do all that and then we can talk about the blood.” 
 
    I start walking again, grinning though I know Urte wouldn’t approve, that I’m just rubbing her face in it now. Maybe I needed this. Maybe this is how I balance out the weight of being responsible for other people’s lives. With a little face-rubbing on someone who deserves it.  
 
    Her footsteps hurry after me. “You’re going to die tomorrow, girl. Let this be the first lesson you learn about leadership: sometimes you have to sacrifice your principles for a little practicality.” 
 
    “That’s not the kind of leader I want to be,” I say, though still a part of me screams that I’m walking the wrong way, back toward the Gaol instead of out the door with this woman. It’s a small part. And this is the right way. I know that now. “Last time I compromised my principles to try to get something done, a good friend died. I’m not doing that again.” 
 
    “Even to save your own skin?” 
 
    “Even to save my own skin.” 
 
    “You’ll change your mind. You’ll change it when the Bull stands over you with a foot raised to end your life and it’s my pity coin that saves you. But I’m not throwing it until you fill this, even out there.” She shoves a vial at me. 
 
    I take it, not because I have any intention of giving her my blood, but because part of the plan taking root in my mind needs her to be in the stands tomorrow. To be watching the fight closely. Because I am going to fight, I think. Right or wrong, I’m not sacrificing my principles to escape this. I would rather die. Which I might do.  
 
    But if I do, I will do it on my own terms.   
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    The sun sets out the cell doors as I make my way back to the lift, Hiana having left me in the care of a guard. The clouds have cleared away but the cool remains, and the air is deliciously damp in my lungs, like the temple gardens after a monsoon.  
 
    I breathe deep, feeling a kinship with this air. Like the rain washed me clean too, and where uncertainty and doubt clouded my vision before, now there are only a few simple steps to take. The guilt is still there, pressing on me, but I feel it starting to lift, too. My father is right, that it’s something I need to get used to, if I want to lead without it clouding my judgment. And Regiana’s words are helpful, that I’m never going to be perfect at it. That it’s fine to try, that I should try, but I have to let go of my expectations.  
 
    The lift is lightly balanced and I have to pull myself up, but I’m glad for the exercise after a day spent in the Gaol. I let my thoughts go for a time in the rhythm of the work.  
 
    I hear the tower in the water as I step off the lift, the sodden floors connecting me to the fighters here like the temple’s waters used to. The memory brings a wave of nostalgia, and an awareness of how much things have changed. How much I have changed. I couldn’t go back to being that solitary girl in a temple full of men now if I wanted to. Which I don’t. I know too much, and the world is too big. Still, I slow on the stairs to let the nostalgia run its course.  
 
    Anan is in his usual spot in the barracks, reclined on pillows, a cloveleaf stub in his hands. There are a few other fighters around, but none of my friends.  
 
    “How’d it go?” he asks, sitting up. “You a free woman now, come to rub it in our faces?” 
 
    “Not yet,” I say, “but I’m on my way. You need another one of those?” I nod at his stub. “Because I could use one.” 
 
    “All out,” he says, fingering the coins on his neck, trophies from our fights. “Thought I might actually save these. Y’know, try to get out sometime.” 
 
    Despite everything else, that stops me. “You? Save ravas? Isn’t that setting yourself up for the fall?” 
 
    He shrugs. “Thought maybe I’d try to climb, once.” 
 
    I smile. Maybe I am making a difference here, whether my plan works or not. “Then this one’s on the house,” I say, “to celebrate.” I dig into my bedroll and pull out my last cloveleaf, bought the night we fought off the overseers.  
 
    He takes it with an almost suspicious look, then strikes a match and pulls on it. “Celebrate? With what’s happening tomorrow? You’re starting to sound like me.” 
 
    “I’m not dying tomorrow.” I believe that, but I touch the wet floor with my hand anyway, sending it as a prayer to Uje.  
 
    “You planning to break us out then, so we can help you? The cell locks are pretty heavy iron. And,” he grimaces, “the more I think about it, the less I think I can pick them.” 
 
    I nod and take a pull on the smoke before I reply. “What about breaking into the Tower of Many Names? Still think you can do that?” 
 
    He gives me an odd look, but his voice is even when he says, “I broke into that Tower four times in two years, twice for ravas and twice for fun, and they never so much as caught a whiff of me.” 
 
    “Then we’re celebrating your freedom,” I say, reaching into my waistband and pulling out a fistful of allarium. “If this will buy you out, anyway.” 
 
    His eyes go wide, looking from the coins to me and back again. “Where did you get those?” 
 
    I can’t stop the smirk as I tuck them away again, checking to make sure there are five of them. I didn’t get a chance to in the moment. “Hiana. It wasn’t the world’s smoothest robbery, but I got the job done.” 
 
    Anan’s still staring. “And she didn’t notice?” 
 
    I shrug. “I had a good teacher. The coins will work, right? Even though they’re dull?” I’m starting to think all Hiana’s coins are.   
 
    “They’ll work. They might beat me up for a few ravas because they’ll have to exchange them, but that’s six thousand six hundred and fifty-five ravas when I only need five. They’ll work.” 
 
    I hand him the clove twist. “So are you up for this?” He’s being oddly quiet. 
 
    Anan stares at the twist in my hand like it might bite him. “You’re serious?” 
 
    “Floods yes, I’m serious. Will you break into the Tower of Many Names and steal my father’s papers for me, if I buy your way out of here?” 
 
    “Then floods yes, I’ll do it!” He actually leaps to his feet and whoops, then flushes when the other fighters look over. He sits, getting suddenly somber. “But—you need those coins. They’re gonna kill you tomorrow. You take them. Get out. I’ll be fine.” 
 
    I’m shocked to see tears shining in his eyes. I shake my head. “I’ve got my ways to get out. Hiana and Booker both offered me deals. And I… have another thing planned, too. Bigger than just getting out. And anyway, I promised myself I would get you all out, and I was serious.” 
 
    His eyes get wider, if that’s possible. “Get us all out? That some kind of deal Booker offered you, to get rid of us?” 
 
    “No, but listen, there’s not a lot of time, and there are some things you need to know.”  
 
    Anan leaves a few minutes later, walking toward the lift with a dazed look on his face, coins in his hand. I stay until he’s gone, savoring the lightness in my chest. Even if everything else fails, I got this done. I got him out. Anan can steal enough to buy the rest of them out in a few days, if I don’t make it. And if I do, I’ll do it with my father’s chronicles in hand—the last real hold Hiana has over me.  
 
    I finish the clove in silence. I still need to talk to Isang, but I want this moment to myself, as the sun sets in glorious violet out the round windows, and the tower bubbles in the water under my feet with the joy of an unexpected day off. I might die tomorrow. Chances are pretty good, actually. Either that, or I’ll have to take Hiana up on an offer I know is a mistake. I want to go into this clean, unburdened. So I thaw everything I’ve frozen today and send it out in clouds of smoke, like the Pearlers burn prayers to their gods. I get up and lean my head out the nearest window, inhaling the rain-cleaned scent of the city and watching the sun’s last rays sparkle on the bay, like I did the first night I was in here. I exhale smoke and watch it drift away, unbound, swirling in the evening air. May that be me, someday soon. May that be all of us, in time to be with the ones we love.   
 
    I head upstairs when the clove is done. One task down, one to go. Conversation bubbles in the open dome, but it changes fast when they catch sight of me topping the stairs. A ripple of silence starts from those nearby me and spreads out to cover the whole dome, thoughts in the water going from casual merriment to dark images of deaths in the arena. I read plenty of minds who are upset about it, or angry at Booker, but I’m surprised to find as many more that are not on my side, but still don’t like the idea of having to kill me out there. Fighters that respect me, even if they don’t agree. I note that—I might be able to use it—then summon my best Gaxna face. I even squint an eye.  
 
    “What? You boys never seen a witch before?” 
 
    A few people laugh, but still the atmosphere is uncomfortable. With a start I realize the room is divided along the same lines as the barracks, with those who’ve come to my cause clustered on the south side, plus a few independents, and Booker’s fighters lining the north half of the dome. He sits among them, watching me with hooded eyes.  
 
    I nod to him. “Booker.” We said all we needed to this morning, and I don’t owe him an answer until tomorrow. Though I know now what it will be.  
 
    “Regiana-djo,” he answers. 
 
    Just that, but the simple acknowledgement seems to poke a hole in the tension. The fighters go back to their diversions, though I still read unease in the waters. It is a good thing I am leaving tomorrow, one way or another. This tension would come to blood, otherwise.  
 
    I find my friends clustered around waterpipes and a few osomwe boards. They look up, questions in their eyes, but I wave them back to their games. I don’t feel like explaining it all again. Like it might all collapse if I talk about it too much. Instead, I take an open seat on the cushioned bench next to Isang, who rolls a black slice of chaat in his hand.  
 
    I lay a hand on his arm. Don’t be shocked, I send through the bond. I can speak like this, and hear what you think. I would rather talk privately, if that’s okay. 
 
    That is fine, his voice comes back after a moment, younger and clearer in watersight. The rest of his thoughts are in Deul, appearing like pictures with the colors reversed, or sentences out of order, which is just as well. I’d rather give him his privacy. You had no success with Hiana?  
 
    I did, I send back. I learned something I needed to know. But no, I didn’t work out a deal with her. She insisted on taking my blood first.  
 
    He frowns at me. Better that than death. 
 
    I smile. I knew you would say that. Agree to disagree? 
 
    He shifts on the bench. I just wish there was something I could do to help you. 
 
    There is, actually. You know all the fighters and their vitality levels in here pretty well, right? 
 
    He nods, the action repeated in his thoughts.  
 
    I need a list of all those loyal to Booker, ranked by their vitality. Can you do that? 
 
    I can, he thinks. But why? There’s no way you’ll be able to single them out on the battlefield like that. I don’t have Isang’s blood, but the way he feels about me fighting tomorrow is clear enough from the thought-images swirling behind his words. You’re really planning on going through with it, then?  
 
    This is the only way. I expected him to disagree with my decision not to compromise, as he has since the day I came in here, but I find I want him to understand why I’m doing it this time. In case I don’t have a chance to tell him, afterwards. I send memories of the conversation with Hiana through the bond, including my time in the waters. 
 
    Isang starts at the sudden rush of memory, but his thoughts are not the arguments for accepting Hiana’s offer that I expect. Instead, they swirl around the revelations about Miyara and Nerimes and their power.  
 
    They coalesce in a moment. So that’s how Ieolat got her power. 
 
    She had special powers too?  
 
    Yes. Machines that should not have worked, but under her hands did, somehow. His arm tenses under my grip. If I had known this when I was still there— 
 
    I squeeze him. Hey. If I get out, I’m getting you out too. We can fight her together. For now, just make me the list. 
 
    He looks at me in confusion, but I hold up a hand. Please. If I explained it, you’d just disagree, and that’s not how I want to spend this night. But promise me this: if I don’t make it out, you’ll fight her anyway. You know what I know now. The secrets of her power. Use that. Use it in Serei, if you can, but better yet use it in your homeland. Bring her down. Set your people on the right course. Ieolat and her cabal only care about themselves. They know what’s coming, and all they’re thinking about is how they can survive it.  
 
    And how to shape the world that comes after, he adds, and I share the chill I sense in his thoughts. That is not a world I want to live in. But what can I do from here? 
 
    I smile. Someone told me something once. He said the worst thing you can do up here is start hoping. I don’t want to say any more, just in case he was right. 
 
    Sounds like Anan. Where is he anyway? 
 
    Oh, who knows with him. Probably smoking like a hermit down in the barracks. I almost feel bad that Isang can’t read the lie in my thoughts. I just hope I’m there to see the look on his face when he finds out. Anyways, you’ll know what to do when the time is right. Till then, just sit with me here, okay? Let’s just sit and smile and enjoy this like it’s any other night in our little prison. 
 
    He takes a deep, shuddering breath, then nods. Across the cupola, the sun’s last rays reflect from the metal dome, bathing the sands in violet light. Isang makes to withdraw his arm and I stop him, twining my fingers in his. I don’t know what Gaxna would think, but Gaxna’s not here, and if there is someone with her, wherever she is, that can make what she’s going through easier, I hope she doesn’t hold back. Life is too short, and real connections between people too rare. I feel one with Isang. With this Isang, who wants to change the world with me. I always knew he was in there. I don’t know what this feeling means, and there’s not much time to do anything about it anyway, but I won’t ignore it locked away in a foreign city on what might be my last night alive.  
 
    The light fades and lamps spark to life like fireflies around the orbit of the dome. I rest my head on Isang’s shoulder, content for this one moment to let the questions be.  
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    It is another day in the Dahran gladiator arena: the sun blazes off the pale sands, the crowd filters in as morning wears on to noon, and the scents of spice and oil roll from the vending carts. The spectacles start small, with jugglers and bards and occasional challenges between fighters with ambitions of getting out or grudges to settle. The stands are fuller than usual, even at this early hour, no doubt to see the Witch of Serei finally die.  
 
    I don’t take it personally. I never had illusions I was more than a character to them, an entertainment, even when they loved me risking my life for my friends or showing mercy on my enemies. They see everything in terms of ownership, so deeply it distorts how they see me: I am not Hiana’s property, not just a fighter to be killed for their sport. I am a life, a continuation of the sacred water that flows through us all, guilty of theft but worthy of more justice than I have been shown.  
 
    That’s fine. I am deep in the rhythms of Basic Tide, preparing myself with the clarity that has been my final refuge since I learned it, years ago. I was shocked when Regiana said Uje’s justice is only a goal, but I think I understand her, now. That was one of the flaws in my original plan to depose Nerimes—I thought if I only showed the temple the truth, where justice was, that they would flock to my side. But Hiana had the right of it—Hiana, for whom this revelation is no doubt old hat, who perhaps never thought there could be such a thing as justice in the world—when she said I hadn’t considered the politics of how I presented my case, and that was my downfall.  
 
    Maybe politics and persuasive speech will always be weaknesses of mine, but I’m not going to repeat those same mistakes today. If I want justice here, if I want a fair fight rather than the execution Booker has scripted, I will have to make it myself. And if I get out—when I get out—I will have to solve the bigger problems of Nerimes’ cabal and the coming flood the same way. The only way I ever have. 
 
    With a fight.  
 
    A contender falls, and the gong sounds to signal a victory. I push the iron door of my cell open and step onto the sands. I’m already scripted for a fight today, but there’s nothing stopping me from calling a few challenges first.  
 
    Booker breaks off in what he was beginning to say. “And it looks like we have an early appearance by the Witch of Serei! Signalling a challenge? Seems like she should be saving her strength for the battle of her life, don’t you think?”  
 
    I ignore him. Pull Isang’s sheet out of my pocket and pick one of Booker’s lower men: Semlaj Meneia, 273 ravas. I call out his name in challenge, tucking the sheet into my blacks next to my father’s letter. I am still deep within the stillness of Basic Tide.  
 
    A man steps onto the sands. I recognize him, vaguely—with maybe one hundred fifty fighters in the tower, I know everyone’s faces now, if not their names. Booker booms something about my recent loss of coins, but I have eyes only for Semlaj. 
 
    “Warrior Meneia,” I call out as he approaches. “I have no wish to fight you, but as you know I am scripted to die today, and I need your coins. Will you lay them down to me, or must we fight this out?” 
 
    There is fear in his eyes—my reputation precedes me—but he sets his feet. A fight, then.  
 
    It is swift. I am not here for theatrics, and the deeper Seven Cairns settles into my instincts, the more effective my fighting style has become. A strike at his ribcage, another into his hip, Eel’s Kiss to knock him down, and a Cairns bind to finish him off. I read him through our skins as he struggles, and see that he is one of those who disagrees with Booker’s plans, even though he has no special love for me.  
 
    I release him the instant he raises a hand in defeat, and offer him a hand up. “I am sorry to have done this,” I say to him, from deep within the folds of my concentration, “but you know Booker’s script for me is unjust. Will you aid me, at least, in consenting control of your vitality?” 
 
    He spits, clearly angry at the quick defeat, but nods. I pull half the coins from his necklace, dropping them in the sand for the guards to give to Hiana, and loop the rest around my neck. One hundred thirty ravas is not much, but I feel a lightness in my bones.  
 
    I smile and crack my knuckles. One hundred thirty down, four thousand eight hundred and seventy to go.  
 
    Booker starts to call the next scheduled fight and I hold up an arm, signaling another challenge. He breaks off and I name the next fighter on the list, a Bamani woman. The crowd stirs some at this, but I know the rules here: challenges always take precedence, and they can happen at any time. The crowd usually eats them up, because they are unscripted and raw, but I am not aiming to please the crowd today. I’m aiming to win.  
 
    The woman steps up and I make the same offer to her, though I see little sympathy in her tattoo-circled eyes.  
 
    I show her none either—two blocks, a sixth cairn adjustment, and she is bucking under my bind as I hold her face-first to the sands. The bond of our skins confirms she has neither the respect nor sympathy needed to consider ceding her wealth to me. I take her coins anyway. I will need them for more than vitality today.  
 
    Again Booker tries to call the next fight, and again I signal another challenge. He stares at me from his second-floor suite, expression mild but knuckles white as he calls out the match. I am too deep in Basic Tide to feel much pleasure in that, but I give him a nod nonetheless, before offering this next fighter, a square-built Daraanese man, the same deal I offered the others. There were less vital fighters I could have challenged—he has nearly four hundred coins slung across his chest—but I might need those weaker fighters later.  
 
    To my surprise, he concedes without a fight, giving me the Daraa sign of respect—two fists pressed together—before laying down in the sands. His coins give me vitality too, though of course half of them go to Hiana. I find her in the stands as I signal my next challenge, watching with a grim expression.  
 
    With three hundred sixty-some working coins around my neck, I challenge one of Booker’s mid-rank fighters, a man with five hundred forty ravas. The wealth disparity makes the fight more interesting, but as the challenger I get to choose the weapons, and like most Daraanese the staff is awkward in his hands. Not so for me, and my staff is true Sereian ironwood, an inheritance from Brother Oleim, that flexes and snaps just like the ones I trained on. I get him down in eight moves, dropping the staff to finish him with a bind so I can read his thoughts.  
 
    He’s on the fence about me, his respect for what I’ve done and dislike of Booker’s plans balanced with anger over how quickly I’ve taken what he spent years building up. So I use a weapon I haven’t yet, on the battlefield: the forbidden art of the waterpush. Gently, between his increasingly panicked thoughts as I tighten the bind, I slip ideas into his mind—reminders of Booker’s oppression, of the fair deal I offered him at the start, and of his admiration for the way I protected Anan in my early matches.  
 
    It works. When he stands, he pulls the bands of coins from his neck and hands them to me. “You earned them,” he says. “Though I hope I never have to face you on these sands again.” 
 
    “That is my intention,” I say, falling back into the cool embrace of my concentration. “I am sorry for this setback, and hope when next we meet it is as free people.” 
 
    His gaze firms up then, and he presses fists together. I return the salute, separating his coins and feeling new vitality flow into me. I challenge a name higher on the list—there are fewer up here, but the rewards are greater—to what sounds like consternation from Booker. He understands now. The crowd, who’d grown bored after the first few fights, seems to have picked up in interest again, and I see more people climbing the stands. They even throw a few tips when I win, though the victory is nothing fancy. 
 
    They realize what I am doing, then: the impossible, mythical endurance match. Going from no coins to walk price in one long series of challenges.  
 
    I challenge again, eight hundred fifty ravas to my six hundred twenty, and take a few hits before I get her down. I add my own reason to Isang’s list of why no one has ever pulled off an endurance match: not only am I tired while they’re fresh, and not only can I only challenge fighters more vital than me, the fighters at these higher ranks have generally earned it. They are trained warriors, not just thugs relying on muscles and a few tip coins.  
 
    Which is fun, for a time. I go from six hundred to one thousand forty to seventeen hundred to a few ravas over three thousand. With each match Booker gets more peeved, but the crowd cheers louder, and more tips rain down around me. I give them no theatrics, especially now, when the fights are actually challenging and the stakes matter more. One defeat here and I start back at zero, with fewer fighters to challenge and more bruises to battle through. Still, the crowd knows they are witnessing history. If I win the next one or two fights, I will have pulled off the impossible—just the sort of thing they’ve come to expect from the Witch of Serei.  
 
    Too bad that’s not all I’m trying to do here. After each match I look for Hiana, to make sure she’s still watching. Despite how things went between us yesterday, I am banking on her staying to the last. If she leaves, this all could end in disaster.  
 
    Still, there’s nothing for me to do but fight.  
 
    The fighter I’m holding signals defeat, but all I read in his thoughts is anger, and though I make my request for his consent in the nicest possible terms, he refuses. This puts me in the unenviable position of having nearly five thousand coins, but only three thousand of them giving vitality. I have to challenge upward, but everyone I can fight will have all of their coins giving vitality by this point. The list is also short, and all fights I’d rather avoid: Temlang, the Bull, and the Fletcher, who I’ve seen kill more than one opponent just for a few tips.  
 
    I choose the Fletcher, as much because I don’t want to alienate Kemlang if he isn’t actually ready for his brother to die. This level of vitality makes even simple strikes deadly, and all three of these men are known killers, which means I may have no choice in how I finish the fights, if I want to survive.  
 
    My stomach twists at the thought—killing goes against my beliefs, and I have avoided it at all costs here so far. Then again, I have seen all of these men in action, and know the world would be better off without them. Temlang in particular—another reason to avoid him is the current that runs under my mountain of guilt: a molten core of rage at him, that he would kill a friend and mother on someone else’s orders. Kill her and smile about it. No, I might enjoy killing him, but there is no way I could keep my concentration while I did it.   
 
    Before my opponent can step out a bell sounds, and I see Booker, of all people, walking onto the sands.  
 
    I let him come to me, grounding my staff in the sand and following my breath. The crowd buzzes, so they must how rare it is for him to come out of his booth. He looks small outside his usual cohort of henchmen, upright and lively but still just an old man in a wide field of sand. A playwright at sea on his own stage. 
 
    “If you’ve come to offer me one last chance to join you,” I say when he’s close, “the answer is still no.” I told him the same this morning, once Anan was gone.  
 
    “I’m past that,” he snaps, voice pitched for my ears alone. “We are past that. I was foolish to think you could ever have been turned. Some pieces can only be killed.” 
 
    “Then why have you come?” His gaze is angry, and it pleases me to meet it with my cool one, to be centered in myself even after such hard fights. Urte would be proud.  
 
    “To convince you to die like you’ve lived. To enjoy the game for once, not make a mockery of it like this.” His left hand clutches at the coin sewn into his opposite arm.  
 
    “It has always been a mockery. And I am not dying here so you can avoid the embarrassment of your big battle not having a main character.” 
 
    “The Fletcher has five thousand ravas of vitality to your three,” the old man spits. “I don’t care how good a fighter you are, that is a losing battle.” 
 
    I raise an eyebrow as a bard scurries out and begins performing an impromptu jig to appease the crowds. They nearly fill the seats above though it is barely afternoon. “That sounds awfully like believing too much in the rules of your own game. Just because no one has pulled off an endurance match doesn’t mean it can’t be done. Besides, you know who I am. I have powers no one else on this battlefield can claim.” 
 
    “Not enough to cover a two-thousand rava gap. And I am not caught in these rules, girl. I made them. Trust me when I say I am not letting you walk out of here today. Not after the fool you’ve made of me in the last ten days.” 
 
    So this is about ego after all. Still, even as ice slides down my spine, another part of me relaxes. Here are the rules Booker believes in. The ones that will break him. 
 
    “I don’t think you can do much, now. Not with them watching.” I nod to the crowd in the stands, still buzzing with excitement, as Booker’s second booms something out about a conference of allies. “They love the endurance match legend. That they might witness one today. Change any tiny thing about how they understand that works and you’ll have a revolt on your hands.” 
 
    His smile is confident, if still angry. He tugs at the coin sewn into his skin. “I don’t need to change a thing. And if I do, they’ll get over it. I know how to put on a show.” 
 
    The thought crosses my mind that I could kill him, here and now. That Booker might deserve it more than Temlang or his other henchmen, even if he never does any of the dirty work. He was the one behind Safeila’s death. He’s the one behind all these fighters being trapped up here till they die.  
 
    But killing him goes against my own code, and even if my rules are only in my head, I would be lost without them. Plus, a better idea comes to me.  
 
    “Then I challenge you, Booker-djo. You have the coins for it. It would make for quite a show, don’t you think?” Not to mention earn my walk price a lot easier than fighting the Fletcher. Booker is a lot of things, but I am confident he’s not a fighter. 
 
    He stares at me for a moment, then starts chuckling.  
 
    “What?” I demand. “You think your little throne protects you? I challenge you to a duel for coins, under the same rules I have fought all these fighters.” I raise a hand to announce my challenge, wondering why I never thought of this before.  
 
    His hand flickers out, catching my arm fast as lightning. “Please, don’t make a fool of yourself. Property can’t challenge free citizens. You know that.” 
 
    I stare at him. “You’re—not a fighter?” 
 
    “Have you ever seen me fight?” All his earlier anger seems to be gone in amusement. 
 
    “I—always just assumed you kept yourself out of them.” Though it makes a certain kind of sense. “Then what are you doing sleeping up there and spending your days with a bunch of thugs and criminals?” 
 
    He shrugs. “Playing the only game that holds any interest for me, any more.” 
 
    I narrow my eyes at him, looking from his eyes to the bulge of coin sewn into his skin, a sudden suspicion dawning on me. How unafraid he is for his own life. How he can amplify his voice to fill the arena. How he always toys with that hidden coin.  
 
    “You’re an amaranth.” 
 
    “Very good!” he cries. “And I happen to be one who enjoys putting on a good show. Time to get back at it, don’t you think?”  
 
    “But you—” I trail off, looking at the dome of the Gaol Tower rising above the arena. “Every amaranth has a tower. The Gaol’s yours?” 
 
    “Aletheia-djo,” he says. “This arena is mine, and plenty of the city beyond it.” 
 
    I shake my head. “So what are you doing here? You could do anything. Be anywhere. You’re immortal.” 
 
    He sighs. “You will learn, if you live long enough, that there is no joy in a game you cannot lose. I have been alive for five hundred years, and was ready to die for many of them, until I found this. Until I found the joy in the game. I know it is a hard lesson to learn, when your years are short, but I’d hoped you might see it with me. Will you not reconsider playing out my script? I promise it will be a good death. An interesting death. Much better than you will find out there.” He gestures at the arena gates. 
 
    “I think I’ll focus on having an interesting life first, Booker-djo, but thank you.” I am amazed to find myself meaning it. What he did with Safeila is still despicable, but in a twisted way I think he was trying to help me. 
 
    “Lavi. Call me Lavi. I will make sure you get one of those,” he nods to the friezes lining the top of the arena wall, “when you are gone.” He straightens up and presses fists together. “To the game then, Aletheia.” 
 
    “To the game,” I answer, mirroring the gesture. “And the rules that can be broken.” 
 
    He strides off and the Fletcher steps from his cell, spinning the staff in his hands. At least it isn’t a bow, or I would have no chance here. I set my feet, find my focus, and let go of everything that isn’t this fight and this moment.  
 
    “Ethlaw,” I say, using his real name. He has north coast ancestry, like me. “We share the same eyes and heritage, and you know the script against me this day is—” 
 
    He strikes mid-sentence, but I am ready for it. I block, rocking backward under the force of his blow—vitality amplifies the strength that is there, and the man is all hard muscle—then counter with Downward Cuts the Tide. He strikes again in a low tackle I have seen Fayela use, and for a time all is lost in the dance of fist and foot and staff and coin.  
 
    I am losing. It registers in the fourth or fifth blow I take, a bruising strike to the sternum that slipped under my guard because he is too fast, impossibly fast. The Fletcher has five thousand ravas of vitality to your three, I remember Booker saying. I don’t care how good a fighter you are, that is a losing battle. 
 
    And it probably would be, if I were a regular arena fighter. But I’m here because I’m not regular, because I never have been, and as much as the world has been set against me, it’s also forced me to be stronger too. To leverage skills no one else has to, just to survive.  
 
    So on his next attack, while I am still recovering from the sternum blow, I hurl my staff at him. It is an idiot move: while the staff does slam into his face, slowing him, it leaves me weaponless.  
 
    Or would, if I hadn’t been training in the hands-only style of the Seilam Deul. I slip in, grabbing him from the side in a fifth cairn bind. The timing is not perfect, and the man is strong enough I don’t expect to be able to hold him here, but it gives me a chance to use my real weapon: watersight.  
 
    I read his next move through his skin, fast as thought, and shift my weight to counter it, then duck his grab and almost manage to catch his arm in a bind that would break his forearm.  
 
    It doesn’t, and I have to let go to avoid his counter, but there is a new wariness in him as we circle, and a new awareness in mine. I saw more than strategy in his thoughts during our bond: he is confused at my eyes, at our clearly shared ancestry, though I act like an Ujeian. I saw a deep longing in those thoughts for a homeland he was banished from years ago.  
 
    I do not pity him: he is a murderer, and the Daraanese version of justice has only let him live to kill again, when he should be dead. But I have found a crack in the man’s impossibly strong offensive, and take the next opening to grab him again and re-establish the bond.  
 
    “You would not kill one of your own,” I call to him, as I use my watersight to predict and counter his moves. “Not here, so far from the groves!” 
 
    He keeps struggling, but his thoughts give the lie to it: thoughts of their plant-based worship, pain at the way the only other north-coaster here shunned him for what he was, memories of his family ritually turning their backs on him after he was found guilty.  
 
    Into that I push memories from my first immersion—of the deluge swallowing the sheltered coves of the north coast, and our violet-eyed ancestors calling on me to prevent this from happening. Putting their faith in me. The vision they showed me of us dragging ourselves from wrecked boats to newly exposed sea bed, refugees from the last great flood. Our shared ancestry.  
 
    It stops him. Not much, not for long, but enough for me to find the hold I missed last time. His arm breaks with an awful crack and panicked thoughts crowd his mind. I shut them out, toppling him in the second cairn bind, the most effective and most painful. Despite the pain he refuses to submit, so I break an ankle, and when his vitality-fueled struggles still threaten to break free of my hold, I break the other, feeling very little remorse. The man deserves it, and should have had it done years ago. With any luck this will be the end of his career as a killer, in the arena or elsewhere.  
 
    The gong rings and I stand to the crowd’s roar of approval. It takes me a moment to remember this was the last fight in my endurance match. It doesn’t matter if Ethlaw consents his coins over to me or not: my share of his ravas puts me well over walk-price.  
 
    I did it. In spite of everything set against me, I fought my own way free.  
 
    The crowd roars and I grin, knots loosening in my chest at the sweet possibility of freedom. I haven’t been here two weeks, but it’s felt like a lifetime.  
 
    I take a breath and look for a flowery red hat near the west water bar, Anan’s sign that he’s back with the chronicles. I don’t see it, and the knots tighten again. Even if I buy myself free, if Anan doesn’t pull off his part I’ll be no better than when I came here, searching for allies and my father’s papers. Without the chronicles, I won’t have the insight I need to stop the flood. And without the money I asked Anan to steal at the same time, I won’t have the allies I need to win this. I can’t take Serei back alone, and if it’s not going to be with Hiana, then it has to be the friends here who’ve proven loyal when they had no reason to. I made a vow to get them free and I won’t abandon it, even with freedom beckoning. So I need Anan to come back with that money. 
 
    Which means I need to keep Hiana up there, watching. The guards come, stripping the coins from Ethlaw and hauling him away, unconscious now from the pain. I’m sure Anan knows how to handle guards like the ones I met in the Tower of Many Names, but Hiana’s powers are something different entirely. And if she sees me get free, then leaves to find him burgling her money and chronicles, this will all fall apart. I have to keep her here, watching.  
 
    Which means I won my endurance match, but I’m not done.  
 
    A guard hands me my half of Ethlaw’s coins, offering congratulations and two fists pressed together. I take them, but his respect and the roar of the crowd bounce off the new heaviness in my chest.  
 
    I pull Isang’s paper and search for the next name to fight.  
 
    The crowd drops into a pregnant hum, and I look up to see someone new approaching me across the sands. He is more beautiful than handsome in flowing lavender robes, face radiant with vitality. I know before I see the jet black coin hanging from his neck: amaranth.  
 
    I’m meeting half the city’s royalty today, apparently. 
 
    “Our beloved witch,” he says, voice rich, though he projects it for my ears alone. “You have made history here today. Are you ready?” 
 
    “I am not.” 
 
    His perfect brows wrinkle. “What more can there be to do? You won the matches, and you have the coins.” 
 
    “These,” I say, pulling the ravas from my neck, “are for a friend of mine. Isang Ajuujya. I will use them to purchase his freedom.” 
 
    The amaranth just stares a moment, then breaks into a smile. “You are a wonder, Witch of Serei. Long will this day be remembered in Dahran.” 
 
    He turns and booms the news out to the crowd, as casually as if he was still chatting with me, holding the coins out in one hand. His voice so loud I have to clap hands to my ears.  
 
    The crowd’s roar is just as deafening when they understand. Coins fly from the stands in a glittering rain. If I thought they loved me before, I have no doubt of it now. I suppose this does make a good show, being the first fighter ever to win her freedom in a day, then refusing it. That’s not why I’m doing it, but I’ll take the coins anyway.  
 
    I catch one and smile, bowing to the crowd. Booker is probably furious. Outdone again, and I’m not even really trying to put on a show. My life just is one. Like usual.  
 
    Isang stares from his cell as the guards come and unlock the inner door. He clings to the bars, actually, shouting as they pull him free, his words lost in the rolling roar of the crowd. Of course he doesn’t like it. He’s always wanted to save everyone but himself. If I don’t get out, maybe this will push him to reconsider that. 
 
    I take a deep breath, settling back into my focus. There is a good chance I won’t get out, now. But that’s two allies out, the most crucial two. Anan has the secrets to the deluge, and the coins to buy my allies free. Isang can figure out the best path, and lead them with a clear head. He knows everything I do, now that I opened my memories to him, plus he has connections in the Deul.  
 
    Uje, let it be enough, if I don’t survive.  
 
    The amaranth turns back to me, the crowd’s roar beginning to fade into anticipation. “Well?” he asks, eyes alight at this new and unexpected turn. “What will it be, beloved Witch? Will you let Booker’s battle commence?” 
 
    “Not quite yet,” I say, counting my coins and picking a name from the sheet. “Heghra Mudoowa. I challenge Heghra Mudoowa to a one-on-one battle for her coins.” 
 
    His eyebrows climb. “Well, then. May the coffers smile on you, Regiana-djo.” 
 
    Heghra has one thousand and five ravas, which is a little more than I am left with, after paying Isang’s walk price and giving Hiana her cut. I am earning the woman a rich salary today, though she scowls up in the stands. She catches my look and gestures something. 
 
    I ignore it. All I need from her is to stay put. And if it takes keeping my life on the line to do it, fine.  
 
    Heghra comes out and I fight her, trying to conserve my energy, trying not to feel the drag in my limbs after nine intense battles already today. The coins around my neck help, all vital since I used the unconsented coins to pay Isang’s walk price. I win, but it is not pretty, and I send a quick prayer to Anan that he hurries it up. I can just imagine him stopping somewhere for lunch, chronicles and tens of thousands of ravas tucked under his shirt.  
 
    I refuse to imagine the possibility that he’s been caught.  
 
    The challengers blur for a time, as I go from nine hundred to sixteen to twenty five. The sun seems to stop in the sky as I fight battle after battle, the afternoon as endless as the crowd’s love for violence. I take more hits than I did the first time around, and my body aches in a dozen places. Not for the first time, I wish vitality did something for pain, rather than just healing.  
 
    I cross more names off Isang’s list, the fighters above me in ravas growing few, with Temlang and the Bull still sitting at the top. I choose the highest-ranked fighter under them, Keisang Temurang, the Braided Cleaver, a favorite of Booker. I’ve beaten him before, but Booker must have given him coins to counteract my wins—no wonder he can do that, with an amaranth’s wealth. Like he did with Temlang, before they killed Safeila.  
 
    I shake the exhaustion from my limbs, roll my neck, and force myself back into Basic Tide, though holding the concentration is beginning to feel exhausting too. What I’d give for a cloveleaf with Anan, somewhere safe and far from here. The idea crystallizes in my mind, a goal more tangible than saving Gaxna or stopping the flood, and I chase it like a silverfin through a school of goatfish. If I get out of here, I can have a lazy cloveleaf with Anan. Uje, that sounds good. 
 
    I fight again. Where my body lags, the forms drilled into me fill in gaps and the unexpected moves of the seven cairns cover my slower responses. In the brief moments of skin contact with my opponent, I shove thoughts into him like a fish merchant packing salt barrels. He surprises me with a few tactics he must have picked up from foreign fighters, but in the end strategy wins out over speed and strength. I knock the staff from his hands and put him in the second cairn hold.  
 
    Then send a prayer to Uje. If this man consents his vitality to me, I should be able to win the next match. If not, I will lose more than just my coins against Temlang or the Bull. But fighting them is still better odds than facing Booker’s scripted battle.  
 
    “Come on, Anan,” I mutter as I twist the Cleaver’s ankle close to breaking. I send my thoughts into the jumble of his, where I read very little sympathy for me or my cause.  
 
    Keisang Temurang, I say through the bond, using his full name rather than the one the crowd uses. He goes stiff. This is the Witch of Serei. You fought well, and I am honored to have won. I do not wish to cripple you here, but I will if you do not submit.  
 
    Get licked, his reply comes, along with another violent jerk of his body.  
 
    I twist harder. I have won, and you know this. Consent your coins over to me and I’ll let you walk away whole.  
 
    Rather see you die, witch. Break ‘em then, if you have to.  
 
    If this was Serei, the threat of broken bones would carry a lot more weight, but Keisang knows he can just go to Peneiwa, and with Booker’s coins he’ll be healed in a matter of days.  
 
    I break the limb. I cannot stomach actual torture, and if I’m here because I refused to sacrifice my principles to Hiana or Booker, I’m not going to start doing it now. The Cleaver screams like a wounded cat, and the guards ring the gong.  
 
    I stand, seeking my focus again, pulling Isang’s sheet and trying to get a handle on the sudden wave of despair rising up in me. There are only two names I can challenge now, because of my vitality, written at the top:  
 
    Temlang Fadu, 5640 ravas.  
 
    Narh Kolhandash, ??? 
 
    I have close to five thousand ravas myself, but because of Keisang and a few other fighters not consenting to transfer ownership, barely half of them give vitality. All of my opponents’ coins will be working. On top of that, I’m exhausted. Not just tired like I was an hour ago, before I faced the Fletcher, but truly exhausted, like I just want to lie down on the sands right here and close my eyes.  
 
    But the second I do that, they will start the Death to Witch battle, and then I really will have no chance. So as Booker is booming out more about seeing history and whether the Witch will earn a second chance at freedom, I do something I was expressly taught never to do: I turn to my anger for strength.  
 
    It’s there, frozen in blocks deep in my consciousness, but more so in the molten core left after my mountain of guilt passed. I remember the look on Temlang’s face as he let Safeila’s body drop, spraying blood. The pleasure on his face.  
 
    I clench my fists as Temlang saunters onto the sands. The injustice of it clears my exhaustion in a heartbeat. I feel that molten core run through my veins, pure rage that Booker would try this, and that Temlang would be soulless enough to carry it out. Here is a man who deserves to die.  
 
    I don’t waste words, don’t offer quarter or alliance. I would not give it if he asked. Instead, I attack. Put all my strength into an Ice Carves Stone meant to crush his throat.  
 
    He dodges, slipping left with the viperlike speed of a knife fighter, amplified by his vitality. His knives flicker out—knives he should not have, here—but instead of dodging I slap them aside with my staff, then kick at his hip, anger driving me.  
 
    He grunts, but is too fast to take the worst of my attacks. I press in, knowing my only advantage here is in surprise and desperation, that exhaustion will win out over my anger at some point. Temlang needs to be on the ground before then.  
 
    He’s just so flooding fast. The man’s scarred, wiry frame always seems to disappear right before I hit it, then reappear somewhere it can’t possibly be, thrusting knives at me.  
 
    I take a cut. Make an attack that’s a hair too slow and stumble when the expected connection isn’t there. Have to dodge wider than I’d like to keep from getting impaled, and what was a match fought entirely on my terms, with me attacking and him responding, slowly shifts into one fought on equal grounds, then one where he attacks and I respond.    
 
    As it does, the heat in my blood cools and icicles of fear shoot in. My moves grow uncertain, and the focus I’ve held so unshakably all day slips through my fingers, a bluegill in a running stream. I’ve always relied on it in battle—a cool head to see the openings, a calm mind to counter my opponent’s fear or panic or desperation. Control. I have always relied on control. Now, without it, I have nothing.  
 
    His knives flicker in again, scoring a long cut across my ribs. I counter too slowly, opening myself up for another cut on the other side. I’m losing, and Temlang will not stop with taking my coins. I know the look in his eyes, remember it from Safeila’s death. He is a killer.  
 
    In desperation I hurl my staff at him as I did Ethlaw, and lunge in for a cairns bind, though I am not focused enough to know if I’ve read his stance right. It doesn’t matter. I just need an opening to read his thoughts.  
 
    They flood through the bond, cold and cunning and grimly pleased. A shark tailing a bleeding mantis, enjoying the kill.  
 
    Into that cold mind I shove all my knowledge of the impending flood, of Nerimes and his cabal, and how I am wrongly imprisoned here.  
 
    He doesn’t care. He swings a knife at me with his free hand, and I have to compromise the bind to catch it. He grins as he forces it closer to my chest, our other limbs locked in place. The crowd is a roar, his thoughts are a roar, my blood is a roar in my ears, pounding out of control.  
 
    Kemlang. I shove thoughts of my opponent’s brother through the bond, of his disappointment, his disapproval, of his growl that someone needs to kill Temlang.  
 
    It makes no more impact than my last thoughts did. I realize with cold certainty, as the knife inches closer to my chest, that nothing will. That the calculating thoughts I read in Temlang’s mind are the only ones he has. This is a mind that does not work in terms of right and wrong. Or of love.  
 
    I push back on the knife with everything I have, raking my brain for anything else I can use to counter his superior vitality and strength. I find nothing—no blood to use for a bloodpush, no thoughts or words that will sway him, no seven cairns move or Ujeian reversal I can use to get the upper hand here. It is just his strength versus mine, and the cold certainty I read through the bond, echoed in my own thoughts, about who will win.  
 
    What an irony, that after all my years of surviving in a male temple by being better than them, I should die here a thousand leagues from home to a man simply because he’s stronger.  
 
    The gleaming point touches my blacks and presses into the fabric, piercing Isang’s list and the letter from my father beneath.  
 
    Sorry, father, I think, even as I fight Temlang’s implacable force, tip pushing toward my heart as Gaxna’s sword did six weeks ago. Maybe I am not who you thought I am. 
 
    The knife shifts, scraping a line of fire along my chest as Temlang’s wrist twists sideways, and my head cocks back. I feel a new stream of thoughts in the bond. A measured, confident, and quietly furious one. A familiar one. 
 
    Isang.  
 
    Let go, he thinks, and I do, nothing left to me but trust. Temlang flips off me as soon as I do, Isang spidering him in air into the seventh cairn bind, the one he has not taught me yet. I watch dumbly, sheer relief and exhaustion dropping me to the sands.  
 
    Only for a moment. Then I force myself to focus, to seek the Basic Tide that has eluded me this whole fight. 
 
    I find it, breath and clarity locking together like the gears of a Seilam Deul clasp. It all becomes clear: first, that Isang can join me because he is a free man, and he has so few ravas that together we are still less vital than Temlang. Second, that that gap plus Temlang’s native ability means Isang has bought me seconds only, seconds in which he is likely to die as Temlang brings his vitality to bear.  
 
    I do not wait for the third thing. I flip up and drive a two-legged Glacial Calve at Temlang’s skull. It does not knock him out, but it knocks him sideways, and Isang re-asserts his grip, limbs clutching Temlang like a spider would its kill.  
 
    A kill much too big for it. Temlang bucks, ripping an arm free. I strike again at his temple as the arm slashes down, landing another Calve as Isang dodges the knife. Still Temlang fights, a caged panther, and I begin pounding Ice Fingers Rising into him, stamping on the arm that reaches for me, as he again and again stabs at Isang.  
 
    His last strike does take my friend in the arm, but my blow knocks Temlang out cold. Finally.  
 
    Isang rolls off him and I drop to my knees in the sand, clutching my friend, weeping, relief and exhaustion coming out of me in a flood.  
 
    “You’re an idiot,” I say into his shoulder, crowd roaring, coins descending in a metal rain around us. I don’t care. All I want is the solidity of my ally’s body in my arms, the relieved stream of his thoughts through our touch, the rhythm of his blood and breath next to mine. An ally. Someone safe in what has been a day of enemies. A lifetime of them.  
 
    “You got me free,” he says into my ear, “when I thought it was impossible.” His voice is almost lost in the crowd’s roar. “The least I could was return the favor.” 
 
    I laugh, or cry, I don’t know which, the emotion too raw to name, melting out of my limbs, flashing into steam, leaving only relief and exhaustion. This is it. I’m done. I’m getting out. 
 
    I pull back. “Well, you’re still an idiot. But thank you.” 
 
    He nods up at the stands. “There’s another idiot here too. Found him just as he was trying to buy me free.” 
 
    I look up and see a sight as welcome as Temlang’s unconscious body: a ridiculously flowery red hat, bobbing as Anan gestures violently by the water bar, negotiating someone’s walk price in what I imagine are not polite terms.  
 
    More relief floods in, like a broken dam into a desert. He did it. He got the money, and he got the chronicles, or he wouldn’t be here. “It’s over,” I mumble, this more than any of the surprises taking the longest to register. “It’s finally over.” 
 
    “No,” Isang smiles. “It’s just beginning.” 
 
    I realize then how close his face is to mine, and recognize the light in his eyes. Because of the waterbond, I know what he is going to do before he does it. I close my eyes and drink it in, savoring the touch, the connection of our minds through our lips.  
 
    It is over. And it’s just beginning.  
 
    The crowd loves it, of course, and I think at first the shock I read through our bond is just him realizing I want this as much as he does.  
 
    Then the pain comes. And the jerk of his body going upright against mine.  
 
    I open my eyes to see Temlang, holding the knife stuck into Isang’s back.  
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    I act before conscious thought, before my anger can even register. The hand hugging Isang rips the knife from his back and slashes it across Temlang’s throat.  
 
    He falls back, a gaping rent opening in his neck. My anger that he would try this, that he would take away another friend, hits just a moment before vengeance pulls the lips back from my teeth in a snarl: he tried to do it, and he got his instead.  
 
    He drops to the sand, body bucking, lifeblood spraying in time to his heartbeat, in an awful echo of what Safeila did, two days earlier. Isang’s blood runs hot over my other hand, and anger and satisfaction are eclipsed by a flood of concern. He begins gasping and convulsing in my grasp.  
 
    I freeze. A stab like that had to have hit his lungs or heart, if not both. It is a killing blow, as surely as the one I dealt Temlang.  
 
    My heart locks up. Isang just got free. He came back here for me.  
 
    And now he’s dying for me, like Safeila did. And Regiana. And Urte. And my father. 
 
    I shake my head, seeking focus, remembering my father’s words about guilt. Isang’s not dead yet, and there is something I can do. Three thousand things. They’re hanging around my neck.  
 
    I rip the coins from my body and lay them on him as guards approach, unhurried. Deaths like this are nothing new to them, are to be expected in matches like these. I start tearing bandages from my clothes as coins again rain down, like this is all some flooding show.  
 
    Anger threatens to eclipse my thoughts, and I freeze it in giant blocks. I will not give in to it again. Nor to the fear coming right behind it. Isang will live. I will make him live.  
 
    The guards arrive just as my vitality starts to take effect. Isang’s breath eases somewhat, and I begin stuffing bandages against his bleeding back. Still, he needs real medical attention.  
 
    “Peneiwa,” I snap at the first one I see. “Get the medic!” 
 
    “Can’t,” he says, almost apologetically. “She’s for arena fighters, and he’s a free man.” 
 
    I ice more rage. “Get her anyway! She knows me!” 
 
    He shrugs and saunters off. I toss away soaked bandages, tearing more from Temlang’s shirt. I cannot lose him just as I win this. I will not.  
 
    Booker booms in. “...witness the Witch’s mercy, that even in her moment of greatest triumph she cares for her own! In what has been a day for the history books, she faces an even more historic decision—” 
 
    I ignore the words, snapping at the next guard to go and get the tip coins, all of them, now. They, at least, will be fully consented. And if Peneiwa can’t work on Isang, he’s going to need every scrap of vitality he can get.  
 
    I am still trying to slow the flow of blood when I catch a brilliant streak of color from the corner of my eye. A radiant woman is picking her way across the sands, azure wrap flowing in the breeze. Another amaranth? 
 
    No. Hiana. What does she want? Could I get her to consent her coins over to save Isang’s life? But no—her coins are dull, the woman’s vitality a sham. What, then?  
 
    I turn back to Isang: the bandages under him are soaked, but he’s breathing normally, and the bleeding seems to have slowed. I don’t see Peneiwa, but I haven’t given up hope on the woman. She is someone who would bend the rules for a friend.  
 
    Hiana pulls a gleaming vial from her wrap as she gets close. “It’s time, Aletheia. You’ve made your show.” 
 
    “Save my friend first,” I say. “They won’t treat him here. Use your money. Get him to someone who can help.” 
 
    “Your friend?” She lifts an eyebrow, all lazy arrogance. “I would think you’d be more concerned about your own flesh right now.”  
 
    I frown. “I’m not the one—” 
 
    “Take those coins off him,” she overrides me, “and he will die. Leave them on, and you have only one option to survive. This,” she says, extending the vial.  
 
    Understanding hits me like a fist to the gut. If I want Isang to live, I can’t use those coins to buy my way free. But if I don’t buy my way out, I either face Booker’s impossible battle, or a match against the Bull, the only fighter with enough coins to earn my way out. The other fighters put together still wouldn’t make five thousand. 
 
    My stomach clenches. Either one is a death sentence. But Isang dies now if I spend the coins piled on his chest.  
 
    “You see?” she says. “I am your only option. But I will need your blood now, here, before we leave.” 
 
    The gorge rises in my stomach. I can’t take those coins from Isang. I won’t. But I know with equal certainty that giving Hiana control over me will only lead to more deaths, including mine and Gaxna’s. This woman cares nothing for me, or my friends, or the world—only for herself, and her power. And with that blood, I would be powerless to stop her.  
 
    “I got an idea,” a voice drawls from behind me. I turn to see a scrawny guy in a flowery red hat. Anan. “How bout I give you five thousand ravas, and you lick off and we all go get some dinner?” 
 
    All the dread in me turns to relief, like rain hitting hot iron. “Anan! You—” I don’t even have words for it. I hug him. 
 
    “Look like a slophole?” he says, surprised for a moment before he hugs back. “I know. Why did I think this hat was a good idea?” He pushes me back and turns to Hiana. “So?”  
 
    He even pulls out a string of allarium coins. I almost shout at him not to—if those were stolen from Hiana, they will still have her face on them—then see they bear an unfamiliar face, and glow with vitality besides. Trust Anan to know where to exchange coins.  
 
    “No,” Hiana says, not batting an eyelash. “No, I don’t think so.” 
 
    “Anan,” I say, realizing another option. “Put those coins on Isang! Then I can use mine to get free.” 
 
    He grimaces. “They’re not consented over, yet. I got money but no vitality to give.” He turns back to Hiana, digging more allarium from his belt. “What do you need, ten thousand? Twenty?” 
 
    “I need you gone,” the woman says, “so the adults can finish their conversation.” 
 
    “Fifty thousand,” Anan says, spitting on the ground like an angry caravanser. “And I pay you in a week. That’s ten times walk price.” 
 
    “Aletheia’s walk price is whatever I say it is. Coins she earns will get her out at five thousand. But outside rules of indenture, property is traded on the open market. And I can assure you, you do not have enough to sway me. Now go.” 
 
    Anan does not go. Instead, I see an emotion on his face I have never seen before: anger. “You know who I am? You don’t want to make an enemy of the Scourge, woman. I will rob you right back to your Slipway whorehouses.” 
 
    Hiana’s confident smile slips for a moment, then returns. “Every minute you spend here shortens the time your friend has to make her decision, before Booker calls his fight.” 
 
    “Or was it the Heights?” Anan presses. “Aletheia told me about your tattoos. You’re no oligarch. You’re Eight Fingers Clan, or used to be. Street trash, like me. Dressed up in the robes of a woman you’ll never be. A pretender. Giwek?” 
 
    The words worm under Hiana’s skin, and for the second time I see that perfect mask drop to reveal a much uglier woman beneath. “Want fire then, small ke?” she spits. “Test me here.” She rattles off more in a Daraa tongue too fast to follow.  
 
    Anan hits back in the same low dialect, bristling like an alley cat. I force myself to focus, to think past my gratitude for Anan and worry for Isang. If Anan can’t goad Hiana into selling me—and I don’t think he will, no matter how much he upsets her—I am still faced with the same choice: Take Isang’s coins, or face Booker’s fight, or the Bull. Isang’s life or mine.  
 
    It is no choice at all.  
 
    “Stop,” I say, the two’s shoulders up like they’re about to trade blows. “Anan, thank you, but time is short, and she’s not going to sell. I’ll see you on the outside.” 
 
    He stares at me, but Hiana regains something of her usual poise. “Here, then,” she says, shoving the vial at me. “Fill it and let’s be gone.” 
 
    “No,” I say, giving voice to the decision part of me has always known I would make, much as freedom calls to me. “I am not giving you my blood. Buy my freedom now or get out. I have a challenge to make.” 
 
    Her jaw moves soundlessly for a moment. “You’re a fool,” she hisses at last, throwing the vial at my feet. “Expect no pity coin from me until this is filled, you understand?” 
 
    I pick the vial up calmly and hurl it into the crowd. “Understood.” 
 
    Her face flushes deeper, but she goes. There is an enemy made, if I didn’t already have one.  
 
    Anan stays. “You’re gonna need help,” he says.  
 
    “Anan, no. I made this choice, and I accept the costs. You don’t have to.” 
 
    “Lick that. No one goes down unless we all do, right? That’s what you’re doing for Isang. That’s our deal.” 
 
    I clench my fists. Now he’s going to decide to have principles? “That doesn’t mean you need to die for nothing,” I hiss, as Booker starts to call the Death to the Witch battle above. Floods. No time.  
 
    “I call challenge,” I shout, raising my arms. The crowd silences, likely cognizant by now of who I have to fight to get out. Booker rolls on, likely trying to ignore me, but the crowd knows, and starts booing at his words. I call challenge again, and he acknowledges it. 
 
    “We can run,” Anan says. “Throw ravas at anyone who tries to stop us. We could make it.” 
 
    “I didn’t buy you out to have you die in here, Anan. Go.” In a louder voice I call, “I challenge Narh Kolhandash, the Bull of Dahran.”  
 
    My voice echoes from the arena’s high walls, and the crowd falls silent when Booker echoes my challenge. Then the words sink in and the crowd explodes into talk, drowning out even Booker’s booming voice.  
 
    I smile. Booker might have made the rules here, but now that the crowd knows them, he can’t break them without losing his audience. Here are the rules he can’t break, because people believe in them. Now if I can just beat the Bull, he won’t be able to stop me getting free.  
 
    If. 
 
    “Challenge me,” Anan says, a desperate light in his eyes. “Challenge me and win all these coins. Then you can buy your own way out.” 
 
    “I can’t challenge a free man.” Guards load Isang onto a litter and I send a prayer to Uje for his safekeeping. For Peneiwa. 
 
    “Then I’ll challenge you!” he cries over the roar of the crowd. “Same difference!” 
 
    “Except you can’t challenge down in coins. Anan, go. Take care of Isang, when he gets better. He knows what to do. Work with him. Take my city back. Rescue my lover. Stop the flood. That’s what you can do for me, if I don’t make it.” I eye him. “You might like Gaxna, actually. Though you’re probably not her type.” 
 
    My friend just sets his feet, as the crowd’s shouts turn into a rhythmic chant. “I’m a free man now, and you literally can’t stop me. Both of us together still don’t have the coins the Bull does.” 
 
    I grit my teeth. Behind him the Bull leaps from Booker’s second-story balcony, glowing with vitality. He lands with a thud I feel through my soles, the crowd roaring approval. I feel for him in my chest, and the connection is still there.  
 
    Was he just bluffing about having a way to stop my bloodpush?  
 
    If he wasn’t, this is going to be a short fight. 
 
    The crowd takes up his name too, the Witch! Witch! Witch! chant clashing against Bull, Bull, Bull, his supporters stomping their feet in time. It echoes from the walls like human thunder.   
 
    “So?” Anan calls above it. “What’s our play?” 
 
    Floods. I don’t have time to talk him out of this. Stubborn idiot. “Same as last fight!” I shout back, as the Bull saunters across the field. “I distract, you steal! I’ve got his blood, so it might work!” 
 
    “And if it doesn’t,” he shouts, pulling me into a hug, “coffers kiss ‘em all! We’ll go down in style!” 
 
    There is more than a little madness in his grin, and I find myself sharing it. Is this what Booker meant, about enjoying the game?  
 
    “Coffers kiss ‘em.” I say. The Daraanese slang feels right on my tongue. “Ready?” 
 
    Anan steps back and smirks. “I’ve wanted to kick his hole since the first day I got here. Let’s do this.” 
 
    The Bull strides across the sands, air warping around him with vitality. He must have fifty necklaces slung around his shoulders, all the coins allarium or better. A guard hands him a staff, my chosen weapon for the fight, and he makes a show of snapping it between two fingers.  
 
    I exhale. Clear my head of madness and desperation both, and settle my awareness down into my bones, in the trained reflexes I will need to survive this fight. Focused, I check the knot of sensations that is the Bull, hoping to find at least a little fear there, an indication his threat was a bluff.  
 
    There is only confidence and anticipation. Floods.  
 
    He strides closer, raising arms to egg on the crowd. Milking it. Experimentally, I try pushing my awareness out through the bloodbond, as I do through the water, imagining a simple slip of his feet.  
 
    Nothing happens. Before I can try again he leaps at us, a flat-footed jump that propels him thirty paces through the air.  
 
    Uje, the power behind that jump. Thankfully, it’s also stupid, a grandstand move from someone used to show fighting. You can’t change course once you’re in air. I judge where he’ll land and step just inside it, ready to strike for his second cervical vertebrae, a paralyzing blow. It is a move forbidden in training, but one we are all taught, in case we need it. Gut the Fish. 
 
    He lands, and my strike flies true, slamming into the delicate connection between mind and body.  
 
    He spins, unfazed, and rips the staff from my hands, hurling it into the crowd. I give ground, and he bares his teeth in a smile. “You see?” he says. “Your magic won’t work today. Only mine.” 
 
    Anan slips behind him and I search for words. I need to keep him talking.  
 
    “How did you do it?” I ask. “There’s no counter for blood magic.” 
 
    Faster than thought, his fist is around my neck, clamped tight as a vice. “I called in a favor,” he grins, as my windpipe closes off. “Go ahead. Try it.” 
 
    I do, willing his hand to open like it did last time we fought.  
 
    Nothing happens. I try again, but my concentration is beginning to slip as the blood pounds in my ears. Then five belts of coins flip off his neck and he drops me, roaring and spinning in a move impossibly fast for someone his size.  
 
    His fist takes Anan in the back of the head, lifting him off his feet with the force, and all thought of strategy leaves my mind. I leap on the Bull and rake at his eyes. See if vitality can heal this.  
 
    He flings me off like a stray kitten, and the arena spins as I tumble through the air, still gasping for breath.  
 
    So much for a last, unexpected victory. And so much for saving my friends. I have no doubt, now, how this will end. The Bull is too strong and fast. And he’s not going to let a pity coin stop him from getting his revenge. 
 
    But when I get up from the sands, determined to fight it out anyway, I don’t see the Bull stomping Anan to death, as I did so many days ago from one of the cells that line this deathtrap. Instead I see Teiwo, facing off against the Bull while Anan picks himself up, unsteady on his feet. Teiwo and Uweio, circling on opposite sides of the Bull.  
 
    Joy and terror spring simultaneously from my heart. Anan must have bought their freedom before the fight, and they decided to join as free men! But it will only be to their death, unless we can figure something else out. Something better than four on one.  
 
    I try one more time with the bloodpush, but the Bull really must have some way to block it. I’ll have to do this the old-fashioned way, then. I sprint back towards the fight, neck throbbing.  
 
    Seven Cairns. As soon as I think it, I see the Bull’s swing at Uweio, and the overextended grab Teiwo makes for the Bull’s coins, in the weight-and-balance perspective Isang taught me. The Bull shifts from third to fifth cairn as I approach, and I put all my momentum and vitality-fueled strength behind a blow to his fulcrum. Vitality does nothing for weight and balance. This should work.  
 
    And it would have, except the man is fast enough to catch me with a backhand even as he’s fending off Teiwo and trying to watch Anan and Uweio. My head snaps back, and stars explode against the clear blue sky. I keep hold of my concentration with an effort. I land on my feet, just in time to see Ekifte and Hegdan running from the challenger’s gate. How many did Anan buy free?  
 
    The fight shifts, with six on one, closer to the temple spars I remember from my training. The Bull cannot watch all of us at once, and gradually, painfully, we land blows and lift coins and the Bull begins to slow, wounds bleeding before his vitality heals him.  
 
    More fighters run to us, Fayela and Kemlang and Ashek, their own signets around their necks, free people now who have chosen of their own will to join me in this impossible fight. I love them for it, even as I’m terrified they will die here. It makes me fight even harder. Maybe this is what father meant about accepting the responsibility without the guilt. Guilt does nothing, and I won’t disrespect their choices by trying to keep them from the fight. But their lives are still my responsibility, and the knowledge drives me to fight even harder. 
 
    The Bull begins to falter. Fayela joins Anan in pulling money belts off, Hegdan hurling them from the ring, and around the time they pull one that is pure gold off, the angry knot that is the Bull inside me starts to shift, to feel uncertainty and fear. The crowd roars, competing chants still clashing in the air above us, as we wear the Bull down. Ekifte takes a hit that drops him, and more than one of us fights with limp arms, but the Bull is slowing down. Taking cuts that don’t stop bleeding.  
 
    And then, before I can land another spinal strike or knockout blow, the Bull drops to the sand. Begins pulling coins from his neck and throwing them at us. Pity coins, I realize. He hasn’t even signaled surrender yet, and he is already paying us not to beat him bloody.  
 
    A few of my friends slap his coins away, moving in to do just that.  
 
    “No!” I call, wheezing, ribs broken in a line down my side. “Beating is what he would do. We will be better! And anyways, this is defeat enough for him.” I don’t need his blood to know this. I can see it in his eyes: the Bull will never be the same. Booker booms in with something mocking about the Cow of Dahran, and the crowd’s competing chants settle into one monolith roar: Witch! Witch! Witch! 
 
    Not that I notice. Fayela rips the rest of the coins from the Bull’s neck and I pull my friends into a massive hug right there on the sands. The bond through our skins is a lightning strike, one hundred times what it was that night after the overseer battle in the tower.  
 
    “To freedom!” I shout, letting go to thrust one fist in the air.  
 
    “Freedom!” they all shout back, in a roar loud enough to drown out, if just for a moment, the bloodthirsty crowd in the stands, chanting my name.  
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    The next few minutes pass in a haze of elation and exhaustion: the roar of the crowd and the rain of money. The defeated slouch of the Bull leaving the field. Booker falling completely silent, for the first time since I came here. The south gate to the sands opening—the Freemen’s Gate—and my friends carrying me through it on their shoulders, the lightning of our connection still flowing through the bond.  
 
    Part of me still can’t believe I’m free. That we’re all free. Ekifte and Kemlang had to go to Peneiwa, but they should be fine. The ex-theracant is caring for Isang too, using my coins.  
 
    We climb the wide sandstone stairs to the stands, the public stairs, and something about seeing the fighting pit from above makes it all real. The sands look very small, somehow, this theater where so much happened in the last few weeks. And amid the invincible, elated feeling running through my bones I feel a current of anger, that after our brief intermission the show will go on down there, people fighting and dying for entertainment. 
 
    It clears my senses. “Put me down!” I call over the roar of my friends, who’ve joined the crowd in chanting Witch! Witch! “I want to walk this!” 
 
    They do, and I again get a surreal feeling as my bare feet touch the sandstone, worn smooth from generations of sandaled feet coming to see fights. Maybe from generations of ancients before that, if Hiana is right.  
 
    How many fighters have walked this stretch to buy their way free? Very few, if the stories are to be believed. None, since Booker started his racket. 
 
    Jeweled hands reach out from the front row, the wealthiest of Dahran stretching to touch me from the comfort of their curtained divans. I grasp a few, curious to know after all this time what is in the minds of these people who have cheered and thrown coins. The waterbond confirms what I suspected: that they love me as they would a favorite bard or family pet—for my entertainment value, not who I am.  
 
    I stop after that, not wanting to add force to the anger inside, and ignore the allarium and gold coins they toss at my feet. I have to remember what I told Booker, that I’m not here to tell a story on this little stage, or even to disrupt it. I have something much bigger in mind, and it means I can’t get caught up in this, much as I hate it. 
 
    Ahead, striding around the long curvature of the arena’s oval, comes a woman whose vitality puts Hiana’s to shame. I know before I spot the single black coin hanging from her neck that she is an amaranth, though she dresses in men’s robes: she shines like the sun come to earth. I have to ice the nerves that rise inside: yes, I stole from one of her kind once, and I just embarrassed another, but I have earned my freedom. More than earned it, no doubt, in the income the arena brought in today alone. Every seat in this massive arena is filled.  
 
    “The Witch of Serei,” she says casually, in a voice that is at once intimate and carries as far as Booker’s does. He hasn’t said a word since the Bull fell. “Regiana, I am told you are called.” 
 
    Part of me burns to tell her my real name, to expose to Dahran the injustices happening in my own city, but I have read the minds of the crowd here. They will see it as one more show, one more clever script on Booker’s part. And I cannot risk more people learning my identity, if they will not rally behind me. Too many people here know already. 
 
    “Who I am does not matter,” I say, choosing to quote from one of our religious texts. “Only what I have done.” Another announcer, hovering behind the amaranth, booms my words out to the crowd. 
 
    They buzz in reaction. It’s the first time they’ve heard the Witch speak. I hold back the sudden urge to cuss at them like Anan might, or say something else to destroy their image of me. Better to keep it simple. I need to just buy my way free and leave.  
 
    “What you have done,” the amaranth says, “is nothing short of historic. I have seen only three successful endurance matches in my life. And I have lived a very long life.” 
 
    A ripple of laughter passes through the crowd, and I realize she is just as much a character to them as I am. That this is just another stage.  
 
    “Do you wish to make payment to me, as representative of Dahran,” she asks, “or directly to your owner?” 
 
    “You will be fine,” I say, though of course Hiana is here, and watching. As sweet as it is to get out without her help, I have no need to rub it in the woman’s face. Plus, I remember her expression when I refused her before the last fight. Of all the threats facing me, she is the most immediate.  
 
    I take coins from Anan, part of a massive pile the guards awarded us on the sands. They feel dirty in my hands, as though something of the Bull still clings to them. Some trace of the lives he ruined to get them. I count out five thousand in gold and allarium coins, trying not to goggle at the riches left, themselves the remnants of paying owner’s cut. The Bull was vital.  
 
    “Excellent,” the amaranth says, waving for someone to take the coins. “I revoke your owned status, then, Regiana of Serei, and grant you free passage of our city and ports.” 
 
    “Stop!” a voice calls. The amaranth jerks her head around, but I feel no surprise, only a sinking dread. Of course, something had to go wrong. Of course, something will keep me locked up here. It was too good to be true. 
 
    Hiana steps from a curtained divan further down, azure wrap flowing behind her. Anger swirls into the dread. Of course, it is Hiana. But what can the woman do here, in front of everyone?  
 
    The crowd burbles with this new twist, no doubt very entertained by it all. My friends bristle and I take a long, centering breath. A lot could depend on how I handle these next few moments. Everything, maybe.  
 
    The amaranth turns to her. “High Oligarch Caghdan,” she says, inclining her head. “You have words to speak in this matter?” 
 
    “I do,” Hiana says, all icy composure again, though now that I have seen the foul-mouthed street woman beneath I can’t unsee her. “As you know, this girl was my property until just now. I had not expected her to survive the day, but now that she has, I must bring further charges against her.” 
 
    “And those are?” the amaranth says, looking neither disturbed nor amused.  
 
    “Theft, during her tenure as my property. The youth you see standing behind her, previously known as the Scourge of Dahran, was bought out of owned status last night, using coins stolen from me. By this girl, Regiana.” 
 
    Floods. The coins I stole. My stomach tightens with fear, but I fight it down. Freeze it. I know this woman. Have been studying her since I got here, even if she’s always had the upper hand. Whatever her attack is, I will find the weakness in it.  
 
    And Uje knows it would feel good to bring this woman justice.  
 
    The glowing woman’s eyebrows lift at Hiana’s words, vitality making the gesture so elegant as to be almost breathtaking. “And your proof, High Oligarch?” 
 
    A bald man steps from behind Hiana, obviously prepared for his role. “I… was the one to accept the coins, your brilliance. They did indeed bear Hiana’s visage.” 
 
    Hiana steps in like a well-rehearsed actor. “Five allarium coins, yes, accountant? Where, I ask you, would an owned gladiator get five of my allarium coins if not from this girl, whom the guards will confirm I visited yesterday evening?” 
 
    The look she gives me is so satisfied, so self-confident, that anger begins to intrude on my focus. I ice it, willing myself to see this in the clear sight of concentration. I can turn this attack against her. I know it.  
 
    “I did it,” Anan says, stepping forward. “Stole ‘em while she was in the tower. Easy mark.” 
 
    I love him for the insolent grin he gives Hiana, but now it’s fear threatening my concentration. I won’t let Anan take this fall for me.  
 
    “No,” I say, stretching out my arm to bar him from going further. “He did not. I stole those coins, like she said.” 
 
    The amaranth’s brows stay up. Perhaps she has not seen many moments like this, either, in her long life. “You admit guilt, then?” 
 
    I take a deep breath, and see it, see the crack in Hiana’s story I can use to pull it apart. The coins. This is all about the coins. And that is something the Daraanese will care about.  
 
    “Accountant,” I snap. “The coins Anan paid with, they were dull?” 
 
    “They… happened to be, yes,” he says. “I assessed a fair surcharge, but he had enough to meet requirements.” 
 
    Uncertainty flickers across Hiana’s face, and I push on. Uje send me the right words to win this battle of wits. “That is part of the reason I took them,” I say. “To check a suspicion about the woman who claimed ownership over me. You see, she threw a pity coin to the Bull early on, and it was dull, too. He nearly took my life for that, in the Gaol.” 
 
    The crowd oohs at this appropriately, and I see a single bead of sweat break out on Hiana’s forehead. Excellent. 
 
    “I didn’t think much of it. Until a necklace of her wealth happened to fall into my hands during one of our meetings”—Hiana makes a strangled sound at this—“and I noticed that every single coin on it was dull. That seemed strange. So I did some asking and found that the High Oligarch’s rise to wealth was unusual in how rapid it was. Almost… unbelievably so. You’re all familiar with this, I assume.” 
 
    More beads of sweat on her brow. Hiana opens her mouth, and it is a measure of how well I’m doing that the amaranth holds a hand up to her. I imagine ancient elites like her don’t look kindly on sudden upstarts.  
 
    “Continue,” she says. 
 
    “I began to suspect she was a counterfeiter,” I go on, making the connections a moment before I speak them. “That none of her coins were true Daraanese mint, since she—” 
 
    “Whence my vitality then, child?” Hiana cuts in, but the ice in her voice breaks. She’s had to have been afraid of this discovery ever since she started the deception.  
 
    “I do not know,” I answer. “Witchcraft, perhaps, though not of my healing arts. What I do know is your necklaces hide tattoos from a local gang, and if they are removed, they will be shown to be without exception dull.” 
 
    Hiana opens her mouth and closes it again. The amaranth looks between us, a twinkle in her eyes.  
 
    “You can’t,” my accuser says at last. “It isn’t decent! You wouldn’t just—” 
 
    “Remove her wealth,” the amaranth overrides her, and the crowd gasps. Apparently, this is not commonly done in public.  
 
    A guard does so, with trembling hands. Hiana’s vitality fades with it. 
 
    “You see?” Hiana snaps. “Without them I have no vitality!” 
 
    That stops me, but only for a moment.  
 
    “The coins themselves,” I say, gesturing at the stacks of necklaces in the guard’s hands. “Everyone can see they are dull. So how were they ever giving you vitality, unless your source is something else entirely, and these are just props for your secret? Counterfeits to trick the good people of Dahran?”  
 
    The crowd boils at the news. The amaranth’s brows pull down. And Hiana—icy, cool, composed Hiana—turns and runs.  
 
    She’s fast, too, no doubt a product of her strange powers. But this is a city of vitality, and the guards have her in only a few moments. They haul her away, kicking and screaming.  
 
    The amaranth turns back to me, grinning of all things. “Well. An historic day indeed, Miss Regiana. For your services to Dahran in uncovering this dissembler in our midst, consider your indiscretions in discovering the truth pardoned. Just do not repeat them again.” 
 
    “I won’t,” I say, a sudden weakness in my knees. It worked. Uje be praised, it worked. I’m not going back. But I suddenly feel how thin the ice is beneath my feet. The amaranth just pardoned me of the highest crime in this city. She could easily change her mind. “I’ll be going, then.” 
 
    “It is customary,” she says, “in such cases, for the criminal’s owner to decide their fate.” 
 
    “Owner?” 
 
    “Well, technically as a counterfeiter, Hiana stole from the polity of Dahran rather than any one individual person,” the amaranth says. “But I have little doubt there were further perfidies involved in your initial misunderstanding with the woman, and coffers know you have proven yourself an upright character on the sands. So as a favor, if you wish, you may decide how she works off her indenture.” 
 
    On the sands, I want to say. Send her up to the Gaol and make her fight for her for life, as I did.  
 
    I don’t. That is ego talking, the part of me that suffered wanting to take it out on someone. The clarity born of my concentration sees a different opportunity here. A crack in the walls of belief that hold back Dahran as surely as the walls of gender hold back my own people. Here is a chance to be a bit of ice in that crack—maybe not to split it wide, but to call attention to the hole, at least. Get them to look at what lies beyond it.  
 
    “I thank you for the opportunity, amaranth-djo,” I say, drawing myself up. “And all the people of Dahran, for supporting me during my time on the sands. It is an honor to be offered power over the life of another, but I must decline. Justice in this situation is difficult to determine, and I do not trust myself to make decisions on this woman’s fate, as my own emotions may cloud my judgment. If I can make a request, it would be that she is seen as property of the city, and her fate decided by her fellow oligarchs as a whole.” 
 
    The crowd goes quiet, and the amaranth’s mouth twists. Did I go too far? I am basically calling their justice system slop.  
 
    Then again, it’s only the truth.  
 
    “We will take it under advisement,” she says after a moment. “Go in peace, Witch of Serei.” 
 
    I do, not wanting to press my luck any farther. I turn to see half my friends staring at me, open-mouthed. The other half look ready to pull swords and fight their way out. Beyond them, through one of the arched gaps in the arena’s walls, I catch a glint of sunlight on open water, and my heart surges. Finally. It’s time to go home.  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Epilogue 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Turns out a few thousand ravas will buy some excellent cloveleaf in the city of Dahran. I take a deep breath and exhale smoke, reclining in the muted shade of a flapping burlap awning, a light breeze easing the noonday heat. We are three days out of the city, traveling overland to throw off anyone on our trail, stopped at a small trading post to let the animals rest.  
 
    “I waited a long time for this,” I say, watching my smoke drift toward the road. 
 
    “Me too,” Anan says. “The cloves they sold in the tower were slop.”  
 
    I chuckle. “A friend of mine, Gaxna, used to say—” 
 
    “—your lover,” Anan cuts in. “Right?” 
 
    I glance at Isang, reclining with the others a few paces away, on loose sacks of barley. There’s been a tension between us since our kiss and his recovery. Something I don’t know how to deal with. 
 
    “Right. She used to say if you were going to smoke, you should smoke the best, no matter what the cost. And I thought we were. But this?” I draw more smoke in.  
 
    Anan smirks. “All the best leaf gets sent to Dahran. Rich people, you know? I’m going to miss that city.” 
 
    I smile, savoring the rich play of flavors on my tongue. “Rich people like the Bull. Bet this isn’t how he planned to spend his coins.” Between Anan’s heist and our victory in the arena, we left Dahran with almost forty thousand ravas, even after the wagons and supplies.  
 
    “Or Hiana,” Anan grins. “Bet she wishes she had it now.” 
 
    “What do you think they’ll do to her?” 
 
    “Put her in the Gaol, probably,” he says. “Nothing Dahran loves more than seeing the high brought low and beaten for what they did. Trust me.” 
 
    Part of me hopes he’s right, even as another part hopes what I said to the amaranth gets the city to reconsider how they dispense justice. But that’s not a conversation I’m having with Anan.  
 
    I draw in another lungful of sweet clove. “What took you so long, anyway? I had this crazy idea in the middle of the fight that you’d stopped somewhere for lunch.” 
 
    Anan chuckles out smoke. “I wouldn’t do that to you. Naw, there was plenty of money in the tower, but no chronicles, so I had to go break into Hiana’s place too.” 
 
    I goggle at him. “You pulled off two heists that morning?” 
 
    “Sure,” he shrugs. “Was kinda nice, to get back into the old routine. Plus, it took some time to fence the coins. Woulda been kinda ironic to get put back in for stealing the coins I was using to buy my friends free.” 
 
    I exhale. “And you did all that at the drop of a hat? No wonder it took so long. Gaxna and I used to plan our hits for days.” 
 
    “Well, I did stop for a quick lick at one of my favorite houses.” 
 
    “Anan!” 
 
    “What? A man has needs.” 
 
    I shake my head. I don’t even have words for it, and it doesn’t matter, so I smoke some more cloveleaf.  
 
    “So what now?” Anan asks. “We just take the ironway to Serei then go beggar up Nerimes?” 
 
    I purse my lips, watching my smoke drift. “Something like that. I need to read the chronicles first.” I pat the sheaf of papers where it is tucked into my breast, next to my father’s letter. “Whatever Nerimes is up to, it has something to do with the flood. I wouldn’t be surprised if my dad’s notes help us come up with a plan for stopping him. And I’ve got some friends up peninsula who might help us.” 
 
    “Buncha overseers? Haven’t liked what I’ve seen so far.” 
 
    “Overseers, yeah, and regular seers and students. Kind of a whole second temple, if what I hear is right.” The ironway hugs the coast here, and I’ve gone down to the water every day since we got out of the city to talk with my ancestors and friends, though it still hurts to see Safeila. 
 
    “They as good at fighting as you are?” 
 
    “Better, some of them.” Though none of them know the Seven Cairns style, and they’ll be crippled fighting on dry land, like I was.  
 
    He breathes out smoke. “I spose we could use some help, if we’re supposed to kill a city full of overseers and witches.” 
 
    “Not kill,” I say, maybe sharper than I should. “Most of them are just misguided.” 
 
    “Misguided people can still kill you.” 
 
    “I know,” I say, pulling again on my cloveleaf and gazing toward the ocean, hazy in the noonday heat. “I’ll figure it out.” 
 
    “Well,” he shifts on his sack of barley, “if stealing’s part of the plan, you know I got you covered.” 
 
    I smile, exhaling smoke. “Thanks, Anan.” 
 
    Someone whistles. My eyes snap to Ekifte, who’s perched on the edge of the far wagon, watching the road. He’s looking back at me.  
 
    I’m on my feet before I really think about it, clove fog burning off. I’ve been expecting something ever since we left. Some trick of Hiana’s, despite how we left her, or some new contingent of overseers.  
 
    “Thought you might want to see this, boss lady,” Ekifte says when I reach him. “Looks like one of yours.” 
 
    I squint against the sun, heat sending ripples off the iron rails, distorting a solitary figure walking there. They do wear the flowing, open-bottomed blouse of women in my home city, out of place here in the Daraanese hinterlands. I squint harder. There’s something familiar about that gait, too, that self-confident swagger.  
 
    “Everything okay?” he asks, but I barely hear him, mouth dropping open in shock.  
 
    “Gaxna?” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    Note from the Author 
 
      
 
    Thanks for reading—hope this one tickled you as much as the first. Things are obviously going to go down in book three, Queen of Blood and Blasphemy. For sneak peeks at that while I write it, plus a free novella, you can sign up for my newsletter. I also have an extra chapter from this book, explaining how the Bull got his ability to block Aletheia’s bloodpush—once you’re signed up just email me and I’ll send it to you!  
 
    And if you enjoyed this story, please leave it a rating or review. Reviews mean the world to independent authors like me—to hear what you thought, and to help other readers find the book in the literary sea that is Amazon.  
 
    

  

 
   
    >>>>FREE NOVELLA<<<< 
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    What happens when an assassin falls in love with his target? 
 
      
 
    Ealon is a grieving lover whose quest for justice turned into an endless hunt. Now the only thing that keeps him from the pain of the past is bringing justice to those who escape the law. 
 
      
 
    His next target? A runaway Councilate daughter trying to make a new life hiding aboard the empire’s riverboats, wanted for the murder of her brother. 
 
      
 
    There’s just one problem: she has the face of his dead lover. 
 
      
 
    Available free in ebook and audio, exclusively to my newsletter subscribers. Click here! 
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