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The light

Four hundred years ago, a light appears in the sky.

Bright enough to challenge the sun, its blaze is not warm and golden like that very sun, nor tinged pink like the light of the pink-silver moon. No, it is an eerie, even white light that draws the viewer in to look more closely, to wonder, if they squint or stare or perhaps just tilt their head, can they see behind—or through—to a rainbow prism or another world?

Everyone for miles looks up, shading their eyes. From the commander-philosopher of the College of Intrinsic Foundation to the students studying in the Cult of Hopeful Design near the mouth of the Lapis River, everyone inside flees to windows. In the streets, merchants and artists, small kings and revolutionaries stop to stare, mouths parted, while combat-designers activate force-shields and design mercenaries drag their wards to shelter. The sudden surge of forces causes bridges to tremble and the force-eddies mingling over the city to knot, blowing hard winds that rip razor petals and translucent leaves from the garden canopies. Feather foxes hunker low in their alleys while rep-cats and copper apes leap as high as they can into trees and trellises and balconies. Avian creatures of every kind burst into flight, heading away. Away from what? The light’s point of origin, of course, over the center of the crater.

Even the Moon-Eater frowns in his palace in the heart of the monster city, distracted by the weird gleam directly above. He says, “Eliri, find out who is doing that and bring them to me,” and is obeyed.

The Moon-Eater is always obeyed.

As the light fades, a star remains. It glimmers, hangs against the plain blue sky.

And the star begins to fall.

[image: ]
Lyric is falling.

He can’t see, eyes burning with white-cold light; his ears ring, but beyond that is a terrible roar of wind. There is a body in his arms, and he huddles around it, blood in his nose, trembling unstoppably. He makes himself a ball, wrapping around her body like he is a nest and she is a fragile egg.

He falls and falls, even as forces pull and pull. Lyric is the heart of something, a great disk of design, an array the width of his city spinning and spinning with him at the axis. The spinning array pushes outward with tight centrifugal power, dragging at his dominant inner rising design. The array and his rising force slow them down in their fall, turn him from an axis point into a shooting arrow. A focus. An anchor.

The anchor hits the ground before Lyric does, piercing sharp and hard deep into the crust of the world. Its shock wave slides back up the lines of force and catches him like a massive hand.

Lyric touches down almost gently against red rock and thin crystal sand.

His ears still ring, but the wind is gone. It’s only his pulse hammering in his skull, his body alive with popping ecstatic force. His skin tingles and his head aches.

Lyric sucks in a huge breath and sits up.

A whimper chokes off, and through painfully wincing eyes Lyric looks at what he’s cradling.

She’s curled against him, hands fisted in his robe, blood across her jaw and mouth.

Iriset, he tries to say, but nothing comes out.

Her lips move, too, and bloody teeth glint. Her body convulses once, a wretched whine tearing free.

The altar—Lyric remembers the altar in the Moon-Eater’s Temple and the numen and Iriset standing bold and awful with her arms outstretched arguing to break the Holy Design—

And a dart slammed into her.

It jabs out of her ribs just under her left breast, blood darkening the orange shift she’s wearing. Lyric makes a noise that still isn’t words as he presses his hand around the wound. She gasps, face contorted, and coughs up blood.

Ecstatic force blinds him for a panicked moment and Lyric seethes his breath slowly through his teeth, controlling himself. He lays her carefully across his lap, her head on his folded knee, and rips at the thin shift where the dart tore through. Cloth comes away, making a shredded gap for him to see.

Blood pools and spills around the shaft. Iriset trembles and her breathy gasps are too shallow. Coughing blood could mean the dart is in her stomach or her lung, and Lyric can’t save her.







[image: Chapter Two.]

The last Vertex Seal

Lyric’s first real memory is huddling in the lee of the Moon-Eater’s altar with a large fossil molar pressed to his stomach. Outside the dark pocket of the temple, people yell his name. They sound furious and Lyric curls around the tooth, making himself smaller. He doesn’t remember why he slipped out of his bedroom before dawn, why this place drew him, why he hid and didn’t simply ask to come. The attendants would have said yes, his mother would have said yes, his uncle the Moon-Eater’s Mistress would have said yes.

But he didn’t ask, and now they’re angry at him, and he’s afraid to crawl out from behind the altar even though nobody will hurt him.

The voices and chaos move away until he’s alone. They don’t look in the Moon-Eater’s Temple. When the sun rises, Lyric’s uncle sweeps in, snarling at his attendants that he’ll be fast. Lyric hears the rustle of cloth and a soft brush of skin on stone. His uncle leans on the edge of the stone slab opposite Lyric, propped up with his left hand, his head fallen back to show his long throat to the starry midnight dome of the temple. Lirdal méra Niyah, the Moon-Eater’s Mistress, is disheveled, his wavy dark hair unbound, his sleeveless robe mussed and pulling as if it’s not on quite right. He closes his eyes and breathes shallowly, his right hand hidden by his body as he begins.

Lyric doesn’t want to bother him, and remains still, on his knees behind the altar. His uncle’s back and shoulders loom up, like a broad statue, and Lyric remembers he has one of the teeth—the Moon-Eater’s teeth!—and they belong on the altar.

Gently, Lyric lifts the rough tooth, fingers in the grinding furrows. He holds his breath as he places it beside the others with the tiniest scrape of stone to stone.

The Moon-Eater’s Mistress freezes. Lyric ducks down, huddled back into a ball.

A soft sigh reaches him, and then his uncle moves. Hands grasp him and he’s pulled up into a lap. “Lyric, you’ve scared everyone.”

Lyric shakes his head, again and again.

“I need to take you back.”

He darts out his hand to grip the hem of his uncle’s open robe, clenching his fingers tight.

“You want to stay.” There’s something Lyric doesn’t understand in his uncle’s voice. But Lyric leans into Lirdal’s chest. “Very well, little moon. But I must put you down.”

Lyric allows himself to be settled on the ground again, and spreads out to lie flat beside the base of the altar. His uncle brushes hair back from his forehead tenderly and murmurs, “Maybe you will feel him, too.”

Closing his eyes, Lyric listens to the soft sounds of skin and stone, matching his breath to his uncle’s even as it picks up, rhythmic and shallow, and when the Moon-Eater’s Mistress finishes, Lyric’s ears pop. He isn’t afraid any longer, and takes his uncle’s hand to be led back to the Seal tower. If he is punished for hiding in the temple, he doesn’t remember it.

[image: ]
Lyric is seven years old when his father brings him into the mirané hall for the first time and sets him on his feet in the seat of the throne. “Do you know what this is?” Esmail méra Niyah His Glory asks.

The Vertex Seal is tall and broad, mirané-brown skin painted in long white and blue stripes stretching from his hairline down over his eyes and cheeks. The stripes skip his short beard to pick up again under his chin in those colors of ecstatic and rising forces. As usual, he wears layered robes in all four force colors and his hair is pulled into a high tail, from which tumble black curls with the barest hint of auburn. Standing like this on the throne, Lyric can look directly into his father’s crater-red eyes.

“This is the throne of the Vertex Seal,” Lyric says quietly. He always speaks quietly, because everyone else is loud. “The center of the empire.”

“Correct. My throne, and one day yours.” Esmail plants fists on his hips. “Do you know what it means to be the Vertex Seal?”

Lyric frowns and stiffens his fingers where they brush against his plain black skirt. Its narrow pleats fall to brush the tops of his slippered feet, and this morning his mother tied him into a sleeveless vest embroidered with her favorite fat red flowers. Lyric likes them, as well, because they look like his baby sister’s cheeks when she smiles. And Ama is always smiling—unless she’s screaming. She is the loudest person Lyric knows. “To lead,” he finally answers his father.

“It means you must be the best miran there is.”

Thinking about that, Lyric nods. It makes sense. He doesn’t realize for years that while to him the best meant he should be just and good and proud and compassionate, Esmail only meant for his son to be strong.

To Esmail, to most Vertex Seals before him, strength comes from conquest and domination, expanding the empire in Aharté’s name without needing to care about what’s destroyed in the process. Want more, be greater, do better, get stronger. That is what Esmail demands of Lyric. A single-minded perfection ignoring the quiet parts born in his son. Esmail would say he hones Lyric’s natural inclinations into the sharp weapon a Vertex Seal needs to be, shaving back unnecessary thoughtfulness, polishing away curiosity, dulling wonder.

In Esmail’s image, Lyric would grow to be as unmemorable as his father.

[image: ]
A year later Lyric wakes before the sun again, clear-eyed and eight years old. It’s his birthday, but miran don’t celebrate such individual things, relying instead on the anniversary of the birth of all miran four hundred years ago to mark the passing of time.

Lyric had been dreaming, and the dream rests quietly in his mind, all sound and song, no imagery. He knows what it means and turns his face to the boy sprawled beside him in bed, uncertain about waking the other or letting him sleep. But in the end Lyric prefers to give everyone their own choices when possible, so he shakes Garnet gently and says, “I’m going to the Silent Chapel.”

Garnet, also eight, nods and drips out of the bed to tiredly put on his slippers. He doesn’t ask why. Lyric drifts like a ghost through the darkened corridors of the palace complex with Garnet trailing behind. The young body-twin whispers to the Seal guards and sleepy attendants where they are going, and they gain a small entourage that Lyric ignores until they reach the gate of the chapel and he looks back at them, miran all but Garnet, their red-brown skin gleaming under the dim light of Aharté’s moon. It’s a thick wane this time of night, steadily fading into half by the moment of true dawn.

“Stay,” Lyric tells everyone quietly, and pushes open the gate with a firm shove. Garnet ignores him, but Lyric expected that. Although most people assume they get along because of similar interests and seriousness, it’s because Garnet knows how to be just as quiet as Lyric—when he cares to. It’s almost as if Garnet can read the other’s mind sometimes, sensing or guessing what the heir needs or wants without Lyric having to speak. Everyone else in Lyric’s life demands noise of him, whether it’s answers to oral exams for his tutors, or reports on what he’s read for his father, or opinions on how beautiful his mother is and his favorite foods for her to arrange, or if he prefers to focus on breath work or footwork or strength training with his combat instructor, or some vocal acknowledgment to redirect Ama’s constant babbling. Soon he’ll be required to speak up at meetings of the mirané princes. His uncle has promised that once such meetings begin, Lirdal will make it his daily mission to tease a laugh out of the serious little boy. Lyric is unsure how to explain to his uncle that he often feels joy, he simply doesn’t let it out. An instinct deep inside him—a core knot in his inner design—tells him to pull his feelings thin, to weave a shell of them. Especially around his father.

Garnet understands all that. And so Lyric allows him to remain at his side even when drawn to the Silent Chapel by his dreams.

The priest who greets them is an old mirané woman with wiry white hair and more wrinkles on her mirané skin than there are stars in the sky. Her sleeveless red priest robe is as plain as any, and she has nothing painted on her face, nor any mask. It is the way of Aharté’s priests, for they give everything to Silence, including honesty and even their own names.

“A Lyric to Bridge the Silence,” she says softly. Of course she knows him.

And Lyric knows her: This is the Holy Peace herself, most revered and blessed priest of Silence in the empire. Yet she crouches down so her knobby knees stick out like any grandma, and takes his hands when Lyric tries to touch his eyelids in respect.

“Not to me, little Seal,” she says with a smile. “Not to anyone but your parents, and one day, your children. When you meet Aharté, do it with your full gaze.”

Garnet remains at the gate as the Holy Peace leads Lyric by the hand deeper into the chapel grounds. Only the silver-pink moon lights their way, through circlets of flow and rising force-steeples that gather the pretty moonlight and reflect it bright enough to see clearly. The Silent gardens are simple, filled with elegant columns climbing with vines and plinths spilling night-blooming eris flowers. Tiny water features ripple quietly at the movement of frogs, and the fountains draw Lyric’s attention because their design is so exact that water arcs in perfect quiet. No splash. No ripple.

Lyric finds it so very easy to breathe here.

The Holy Peace takes him to the great labyrinth at the heart of the garden and sets him on its path.

He walks it for more than a day.

Hunger focuses him in his body, and the gradual ache of his feet, until everything else falls away and Lyric hears only his own peaceful thoughts. Then even those thoughts quiet, pulling thinner and thinner, and he feels it: Silence.

The very moment Silence arrives, it dissipates, but Lyric notices.

[image: ]
Though the Vertex Seal is apathetic to his son’s devotion, Lyric’s mother Diaa is pleased, and reminds her husband that Silence is the strength of the empire. Lyric will be the Vertex Seal Esmail molds him into; let Lyric be Silent for himself.

She pulls her son to sit on her lap though he is too gangly to fit. She reads to him Word of Aharté and Writings of the Holy Syr, and inquires after a tutor from the Silent Chapel to instruct him once a quad. By the time Lyric is eleven, every word of Word lives perfectly in his mind, and then follows Writings.

[image: ]
Lyric is fourteen the first time he feels jealousy. He’s tending the young garden on his balcony, which he keeps to remind him of the herb garden in the Silent Chapel.

He breathes carefully as he touches the soil at the base of the blue sage to assure himself of its lingering dampness, and is about to move on to pinching lemony basil leaves because the plant grows furiously and every day he harvests a basket for his mother’s rose ice tea. The desert gentians aren’t blooming, but they prefer the drier parts of the summer.

A shriek resounds from inside the suite he shares with his sister Amaranth and their body-twins.

“Lyric! Listen!” Ama shoves the lattice screen away, bursting onto the balcony with her inner trousers bunched over her heart, holding her loosely tied breast-binding in place. Her hair is a shocking mass of black curls and her eyes alight. “I was expecting it soon because I’m hairy now, and sweatier? And, well.” She drops her arms away to reveal still-small breasts under the thin binding cloth. “But it’s finally happened!”

Lyric raises his eyebrows in question.

“Menstruation!” Ama cries loudly enough everyone in the complex below their petal probably hears the future Moon-Eater’s Mistress’s news. “I was hot all night, but then forgot and was just standing there getting dressed, and this sensation started gathering in my guts, but not really my guts, in the cup of my hips, and it felt strange, not really unpleasant. It drew all my attention.”

“Ama.” Sidoné appears beyond Ama’s shoulder. The skinny mirané body-twin has been wearing her hair in a puffy halo recently, and it makes her seem taller than she is. “Must you subject everyone to these details?”

Lyric winces slightly, predicting the reminder will only make Amaranth more visceral in those very details. He puts a stop to it by saying, “Congratulations.”

“Thank you,” Amaranth says laughingly, spinning in place, her trousers once again held to her breast.

The delight suffusing his sister’s entire being brings an answering smile to Lyric’s lips. “Have you sent anyone to inform Uncle Lirdal?”

Amaranth freezes, and as she stares at Lyric, her mouth drops open and her eyes grow watery and wide with luminosity. “Oh,” she breathes. “The Moon-Eater!”

That is the moment the jealousy curls through Lyric, like saw-creeper vines around his lungs.

He wants that. To belong to a god. To be able to wake one morning and find his body has prepared him to serve that god. Lyric has to work so hard just to brush against Aharté. His devotion is real but difficult to touch when he is so busy with becoming a great Vertex Seal, inundated with noise. He longs for the ease of giving body and sex and release to the Moon-Eater. Instead Lyric can only work and work and work to barely understand Aharté’s Holy Design.

He watches his sister and vows to himself that he will succeed. He will understand Silence and make himself part of it, until there is no difference between himself, the Vertex Seal, and the Holy Design of Aharté’s empire.
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Lirdal turns the work of the Moon-Eater over to his niece when she is fifteen and Lyric sixteen. Their uncle leaves Moonshadow for the city of Ilistrum in the north, to enjoy the snowy winters, he says. Really he’s there to whip the mirané governor into shape and excise festering corruption. He only visits his family again four years later when Esmail dies and Lyric is invested as the Vertex Seal. He says to Lyric, “May you live to step down one day. I’ll teach you snow sculpting.”

But Lyric is brimming with the pressure of an entire empire dropped suddenly and solely on his heart, as well as grief, and he speaks with brutal honesty, “I cannot imagine voluntarily subjecting my child to this.”

Lyric does not mean to implicate his uncle, but that is how Lirdal takes the words, and once he returns to his new husband and home in Ilistrum, he never comes back.

[image: ]
Lyric has been the Vertex Seal for less than two years when a skull siren drops onto his balcony, its wing battered, a leg broken, and a tiny fracture lining the blunt curve of its skull between gaping eye sockets.

He crouches, priest-red robes pooling on the glazed white tiles, and his hand hovers over the trembling little body.

“There, little one,” Lyric murmurs. It wails a sorrowful song, and Lyric starts to call for Garnet, working in the study.

He stops. The skull siren will die. It’s suffering.

Just four days ago Lyric commanded the army to put down riots by the most efficient means in a town three ribbon hours away. Next quad he will choose the names to receive relief during the Days of Mercy. He has learned well how to kill via command, and walks the labyrinth of the Silent Chapel again and again, struggling to know how to think of himself, when he can be responsible for such violence by proxy, or such mercy by his own word. What is the Holy Design of this?

Lyric picks up the bird and it flails, slicing his palm with its delicate talons. He holds on, murmuring lines from a Silent prayer. He can do this. He can snap its neck. If he can kill seven people at such a distance, he should be able to kill a small bird in his hand.

Its body flutters, one little talon hooks under his skin and stays there. The song spilling from its bony beak is woeful and weak.

Do it, Lyric thinks. You can. It’s suffering.

His hand doesn’t move.

Lyric feels his own pulse throbbing as if his skull has moved outside his flesh like the strange face of the skull siren.

He’s learned a quad of ways to kill a person on a battlefield: barehanded, with force-blade, with baton and staff. Those motions are part of his muscles and instincts after years of training.

His hand doesn’t move.

Lyric stands, the bird cradled against his chest. His indecision only prolongs the suffering of the creature. Decide! he commands himself. Act! You must. Help it.

He doesn’t kill it.

When he can delay no longer, he hurries inside and offers it to Garnet, who grew up among griffons and has never killed anything by word or deed. Garnet crushes the bird swiftly.

Lyric méra Esmail His Glory doesn’t manage to kill anything with his own hand for six more years.
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Silence exists in every shadow of his thoughts, holds between his heartbeats. It is there when he has strange dreams, when he struggles to choose how to align his empire with his faith. When his sister manipulates behind his back, when she gloats, when he faces a numen chained behind his throne and doesn’t set it free. He has Aharté as he writes letters to a wife he’s never met, hoping to seduce her with his conviction. Silence throbs with his inner design during drawn-out meetings and mirané conflicts, long nights, pestilence in the south and blight in the west, armies from the Bow reemerging, rebellion in the streets of his capital city, and the revelatory cries of human architects invested in a new prodigy who flaunts her apostasy.

When the balance of Holy Design frays at the edges of his mind, or the knots pull taut in his guts, he walks the labyrinth until he recalls it in the repetitive motion of his feet and the longing rise and pinging ecstatic charge under his skin, feels it reverberating in the globe of his skull like the sea he’s never heard caught in the slick pink curve of a shell.
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When Lyric is twenty-seven, he meets a young woman in a garden who tells him he’s wrong about everything. Maybe that’s why he falls in love with her.

He’s the same age when she dies.
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Empty sky

Helpless, Lyric presses against the blood spilling from Iriset’s ribs. The dart jerks with her agonized gasping and Lyric tries to push it all back in, take it back, he never would have commanded this, but that doesn’t matter, it happened anyway, and Iriset mé Isidor is going to die again. In his lap.

He puts his other hand to her forehead, brushing sweaty hair away, and holds her against the crook of his knee. “I’m sorry,” he says, “I know it hurts.”

Iriset’s lashes flutter and her hand flings up to grasp at his shoulder, digging in hard.

Lyric remembers a skull siren, fluttering, too, and grasping, and he knows he can’t kill Iriset any more than he could help that dying remnant of apostasy. But he’s stronger now. He can make it faster.

Rubbing his thumb at the crease of her brow, as if that could possibly offer comfort, he wraps his bloody hand around the dart and, without hesitation, pulls hard.

It slips, and he grits his teeth as she whimpers. He tries again: The dart jerks free, and Iriset’s mouth gapes open on a hoarse, choking cry.

“Pressure,” says a voice in Lyric’s ear, and he instinctively obeys, flattening his palm to the wound. Hot blood seeps through his fingers, filling the nail beds and finding every wrinkle in his knuckles. No, wait, this isn’t what he was doing, he was trying to help her die faster, easier. Who said that?

Lyric whips his head up: He’s in a small crater in mirané-brown rock, and scrambling down the wall toward him is a monster.

He presses harder in shock and Iriset groans. The monster is vaguely human-shaped, covered in rough green scales, from the clawed feet digging into the rocks as it skids down the crater wall to the sharp spines lining its elongated skull instead of hair. Tattered pink cloth covers its hips and ties around its neck like a little cape, beneath which are powerful shoulders over two pairs of arms with four-fingered hands tipped in claws with a wicked hook where a thumb should be. The lower arms are smaller, attached to the ribs with extra elbows of some kind, and Lyric cannot stop gaping.

Its eyes are huge, round, and bright as verdigris with no white at all. The pupils are tight slits in the bright sunlight, hooded by thick brows of sharp scales, like an alliraptor. Its cheeks are scaled, too, in ridges as along its jaw. It has a lipless mouth but a scaly human nose. All its exposed skin is yellowish-green, like an old bruise.

That lipless mouth is moving, speaking to him, and the longer arms reach toward Iriset but Lyric leans away, pulling Iriset, too. He is staring at a human-alliraptor hybrid creature and he can only think of the alliraptor that appeared with Aharté and the Holy Syr in those stories from the end of the Apostate Age—the alliraptor She Who Loves Silence also loved, and Lyric says, “Aharté.”

“Aharté,” the monster answers, and then says more, and its head turns to look at another person carefully sliding down the edge of the crater. This one is human, a young woman with Osahar-peach skin stretched too tight around colorless lips as if she were recently ill. She arrives and does not shy away from the monster, but touches its shoulder to nudge it aside, speaking to Lyric with horrible, penetrating looks. Lyric wants to cover his eyes, wants to demand they both cover their eyes, put on a mask, anything to stop staring at him, but he can’t. The woman’s eyes are luminous gray and large over sharp cheeks, and her red-brown hair is cut bluntly across her forehead and equally straight at chin-level.

“Aharté,” she says, and her voice is quiet. She kneels and Lyric flashes his gaze finally down at Iriset in his lap. Blood coats the corner of her mouth, a smear of it spread down her jaw and staining her collar. Then the woman tears at the remains of Iriset’s shift. The rip echoes through the ringing in Lyric’s ears and as he watches, the woman flexes her hand, her fingernails gleaming like quartz, like the tips of design styli, and she uses small crystal claws to draw a force-net right there in the air, over Iriset’s ribs, a little cage she twists in both hands and pinches into the edges of Iriset’s bloody gash. With a bright click of something, teeth maybe, the cool air surrounding Lyric coalesces in an ecstatic charge, raising hair all over his body.

Ecstatic snaps together in a visible flash and burn and Iriset arches, head lolling against his knee. Then the design net is gone, and the ozone flavor fades from the air.

The tears in Iriset’s robe are wet with blood, but he pulls them away to find no gaping puncture, no bleeding. The edges are welded together, bright red like burns. His hand trembles as he touches the hot skin. Her ribs expand with breath. Lyric bends over her as pure joy shivers through him, bringing a wave of exhaustion behind.

The woman is speaking again. Lyric raises his head. Her voice remains soft, urgent and earnest. He can almost understand.

“Is she all right?” Lyric says. “Will she be…?”

The monster murmurs something and he glances fearfully at it, willing himself to be calm, to swallow his discomfort. No—to be honest it’s disgust and horror, and the monster who is maybe also a human turns away as the young woman speaks again, but slowly.

Lyric recognizes a word, then another. It’s not mirané, but he does know it, he—

Old Sarenpet.

The words form in his mind: He’s fluent in reading it, but he’s never attempted speaking it before.

“Wife…” he hears, and “needs help” and “go”—or “leave”?

Lyric says in Old Sarenpet, “Help… up.” He shakes his head, frustrated. The language has no personal pronouns, and in reading that’s easy because the sigil for whatever the subject or object of a sentence is can simply be repeated. It will take practice to teach his ears and tongue to understand and speak smoothly. Do they use personal names for me and I and us and them?

Someone else speaks, maybe a question, and he hears the word moon or star and maybe man. Lyric looks beyond the woman and monster to the edge of the crater as another voice joins the discussion, which grows swiftly into an argument.

Standing around the rim of the small crater are a quad or so of people staring down at them wide-eyed, whispering. None are miran, but they could be Osahar and Sarenpet, colored like southern sand and sun-baked browns and freckled desert peach, dark hair in braids and strange short-chops. They wear sandals and pleated skirts knee- or calf-length with layered tunics instead of the robes and trousers of Lyric’s people. Dark paint lines most of their eyes and some lips, some have chunky jewelry, their hair bound up in heavy combs; others have shade-fans tied into elaborate braids. Most with the fans and braids wear a uniform pale purple: attendants, Lyric guesses from a lifetime of being attended. The rest give the impression of finery and expense. They must be nobility or of a high caste.

None of them wear actual masks, but they do have elaborate face paint that looks like scales or flowers along cheeks, and two have headdresses involving elegant feathers, and another’s eyes are so bright a pink they almost glow.

And Lyric slowly realizes it isn’t face paint or headdresses or impressive illusion: That man has scales, and those women have feathers instead of hair, crested like a bird from the Bow, and the eyes are—the eyes are real.

The monster beside him isn’t a monster, it’s a chimera. This is—

Human architecture.

Now that he sees it, he can tell there is a uniform beauty to all the people, symmetry and smoothness as if they’re works of art, not human. His breath thins out, shallow with alarm.

“Eliri will help Aharté,” says the young woman at his side, the one with crystal claws. There is no other sign of apostasy about her. Iriset would like those claws, Lyric thinks numbly, if she could see what this apostate does with them.

“Eliri,” Lyric says tentatively. “Name?”

“Yes.”

“Lyric,” he says. The murmuring of the crowd starts up again, but Lyric doesn’t think his name means anything in Old Sarenpet—at least not that he knows. It’s a thoroughly mirané name.

“Does Lyric need help climbing out?” Eliri asks. She has yet to make an expression. Though her gaze tracks to Iriset’s face repeatedly. “The Moon-Eater will see Lyric Aharté and wife and then wife will be properly healed.”

“Yes,” Lyric says, shying away from the Moon-Eater because—because well…

He stands gracelessly, arms full of Iriset. Eliri and the chimera each take an elbow. He flinches from the chimera and it widens its eyes, then darts away, whipping a thick, stiff-looking tail around as it digs claws into the crater, skimming up like a lizard. The crowd leaps away from it, too, and it’s gone.

Lyric shifts to tilt Iriset’s head against his shoulder as he hooks his arms under her thighs and around her back, holding her against him. He doesn’t know how to climb up, and he doesn’t know how to let Iriset go.

“Be calm,” the same voice that said pressure murmurs in mirané. Suddenly arms of force wrap his waist, lifting, and Lyric chokes back a cry. He struggles to hold on to Iriset and his posture as he’s carried up the crater smoothly by this invisible thing. Eliri steps back, and Lyric raises his chin, wipes his face clear of expression, and goes with it. Whatever is happening will make him look powerful as long as it doesn’t throw him back down. Looking powerful is a good strategy in unknown situations.

The crowd backs away, watching indeed with awe, and Lyric’s boots settle to the flat ground and the invisible arms release him. Lyric resists the urge to glance back. He waits, holding Iriset, trying to control his breathing because obviously he can’t control anything else.

Several bystanders reach down and help Eliri up. When she’s at his side again, Lyric says, “Wife needs help,” impatient to end this strange quiet. They’re standing in a rock garden of some kind, spread with tiny obsidian gravel that eats light, interspersed with red flagstones, twisting crystalline columns, and flowering spider cacti. The rock garden is bordered by trellises teeming with lush flora that shouldn’t coexist with the desert rocks and dry air.

Beyond the garden rises an elaborate complex of clustering silver spires like skeletal fingers reaching up into the stark blue sky. A forest of them, some towering so high the afternoon sun itself is half hidden by the tip of one spire. The silvery, metallic walls shimmer strangely, pockmarked by bubbles of colorful glass like windows. Lyric’s eyes ache from how bright it all is, and the relentless bold blue of the sky.

Lyric takes a trembling breath and focuses on the woman Eliri. “Please,” he adds in Old Sarenpet.

“Come with Eliri,” she answers, holding out a hand she sweeps toward the widest trellis path. Without waiting for an answer, she turns and walks. She says to a young person in the violet skirts, “Go to Alis Healer. Bring to the Moon-Eater’s Pit with surgery tools.”

The attendant dashes off and Lyric follows Eliri. His arms ache already and he hitches Iriset closer. The small crowd comes, too, after a moment’s hesitation, flowing behind them like a river. The Moon-Eater’s Pit. The Moon-Eater, god of apostasy, in this garden of chimeras and apostates.

Lyric breathes carefully to avoid panic and holds his gaze forward, determined not to stumble or distract himself. Flashes of silver flicker as the sun glints against the spires. He smells flowers everywhere, hears piercing birdsong and some animalistic calls that sound almost like human laughter. There must be an explanation for what is happening—Iriset has to know, she’s the one who did it. Lyric needs her to wake.

Focusing on Eliri before him, Lyric takes one step at a time. He is only walking a strange labyrinth, that’s all. Eliri leads him without rushing. Her tunic is finely embroidered with dark purple flowers and her skirt falls nearly to her bare feet. Despite her simple attire she commands the respect of those near her: They give her breathing room, none near enough to touch accidentally despite their eagerness to lean closer to stare at Lyric.

They pass a gardener, standing with his mouth dropped open. A trowel falls from his hand, tip sinking into the gravel. The gardener points at Lyric’s face. Someone from the crowd hisses and darts forward to make the gardener step back. Lyric ignores it. Ignores everything. It’s not the time for conclusions, not when there’s so much information he needs, when he’s aching all over, when he senses eyes upon him, and eddies of forces scratch and kiss his skin though they aren’t clearly ecstatic or flow or falling or rising. He must stay calm to survive.

Eliri starts up a broad flight of obsidian stairs leading toward a yawning atrium. Iriset groans softly in his arms and Lyric clenches his jaw. He is so angry with her, but right now she’s everything he has. (Lyric and Iriset share a skill for compartmentalization. And dramatics.)

Pausing, Lyric settles his feet against the ground, breathes in a calm eight-count and he can feel the echo of it in the marriage knot, alive and throbbing inside Iriset.

Then, as Lyric has done countless times in his life, he looks up at the vertex of the sky to find peace in Aharté’s steady moon always looking right back down.

But the sky is empty, a swath of blue and painfully white sunlight, cavernous, infinite.

There is no moon.
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The song and the breath of a song

Impossible.

The word rings in Lyric’s mind. This is all impossible. Pieces of information stick to him: the Moon-Eater and Old Sarenpet and human architecture, the monster—the chimera—the empty, empty, empty sky, no mirané people, the red rock of his crater but there is no palace or temple or architecture he knows. The forces tingle and swirl and he can’t quite feel his fingers, but it’s wrong the way everything settles against his skin—no balance. No Silence.

No moon.

Impossible.

Lyric takes one step, a foot on the stairs, and another, carrying Iriset with him.

But how many things were impossible before he knew Iriset mé Isidor? Before he married an apostate who changed her face and upended the Silence of the Vertex Seal’s palace, infiltrated the hallowed balance of—of everything? Killed his mother, started a rebellion, freed the numen, tried to destroy Holy Design. The marriage knot churns in his chest, biting, eager, reminding him.

Nothing is impossible when she is involved.

Eliri leads him across a foyer of polished black glass. It shimmers like liquid, and Lyric nearly trips. The tiles are solid, but they seem to shift like water. Flickers of color dart here and there like tiny fish, disorienting. The foyer is lined with pillars encircled by deep green tendrils, long leaves waving gently. It’s like being underwater.

Beyond, a great archway opens up into a massive bright courtyard. They descend shallow black glass stairs that give way to paler glass, or clarified quartz, or something that ripples like sunlight on water. Five of those metallic towers rise all around, as if the courtyard is a disk held in the palm of a giant’s silver hand. The towers are woven of filaments of silver and crystal and seemingly grown together with exquisite design. Lyric has seen nothing like them. Elegant glass-like bridges connect the towers at various levels with balconies and glass bubble windows here and there. At the pointed tips, hundreds of paces up, sea-green pennants drift long and languid in the wind. The sky remains an empty, impossible blue.

Lyric looks abruptly down at the clear glass floor again, shaking off disorientation.

“Shade,” the invisible voice hisses, and something darts past him—it’s the numen, its silver hair streaming pink and black as it moves in leaps and starts toward the daybed at the very center of the glass courtyard.

Someone reclines upon it. A mirané man, Lyric thinks, as the figure gets to his feet.

He’s an extremely masculine-forward person, broad and muscled, more defined than a chiseled statue and wearing only a long unbound vest and pleated black skirt. What is more outstanding, though, is that he is mirané brown, but more: Not only is his skin crater-rock red, the man’s hair and eyes—even the sclera, the palms of his hands, and nail beds that on a miran tend to be paler—are as crater red as everything else. This is a man carved not of marble but of polished red moon rock, and Lyric knows what he is looking at although he cannot name it yet. It’s impossible.

“Shade,” the numen says again, a mirané word for a slash of darkness across daylight grass, the shadow of a tree cast by the sun. And the impossible man’s body changes, slipping itself into a mirané-skinned youth, fifteen or sixteen only, lanky and almost cute except for his hair going silvery and his eyes pink-black. And a vicious baring of fangs that cannot be called a smile.

The Moon-Eater says, “Never?”

It’s a mirané word, too. A negative absolute.

“Yes,” the numen answers with a laugh, and it is a youth just like the Moon-Eater, lithe and eager, and as pink-silver as Aharté’s moon.

The two creatures embrace, arms wrapped tightly around each other. They kiss again and again, rubbing their cheeks like cats. Only, where their cheeks touch they smear, faces merging together and pulling back like raw dough. Lyric barely registers how disgusting it is.

He sinks to his knees, sitting back to cradle Iriset in his lap. He stares. Awed, shocked, his pulse seeming to spark in little stars outside his body. He can’t. The Moon-Eater, the moonless sky, Old Sarenpet, human architecture, chimeras.

The Apostate Age. This is at least four hundred years before Lyric was born.

“You came back to me, Never,” the Moon-Eater says. He smiles again; even his teeth are red.

The numen cups the Moon-Eater’s face. “Leaving does not mean no returning.”

For a moment the Moon-Eater’s expression slips into an undefinable passion, but it’s gone too quick, and Lyric too exhausted.

“Why now?” the Moon-Eater asks, removing the numen’s hands from his face but holding on to them.

“I found a sunderer,” the numen answers.

The Moon-Eater scoffs. “That old story you like.”

“It isn’t a story, you child,” the numen snarls.

They’re speaking mirané, Lyric realizes, dazed. “What is a sunderer?” he says mostly to himself. But the Moon-Eater’s attention snaps to him.

“Eliri the Adept Hand,” calls another voice, in Old Sarenpet, and everyone looks.

Eliri touches Lyric’s elbow gently. “Alis Healer is here to help Lyric Aharté’s wife.”

“Iriset,” he says, aware of the Moon-Eater slowly stalking closer.

The healer is a dark-skinned woman with red freckles painted on, and matching eyeliner. Her gaze is steady, waiting for Lyric’s response. She must be only a little older than him, but right now he feels like a lost child. So instead of answering, he lets her help him lay Iriset out. But Lyric keeps her head in his lap. “Dart shot Iriset, ah, here.” He doesn’t know the Old Sarenpet word for lung or ribs, but he can show the physician where the robe is torn, where the blood soaked the deepest. “Eliri stopped the bleeding, a force—a force-burn?”

The healer nods, slicing the material away with a tiny tool between thumb and forefinger like little pinching scissors. With a few drops of something that smells like liquor, she cleans the blood from around the wound. It remains raw and angry but closed up.

Alis Healer has a box beside her, to which she returns the bottle of liquor and retrieves instead a knot of material and quickly opens it. A net of some kind, which she pricks to Iriset’s skin over the injury, using her pinching scissors that must be also like tiny styli for design work.

Lyric is about to watch apostatical surgery. He should make them stop. He should—

Except before he can protest, the Moon-Eater plops into a crouch next to Lyric.

Lyric startles, but the Moon-Eater only cocks his head, staring at Lyric as his hair slithers into black waves like Lyric’s, his eyes turn mirané brown with flecks of red like Lyric’s, and his teeth finally turn white as bone. He is handsome but his expression tilts slightly toward madness, perhaps his eyes are too large for his face, his pupils not quite round, or there are too many white teeth in that mouth, or he has no pores but only smooth, impermeable skin. One such thing or all, Lyric’s mind flags the Moon-Eater as wrong, wrong, wrong.

“Your tongue curls so smartly around these words of ours, friend,” the Moon-Eater murmurs in mirané. “What are you?”

Then the Moon-Eater reaches out with a forefinger extended and Lyric steels himself. The Moon-Eater’s finger makes contact with his brow.

Lyric barely manages to keep his eyes open, looking into the gaze of the Moon-Eater. It must be some kind of sacrilege. The Moon-Eater is a numen, he thinks. He feels the four forces in his body one after another: ecstatic popping with his heartbeat, the flow of breath as he struggles to keep it even, rising heat in his blood and falling exhaustion, cool trepidation, pulling him into himself.

“You should kill him,” the numen says coldly. And who can blame it? Lyric and his family imprisoned and tortured it for a hundred years.

“Ah,” the Moon-Eater gasps softly. “But he is perfectly designed. Not a thread out of place… Ah, so beautiful.” His finger slides down Lyric’s nose and taps his bottom lip, then the Moon-Eater cups Lyric’s face. “I’ve never seen the like. And tied to this one at his core.”

“That is the sunderer,” the numen says. “She was fool enough to marry him.”

“So she might be upset if he dies,” the Moon-Eater says, looking only at Lyric like he’s fascinating. “And I don’t want to kill him.” He switches to Old Sarenpet. “These two caused the star?”

Eliri kneels as the healer continues to prick design against Iriset’s ribs, ignoring everything else. Eliri says, “Yes, Moon-Eater. The star fell, knocking a crater in the Sunrise Rock Garden. Two were within, this Lyric Aharté and wife. Eliri did not realize the Moon-Eater’s friend was a third until now.”

The Moon-Eater glances at the numen. “Do you know what happened?”

“Maybe,” says the surly numen, flicking a glare at Lyric. “He imprisoned me for one hundred years. He should die.”

“He doesn’t look old enough for that,” the Moon-Eater says, and Lyric wonders if he can bargain for Iriset to live, at least. But then the Moon-Eater’s attention returns to him. “Who made you?”

Lyric tries to speak, his tongue dry. He swallows, tries again. “I am made by Aharté.”

“Lyric,” the Moon-Eater says slowly. “Aharté. The song and the breath of a song. A word and the pause between words.”

“My wife is Iriset,” Lyric manages, his voice hushing as he lowers his gaze to the healer’s work. “I don’t know what happened, or how we got here.”

“The sunderer,” the numen says.

“Hmm.” The Moon-Eater grins. “If your stories are true, Never, she could kill me.”

“She won’t. Don’t hurt her,” Lyric says, shifting with the urge to hide her, to put himself between them. The healer grumbles at his movements. From the way she ignores the rest and Eliri remains still and quiet but on guard, Lyric guesses they don’t understand mirané.

The numen strides forward and grabs the Moon-Eater by the hair, pulling his head back. The Moon-Eater’s long red neck bends easily, too long, inhuman. And he smiles, flicks out a tongue that’s just as too-long. Nausea ripples up Lyric’s throat.

In his lap, Iriset stirs. He jerks his attention to her as a tiny groan parts her lips. Lyric tenderly brushes hair off her sticky forehead. Everything around him is monstrous and confusing, but she’s here. One thing he knows, even if he never knew her at all.

The healer—Alis—clicks her tongue and Lyric looks to the physician’s work. Golden threads of force are visible in a dome with four curving corner wings, like a strange roof. From each wing, lines of force plunge into Iriset’s body. At the points, there is redness and tiny droplets of blood. “What…?” he asks.

“The pagoda array is building down into the wound to the deepest point, and will leave force-mesh in place to assist the body in healing well,” the physician says. “The work already done to stop bleeding and close the wound was crude but effective. This patient will survive with rest.”

Then Alis uses her scissor stylus to pinch the four wings of the array up into something Lyric can only imagine as a dumpling. She twists it closed with a quick flourish and the force array sinks into Iriset until the dumpling cap rests against her skin. “Array will remain, fading when its work is done. Two, three days.”

Lyric nods, too overwhelmed to speak. He bends close over Iriset, tucking his nose to her tangled hair.

“Lyric Aharté,” says the Moon-Eater in mirané, having ended his disorienting flirtation with the numen, who crouches with too many knobby knees and arms a distance away.

“Moon-Eater,” Lyric says more mildly than he thought possible. Despite the Moon-Eater’s assurances he wants Lyric alive, that could change at any moment. This creature reeks of capriciousness.

Right now the Moon-Eater’s smile is almost affectionate. “You need rest, and your little sunderer wife is still knitting back together. In a few days I will meet you again.”

“Shade!” the numen protests.

“I want to know what she can do, and what he is made of,” the Moon-Eater says teasingly. Then his voice hardens. “And you have not been here. This is my city, Never. Mine. If you would like to challenge that, do so. If you would like to leave, again, do so.”

There is a tension in the air, a force unlike any Lyric is familiar with, and he wishes he was not here, was not feeling it.

“Shade,” the numen hisses softly.

“Yes. You and I have much to discuss. Let them rest. Eliri.”

Eliri kneels. “Go with Eliri, Lyric Aharté. Will find a place for Lyric and Lyric’s wife.”

“Iriset,” he says.

“Iriset,” Eliri says quietly.

“Thank you,” he says in mirané, because he doesn’t know those words in Old Sarenpet.

“It is ‘thanks given between friends,’” the Moon-Eater says in Old Sarenpet. He’s smiling again in his youthful form, and the numen has wrapped itself around him from behind, arms tight about his waist and chin tucked over the Moon-Eater’s shoulder. The Moon-Eater reaches up to pet its face and neck tenderly.

Lyric repeats the phrase of thanks to Eliri. She only nods. In all this time she has barely expressed anything but quiet surprise and a little curiosity. But she helps him stand with Iriset in his arms, her hand on his elbow.

“Take care of her,” the numen croons.

Lyric studies it for a moment, and then nods slowly, having come to no conclusions.

He goes with Eliri, weariness darkening his vision. He only wants to fall onto his face, to sleep, too. Let Garnet strip him down, put a cup of water in his hand. He wants to hold Singix—no, his wife is not Singix. Iriset.

He hasn’t slept since his mother died, since he chased Singix and discovered she’d been dead for quads, since he killed the rebel—the first time he’s ever killed by his own hand. Lyric hasn’t slept and it’s all too much.

Eliri leads him to a room and points to a bed on a swaying platform. He sets Iriset carefully onto the pillows and falls down beside her.
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Familiar

Lyric wakes with his face smooshed against Iriset’s hip, neck at an unfortunate angle, and one arm draped over her thighs. She smells like sweat and blood and he sits up with a deep frown.

However long he passed out, nobody touched them. He’s torn between thanks and offense. It takes effort to peel his mouth open, and several tries to wet his tongue. He feels like a desert grew inside his lungs as he slept.

Rolling off the bed, Lyric’s feet clomp against the floor, still encased in boots.

The room itself is plain blue-washed walls, with a honeycomb ceiling of blue-green. The large bed sways as he stands. Its corners are attached by thick silver wires to metal beams, and the platform drifts only a handspan over the tiled floor. The tiles are dark blue, like the dome of the Moon-Eater’s Temple back home, and climb up the inner wall. Humor floats in the back of Lyric’s mind at the similarity. Then suddenly Lyric can hardly breathe.

The Moon-Eater, the chimeras, Old Sarenpet. The Apostate Age. He is back in time; he is in the past. Somehow. There was no pink-silver moon of Aharté watching from the vertex of the sky.

Pressing the heels of his hands into his eyes, Lyric takes a deep breath. Then another. Or he’s gone mad, or this is the most elaborate dream. A trick of the numen? Something unknown like a power to create illusions and trap him? Lyric’s inner design twists and pops, uncertainty and fear making ecstatic and falling twine jaggedly together. The forces here are so difficult to understand because they batter at him chaotically. It isn’t like Silence. It isn’t Silence at all. This is before Silence, before the city was reshaped to Aharté’s will. To Holy Design.

But Lyric’s dominant force is rising. He breathes, imagining a line of pink moonlight from the center of his hips up his spine, tugging up and up, through neck and skull and out of his crown to lift into the sky.

All his unstable inner forces drag toward the pillar of rising, untangling, threading into the patterns his body knows.

Lyric focuses. He feels everything from the pressure of the floor against the soles of his feet to the twinge in his hip from sleeping soundly, from the pinch of his pants at his waist, his overfull bladder, the tickle of cloth on his shoulder blades, to the gentle warm ache of his neck and his dry mouth, cracked lips, the hum of soundlessness in his ears.

Strange that he hears nothing. No buzz of life, of movement or conversation, no birds. The room is dead with silence, not living with it. The wide bubble of dark blue glass that might be a window lets in spare light and no sound.

He glances at Iriset, sprawled on her back, head tilted half off the pillow. Sleeping. Breathing.

Lyric strides to an inner wall where there’s the impression of an arched door. He skims his fingers along the seams, up and down the smooth glass-like texture, seeking a mechanism to open it.

Nothing.

“Hello?” he calls, not too loudly for fear of startling Iriset awake. He knocks. Then again.

The wall shimmers like slipping rain, then the rain vanishes into the floor and leaves behind an arched passage. Two Sarenpet-brown women in violet tunics and skirts wait. One speaks a word Lyric thinks means something like honor or integrity. It’s said with a questioning lilt, so he decides it must be a title like “honorie.”

“Lyric,” he says, touching his chest. “Lyric needs food and water and, ah—” He doesn’t know the word for toilet or relief, either. But his bashful glance down must do the trick.

The woman who spoke, with brown curls in several relaxed buns down along the base of her skull, smiles. “Come this way,” she says.

“Iriset—” Lyric glances back at his wife, and the younger attendant touches his arm in a few quick pats.

“This servant will see to Lyric’s wife.”

“I—” Lyric gathers himself. “Lyric will care for Iriset, change, feed.”

“Yes,” the older attendant says. “Bathing room is just here. Lyric Aharté can care for Lyric Aharté, then take care of honorie’s wife.”

He is reluctant to leave Iriset, but steels himself to go with the older attendant. She leads him along a rounded corridor and to a nearby archway. Two shallow steps lead down into another round blue room. Lyric asks her name.

“Saff,” the attendant says. She’s his mother’s age, by the delicate wrinkles on her warm tan skin and a few wiry silver curls puffed out from her buns. Thinking of Diaa of Moonshadow sends a sharp pang through Lyric’s chest, grief stopping up his throat. She’s only been dead for a few days, dead by his wife’s hand and—Lyric presses his tongue hard to the roof of his mouth. His eyes feel too wide as he watches Saff patter around the washing room, pointing at a toilet alcove, a long washing stand, wardrobe, and heated towel rack, before crouching at the edge of a sunken bath to run water from four massive spouts. The floor is strange and Lyric focuses on it: a thick layer of rippled glass over a mosaic of hundreds of colorful fish. It’s beautiful. Lyric counts the fish—four, eight, sixteen, thirty-two, sixty-four—before the knot of grief melts enough he can breathe evenly.

Saff is still pointing out soaps and oils, then flings open the wardrobe to reveal robes and plush towels. Lyric nods and strides to the toilet alcove. The design is unlike what he’s used to, but simple enough to figure out. The forces don’t ping and tug in the same way they do at home; instead he has to focus in order to sense them at all—a tangle, a mash of ecstatic and flow, maybe…

Iriset would know. He’s going to have to rely on her here, whether he likes it or not. Rely on her to survive, and to get home. (Can they even go home?)

Lyric decides not to wash himself first. He goes back to the bedroom to find the younger attendant standing beside the bed with her hands folded. Lyric nods and sweeps Iriset up into his arms before taking her to the bathroom.

There he instructs Saff to lay out a few towels for him to settle Iriset upon, then he gestures for her to go.

Stripping, Lyric folds his robe and trousers to indicate he wants them washed not discarded, and his loincloth, too. Then he kneels on the smooth glass to undress Iriset. Blood is crusted to the remains of her tunic and stuck in her hair. Those clothes he tosses aside like trash.

A soft tapping sound alerts him that something fell out of Iriset’s shirt: a smoky quartz coin. An echo coin, commemorating someone’s death by unraveling. Lyric holds it in his palm and stares. It could be her father’s. Or the real Singix’s. Closing his eyes briefly, Lyric chooses to suppress his feelings and sets it on the dressing table.

Lyric shuts off the water valve, tests the temperature, then carefully lifts Iriset up and climbs into the bath with her.

For a moment, he settles her against him on his lap, back to front, her head lolled against his shoulder. He closes his eyes and holds her. Her weight is so familiar to him.

The grief returns, and Lyric presses his temple to her dirty hair, letting a few tears leak out because she can’t see. It’s all so much, too much, the last few days and now this completely unbelievable circumstance of being hundreds of years in the past. That such is possible seems beyond reckoning, and yet here is Iriset, who lived undetected in the heart of Silence. In his heart.

The edge of the pool is rounded and, aside from the stairs leading into the water, is rimmed by a long underwater ledge for seating. Brief exploration shows the ledge to undulate at various heights. He finds a suitable place to prop Iriset so that she’s submerged to her collarbone, then hurries to wash himself with a variety of the soaps Saff left on a tray beside the stairs. The softest of the soaps smells dry and spicy like sugar sage, and Lyric takes that with him back to Iriset, along with a syrupy oil scented like desert jasmine.

It’s slow and occasionally awkward as Lyric washes his wife. First her body, and oh how strange—most of it is so well known to him he could conjure it in any lonely darkness. Through the distortion of water, Lyric watches his mirané-brown hand against her dark peach skin. When Iriset changed herself to play the part of Singix Es Sun, she changed her skin color to pearl white, and the thick, knotting texture and rich brown of her hair to silky-straight, fine, lustrous black. She wore a craftmask on her face to widen her cheekbones and change the shape of her eyes, straighten her lashes, thin her bottom lip into symmetry and sharpen the bow. A million tiny changes to her ears and nostrils, the eyebrows, the arch of her hairline. But aside from the veil of Singix over hair, face, and skin, this body is her body and always has been. He is so familiar.

Lyric knows the line of her clavicle, the slope of shoulder, the curve of breast, and the soft fold of her belly when she slouches in relaxation. He closes his eyes again, dropping the soap so that it sinks onto the ledge. He washes her and he knows her, his wife. Lyric doesn’t think he’s ever washed her hair before.

Just under her left breast, the pagoda cap rests. It tingles merrily, keeping to its work of recovery. Lyric slides his fingers between the threads to feel that the skin’s texture slicks where the dart pierced her. Lyric presses against the strength of ribs to either side. Iriset breathes slowly, so slowly. Her skull is a weight on his arm, and the rest of her body drifts, skimming against his thigh occasionally.

The warm water and caretaking lull him into a meditative state. He can hear his pulse in his skull, and every tease of water on his skin, especially where the surface laps his chest and back, the curl of Iriset’s hair around his arm, a tentacle, clinging. Under her eyelids her eyes are still.

Lyric imagines letting go. Allowing her to sink down to the glass fish swarming in loops across the floor of the pool. He threatened to kill her once, two, three nights ago—thousands of nights from now—the night he discovered her alive in the arms of the Saltbath rebel. She told him it would set him free.

“I’ll never be free of you,” he says again. Except there’s no voice to it, only the movement of dry lips. He can’t let her die: He needs her. He—

Water streams loudly away from them as he stands and sets her on the bed of towels Saff prepared. Drying himself, Lyric spends a moment at the wardrobe toying with a semi-triangular cloth with string-ties at two corners that he guesses is a loincloth of a very different style to his own. He makes it work. Then he chooses a pleated skirt that falls to his calves and reminds him of his childhood. They have no vests or sleeveless robes, so he puts on a tunic that might be backward. Lyric tells himself it’s only strange fashion, and not that he’s helpless without Garnet or palace attendants. It feels pretty, anyway. He takes a loincloth and a long tunic to Iriset. After patting her dry he puts them on her, then wraps her hair in a smaller towel.

The bedroom is empty, but the soft mattress has been redressed, several blankets replaced and pulled back at the pillows temptingly. Lyric tucks Iriset in, then sits on the edge, looking toward the door with a frown. He doesn’t want to leave her, but he needs to ask for food, to ask how long they’ve been here, where they are, exactly, what the rules are for their stay, and if there is a chapel of Aharté at all. Anywhere. They know her name, they must know her.

Before Lyric can choose between driving himself into a spiral of anxiety or getting up, Saff appears with a tray of food. Behind her comes the younger attendant with a tray of cups and narrow jugs.

“Thanks given between friends,” Lyric murmurs. The younger attendant uses the toe of her slipper to press the corner of one of the large floor tiles, and it shifts aside with a spark of ecstatic force to reveal a shallow cubby with a low table and two cushioned floor chairs. Saff steps down to set bowls and small plates from her tray onto the table. They’re thin glazed ceramic that catches light. Lyric smells fishy broth, something spicy, and roasted vegetables.

When they finish, the attendants back up. “Does Lyric require anything else?” Saff asks.

“Do the windows open? Where are—where is this? How long has it been since Lyric and Iriset arrived?” The questions tumble out lacking in prioritization.

The younger attendant smiles. “Lyric Aharté has questions.”

“Name?”

Surprise lights her face, but she says, “Peace.”

“Do Peace and Saff have the authority to answer? Can these attendants take Lyric where Lyric wishes to go?”

They share a glance, then Saff says, “Eliri will come. Eliri is the Moon-Eater’s Adept Hand and knows what Lyric needs to know.”

“Soon?” Lyric asks. “Will Eliri come soon?”

“Yes.”

“Can Lyric have a comb?” Lyric asks, glancing at the spill of Iriset’s wet hair half wrapped in a towel, half soaking the pillow.

“Peace will bring it.”

They turn their faces and look down in a little bow, then leave.

Lyric sits cross-legged on the chair and explores the food and drink. Water, and a pale golden herbal infusion, lacking real tea leaves from the southern coast. The soup is clear, with a few green onions floating on the oily top, and the base of the bowl is covered with a quad of tiny red river clams the size of Lyric’s thumbnail. Not for eating, he assumes, but for flavor and nutrients. Then there are vegetables showing slight char and smelling of chilis, pickled greens, and a yogurt or soft cheese speckled with more spice. Friendly food to him, recognizable—not that they could know he’s from four-hundred-years-in-the-future here. Munching on some of the vegetables, he picks up the soup and takes it to Iriset.

The bed sways as he sits, balancing the soup in one hand. He lifts Iriset, propping her against his lap, and ladles broth to her mouth. He makes a bit of a mess, but at least she’s fed.

Just as he finishes, Saff and Peace return, and behind them, Eliri.

Lyric stands as the attendants clear up the table and food, though they leave the water and tea. Peace sets a comb beside the water jug.

“Lyric Aharté,” Eliri says. Her voice is soft. Even. She studies him expressionlessly.

“Eliri. This, ah… Lyric was told Eliri is the Moon-Eater’s Adept Hand. Does that mean Eliri is an architect?” He uses the Old Sarenpet word for building designer, because their word for a force designer has fallen out of his head.

“Designer,” Eliri says, using the correct term. “Lyric asked about the window.”

He blinks. He did ask that. And so Lyric nods.

Eliri strides past him. “These windows do not usually open, but this designer can change it.” She touches the tip of one fingernail to the smooth blue wall in several places around one window, and in her wake, the bubbled glass rains away much like the door did. Eliri hooks design threads with several fingernails, only visible to Lyric once she touches them, as if her fingers are styli. She maneuvers them, pinching them off with her other hand—which glints in the new light. Styli built into her bones.

Pulling the threads across the opening, Eliri secures them in a complex spiral web. The threads melt together like water forming puddles in between the lines, and the window is a bubble again. “Touch here,” she says, indicating a flower-shaped carving that has appeared beside it. “And the window will open. This door”—Eliri indicates the balcony window—“functions the same way. The lock is here.”

Lyric steps closer and can see a tiny carving. Eliri brushes her finger against it, and the tall window drips away to reveal the sky beyond, and a narrow balcony with a glass rail. The warm breeze slips inside, and a knot between his shoulder blades loosens. He hadn’t realized how trapped he’d felt.

“Thanks given between friends.”

“One can say, ‘thanks given,’” Eliri says. She turns to him, her blunt haircut swishing against her neck. “Has Lyric’s wife woken?”

“No, but Iriset is nearer to waking than before.”

Eliri peers at Iriset, and her whole body seems to lean in that direction. Based on her expression, Lyric has no idea if she is merely curious, or if she views Iriset as a threat. “Would like to examine Iriset’s wounds when Iriset wakes.”

“Yes,” Lyric says. He knows without a doubt that Iriset will grant Eliri permission to examine her—and likely more. Iriset will thrive here, he thinks, followed by a wave of melancholy he doesn’t care to examine. This is the Apostate Age, and all manner of wondrous and terrible things were designed in the name of art and progress and medicine. In the Moon-Eater’s name. Iriset’s apostatical god.

Lyric tries not to frown. “Will food be brought, and water, and everything needed until then?”

“Yes.” Eliri looks at him. Her eyes are stormy gray, almost flickering with light of their own, as if the flecks in her iris are crystal like her fingernails. For all Lyric knows, they might be.

“You know the name Aharté?” he asks quietly.

“The breath between words,” Eliri says in a nonanswer.

“But is Aharté beloved? Worshipped? Is there a labyrinth or chapel?”

Eliri shakes her head. “Perhaps somewhere outside the Moon-Eater’s fortress, but not within. It is a Sarian god, yes? Most Sarians live south of the crater, and in Ribbon fortress.”

Lyric nods, vaguely surprised there is a place in the crater named the same way as one of the small king precincts in his own time. It’s Ribbonwork under the Vertex Seal. But the lack of Aharté’s chapels is only what he expected, if not what he hoped. “Until Iriset wakes, this one will remain here.”

The Adept Hand approaches him, gray eyes wide. Beneath them her skin looks delicate, yellowed with exhaustion or grief, and Lyric feels the urge to ask, to offer breath work. If she could know Silence, she might be nearer to peace. But given what he knows of history, Lyric cannot imagine peace in the court of the Moon-Eater. He holds out his hand, palm up.

Eliri places hers against his. Her desert-peach skin is paler than Iriset’s, with a few veins visible along the back. Her hands are soft and smooth, unblemished and unwrinkled, even at the knuckles. But from the tips of her fingers extend those delicate clawlike nails. Lyric’s pulse pops to see the evidence of apostasy so close. He looks up at her face, unsure what kind of expression he wears. Eliri bares her teeth to reveal the same quartz-like mineral make, though the shape of her teeth is as human as any.

Her entire skeletal system, Lyric assumes, is made of a quartz or silicate like so many of the styli used by designers in his own palace. Eliri the Adept Hand was built for design. Created to create in turn.

Gently, she removes her hand from his and her lips fall into a neutral line again.

Eliri says, “The Moon-Eater called Lyric’s wife a sunderer.” She says the mirané word.

Lyric frowns. “It is an unfamiliar term, but Iriset is a designer.”

The trace of a smile appears and vanishes on Eliri’s thin lips. “This Eliri looks forward to meeting Iriset the Sunderer.”

Lyric bows his head.

“Go where Lyric likes, or stay. Lyric is protected by the Moon-Eater’s decree of friendship, but rumors of the star that fell already run rampant in the fortress and in the city beyond, so one should be careful.” Eliri walks to the door, where Peace and Saff wait. “Touch this”—she indicates a nearly invisible round tile—“and the door will open. This”—she taps below the tile with her claw—“will summon an attendant.”

“Thanks given,” Lyric murmurs. When Iriset wakes she’ll tear this whole room apart to study the layers of force and design. He doesn’t want to see it.

The three women leave. Lyric stares after, recalling there are more genders in Old Sarenpet dialects, easy to miss because of the lack of personal pronouns. He will have to ask, instead of assuming. Nobody has given a name with any indicators like mé or méra.

Lyric takes a deep breath and sits beside Iriset to carefully comb her hair.

He lets his mind wander to what-ifs and maybes: They’re here, so how do they return home? Will Iriset have any answers? Does she know what she did? Can she undo it? Can he go home? He needs to: He must. And he needs to know more precisely when they are, before he can choose what to say or do. Suddenly, Lyric experiences an urge to blow something up, to change something, anything.

But now is not the time. It’s a funny thought when he’s pretty sure he’s traveled through time. Not the time, what does that even mean? He wants to ask Garnet, who would be serious, and Amaranth, who would joke her way through defeating even the Moon-Eater himself, her own god. He wants to ask his mother, who is dead and a murderer, who ruined his life. He wants to ask Iriset.

But for now he can only ask himself.
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“It’s dark as a dungeon in here,” whispers a voice in mirané that cuts through Lyric’s dulled senses. He whips around, stumbling off the bed.

The numen.

It leans against the arched door, pink pupils glittering meanly. The room is dark; Lyric didn’t notice the change of light, caught in his slowly spiraling thoughts.

He stands, blocking the numen’s view of Iriset. He doesn’t know what to say to it, how to treat it. It wants him dead, and Lyric can’t blame it.

It wears a shape very like the one it wore Lyric’s whole life: masculine-forward, with long silvery hair—the same shade as Aharté’s moon, Lyric finally realizes. The numen’s raw river-fish pink features are long and sharp, perhaps a little too long, a little too sharp. It wears a silky fuchsia sleeveless robe over a black skirt and slippers. Black pearls hang from its ears and black rings adorn its fingers. There are delicate black combs in its hair, sweeping the silver-pink strands back from the temples and into loops. The numen looks like a weird but pampered bride.

“What do you want?” Lyric asks in mirané. It’s a relief to let the rhythms and syllables come.

The numen scoffs. “I am here for Iriset mé Isidor.”

It moves, and Lyric intercepts, grabbing its arm in a twist, shoving it away from the bed.

Laughing, it spins back. “Want to fight, little Seal? I can’t promise not to eat you.”

“Stay away from Iriset,” he says, refusing to back down.

“You are the one who nearly killed her on that altar, not I. I showed her what she’s capable of.”

Lyric doesn’t protest that her death wasn’t his desire. It’s not the numen’s business. He says, “The Moon-Eater called you Never. Is that your name?”

“A name. You can call me numen, since you never bothered before now.”

The truth is only as harsh as Lyric already knew it to be, so he nods. “You didn’t bring us here?”

The numen grins, displaying rows of thin alliraptor teeth in its human-shaped mouth. “She did,” it hisses.

Lyric glances at Iriset at the same time the numen does. “How?”

Its black diamond-shard eyes glow in the dim bedroom, fixed upon Iriset.

Moving his body to block even the gaze, Lyric asks, “What is a sunderer?”

“Let us wait until your wife wakes, unless you are desperate to talk to me after all this time.” The numen stalks forward and Lyric holds his ground, lifting his chin to stare at those disquieting eyes. It is taller than him, and Lyric has no weapon.

The numen smiles, suddenly a middle-aged mirané auntie, orange silk cloth mask wrapped through wavy hair, palace-orange robes and slippers, harmless, familiar, gentle. “Better?”

Lyric shakes his head.

It rolls its eyes and puts fists on its round hips. “You can’t stop me.”

“Answer my questions.”

“Iriset mé Isidor is a sunderer, and she brought us here with a dart in her lung.”

Lyric guesses, “You don’t know how she did it, either.”

“She was dying,” the numen sneers. “It was instinct.” Then it waits, looking softer, its mirané auntie’s face pulled into simple worry.

With a quiet grunt Lyric steps out of the way, but hovers as the numen perches beside Iriset and brushes hair back from her temple. Silver-pink crawls up its fingertips like they’re dipped in paint wherever it touches her, then the color swallows away.

It looks at Lyric with disdainful mirané-brown eyes, exactly like Lyric’s own. Like his mother’s. “She is healed, but the sundering must have exhausted her. There are signs of fraying throughout her design.”

“Fraying?” Lyric doesn’t like the panicked rising force skipping up his spine.

The numen shakes its head. “Rest and the ambient forces in this palace will be enough. She knits and soothes herself back together. Quicker than I expected.”

“The marriage knot,” Lyric says without thinking.

The numen shoots him a sharp look that turns thoughtful. “Maybe.”

Lyric takes Iriset’s hand, rubbing his thumb along her knuckles.

“Her regard is the only reason you’re alive.” The numen pokes Lyric’s cheek and he flinches away, appalled.

“You can’t kill me. Your Shade wants me alive, to see how I’m made,” Lyric says, finding his footing. He is the Vertex Seal; he can be a bitch.

The numen wrinkles its mouth in distaste, then snaps, “He would forgive me if you did die.”

That is probably true. Lyric says nothing.

Then the numen blinks back into its weird new bride form and sweeps away.

“Wait,” Lyric calls. When it pauses, he says, “The Moon-Eater is really just—has always been—just a numen?”

“Just? Just a numen?” The numen laughs a series of sharp, sneering laughs. Inhuman. It vanishes.
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Wrong moon

Lyric is on the balcony not staring at the little pink-silver moon, which has finally appeared. It is a thin sliver, barely there, on the horizon. It rose nearly two hours after the sun, like a ghost of itself. He only noticed because he needed to find it, needed to see that familiar winking eye of Aharté.

It keeps moving. If Lyric concentrates, if he breathes slowly in eight-counts, he thinks he can perceive its movement against the stark blue.

When he peels his attention away from the moon, Lyric has quite the view of the Moon-Eater’s fortress.

From this vantage, it’s a wilderness of silver towers and lush gardens, gleaming glass windows and domes even wider and more improbable than the carefully balanced domes of his own time. Birds with translucent wings soar in schools like fish, and insects hum in harmonies as they bob from twisting tree to flowering vines. Water fountains crisscross the sky, arcing elegantly from garden to garden, sometimes drawing rainbows in their wake, other times roadways for what appear to be actual fish with streaming fins. People arrive and vanish between the canopies of hand-shaped leaves or weeping limbs of vivid fruit, and he can make out the curve of trellised paths here and there, sweeping around the towers both at ground level and sometimes arching between the upper stories without any obvious support buttresses.

At the edge of the fortress territory is a curving line of steeples, and though it is distant from Lyric’s balcony, he can see the shimmer of forces between them when the sun flashes between clouds, or a breeze tosses leaves against it. Beyond the boundary the city rises in misshapen buildings, clustered like elaborate palaces in some places, and in others are staggered petallike complexes more familiar to his gaze. There are force-nets hanging in the sky like massive cages, but they appear empty. Large ships, or animals, move overhead, too, some almost balloon-like. Those drift up and down, up and down, and this morning Lyric thinks he saw one burst and fall. None of the large sky-things pass into the Moon-Eater’s domain. The faraway wall of the crater is barely a hazy line of red, with a peak or two occasionally spiking up. One he thinks he knows, which marks the southwestern edge of the crater in his own time, too. But it is miles away, and hard to imagine the form would remain unchanged for hundreds of years.

A fluttering draws his attention to the book in his lap. The pages ruffle at a gust of the near-constant breeze, and Lyric sets his hands against both sides. The soft edges of paper used to be gilded, and where fingers naturally settle to turn the pages or hold open the book, the color is faded to nothing. It’s a story of romance and adventure that ranges across the lost and conquered cities of the Pir prairie—or lost and conquered in his own time, at least. The story can’t hold his attention, though, despite his need to distract himself. Perhaps he should return to the treatise on grafting techniques in the collection of scientific essays he’d begun with. The essay had veered out of agriculture, though, and toward chimeric study. Lyric wouldn’t read it, even if the technical language were easier to parse.

Last night, before the attendants left with the remnants of his dinner, Lyric asked for something to read. Saff had made a gently skeptical face, which Lyric took to mean she didn’t see much value in reading for pleasure, but the young Peace had lit up and asked what he preferred. Her immediate enthusiasm had Lyric answering he would gladly take her recommendations. She returned with a stack of oddball science books and romances. All are stamped with a library marker along the inner bindings except the gilded romance. He assumes the well-loved book belongs to Peace herself and is determined to finish it if he can concentrate.

The problem is that he keeps thinking of what Singix—Iriset—would say about the love interest, or wondering if it’s accurate to how the prairie cities are now, and when now even is. The Apostate Age was several centuries long, and he can’t just ask. Or the book mentions a romantic flower and Lyric loses himself wondering if it’s some kind of redpetal or more of a flowering succulent and if he would recognize it if he saw it. He wonders if his gentians are dying without him. He worries the world he came from doesn’t even exist anymore.

Abruptly, Lyric stands. The book closes and he carries it inside to place it on the inset table. He studies Iriset. It’s only been two nights in this place, one of which he slept through beside her, passed out and neck crooked. Wake up, he thinks. If he tries to say it, he’ll scream instead. He wants her to feel it through the marriage knot, he wants her to feel the spiking twist, how the tendrils of affection and attachment have grown needlelike thorns.

I need you. He thinks that, too. He tucks it away.

Iriset’s lips part with her breathing, her hair is dry and waving in a twisted arc along one round pillow. As he watches, her head tilts to the side, and one hand reaches up to fold under her cheek. She winces slightly, then her expression slackens. He’s only known this face lively with argument, constantly articulate. She must have worked so hard to suppress that when she wore the Singix mask.

Lyric imagines it there superimposed over Iriset’s features. Imagines the slow softness of Singix’s smile, the way it turned her eyes from half-circles into crescents, and her pearl-round cheeks, the spark that he learned to read as happiness in her endless brown-black eyes. Her laugh, which he realizes now changed in the quads of their marriage from delicate and tinkling to broader, brighter, faster to arrive, faster to turn into moans.

He can see now how Iriset let parts of her true self out, little by little. Lyric had thought he made her happy, that they learned to be happy together. He certainly had been—if happiness can be achieved in the midst of such make-believe.

The thoughts slide coldly through him, dripping onto the shell keeping his emotions tucked away. Had Iriset ever been happy? When he told her he loved her? When she laughed at him, when she kissed him? When she was inside him? Lyric had known such shocking joy in her arms; surely Iriset had felt it, too.

Or had she always intended to betray him?

The twist of hurt drags with it his sister’s voice, Amaranth telling him she was so pleased he was enjoying marriage, telling him—

Amaranth, who had known.

Lyric turns away, cutting off the spiral at its core.

He breathes loudly and stares out at the bright blue sky.

Always he has had Aharté to turn to when he needed peace, when he needed Silence. But if Aharté is here, she’s hiding.

“Lyric?”

The groggy name is more of a groan, a question, and he turns back a piece at a time. Iriset’s eyes are closed, her nose wrinkled in a cute wince, and her arm stretched across the bed as if reaching for a companion only recently gone.

He says nothing.

Slowly, she smiles a little bit and pats the empty bed. Drawing both of her hands to her face, she rubs at her eyes and smooshes her cheeks, then yawns wide enough her jaw cracks.

“Ugh,” she says, and that’s when she opens her eyes.

The sun slanting through the balcony door catches the vivid glass-brown of them, and she blinks several times, looking up at the honeycomb ceiling in confusion.

Lyric walks to the inset table and crouches to gather the jug of water and a cup. He sits on the edge of the bed, causing it to sway. “Here.”

As he pours water, he feels her stare. “Can you sit up?” He hears the distance in his voice, like he’s talking to a stranger. He’s never known anyone as well as her, and yet. Has he ever known her at all?

Iriset makes all sorts of uncomfortable faces as she leans up and the blankets fall into her lap. Her hair spills everywhere and she shoves it back. Lyric puts the cup in her hand and resists the urge to press his fist against his sternum where the marriage knot feels like it’s strangling itself.

She drinks and holds the cup out for more.

Lyric shakes his head, taking it. “You’ve been asleep for two days and should go slowly.”

In the corner of his eye he sees her lick her lips, then glance all around. “What happened? I remember…” She shivers, hunching over herself. “Ugh, what’s wrong with the forces in here? It feels so prickly.”

Iriset tries to get up toward the balcony and Lyric goes swiftly around to the other side of the bed to catch her elbow as her knees give out. She falls against him, clinging to his forearms, her hair soft on his chin and jaw. She smells like the sugar sage bath soap. For a moment, she leans into his chest, her forehead plunks into his neck.

Suddenly she goes rigid and pushes away from him, one hand scrambling to grab at her ribs. Lyric releases her left arm but holds on as she twitches and sways, dragging up the long tunic he put her in. It bunches under her arm, and her dexterous fingers explore the ribs around the tight cap of the array. Beneath it is a faded smear of new skin that can’t even be called a scar. Her shoulders heave with startled gasps, her fingers dig in, puckering skin.

“Breathe,” Lyric says, and her head snaps up, her wide-eyed stare tinged wild.

“Iriset,” he commands quietly. “Breathe.” He pries her hand away from her ribs and sets it over his chest to demonstrate. She struggles, shaky for three rounds. He can see flecks of topaz and smoky quartz in her eyes and he remembers doing this twice with her: once in the Color Can Be Loud Garden, once in Singix’s private chambers when he thought Iriset was dead. Lyric lets go.

Hugging herself, Iriset says, “I remember the Moon-Eater’s Temple, the numen—where is it? What happened? Where are we? Why do the forces feel so wrong?”

Lyric doesn’t answer that question, because he doesn’t know. Though he feels it, too. “We’re in the Moon-Eater’s fortress,” he says.

Iriset screws her face up.

He nudges her toward the balcony and follows her as she carefully steps out. Her eyes are drawn to the nearest tower with its eye-searing orange flowering vines, the ones that grow in tangles. And he watches her follow the course of three birds that fly more like butterflies, drifting on a current of breeze. A water feature shoots a perfect arc of water and she startles. Then with a little laugh she grasps the railing and leans out, over the expansive rock and water gardens and undulating trees that are green and blue like the ocean is said to be.

Lyric reaches over and gently puts his first two fingers under her chin, tilting it up and south toward the hazy crescent moon that is not where it’s supposed to be. Tagging along behind the sun.

He feels the moment she sees it. She rocks back against him, fingers grasping back at his hips as her heel steps on his toe.

“Oh red moon,” she murmurs.

“Wrong moon,” he says, meaning it to be distant but it snaps out with a sharp edge of contained fury.

Iriset shakes her head, his anger flowing around her as if it never existed. She’s in her own head, and Lyric recognizes that expression: the calculations she’s making, the random pieces of information she draws together to create an accurate pattern. “The moon doesn’t move,” she finally says.

“Now it does.”

“Now,” she repeats, staring at that moon. Lyric’s gaze follows. He still catches himself staring at the moon more often than not.

“You mean ‘when,’” she says. “The moon moved before the Holy Syr unraveled the Moon-Eater, you told me that.” She turns around to look at him, open and verging on delight. “And you said we’re in the Moon-Eater’s fortress. We’re centuries ago?” Iriset laughs, high and uncertain. “That’s what happened?”

“The numen said you did it.”

Stunned, Iriset pulls her head back, her eyes flicking side to side as she thinks. “That isn’t what I was trying to do.”

“What were you trying to do?” Lyric demands.

“Just free it. The Moon-Eater,” she murmurs. “It was trapped, for all that time, not unraveled, Lyric, or maybe yes unraveled but not gone, not dead. It was trapped under the palace, and its life force, its power, that’s what held the empire together.” Iriset grabs at his collar, making a fist in the tunic material. Tilting her head, she meets his gaze again, and there is such wonder and thrill in those eyes.

“The Holy Syr bound him to the Holy Design,” she says urgently. “He is the fuel, and Amaranth is the spark that reawakens him every day to keep the design from entropy! The moon…” Iriset grins. “I have no idea! I don’t know!” Her laughter is beautiful and Lyric tries to hate it.

She keeps going: “But it must be part of the… the stability maybe, or whatever great force holds the moon in place is the…” Her eyes narrow again, and they drift to stare at his shoulder—through it really. “Tension? If the moon is supposed to move, probably like the motions of other celestial bodies, then to stop it would require incredible power, and would cause so much chaos, so much… It would reconfigure the intricate design of the entire world. It would have to.”

Iriset bites her bottom lip. This is not Lyric’s wife. It sinks into his bones as he stares at her. It’s Silk, this wild, brilliant, fearless apostate who tucked herself inside his wife, his lover, his friend—but it was always a mask. His wife is gone. She never truly existed. The very idea is so hollow, so true, Lyric puts it away.

“How do we get back?” Lyric asks. It isn’t only time he’s talking about.

She shrugs, gaze wandering. “Why would we go back?”

Oh. Oh.

Everything in his life has taught him how to hide the impact of her casual volley.

“It’s… home,” he says.

And Iriset laughs, surprised and surprisingly mean. “I don’t have a home, Your Glory. You killed my entire family.”

Lyric sees his mother sprawled on the study floor, painted petals smearing on her cheek. He sees blood on Iriset’s face, hears the sucking sound of his force-blade leaving the chest of the man he stabbed. He backs away from Iriset, goes inside where he can pretend the moon hangs properly in its vertex height.

“Besides,” Iriset continues blithely, following him. “The Moon-Eater’s fortress must have a Moon-Eater, right? This is the Apostate Age? Why would I want to be anywhere else?”

Lyric nods. If he opens his mouth he might let out whatever is slouching its way up this throat. It’s a good question: Why would an apostate leave the Apostate Age?

At the foot of the bed, he stops. He doesn’t know what to do in here, with Iriset at his back, still talking. He should get her food, more water. Show her the bathroom and find Peace and Saff. Make a plan, without her apparently. He shouldn’t be disappointed.

“Lyric,” she snaps, like she’s been saying his name. A finger jabs the back of his ribs. “When is it?”

He turns his head slightly, so he can’t quite see her around the curl of his hair, but it reads like he’s listening. “Before the Moon-Eater is… imprisoned.”

“Right, obviously.” She throws up her hands as she paces, but winces and cups her left hand over the slight bulge of the array cap under her shift. “But the Apostate Age was, like, six hundred years long, or something! That’s a huge period. When are we?”

“I don’t know.”

“Ha?” She bugs her eyes, incredulous. “You’ve been here two days and haven’t collected any data points?”

I wouldn’t leave you alone. Lyric didn’t care exactly when they were yet, because it wasn’t them yet. This we she keeps saying.

“I really need to pee,” Iriset mutters from the inner wall, feeling it up with both hands, fingers skittering like spider legs. “And I’m starving. I could eat a cloud whale.” Iriset glances mischievously over her shoulder at him. “Have you seen one? Are they real or only an apocryphal story? There was a skeleton of one in your forbidden library.”

Here she is: Iriset, the real Iriset. Nothing stops her. They’re in the past. The moon moves in a changing course across the sky. She accepts it. Just takes it in and moves with it. Repatterns her expectations. No wonder she thrived in every role she ever fell into.

Unable to remain still, Lyric strides to her side and hits the panel to cause the door to rain open.

Iriset sucks in an impressed breath.

“I’ll find out when exactly we are,” Lyric says, standing so close he can feel the ecstatic pinging off her. Not Singix’s enchanting flow. She even faked her inner design. “But we have to go back.”

Lyric turns and nearly barges into Eliri the Adept Hand. He stares expectantly until he realizes she won’t cover her eyes or acknowledge his position—he has none here, and there are no mirané traditions. He blinks and moves aside. “Eliri, Iriset is awake.”

Eliri’s crystalline eyes widen and she looks past him. Lyric heads out the door, hearing Iriset squawk, “Are those quartz claws? Styli built into your bones?”

It hurts, too, that he knew she’d love Eliri’s claws. He moves faster down the corridor, listening to Iriset’s fading voice, though Eliri won’t understand mirané. But Iriset is resourceful and cunning. She’ll figure it out.
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Recalibration

When Iriset wakes up in a strange old world, she’s glad Lyric is with her. It’s too loud here, the forces unbalanced and tangled, but Lyric she knows, Lyric she can focus on despite the constant buzz of force-reaction burning under her skin and her eyes trying to tear up, and what he says about the moon and the Moon-Eater and time is so outlandish but also easy to believe because Iriset wants it to be true.

Except then Lyric leaves her so fast he might as well never have been there.

“Are those quartz claws?” she demands of the woman—probably—Lyric left behind. (Left her!)

The feminine-forward person looks underfed and delicate, her skin too tight to her very fine bones, and shadows under her big gray eyes. She’s got straight hair so red it’s black, cut blunt across her forehead and at her chin, and Iriset really can’t read her features to guess her ancestry, though her skin is the same color as Iriset’s, so maybe Osahar, too. Most Osahar have thicker, lighter hair, though. But then again! This is the Apostate Age, isn’t it? Iriset is lightheaded, and possibly just a bit hysterical at having traveled through time and survived a dart to the chest, and before anything else, Iriset sways on her feet.

The woman steps forward and says, “Sit. Eliri will get help.”

It’s Old Sarenpet, and Iriset grasps Eliri’s wrist before she can go. Her teeth are crystal, too.

“Do not go,” she says carefully in the same, old words layered in sorrow. She and her father used Old Sarenpet as a private code, but she shouldn’t think of him now, not when there’s all this force-noise to ignore and this stranger staring at her like a fragile bird except built of quartz bone. “Do not go,” Iriset says again. Pleading a little, but that’s just the way it’s going today: overwhelming emotions and now her stomach is rolling slowly up up up her throat.

Eliri doesn’t pull away, so to focus herself Iriset turns Eliri’s hand over, tracing with her fingertips down Eliri’s palm and along her fingers, which are more finely made and longer than Iriset’s. She glances for permission and Eliri is only staring back at her but doesn’t free herself, so Iriset pinches Eliri’s forefinger and watches as the short, slightly curved claw lengthens. Iriset puffs out a breath of awe, then grins up at Eliri. “Gorgeous. Can you do that to me?”

She forgot again to speak Old Sarenpet, and repeats herself. “Eliri?” She taps Eliri’s wrist, and the woman says, “Eliri the Adept Hand.”

“Oh, I like it,” Iriset says, using the mirané personal pronoun surrounded by Old Sarenpet. “Adept Hand. I”—she taps her own chest—“my name is Iriset mé Isidor.”

“Iriset Sunderer,” Eliri says quietly. The same word the numen used. Iriset will have to ask about the numen, and if it came back, too. But Eliri continues, “Does mé Isidor mean sunderer?”

“No, it’s a descent indicator, for my father. Iriset the daughter of Isidor. Father had an epithet, though, the Little Cat.”

“Does that make Iriset a kitten?”

Kitten echoes through Iriset’s thoughts, tingling under her skin, and she thinks how funny the world and time can be, as she laughs a little. “Eliri is the one with claws,” she says, curving her fingers and baring her teeth because she feels silly and strange.

Eliri smiles. It is reserved, but with a narrow edge of mutual understanding.

Iriset says, in Old Sarenpet but for mirané pronouns and a technical design term here and there, “I made a glove out of force-charged silk, to directly manipulate threads of force. That must be the purpose of the claws. Can you do that to my hands? They must be better than a glove because nobody can take them away.”

Eliri glances down, but Iriset catches a pang of something she understands: quickly masked devastation. Iriset’s expression falls, and her prodigious mind spins fast, thinking of all the terrible things that could be done to a person to strip their bones of force-sensitivity—and then to survive it. Iriset swallows her next words, realizing she needs to be more considerate (probably it was pretending to be Singix Es Sun for so many quads that even taught her the notion of consideration).

“Your?” Eliri says. “Me?”

“You, your is other self.” Iriset touches Eliri again. Then she touches her own sternum as she says, “I, me is self.”

“I, me.” Eliri nods as she speaks. “I can attempt to give Iriset—”

“You.”

“—you claws, quartz-cast bones, but outside of fetal mesh it is painful and expensive, with a forty percent success rate.”

“Wow.” Iriset grins again. There is a roaring in her skull. She snaps her fingers next to her ear four quick times, letting the ecstatic find her inner design, and she pops her lips to meet it.

Eliri watches, then reaches with her claws and taps Iriset’s forehead in the center, a tiny painful prick, before Eliri pinches something and draws it away. Iriset can’t see force with her naked eyes, but for a moment the noise quiets. “Thanks given,” she says softly.

“Iriset’s design is frayed from blowback of great power,” Eliri explains. “And Iriset’s inner design is unused to the crater city’s force patterns. The surgeon placed a stasis mesh at the location of the injury, but perhaps a broader-form quad-net could create an interference field.”

Iriset places her hand over the little cap covering her injury. She understood most of what Eliri said, though the design-specific terminology is more of a guess based on context. She has so many questions. About the surgery, about this room, the moon, sundering, Eliri the Adept Hand, the Moon-Eater, where Lyric went and where the numen might be, and they’re clogging her throat. She needs to prioritize. And she needs to pee.

“Or anchors in each quarter of the room,” Iriset says, which is not a question, but maybe a temporary solution.

“Anchors for individual forces?” Eliri asks. “Stabilize the room, not Iriset’s design?”

“Balance it.” Blinking slowly, Iriset is suddenly very aware of those fraying edges. Her skin aches, and she might have a fever. Something is swimming like a little eel in her guts. And Lyric left her. “Food?” she says. “Then design.”

Eliri says, “Eliri’s lab has a diagnostic mesh, to check Iriset’s health. And Iriset will teach more of the fairy language.”

“I will teach you to speak mirané, not a fairy language.”

“The Moon-Eater speaks it, and the Moon-Eater’s friend, and Lyric Aharté, who looks like the Moon-Eater.”

Iriset’s lips fall open. Mirané brown, crater red. They always said the miran were created in Aharté’s image, but she supposes it makes sense if the Moon-Eater is the same. Huh.
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Eliri escorts Iriset to the bathing room, but Iriset only relieves herself, feeling surprisingly clean. An attendant in violet skirt and tunic with cute little fans tucked into her braids says, “Lyric Aharté bathed, fed, held, stayed with wife for two days.”

Iriset is so surprised she forgets to ask about this “Lyric Aharté” business. But Eliri sends the attendant with a message for the Moon-Eater and his friend god that Iriset is awake and will be with Eliri. There is food waiting when they return to the bedroom, light soup and gentle bread and some flaky fish. Despite her impatience, Iriset eats carefully, offering the designer bread and fish, too. They share the sweet coffee-like drink made with chicory root and honey.

It takes forever to get to Eliri’s lab not only because Iriset feels like her bones turned into rubber and since she’s eaten she’s tired again, but because Iriset keeps stopping to touch things and ask questions about the design work. Eliri tells her some shallow theoretical answers, but admits she specializes in human design not construction design—which of course Iriset is delighted to hear. They trade Old Sarenpet and mirané words, which works well to distract Iriset from the buzz of tangled forces setting her teeth on edge. (She will not let herself remember trading language with Singix, who is dead, or Ambassador Erxan, whom she killed.) Eliri explains that she is from Rivermouth fortress but has worked for the Moon-Eater here nearly six years. The Moon-Eater loves design and allows Eliri almost free rein.

“We call them numena,” Iriset says, wondering if it’s true that the Moon-Eater was never a god at all, but just like her numen.

Eliri’s lab is three stories at the top of a thin tower, and they get to it via a mechanism that lifts them up through the central pillar! Iriset can feel the pull of the rising force stripping away the tangled force-noise as the platform moves upward in a slow spiral—tracks with wheels, Eliri explains, activated by a constructive design to negate falling and promote rising with something she calls a perpendicular force array. If Iriset weren’t so curious about what’s going on in her own body and partial to apostasy, she might’ve insisted on pulling apart the array right there until she understood how it was done. (Negating falling force is something she’s wondered about for years, hoping it was part of a key to recreating the tensile web flight of little spiders.)

The diagnostic table in Eliri’s lab is on the lowest of her levels, a disappointingly plain room built of solid wood with a thick but soft resin covering that she can see the remnants of design carved into—a genius idea for a workroom—and two beams crossing wall-to-wall about an arm-span from the ceiling. Bolts that appear to be silver or steel punctuate the resin walls in even lines, and Iriset has no clue as to their purpose but could come up with some things!

In the center is a long table at waist height, and Eliri pats it before kneeling to press something in the wall. A panel opens to reveal multiple drawers, and Iriset stares as Eliri withdraws a stylus and vellum and a contraption that looks like a rose cactus made of glass. “Up,” Eliri says, and Iriset obeys.

“Clothes on?” she asks, and Eliri nods.

Iriset lays herself out on her back, and Eliri taps her claws to the corner of the table. Threads of force shoot up, and the Adept Hand uses her crystal claws to pinch and move them into arches across Iriset’s body. Once four force-arches cover her, at face, chest, hips, and ankles, Eliri efficiently draws multiple lines of force between each in an octagonal nautilus pattern using the stylus, then activates it.

Forces zap themselves into place, glimmering golden against the air, and Iriset can taste the flavor of them when she laughs. Ecstatic and flow dominate, but falling and rising have their places, too. Iriset desperately wants to learn to use the table.

“How am I, Adept Hand?” she asks.

Eliri ignores the question as she pulls the diagnostic mesh tighter and tighter against Iriset’s body, poking at it until she creates a swirl like an eye just where the dart bit hard into Iriset’s ribs. Then she links the diagnostic mesh to the glass cactus and manipulates several of its petals. A map of Iriset’s body appears in the air above the rose, as if threads were sketched on an invisible surface. Iriset holds back a squeal by literally biting her lips together. This would have made curing her mother’s apostatical cancer so much simpler.

“No sign of deterioration, no sign of infection,” Eliri says. “The surgeon is good. This Hand will encourage a sweep for the mesh to detect anything unusual, though it might malfunction because of the excessive fraying.”

“What does that mean?” Iriset cranes her neck to look down her body at the shimmer of the mesh.

“The evaporation of inner design. Does Iriset know it?”

“No,” Iriset says, horrified at both the thought and her own ignorance.

“A natural occurrence,” Eliri says, focus on the mesh as she tugs at a few thin lines with her claws, holding steady as she loops another thread with the stylus. “Energy transforms—like life and death, but more mundane usually—between states like water and ice, or between rising and falling.”

Iriset nods, though Eliri doesn’t seem to notice.

“Evaporation is also the name for the energy unused during a body’s natural transformations. Food to fuel, for example. It is body heat, it is excess breath, gas, a byproduct of internal design work. It should be smooth, if a design functions as intended. Iriset’s evaporation has frayed ends, jagged tendrils in and out, where the excess does not know what to be.”

“Can it be healed?”

“It will heal itself. No excess work, no more blowback, and Iriset will be…”

Eliri trails off and Iriset waits, but the designer is picking apart threads of the mesh over Iriset’s lower abdomen. “…fine,” she finally finishes. “Iriset, rest. The sweep may take time. Need anything?”

“No,” Iriset murmurs, closing her eyes. Rest sounds very good, even without a pillow. The tingle of the diagnostic mesh seems to embrace her, and Iriset likes it. She drifts to sleep thinking she should be more interrogatory about this whole time-travel thing.
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When Iriset wakes again, she aches with a weariness of long hard work, and there’s a persistent gloop of nausea in her stomach that might be starvation again. She’s been working too hard for her body to keep up. Maybe she can get Shahd to—

Wait. Iriset’s eyes fling open as she recalls the reason she’s reclined on a hard table and tingling from the effects of a force-array blanket wrapped over her.

She sits up, ruining the array—no, it’s a diagnostic mesh. She swipes at the threads of force. They stick weirdly to her fingers before dissipating.

“Sunderer,” says the numen, suddenly at her side. A cold arm around her shoulders helps prop her up. The mesh fully disintegrates.

“Numen,” she answers, looking at its too-close eyes, the shards of black-diamond iris around ruby-pink pupil, its silvery-white skin smooth and youthful even though it’s frowning slightly. Its pink-silver hair is bound up into a luscious bun with two hair sticks dangling golden chains and tiny glass bumblebees. She blinks hard. It’s so whimsical.

The numen touches her lips, then skims cold, too-long fingers against her cheek. “You will be fine,” it says.

Carefully, Iriset pulls away from the numen. It stands beside the diagnostic table watching her. Beyond it, Eliri waits with her hands folded and her eyes down. Iriset draws her legs up and crosses them, resettling a little in her body. Whether it’s the diagnostic mesh or the lab’s normal status, Iriset doesn’t feel quite as tingly as before. There’s no need to breathe an eight-count or balance her inner design.

“We’re at the end of the Apostate Age?” she asks in mirané. “Do you know exactly when?”

It shrugs.

“And the Moon-Eater?”

“Here, alive.”

“And you?”

“Me?” It frowns.

“Are you… well? Time travel didn’t scramble anything? And you’ve spoken with your… friend?”

The numen snorts. “No time scramble. The Moon-Eater is the Moon-Eater.”

Iriset studies it as best she can, unable to read any nuance in the shift of muscles beneath its milky skin. It could hide anything from her, probably. “Did I do this?”

It hops onto the diagnostic table and sits, mirroring her pose. It even shortens its spine and limbs so that it is exactly her height. An old god tilting its head as she does, blinking when she blinks, and smiling when she smiles wryly. “If you’re trying to cheer me up, numen, it’s not necessary. I’m not upset.”

“You did this,” it says. “Sunderer.”

“I want to know what that means.”

“I showed you rivation already, how to pull apart threads of force so tiny they are invisible, and how in that deconstruction, power is created. The process was called rivation, and the result sundering by the first sunderer I met.”

“It shouldn’t work, though,” Iriset argues, having believed for her entire life that forces couldn’t be created or destroyed. Only changed.

The numen raises a brow, and in an instant Singix Es Sun sits before Iriset, perfect in every way.

She closes her eyes. “Stop.” But she understands its double-edged point: Based on Iriset’s understanding of design and the material world, the numen should be impossible. And based on what everyone in the Holy Empire believed, what Iriset did, impersonating Singix, marrying the Vertex Seal, living hidden for quads, and building her massive spider array: All of it should have been impossible, too.

A featherlight touch to her cheek has her opening her eyes. Singix’s wet-earth-black gaze meets hers, and Iriset feels the deep ache of loss all over again, the loss she didn’t have time to feel before because Amaranth didn’t give her the chance.

Though she has so many questions—Who was the first sunderer? How old is the numen? How does it know the Moon-Eater?—Iriset changes the subject again. “I want to meet the Moon-Eater.”

Singix melts back into the numen, who scowls. “Will you like him better than me?”

“Ha!” Iriset laughs right in its face. “Are you so certain I like you at all?”

The numen grins with all its crowded layers of shark teeth. Iriset mimics the expression, wondering how to pull the world apart, until the tiniest elements of forces split into power. If she can learn sundering, then with it she can rebuild, change, remake anything. Supposedly. The numen says, “Shade went to find Lyric méra Esmail,” it says with distaste. “We are to share a meal, with Eliri and her spouse, too. Shade wants to show off.”

“Shade,” Iriset murmurs.

“The name I gave it long ago.”

“Did Shade give you a name, as well?” Iriset asks.

The numen narrows those black-diamond eyes. “Never.”

Iriset opens her mouth to protest its refusal, but catches on at the last moment. She makes a noise of disbelief but says, “Never.”

The numen slides off the table. “Are you ready?”

Looking past it to Eliri, who waits with the patience of a tree, Iriset says she is.
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Does that not make me one

Bitter emotions churn jaggedly under Lyric’s skin. He doesn’t want to veer too far from Iriset, but he can’t imagine returning to face her before he’s calmed himself. He’ll find a garden with a good path for a walking meditation, put one foot before the other again and again until he’s found a rhythm for breathing. And if he meets anyone, perhaps they’ll be able to tell him when he is, exactly. Gather some data points.

And work on his arguments for why she should want to go home. Or at least help him do so. And if they cannot, then… make a plan for what to do here. How to affect, or not affect, their future.

He passes through a dazzling courtyard of melted glass pillars and does not give in to curiosity at the sight of a geodesic dome hothouse, despite the inexplicable scents of almost-plumeria and not-quite-jasmine wafting out. Beyond it Lyric finds a tiny yard of pink rock and pockmarked gray volcanic stone that looks like it could be the surface of Aharté’s moon. A gardener carefully rakes tiny pink gravel, and Lyric backs out before he is seen, so as not to disrupt the smooth pattern. When he emerges from a tunnel of pale green ivy dripping delicate golden bell-shaped flowers, he startles a group of red birds with too many wings, and when they flit away Lyric finds himself before a small lake—if it can be called such.

The pools and streams of water are shaped into channels with knots and spirals like a force array, except there is no balance, no symmetry at all. The lines of water fill out a full circle that gleams under the sun, and in between the water are narrow islands and pockets and dams of mosses in every shade of green and blue Lyric can imagine.

If the waters were footpaths, it would be an ideal labyrinth.

He imagines walking it, soles skimming the surface of the water like he’s walking on sunlight, and considers the situation.

The most detailed information he knows about the Apostate Age is how it ended, and as Lyric thinks through the stories, his whole body begins to tingle.

First a star fell from the sky.

A star fell from the sky, and where it landed a woman appeared with an alliraptor cradled in her lap. She was called the Holy Syr, and in the officially sanctioned version of the story, the alliraptor stood out of her lap, transforming into a woman as rock-red as the god of the red moon, the Moon-Eater. This woman’s name was Aharté, and the Holy Syr was her wife.

Lyric moves his eyes rapidly along the waterways, knowing if he closes them he might faint at the revelatory trajectory of his thoughts.

The Holy Syr and Aharté were greeted at the crater by Maimeri Sarenpet, a young man descended from the Sarenpet dynasty. Maimeri was skilled at design work, but longed for change, longed to bring balance to design. Aharté left to wander the city, to greet her people, while Maimeri and Syr created a great array to unravel the Moon-Eater and level the apostatical creations of the age. After defeating the Moon-Eater, they founded the Vertex Seal, and from them the mirané people were born.

Lyric pictures the alliraptor chimera who climbed down into the crater to help him with Iriset. Who called him Aharté, and then Lyric called Iriset his wife. That would make Iriset the Holy Syr, and if anybody can unravel the Moon-Eater, can transform the entire crater city toward Holy Design, it’s Iriset mé Isidor.

Oh, his apostatical wife is going to hate this.

There’s more to the stories, more details he read in various history books—both about the Apostate Age and the founding of Holy Design. Lyric knows the names of small kings before and after the founding. For example: Irsu River was small king before but not after, Sera mé Alish was not before but became one after, and Amado the Reconciler was small king both before and after. Lyric’s scholarship leaned much heavier toward the initial years of the empire, of course, as the miran learned to impose their Holy Design under the leadership of Maimeri, the first Vertex Seal, and the development of the chapels and force-steeples, and the mechanisms of inheritance. He needs to write down everything he remembers that might be useful.

But first, Lyric needs to know if Maimeri Sarenpet is alive, is here, which will prove he’s right about the timing. And he needs to find that alliraptor chimera. It can’t be Aharté, especially if that’s—if that’s to be his own role. But the chimera must be important to have made it into the histories.

Spinning, Lyric nearly steps right into a person standing beside him.

He makes a startled sound, knowing Garnet would be angry and disappointed in him for letting his guard down. Especially in such an unknown place where Lyric has no power, is so vulnerable.

Lyric shifts his weight just enough to defend himself if necessary.

The newcomer is an older masculine-forward person with a hawk nose and rich brown skin, and shocks of silver-black-red hair. It’s braided half-back and the stripes of color weave elaborately. Vivid red combs hold the braids in place and shades of pink makeup highlight the iridescence shimmering in his hazel eyes. He wears multilayered robes with some infrastructure around the collar and shoulders to give the style exaggerated sharpness.

Staring boldly at Lyric, the man smiles. Golden filigree decorates his canine teeth. “Lyric Aharté stands so still as to be mistaken for a statue.”

Taken aback by the lack of mask obscuring the man’s face, and his aggressive stare, Lyric returns the man’s gaze expressionlessly. Of course, the stare isn’t aggressive, it’s only that Lyric is so used to people treating him with deference, while being so unused to people seeing him without mask or design paint. This man has the clearest view of Lyric’s face that anyone but his intimate family members has ever seen.

It makes Lyric feel as helpless as he is. He glances back to the intricate water feature, attempting to get a hold of himself, to balance his inner design toward confidence. The sunlight turns fiery along the western edges of it, reaching in streaks that hop from channels and knot over islands of moss. “Lyric finds peace in tracing the courses of the water” is what he says. Simple truth serves better than arrogance, and can be just as powerful in claiming space.

“Admirable,” the man says, stepping parallel to Lyric. In the corner of his eye, Lyric can see his companion gliding his attention across the waters, too. “This friend is Amado Chimera,” he says after a moment.

Noting the use of friend as more of an offer than a fact, Lyric smiles very slightly. Then the name reaches his memory and he glances sharply over. “Amado the Reconciler?” he says thoughtlessly.

Amado turns more smoothly, red-and-black-striped eyebrows raised. “Lyric Aharté knows such appellation?”

Lyric swallows, discombobulated all over again. Amado the Reconciler was one of the first mirané princes; Lyric was just thinking of him. But this Amado before him is not mirané. It chills Lyric, though of course there must be an explanation. “It is an honor to meet you,” he dissembles.

“Likewise. It has been a hope to speak with Lyric Aharté since the day before yesterday. This Reconciler is glad to have the chance now, in such a lovely location.”

“It is lovely,” Lyric says, trailing his eyes behind Amado, seeking an entourage or bodyguards. He finds them stationed at the bell-flower tunnel exit, two in red armor, with the bearing of combat-designers or the like. One has what appears to be a quad or two of short conical horns all over her hairless scalp, the other streaks of black design paint or tattoos that shift like wind shadows across her blunt white face. Apostasy everywhere. “What can Lyric do for Amado the Reconciler?”

Amado shakes his head, catching one blood-red braid on the structured silk of his outer robe. “A conversation, to begin. The arrival of Lyric and Lyric’s wife has the Pit court astir. Our Moon-Eater does not declare friendship or protection often, of course, especially to someone wearing the Moon-Eater’s skin.”

Lyric frowns. He has noticed there are no miran here, none with the same auburn-red skin as the Moon-Eater and himself. Even the numen seems to prefer the silver-pink of Aharté’s moon. Before he can ask, Amado clarifies.

“Though there is little illegal or taboo in this crater city when it comes to design, historically that old fairy vaporizes anyone caught wearing skin and eyes and hair like Lyric Aharté. Including the fruit of the Moon-Eater’s own womb.”

That’s not information Lyric expected to have casually dropped upon him, that he might have been killed instantly for just looking mirané. And the Moon-Eater had said he was perfectly designed. Lyric presses his lips together and attempts to retain some control of this conversation. “Does Amado know of a person called Maimeri Sarenpet?”

Amado shakes his head immediately. “Though Amado’s line of Chimera kings is directly descended from the Sarenpet dynasty that came to the crater some three hundred years ago. Perhaps Lyric will find the one sought through time spent in friendship with Chimera fortress?”

Pushing away disappointment, Lyric nods. The Amado Reconciler of the histories, who co-led the miran during the initial generation of Holy Design, was well liked in firsthand accounts, and if this Amado Reconciler is the same, or connected, it would be good for Lyric to maintain contact at least. And perhaps alliance. There is so much to consider, but it is sounding more and more like either he and Iriset interrupted the events of the Holy Syr’s arrival here, or they are the events. “Amado is a small king in the city? Chimera fortress?”

“Yes. Thirteen fortresses spread throughout the city right now, with three outside the crater walls. Chimera is not the wealthiest, but perhaps the most influential.” Amado says it lightly, with an affected shrug. Then he turns the full power of a smile toward Lyric, who senses the falling force tugging him in. The same dominant force as Amaranth. “Amado can claim it, and back it up. Few, if any, would dispute the fact.”

“Bold,” Lyric murmurs, but he doesn’t mind. He dislikes politicking, dislikes the simpering, flirtatious, cutting steps of the dance. It’s the reason he’s always led with his faith before him, his real mask. Let Amaranth shine at politics in his stead—though perhaps it was a mistake, given how far she took the trust he gave her.

“The Moon-Eater’s city rewards boldness,” Amado says, canine filigrees glinting in the lowering sun as he continues to smile. “Until, naturally, one dies.”

Lyric nods, assuming that Amado means boldness is rewarded until it kills you.

“Is it not so where Lyric Aharté comes from?”

The question is lobbed gently, to catch him off guard, and Lyric almost laughs. He glances with disapproving amusement at Amado. Lyric will not be tricked into revealing anything so easily. “Where does the Moon-Eater say Lyric and Iriset come from?”

Amado taps his narrow blackwood cane to the slate border of the nearest moss island. “The Moon-Eater has said nothing but that Lyric and wife are friends. Friends to be treated with respect and ‘left the fuck alone until ready.’” Amado’s voice at the end turns into a light drawl, surely meant to not quite mock the Moon-Eater. “This humble husband trusts that enjoying the gardens suggests a modicum of readiness.”

Lyric nods again, wishing Amaranth was here to do this instead, despite her betrayals. Or Singix—Iriset. They’re all better at conversing with intent than he is. “Lyric is ready enough. Amado is married?”

“Twice, to beautiful spouses.”

The phrasing in Old Sarenpet makes it unclear if Amado means twice consecutively, or at the same time. Amado leans toward Lyric and adds, “Perhaps Lyric and wife would join Amado Chimera for a family feast soon.”

“Iriset,” he murmurs. There is no benefit he can see to denying the possibility of friendship with anyone here, much less a powerful small king. He won’t know his position with regard to the Moon-Eater until the god deigns to meet him again, and despite the display of interest in who Lyric is and how he was made, Lyric suspects Iriset will be the more sought of the two of them. She’s more dynamic, passionate, argumentative. She wants to be here. Lyric will need friends whether they attempt to go home or not. Blessed Silence, he doesn’t belong here.

“Iriset,” Amado says slowly. “And Lyric Aharté.”

Lyric grimaces slightly. “Aharté is a god.” He pauses, because Aharté’s other name in mirané won’t translate directly. “The One Who Loves Silence,” he says.

“Aharté is known to the crater city. A god of peace in Saria, no?” Amado says.

“Yes,” Lyric says, but he hears Iriset’s voice cut harshly through his mind: Peace? A goddess whose people conquer and slaughter? Where is there brutality in peace, Lyric méra Esmail Your Glory? “Balance,” Lyric adds softly. “Aharté is the peace to be found in balanced design, balanced breathing. The intricate connections linking life and death, the whole design of the world. Holy Design.”

“Lyric sounds devoted. A priest perhaps?”

The smile bending Lyric’s mouth feels self-deprecating. “It was a childhood wish, yes.”

Amado the Reconciler hums. “Well, Lyric Priest of Aharté, there is little balance in this city of monsters.”

“That is apparent in the dance of forces,” Lyric says, reaching a hand out, playing his fingers through the wind. He cannot touch threads of force, but he can feel the energies slipping, pinging, sparking, dragging all around him in a mess too tangled to parse. But Lyric imagines he can pull at rising, his dominant force, to draw his spine up, clear his head. “Amado introduced, ah, Amado’s self.” Lyric stumbles with the grammar a little. “Chimera. But Amado Chimera does not appear redesigned to such an extent.”

Amado laughs, quiet and real. “It is only the name of the fortress Amado rules. Amado is no chimera.”

Lyric glances again at the bodyguards with obvious apostasy redesigning their bodies. “Amado does not partake of human architecture?” He asks it, knowing the tricolor of Amado’s hair is very likely designed.

“Some.” Amado taps his high brown cheekbone, indicating something Lyric can’t see. “How old does Lyric think Amado is?”

“Thirty?” Lyric says, though it must be a trick question.

Amado’s smile widens. “Thirty is the age of Amado’s oldest grandchild.”

Lyric shakes his head, rather stunned.

“It only requires occasional external and aesthetic design treatments to maintain this pleasing young mask.”

Ah, yes, Lyric realizes. People here do wear masks. Apostatical, seamless masks. He may never see a real face in all his time here. A fissure of anxiety tingles across his stomach, but he stuffs it away. “When Iriset and Lyric… arrived,” Lyric says carefully, “a chimera was there. Alliraptor, and human, perhaps more. Does Amado the Reconciler know of such a chimera?”

The small king tilts his head, and in the setting sun a shimmer streaks along his eyeline. Makeup, or design. Amado says, “There are several chimeras living in the sanctuary of the Moon-Eater’s gardens. Perhaps this chimera is one of them.”

“It would be good to thank the chimera for helping,” Lyric says quietly, though that is not really what he wants.

“Ask a gardener, perhaps, or someone who spends more time here. Has Lyric made any connections within the fortress already?”

Before Lyric can decide to affirm or deny the information fishing, a cheerful voice calls out from above, “Amado!”

Lyric looks directly up to see a figure floating—flying?—in the air above the water feature.

“Old Fairy,” Amado greets, raising a hand.

(In Old Sarenpet there tend to be multiple proper names for everything, and nicknames abound, given the necessity of calling everything by some form of address in speech and writing. Since the start of the reign of the Moon-Eater, habits have tended more and more toward grandiose and melodramatic naming conventions, made worse by the humor and encouragement of the Moon-Eater himself, who goes by all sorts of appellations: the Red God, Sky’s Eclipse, Amethyst Beast, Fairy of Death, Old Fairy, and interestingly, the Screamer. He’s the Moon-Eater, too, of course, and might flirtatiously welcome nicknames like beloved and lover, true-heart or honey-kiss, but he has not introduced himself as Shade to anyone in several hundred years.)

“Filling the ears of Lyric Aharté with gossip and sedition?” The Moon-Eater sinks down through the air, alighting on one of the mossy islands with one pointed toe. He hangs there, arms relaxed but spread to either side. The casual power is stunning. He appears as a youth, coltish long limbs and knobby knees and elbows exposed by the pleated skirt and sleeveless vest he wears. His black hair is pulled in a messy tail high on his head, and he’s made his skin a soft, cool brown. But his eyes are vivid mirané red.

Amado bows his head. “Merely getting to know one another.”

“Amado is a good person to know,” the Moon-Eater tells Lyric with an exaggerated wink.

Lyric glances between the two; he never would throw a word like sedition around without meaning it, but Amado seems unbothered.

“Now go away, Amado,” the Moon-Eater says, splashing into one of the water channels. “This old fairy is taking Lyric Aharté to dinner.”

Amado steps back, sending Lyric an amused look. “Do take up the offer to visit Chimera fortress for a meal on another day.”

“Yes,” Lyric agrees, distracted by the stomping of the Moon-Eater as he kicks and splashes his way through the formerly peaceful water labyrinth.

Amado withdraws with the two bodyguards, unhurried, and Lyric folds his hands together, breathing calmly through the unsettled anxiety prickling at him. His fingertips tingle. Historically that old fairy vaporizes anyone caught wearing skin and eyes and hair like Lyric Aharté.

When the Moon-Eater hops out of the water, Lyric manages not to flinch. The Moon-Eater lands so that Lyric must turn directly into the setting sun. He can’t help a slight wince, glancing away to the shadows stretching across the gardens. And there in the melting sky is the slivered moon, growing brighter pink-silver as the light of the sun fades. It is Lyric’s moon, even if it does not belong so near the horizon.

The Moon-Eater plants his fists on his hips and cocks his head so the fluffy hair swings childishly. Lyric holds his feelings and thoughts in a tight grip. “Moon-Eater,” he says quietly.

“Aharté,” the boy answers, then his face splits into a wide grin with extra layers of teeth. “What were you doing?”

“Speaking with Amado the Reconciler. Before that, meditating.”

The Moon-Eater wrinkles his mouth and nose, displeased. “Why?”

“Your fortress, your city presumably, is very loud and chaotic.”

“Compared to where you come from?” the Moon-Eater says slyly.

“Compared to where I come from,” Lyric agrees. Then says no more.

The Moon-Eater laughs. “Do you think your talented wife will tell me?”

Lyric pulls his lips in a thin line. Iriset probably will tell this red god anything he wants to know if he’ll let her explore the farthest horizons of apostasy. She’ll tell the Moon-Eater to run away so he can never be unraveled.

But the Moon-Eater bursts into delighted laughter, bending over in his mirth. “I’m joking! Joking! Ha ha!” he says, holding his belly. “Never already told me.” Then suddenly the Moon-Eater goes still. Inhumanly still. In a cold, quiet voice he adds, “Everything.”

The vague, unsettled anxiety under Lyric’s skin coalesces violently into fear. The Moon-Eater’s eyes don’t even glisten; his face is as smooth as glass. His hair moves in a million tiny directions, but nothing else hints at life. This is a monster, Lyric feels it. He can’t escape. He can only stand there trapped in the focus of this predator, and keep his breathing as smooth as a fountain.

Sweat tickles his spine, under his arms, as Lyric does nothing but struggle to stand and hold the Moon-Eater’s gaze.

Slowly, very slowly, life returns to those mirané-red eyes, like flecks of blood sparking one at a time, and his cheeks shift as if in preparation for a smile, and then the Moon-Eater relaxes his shoulders into the slouch of the indolent teen he’s portraying. “My, my, what a gambling face you have,” he says, and clicks his tongue.

Lyric swallows. He does not lose his own tension.

“I don’t mind knowing, Lyric Aharté. It sounds interesting, in the future. Knowing I’m defeated.” The Moon-Eater claps a hand on Lyric’s shoulder, and Lyric jumps. The Moon-Eater laughs, light and merry. He’s shorter than Lyric in this adolescent form, arm stretched to reach. “It’s true. I didn’t know I could be defeated, even if that’s really what happens. Because to be honest, I don’t think Never actually knows. Because he wasn’t here.” The latter is said snidely, too angry to be a pout.

“You didn’t already stop her?” Lyric whispers, unable to summon a real voice through his tight throat.

“Stop who? Oh, your wife? No! I could, obviously, it’s too easy to kill humans. But”—and here the Moon-Eater slides his hand down to grasp Lyric’s elbow—“I want to know more about sundering, this magic she can supposedly do.”

“She won’t want to hurt you anyway,” Lyric manages, allowing the Moon-Eater to escort him away from the water feature. “So you shouldn’t hurt her.”

“Cute,” the Moon-Eater says. “What about you?”

“I… It doesn’t matter what I want. I can’t do what Iriset can do.”

“Oh? And she wouldn’t hurt me for you?”

Lyric lowers his eyes. “No.”

The Moon-Eater draws them to a stop and touches Lyric’s chin, raising his face. “So pretty, so well made. Well, I think we should ask Iriset what she would and wouldn’t do for you. She’s waiting with Never for us to return, so we can all eat.”

“Do you eat?” Lyric asks tentatively. He is a little lightheaded again.

“Everything needs fuel,” the Moon-Eater answers mysteriously. He hums a little while he walks, reaching up to knock his fingers against the bell-flowers, so they leave a wake of tinkling behind them. In the next garden he holds out a hand and summons a butterfly seemingly built of golden thread to perch briefly upon a knuckle. The Moon-Eater coos.

The beauty is easy to appreciate, though it settles like a sharp rock in Lyric’s chest. Under the marriage knot. The Moon-Eater asks no more questions, so Lyric tries again. “How long have you known the numen who came with us?”

“We were born together,” the Moon-Eater answers idly. “Made together.”

“By Aharté?”

The Moon-Eater slides Lyric a look. “Like you? Why would she make something like you if she could make something like me first?”

“You called me perfectly designed. Does that mean you are, too?”

“Hmm.” The Moon-Eater tilts his head, swinging his hair over a shoulder like a thick horse-tail whip.

“My people,” Lyric says slowly, “are made by Aharté, in her Holy Design, in balance. I do not know if perfection exists in material reality, or only in concept.”

“Oh, perfection exists. Maybe not in humanity. And you feel human enough. Merely… pulled into exacting shape. Cooked to a specific, elaborate mold. Maybe you taste like a good cookie, too.” The Moon-Eater laughs at his own joke.

“Silence,” Lyric says suddenly. He can’t help taking this conversation seriously, though the Moon-Eater seems only to humor him.

“Are you shushing me?” the red god prompts.

“The moment of absolute Silence, Aharté’s Holy Design, is perfection. I can experience it, but it’s difficult to hold on to, maybe impossible. A moment, a thought, a breath.” Lyric remembers explaining this to Singix. She understood so swiftly, so well. No wonder. “Noise, forces, emotions, all states, everything stills in a crystal moment. Even in the most impossible storm, it’s Silence.”

“And it’s something to strive for?”

“Yes.”

“It doesn’t stagnate?”

Lyric frowns, steps slowing, taking solace in philosophy. “It can’t. Maybe something like you, if you could hold in Silence, if your skills are such, your talents, maybe it would, but I can’t. We can’t. Forces move. Energy moves. Changes.”

He’s thinking of the silver-pink moon of Aharté that in his time does not move, and it holds the Moon-Eater in stasis, if Iriset is to be believed.

As they step under a glass arch into the same glass garden Lyric passed through earlier, the Moon-Eater shifts his form slowly enough that Lyric can see: He grows taller, older, but the person is the same. A twentysomething version of the adolescent from before. It’s impressive, the Moon-Eater’s control over his own design. And disconcerting in a way that Lyric can barely tolerate. “Do you—know Aharté?” Lyric asks breathlessly. “Is she like you?”

“Like me?”

“We… She is a god to us. Counter to you, the Moon-Eater, the red god. But you’re not a god, you’re a numen. Does that mean she is, too?”

The Moon-Eater shrugs. “What is a god? I can manipulate form and energy to suit my whims and pleasure. I’m worshipped as a god, so does that not make me one?”

Lyric thinks quietly as they enter an atrium, pass through another night-blooming courtyard. People watch them go, but don’t approach or call out. He thinks through everything the Moon-Eater has said to him, especially the first afternoon they met. “But you can’t make someone like me,” Lyric finally says. “So you aren’t quite like Aharté.”

“Good guess!” The Moon-Eater takes Lyric’s hand again. “I tried. My child is… ah, I wish your sunderer wife had come when Rabbit was here.”

“Rabbit?” Lyric is amused by the name, but also endeared. He knows what it’s like to have a cute name.

“Az was twitchy and shy, but loved a cuddle. Az left for the reason you said: It’s too loud here.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Most humans assume az died, or I killed ahz.” The humor melts away from the Moon-Eater’s words, leaving only ice behind. “I let them.”

Lyric’s fingers flutter in the Moon-Eater’s grip, but he doesn’t pull away. Hasn’t he done worse things himself?

“Well, Lyric Aharté.” The smile is back in the Moon-Eater’s voice. “I don’t know any Aharté, though I have known humans who believe in her. I suppose if part of this future Never hates is an empire-wide cult in her name, you’d better get started on converting the masses.”

Lyric pulls his hand away and brings his hands up to shade his eyes as he bows shallowly. Partly to hide his face and eyes. Despite the actual words, this does not quite feel like permission. “And you, Moon-Eater? Will you listen to what I have to say about Holy Design?”

“You can call me Shade, and I think that I will.”

Surprise has Lyric looking suddenly up.

The Moon-Eater—Shade—is mirané-brown again, his black hair waving down his back from the high tail just as Lyric’s would if he grew it past his shoulders. But the Moon-Eater’s eyes are silver-pink and luminous. Lyric does not know if he can bring himself to call so familiarly this old red god. Except then Shade winks and adds, “Though I might find it rather silly. I want to know everything about this future of yours, because this city? This crater and all the people in it? They don’t belong to Aharté. They belong to me.”

But it’s mine, Lyric thinks, because it was—it is. The red-rock crust of the earth, the potential, the balance. The miran and the city and everything in it. He was the Vertex Seal, and will be still in four hundred years, if everything doesn’t crash around him. Lyric feels resistance swelling in his chest, the urge to disagree, to rebel. He feels it like his rising force pulling him up and up, and for a moment Lyric stops hiding everything behind his well-kept shell. He lets himself feel it, because defiance feels good.

But the Moon-Eater smiles again, turning away. “In the meantime, let’s eat.”
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Rivermouth

There is a famous love story in the city of monsters.

A chimera child finally born healthy after many attempts to create her was raised by the commander-philosopher of the College of Dedicated Renovation to be the most skilled designer the college had ever seen. She was called Eliri Crystal Smile because of her flawlessly designed quartz bones. When she was sixteen the Rivermouth small king hired her to create a new gender aesthetic because the small king was spoiled, bored, and needed entertainment. It was an assignment below the chimera’s skills, except the commander-philosopher instructed her to weave a crawling assassination into the redesign mesh.

This was a worthwhile challenge, and though the chimera was uncomfortable with assassination, what was she to do but obey her parent and commander?

Unfortunately for those plotting, but fortunately for romantics, instead of committing murder, Eliri fell in love.

Irsu Riverprince, the small king’s heir, was beautiful, clever, and entirely unlike ans lazy mother. An likes to tell people an fell for the chimera the moment they met, but in truth the two teens danced warily around each other for weeks. Eliri was shy, perhaps sheltered, but the attention of such a charming and strangely seductive person heated her up, distracted her, and she liked it. She had never felt appreciated for her thoughts and curiosity instead of her crystal bones, or admired for her skills instead of coveted. The first time Irsu kissed her, she finally understood how to be glad she’d been born at all.

“Leave your college,” Irsu urged. “Come to the Cult of Hopeful Design with me, and change the way design is used. Remake the world with me.”

When an said it, lips against her cheek, instead of a thrill she felt dread: You see, the reason her commander wanted the small king dead was because of her deep-pocket support of that very cult. With this invitation, Eliri understood that her lover was the true money behind the cult, under ans mother’s nose. Despite Irsu Riverprince’s youth, an was the troublemaker, the cultist.

The chimera fled. She returned home to panic and think. She couldn’t tell her commander-philosopher or they would insist upon assassinating Irsu instead. But if she did not, and the small king died, they would know anyway when the Rivermouth support of the cult did not come to an end.

The choice was taken from Eliri’s hands.

In her absence from the fortress, the small king grew even more bored and tried on the redesign mesh despite its incomplete state. And it was not so incomplete it could not kill her.

In the wake of ans mother’s demise, Irsu Riverprince became Irsu River, fully at the helm of the power and wealth of the water rights for the crater city. The first thing Irsu River and his cult did was to storm the College of Dedicated Renovation to find ans chimera. Although an took credit for ans mother’s death, the better to solidify a terrifying reputation, Irsu River knew who was truly behind it.

(Honestly, the college wasn’t so bad. They were merely traditionalists and disliked seeing any restrictions placed upon design—and restriction was the name of the cultists’ game. You see, the cult had grown out of a scandal involving hundreds of dead babies, their bones and bodies distorted and strange from wild, unrestricted fetal design. The cult screamed, Never again, don’t forget, there is a price for everything, and insisted human design should only be allowed to make people healthier. They insisted structural design should never destroy the land. Insisted micro-design and metallurgical design never be weaponized. And nothing without consent! Talk about a scandal!)

The Cult of Hopeful Design did not raze Eliri’s college to the ground or kill absolutely everyone. In the smoke and rubble, wearing a specially designed veil over ans face to protect an from poisonous force-nets and breathable shrapnel, Irsu River held out ans hand again to the chimera an loved. “Come with me,” an said, and this time, she did.

Any other survivors fled to different precincts, and Rivermouth became a sanctuary for those who believed in hopeful design.

“Design should only make the world better” was the philosophy that convinced River, and went on to convince hundreds of others in the crater city. Over the years Rivermouth power grew and grew. Other design colleges banded together to insist the Moon-Eater intervene in the cult’s activities. They claimed the cult had forgotten the red god doesn’t care about curtailing human architecture. Design should be wild and free, the Moon-Eater has preached for hundreds of years.

But this time the Moon-Eater said, “Why are you bothering me with this? For two hundred years the Sarenpet line governed the city without bothering me.”

The only remaining Sarenpet in power was still in power because he knew what to fight head-on and what to fight with subtlety and grace. He’d been a small king for decades already, knew a movement like Hopeful Design would tear through the city and run its course by the time its leadership died, or became parents, or turned upon one another.

But the colleges weren’t finished. They found a patron in the small kings of the Design and Fountain kingdoms, the former of whom wanted any excuse to end the cult, the latter of whom was more concerned with Rivermouth’s monopoly on water.

There was a war.

Rivermouth won.

(Irsu River would say nobody won when so many lost their lives, especially when the methods of fighting relied so heavily on the kinds of weapons and warfare the cult actively condemned. Every death proved the point of Hopeful Design.)

Rivermouth shuttered itself tightly behind ingenious force-shields developed by Eliri, then locked down the Lapis River. Their enemies attempted incursions—cloud whales sacrificed to disrupting the shields, fire rain reinvented—but Rivermouth could not be held to siege without losing water for everyone else.

Irsu River did not mind being the villain willing to hold water itself hostage, not when the cult could rally behind the more charismatic face of ans longtime friend and mentor in design philosophy, Roc Aliel. Roc lambasted their enemies, rallied allies, and moved freely with his own strike teams, eager to wreak violent havoc in the name of his cause. Irsu River believed Rivermouth could hold out longer than the city could, and it was true that as they began dying of thirst, people turned against their small kings who’d started the war, and against those who weren’t putting an end to it. Violent deaths rose exponentially as precincts were caught in the crossfire, and even Roc was not immune: He lost an arm to a crawling blood fog, thrusting his subordinate out of the path.

But the colleges refused to compromise their ideals, and their ideal outcome was the complete eradication of the Cult of Hopeful Design. The small kings of Design and Fountain just wanted Irsu River gone, or better yet, the dissolution of the Rivermouth small kingdom itself.

The war might have dragged on so long and killed so many that the Moon-Eater wouldn’t be able to avoid involvement, except Eliri Crystal Smile had an idea.

Together she and Irsu River snuck out of Rivermouth and made directly for the fortress of the strongest small king: Amado of Chimera fortress, whose fingers were in every pie. And whose hive-like underground levels were ideal for hoarding water to distribute to his people, through which he’d avoided rebellion in his own backyard.

For Amado, Irsu and Eliri laid out a complex architectural schematic for the rebuilding of waterways and distribution to the entire crater, including something called blowback effect that should mitigate the remaining atmospheric anomalies that had been hanging over the crater since the last generational war. It would mean finer control over water, more localized control to the small kings who came to agreements with Rivermouth. It would also mean no more unpredictable airborne design disruptions and significantly fewer occurrences of random rain attacks. This would all be accomplished with a newly invented design structure not unlike applying a human circulatory redesign aesthetic to the entire crater. That’s revolutionary design, Amado Chimera said. Hopeful design. And Irsu River smiled before answering, River’s spouse is a genius.

Amado liked the quiet little chimera, and was related to the River kings and several other neighboring kingdoms through his various marriages and also his grandmother. So Amado Chimera agreed to reconcile the two sides of the Renovation War, under one condition.

That it had all been his idea.

Naturally, it worked. The newly named Amado Reconciler made it work.

Once the armistice had been negotiated, all the leaders returned to their homes and families. Alive. Irsu River chose to be wildly generous in the application of the circulatory waterways. Eliri personally activated her designs in every kingdom, earning adoration from every corner with her elegant design, her pretty crystal smile, and her kind gray eyes. Everywhere she went Roc Aliel preached that the circulatory design could never have been invented by people looking to turn design into war. Design should heal. It should end thirst. And look how well this chimera was improved by her own fetal designers, looking to make her stronger, not to make her a monster. Look what she’d done for the city!

In the aftermath of the war, Rivermouth and Roc Aliel grew so popular, whispers grew that they might challenge the Moon-Eater himself.

The Moon-Eater was unconcerned. The Moon-Eater liked the chaos of wars and how they changed the cityscape occasionally, like a storm destroying a garden. Wouldn’t the new garden with this silly hope cult at the heart be interesting at least?

But the longer peace lasted, the more wealth accumulated under Rivermouth and Chimera, the more those left out hated it. Especially those who’d always hated Irsu River.

One cloudy afternoon, a delivery was made to the small king of Rivermouth consisting of three quartz teeth. Ans spouse was nowhere to be found.

The demands were simple: Shut down all branches of the Cult of Hopeful Design outside the bounds of the Rivermouth kingdom. Hand over control of the circulatory fail-safes so that even if negotiations for water rights changed, Rivermouth could not deprive the city of all water.

Irsu River immediately agreed. Ans allies struggled against it, Roc Aliel the hardest. The cult believes in hope, not capitulation! What would Eliri want you to do?

But the Rivermouth king did not care. An gave a speech at the roaring mouth of the Lapis River and demanded ans wife, ans love, be returned to an. An argued that hopeful design mattered, that spreading in every direction toward the infinite horizon mattered, but not as much as Eliri Crystal Smile mattered to an. River said, What is the point of a better world if the beloved is not part of it?

And then Irsu River set fire to the main fortress of the Cult of Hopeful Design. Each satellite branch ignited, too, vivid blue and white flames like the sky itself dropped down to burn. When ans allies protested, an set their gates on fire, too.

When it was over, Irsu River had little left, but an still had the Lapis River, a very cranky Roc Aliel, and ans spouse.

This is a love story, but Irsu River is not beloved in the crater city.

More recently an has gotten into very little trouble, spending most of ans free time doing nothing but drinking and smoking.

Right now, in fact, River reclines on a low settee, practiced laziness loosening ans limbs. An is careful to lower ans eyelashes as an sips cloudy sweet wine from a shallow bowl, as if an is not paying attention to the rest of the room. Though the Moon-Eater and ans spouse know very well Irsu hears everything and calculates fast, there are strangers joining them for dinner tonight: the Moon-Eater’s oldest friend and a foreign designer everyone is excited about. Apparently her wife, too, though the wife has not made an appearance yet. That is the one River is most interested in, given the rumors burning through the crater city of a rival god, a fallen star. River is interested because though the Moon-Eater’s old friend, called Never, seems to share some at least of the Moon-Eater’s powers, it is not the one called a fallen god.

Currently in the room with River is Eliri, the foreign designer Iriset, and Never, all three of them clustered at the far waterwall, discussing the functionality of the design.

This is one of River’s least favorite rooms in the Moon-Eater’s fortress. An prefers the playful trickle of water features over the constant noise of surrounding waterfalls. This room, as wide as the tower it caps, has layered curtains of waterfalls instead of walls. Light filters through in wavering cool tones, uneven and disconcerting to River even after spending countless dinners here. As the sun sets, the light only grows deeper and more mysterious. But a chandelier of everflame floats above the oval table near River, granting a more consistent glow.

The designer Iriset lets go a peal of laughter and River checks to see ans spouse’s reaction: Eliri does not quite smile, but the muscles of her face are relaxed as she nods, agreeing with whatever brought Iriset such joy. It is a strong indication that Eliri likes this newcomer: Pulling anything close to a smile from Eliri has been difficult since the war, since those monsters tortured her and destroyed the last of the girl she’d been when they met. Beside them the creature Never sways like a pale pink piece of river grass. It watches them, occasionally answering some of the broken speech of Iriset’s—the woman uses mostly formal Sarenpet, with words River doesn’t know tucked in here and there. River has picked up the foreign words she uses to refer to herself. Some kind of pronouns.

An sighs and tilts ans head back to drain the bowl of wine. All River’s thick hair falls back over ans shoulders as an swallows, stretching ans neck. The feathers in ans hair itch where they grow from ans scalp. Mostly they’re downy feathers along the hairline at the nape of River’s neck, though a few stiffer primary feathers appear around ans crown. It’s been a long week already, and River forgot to rub in the salve in ans hurry to come to the Moon-Eater’s palace to bring Eliri home for a few days. But River gathers from the situation that Eliri will be reluctant to leave.

The arrangement Eliri and the Moon-Eater share has been in place for several years, and River has come to accept it despite ans displeasure at her long absences from their home. In return for occasionally doing the Moon-Eater’s bidding, she is free to conduct her wildest experiments. To have what counts to her as fun. There are other intimacies between them, River knows, but they are not sexual on Eliri’s part, she says.

River disagrees that the sticking point of intimacy is necessarily sexual. The Moon-Eater shares something of himself with Eliri that he shares with no one else, and that is intimate enough. Perhaps in return Eliri shares whatever she’s capable of anymore. It is good, River reminds anself again and again, if Eliri can heal. If she can relearn her smiles, if she can sleep peacefully, if she can find her way out of the sluggish drowning that’s plagued her since she was taken from River. Since an did not save her. (And if this Iriset Sunderer can give the Moon-Eater the same or better of what he wants, perhaps Eliri will come home permanently. For that possibility alone River is determined to try and like the foreign woman. And use her on Eliri’s behalf.)

“Ah, but if I touch the threads I may untangle the whole array!” Iriset says teasingly, wagging her finger at Eliri in a friendly manner. It sets River’s teeth on edge, even a mocking threat. River wills ans jaw relaxed. Lazy.

When she first stormed in behind Eliri, Iriset Sunderer had stopped in her tracks at the sight of River anself, staring with sly curiosity. She dashed to River where an stood near the inset table and stared unabashedly at ans eyes.

It’s been a long while since anyone did such a thing—not only because of who Irsu River is, but because in the wider scheme of redesign aesthetics, Irsu’s eyes are not that impressive.

Though Eliri personally drafted the redesign caps with their cascading rainbow effect, so despite the basic nature of the color-changing design, it is perfectly detailed with no fray or spark.

“Ah, ah,” Iriset had said, barely holding her hand back from clasping River’s face. An had tilted ans chin in warning. “What tiny details. Did the designer individually draw the… hmm, windows? No, pieces?” A pout pushed her bottom lip out. “The pieces of individual color in the eye.”

“Facets?” River suggested, not quite charmed but mildly impressed she was so free with her linguistic ignorance.

“Like the sheer cuts of a crystal, hmm, yes, that works.”

“Eliri the Adept Hand designed them,” River said in ans warmest voice, which more often than not comes out sounding like a drawl. An tends to avoid warmth for that reason unless an is among friends. Clear, cold clarity works best in leadership, when backed with caring actions.

“Irsu River is Eliri’s spouse,” Eliri said plainly, as she says most things, and Iriset blinked before glancing at River with more than professional interest, as if she already felt invested in Eliri and therefore in her spouse.

Iriset’s coloring and structure was clearly of the same Osahar ancestry as Eliri, but there the similarity ended. She had her wavy hair long and in strange tangled knots, wore her clothes like they would never fit, and something in her expression spoke of a manic nature, or at least something eager. Eliri’s is a quiet, restrained genius, subdued even, but Iriset crackles with it. Challenges with her bearing. She surely would be more suited to the Moon-Eater’s constant mischief. If River is lucky.

Now, Iriset laughs and the Never creature says, “After dinner,” as it turns into a more human appearance. Its floor-length silver hair moves in thick tendrils like tentacles in a current.

Eliri adds, “With permission”—she is always careful—“the flow of water from the cupola can be shut off and Iriset can dig in.”

Iriset claps twice, then weaves her fingers together to clasp under her chin. “Is it circulatory?” she asks Eliri, glancing at the thin juncture where the waterwall meets the floor and the water vanishes into a thin strip of darkness. They all three have their backs to the entrance, so River is the one to see the Moon-Eater enter with Iriset’s spouse.

Though River has never considered the Moon-Eater to be an actual god, an has always treated him as such—not only for the sake of politics, but for the slight strain of fear River experiences now and again when the Moon-Eater does the smaller bits of his magic. Not the shape-shifting, impressive as that is. No, it is the tiny moments: a grin with too many teeth, eyes with more than a single pupil, an echo of words behind his words—those such things that send a chill down River’s spine, reminding an that whatever the Moon-Eater is, he is not human, nor chimera. And therefore impossible to know.

Now, when Iriset’s wife Lyric Aharté walks gracefully into the room at the Moon-Eater’s side, River must swallow back a gasp like a gut-punch.

For all the Moon-Eater’s sinuous power and occasional bluster, it is true that no people wear the red-rock color of his skin, nor the shards of blood-brick in the eyes. To see a human so designed, elegant and quiet in bearing but with the compelling gravity of a commander, takes River’s breath away.

An will pretend to be entirely unaffected, of course.

Fortunately, an already reclines, and can set down the empty wine bowl to instead light the tip of the nearest leaf roll cigarette by dipping it into the everflame channel inset into the table. River brings it to ans lips for a long drag. An pulls the glow of fire as close as an can, then takes another breath of it, this time drinking in the actual smoke. As River exhales, it filters through ans closed teeth as vivid pink smoke.

“Irsu, darling,” the Moon-Eater says, stalking into the room, “a turn please.”

River slithers to ans feet and holds out the cigarette obediently, as the other three turn together. Iriset immediately comes to Lyric’s side. Lyric’s surprised look is obvious even to River, and she lets Iriset touch her cheek. The sunderer’s brows quirk up in question, but as far as Irsu can tell, Lyric doesn’t know how to respond. She—he? az?—looks exhausted and disoriented. Lyric tied the pleated skirt she’s wearing in the style that most locals would use to indicate femininity, but given that Lyric fell from the sky and is more similar to the Moon-Eater than the citizens of the crater city, perhaps it means nothing. River might have to plainly ask.

“Come, come,” the Moon-Eater says, pink smoke sliding through his teeth. “Let this god introduce all, and then there will be toasting and food.”

Iriset slides her hand down to Lyric’s hand and squeezes it, just as Eliri arrives to stand beside River. She does not take ans hand, occupied as it is with the returned cigarette, but brushes her shoulder to ans and glances up. She murmurs, “Are you well?”

(See, there is an informal version of Old Sarenpet—though River thinks of it simply as Sarenpet—with exactly two personal pronouns. They can be translated as you and a universal they.)

River nods.

The center of the grand water room is sunken into the floor, three circular stairs leading to vibrant blue and green tiles shaped like curving waves. At the base of the stairs a channel runs around the circumference, full of water and tiny little living fish. Cushions are set around a round table, in the center of which is a long channel, this one flickering with pretty blue everflames. So much of the Moon-Eater’s fortress is an affectation of the Moon-Eater’s interest in the faraway sea.

They seat themselves. The Moon-Eater with Iriset beside him, then Lyric, and around the curve of the oval River, then Eliri, and finally Never. Because they are beside each other, River leans toward Lyric Aharté. With ans most languorous voice, an asks, “The style of this skirt emphasizes feminine aspects. Is that accurate for Lyric Aharté?”

Lyric’s face barely moves while digesting the question, glancing down at the skirt. “Unintentional, but acceptable. Such a thing does not matter except for being categorized, yes?”

“Yes, though category is communication,” River suggests, pitching ans tone to sound a little dismissive. “If one wishes accurate communication, accurate category is necessary as well.”

“Perhaps.” Lyric nods, looking chagrined. “This one must learn to tie it like a man.” His red-rock skin continues to disconcert River, and the brightness of his Moon-Eater eyes. Or perhaps River is merely disappointed this stranger settles for being a man.

“Such concern for such uselessness,” Never says with a curled lip.

“Words are useful,” Iriset says, though her arguing seems to be based on instinct rather than conviction, for she continues tracking her gaze on Lyric.

The Moon-Eater laughs and says, “Never hates to be called him.” It’s the masculine Sarian designation.

“And Shade has never moved past a simple boy six centuries ago,” Never responds in a soft murmur.

It is interesting to River that despite both being shape-shifters and maybe-gods, as well as old friends, the most apparent thing between Never and the Moon-Eater is friction. Perhaps it will be useful somehow.

Cups of various shapes wait at every place setting, each with its own liquid designation. The Moon-Eater holds up two bottles, one slender-necked and glass, the other a teapot with a shallow, wide belly. “Cactus wine or herb tea? Both?” The Moon-Eater pours both for himself, then passes the bottles down. “Lyric Aharté knows Never, who refuses to give this fairy another name, and Lyric has met Eliri the Dedicated, this fairy’s Adept Hand. Irsu River is Eliri’s spouse, though if a ceremony was held, this god was not invited.” The Moon-Eater pouts dramatically, and Eliri sets the bottle on the table with a firm clank. River ignores the attempt at melodrama. The ceremony was long before the Moon-Eater knew Eliri’s name.

Never raises its cup of wine. “To old friends,” it says in its soft, sibilant way.

“Old friends,” the Moon-Eater repeats, and sips.

“To new friends,” River says once everyone has partaken. This is one of the best teas to be found in the Moon-Eater’s fortress: bold and sharp, perfectly steeped and warm. But the liquor is even better.

“Shade really wants to know more about this thing knotted between husband and wife,” the Moon-Eater says idly, chin propped on one hand.

As Iriset describes the intricacies of what she calls a marriage knot, from seed to ritual to effects, a short parade of attendants move silently in with dishes and new place settings and a few extra lights they toss up to quiver in a dripping chandelier net. Though River is only barely interested in the design details, an notes that while Iriset speaks clinically, Lyric Aharté avoids her gaze as if he dislikes it. River must wonder what the tension between them is, if they share this marriage knot but not the same feelings regarding it. An always expects meals with the Moon-Eater to be strange and fraught, but this one has barely begun and already it is obvious that these newcomers are messy. River cannot wait to speak with Eliri alone. And an will need to discover if Chimera fortress has already staked any claims.

Might as well stake one or two of ans own. Lyric Aharté is a good place to start. River catches his eye and offers a subtle wink before choosing strips of charred meat for ans plate, scoops of vivid yellow rice, and a few thinly sliced vegetables paired with equally delicate slices of raw riverfish. River offers Lyric a small bowl of dark sauce. “River put the chili oil in it already, if Lyric likes spice.”

“Thanks given.”

“This spouse is very well acquainted with how such shoptalk meals can go, Lyric Aharté, so perhaps entertaining each other is in order,” River suggests. Lyric blinks, clearly caught up in the changing color of River’s eyes as they shift in a slow wave across the iris.

River flutters ans lashes. “This king’s eyes are beautiful, River knows, but don’t the colors get boring after a while?” It’s flirtatious, as well as guarded and maybe actually a little bit bored.

Lyric shifts in his seat in a way River reads as either embarrassed or slight attraction. “Human architecture,” Lyric manages. He tears his gaze to the long, thin feathers in River’s hair, the boldest of which are the long primary feathers, mostly emerald green with hints of yellow. Perhaps not embarrassed or turned on, but scandalized?

“Lyric speaks that phrase with such difficulty,” the Moon-Eater cuts in, then places a piece of fish in his mouth.

“Where this priest comes from,” Lyric says, and the Moon-Eater rolls his eyes for some reason, “it is forbidden.”

River leans back in surprise. So, an notes, does Eliri. “Forbidden?” River asks as Eliri says, “All of it? Why?”

“It’s dangerous,” Lyric answers quickly.

River says, “There must be a line, of course. Uncrossable, to hold people back from their worst impulses. So long as the practitioners support the arc of justice, experiment and effort matter.”

“What person decides what is just? What is progress?” Lyric asks. River meets his bright red-brown eyes, startled, but finds an answering compassion there, as if Lyric agrees with River but only seeks to clarify why.

“The person with the most power, of course,” River answers. “And so, despite intentions of justice and good, it always leads to violence.”

Iriset makes a noise like a laugh caught in her teeth.

The Moon-Eater shrugs. “This god has the most power in the crater city, wouldn’t River agree? And yet this god cannot be blamed for the Renovation War.”

“Perhaps for not intervening sooner,” River says fearlessly.

“That is not why Irsu River is forever dissatisfied with the Moon-Eater.” The Moon-Eater looks at Eliri, who is watching her food. River does not answer except to touch Eliri’s leg under the table.

Uncomfortable silence sticks to all of them. Lyric Aharté watches River as if he understands something he cannot possibly understand. Iriset bluntly asks, “Why is River forever dissatisfied with the Moon-Eater?”

Eliri covers River’s hand on her thigh. She does not wish an to speak the truth, River can tell. And she’s barely eating. River answers, “This lowly small king would never claim a lack of satisfaction.”

“Where Lyric and Iriset come from,” Never says slickly, eyes on Lyric, “it is no god who decides what is just, what is merciful.”

“It is judged on the basis of Aharté’s Holy Design,” Lyric says.

“But judged by the Vertex Seal,” Never spits.

Iriset Sunderer slaps her hand on the edge of the table. “It doesn’t matter now,” she insists with a strange emphasis, glaring at the Moon-Eater’s old friend.

But River wonders. An wonders why these people are together, when they clearly are not all old friends. An wonders what a vertex seal is, and what a sunderer is, and why the Moon-Eater is laughing suddenly while nobody else seems to get the joke.

Then Eliri asks, “What is Aharté’s Holy Design?” and River wonders most of all if an will ever be able to keep her safe.
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Uniquely positioned

Lyric is quiet, at first, when Eliri the Adept Hand asks about the Holy Design. It is so many things to him. His life has been dictated by it, for it, and as he thinks about where to begin explaining, Lyric is overwhelmed suddenly with missing it.

There’s a tightness in his throat. He doesn’t know what to say, it’s true, but on top of that, he can’t.

“I’ll explain it,” Iriset mutters in mirané, nudging him with the butt of her dinner knife.

That’s enough to make him open his mouth. His voice is too quiet, lacking authority. “The Holy Design is two things, really. It is a way to… organize the forces, to balance them within architectural design. And it is a greater plan, a design of Aharté’s, The One Who Loves Silence. What Aharté wills to become of the world, of Aharté’s people.”

“Religious,” River says.

“More of a cult,” the Moon-Eater suggests, waggling his eyebrows. “Aharté is Sarian, isn’t she?”

“Historically,” Lyric agrees. “Aharté is the only god of—of where we come from.”

“That’s not true,” Iriset says, almost sneering.

“The most important, then.” Lyric looks at her.

Iriset glares right into his eyes. “Unfortunately.”

Irsu River laughs once, lounging against the low table, nearly in Eliri’s lap. The feathers in the small king’s thick brown hair could be woven in, just decoration, but Lyric knows better. He’d rather focus on River and Eliri than Iriset right now, despite the obvious evidence of human architecture in every blink of River’s eyes and the glint of Eliri’s claws.

“And it is Aharté’s will that human design be forbidden?” Eliri asks gently. “Why?”

“Human design causes more harm than good outside of Aharté’s own creation,” Lyric answers, just as gently.

Though Eliri the Chimera seems thoughtful, her large gray eyes unemotional, Iriset beside him scoffs. “That is such a patronizing reason.” She says the last in mirané, as if she doesn’t know how to say it in Old Sarenpet.

“Iriset, this isn’t—” Lyric switches to mirané. “I’m not saying nothing good has ever been done with human architecture, just that—”

“You don’t trust people at all not to destroy each other and themselves, I know.”

“I’m sorry recent events have not changed my mind about trust,” he says, leaning toward her because he wants it to hurt.

Iriset narrows her eyes dangerously, but Eliri speaks, drawing their attention back to her. “This chimera agrees that it does more harm than good. Restrictions are necessary to ensure it does any good at all. This one is uniquely positioned to say so,” she adds quietly, clicking her crystal claws gently. As if to say, this is my existence that does more harm.

Lyric stares at her, wondering if the chimera means it.

Iriset says, “How can it do more harm than good if it saves lives?”

“At the cost of other lives?” Lyric answers before Eliri can, thinking of how Iriset has chastised him for ruling sometimes for the good of the many over the few.

Eliri the Adept Hand says, “Before this chimera was successfully born, countless attempts failed, and the fetal mesh technology developed through revolting experimentation. In a balanced world, most certainly Eliri’s life and actions cannot outweigh the lost potential, the harm done before. Better to—”

“Eliri,” Irsu River gently but firmly interrupts. “This world, this city, is better with Eliri in it.” An takes Eliri’s hand and kisses her knuckles, kisses the tips of her claws.

The chimera looks away in clear disagreement. “But no more are necessary.”

“Eliri is amazing,” Iriset suddenly gushes. “And very necessary!”

Irsu River cuts a look at Iriset as if an did not expect such an ally in her. Lyric considers uncomfortably that Irsu River is another name he knows from history, and an does not remain a small king after the creation of the mirané people and the setting of Holy Design. Lyric does not know why, if River dies or sides with the Moon-Eater or leaves: It is only that ans name is listed as the Rivermouth small king before, and removed after. It’s nauseating to contemplate, not just the fact of it but Lyric’s responsibility to this moment, to the future, to the person alive beside him right now.

“Yes,” agrees the Moon-Eater. “Eliri is amazing. And River’s cult proposes restrictions on human design all the time, so we are all in agreement, and Iriset Sunderer is being naïve.”

Iriset squawks in outrage, turning to the Moon-Eater.

But the numen knocks its glass of tea over onto the Moon-Eater’s plate. “This is boring. Go with me.”

The Moon-Eater smiles too-sugary at it. “Stay with me.”

The numen launches to its feet, snapping teeth with a crack like thunder, and then it vanishes.

“What pissed it off like that?” Iriset wonders.

The Moon-Eater turns that sweet smile on her, then only one of his eyes twitches to the side to stare at Lyric as he says, “Never never stays in one place, unless it is in chains.”

Lyric’s stomach rolls from both the disorienting effect of this eye trick and the reminder that the red god, the Moon-Eater, knows about the future. He won’t be able to eat more tonight. He can’t say anything past the sharp rock in his throat, his feelings balled up into a cork against communication.

And so Lyric stands rather too abruptly. “Good night,” he manages, unable to explain himself around the tightness clenching his chest. He needs Garnet here to explain for him, to glare everyone away, or Amaranth to make up a very politic, believable lie that will cause him trouble later. His mother to—to just forgive him, support him, even if she never trusted him. He’s never going to see any of them again. They won’t be alive for hundreds of years, and if he doesn’t do everything right, they never will be.

The fleeting thought that he won’t exist either fills him with such relief, Lyric looks at Iriset in something that might be panic and she stands, too, taking his hand.

“It has been exhausting,” she says to him, but also to the others at the table. Her brow pinches with worry. “Moon-Eater, can this conversation continue tomorrow?” She sounds like Singix. A soothing, careful wife, calmly excusing them so that she can get him into bed and her mouth all over him. Lyric feels so empty.

“Very well,” the Moon-Eater says slyly. He lifts a hand, and a small rainbow bee peels away from his first knuckle. “Follow this back to the suite. Eliri, River, this ancient beast is going after Never after all. Feel free to enjoy the feast.”

“This one will come tomorrow, Iriset Sunderer,” Eliri says. “To see the rest of the design tower. And perhaps learn more about balanced design?”

Iriset’s fingers tighten eagerly around Lyric’s, and she says, “Iriset can’t wait.”

Lyric takes all the effort he has in him to find Irsu River’s kaleidoscopic eyes, and he bows very slightly. River nods back, with an indifferent little smile.

Then Lyric is pulling Iriset after him, eyes on the little bobbing bee.
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Peace slumps against the arch of their door, but she startles upright at their arrival, then slides a hand up the arch to light up the ceiling of the bedchamber.

Iriset stops there, poking at the smooth wall. Quietly she asks Peace about the design functionality, and Lyric passes through into the center of the room. He glances between the bed and the balcony, the dark sky beckoning him, the question of where the moon is now. Probably it set. It’s gone. On the other side of the world, arcing back around to rise in the morning, if the pattern of the last two days continues.

Lyric puts a hand over his sternum, where it hurts. It’s not the marriage knot, it just hurts to breathe. He has no power, he can do nothing. Not even breathe.

A bath, he tries to say, but it’s only his lips moving. He goes to the bathing room and strips out of his clothes, letting them fall. He turns on the water and all four spigots burst to life. Lyric barely rinses himself off at the shower station before he climbs into the empty shell and closes his eyes as the bath fills around him.

“Aharté,” he mouths, and again. He needs Silence, a labyrinth, he needs to find himself—he was raised to be the Vertex Seal, to lose himself in the role. He doesn’t know how else to be. And it’s all gone. It doesn’t exist and maybe never will. (Maybe that would be better, he thinks, like Eliri thinks, my existence does more harm.)

He breathes. No eight-counts, just carefully in, in, in, out, out, out.

By the time Iriset enters on bare feet, he doesn’t feel better, but less like he’s in danger of clawing his throat open. The water laps his collarbone. Iriset turns off the water, and he can hear her gathering things. A cold toe nudges his shoulder, and he leans away from the rim, tilting his head questioningly. But Iriset sits behind him, bare legs to either side of his shoulders. She pulls him back and dips a hand into the water. What little remains in her cupped hand she drizzles onto his hair again and again. It slowly wets, clinging to his neck. He lowers his chin, eyes closed, uncaring if water slips forward into them.

Iriset drops something cool and soft against his crown and starts scratching at his scalp, lathering the thin soap. Lyric smells sugar sage.

“They told me you did this when I was asleep,” Iriset says quietly. “Wouldn’t let them help. Bathed me, fed me, never left.”

Lyric says nothing. He’s trying to let the hot water and gentle lapping and her fingers and the muscles of her inner thighs against his shoulders ground him back in his body so that he can keep it together.

“Thank you,” Iriset says. “You could have gone anywhere. Walked away.”

“Marriage knot,” he whispers.

There’s a pause, even her hands still, and she says, “Right. Well, go ahead and rinse.”

Lyric dunks himself, rubbing fingers through his hair, helping the water do its work. It fills his ears, and he can hear his pulse like a dull roar. Lyric lets his arms drift and sinks down to sit at the bottom of the bath. The heat presses his eyelids, and he opens his mouth to let water in, just enough to sit hot on his tongue.

Unable to breathe, he listens, refuses to fight the buoyancy lifting him off the tiles.

Before he chokes, he expels the water and stands. Water streams down his head and face, his shoulders. The bathwater ripples and splashes his belly.

Iriset watches him, submerged herself now. He wants to grab her and smoosh her against him, squeeze too tight. He wants to get back underwater and maybe stay there even when he needs air. He wants none of this to have happened.

“It’s almost the end,” he manages. “Of the Apostate Age.”

“Oh?” Iriset lifts both brows and nails him with a look he’s rarely seen on her: weariness bordering on displeasure. He’s used to her passion, her reserve, her intelligence and humor, her wit, that spark of excitement when she got to argue even as Singix. He’s used to intensity. But not this. He wonders if this is Silk, if this is the apostate, if this is how she always wanted to look at him. Stupid, foolish Lyric, easily tricked, easily led.

“You’re staring,” Iriset says, displeasure melting into something sadder.

“You are, too.”

“You’re the second-most beautiful person I’ve known,” she says flippantly, but as she glances immediately away, Lyric hears the pain hiding in it, and he suddenly understands who the first was. He remembers Iriset telling him that symmetry makes design easier, when she said his freckles were a gift from Aharté. He wonders if making a mask of Singix’s face was easier.

With a sigh, Lyric moves through the water to sit on the bench a few lengths from Iriset. “Amado the Reconciler was one of Maimeri Sarenpet’s allies during the transition, it’s been assumed, and definitely in the immediate years following the establishment of the Vertex Seal. I met him today.”

Iriset grimaces. And Lyric presses, “But he didn’t know Maimeri. And he isn’t mirané. He’s written about as if he’s one of the first sixty-four mirané princes, though it’s never explicitly stated.”

Combing her fingers through her hair, Iriset shrugs. “Maybe it’s a different Amado.”

“But called the Reconciler, too? That’s too much coincidence. I know of Irsu River as well, one of the small kings before the transition, and not after.”

“Eliri?”

“The records of the Silent Chapel and mirané wouldn’t include a chimera or an apostate,” he says, though he has always believed it to be an oversight because one cannot learn from erased history.

“Her name is in one of the books in your forbidden library,” Iriset says.

“Also.” Lyric leans forward, pushing ripples toward her. “You know the stories of how the Holy Syr arrived? I know you do because of that graffiti your lover painted. The Holy Syr arrives like a star in the sky, and with her is an alliraptor. You were”—he shies away from dead—“unconscious, so you didn’t see it, but a chimera alliraptor helped me. Us. In the little crater. Who can do what the Holy Syr did? Unravel the Moon-Eater and set up the first array of the Holy Design of Moonshadow City? Stop the moon in its orbit?”

Lyric knows he’s too impassioned, his words spitting out faster and faster. “Silk is Syr,” he whispers, reaching out underwater to grasp her wrist.

Iriset twists her arm to wrench away. “No,” she says firmly. “I can’t—I can’t catch the fucking moon, Lyric, and even if I could I won’t. I don’t want to. I said that already.”

“You said you don’t want to go home. But if there’s no Holy Syr, no unraveling, no Seal array, there wouldn’t be a home to go to anyway.”

“If it’s going to happen, it will happen. It happened already,” she says nonchalantly. But there’s an underlying tension. Lyric recognizes it. He knows her, even when he thinks he couldn’t possibly.

“Will it? It hasn’t already happened now.” Lyric tries to back down, to sound calm, too. “What if we interrupted it? We can’t make changes so big, Iriset. We can’t make too much of an impression on history.”

Iriset laughs once. “Can’t make a big impression? Do you remember who I am?”

Lyric snaps his mouth shut.

She snorts in less pretty amusement, “Changing history is fine with me. I don’t like your empire, Lyric. And I want to know more about apostasy, about the Moon-Eater! I want to know what sundering really is and why I can do it, apparently, and I want to learn how.”

“That’s your plan?”

Iriset looks him right in the eye again, and says meanly, “Planning has never been my job.”

Lyric stares back until Iriset fidgets, her expressions changing fluidly between stubborn to irritated, sad maybe, and back to frustration. He wonders how she ever lied so well for so long. He doesn’t ask. He suspects it has to do with sex. Most of their conversations ended that way, as if to distract. He understands why: Distraction sounds nice right now.

Her sandglass eyes flick from him to the water and back, to the wardrobe, to him, to the faucets, and they stick there for a moment. Her jaw is square, balanced beautifully by lips fuller than Singix’s. There’s a dusky peach blush across her warm Osahar cheeks, probably from the heat. Water slides down her neck and collects in the dip between her clavicles, and the tops of her breasts shift slightly, weightless. Lyric realizes that though he’s seen her body so much, touched it, made love with it, it was never exactly this, despite knowing that she didn’t change very much aside from skin and texture. This is not his wife’s body, the body of that impossible hybrid Singix Es Sun and Silk the Apostate. This is just Iriset.

She leans back and looks at him again, catching his stare. “I suppose my plan will start with this damn marriage knot.”

He looks down at his hands, their edges wavering underwater. “You don’t think your Moon-Eater could undo it with a snap of his fingers?”

“I said I would do it myself,” she says tightly. “You sure have recovered your ability to verbalize.”

Lyric ignores the fact that she could read his earlier discomfort so precisely. “I’m going to find Maimeri Sarenpet, because the future cannot happen without him. And the alliraptor chimera. And some mirané people. They have to exist somewhere.”

Iriset leans back until her lips are at the surface of the water. She blows a few splashy bubbles. Through the wavering water, it looks like she’s hugging her middle.

“Is your wound still hurting?” Lyric asks.

She shakes her head. “Have you considered that you’re Maimeri? He’s the one who leads the terrible new world. He’s the father of the first Vertex Seal. Maybe it’s your place in the Holy Design never to go home, but to stay here and have babies. Make the miran yourself, Lyric Aharté.”

“With my wife, the Holy Syr?” he murmurs. Longing, and angry.

For that, Iriset splashes him.

Surprise makes him take it full in the face, sputtering.

By the time he wipes water from his stinging eyes, Iriset is glancing away—but not fast enough to hide the pressed little smile.

He gets out and goes to the dressing table to pick up the thin echo coin. “This was in your clothes.”

She looks back, and something precious slides across her expression before she shutters it. “Thank you.”

Lyric nods, replaces it on the table, and goes.
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The heart force

In the morning Iriset wakes after restless dreams of shattered arrays and a cracked moon like a broken egg with thousands of baby spinners pouring out, leaving trails of silk behind. It’s Lyric’s fault for talking about history and timelines and duties to the future and whatever. She groans, flops her arms out.

The bed is empty, and Iriset hates it. She hates even more that she wishes otherwise.

Shortly after Iriset has dragged herself to eat some of the breakfast brought by the duo of attendants, Eliri arrives. “Before heading to the workshop,” Iriset asks, “will Eliri show the way to the advent crater?”

Eliri studies her for a moment, and Iriset smiles her most businesslike but charming smile.

The crater is to the northeast of the fortress proper, in the center of a wide rock garden with obsidian flagstone paths and tall weird cacti with arms that curve and coil generally toward the sky but messily, without straight lines. Iriset feels like there’s no straight lines in this whole place. Certainly not the four forces. They’re tangled and bunched, cloudy, strange, unbalanced. She wonders if the cacti in her Moonshadow City are so perpendicular because Holy Design makes them grow that way.

What a disgusting thought. That even the nature of trees could be so changed. Sweet Silence, what do roses look like here? Or snail shells? Iriset can’t wait to see Eliri’s workshop, or the hinted-at library the Moon-Eater keeps.

Iriset is distracted from her whirling thoughts by a gate of some kind at the edge of the small crater. It’s built of white-painted wood, with two posts capped by an arched lintel, and within the frame float small glass balls, suspended like design graffiti on invisible threads of force. They glow blue and lightning-white with tiny inner flames, captured and sustained without obvious fuel. They’re beautiful.

“Prayers,” Eliri says.

“Ugh,” Iriset mutters. She considers stepping through the gate shrine, batting at the balls, but that would be excessively rude. So she walks around it, then skids down the red rock ledge to the floor of the crater.

It radiates force.

Crouching, Iriset puts her hand over the center, wishing she had a stylus or her silk glove or a design mesh to reveal the structure of the forces gathered here. Iriset senses all of them, strongly. She closes her eyes and licks her fingers and palm, vaguely hoping Eliri didn’t see, but not caring that much. It makes her skin more sensitive. There’s a huge spike of falling force in the center, and Iriset thinks spike is the right word, because it feels driven deep into the rock. Rising pulls the hairs on her forearm up, and she inadvertently takes a deep breath. There are layers of flow and ecstatic spinning slowly around the spike, and maybe buttresses of flow and falling-rising weave… It’s not a flat array.

Iriset shakes out her hand and turns to look up at Eliri. She shades her eyes from the low morning sun. “Was there something here? Before the crash landing? An array of some kind?”

“Perhaps a gardening lock, or a part of the fortress security array, but nothing more specific as far as Eliri is aware.”

That’s what Iriset was afraid of.

As she hums in thought, she feels the array shiver. And under her thin sandals she might, possibly, maybe feel the ground of the crater shiver, too.

It feels like ecstatic force in a descending cycle urging the spike to expand in tiny bursts, in each direction. Iriset needs more tools. She needs to keep an eye on this. Because if she’s not mistaken, this is the location of the future Moon-Eater’s Temple, and whatever this thing is, it was caused when they popped out of the sky. Iriset grumbles to herself, because she was unconscious. Because Lyric’s hard-ass body-twin shot her. Even if she has no interest in figuring out how to undo it, in going home, she wants to understand it.

If there’s one thing Iriset knows will piss her off more than anything, it’s doing something accidentally. Whether it’s tearing something apart, genius invention, or just causing trouble, Iriset much prefers to do it on purpose.
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The upper stories of Eliri’s laboratory in the design tower are everything Iriset could have dreamed of, and Iriset loses herself in scale models of monstrous musculature and chimeric skeletons. Eliri explains that while such things as human-eagle hybrids or megafauna can be created, the results tend to be difficult to maintain and certainly they cannot exist outside the constraints of design—not in ways that lead to reproductive survival. Creatures that have made it such as, yes, cloud whales and unicorns and rep-cats and monkeycats and feathered dragons are successful because it is less complicated to take a creature and fundamentally change only one or two aspects. Give a goat more lustrous fur and a spiraling marble horn, change the fur follicles of a cat until they grow scales instead, redirect the development of skeletal structure in a small primate until it looks like a cat but retains the cheeky intelligence of the monkey. And when it comes to actual human design, feathered hair and scaled spines and such aesthetic redesign is easy. Soft tissue changes for gender presentation are slightly more complex but only if reproduction is an issue and not simple appearance. As for Eliri’s quartz bones, she said her mother focused on mineral modification in design school, and instead of a fetal mesh, her mother used a complicated array mesh upon ahzself that taught Eliri’s bones to grow this way in the first place. Something about complex mineral structures that Eliri dismisses. Iriset understands the subtext: Eliri is unique. A one-of-a-kind chimera. It is unknown if she would pass her skeletal traits to a child, but is likely under various circumstances. (She says so in a way that suggests pregnancy will never be sought, and the subject should be dropped.)

As for the cloud whales, Eliri can’t be sure. They’ve been around for centuries, and when they die they pretty much dissolve right away, so there are no remains to study. (Which begs the question of what bones were in the forbidden levels of the Vertex Seal library that were labeled cloud whale.) Because they drift high, they can only be observed from a distance, unless one obtains working wings, which is very, very difficult. The mention of wings distracts both Iriset and Eliri because it turns out that when Eliri was young, she, too, obsessed over flight—over the wide variety of wings that developed in the natural world, and why they were so difficult to graft with human (or any primate) biology, and to her knowledge even the most extreme fetal mesh experimentations failed to produce a human chimera who could fly. “Ornamental wings are useless,” Eliri says with the most wretched disdain Iriset has ever heard. She likes it, and laughs. She likes Eliri, too, and remembers finding her name in the forbidden book.

Eliri Who Touched the Sun.

Iriset wonders when she’ll earn that epithet. She’d like to be there to witness. “What made you give flight up?” she asks.

“Too heavy,” Eliri answers, holding out her clawed hand to remind Iriset her bones are made of quartz crystal.

“But worth it,” Iriset argues impulsively. “The benefits of those claws alone would have saved me so much effort.”

Eliri turns her hands over to stare at the glinting tips of her claws. “Everything the claws can do can be done with a stylus or a design gauntlet.”

Iriset drags her attention away from the very distracting idea of a design gauntlet. “But they’re beautiful. And your teeth…” she says, naturally considering what those teeth would feel like against her tongue.

“Beauty is fine,” Eliri says. Then she loses herself a moment, big eyes unfocused. She murmurs, “Once, these bones saved Eliri. Saved Irsu. Worth it for that.”

“Saved Irsu?” Iriset leans nearer.

“This chimera was kidnapped to be used against Irsu, but Eliri broke off a finger, stripped the flesh from the bones, and drew a blood array that created a reaction in the quartz to convert falling force into electricity. It was easy to disrupt the locking mechanisms and the armor several of the guards wore. Once the armor was ruined, claws were the only thing needed.”

“Eliri!” Iriset stares in horrified awe. Broke off her own finger!

“It was this one.” Eliri holds up her left hand, wiggling the smallest finger. “It was not difficult to graft a quartz matrix to the rest of the hand to regrow it, and flesh is easy. It’s stiff sometimes in rain. But this is a desert.”

Iriset laughs breathlessly. “Can you show me the array for converting falling force into electricity?”
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The two designers lean over a strip of sketching vellum, Eliri watching as Iriset draws a third version of the electricity array. This one is founded on the original Eliri used, but with a few changes Iriset suggested given a certain quality of balance already present in the object being electrified.

“Aren’t they sweet?” the Moon-Eater says, stepping into the room.

The numen says nothing, eyeing Iriset intensely. She smiles. “Eliri needs to stay for the sundering lessons,” she says immediately.

Eliri’s head snaps toward her in surprise. “Iriset Sunderer, that is not necessary.”

“Moon-Eater, Eliri’s just like me, Eliri can do it, too.”

The Moon-Eater frowns. “Is that how it works? Though Eliri is welcome to remain.”

The numen taps its finger against Iriset’s forehead. In sharp mirané, it says, “Sundering is a gift, not a talent. It is who you are, not what you learn.”

“But Eliri is a prodigy, too, and have you heard about what she’s done?” Iriset says it quickly, passionately, also in mirané.

“Have you?” the Moon-Eater asks slyly, glancing over at Eliri.

“Old Sarenpet,” Iriset says, “so Eliri can follow. Eliri, her is for women-gendered others. Is that how you would describe that, Shade?”

The Moon-Eater shrugs. “Sure. Now prove Iriset can sunder.”

The numen snarls.

Iriset touches its long-fingered hand. “First explain what exactly sundering is, and why I can do it but you cannot. You can do things I never could.”

“Never has said what sundering is, Iriset mé Isidor,” the numen says through its sharp teeth.

“Say it again,” she insists on Eliri’s behalf.

It seethes but says, “Sundering creates a force different from the four known forces—a fifth force, a force of creative power.”

“Power means the same as force in this tongue,” Eliri says, and Iriset laughs.

“The force force,” she says, sharing her laughter with Eliri—though the Adept Hand only smiles slightly.

The numen shoves everything off the desk between Iriset and Eliri, eliciting exclamations. It says, “Be serious. Iriset knows the fifth force, Iriset saw in the temple, and felt it.”

She sobers. “I did. It was immense but somehow incredibly small. All the power I’ve ever felt contained in the palm of a hand.” Iriset bites her lip, thinking of the Moon-Eater’s Mistress, and the first time Iriset felt hints of sundering. When Amaranth brings herself to pleasure and it opens and shuts something in the Moon-Eater’s Temple. At the time, Iriset did not have a clue what it was other than sex magic and the remnants of an old red god. She thought of it as love. Now she knows it was a prison.

“Call it the heart force,” she says quietly.

“Oh,” says the Moon-Eater. “I like it.”

The numen purses its lips.

Eliri says, “Unscientific.”

“So sundering creates the heart force,” Iriset says, blowing past the commentary. “But what makes me able to do it? I’m not like a numen. I can’t shape-shift. I require tools and arrays.”

The Moon-Eater wanders to Eliri’s shelf of cubbies to skim his mirané-brown fingers against sheaves of papers. “Never says sunderers cannot be bound by the known rules of design, but can be true gods, because the potential power is limitless.”

“Iriset is not a god,” Iriset says carefully.

“Not yet,” the numen whispers. It stares at her with pink-shard eyes, seeing through her skin. “There is no answer to satisfy Iriset. Greater minds have tried, written and argued in languages Iriset has never heard of. Never has searched. Never has learned. There is no one in the world that knows what makes a sunderer. Only that sunderers exist, that others have existed. What is known is that numena are born in sundering, of sundering. We are made of the fifth force and can change ourselves. We are always in motion. Iriset is made of four forces but can access the fifth. Bring it to life, make numena. Make anything. You, Iriset Sunderer—if you master sundering, you can change everything.”
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In the Moon-Eater’s Temple four hundred years in the future, the numen and Iriset made a sixteen-point diamond to highlight the threads of force at work binding the Moon-Eater to the center of the empire’s Holy Design in order for Iriset to see and understand them. So here they do the same, and settle a simple chunk of polished opal in the center. To see if Iriset can find the means within herself to see its inner design, to see the ways to pull it apart. Iriset sits cross-legged at the ecstatic anchor and puts both hands to the array.

She’s stripped down to loincloth, wet lips and breath and her own inner design.

The design diamond immediately causes Iriset to relax, though she hadn’t realized how tense she’d held herself against the chaotic force patterns in this place. She’s too used to the consistent balance of Aharté’s Holy Design.

“Not seeing,” the numen says, “but knowing. Understanding. Use eyes and ears and, yes, that skin, but don’t rely on such flawed flesh.”

Recalling what it felt like when the numen triggered this rivation in her, she tips forward, a little bit physically but a lot sensorily. The highlighter array lets her trace the complex forces in her mind until the opal’s design expands in her awareness, the mineral-flow structure, the hardened flow-force dominance of its chemistry, and Iriset laughs breathily as she realizes with the right tools she could prick here, pull there, and transform it into salt. Or, with an infusion of some base elements, obsidian.

She opens her eyes to excitedly explain, and the numen says, “A sunderer doesn’t need tools other than will and understanding. A sunderer can pluck those missing elements from the heart force, make them yourself, and then there should be a chunk of obsidian there. That is when I will be impressed.”

“Oh.” Iriset thinks fast and hard, wondering how to start the rivation process. Before, the numen triggered it in her. But she can’t rely on it, it has been very clear. Can she begin the process within herself, a snap of ecstatic, and transfer it to the opal? And if she wants to make opal into obsidian, doesn’t she need to see the inner design of obsidian, too? Turning to Eliri, she asks.

“There will be obsidian here by tomorrow,” Eliri agrees.

The Moon-Eater says, “Learn something else,” assuming it to be so easy, and Iriset likes that.

They put more items in the center of the sixteen-point diamond, and Iriset studies them all. Some are simple—gems and minerals, especially, she understands for some reason. A feather, a strand of Eliri’s hair, a strip of silk even, ha ha ha, and Iriset gets a feel for them all. Complex, made of so many threads of force and raw elements and various intricate designs she can’t parse yet. Iriset thinks she could spend a year understanding the complicated essence of a bowl of tea.

The Moon-Eater crouches across from the numen, and Eliri across from Iriset in the flow quarter, all of them watching, conversing, asking questions of what Iriset sees. “It doesn’t matter what Iriset sees,” the numen says. “Eliri can see. Can understand. Sundering is inside Iriset. Not study, not understanding. Iriset does it.”

“I need to understand how before I can just do it!” she snaps.

“It has been hours,” Eliri says. “Perhaps a break.”

Iriset gratefully realizes the draining falling force that bows her back, the click of ecstatic in her burning eyes. Yes, she needs a break.

“First,” says the Moon-Eater, “one last study.” He gets up and picks his careful way into the design diamond. With a flourish of hands, he poses in the center. “Me!”

The numen tilts its head thoughtfully, and Eliri says, “Much more complex specimen.”

“Not necessarily,” Iriset says, teasing out of habit, even as she leans in toward the star array, putting her hands on the ecstatic anchor. The Moon-Eater laughs and Iriset closes her eyes, diving back through into the stretch and pull of forces. Her heart beats steadily, her breath scours her throat, her nose, and she reaches for the center.

The Moon-Eater is fireworks, bold and brilliant, thrumming in the middle of the diamond array, his energy zipping and cracking up and down every design thread. Iriset concentrates, tracing the array in her mind, mapping the edges and knots from every angle at once until she slides into the center of it, of him, and she knows the threads of his being the way she knew the raw opal. The Moon-Eater is like everything and nothing, a tangle of forces that refuses to stay still. There is no foundational design, no inner design at all, just a core. Iriset gasps, breaking away. The fifth force churning there. A tiny galaxy of power.

(No wonder generations of the Vertex Seal could never kill the numen.)

Iriset leans back on her hands, head lolled back, heaving deep breaths. There’s no way she can create something like that. Iriset can imagine transforming an opal into obsidian, or sand into diamonds, or a cat’s fur into scales. A bowl of tea into wine. This Moon-Eater’s core is nothing like those things.

But there is one thing it reminds her of: the entire empire.

The Holy Syr unraveled the Moon-Eater into such thin existence and bound him to Holy Design itself—she gave him an inner design based on the rising and falling forces of the stagnant moon, the ecstatic spark of orgasm, the flow of blood from the Vertex Seal. Every year the miran reinforced the connection between the Moon-Eater, the Holy Design, and the mirané people during the ritual of the Vertex Eclipse.

The Moon-Eater became—becomes?—the Holy Design itself. She understands. Iriset knows.

Suddenly the weight of gravity ceases: She’s being held by arms and body against her spine, her hips, shoulders behind her shoulders, a face against her face. The numen whispers, “I have you.”

“Was I the one who did it,” she whispers back.

“Not if I can help it,” the numen says, full of grief.
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More than growing things

Lyric spends his morning searching for the alliraptor chimera.

The grounds are quiet, a cool breeze ruffling the leaves and petals of the gardens he finds. Attendants move about with purpose, and a few of the Moon-Eater’s courtiers or guests appear occasionally, angling side-eyes at him, though everyone leaves Lyric be. He turns in a different direction than the one he took yesterday.

He makes his way generally toward where the impact crater is, guessing if the chimera arrived to help him, it might live near there. Though Lyric intends to search quickly, his queasy stomach and the slight humming in his ears slow him down. He can’t complain, though, as the water gardens he finds are exquisite. In his crater city there is not enough water to make such fanciful places, and Lyric can’t help adoring the play of light on water, the shimmering pools filled with strange fish, the looping design-supported water arches and water spirals hanging in the air like chandeliers. He wonders if such designs are possible under Holy Design, or if threads of apostasy weave through it all.

After the water garden, Lyric finds himself in a long corridor of teal vines crawling up and down red-brick walls set with windows—only the windows open into alcoves holding tiny miniature landscapes. One has towering peaks like the Cloud Ranges, and real clouds gather around their crags, snow glistens, and they even seem to contain eddies of wind and, if he peers closely enough, tiny soaring kites or vultures. The birds can’t be larger than his smallest fingernail.

The next window holds what must be an ocean. A vast waterscape glittering toward the horizon, but closer it crashes against rocky protrusions too small to be islands. Gulls and cormorants argue over fish leaping from the waves. Through another window he finds a green valley with small cottages and smoke lifting from their chimneys. Horses and sheep dot the fields, and when Lyric makes a sound of surprise, two horses swing their long heads toward him, then they take off in the opposite direction, making tinny little whinnies.

Lyric hears thunder and turns in time to see lightning flash in the window across from him. He dashes over and watches as rain begins to fall over a rolling, vast prairie. Reaching out, he ducks his hand through the window, feels the zing of force, and catches rain in the palm of his hand.

“Amazing,” he murmurs.

“Ah, get your hand out of there,” someone grumbles.

Lyric whirls to find a woman scowling at him. Gray gnarls through her brown hair, most of it pulled back from a broad ruddy face. She has a veillike contraption set over her forehead, the veil flipped up, and thick-looking leather gloves covering her arms past the elbow. In one hand she carries a large bucket, in the other a toolbox.

“I hope I didn’t ruin anything,” he says. Then repeats it in Old Sarenpet.

“Probably no.” She looks at the window. “Likely no. But it’s a bad habit to stick hands in unknowable places in these gardens.”

Lyric grimaces.

“Lyric Aharté,” the gardener says, pursing her lips. She doesn’t look much older than him, other than hairline wrinkles around her squinting green eyes and the silver in her hair. But given the prevalence of human architecture, perhaps Lyric can’t accurately read anything so basic as age here. “Is haunting the fortress gardens this morning for a reason?”

“Exploring,” he says. “Appreciate plants. Flowers. Growing things. Though,” he says with a glance at the raining window, “this is more than growing things.”

“Spectacle,” the gardener agrees.

“Yes,” he says, then tilts his head. “Lyric is also searching for an alliraptor chimera living here somewhere.”

“Setka,” the gardener says with a little moue of distaste.

“Is that the chimera’s name? Setka.” Lyric smiles as benignly as he can. “Does Setka wander near?”

She huffs. Studies him boldly. It is like a slap to the face, how people watch each other here, study features plainly, making no effort to hide the analysis. Lyric can’t do it; he allows his eyes to focus just behind the gardener.

“Appreciates plants, Lyric said?” she finally says.

Lyric smiles again. “Does the garden keeper need an assistant?”

She holds out the toolbox. “Don’t have extra gloves, but the handsome priest can carry this.”

Taking it, Lyric follows as she leads him back the way he came, then around a tower via a shady lane with manicured evergreen trees, and into an orchard. It smells like honey and sunlight, like tart apples, though the fruit Lyric can see more closely resembles peaches in clusters like grapes. The trees are elegant, perhaps twice his height, and they all grow in graceful, curving shapes. Suddenly Lyric realizes a detail so simple but so different from what he’s used to that he can’t believe he only noticed now: All the trees and plants here reach toward the sky in soft lines, like swooping, melting ink. In his own time, in the confines of Moonshadow City and beyond to the edges of the Holy Design, trees grow in perpendiculars. Branches square against themselves, straight trunks and shelflike limbs leading up and up without curve. Leaves are exactly symmetrical, growing in patterns of four always. Flower petals only come in multiples of four, too.

Lyric steps closer to one of the peach trees and stares at the coiling whorls of bark, the twist of a branch, the crooked bend of a twig from which hangs a cluster of three fruits. And the leaves! These are symmetrical, long ovals with pointed tips and evenly spaced veins—but the trees in the next row have five-lobed leaves, like a child’s hand, scattered haphazardly along their branches, though surely there is a pattern. Their fruits grow singly, or in misshapen pairs.

It’s ugly, but something about the ungoverned nature of it appeals to him, and Lyric wonders if this is how trees would grow if given the choice, without balance or Silence. The idea wiggles uncomfortably in his chest.

“Lyric Aharté can touch that one,” the gardener calls. “But not the honey nuts with the leaves turning red. Bring the tools here.”

Lyric gives in, pinching one of the oval leaves before him. It’s waxy, smooth, and a little dry. Needs misting, he would say, if it was his tree. But maybe the waxiness negates such needs. He shakes his head and releases the tree, murmuring a blessing because he can’t help himself. Then he makes his way to the gardener. She’s under one of the honey nut trees, an old tree with a trunk Lyric could barely embrace. The bark is rough, craggy, and in one place glistening with sap. He follows the sap up to a strange nest. It’s dark purple and more like a beehive than anything else, a tangle of material and long strands of silk. It shivers. Either it’s alive, or something inside of it is.

“Lyric Aharté can observe this part, but don’t touch anything,” the gardener says. “The pillars secrete an oil that keeps them safe from the honey nut’s own poison, and most humans are allergic to it. Painful rashes. And there’s no touching any friends or spouses if infected,” she says over her shoulder at him.

Lyric nods solemnly. She gets to work, pulling out a stylus, to his surprise, and a disk of wood. She activates a few design sigils on the disk, and it puts out force-based legs Lyric senses rather than sees. The gardener climbs on and the legs lengthen, shimmering like heat waves in the air. Lyric struggles not to gape as she hovers on the disk. It raises her higher so she’s eye level with the nest. “Bowna is going to draw the caterpillars out. Lyric will hold the bucket. Careful, don’t spill.”

The gardener—Bowna—uses a trio of glass domes and sets them along the branch nearest to the nest. She draws a force-net between them, and a few other things Lyric can’t trace, and a small array lights up. It looks like a hand mirror to him, reflective side facing the nest. He can almost hear the thrum of forces. Almost instantly the nest quivers again, and caterpillars the size of his thumb squiggle out. They’re striped yellow and orange, with long whiskers or tentacles running down their backs that are electric blue and move like sensors.

“Ready? Lift the bucket.”

Lyric crouches to grab it, holding it carefully up. There’s a viscous liquid inside.

With her thickly gloved hand, Bowna grabs a caterpillar and drops it in the bucket.

“Does it kill the caterpillars?” he asks softly after nine have been submerged. They’re both watching the nest for more.

“Renders the pillars inert for transfer. The presence is good for the honey nuts, just not in a rutting nest. The little idiots can’t make proper cocoons like that.” Bowna shakes her head, clearly exasperated.

“What do the caterpillars become?” he asks as Bowna disassembles the hand mirror array and tucks the glass domes back into her pocket before descending.

She takes the bucket from him and peers in at the floating caterpillars. “Firemoths.”

He shakes his head, having no idea what that means.

“Very pretty, about as big as Lyric’s hands spread like wings. Like to pollinate the more finicky design trees in several precincts so these little idiots will bring in good trade.” She shakes the bucket a little, the oily substance barely shivering. “Bowna plans to get some of small king Ataa’s glass roses. The Moon-Eater likes glass.”

“And fish,” Lyric says.

“True, true.” Bowna jerks her head. “Want a peach? These over here can be eaten off the branch.”

Lyric picks up her toolbox and follows as she carries the bucket farther into the orchard. When they reach a thickly-clustered-together grove of trees, some old, some young, with a pond in the center, she says, “Those,” gesturing with her chin. But a flash of movement distracts him, and he turns in time to catch huge eyes disappearing behind a tree.

A slender hand emerges from the shadows, thick green scales covering a skinny, twiggy arm. The chimera holds a peach, broken open where the claws punctured the fuzzy skin of the fruit. “Aharté?”

Heart pounding, Lyric crouches. “Lyric Aharté.”

The scaled hand drops the sticky peach into his palm. He brings the peach to his mouth. It smells delicious, tart instead of richly sweet as he’s used to.

“Don’t make a mess, little trash chimera-girl,” Bowna says.

Setka slinks back against the tree, hiding from the hostility in Bowna’s tone, so Lyric ignores the gardener, ignores his own disquiet, training his attention on the little creature. “Thanks given for the peach. It looks tasty. Does Setka have a peach to eat?”

The chimera nods, he thinks, her slit-pupiled eyes gleaming in the shadows.

“Join Lyric to eat?” he offers, reeling slightly at his own boldness.

“Bah,” Bowna says. “Gardeners have to work, if priests do not.” They listen to Bowna crunch along the path until the only sound is breezy leaves and a humming like crickets.

Lyric makes an effort to smile. “Will Setka come out?”

The chimera hesitates.

“This priest would like to thank Setka for aid rendered,” he says gently. “Lyric and Iriset arrived in danger, and Setka helped. Lyric is grateful.”

Setka makes a strange clicking-hissing noise that sounds like demurring.

So Lyric says, “It is wrong for Bowna to call Setka trash. Setka is a living creature, and all life is beloved by Aharté.” It isn’t a lie. Despite the apostasy that created Setka, she lives, and so her design must be acceptable to Silence, even before Holy Design exists in the crater city. (Interesting, isn’t it, how Lyric shifts his thinking to accommodate what he wants to be true. Convincing himself is the first step in convincing the world.) “Lyric has seen wonders in this garden, and would love to see one more, if Setka is willing.”

“Frightening,” Setka whispers.

“This priest has met Setka under the full sun and will not flinch.”

Slowly Setka emerges from the shadow.

She is as he recalls: head-to-toe greenish scales, but for a few bruised yellow patches of skin. Long spines curling over her skull instead of hair, sharp scaled features, huge reptilian eyes, no ears, barely existing lips, her little secondary arms fused by an extra bone from the elbow to ribs. She’s still wearing a little capelet over her shoulders and a scrap of a pleated skirt at her hips. Her feet are powerful looking, most of her weight to the fore, with dull black claws dug into the leaf litter.

Instead of staring, Lyric takes a bite of his peach, giving himself time. He keeps crouched, and she shuffles to kneel beside him. When she bites, she shows triangular alliraptor teeth layered over one another in a way that looks painful. Her hands are very human but for the scales and claws. She holds her secondary arms tight against her body, as if to make them less noticeable. Lyric cannot imagine a purpose in creating something like this.

A thump alerts him to her tail. It is as long as she is tall, thick and scaled and crooked near the tip in a way that seems wrong even on a body so very wrong to begin with. It was broken and left unhealed, or she was born with it improperly formed. Lyric has no idea, and it all fills him with a simmering anger.

Worst of all, she seems young.

They eat their peaches in silence. Setka devours hers in two bites, pit and all. When Lyric has stripped the flesh from his, he tentatively offers the pit. Setka giggles, covering her mouth.

Lyric takes that as a win. He sets the pit against the root of the nearest tree like an offering. “How old is Setka?”

“Twelve or thirteen, maybe.”

Nodding very carefully, Lyric asks, “And how long has Setka been in the Moon-Eater’s garden?”

The chimera thumps her tail. It’s too large for her scrawny frame. “A few months. The Moon-Eater said Setka is safe here until the Night of Chimeras, which is very generous. Most people don’t want a chimera in the gardens. But the Moon-Eater is kind to things like Setka.”

“People,” Lyric corrects, almost against his will.

Setka bares all her teeth in an apologetic grimace. She scrubs her cheeks, where the scales look too dry. Lyric wishes he had oil or lotion for her. “Where is Setka’s family?”

“The others in the nest did not survive. Only this chimera was strong enough for hunting and experimentation.”

“Experimentation,” he says flatly.

“It is the purpose of chimeras.” She says it looking away from Lyric—something, shame perhaps, belying the words.

“But Setka lives in the garden, with no family.”

“Many father-seeds were donated to this one’s designer, and Father worked hard to redesign Setka when the other designs failed again and again. Father said the inaccuracies of design were compounded in every iteration.” She reaches back and touches her tail, skimming her claws along the ridged scales, eventually pulling the end around into her lap. She strokes the crooked part with a soft smile. “Made some things worse when Father tried to fix them.”

Lyric knows that at the end of the Apostate Age, when the Holy Syr and Maimeri the Great unraveled the Moon-Eater and established Aharté’s Holy Design, they destroyed all designs that were not self-sustaining. Monsters, chimeras, unbalanced architecture, disastrous flora. The cloud whales were the first to go, with their impossible bulk. There were people, too, who required constant aid to alleviate the pressure of gravity on their misdesigned limbs or to keep their hearts beating. But some were so well designed they lived. Their traits sometimes faded immediately, but through the generations some qualities continued on, cropping up here and there: cat-eyes like Iriset’s dead rebel, or spine scales, extrasensory hearing, and even feathers reminiscent of those in Irsu River’s hair. A chimera like Setka might survive initially, but would she be able to reproduce? Should that even be the basic marker of allowance? Lyric clenches his jaw for a moment, then breathes out slowly. He asks, “Where is Setka’s father now?”

“At home,” she says immediately. “Setka ran away when Father said there would be no more experiments. No more improvements. So Father would…”

Lyric waits, though he doesn’t want to hear.

“Reclaim parts,” she says softly.

It’s as bad as he expected. He can’t look at her. It’s one thing to be born into a body and use it, but someone did this to her, created her for experiments, and when she wasn’t what they wanted, they intended to strip her for parts.

“Don’t be sad, Lyric Aharté.” Setka’s hand pats the air over his knee as if she believes she’s not allowed to touch. “Setka is more suited to the gardens! This fruit does not tangle in Setka’s system! No firemoth can burn these hands, and scales are better than leather gloves!” She wiggles her fingers, the claws glinting.

“Setka sounds like a very good gardener,” he says quietly.

“Only for two more nights,” she answers, her whole face turning down.

“After the Night of Chimeras,” Lyric says impulsively, “Setka should become a priest.”

Her alliraptor eyes widen even further. “What does a priest do?”

Lyric opens his mouth, then sighs heavily. He is not impulsive for a reason. “Does Setka know the way to the crater?”

She nods eagerly. “There is already a shrine gate there! Will Lyric make Setka a priest there?”

Torn between amusement and surprise that there’s a shrine already, he says, “Ah, if Setka shows the way, Lyric will attempt to explain.”

The chimera bounces to her feet, nearly stumbling, and dashes away.
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The gateway shrine is a simple white wooden gate, absolutely filled with glass bubbles. Three people are already there, one in the process of setting a pink glass bubble with an inner star, while the others kneel around the rim, chatting calmly.

When Lyric arrives, all three shy away from Setka, but Lyric puts a hand on her shoulder and she smiles. She’s nearly as tall as him, and standing in the sun like this, she seems both more monstrous and guileless. Exactly what she’s supposed to be. Lyric takes comfort in that. Setka lives, therefore she is meant to live under Aharté’s will.

“Lyric Aharté,” says a woman with eyes as amethyst purple as sand verbena.

He nods, trying not to look too grim.

“Is Lyric Aharté a god?” asks the person holding the pink bubble.

“No, but Lyric serves a god,” he says firmly. The sun is high, and the moon is barely visible on the eastern horizon. It’s warm, but a constant breeze cools this spread of rock garden. “Listen, and if all want to know Aharté better, follow.”

“The chimera,” starts the person with the bubble.

“Is welcome,” Lyric says firmly. “If people are turned away by Setka’s presence alone, such people are not ready for Aharté’s blessings.”

Though Setka’s claws twitch uncertainly and her heavy tail swings in the dust of the rock garden, she nods.

Lyric looks at all three of the others, meeting their eyes. It’s difficult for him, the rudeness of eye contact instilled in him from before he could speak, but he manages. He’s not the Vertex Seal here, he is the only representative of Silence, and Lyric wonders for the first time if eye contact like this is dangerous only because of the honesty it compels. Or mimics.

Lyric carefully climbs down into the central valley of the crater.

It’s warmer, dusty and red, and he feels sudden balance like he’s been dashed with cold water. Lyric sinks to sit, relaxing into the balance here. It’s as if a little bit of Holy Silence settled where they landed. This is meant to be, he thinks, as he closes his eyes and narrates an eight-count meditation for the listeners. He begins with the north, the ecstatic spark, and walks them through locating and identifying just that single force inside themselves. He moves east, to rising, the warmth of the sun and spine-straightening sense of courage. Hold that separate, he tells them, feel the urge to float, to stand tall, taller, to be the best version of oneself. Next is the south, flow, the pulse of blood in the veins, the everlasting cycle of breath and the life of water. Finally they move to the west, and Lyric thinks of his sister and her powerful falling force, drawing everything toward her. He speaks of what connects everything to the world, keeps us in our bodies, the feeling of family, of belonging.

“Everything is built of these four foundations,” Lyric says, eyes closed, sweat tingling his hairline from the heat of the noontime sun. “There may be variations, iterations, complex arrays that only The One Who Loves Silence can understand, that the greatest priests and designers hope to know. But everything becomes four in the end. And at every moment in between. The first step to understanding Silence is to recognize the strongest inner force within. Find it, hold it, breathe with it.”

“What is Lyric Aharté’s strongest force?” calls someone.

Lyric opens his eyes and tilts his face to the bright sky. The sun is not directly overhead; it is too late in the year for that. There are two additional people perched around the ledge. “Rising,” he says. He turns his palms up and repeats it. “Rising, the force of hope and courage, of getting up again and again because that is what a person is made to do: keep getting up.”

“I hope mine is rising, too,” Setka says.

“All forces are equal, and all are necessary. Lyric’s sister is strongest in falling, and Lyric’s, ah, brother,” he stumbles, thinking of Garnet, “is strongest in flow. Like water, my brother cannot be stopped, but is flexible, loyal, and curious.”

“Will Lyric Aharté teach how to find a dominant force?” Setka asks eagerly. Her thick tail balances her. In the bright sunlight, her scales gleam with iridescence. She carries a strange beauty, though she disconcerts him. Under Aharté’s laws her creation is a crime, but not her existence. Technically. Were Setka to appear in the palace of the Vertex Seal, Lyric has no doubt her life would be similar to the numen’s. And Lyric would have relegated responsibility for her life to someone else.

For all the layers of history and complications of law he painstakingly worked through as the Vertex Seal, Lyric knows that most of his choices and actions baked down to overly simplified basics. This or that, right or wrong, justice or mercy, Silence or apostasy.

“This priest will teach Setka to find Setka’s inner design,” he answers, before launching into the exercise. It takes a few attempts and personal guiding from Lyric for Setka, but she is blessed by Aharté: Her dominant force is rising, just as she wished.

Lyric begins a new meditation, helping those listening from around the rim of the crater to focus on their dominant force and reach for the same force out in the world. He calls on everyone to move to the quarter they feel suits them best, whether they can sense their dominant force or not. Then Lyric closes his eyes and focuses on the falling inside him, aware that this role of Aharté’s first priest is suited to falling, which will draw people to him.

As sunlight and wind ruffle the cloths and people come and go, slowly the balance of the center of the crater extends. Lyric is pleased. It feels right. It feels like he could meditate at each quarter, and inlay Silence permanently into this rock. There is a resonance here, and it might be his imagination, but it seems to strengthen over time.

Finally, Lyric brings the meditation to a close.

Up on the crater rim, Setka plops down onto her knees, curling her tail around her with a little help from her arms. “That felt good, Lyric Aharté,” she says, and the two people nearest her agree, having even shifted slightly nearer to the chimera.

“Such inner balance can be accomplished anywhere, given a moment to reflect and breathe,” Lyric says before climbing out of the crater. “Please practice, share. This priest will return.” Lyric is reluctant to leave, given that his nausea has settled here in the balanced space of the crater shrine. A side effect of feeling better is that his body suddenly requests sustenance. Unused to making excuses for himself as the Vertex Seal, Lyric merely walks away.

Setka trails after him as he attempts to find the guest tower. Her tail drags behind her, though occasionally she lifts it up. It appears to strain her, and Lyric’s anger rises again. “Does it hurt?” he asks.

“Sometimes,” she says.

“Did Setka’s father try to undo what was done or only change it, expand?”

“Setka was born already mostly alliraptor, a fetal chimera, which is the most common way, and most often successful. Father never said if Father tried to… undo Setka.”

“Father didn’t try to heal you, only keep experimenting.”

Setka looks away. “Does Setka need to be healed?”

Lyric catches his breath. Heat slides up his cheeks. “Setka,” he begins. She won’t look at him. “Lyric is sorry for making assumptions, no better than everyone else. There is nothing wrong with who Setka is, unless there is pain. Pain is a body’s way of indicating imbalance.”

“It does hurt, sometimes,” she says again.

He steels himself and takes her hand. It is very much just like a hand, if drier. “Lyric’s wife is a talented designer. Iriset will be honest about helping with the pain at least.” Blunt, really, Lyric thinks.

“Then Setka could work more easily in the gardens,” she says with a fang-baring grin.

“Or help this priest build a stronger chapel.”

They arrive near the guest tower. “Does Setka want to come up?”

“Oh, this chimera cannot! Lyric Aharté, it’s not allowed.”

“All right,” he hurries to assure her. “Does Setka have a place to sleep well?”

“It is never too cold in the orchard,” she says easily, caressing the bony scales on her upper arm.

Taking a deep breath, Lyric tries not to sigh too aggressively. “Lyric will seek any needed permissions, and after the Night of Chimeras Setka will be a priest in training and need a new place to sleep.”

Setka ducks her head, and the strange spines in place of hair shiver. It’s truly disconcerting, especially when she glances up at him, her alliraptor pupils slitted in the face of the sun. “Thanks given, Lyric Aharté.”

“Lyric is enough, Setka. Good afternoon.”

The young chimera skitters off, her tail lifted parallel to the path. She doesn’t seem to notice the attendants jumping out of her way.
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The purpose of this kind of design

At sunset, Lyric sits on the balcony. A small plate with the remnants of a nut cake is beside him, and tea gone cold. He can’t see the western horizon on the other side of the tower, but the clouds before him are high and thin, turning a soft shade of violet against deep bruised purple.

What he did today he feels all right about, though it was only meeting an alliraptor chimera possibly referenced in history, and teaching a small handful of people balanced force meditation. So little in the scheme of his work and life. He is used to the lives of hundreds of thousands resting on his decisions at every moment. And perhaps even more so now, if his actions can affect the entire future. This feels like a small thing, today, yet it’s so much to consider being the start of Silence here in the city. The ramifications are colossal. Stories from mirané history play in his mind, the stories of Aharté herself—or so he always believed—recorded in the book Word of Aharté that he memorized as a child. The people who came to the crater shrine seem so eager to hear what he has to say, to believe in him because he fell like a star from the sky. Or because they are so hungry for balance amid the chaos of the Moon-Eater’s city. They need it. Setka seems to long for balance. Perhaps she craves Silence for the sake of her body, or perhaps it is only that Lyric takes her seriously and tries to speak to her like she’s a person. Perhaps it is a yearning in her soul, as in Lyric’s.

Lyric has no memory of a time when he did not believe in Aharté, in Holy Design.

Then a half-quad ago he was made to realize he’d married a lie. He never suspected that Singix, his wife, the woman tied to him through the marriage knot, was Iriset mé Isidor, Silk, an unapologetic apostate who reveled in what he knew to be wrong. How could that be part of Aharté’s Holy Design?

When Lyric suddenly understood what Iriset had done to him, to Singix, for a singular, crystalline moment he thought, Iriset is more powerful than Aharté.

He’s been ignoring that thought, burying it under the hundred other issues and griefs of the Silk rebellion and his mother’s death, the vast spider design that disrupted the whole palace of the Vertex Seal and proved apostasy not only existed under his rule but thrived. The numen’s escape, his panic at Amaranth being in danger, Iriset, Iriset, Iriset refusing to flee, refusing to just go and leave him alone, and now he’s in the past with her, with the Moon-Eater. And Lyric is the one preaching Silence and seeking Maimeri the Great, and—

Maybe Aharté never existed at all.

“Lyric!”

It’s her voice, and she calls his name again from the corridor, then blows into their guest chamber frazzled, thrilled, her hands up and gesturing already as she sees him through the doorway. “I cannot even begin to describe what I’ve done today,” she gasps, breathless, laughing. She swoops down beside him, grabbing the last of the nut cake. Chewing fast, she makes big eyes at him, and Lyric lifts his cup of tea for her.

Iriset drains it, winces, then asks if there’s more to eat.

Lyric stands and goes to the inlaid table, gathering up another plate with slices of fruit and a hard cheese baked with chilis. He turns and she’s already there, having followed him. He gives it over, then pulls the tab beside the door to summon an attendant. “Did you eat anything today?”

“Ah, some, but I’m starving. Eliri took me to her design tower, and it is unbelievable.” Iriset sounds giddy. Lyric ushers her back to the balcony and waits for Saff or Peace to appear. He asks for another meal before joining Iriset where she’s stuck her entire arm between two slats of the railing to stretch her fingers toward a trio of butterflies whose wings look as sharp as broken glass.

“Eliri has worked in the fortress with the Moon-Eater for more than six years,” she says, still focused on the butterflies. They seem to be fluttering nearer. “She has so many drawings of old experiments, designs that actually work, and let me pull apart several pieces of the tower itself—also they use stabilizing domes that actually draw all four forces into balance, so we talked for a long time about the benefits of having large areas balanced the way our city is, versus the chaos it is here, when you can still create such balanced areas for more delicate design. The most incredible thing, though, were several fully articulated chimera skeletons, with extensive notes on what worked and didn’t, and what killed them. That was all before we even started playing with sundering! It was so strange even to me, you probably can’t even imagine!” She glances at him with a bright smile.

“No, I can’t imagine,” he says lightly, enjoying her effulgence from a distance, but thinking of Setka. Wondering if her skeleton will end up in Eliri’s workshop one day.

Iriset stops and pulls her arm in. She turns to him, desert-glass eyes flicking about his face as she studies him. “I don’t have to talk about this,” she says with tentative care. “I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable.”

This time, he hears in her voice, as if she added it aloud. He studies her back, her dusky peach skin, the irreverent tangle of her hair in knots like the first time he saw her. She found some cloth bands to tie the wide sleeves of her tunic up to her shoulders to bare her arms. Making the clothes suit her. Fitting in. Thriving, even. He says, “Once, I met a woman in a garden who would say it was good for me, for a person like me, to sit in my discomfort.”

“Smart woman,” Iriset says with a dry smile. The smile falls away, though, and she says, “This is the first time, between the two of us, that you’re the one who doesn’t belong.”

Lyric looks away. The sky is darker, the clouds fading into the night sky except for a few soft curves where the final light glances along them.

“I met someone else in a garden today,” he says to the clouds.

“Oh?” Iriset says a little sharply.

He doesn’t smile at her expense. This isn’t a happy story anyway. “A chimera.”

Nothing. Lyric looks over and Iriset remains expectant. As if it’s not impressive to meet a chimera. He feels his brow pinch.

“Eliri is a chimera, Lyric. It’s not rare here.”

“Oh,” it’s his turn to say. Yes, he remembers Eliri referring to herself as such, and discussing fetal mesh, which sounds awful, and experiments. But even then, Lyric continued to think of chimeras primarily as amalgamations of different living creatures. “Oh.”

“Tell me about the one you met,” Iriset says, leaning in.

But Saff comes and spreads out a meal for Iriset, so they move inside and Lyric pours wine for her and picks at a few more crackers, then tells her. He describes the garden of windows with the tiny landscapes first, to see her gape and descend into a quick, thoughtful lecture on how they make it rain in miniature. He waits until she runs herself in a full circle and stops, glaring playfully at him.

He has no excuse, except some pull to know what it might have been like if they’d married as themselves. Pushing more food toward her, he talks of the gardener who chastised him, and then Setka.

“Lyric méra Esmail,” she interrupts, when he says the Moon-Eater gave Setka permission to live in his garden until the Night of Chimeras, which is tomorrow, so Lyric offered her work after. “Did you adopt a monster today?”

Lyric’s eyes flash up to Iriset’s. Her eyes are smiling, though her mouth is busy with food. He presses his lips flat. “She is not a monster,” he says.

“No more than any of us, at least.”

“Iriset—”

“Go on, I’m sorry I interrupted.” Iriset raises her hand and casually taps her forefinger and thumb to her eyelids.

For the rest of our lives, you will not hide your eyes from your husband, Lyric thinks. He asked that of Singix Es Sun the day before they married. A favor in return for a favor. Only it was Iriset mé Isidor wearing her face. Iriset mé Isidor whose favor was to speak with her own condemned father. Silly of Lyric to imagine they could ever have married as themselves.

Lyric doesn’t want to talk to her anymore.

But he promised Setka. Settling his hands on his knees and his gaze on the edge of the table, he says, “Setka is interested in Silence, in pursuing it. She’s not falling apart, or weak, or any of the things that might mean her inner design is disintegrating, or—or whatever it is that happens to chimeras. Whatever made her maker decide he was finished with her. But she is in pain in places, her teeth I think, and her tail certainly. Will you go with me in the morning to see her, and help her if you can?”

There’s no response. Lyric stares at the grains in the polished wood and strains to listen. Iriset might not even be breathing. She’s certainly not eating. Or laughing. Finally he looks up.

Iriset stares at him with an expression he can’t read. Intense, yes, but not angry or shocked. Not desirous by any means. There is nothing soft about it.

“What?” he demands gently.

Slowly she shakes her head. “I thought I heard you ask if I would perform human architecture.”

He clenches his jaw. Breathes. Says as flatly as he can, “If it will help her pain.”

“What the fuck, Lyric!” Iriset explodes. She jumps to her feet and spins around.

With hard-earned control, he picks up his cup of water and drinks it to wet the dryness in his mouth. “I am aware of the irony,” he murmurs.

“Ha!” Iriset whirls back. “Ha!” she says again. She’s making enough noise they’ll have company soon. “How quickly you shuck your morality when there’s no more small kings or sisters or priests judging you!”

“That’s not what this is,” he says, eyes shutting of their own accord. His stomach is upset again.

“Oh?” Iriset says seductively, stomping back down into the recessed floor beside him. There’s a slam, and the entire table rattles.

Startled, he looks at her fist, clenched against the table, then up at her face. She’s so close to him he involuntarily leans away.

“Just kill her,” Iriset snarls. “If she’s a flawed chimera, if she’s not suitable to live, doesn’t meet the exacting laws of Aharté’s Holy Design, put her out of her misery.”

“She is none of those things,” Lyric says with a calmness like death. “She is in pain because of human architecture, because of apostasy that sees no limits, no consequences to the apostate, only to the girl who was given no choice in the matter.”

“None of us choose to be born,” Iriset scoffs.

“I asked her.” Lyric feels the ferocity of his anger rearing up finally. “She does not want to be healed or changed, but she is in pain. Why won’t you help her? Only because I’m the one asking?”

“I didn’t say I won’t help her.” Iriset moves around to her seat and plops down. She pours more wine, but only sloshes it carefully in the cup, watching the surface, lost in thought.

“What was done to create Setka shouldn’t have been done. What is the purpose of this kind of design?” Lyric asks. “But it was done, and she is alive, and deserves to be… comfortable.”

“Sure, Lyric. But… why do you think I wanted—want—to be able to design whatever I like? Human architecture, apostasy? Why do you think I crave it?” She sounds conversational now, but Lyric knows there’s a trick. A purpose to her phrasing.

He says, “Because you can.” Simple enough. “You can, and so you push boundaries. Pride, arrogance, curiosity.”

Half her mouth hitches into a smile. “I won’t pretend I’m not all those things. But I originally dug into human design only because of my mother. I wanted to cure apostatical cancer, and I did, and I wish I could have saved others. Why shouldn’t I be able to share it? Take away that kind of pain for anyone, like you want me to help Setka?”

“Maybe you should,” he admits. “But that isn’t all you did, all you wanted to do. You went too far, and how much further would you be willing—eager—to go if you had no constraints?”

Iriset sighs. “I always wanted to fly,” she says softly. “If I could give myself wings, I might, despite risks. If I could design a web, a silk thread of force with the right tensile strength and lift, maybe I could float at least, like little baby spiders. Not because I think people would be better if we could fly, or justice would be served. I want to fly because it sounds awesome.”

The distant smile she wears is lovely. He’s seen her smile like this with both faces, now.

She continues, “Maybe Setka’s designer wanted to design a body to survive the desert, or to breathe underwater—do alliraptors breathe underwater? No, it’s air, I think, but… anyway, he was exploring the biological attributes of the alliraptors and trying to join human and alliraptor traits for something useful, or at least incredible. Maybe it was for pleasure—there are a lot of reasons to explore such things, the limitations of life and humanity. You said your chimera doesn’t hate herself, hate how she is, it’s only the pain, right?”

“I didn’t interrogate her, Iriset,” Lyric says, feeling sharp and cranky. “That is the impression I got. But it isn’t only the pain. She is ostracized. Avoided. Feared. Here in the heart of the Moon-Eater’s city. That is intolerable. Is it because she’s not beautiful? Because she’s a—a flawed chimera, is that what you said? If designers here are going to make these choices, they should care for them and accept the consequences at least.”

“I agree. I’ll go with you to meet her, Lyric, of course I will.” Iriset sighs, slumping over. “It’s just, I don’t know what I’ll be able to do. Human design is hard.” She grimaces. “I can speak with her, get a look at her, but I’m… nothing compared to Eliri, for example. I don’t know their technology here. I’m not truly a human architect.”

“But—” He makes a rather distorted gesture at her face.

Iriset offers him a self-deprecating smile. “What I did, with Singix, of course it was the most amazing, incredible, skilled thing a designer has done in Moonshadow City in centuries. It was hard, but I did it, and nobody saw through me. I was untouchable, really, a ‘mere strand of silk to bring down an empire,’” she misquotes from Writings of the Holy Syr. “But compared to this place, the Moon-Eater’s city, I was only scraping paint off a canvas and slapping my own handprints all over it, and calling it a masterpiece.”

“If that was true, the numen wouldn’t have been so impressed. Or the Moon-Eater.”

She winces. Then sets her wine on the table without drinking it. He can tell she’s contemplating something. Lyric waits, but in the end Iriset gets up. “I think I’ll… I’ll go find it. The numen.”

It hurts slightly, that she doesn’t want to stay. But Lyric can hardly blame her.
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What a funny thing about humans

It’s nearly midnight and Iriset has tucked herself against a plinth holding a kinetic statue of a fruit tree of some kind. It starts as a sapling, grows up and out, spreading asymmetrical branches that blossom tiny flowers. Leaves bud, unfurl into heart shapes, the flowers fall, relinquishing space to clusters of berries, and the leaves drop drop drop before swirling up to perch again on the tiny twigs. It shrinks into a sapling, and the cycle begins anew.

She feels wrung out in the way only Lyric can cause. How dare he ask her to heal a chimera with apostasy? Is it so easy for him to give up the laws he’s clung to, and if so, why couldn’t he do it for her? Did it take a four-hundred-year devastation for him to realize Aharté’s design doesn’t matter except for how he chooses? Iriset supposes falling back in time like this is a legitimate reason to change, but she’s been working for quads to break his faith and all it took was an alliraptor chimera in a fucking garden?

Drawing herself up, Iriset crosses her legs and closes her eyes. She sinks into herself, seeking the tiny-tinier-tiniest elements of her own nature. As she settles into her core, her attention wavers, curious as always. Down she goes, past the blazing heart of herself, where she’s always imagined her strength and design are centered below her heart, between her lungs, settled like a spiking, black-oil sun in the soft, squishy cradle of her organs. This afternoon Iriset found the disparate elements of water and opal; she can do the same thing here.

Iriset dives back into herself and finds the marriage knot. This, this, she can pull apart.

The knot pulses gently, a secondary heart pumping threads of force between herself and Lyric. She feels out the edges; they aren’t raw with evaporation the way her inner design has been these past days. It’s just a tight knot, ecstatic and rising mostly, twined over itself, through itself, around itself, until it’s greater than either seed alone.

But Iriset sees where to strip the threads. She doesn’t need a pill or a map to undo this. Just rivation.

Iriset clenches her hands into fists low against her belly and opens her eyes.

She jerks back.

The Moon-Eater is right there, crouched like a gremlin so close his shins nearly touch her knees and his blood-red eyes blur.

“Fuck,” she says. “What… Moon-Eater?” she double-checks.

He appears about fifteen, mirané-brown skin lustrous in the moonlight, hair straight and pulled into a cheerful high tail. In a black sleeveless robe and trousers, an outfit uncomfortably like the raiment of the Silence priests. “Iriset Sunderer, I can hear your angst from a hundred feet in the air.”

She purses her lips in distaste.

“And you’ve chosen one of my favorite statues,” he continues in a more jocular voice.

Glancing back up at the kinetic statue of the tree, she asks, “Why?”

“You tell me. You’re the one sitting here.”

“I mean,” she says with a semi-friendly eye roll, “why is it your favorite.”

The Moon-Eater shrugs one muscular shoulder, drawing attention to the glittering silver chain-link cuffs on his upper arms. Thin and shimmering as ghost writing.

Iriset shoves that away. The last thing she needs now is maudlin thoughts of Singix Es Sun. What will that lead to but reflections of all she’s lost? “Do you know the chimera Setka, who lives in your gardens?”

“I do.”

Nodding, rather disconsolate, Iriset still doesn’t know what else to say.

“Whatever is wrong, if it involves Setka, it won’t be wrong past tomorrow,” the Moon-Eater says.

“The Night of Chimeras,” Iriset murmurs.

“Do you know what we do on the festival night?” At Iriset’s negative gesture, he continues, “We destroy broken, unwanted, unclaimed chimeras. A great conflagration of unfulfilled design.”

Iriset’s mouth drops open. “You’ll just kill her?”

The Moon-Eater shrugs his other shoulder.

“But… she’s alive. She’s that functional, at least.”

“Setka the Chimera was abandoned by her maker and accepted the sanctuary of my gardens, a sanctuary that ends tomorrow.”

Iriset covers her eyes with her palms, digging her nails into her forehead. The pain does not clarify anything. Why did she ask? Now she’ll be the one to tell Lyric what’s to happen to his adopted monster. No mercy. At least he’ll have to understand such a thing. “Did you say a hundred feet in the air?” she asks, looking up past the Moon-Eater. There’s no tower looming in the immediate vicinity, only elegant weeping evergreens and a long peristyle walkway, none of which is more than twenty feet tall. Beyond that, stars.

“Can you… fly?” she whispers. Of course he can. He’s a numen. But Iriset’s pulse picks up; she tries to tamp the sudden excitement away.

“Sure,” he says.

“What’s your favorite form for it? Bird, dragon? Do you prefer feathers or scales or taut skin?”

He stands, holding his hand down for her. “Eliri likes flight, too. What a funny thing about humans.”

Anticipation ruffles under her skin, ecstatic popping up her throat as a giggle. “Does it seem so strange?”

“I suppose not!” As the Moon-Eater says it, he tugs on her hand. She stumbles into his chest, and he wraps both arms around her before leaping off the grass.

Iriset shrieks laughter, eyes closing of their own accord against the drag of air. His arms engorge, his torso stretches, and she feels his whole body move once, again, again, and realizes it’s the beat of his wings.

Throwing her arms up to his neck, she finds skin, hair, and as she grips him the Moon-Eater changes his hold until he has an arm under her back and an arm under her thighs. The wind is harsh, but not too cold, and Iriset looks.

The gardens spread below them, gilded in pale light from stars and baubles of everflame tucked here and there beneath leaves and trellises.

Her stomach dips as the Moon-Eater drags them higher. His wings are huge, elegant bat wings, the long bones arcing perfectly in mirané-brown, pulling toward the tips into pink and white. Beautiful. She grins at him, tilting her chin up, and the Moon-Eater grins back. “This isn’t my favorite,” he yells over the wind and the swoop of his wings. “But it’s the strongest, and I wanted to be dramatic in sweeping you up into the sky.”

“They’re gorgeous,” she cries back, feeling her eyes burn. “Turn me around?”

The Moon-Eater laughs and flips her fast enough that Iriset’s heart jumps to her mouth and she digs her fingers into his forearms where they’re wrapped around her ribs. Her back presses to his chest, her legs dangle, and she holds on so tight. She can barely think—and the Moon-Eater dives. Iriset screams! It’s a scream of delight, a cry of wonder, and for once Iriset is too caught up in sensations to catalog her bodily reactions.

They rise again, swooping around the five-fingered silver towers of the Moon-Eater’s Pit. Shadows dart away from them—birds or bats, Iriset has no idea, laughing again and squeaking when he cups his wings to let a gust of wind blow them back and up up up. His wings snap, she claws at his forearms, and then when the Moon-Eater turns them away from the wind so that it thrusts them forward, Iriset lets go.

She spreads her arms, and he tightens his grip around her. Iriset struggles to keep her eyes open, tears streaming along her temples into her hair, but like this—arms out, legs out, wind buffeting against her, filling her gasping mouth, tearing her hair, and the Moon-Eater solid against her back, the rhythm of his wings—she’s flying.

Thought strips away, worries and wonder, everything, until Iriset is sensation, she is wind and starlight, laughter.
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The Moon-Eater settles them on a jut off amalgamated rock along the northern cliffs of the crater. Though her legs have done no work, they wobble and she collapses back, caught by a laughing Moon-Eater who cradles her in his lap.

That’s good, because the wind up here is cold.

The crater city unfurls beneath them like a bowl of jewels, boulevards and vast gardens and markets and floating islands and the gash of the Lapis River outlined in strings of lights. Spiking towers sparkle, and energy fields flicker between spotlights piercing up into the sky. Iriset’s city never glows quite like this. She relaxes back into the Moon-Eater’s hold, vaguely disoriented because this is the old red god, Amaranth’s god, and he’s material and filled with mischief and laughter and probably malevolence, too. But Iriset leans her head against his jaw, and he sighs, breath ruffling her hair.

“Thank you,” she says.

“I don’t know if when you master sundering you will be able to transform yourself, but it is fun to imagine the possibilities,” he answers.

“Do you know why Never wants me to be a sunderer?” Iriset asks. Before, in the future, she might have understood: The numen wanted her to free the Moon-Eater. But here, the Moon-Eater is doing very well.

The Moon-Eater grumbles. Then, rather softly, he says, “Never has always longed for something outside of this crater. Outside of me. Perhaps what it wants, it believes a sunderer can provide.”

They sit quietly for a while. Iriset tries to let her mind rest, observing patterns of light, the sensation of thrill and anxiety settling in her body, listening to the Moon-Eater breathe. She wonders, does he need to breathe, or is it affectation?

“Where is Never?” she asks eventually.

“Pouting.”

Iriset laughs once, softly.

“Never has learned more human emotions, or at least the pretense of them, since it’s been with you than it did with me,” the Moon-Eater says wistfully.

“Why is it sad?”

“You went to be with your husband. Never dislikes him because of what happens to it. Happened to it?”

Iriset stills. “It told you.”

The Moon-Eater hums.

“And you don’t mind us here? When we come from, you’ve been unraveled and imprisoned for centuries. Lyric is the end of a line of rulers who caused it, and imprisoned Never, too.”

“I’ve never been unraveled before,” he whispers teasingly into her ear. “It sounds interesting.”

“That’s so bizarre,” Iriset whispers.

“Ha! Well, I’m not human. Now tell me why you love Lyric Aharté.”

“Are you so sure I do?”

He doesn’t answer. Iriset sighs, very disgruntled. She was only just flying! Why bring up this? “I do love him, but it’s against my will!” she insists. “How can you ask me this without liquor?”

“Tell me!” the Moon-Eater whines like a child.

After a little sigh, Iriset tells the Moon-Eater the entire sordid story about how and why she met Lyric méra Esmail and came to be married to him and love him, and ultimately decide to destroy him. She circles back to Singix again and again, aware she’s giving away more than she intends. She loved Singix; she was loved as Singix.

“I was in love once,” the Moon-Eater murmurs. “It did not make me want to destroy anything but myself.”

Iriset sucks a gasp through clenched teeth. “Only once?” she says to be mean. Being mean balances her back out.

“Well, once that I know about.” The Moon-Eater nuzzles her hair.

“Is it possible to be in love and not know it?” It feels like the most genuine question Iriset has ever asked. She stares out at the jewel of the crater city so hard, unblinking, that her eyes burn.

“What is in love? What is love? Another force, a yearning, a loss?” The Moon-Eater stands, pulling Iriset with him.

“You mean loss makes love stronger?”

“Or is it only that we feel it most strongly when it’s gone? Maybe that is something numena and humans have in common.”

“I did not know how much I loved Singix until she was dead.”

“And it sounds like Lyric Aharté did not know how much he loved either of you until he realized neither of you existed!” The Moon-Eater says it with a laugh, like he’s solving a puzzle.

Iriset makes a disgusted sound. “Fly me home, Red God! Old Fairy! Moon-Eater! Fly me home!”

The Moon-Eater scrapes dull human teeth against her cheekbone, hugs her, and flings them off the cliff.

[image: ]
So tired and adrenaline-crashing she feels drunk, Iriset crawls into bed with her husband. He’s on his side, his back to her, breathing evenly. She curls up in a ball, fingers woven together, tucked under her jaw, and she says, “Lyric, are you awake?”

He says nothing, but she hears the rustle of blankets as he shifts, and his head moves until he’s almost glancing over at her. The moonlight shines on one broad cheek, finding a handful of freckles.

“Lyric,” she begins again. There are so many things she wants to say, needs to say, but first, first: “I loved her. I did.”

Lyric takes a long, shaking breath.

Iriset says, “She was so good, and kind, and sweet. Soft, but brave. She was so brave, Lyric. She taught me more about bravery than anybody else ever has. I’m scared now, because—because even though I’m usually really good at doing something without worrying that I can’t, this is so different. The design here, the power, the numena and what they think I am, what they think I can do… It’s terrifying, and I keep thinking about Singix. She was named for the demon of beauty, but it was Tapp she prayed to. That icon you kept for her, that was the god of courage, and… anyway. I loved her. Everything that’s happened in the past quads, that I’ve done, we’ve done… If I could go back to before she was dead, I would keep her alive. No matter anything else. I wish Singix was still alive.”

She closes her eyes and lets go of a slow sigh. It feels good to have confessed. It isn’t an apology, not to him, but in many ways it’s an apology for Singix.

Finally, he says, “When I thought Singix loved me, it made me feel like I deserved to be loved.”

Each word trickles like cold acid rain through Iriset, stripping her insides raw.

“Lyric,” she whispers.

But he turns away.
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What you think of me

Lyric wakes warm and aroused. The blankets are soft, skull sirens call prettily from the latticework ceiling in the room below, and his wife’s breath heats his spine between his shoulder blades. Her hand rests on his side, fingers under his shirt against bare ribs. Their body temperature is perfectly aligned, a good night’s sleep having provoked an under-the-cover ecosystem just for them. He smiles, rubs his cheek to the pillow, and nudges his ass back into the bowl of her hips. The tip of her nose brushes his back before she stretches the length of her body against his, fitting them together. She slides her hand down his belly, and Lyric catches his breath. But she doesn’t stop, slipping fingers under the hem of his loose pants. He presses back into her again and she hums languorously, walking delicate fingers lower to find the head of his half-hard cock slumped against his thigh. She pinches teasingly at his foreskin and Lyric laughs his complaint, says, “Singix—”

The name isn’t even all the way spoken when he tries to suck it back in.

Before he can move, Iriset snatches her hand away and rolls over.

Lyric’s pulse throbs in his temples and neck, he can feel it thrumming down his body, and his erection somehow grows worse. He squeezes his eyes closed, then looks at the open balcony, at the softening blue sky. He slowly turns onto his back.

Iriset is seated on the far edge of the bed, legs up and arms around her shins. She’s buried her face against her knees. His entire body wants to grab her, drag her to him again, to hold her, to kiss her, to forget again and have it all back. He wants to lose himself in her, give up control to her eager mouth, distract them both, Holy Silence he wants that. Them. He wants it with a strength he’s never experienced. Because he’d never had to deny himself this before.

Instead of reaching for her, Lyric painstakingly stands. His body feels overfull, flush with too much desire. Lyric smooths down his sleep shirt, the pressure better than the tickle of soft cloth skimming against his nipples and stomach. He walks away like there’s nothing wrong.

Lyric washes as quickly as he can in the bathroom, ignoring his body though he considers if jerking himself off will be faster. Maybe, but it will certainly be disappointing.

When Iriset enters, he’s barely dressed, attempting a long dark violet wrap robe that might be a dress based on the way it ties and Irsu River’s comments from two nights before. He’s only tied the waist, and the rest hangs around his hips, baring his torso.

The look Iriset gives him is excoriating, except she licks her bottom lip, and even on this face that does not belong to the wife he’s loved and fucked in every room of their marital suite, Lyric can read the lust.

It brings the edge he managed to soften biting back. Lyric swallows very visibly, he’s sure. Though his voice sounds rough, he says, “I think if I hated you, I might be able to do it.”

He can see it hit her, and Iriset absorbs the words with a proud tilt of her chin. “I do hate you a little bit.”

Lyric knew her response would hurt, but it isn’t as terrible as it might have been, because he expected something like it. Iriset is proud. And cold when she wants to be. Lyric only nods, then turns back to figuring out the clothes.

He hears her bare feet slapping the glass floor. “Why are you being like this?”

“Like what?” he asks the wardrobe innards before she grabs his shoulder to nudge him around.

Their eyes meet, and all the air huffs out of her. “Never mind,” she says, gaze on his collarbone. “I know why.”

“Tell me,” he murmurs, and he means it. He longs for her to explain. His arguer. Iriset Silk.

Iriset leans closer and Lyric cannot resist letting his head fall so their foreheads tap together. It’s the only part of them touching. She says, “Because you don’t know who you are here. Everything you’ve been told to be, made to be, taught to be, wanted to be, doesn’t exist here.”

Lyric shudders. She reads design so well.

“Isn’t that an opportunity?” she whispers. “Be whoever you want. There’s no Vertex Seal here. Just Lyric. Just a want-to-be priest, single-minded, obsessive, passionate, smart, thoughtful. Brutal.” She puts her hands flat on his chest, thumbs directly over his sternum where the marriage knot is buried.

“But it’s temporary.”

“Is it?” Her breath huffs out. “Even if it is, then so? That’s even better. Less pressure.”

He leans away to look at her face. Her expression is wide open, but he knows better than to trust the masks Iriset wears. “Is that what you thought when you married me? It’s temporary, so I can be whatever I want? Do what I want? Ruin what I want?”

Anger spasms across her face. “Your sister made me—”

Lyric turns away. “We don’t need to readdress this. We were not meant to be married, partners, anything. It was politics and blackmail, yes, I understand.”

“Lyric—”

“You want me to dig, Iriset?” he demands, suddenly furious again. “Amaranth made you marry me, but you said you loved me. You talked to me, encouraged me, pretended to be mine, that we were, ah sweet Silence, Iriset—you’re the one who made me feel loved. Made me believe I deserved you. Deserved to be happy. And then used that to undermine my life, my family, my empire. That’s what I truly deserved, isn’t it.” He stops, reins himself in with a long breath through open teeth. Calmer he says, “I can accept that. I know what I’ve been made to be, what I’ve embraced and chosen, and maybe you are every bit the vengeful, glorious retribution you tried to make yourself.” Lyric backs up, turns to grip the door of the wardrobe just for something to squeeze. “But here, even with all that swept away, how can I look at you without remembering? How can I let myself be vulnerable enough to touch, to love, to hate, to—to feel anything, when the vehicle of my devastation is looking at me the way you look at me?”

Iriset’s lips part, and she takes a startled step backward.

“I can’t build something new with you,” Lyric confesses. “Our foundation is eaten through. But you do belong here. You have a wild, breathing Moon-Eater, a god of apostasy. Whatever you choose to do with him, with this place and its power. It’s in your hands now. So remake the world, Iriset. I know you can.” He ends on a whisper. His chest is so tight, he wishes he’d eaten so he could throw up. But he has to say this. He has to believe it, to trust the Holy Design. How can he do anything but cling to Aharté’s will? Even if what he wants is for this apostate to remake the world for him, for their future. He can’t just make her do it. He can’t make her do anything.

In absolute quiet, they stand there. Iriset apparently has nothing to say, and Lyric tries not to say any more. Tries not to spit out the bile churning in his gut—it’s all for himself anyway.

Finally, he starts pulling the rest of the clothes on. Iriset moves closer and helps, finding the armhole and the right ties for his waist. She keeps her eyes down, gentle like Singix, and he wonders how much of that was an act. He doesn’t think the sex was a lie, so maybe this sort of care wasn’t, either. Is this how Iriset treats things that matter to her? Her most precious designs. He thought she was pregnant only a quad ago, and imagined her holding a child, longed for it, secretly wished they could be anywhere but the palace of the Vertex Seal, because he meant it all those years ago when he told his uncle he hated the thought of subjecting his child to his own childhood. No matter how loved he’d been. Lyric never would abandon his throne, his family, the mirané people and all the rest of the empire. But that doesn’t mean he didn’t dream about it.

Iriset adjusts the collar of the robe and sorts through the options until she finds a sheer vest that hangs past his knees. It’s pale gray, shimmering with iridescent embroidery. “There,” she says. “This dress makes you look soft. And your eyes vibrant.”

It would be nice to be soft, soft and luscious like Amaranth, made for loving, not this hardened tool his father forged. Maybe here, like Iriset suggested, he can remake himself in Aharté’s image a little bit. He’s already using her name. A calm, just goddess. Made to love. Nobody outside of the priesthood ever sees the love in Silence, but Lyric always knew it was there. It’s part of Aharté’s name.

In his prolonged quiet, they finish getting dressed. Iriset tells him to sit on the stool and he closes his eyes, and she paints lines against his lashes and something small and swirling on his freckled cheek. She puts a little color on his bottom lip and tells him to smear it around. He does, looking up at her, and Iriset touches his jaw very lightly, inspecting him. “Good,” she says, then paints her own face very lightly and they take turns with each other’s hair. Lyric isn’t quite ready to ask her to teach him how she knots hers, instead twisting pieces of it into a triplet of buns. He adds a small decorative comb inlaid with turquoise, and when he’s satisfied with its placement he looks up and catches her watching him in the mirror. Her expression is solemn.

Lyric lifts his brows in question.

Iriset takes his hands. “I have to tell you something.”

His stomach drops. “All right.”

“Last night the Moon-Eater told me about the Night of Chimeras. The whole city celebrates, and it’s the closest to a religious festival they have. They make bonfires everywhere, and everyone dresses up like chimeras—some probably have design masks and more for it. It’s the only time they wear masks here,” she says with an amused tone that fades quickly. “Children go around and knock on doors and ask for design trash and special candy. They take the design trash home to their bonfires, or gather at communal fires, and at the end of the night, in honor of the red god they sacrifice it all. Burn it. Their masks, unfinished designs, broken and used-up design palettes or tools, anything so long as they were meaningful at one time. And actual chimeras, Lyric. The unwanted ones, the failures—”

“Stop,” he says, cutting across the air with his hand. “Stop. No.” Lyric walks away, across to their bedroom and directly out onto the balcony. He can’t feel his fingers and rubs his forefingers and thumbs together: numbness, a slight tingling.

“I’m sorry, Lyric,” she calls gently.

“You can’t mean they’re going to kill Setka,” he tells the morning sky. “She’s a child. She’s fine—there’s nothing wrong with her except some pain in her broken tail, and she’s not unwanted. She’s fine and wants to learn balance, or to be a gardener. Her father was going to take her apart and then the Moon-Eater let her stay here, let her—why would he do that only to sacrifice her like this? Just because she’s a chimera? Someone else made that choice, someone else should pay the price. She’s innocent.”

As soon as he says it, Lyric stops. Stops speaking, stops breathing.

Silence hits him then. A great moment of clarity. It snaps into place, coalescing around him in sharp fractals. The pattern, the Holy Design of it all, the world and sky and time and his heart and his past and his future.

Lyric sees it, and then it’s gone, only a fading sunspot against the blue sky and rolling gardens and stream of water arcing up past the trees like a rainbow before splashing down down down again.

He knows why the Moon-Eater made this festival. And it’s because sometimes it affects the innocent. This is how to control something uncontrollable. Create a narrative that gives chaos the illusion of design. Let apostasy run rampant because once a year it gets reined in. This is the only law of design the Moon-Eater enforces, Lyric would wager his life.

And it works because sometimes the festival is a release valve, sometimes it’s catharsis, but it always has to hurt. He knows, because he’s done the same. What else are the Days of Mercy?

Lyric sinks to his knees at the balcony threshold. Is it hypocritical of him to want to save Setka? He certainly can’t ask Iriset. He knows what she’ll say, and that she’ll be correct.

But for the first time Lyric son of Esmail, the last Vertex Seal, truly wonders if there might be another way to rule. A different balancing scale that is just as effective but does not knowingly allow innocents to come to harm. Surely. Surely.

“Iriset.” Her name has always felt good in his mouth. Sharp and direct.

“I’m here,” she says, sounding like she’s eating.

Using the doorframe, Lyric hauls himself up and joins her where she’s picking at breakfast he hadn’t even noticed was there. He makes himself pluck a piece of green melon and eat it, though the juice breaks over his tongue too much like lies and he can barely swallow it. Iriset meanwhile has eaten half the fish and nearly a bowl of the rice pudding. “Did you ever think I would grant mercy to your father when you asked?”

Iriset’s hand slowly lowers, plunking the full spoon back into the bowl. She looks at him incredulously. “What?”

“You asked. I remember. Before the rest of it, Singix and the Silk rebels, that must have been the reason you entered the palace. Agreed to be Amaranth’s handmaiden. To free your father, either by plot or begging mercy.”

She drags her bottom lip between her teeth. “I had to hope. Despite evidence to the contrary.”

“My history and record, you mean.”

“Yes. You’ve always been well known for your… fundamentalism.”

Lyric does not grimace. He’s aware of his reputation and never minded it before. Starting now would define hypocrisy. “But you still asked.”

“Yes.”

With a firm nod, Lyric stands up. He pulls on his boots and makes for the door.

“Wait.” Iriset grabs his wrist. “What are you doing?”

Lyric only looks at her.

“You’re going to ask the Moon-Eater for mercy. Unbelievable.” Iriset’s eyes boggle and she laughs. “I’m coming with you.”

Lyric’s step hitches and he considers telling her no, but that tone in her voice is not only confident, but almost like she approves. She thinks he’s doing the right thing. Maybe for the first time ever.

So Lyric nods and keeps going, then a few paces later stops again. “Do you know the way?”

Iriset laughs at him, rather meanly this time, but she takes his hand—his hand, not his wrist—and Lyric likes it so much.
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Iriset takes him unerringly back to the strange glass-and-silver tower’s inner courtyard where he first met the Moon-Eater. The Pit. Lyric walks down the broad steps beside her, eyes on the outrageous exhibition of glittering design and wealth before him. Long, low tables display so much… stuff… Lyric can hardly take it in: Cloth and paper, tools, paints. Parts of plants and animals, from leaves and stripped bark to bone and antlers. Mounds of flowers both formed from soft leather and vividly alive in pots of water. People kneel at various stations, chatting and sharing brushes and glue and nets. Attendants in their violet skirts and hair fans move throughout, bringing food and drink.

The air glimmers with beads of light, long shimmering strands of something like mirrored silk, or rain stuck in time. Graffiti butterflies with wingspans the length of Lyric’s outstretched arms float high above, tiny rainbow scales dripping off their wings with every slow beat, scattering like falling petals before they dissipate into thin puffs of smoke.

On the wide daybed the Moon-Eater used as a throne their first day, Eliri the Adept Hand sleeps, legs curled up and her head propped on pillows, surrounded by mountains of iridescent blue-green silks, curling around and around…

No, Lyric slowly realizes what he’s looking at is a massive snake coiled around the platform and throne, its scallop-scaled nose resting beside Eliri’s feet. Its eyes are closed, and fangs cut out of its jaw in both directions, pressing indentations into the lipless mouth. Cerulean fringes grow down its spine, long, delicate, and sinuous, drifting slowly in the air as if the snake naps at the bottom of a lake.

“You’re here,” someone says, and Lyric tears his gaze from the massive creature.

A feminine-forward person stands very close to Iriset, silver-haired with eyes of obsidian in an otherwise unremarkable tan face. The sharp glare it throws Lyric is enough evidence to prove it’s the numen, who fairly despises Lyric.

“Everyone is so lively so early,” Iriset says, looking up at the drifting butterflies.

“It’s a festival day,” the numen says, giving a sinuous shrug. “Why do you keep going back to him?”

Iriset frowns and doesn’t let go of Lyric’s hand. “Never, is that the Moon-Eater?” She indicates the giant snake.

Never snorts. “Such grand names go to his head.”

Lyric walks toward the snake. He ignores all the looks and movement surrounding him as best he can. As they approach, Eliri cracks open an eye and stretches her foot to nudge the armored cheek of the giant snake. It takes a deep breath, ribs expanding down the entire length of the massive body in a long ripple, then it sighs and opens spherical eyes the deep milky blue of sea opals.

The snake watches Lyric’s approach, and when he stops before the dais with Iriset at his side, the Moon-Eater slinks his head up.

“Moon-Eater,” Lyric says, “I want to keep the chimera in your garden. Her name is Setka.”

Iriset makes a soft noise of disbelief for an unknown reason. Lyric does his best to hold the Moon-Eater’s vast gaze. He doesn’t move, but Eliri sits up, finger-combing her short hair. She’s staring at Lyric, too.

“Please,” Lyric adds, realizing he hadn’t asked mercy but demanded it.

The scales of the sea snake ripple again, and this time contract in an excruciating visual until the Moon-Eater sits in a human shape with his legs crossed and his elbows leaned against his knees. It is a human shape, but everything else is like a fish: green, blue, black scales in stripes, with bugged black eyes and long tendril-like fins branching and swaying away from his head. His hands are webbed and clawed, and he’s wearing only a loose robe barely tied.

“Ah,” Iriset says, letting go of Lyric. “What happens to the mass?” There’s a high edge to her voice, almost hysterical.

The Moon-Eater blinks inner eyelids at her. Then he shrugs. In a weird voice, and in Old Sarenpet, he says, “Eliri, what happens to the weight of a large form when this god becomes small again?”

Eliri says, “When the red god is larger than the god’s most common form, the god pulls power from the world around, and Eliri believes it’s not transformation of other… weight… into the new form, but the god’s form expanding and contracting in unknowable ways. The usual resistance of flesh expands beyond the boundaries that designers and philosophers understand, because the red god is a god, not human.”

“What is called material—objects, bodies, air, water,” the numen murmurs from behind Iriset, “is made up of pieces so small as to be invisible individually. All things in existence share the same building blocks. Only designed into different patterns for different effects. Water to vapor to cloud to rain to ice, it is the same except the effect. It is what a sunderer can affect.”

“And numena transform between types of—of existence? Naturally?” Iriset glances between the two numena.

Lyric grinds his first knuckle between his eyebrows.

“We have no true form,” the Moon-Eater says in mirané. “Every moment of every hour, I control my form.” His fish scales begin turning to mist, evaporating off his body and leaving mirané-brown skin behind. Even his bulbous eyes follow suit, until it’s only the Moon-Eater as plain as any miran Lyric has ever seen. He’s glad: This is better for begging mercy.

Lyric steps nearer. “Moon-Eater. Shade. Spare Setka tonight.”

The Moon-Eater purses his lips. “Why?”

“Because she’s alive, and deserves to live.”

“What does that have to do with anything? Many living things that deserve to live die.”

Lyric fights to remain still and calm. “She isn’t going to die, she’s going to be killed.”

The Moon-Eater looks skeptically at Iriset. Lyric resists following his gaze. Iriset says, “Shade is right.”

“Where you come from,” the Moon-Eater says delicately, a little amused smile on his face, “you said the kind of design that results in chimeras is forbidden. It makes you uncomfortable. Why ask for this?”

“We aren’t where I come from, and my—my discomfort should not be a death sentence. Neither should yours.”

“Mine?” The Moon-Eater sounds truly surprised.

Lyric presses, “Yes, I understand this festival, how it functions in your city, to curtail extravagance and remind your architects of consequences. I have made choices like this, to destroy a few in order to preserve the whole. I understand the discomfort of such choices and in this case want you to relieve yourself. Save her.”

The Moon-Eater stares at Lyric, expression falling away, until he is so still that something strange happens in Lyric’s perception and the Moon-Eater seems just as expansive as he was as the sea snake. The Moon-Eater is the entire world for a blink. It’s a disorienting illusion, and then the old fairy ruins it by grinning. “No. I don’t think I will.”

“What?” Lyric is genuinely shocked. He thought it would work.

“You asked for something simple, easy, nothing lasting. You should have asked for me to cancel the entire festival forever. Save them all!” The Moon-Eater smiles brightly, as if his answer makes any sense. “Not one silly little chimera.”

“But…” Lyric feels lightheaded. “I asked for what I thought I could get.”

Between blinks the Moon-Eater stands before Lyric. He cups Lyric’s face, and Lyric is too stunned to stop it. “That is what you fail to understand, Lyric Aharté,” the Moon-Eater croons softly. He caresses Lyric’s cheeks. “I am a monster of extravagance, of ambition. Excess and splendor. I don’t do little things. It’s a waste of my time.”

Lyric swallows. He pulls away, and the Moon-Eater allows it. “Please,” he murmurs.

“No. Go make a mask, have something to drink, and later find a bonfire and throw in what you make. You can’t build a religion in my city if you don’t understand it.” The Moon-Eater turns away, stretches his arms over his head, and switches back to Old Sarenpet. “Eliri, help Lyric and Iriset find what is needed.”

Lyric very carefully breathes. He ignores what’s happening around him, placing one hand over his chest. He breathes in eight-counts, centers his dominant force, and braids the other forces of his inner design into balance. He lifts his gaze to the strange glittering strings in the air and the lazy butterflies, staring beyond to the small slices of sky.

There is no moon overhead, of course. Only an empty blue.

“Lyric Aharté.”

A touch to his elbow brings Lyric back down, and though his calm is not peace but distant horror, he is able to meet the shifting green-blue eyes of Irsu River.

Beyond River, Iriset is talking with the Moon-Eater and Eliri and the numen, while a group of courtiers have crowded in, standing between Lyric and Iriset—though they don’t come too near Lyric. Several shoot him considering looks, like the distance might not last long. But there’s such a swirl of light and color, and the forces are so tangled, ecstatic sparking against his skin, falling dragging him down. River takes Lyric’s elbow and gently pulls him out of the center.

He needs to find Setka, he needs—

River puts something in his hand. “Drink.”

“Wine?”

“Water.”

Lyric drinks it all. He lets the small king move him away from the noise, though the entire courtyard echoes with it. “Thanks given,” he says. They stand beside one of the five silver towers, in the shade of a glass walkway several stories overhead. The shade is fluid, almost like sunlight through water, and Lyric looks up: People walk across the transparent glass. With that and the courtiers and attendants crowding the floor, it’s more people than he’s seen in the entire fortress before now. He really needs to leave, to find Setka.

“What did Lyric ask the old fairy?” Irsu River asks lazily. An waves away an approaching woman holding a bundle of vines and flowers, shifting to block Lyric.

Swallowing, Lyric looks more closely at River. Hadn’t an said things at dinner to suggest an would be sympathetic to Lyric’s undertaking? River waits, long face open and changing eyes slowly rippling green to blue again. An has thin red paint lengthening ans eyes into points, and elegant but loose robes in layers of pale red and pink like a peony. Gentle, welcoming. “Lyric asked for the life of the chimera Setka to be spared.”

River makes a moue of displeasure.

Lyric keeps talking. “River’s cult is against death-design. This festival is full of death. If River is against such things, River should be against the festival, the sacrifice. Eliri the Adept Hand is—”

“This spouse knows what Eliri is,” River cuts in, very lightly.

“Why is Eliri spared but not Setka?” Lyric demands just as lightly. “Because Eliri serves the Moon-Eater and Setka is not so lofty?”

“This small king is not familiar with Setka the Chimera, and so could not say.”

Lyric looks away. He breathes deeply again and blinks at the dazzle of design all around. He has to try something else. “Irsu River lives outside the Moon-Eater’s fortress, yes?”

“The fortress in the Rivermouth district.” Hesitation threads through ans voice.

“And—”

“Stop,” River mutters. An turns and sends a searching look past Lyric toward the Moon-Eater. As if Eliri can sense her spouse’s gaze, she looks up and lifts a hand, but does not smile. Beside her, Iriset is too caught up in her discussion with the numen to notice anything. Could she be arguing Lyric’s case? No. Why would she?

“Lyric Aharté,” River says with a flirtatious smile, leaning nearer. Lyric begins to recoil, but a hand catches his elbow again, fingers like steel, belying the relaxed coquetry painting ans face. “Go. Go join Iriset and enjoy the festivities. Make a chimera’s mask and wander the city for frivolities and—”

“But Setka,” Lyric insists.

River’s smile widens and an presses closer to whisper against Lyric’s jaw, “And after midnight, after the fire, come to the Rivermouth fortress and meet me.”

Lyric studies an as understanding dawns. He turns his face, brushing his cheek against River’s lips. “Irsu River will save Setka,” he murmurs.

Tapping a finger to Lyric’s bottom lip, River teases, “Keep the Moon-Eater’s attention here, and it will be done. The old fairy won’t notice, or care, on a day like today.”

“Why?” Lyric squeezes River’s wrist. It’s bony under the thin sleeve.

“Lyric is correct: River dislikes the Night of Chimeras. Now”—Irsu twists ans hand so that an tucks it against Lyric’s inner elbow to be escorted—“let this River introduce Lyric Aharté to some people.”
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There are too many strange and discomfiting people to meet, but Lyric remembers a woman called Sipipia with ink-black birds tattooed against her nearly white face, and those birds soar across her forehead, vanish into her red hair, and reappear in a swoop beneath her left ear. Lyric can barely pay attention to her offer to help him design a chimera mask like hers. When he doesn’t answer, she laughs at him and tells River perhaps Lyric Aharté requires a more peaceful mask. “But Sipipia is the best here, and so Sipipia is where one must begin,” River says with a dashing smile, withdrawing one of the small silk fans tucked through ans hair.

“Ah, such falsities when River’s Eliri is just over there.”

“Eliri does not specialize in masks,” River says, and taps the fan against Sipipia’s shoulder.

“What does Eliri specialize in?” Lyric manages to ask.

“Redesign aesthetic, both internal and external.”

Lyric looks over to where their spouses are talking on the daybed, and while he doesn’t understand the nuance of the description, he thinks he gets the gist.

They’re waylaid at Sipipia’s table by two more courtiers, both with loose-flowing black hair that reaches past their waists, matching bone structure and warm tan skin. The twins are fem-forward, in cleavage-framing bodices, and each of them has real-looking flowers in a band from one temple across to the other. “Hoarding the Moon-Eater’s friend now that Lyric Aharté attends the Pit, River?”

“Hardly, Ara,” River says, fanning anself idly. “Ara and Inised are welcome. This is Lyric Aharté. Lyric, these are the Opal fortress Mirror, Ara and Inised. They’re grafters.”

“Like gardening?” Lyric asks, very relieved to participate. “Lyric enjoys gardening.” His eyes lift to their flower bands, and his mouth doesn’t close: The flowers are growing out of their skin. The sight rolls his stomach. Not gardening.

One of them is speaking, but Lyric watches as the pink bud—some kind of tea rose—slowly unfurls. There are nine flowers in this twin’s crown, each of them alive, each of them growing from her skin. “Does it hurt?” he interrupts quietly.

“Oh, of course not,” she says, almost scoldingly. “This is just a mask, to be discarded in the fire tonight, as it’s not quite perfect.”

“Would Lyric Aharté like one? It can be done right over here at our—”

But Lyric is already shaking his head. “Thanks given to the Mirror, but that is too elaborate for Lyric.”

“And speaking of perfection,” River says loftily, “this River sees Anis entering with one of Anis’s husbands.” As River leads Lyric by the elbow again, fanning anself as if it’s merely something to do with ans free hand, an explains quietly, “Anis is perhaps the greatest artist in the crater city. Not a designer at all, if Lyric can believe such a thing exists. Anis makes art for display, painting and sculpture, and no few design schools would like to snatch Anis up to teach.”

River introduces Lyric to Anis and Keys of Chimera, both of them married to Amado the Reconciler. Anis the artist is a Pir-pale woman with eyes as golden as the manor walls, her neck slightly too long, and her limbs as well, making her strange and elegant and beautiful in the way of weeping cherry trees or watercolor paintings—not in a human way. The husband trailing just behind her is masculine-forward and looks remarkably like Garnet. Such familiarity cuts like a sharp knife, and Lyric breathes carefully to maintain his composure. He says to them, “Amado the Reconciler has been kind to this priest.”

Both spouses look pleased, but before further conversation, other courtiers crowd in, asking what Anis brought to play with, and Lyric tries not to be overwhelmed by the human design modifications. Slit pupils and rainbow irises are the least of it, but nothing quite shocks like the Mirror’s flowers. Lyric extracts himself bit by bit, until River notices and ensconces them at one of the tables surrounded by art supplies. “Does everyone have—use?—human redesign?” Lyric asks quietly.

“Only those who can afford it,” River answers simply. “Or marry a genius. Or both.”

Lyric stares at the ink sticks, pencils, stiff-looking paper, leather plates, and bowls of beads and glue gems—and real gems—and has no idea what to do.

Suddenly Iriset kneels beside him and stares. Lyric looks back.

“You gave up easily,” she says in mirané.

Lyric’s stomach burns. Did he even eat anything this morning, or just pick at the food? He looks back at the art, then out at the bright courtyard. There’s so much activity, laughter, bartering. “That’s what you think of me,” he murmurs. He drags a piece of stiff paper toward himself and chooses a pencil randomly. It’s bright blue. One thing Lyric does not know how to do is draw.

Iriset sighs deeply. She takes the paper and begins sketching.

Lyric watches her every move, as she draws potential masks and discards them, then bites her lip and looks up at him. She holds her hand up to his face, as if measuring it, and goes back to drawing. Landing on a skull design, she works quickly, pulling a stylus out of her sleeve and stitching force along the edge of the silk.

What she puts together fits coolly against his skin. Several people gasp, and there’s a spattering of applause. “How strange!” he hears, and “What creativity,” “This designer has never seen anything quite like it…”

“It looks like Lyric’s skull grows out of Lyric’s skin,” says Irsu River. “Very creepy.”

Lyric tilts his face up to look at Iriset, but she isn’t looking back.

A skull siren mask, he thinks. She made him into a skull siren, as if she knows he’s flailing and faltering with broken wings, and it’s her duty to snap his neck.
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Night of Chimeras

The crater city at night is unreal.

Lyric has already wandered hours by the time the sun sets, dazed by the variety of wonder and horror available everywhere he turns. There’s a garden of trees with candle flame leaves, an alley covered in vines bursting with bubbles that pop to scatter glittering lights, a market square of quartz and topaz flagstones surrounded by buildings of seamless glass. A row of houses grown from living trees. He sees lizards with hot-pink tail stripes, quite mundane compared to the iridescent stag beetle the size of a ribbon skiff whose hard outer wings have been designed into a carriage chair. It trundles along, lights dangling from its horns and sniffing at the air with feathery antennae. The couple riding it snuggle close, and one of them Lyric is fairly sure has a third eye. There are apartment platforms high in the air, balanced, it seems, on single foundation pillars as thin as needles. Small castles floating on low clouds, clustered in the north of the city. Perhaps their inventors will escape and become the Cloud Kings. There are two kinds of dragon he’s only seen illustrations of: a feathered dragon slinking over the rooftops and an iron-scaled fire dragon on a leash being walked like a pet.

And the people. Though outside the Moon-Eater’s fortress fewer folk have obvious displays of human architecture to make them appear more beautiful or strange or exotic, Lyric sees plenty of evidence of cheaper design: accentuated eye color, hair that might be design or might be art, and occasional oddities like the fully articulated gleaming wooden hand on a street vendor he buys fried sweet potatoes from, or the contraption that is either a corrective lens or a magnifying glass growing over the eye of an artist piecing together tiny dolls out of thin flower petals in the same market.

As the darkness grows deeper, more people appear in wild masks, holding hands with friends or family, trailed by children in elaborate costumes of beasts or chimeras. At least Lyric thinks they’re costumes. And real chimeras, too—there’s one that is some sort of dog limping on crab-like legs and a yellow bird in a cage with three flapping wings and a choking song. Lyric turns away from such things. Perhaps he lacks imagination, but he cannot think of any reason such creatures should be made. Especially if their destiny is to die tonight.

(That is why many of them are created. Just for the party.)

The energy throughout the city is bright and lively. Buildings are covered in billowing streamers, and pennants snap freely, untethered by poles or strings. Flowers float in the air, and streams of colorful smoke drift about. Strangely, there is no design graffiti that Lyric can see. He wonders how people learn news and gossip here.

Several catlike creatures dart past him, making calls like laughing barks, then they use overlong arms and prehensile tails to scurry up the side of a spiraling tower. Two stop to stare back down at him. They have faces like human children.

Lyric swallows against the rock in his throat.

Perhaps he should have remained in the fortress, meditating at the crater shrine. Except, the Moon-Eater was correct that in order to introduce Aharté successfully in the city, he needs to understand the city. The Moon-Eater claimed it as his own, but someday it will be Lyric’s, if he can initiate the transformation. Perhaps that begins with Aharté, or perhaps it begins with drawing out Maimeri Sarenpet. Lyric doesn’t have to decide tonight.

He continues to wander, vaguely searching for the less affluent streets, the pockets of difference, diffidence, rebellion he knows must exist. That is where he will find Aharté if she is here. That is where he is certain to find the longing for her, if she is not. But in the glow of all the sparkling lights it’s difficult to read the patterns of forces or the energy of the people. Better, he supposes, to stay in the more crowded areas for now, while alone.

Before he left the Moon-Eater’s little mask-making party, Amado the Reconciler arrived and invited Lyric to their family celebrations in the Chimera fortress. Lyric declined gently. He said he was charged by the Moon-Eater to explore, and so Amado gave him a small purse of money—chips and coins of silicate that were valued on weight and clarity—and a defense necklace. Lyric frowned as he accepted it. The necklace is twisted wires in steel and copper, and the pendant a nest of the same, cradling an object like a thumbprint in pale blue clay. Amado explained it protects against concussive attacks if Lyric taps it once, and a temporary air shield if tapped twice, in case of gaseous death-design. “The Night of Chimeras is rarely violent in the past decade, but if Lyric goes out alone, it’s better safe than sorry. Unless,” Amado said, brows raised hopefully, “Lyric would consent to take a soldier from Chimera with Lyric, or one of Amado’s combat-designers?”

“Is this priest in that much danger?” Lyric asked.

Amado made a thoughtful moue. “Amado requires this Chimera’s family and personnel to have a defense necklace at minimum when traversing throughout the various fortresses.”

Lyric accepted, and though nothing in the intervening hours has made him feel in danger of violence, he can see and in some cases feel the tension between precincts that doesn’t exist in his time: Some have checkpoints and energy walls like the one surrounding the Moon-Eater’s fortress. Others are patrolled by patchwork-looking soldiers he realizes belong to various mercenary schools, and their patchwork armor is actually patterned in archaic force motifs. It makes Lyric glad to be wearing the horrible skull siren mask—it’s no stranger than several other costumes he’s passed and allows him an anonymity that his god-red skin would not.

Once the bonfires are lit and the sky grows starry, strings of tiny blue candle flames flare across streets, and the banners and streamers spark to light. The quality of the light is eerie and a mess of competing colors and strobe effect. Disorienting at least, especially when the near-quarter moon vanishes below the crowded city horizon and Lyric doesn’t even have such a misplaced beacon for comfort.

Now that the sky is devoid of Aharté’s smiling eye, it is nearly four hours to midnight, when the sacrifices will be made. Thrown into bonfires in every yard and market square in the city. Lyric prays Irsu River kept his word and spirited Setka away. Unbalanced, Lyric continues moving slowly. He takes moments to connect all four forces within him, and lets his pace grow into a meditation: The entire crater city is his labyrinth tonight.

The meditation makes his fingers feel better.

He’s offered a tiny cup of liquor from someone in a grinning lion mask. “Terrifying mask, chimera,” the person says before joining a group of others in predatory animal masks—two of whom have design masks like Lyric’s that appear to grow out of their faces.

Lyric downs the liquor. It’s a lot like honeybite: bland and sharp. His pulse races.

The worst thing he sees is a competition between children in chimera costumes, clamoring to be the most ugly, the least useful, the strangest with wooden arms and plaster and painted horns, with colored paste hardened on their faces into extra mouths, and there’s one kid with a whole second head. The children are laughing and shoving one another. I want to be in the fire! I’m the messiest, I’m the best, let me burn! The competition is judged by the crowd, but a trio of adults leads them, one a masculine-forward person with no human legs past his upper thighs, but moving fast and gracefully with eight glinting, polished carapace legs like a spider, and Lyric doesn’t understand because if legs like that can be designed, why not real human legs, why this? (Ah, but perhaps there are redesigned human legs, or reattached limbs, or flesh prosthetics that are so natural looking, so human, that Lyric hasn’t even noticed, and couldn’t possibly if his life depended on it! Some people want to be remade into what they were before accident or impairment. Some people want to be spiders. Some people don’t want to be redesigned at all. That is the glory of the monster city.)

A boom startles Lyric and everyone around him, and he reaches for the defense necklace as brilliant light flares just above: fireworks exploding much too close. Laughter and yells of shock and surprise surround him, and another firework explodes. It’s merely a quad of paces in the air. He can feel the heat of it, see sparks raining down like hot waterfalls. He backs away, pushing through the crowd to one of the corners of the market where the celebration trickles off toward new places. Lyric reaches the road, half attached to a party of youths with pink and yellow and violet hair that ripples and shines like streamers.

He breaks away, heading for a quieter crossroads, and realizes his heart isn’t racing, urging him on. It’s the marriage seed.

Lyric stops again, a hand over his sternum. It feels urgent, but not afraid or excited, no hint of what she’s experiencing except I’m looking for you.

There’s no point in hiding.

He doesn’t even want to.

Turning, he closes his eyes, ignoring the people around him, the crowd and noise and lights. He steps in one direction, then another, gauging the sense of the seed, the hook of its pull. Then he chooses a way and starts walking.

He excuses himself as he ducks through a tight crowd of drinkers, heading toward the Moon-Eater’s fortress, then darts down a stone staircase into a tunnel dripping with vivid iridescent blue stalactites and echoing with laughter and song. He tracks after a couple of adolescents holding wands with sparkling fireworks on the end, and they lead him unknowingly through the underground neighborhood, past dark shops and candlelit cafés, past cozy-looking houses tucked in for the night, tucked under, under in the warm caves. Iriset is here, right here, he feels it, the same sensation as when he tracked her through his city, looking for Singix.

Lyric stops, but she’s moving away, past him, and he spins around, grabs a woman in a slick bird mask whose eyes behind the scaled feathers are too dark, and lets her go. Iriset is moving away, and Lyric looks up at the blue glow of the cavern roof. She’s above, on the city streets.

By the time Lyric ascends, he has to double back more than a block.

He runs.

In the middle of a long rock garden where people sit on spread blankets to watch a trio of trees full of tiny glass birds perform, Lyric sees her.

He knows Iriset instantly: her stance, the long red-and-teal robes, her thick hair fallen from the buns he put them in, redone into her knots so the ends hang around her shoulders and back, reddish in the firelight. Her mouth parted in nothing like a smile, but expectant. There’s a horrifying mask on her upper face: Long, thin teeth grow out of her cheeks, arcing up toward her hairline to form a cage through which her sandglass eyes flash.

Iriset meets him halfway and they stop before each other close enough to touch. It’s a relief as the marriage knot calms. He glances at her eyes through the cage as best he can, then takes in the whole mask: From this close it’s a truly compelling illusion of teeth piercing up out of her flesh, and the curved tips glint sharply.

“You’re wearing it,” she says, almost too soft for him to hear amid the festivities.

Lyric finds no reason to answer her obvious statement, unsure what she wants. His shoulders rise and fall with breath; her sparks of ecstatic force are so strong he can’t believe everyone in her radius doesn’t lean away. Finally, he says, “Iriset.”

“Lyric.” She steps in. Tilts her face to hold his gaze. It’s disconcerting, especially through the teeth. She places her hand on his chest, and his entire awareness focuses on that warmth, the touch, as if a tiny sun emerges from the palm of her hand.

Her gaze darts to his mouth; he realizes he made a sound. She leans up on her toes and kisses him.

Or she tries to—the cage of teeth she wears clicks against his skull siren mask, and Iriset laughs, pushing away. Lyric forgot he was wearing such a thing.

“Come with me,” Iriset says, grasping his hand. She turns and pulls him away from the tiny glass birds and rock garden, past a bonfire and into a street lined with pink lanterns, under a bridge made of glass filled with living fish he cranes his neck to keep looking at. Up two stories they go, past windows and a balcony, and Iriset climbs over onto a wide stone wall dividing the building from a broad, lively garden. She skips along the wall fearlessly and Lyric goes after, remembering she’s a child of thieves. Iriset takes him to a strange shelf rather like half of an oyster that juts out over the garden. It’s broad enough for them to stretch out on their backs to look at the fireworks still sparkling and dripping light overhead. They don’t, though. Iriset sits with her legs crossed and tugs him down. She takes off her mask and he follows, touching the lines the skull siren mask impressed across his cheeks as if he’s never felt the shape of his own face.

“What do you want?” he asks because earlier she was so disgusted that he didn’t try harder to save Setka. He can’t be the one she wants to spend this festival with. She hates him a little bit, after all.

With a little hum, Iriset reaches into her robe and removes a small cloth pouch. She unties it and tips it into her palm. Two oblong pills, like large grains of grass. “One is for you.”

His mouth dries with understanding. The pulse of the marriage knot seems to twist painfully in his chest.

“I tried to do it myself, you know. By myself, the day I left.” Iriset nudges her hand closer. “With resonance designed into a chunk of polished opal, and it was working. But not fast enough to stay away from you. It would have been better if you’d had one, too. Taken them together, like we took the seeds together.”

Lyric’s hand does not shake as he plucks one from her palm, though his stomach revolts at the idea of swallowing it. He opens his mouth to breathe through it, sucks in cold, clear air, exhales a tight line, tries again. After the third attempt to calm down, he looks back at Iriset.

“Don’t panic,” she says, eyes squished in concern. “Lyric, do you not—do you not want to… take it?” she ends in a whisper, face falling into something lost and confused.

Maybe that’s why he says, “No, I don’t,” but then stuffs the little pill into his mouth and swallows hard. He covers his lips with his hand, pressing in, swallows again.

Iriset’s jaw falls open and she stares in shock. So Lyric pushes her hand up to her mouth until she eats her pill, too.

They stare at each other. Nothing happens. Lyric holds his gaze on Iriset but pays attention inside himself, waiting to feel it, feel something. Unraveling, maybe the fraying edges of his love, or resonance. A gong to ring in his chest, to vibrate through his bone marrow. To be severed and alone again, the way he was never supposed to be after making those promises. Through, with, around, toward.

“It might take…” Iriset begins, but she looks away, out at the garden with its changing statues and milling people. “What next, then?” she murmurs.

Lyric puts his hands under her jaw and kisses her.

He kisses her slow and deep. She tastes like she always tastes when they’ve spent a day apart: not quite right, not quite like his own tongue, but she’s warm and soft, and Lyric closes his eyes more tightly because it’s the same—she’s the same, her teeth and tongue, her palate and the way she tilts her head and grabs his wrists for leverage to climb directly into his lap.

It is such a relief to kiss her and let himself be kissed. His fingers drag back into her hair, knotted and thick. He digs into her scalp and Iriset groans into his mouth. She clutches his ears and then his hair. Lyric’s scalp tingles, and the heat of desire slides down his spine and around the curve of his ass, flow and rising force twined together to cup his balls and grip his thighs, and the heat of Iriset in his lap makes him shake as he kisses. She presses into him, wiggling to situate her hips where they fit best against him, grinding after his cock, which she always liked so well. Lyric puts his hands to her knees and starts bunching up the skirts of her robes, shifting to pull the material out of the way. She helps with his long dress but it’s trapped under her, so she tugs at the top where it wraps his shoulders and torso. With little gasps Iriset kisses down his neck and pulls the robe off one shoulder, binding his arm.

“Iriset,” he whispers, and she makes a face like she’s in pain. Once his arm is free he loosens his dress and gets it off down to his waist. Iriset spreads her hands on his chest, skimming her palms over his nipples as she finds the tight muscles of his stomach and digs under the belt with cold fingers.

Lyric finds ties to her robes and pulls them open over her bare chest and soft belly. He is burning up, his entire body vibrating in perfect clarity for the first time since that night when everything was ruined, and he needs her to be inside of him where he can keep her forever.

She pushes him down and Lyric allows it, though the shelf is cold on his back. The defense necklace falls against his throat, and while he’s removing it Iriset gets between his legs. Suddenly her mouth is on his cock, tongue gliding heavy and wet up the underside. He arches in surprise, the warmth so good, and his body pops with ecstatic eagerness. But Iriset curls one hand around his cock and with the other lightly scratches his inner thigh, making him gasp, only to soften her touch on the delicate skin under his balls. She kisses the naked head with all the intention of someone about to take their time doing whatever they wish.

“No,” Lyric says with more might than he intended, and Iriset plants another, wetter kiss to his cock. He reaches down and grabs her hair, dragging her up. By the time her whimper of surprise is finished, he’s kissing her again, holding her face against his until she gets the idea and kisses back with all that same focus of intention. He sucks on her tongue, trying to hold it inside as she climbs up to straddle him again, reaching back behind herself, and Lyric helps with the hand that isn’t tangled in her hair. He finds her hole unerringly, dips his middle finger in, and she moans into his mouth, then wiggles away. As Lyric squeezes her ass, she gets his cock where she wants it and her body swallows the tip easily. She leans up to seat herself on him with a long sigh, and her head falls back.

It’s dark up here, but enough firelight and fireworks and sparkling banners coat the night in chaotic flashes that he can see her open mouth, her eyes, the knots of her hair falling all around, and her breasts, her heaving belly.

Lyric touches her jaw, nudges up his hips where he’s so encased, and it’s weird to think about the way his cock just disappears inside her, her inner walls squeezing hot and his hand on her ass. He slides fingers farther, feels the slick edge of her hole, and that’s when she moves: He feels his cock like it’s swelling in strange shapes to fit the spaces inside her, but against the side of his finger it’s the same as it always is when it’s hard and wet with her. Iriset laughs breathily.

Her hands prop her up on his chest, and Lyric lets go of everything to touch them, choosing one to tug up to his mouth until he can suck three of her fingers in. “Oh,” she murmurs passionately, riding him slow and steady, her fingers pressed to his tongue. That’s better, he thinks, body alight but in a falling way, like everything in the world is gathering in one place, pooling slowly around him, around this circuit of flowing, falling, rising, ecstasy.

His orgasm builds and builds without stopping, and Lyric reaches down, finding her thigh with its strength and tension, then the wet come she’s spreading low on his belly. He touches her, offering fingers for her to press against, but Iriset shakes her head. “Hold on,” she says, and smiles at him, the brightest smile he’s ever seen on Iriset’s face.

Then he feels it, ecstatic force ripping from his extremities and sparkling in the air itself, swarming down his arms, legs, chest, to their center, to her clitoris, Lyric is sure. And rising, his dominant force, tugs at him from his spine, squeezing his balls and zipping up his cock, and his mouth is open in shock around her fingers as the forces move inside them. Iriset curls her fingers against his tongue, and he remembers himself, sucks and licks, giving over to the feeling of her control. It’s dangerous and sharp and it feels so, so good, like every particle of his body is focused on coming.

Lyric almost doesn’t realize it’s happening until he’s bending up like a great hand is folding him in half, and he nearly chokes on Iriset’s fingers as he comes. She throws her arms around him, squeezes with her thighs and hole, and shudders in his lap.

The day they arrived here, when he carried her into the Moon-Eater’s garden and the numen and the Moon-Eater embraced, he thought he saw their cheeks smeared into each other, merging and parting, merging and parting, and now he knows maybe it was true, because the numena aren’t human. He doesn’t even know if Iriset is.

This was apostasy, what Iriset did between them now. Pulling on their inner forces with nothing but her will. Changing them, making them come together.

He’s uncertain whether it matters that he knows or cares. In blissful apathy Lyric drifts, holding Iriset against him on the shelf balcony, stars and fireworks popping overhead, and the bonfires eager to feast.
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The answer to every question

When Iriset shivers, Lyric holds her closer, rubs her arms. She’s fully on top of him, like he’s a warm bed, and he’s thinking again that it’s dark up here, and probably nobody can see them. What would there be to see, anyway? A silent god and her wife fucking on—

Lyric’s entire being falls still.

“Lyric?” Iriset murmurs against his clavicle.

“It’s gone,” he says just as softly. To his ears, there’s a hollow devastation behind his voice.

Her frown tickles his skin, and Iriset kisses little pecks down toward his nipple.

“The knot.”

She stops. Stares at his sternum, eyes unfocused. “I didn’t even feel it happen,” she whispers.

“Too busy with apostasy.” He is actually trying here, but it doesn’t come out that way.

Iriset huffs in annoyance and sits up. That certainly hadn’t been his goal, but Lyric supposes it was inevitable.

They get dressed, briefly arguing who will sacrifice a loincloth to the cleanup effort. Iriset wins when she reminds him she has more layers, and then says sourly, “When I’m better at sundering, I could probably just vanish all this into the atmosphere.”

Lyric winces, thinking tenderly of the nights in their marriage suite after lovemaking when they’d slip down to the bathing room. Sometimes he’d carry her, and they’d warm up in the water, distracted from washing by touches, kisses, and the bloom of happiness. “Iriset,” he starts quietly.

“Let’s go back,” Iriset says, as if reading his mind. “That bathtub is pretty decent.”

“Could you… I am guessing you could never have been pregnant.” Lyric hasn’t thought of it, not really, not in depth, since he realized his wife was not his wife.

“No, I could have been,” she says even more softly. “But I wasn’t. And now, no, not even a little bit.”

Lyric is grateful she spares him the details. He looks out toward the east… southeast. The probable direction of Rivermouth precinct with Irsu River’s fort. Where Rivermouth will be in four hundred years, at least. He’ll have to ask someone on the street, or several someones. After the midnight fires. He’s going to throw this skull siren mask into the flames even though Iriset made it for him.

Iriset makes a sound of frustration. “You want to see all of this?”

“I need to.”

She slowly reaches for his hand. He lets her, and twines their fingers together. Squeezes. Then he bends over to pick up the defense necklace. “Here,” he says, leaning in to latch it around her neck.

“What is it?” She frowns, plucking at the wire nest with its thumbprint clay. “It’s ugly.”

“Amado the Reconciler gave it to me. For defense.”

“You should keep it, then.”

“Do you know how to defend yourself?” He’s being purposefully disingenuous: He can defend with sword, club, knife, hands, but he can’t shield against percussive design or explosions.

Iriset starts to snap her answer, but stops and looks away.

Suddenly they’re both thinking about his mother. His mother, who tried more than once to kill Iriset, who succeeded in murdering the woman who was supposed to be his wife.

Iriset lets the necklace lie against her crossed robes. Lyric says, “Stay with me until the bonfires?”

“Do you have money?”

“Yes.”

“Good.” She grins menacingly. “I want to taste all the different wines in this city of apostasy.”
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They walk hand in hand through the wild streets, some of which are worse than before. Others have softened with the approach of midnight. Lyric buys Iriset whatever she wants, because it turns out Amado gave him a significant amount of funding. She drinks, mostly spitting them out into the roots of a tree, but describes the liquors and wines to him. Sometimes he takes a sip—once, when she says it smells like sage and tastes like persimmons, he leans in and captures some from her lips.

Iriset looks at him carefully then, searching, and he shrugs. Lyric tries to walk away, but she presses him back against the side wall of the tavern courtyard, demanding. He says, “You told me I don’t know who I am here, and I don’t know who you are, and so even though everything we were before had grown from rotten foundations, that’s gone. You—you vibrated it away with your grip on the forces. I felt that. I know what you did. So now it could be different. New.”

She peers at him, like her gaze can peel back his skin and flesh. “You’re such a philosopher, Lyric,” she says like it’s a joke between them. “It was just sex magic.”

That actually surprises a laugh out of him.

Then Iriset starts kissing Lyric sweetly whenever she takes a drink, and huddles close so that he puts his arm around her instead of knocking shoulders while they hold hands. “I’m going to interrogate you now,” she says grandly while they meander along a canal with orange flowering trees whose weeping branches bend toward the water.

“What do you want?” she asks, and he somehow didn’t expect that.

Lyric shakes his head. “I don’t know.”

“I don’t believe you.”

“What do you want?” He turns the tables on her.

“To stay here, to learn more magic, to learn sundering! To fly, and also to teach—” She bites her lip, stopping herself. “To be who I always wanted to be, and to tell my mother,” she adds in a whisper.

“We have to go home for you to tell her anything,” he says.

“She’s gone. I don’t know where.”

“You could find her.”

Iriset slides him a look, tightens her grip on his waist. “So you can trace her and—”

“No,” he says.

“I told you I don’t want to go home, Lyric. Why would I want to go back to a place where everyone I love is dead?”

It hits him so hard, even the second time, but Iriset keeps going: “Restrictions, rebellions, lies, and that awful feeling in my gut all the time, unable to be myself.”

Lyric knows restrictions, he knows awful gut feelings, the inability to be who you want to be. But Iriset won’t want to hear that, she’d only attack him for feeling sorry for himself at the height of power. Rightly so. Lyric has never liked complaining.

“Nothing to say to that?” Iriset demands. “You used to argue back so well, the Vertex Seal certain of his moral superiority. Too bad your mother didn’t share such a thing.”

“Iriset,” he says, letting all his hurt glare through his face. “Don’t make that about something else. If she’d been arrested, she’d be just as dead.”

“You want me to believe you wouldn’t give your mother the mercy you refused my father?”

“I would not.” It’s easy to say, because Lyric knows it to be absolutely true.

“Your own mother?”

“My mother, Diaa of Moonshadow, devout enough to give up half her name to her service to the miran and Aharté’s family, went too far. Leapt over the laws of Silence, over carefully chosen actions, and—and thought she knew better than the Holy Peace, than the Moon-Eater’s Mistress, the will of the mirané council and her Vertex Seal. It was a personal betrayal to me, yes, but it was an insult to the entire empire.” Lyric closes his eyes, breath shaky. This didn’t use to happen to him, this loss of control, and never in public. Never outside the labyrinth, outside the presence of Garnet alone. “My mother disliked arguments, and that’s why I liked you in the first place. If I was like my mother, if I was the kind of king you think I am, I would never have welcomed you—Iriset mé Isidor, the Little Cat’s daughter!—into my home. Into my thoughts. Welcomed you, Iriset, not just tolerated you. I need—needed,” he corrects suddenly, and realizes they’re stopped in the middle of the street, people parting around them with a few odd glances. Thank Silence they’re speaking mirané and wearing masks.

Iriset takes his other hand, having dropped her cup somewhere. “Then why did you take that pill? Why did you break this, here, when we only have… each other?”

“I told you. Rotten foundation. That marriage knot was wound through with so many falsehoods and lies. Besides, you don’t want to be married to me. You want to become the greatest apostate that ever existed. You told me so. And I’m going to find Maimeri Sarenpet and do my best to end the Apostate Age. Even if I can’t go home.”

She grimaces and starts walking again. But stops, spins back. “Why shouldn’t I want the things I want, Lyric? Why shouldn’t I crave freedom and encouragement, to be loved for who I am? Endless design! What if I don’t want to unravel the Moon-Eater? To end this? I shouldn’t be expected to.”

Lyric nods slowly. “You’re right.”

Iriset frowns, clearly not expecting agreement. “So stay with me. It’s not so bad here, is it? Bring Aharté here. I don’t hate Silence, Lyric. Balance is good, and some kind of compromise could launch the design technology in amazing directions—the kind of quad designs we’re used to in Silence, but without the draconic, rigid, impossible rules. What if we did that together? Change things here, build a different empire in our image.”

“That’s ambitious,” he murmurs.

She laughs, and that gentian part of him that always seems to turn to her like she’s the sun expands again. “It’s not any more ambitious than making the history we learned come to be. Unmaking a god, resetting the design structure of an entire city? I’m actually impressed you think you can bring about the rise of Aharté all by yourself.”

“With Maimeri Sarenpet,” he says, taking her hand again to walk with her. They need to find a bonfire. He adds, feeling almost shy, “With my Holy Syr.”

Iriset eyes him incredulously. “It’s difficult to believe you’ll take up the role of Aharté herself.”

“The story we know is just a story, isn’t it? That’s history. To think otherwise feels like the real sacrilege.” Lyric can’t tell her he’s begun to question Aharté’s very existence.

“I like it.” She knocks their shoulders together again. “It really makes me wonder how time works, you know? Like, can we change anything? Or, if we change anything, will we change? Or is there another path to take and another us, another me and you and Amaranth and Sidoné and the Little Cat and—and Singix? Maybe we make a world where everything we want is real. The people we love alive, the way we want. But how can we know? Is it a circle or a spiral? Is it spiraling toward entropy or implosion?” Iriset laughs, shakes her head. “I really don’t know how we got here, Lyric.”

“If you tried, you could discover it,” he says with very simple devotion.

“Ugh,” she groans. “You’re so earnest sometimes! This is a theory session! At a midnight festival of monsters. Be less serious.”

Lyric struggles for a moment, then sticks his tongue out at her.

Iriset tsks, then sighs. “At the very core, what is Silence to you, Lyric Aharté? What is it, if it’s only a philosophy? A political guideline? Not about a goddess who may or may not exist? What truly matters?”

Lyric lets his mind drift through her questions as they walk up a flight of stairs away from the little river with its weeping trees. Just before they join another open street, he tugs her to a stop, cups her face, and kisses her. This, he thinks, this is what matters, and that’s so far away from philosophy and history and the complete upheaval of a city—a world.

Iriset leans back enough to look between his eyes. “Why do you keep doing that? Kissing me like it’s the answer to every question?”

This time Lyric does it on purpose, and Iriset laughs against his lips.
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They end up drinking beer at a patio café, chosen for the massive bonfire in the middle of the square before them. In a little bit, when the moon is highest, they’ll join the crowd throwing in unwanted, sacrificial design. Lyric’s sipping at his beer, and Iriset has downed half of hers and a shot of something she says tastes like herbs dropped in a vat of vinegar. He asks how she’s not drunk, and Iriset taps her beer to his and says in addition to spitting a lot out, she’s practicing sundering inside her own body. “I think it’s working a little bit! I’m definitely not much worse than tipsy,” she says, and she doesn’t sound worse. Lyric is probably less sober than Iriset, given his low tolerance due to lack of practice. He doesn’t mind tonight. The sway of his thoughts mellows the chaos and harsh firelight of the crater city, brings the fireworks to background noise.

At Lyric’s prodding, Iriset goes into more detail about sundering, talking in metaphor and examples he half understands. It soothes him to listen to her, despite every word dripping with apostasy. It is who she is, and Aharté made her this way.

If Aharté made anything at all.

Lyric will have to reckon with that. With everything. What he wants to build here, what he wants to break, and who he asks to help him. He knows he needs to find Maimeri, if the man exists yet, and he knows he needs to find other cults of Aharté, threads of Silence. It’s a step in the balanced direction, though it could take years. If Maimeri is only a child, or unborn, it could be decades before Lyric achieves anything. He feels more urgency than that. Like there’s a limit, only a few quads, maybe not for the Moon-Eater or Iriset, but for him. His fingertips tingle.

Maybe it’s the alcohol, or the empty place under his heart where the marriage knot used to be, but Lyric is certain that he himself doesn’t have that kind of time.

The moon is high enough, Lyric thinks, tilting his face up. Under his foot, he feels a tremor. Like the earth itself shivers. Lyric looks around, but nobody else noticed. He must have imagined it.

“Nice little rabbit mask!” Iriset calls in Old Sarenpet, and he follows her gaze to a group of youths with very pretty white masks: a rabbit, yes, with long ears curled over their head, and an illusion design that makes it seem to blink its dark eyes. There’s a cat with gilded whiskers and a shifting grin, and a mouse, Lyric thinks, with a lifelike twitching pink nose.

When she finishes waving her compliments, Iriset says to Lyric in mirané again, “Little rabbit. I never realized.” Her expression opens into amusement. “What a funny name for a famous man.”

It takes Lyric a moment to understand why she’s amused.

Little rabbit. In Old Sarenpet it’s mai meri.

“The Moon-Eater’s child,” he whispers.

“What?”

Lyric grabs her wrist. His pulse throbs in his temples. “The Moon-Eater had a child. Has a child. Named Rabbit—but in mirané. The mirané word for rabbit, not Maimeri, so of course nobody recognized it.”

“Really?” Iriset’s eyebrows are so high, she clearly finds it difficult to believe.

“Shade told me himself. And that Rabbit left the city because it was too loud for ahz. Because that’s how it is for me, and the Moon-Eater said—”

“Lyric.” Iriset touches his cheek. “Calm down.”

Shutting his eyes, Lyric breathes. His fingertips are tingling again.

A roar ripples through the crowd. Iriset stands, nudging his shoulder until he joins her. She takes his hand and pulls him into the press of people all moving toward the bonfire. It smells like smoke and sweat, a sweetness he can’t identify, and Lyric squeezes her hand tightly so they aren’t separated as too many laughing and cheering people press close.

What forms can’t quite be called a line, more like layers of concentric circles that shift into a spiral of sorts, with some people darting through to toss in their sacrifices. Most of them are masks, some heavy and made of material that flies well, arcing just right to cut through the flames and send up sparks where they land in the wood.

The heat tightens his lips, and Lyric reaches for his mask, but Iriset gets there first. She pries it off, then nods her chin at him until Lyric grabs the base of one of the long teeth biting up out of her cheeks and rips it all off.

They move nearer and nearer through the tightening, crushing spiral, and as one, when they’re so close the flames are louder than the crowd, they throw each other’s masks into the bonfire. He doesn’t see where they land, but he yells wordlessly, and Iriset’s voice echoes in his ears.

“Come back with me,” Iriset murmurs with her mouth touching his ear. “Come back with me and let me fuck you again, Lyric, let me eat you up, and it will be the best argument we’ve ever had, and we can be naked all night, please, please, come back with me.” She digs one hand into his waist, and the other presses against his cock, which is not unaffected. “We have so much more to fight about, let’s do it right now, right now.”

He wants that, he aches for it, to let go of himself and let her remake him, because he’s not an idiot: That’s what she wants. A tamed Vertex Seal to mold and reform and re-form. He’s not anybody here, so why not be anybody? That’s her song, her seduction.

Heedless of the crowd around them, Iriset sucks on his neck, just below the bend of his jaw, pushing her body against him, arms around him, and her desire permeates his skin.

But Lyric carefully moves her teeth away from his throat. “I have to go to the Rivermouth fortress.”

Her flushed cheeks and hot eyes bend in irritation, but then she seems to remember something. “Because of Setka?”

Cold fear douses his lust, and Lyric grabs her shoulders. “You know?”

Her frown is so thick he wants to bite it. “I do, but—”

“Did you tell the Moon-Eater?”

Iriset jerks away. “What?”

“Did you?”

“Of course not! I’m glad you’re saving her.”

“And going against him, your red god.” Lyric feels so clearheaded suddenly, intensely aware of a very fine but solid line between them again.

Iriset pushes his hands off her shoulders. “I don’t serve any god, of Silence or apostasy.”

Lyric opens his mouth to say he’s sorry, but this time, the tremor under the street is noticeable. He frowns, looking down.

Then he hears a distant sound that some combat-trained instinct knows is not a firework. He turns so he’s in between Iriset and the sound—the sensation—and he taps the defense necklace she’s wearing just before everything explodes around them.
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THE MOON-EATER’S REAL MOUTH

In the future that may or may not come to pass depending on how messy Iriset and Lyric get, Amaranth mé Esmail Her Glory is having a very bad day.

She’s spent years, absolute years, perfecting her ability to get herself off—quickly, efficiently, slowly, languorously, teasing and tormenting and gratifying her body—for the sake of the Moon-Eater, the mirané princes, the Vertex Seal, the whole entire empire really. But this morning nothing is coming. Ha ha ha.

Uncle Lirdal, the Mistress before her, would say it’s stress. Amaranth is certain that can’t be it, because today is no more stressful than many, many of the days in the past half year, since she met that cursed apostate in prison. Today won’t be the first time she’s attending a memorial for someone she loved. It won’t be the first time Amaranth says things she doesn’t mean, or the first time she uses her epic falling force to draw people to her, to make them listen, make them agree, give her more power, let her decide. It won’t even be the first time she tries to pass someone wearing a craftmask off as a member of her family!

Amaranth has been in far more stressful situations. So why does every touch feel like too much? Why does her skin practically burn? The soft robe is satin-woven godgrass fibers, one of the gentlest materials in the world, yet it grates against her nipples, her hips, the nape of her neck.

If miran got sick, she’d think she has a fever.

Standing before the altar, robe hanging loose on her shoulders, she tilts her face up to the cracked dome of the Moon-Eater’s Temple. The midnight-blue tiles that fell have not been replaced, and the lighter plaster infrastructure of the dome itself is like a scar. Amaranth breathes carefully. Her heavy hair is bunched in loops and curls at her crown, dragging her head back. Her neck aches.

Amaranth closes her eyes, willing the ache to travel down her spine as a warm flush, an illusory touch from her god. She parts her lips to breathe, focused on the sensation of air on her tongue, the roof of her mouth, sliding down her throat, and she imagines the shivering, drowning sensation of the Moon-Eater’s pleasure resounding back to her, back to her, back to her after she builds up her orgasm.

Amaranth presses her hand to her sternum. She knows herself and she’s good at loving herself. Her body knows how to do this. So do her heart and mind.

Lowering her hand, she lets her fingers ripple individually over the rolls of her belly, the valley of her navel, circles her middle finger there, like it’s another mouth—isn’t it? “Isn’t it?” she whispers, and her smallest finger brushes the line of soft black curls at her pelvis, and Amaranth’s knees quake. She slams her thighs together with a curse. It feels wrong. Off. She’s off.

With a growl, Amaranth plops down on the hard edge of the altar. Stone cuts into the bottom curves of her ass. Amaranth pushes harder, rolls her hips into the pressure. She leans over, shifting so the line of cold stone slices over her hole, which isn’t even wet. This is bullshit!

Amaranth whirls and grabs one of the teeth off the altar, then flings it with all her might toward the screens blocking her off from the temple foyer. It cracks into a wooden seam. Leaves a dent.

She shoves the rest of the teeth onto the floor in a loud clatter and flops onto her back. Though she knows this place is very, very clean, she feels grimy. Like dust continually falls from the broken ceiling.

The little sigh she makes is not quite amused at herself. She wishes she found any of this funny. Amaranth prides herself on finding things funny when she probably shouldn’t. Her jaw clenches. Her fists clench. She clenches her thighs together. Several times in the past she’s held one of those larger molar teeth in between her legs, just above her knees so she can squeeze her legs together with all her might but still have space for her own hands to dig into herself. Those are usually good orgasms, though she’s pretty vicious afterward. So maybe good isn’t the right word.

“Your Glory?” her body-twin inquires worriedly from behind the damaged screen.

Right—throwing the tooth was definitely abnormal behavior. Amaranth groans in frustration. What she needs is someone to pin her down and just use her body, just make it do what it needs to do. What she needs is for somebody else to fuck the Moon-Eater today. What she needs is somebody else. “Anis,” she says in her most lazy voice. “Everything is fine. The Moon-Eater and I are taking our time.”

Too bad Anis likes dick and Amaranth doesn’t particularly, or her body-twin could help.

“It’s good to steal time for yourself, Ama,” Anis says with that particular tone that’s equal parts soothing and sardonic.

It brings a real smile to Amaranth’s lips. She closes her eyes on the hard altar and relaxes her muscles one at a time, starting with her shoulders, and moving down down down toward her feet. The air is warm in the Moon-Eater’s Temple, even as they move further into autumn. Her robe drapes the altar protectively, and Amaranth lounges there, letting her mind wander. No focus, just her mind loose to think its thoughts, as her hands settle on her belly, sliding up and down. Her right hand cups the weight of her left breast; her left hand curls over the lowest round of her abdomen.

There is so much she should already be doing for the day. Bathing, dressing for the memorial, then a few last-minute meetings arranged by her secretary while her hair is done and her face is painted—probably one of which will be with the persistent, sexy small king of Sharp-Shin precinct who’s leading the coalition of non-mirané demanding to see the Vertex Seal. And that’s all before Amaranth is to lead a processional of the mirané princes to the royal tombs at the northern edge of the crater. To bury her mother.

Without Lyric. Without his fucking wife.

They already faked a memorial for Singix and sent a fake body back to the Ceres Remnants. And by they, Amaranth means herself and her handmaidens and Beremé, who Amaranth is not happy to be indebted to. Because Garnet is no help; Garnet is being a huge stubborn ass and barely agreed to hide the fact that Lyric is gone and use the mask of Lyric’s face Iriset left behind to keep everyone in line. Amaranth is sure the only reason Garnet even agreed is because if Lyric is declared missing, then the power will all fall into Amaranth’s and Beremé’s hands, and he’s clinging to what he calls the final shred of Amaranth’s cheap loyalty because she wants Lyric to remain the Vertex Seal, even if it’s a fake Lyric.

The princes need an explanation, and the non-mirané of the city demand it. Amaranth thinks of Sharp-Shin again—

—and sits up in one graceful motion. “Anis!”

“Your Glory?” Anis throws aside the screen immediately, but halts just as fast to see her Mistress leaning precariously off the altar, naked but for the robe clinging to her shoulders, an intense hot look in her big mirané-brown eyes.

“The small king of Sharp-Shin is scheduled today, right? This morning? Fioren said she bullied him into putting her on my schedule since she can’t get through Garnet to Lyric?” Amaranth grins, knowing she looks maniacal. “Bring her here. Now. I’ll see her.”

Anis pauses, chin tucked in a disapproving pout.

“Anis! I need this. Send her in the moment you find her.”

With a sigh of her own, Anis goes.

Amaranth leans across the altar, arching her back and thinking of the small king of Sharp-Shin. Ah, Silence, Amaranth had such a crush when they were children. Sidoné had been long and gangly then, narrow-eyed and suspicious, but with this barking laugh Amaranth yearned to invoke. She’d grown up so well. Warm mirané-brown coloring, but with the broad features of the Bow, her lips are so full, her eyes narrow and sharp, just like the precinct she rules now. That long neck! The way she moves, trained since birth to defend, to elude danger. That’s one of the reasons she was Amaranth’s first body-twin, only torn away when they were thirteen, nearly a quad of years ago, because her family was assassinated. The laws had been changed just months before, to allow second-generation children to inherit if they were born mirané. That had been Amaranth’s first taste of hating progress, hating justice, because it took something away from her that she wanted.

She loves Anis, of course. Anis who had come to her then also at thirteen, awkward and uncertain, but with just enough confidence to be who she wanted to be, in a new place, with new power, and the ambition to win the future Moon-Eater’s Mistress to her side and become untouchable. Amaranth has sometimes wondered what would be different with Sidoné still at her side, but it was impossible to think anyone but Anis would have been a better ally in apostasy when Singix Es Sun dropped dead and Anis hissed to Amaranth, Iriset can do it.

Amaranth moans on purpose. A low, breathy sound, making it echo in her skull. She opens her mouth and breathes the sound of longing up to the broken dome. Her elbows bow out like butterfly wings as her fingers tangle in her own hair, and she lets one knee bend and fall aside, opening her up to the air. She sighs like a song. In and out, not the measured patterns her brother likes, not the purposeful design of her sister-in-vows. Just Amaranth’s own.

It isn’t long at all before the screen jerks open and demanding footsteps slap the tiled floor. They stop very abruptly and Amaranth grins, lolling her head to pin her gaze on the stunned beauty of Sidoné Rask, the small king of Sharp-Shin.

Sidoné’s wide eyes blink once, and then she spins around. “Your Glory!” she snaps in desperate reprimand.

“Sidoné,” she moans again, drawing out the final sound as she sits up. For Sidoné’s sake, Amaranth pulls her robe slightly together at her belly. It covers one breast, half of the other, and the long opening from navel to ankle slides open and shut over her groin and thighs as she steps closer.

“Your Glory,” Sidoné says as if she’s in pain, face turned away.

“Welcome to my morning ministrations.”

Sidoné snaps a hand up to her own face, shielding her eyes from Amaranth.

It makes the Moon-Eater’s Mistress laugh low and long. “Ah, Sidoné, you know, everyone knows, what I do for the Moon-Eater every day. What I do for the empire.”

“Knowing and—and being confronted by it are different.” It sounds like the small king is speaking through clenched teeth. Delightful.

Amaranth does not move closer. But she makes her voice soft. “You want to see Lyric. You want details and an explanation for your coalition.”

“Yes.”

“It’s impressive that a mirané small king would be chosen to lead a non-mirané coalition,” Amaranth says lightly, as if she’s just now considering it.

“My grandmother was a Bow queen. My mother was born on the border. I am barely mirané.” This Sidoné says harshly to the floor. Her shield hand has lowered, and her three-quarter silhouette is easy to read. A pinch of brow, a tension in the corner of her mouth. And Amaranth can almost see the pulse beating in her lovely throat.

“There is only mirané or non-mirané, and you were blessed by Aharté,” Amaranth says. “Don’t you want to be blessed by the Moon-Eater, too?”

Sidoné scoffs. Scoffs! At Amaranth. Her Glory is taken aback!

But the scorching look Sidoné shoots her makes up for it. “What a line, Your Glory,” Sidoné says. It would be cold, if it wasn’t so dripping with something Amaranth cannot quite parse. Longing? Humor? Disdain? She should be able to tell.

“It’s a line, but I mean it,” Amaranth says, lilting her voice up to tease.

“Tell me plainly what you mean, or I’ll take my leave and my chances with the Vertex Seal’s body-twin.”

Amaranth sighs, lowers her shoulders as if in defeat. “I am sad today, Sidoné. Sad, and lonely, and it does not allow me to do my duty for the Moon-Eater.”

Sidoné frowns. She crosses her arms, and even under the armor-scaled sleeves of her jacket, her muscles clench gorgeously. Amaranth probably weighs twice Sidoné, but the small king could pin her to the altar and do whatever she wanted. If only she would. “What does that have to do with me?” Sidoné demands.

“You know,” Amaranth says, sliding closer without picking her bare foot off the cool floor.

“That is sacrilege!” Sidoné cries. It echoes up to the broken dome.

Amaranth puts a shocked hand on her collar. “I would never ask you to take from me what belongs to the Moon-Eater,” she whispers. “Never, Sidoné. He is mine, and I am his. That is not what this is about.”

Sidoné swallows. She studies Amaranth, taking everything in, and Amaranth believes Sidoné sees her. Truly sees her, as if they’d remained body-twin and Mistress, best friends and sisters, their entire lives. The small king’s short, curled lashes flutter as she looks away. Mirané skin does not flush, but there is a subtle shift in her posture that shows Amaranth the desire in Sidoné’s whole being.

“Tell me what you would do, what you would want me to do,” Amaranth says. “If you were the Moon-Eater. If you could have me.”

Sidoné’s knees hit the floor hard. It sounds like it hurts, and Amaranth feels it in her heart, of all places. To hide the feeling, she laughs lightly. “That is not the position I’d have chosen, but if you—”

“Shut up, Amaranth,” Sidoné whispers. “Get on the altar.”

Amaranth sprawls onto the stone altar so fast she almost laughs at her own desperation. She throws the robe apart, but Sidoné snaps, “I didn’t tell you to do that.”

A gasp clogs Amaranth’s throat as her hands freeze. She can see the scars on the broken dome overhead, her eyes so wide and unblinking they dry out too fast. Slowly, waiting to be reprimanded again, she draws the robe closed.

“What do you think of when you do this, on a good day?” Sidoné asks, very conversationally.

“The Moon-Eater, the feeling of him when we come together. It is not physical, except that I’m coming, but I feel it in every part of my body. I think of that. The—the release that is not release, but a—a…” Amaranth shakes her head; she genuinely does not know how to describe the moment of communion. Iriset called it love. She called it architecture. Amaranth smiles crookedly, lazy, at the memory.

“I would kiss you,” Sidoné says suddenly.

Amaranth looks at her. Sidoné is nearer, gaze caught on Amaranth’s mouth. “And?”

“That’s where I’d start. I don’t know what next, if I could kiss you… That’s as far as I’ve imagined.”

“Kiss me,” Amaranth insists.

Sidoné shakes her head in denial. Her hair is cropped short, little curls clinging to the lovely shape of her skull. Gold cuffs her ears. She’s got a mask of delicate metal around her temples like a diadem. Little curlicues fall around her cheeks, and a few spike up like waves. It’s simple, hardly distracts from the features an apostate could steal. But it’s there, it’s a silver counterpoint to her rich mirané skin. Amaranth wants to lick the tips, let it prick her tongue.

This is definitely helping.

Amaranth presses her hands down her sides, grips her own hips, and then spreads her legs wide. Behind her, Sidoné sucks in a slow breath. Imagining her watching, eyes locked to Amaranth, makes Amaranth tingle in a good way. Burn like desire, not grating discomfort. “It could be your hands,” she says, pinching a nipple, smiling with her teeth. “It could be,” she murmurs. “The Moon-Eater wouldn’t mind having both of us, Sidoné Rask.”

“I’ll stay here, thanks,” Sidoné says, obviously trying for snappish, but it comes out breathy.

Feeling irresistible really does it for Amaranth. Her body finally, finally responds. Hot, wet even, and she digs her fingers into herself, reaching to press against the rim of her hole, the Moon-Eater’s real mouth, ha ha ha.

“That isn’t what I would do,” Sidoné says.

“Hah?” Amaranth stops, two fingers tugging at the edges of herself.

“I would—would tease you, probably, because I’m not sure what you like. I’d kiss you, and touch lightly. It would probably feel like a tease.”

Amaranth hears what Sidoné doesn’t know how to say: She withdraws her fingers and skims against her clitoris instead. She plays there, tapping again, again, teasing herself like she’s being toyed with by someone who doesn’t understand what the little knot is for. It’s not her style, but it works, because Sidoné gave it to her. As vulnerable as Amaranth is, should be, right now, Sidoné gave this to her.

“Sidoné,” she murmurs, then moans.

“Ah, no, Amaranth,” Sidoné pants, shoving away from the altar—who knew she’d gotten so close. “I can’t. This isn’t for me.”

Then she’s leaving, and Amaranth doesn’t stop driving herself closer to communion. “Wait outside,” she has the presence of mind to call before sinking into finally, finally, finally the Moon-Eater’s churning, tightening presence.

When the binding knot snaps back into place, when the unraveled Moon-Eater expands and contracts again, locking the Holy Design back where it belongs, Amaranth sighs in satisfaction.
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A little while later, though not nearly as long as Amaranth would prefer, she’s got not only her godgrass robe properly tight around her, but an over-robe and a layer of wrap pants snugly tied to her hips. Her hair is a mess and she needs her mask paint redone. But that will all be part of preparing for Diaa of Moonshadow’s memorial.

She strides out to find Anis mé Ario, her body-twin, standing with Sidoné Rask, both of them leaned together. Their whispered conversation halts so fast they must have been talking about Amaranth. She snorts.

They look so guilty. “I don’t care,” Amaranth says. “I have too much to do, and you two couldn’t possibly out-scheme me. Anis is too easy to break,” she tells Sidoné, then to make up for it, to Anis she says, “And Sidoné wouldn’t even touch me with permission.”

Anis, used to her Moon-Eater’s Mistress’s ways, drifts over to take Amaranth’s hand. “We can still make everything on time if we decline the rest of the meetings and I paint you while you talk to Garnet and the Vertex Seal.”

Amaranth nods, though Sidoné frowns. “I want my audience,” the small king demands.

“You’ll get it. Come with—”

A commotion just outside the Moon-Eater’s Temple has both Anis and Sidoné tense, but Amaranth shoves them aside and marches out. Too much has threatened her and her worldview this summer. “What?” she snaps even as she winces away from the cutting sunlight.

Two Seal guards and one Moon-Eater priest are blocking someone.

The fourth person is a thin, conniving, but patient mirané prince named Hehet méra Davith. He’s the head of the opposition faction of mirané princes. And he’s never bothered to confront Amaranth about anything, much preferring to work through secondary or even tertiary sources, or if made to speak directly to power, he goes to Garnet or Beremé. That he is here, when so much has gone so wrong, gives Amaranth a sick feeling. She doesn’t have time.

But Hehet catches her eye and smiles as if there’s no care in the world. He’s forty-something, carrying his age handsomely. There is a strange eagerness to him that she’s never seen before: Normally Hehet hides himself, plays neutral better than anyone.

With a flick of a delicately boned wrist, he holds out a very old-looking scroll. Slowly his smile turns catlike and dangerous. “Your Glory. I know what’s happened to the Vertex Seal.”
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An idea so good it’s bad

It hurts. There’s screaming in her ears. Something outside of her throbs, the air itself squeezing, expanding, squeezing, expanding. There’s weight on top of her, pressing her chest down, and beneath her the ground is cold and hard, also wet.

Iriset smells blood. Her face is sticky with it, and she can’t move one of her arms. She opens her eyes to blurry darkness. Bubbles of color pop at the edges of her vision.

Gasping a breath, she tastes ash and iron.

Suddenly the strangeness bursts and the whole world rushes in: An explosion, the building beside them is half blown apart, that is screaming, people screaming and crying for help, and an alarm shrieks through the neighborhood. Angry pops like fireworks, sudden hard rain—something is still exploding—

Iriset pushes at the weight on her chest. It’s—

“Lyric,” she says, but can’t hear her own voice even in her own skull, there’s too much screaming, a ringing through her bones. With extreme effort she manages to roll enough that he falls away from her and she sits. She pushes him over. He’s covered in blood—

The left side of his face is half gone.

He isn’t breathing.

Iriset kneels over him, the ground swaying under her, and reaches for the marriage knot. No—it’s gone, too, there’s nothing between them. She unraveled it when they fucked, pulled it apart in a long trembling orgasm. The heart force to undo a heart. She flattens her hands on Lyric’s chest and sucks in quick, shallow breaths, seeking ecstatic force. Without thinking, she drags ecstatic from every part of her own body, scours herself, and in a bright burst shoves every shred through her arms and into her palms and rocks him with it. “Lyric!” she yells, then again, and she can almost hear herself.

She slaps her hand on his chest, using the kinetic power to charge ecstatic again and again, and suddenly Lyric’s mouth falls open and he takes a ragged breath. His breath is shallow, slow; he is not going to survive this if she doesn’t fix it fast.

Iriset grabs his face. Blood trickles away from his ruined cheek, and her fingers find viscous material—not skin or muscles, no, it’s his eye, and bits of bone poke out around the socket.

A sharp shock of ecstatic cuts at her chest, and Iriset cries out at the pain; she clasps a hand around the weird pendant on the wire necklace he gave her—that last moment flashes back. Lyric heard, or felt, or knew the explosion was coming, and he activated the defense necklace that was meant for him, that he put on her, can you defend yourself, and Iriset is fine! Fine, shaken, aching like her whole body got punched through a wall, but the force-net protected her like some kind of shield bubble. And Lyric wasn’t inside.

Her hands shake as she tears the necklace away and unwinds the wires, takes the clay pendant and snaps it with a surge of energy. It’s small but sharp and pointed on one side now, good enough.

Shucking off her outer robe, Iriset starts tearing at it. With a strip she wipes blood and worse away from Lyric’s face, careful around the delicate broken bones of his cheek and eye socket. Focused, she scoops out what’s ruined and flicks it away, carefully unthinking. Lyric shifts under her hand, but she still can’t hear if he’s whimpering, pained. Just keep breathing, Lyric, she says, but cannot hear.

Using the fine wires of the necklace, Iriset quickly twists together a rudimentary quad frame; she’d give anything for a proper stylus right now. Good thing Iriset is a genius and can snap ecstatic into one line, and sing force-notes to imbue the others with flow, falling, and rising, trusting herself even if she can’t hear the tones. Then she uses the sharp clay pendant to cut the frame into Lyric’s skin. It fits over his ruined eye socket, and when she puts a hand to either temple she lights him up with all four forces so the net flares to life and then falls into stasis.

She’s no surgeon, apostatical or otherwise, but she understands the basics of blood flow and bone structure and pulmonary rhythm and kinetic charge, the aspects of the body that correspond to each force on a basic level. Iriset squeezes her eyes closed and settles her hands against his chest again. Lyric is breathing.

For a moment her throat closes.

The blood loss is probably already substantial, and only a constant trickle now, but the injuries to his eye socket, cheek, probably tiny abrasions throughout, and whatever damage there is to the sensory… whatevers! Nerves? Tendons? She doesn’t know. She doesn’t have to know, you don’t have to know, she reminds herself. All she has to do is keep him alive. The best way is to restructure the bone here, now, and close up the wound so that it’s more structurally sound for movement. Before ash gets in or more dirt or anything to increase the likelihood of infection. The eye—

Later, a design surgeon can help, a real healer. Iriset has never tried to make anything like this. A missing piece. She does transformation, masks, reworking, redesigning. Not something brand-new. She doesn’t know how to make a new eye, but she could make something out of glass or opal or better yet a resin, something that might even eventually work to connect with his brain in some way, if she’s good enough, or if she could find a proper replacement, which of course Lyric would never accept—

The idea occurs to her so completely, she’s halfway started before it hits her just how terrible it is.

The numen told her that sundering is design at the level of thought and feeling. It is triggering rivation, and from that creating force she can manipulate with a nudge of will or a word. It’s using her instinct and her inner forces to shift the smallest threads of force, the tiny particles that make force in the first place. Rivation is like using magnetics and ecstatic charge to separate hematite from ochre, only she’s the magnet and the charge.

Iriset works fast.

First, some tools: There’s more fine wire from the necklace, and she twists it into something like two short styli, then binds them into forceps. She shatters the smaller remaining side of the pendant, getting flakes of the clay. They easily charge into ecstatic buttons. She needs a sharp knife, but looking around is a mistake. There’s rubble and bodies, smoke in too many colors, ash falling like rain. Fire everywhere. No time to worry if any of it’s roaring closer.

With sharp clay Iriset scrawls the beginnings of a crawling design along Lyric’s scalp, sending it down his body to knit skin together. Instead of changing skin color or texture, it’s just repair. Easy. Easy. Then she takes the last of the wire and builds a tiny frame to teach threads of force what she needs, before inserting it into the stasis frame so Lyric’s bones get to work remaking themselves. Just like you were before, she murmurs to him, to the bones. It isn’t hard, this is nothing new, not a redesign: It’s only got to remake what his body remembers.

Without design vellum, Iriset cuts the next design into her own face, eyes closed and working by memory to get the correct force-sigils in the correct places, mirror images, and she doesn’t hesitate to activate it. Heat suffuses the left side of her face, a flash of fire she grits her teeth against before it settles into a constant tingling warmth. She touches her eyebrow and doesn’t feel much. Hopefully blocking enough sensory information that the pain won’t debilitate her, but not so much she can’t feel what she’s doing.

Iriset opens her eyes as wide as they go, imagining that this will be smooth, precise, and it won’t kill her, either. With the clay ecstatic buttons, she sticks her left eyelids open.

It’s strange to watch it happen. To see the forceps. To hold her breath so she isn’t shaking even though she knows it’s best if she breathes carefully to smooth her motions. The truth is she’s too afraid to breathe.

But the clarity she feels is like a pristine spotlight shining on her in the midst of this carnage and chaos. That helps her dissociate just enough.

It hurts.

But not as badly as it should. Enough to remind her about this impossible thing she’s doing: cutting her own eyeball out, quickly, efficiently, with only two wire styli and her ferocious will, and centering all her considerable focus on the invisibly tiny details, the things she can’t know about how the eye connects to the brain, to its seat in her socket: She can’t know, but she can feel. She can sense. Sunder.

Pull gently apart, detach, unmake, she thinks, imagining it happens in a miniature shock wave, an orgasm, the threads of force and particles of her body behaving exactly, precisely the way she demands. Rivation, she thinks but doesn’t say: She can’t let herself move.

The pain cuts through the throb of her pulse, the ringing of screams in her ears. It’s so clarifying, Iriset wonders if this is what pain is truly for. It makes her hands steady again, shows her where to focus.

Then Iriset is holding her own eye in her hand, balanced in a tripod of two fingers and thumb, and she thinks, Oh, add another finger. Nothing made of three is stable.

Blood seeps down her cheek, but it isn’t flowing, isn’t spilling all her life down onto the broken cobbles of the crater city.

Iriset sways, lightheaded.

“No,” she commands herself.

Her eye looks back at her, almost alive in the flickering firelight. Before it totally dies—the tissues, the strings dangling off it (veins, she thinks), and smaller, more important threads of life and sensation (she doesn’t know what time she has)—Iriset leans over Lyric and thumbs open the tatter of his left eyelid. She plops her eye in, and that she hears: a squelch, a slick sound of wet flesh, pulpy chewy tongue spit-swallowing sound, and oh boy is that going to haunt her later.

Iriset sucks in a breath, her pulse throbbing in her raw, empty eye socket. Blood drips from her onto Lyric, blood becoming blood becoming blood, a smear within an ocean of blood on his cheek. The framework has his bones where they belong, snapped into place, but they’re still fractured, little pieces missing, and Iriset can’t wait, even though the skin isn’t quite right along the lower rim of the socket.

She holds the tip of clay over her eye in his skull and sends pings of ecstatic down through the orb, followed by humming flow, and in her mind’s eye, it merges with him, it knows what to do, the nerves and connections, warm and soothing as lips on a neck, fingers brushing a spine, there there, be yourself, be good, and Iriset hates how imprecise it feels, the metaphor, the imagining of it, but that’s what the numen said again and again: A sunderer has an instinct, and Iriset knows how it all works. She gets design on a fundamental level, and always has. Just keep practicing, the numen said. Let it all come apart and put it back together.

Like the unraveling and redesign every morning in the Moon-Eater’s Temple, that fifth force, Iriset knows it, she trusts it—she must.

This is faith in herself, in her instinctual knowledge and her education brought together. She puts a hand on his forehead, because it helps her not only feel, but know she’s working. It’s working. Iriset pricks tiny instructions into his hot skin, flow here, falling there, make connections, bring it all together, stitch, stitch, ecstatic, and keep breathing that rising force, Lyric, keep breathing.

She is so hot, her face aflame, still throbbing, weird, raw, and the world is flatter in her single eye.

But her eye is inside him. Part of Iriset mé Isidor inside him, like her fingers in his mouth, like the design seed that blossomed into a marriage knot—Lyric’s inner design wants hers, knows hers, and love is design, love is the sundering force.

Iriset plucks her own hair, and with the tip of the clay shard and quick, charging ecstatic pants, she begins to sew.

[image: ]
By the time she’s found, Iriset has gently wrapped Lyric’s face with strips of cloth from her outer robe. Not too much pressure, while his bones knit and heal, but only to protect. She’s done all she can, and maybe he’ll see through her eye one day soon.

He might not want it.

She’ll have to make sure she’s not around when he finds out.

After releasing the buttons holding her lashes open, she reverses one to gently stick her eyelid closed. It feels odd. She wishes she had a patch, and supposes she’ll be able to find one or make one with relative ease. Iriset leans back against half a wall, pulls Lyric’s head into her lap, and cups his face. She breathes in an eight-count, slow and steady. Her own face hurts, an ache that fluctuates between acute and tender.

“What have you done?”

Iriset looks up, then winces instantly because it hurts to move her wound, but all the muscles still obey and try to move with her working right eye. Clapping a hand over the itchy, bloody mess, she peers up at the numen.

It’s standing several feet away, too tall and salamander white, with hair moving in every direction like tentacles. Not a drop of blood or a scrape, no dirt. The drifting ashes float past it in eddies without touching. “Numen?” she murmurs. “How did you find me?”

“We’ve been looking for hours. The attack was just past midnight. It’s nearly dawn.”

That explains why there’s no screaming anymore, why the fires are dim—oh, and Iriset can see spotlights now, lanterns moving as people assess damage and hunt up survivors. “Attack?”

“Something triggered old spider mines,” says the Moon-Eater, pushing past the numen to kneel before Iriset. “My Lyric Aharté,” he says, sounding gutted. The Moon-Eater is mirané brown and bland tonight, except for thick, long, black hair in that same high tail falling past his waist.

“He’s alive,” she whispers.

The numen kneels beside the Moon-Eater but grabs Iriset’s chin, lifting it. It pokes at the edges of her wound and she winces. “It’s disgusting what you do for him,” the numen says.

“Ah, Never,” murmurs the Moon-Eater, hands hovering over Lyric’s face and chest. “The heart wants what the heart wants.”

The numen sneers. “This is a mess. Did you dig it out with your fingers?”

“Wire forceps and this broken clay,” she says, knowing she should be offended, but instead she’s drifting. She feels like her whole being is merely a tiny spot in her chest. A singular core, like a candle flame, housing all that she is, while the rest of her cavernous body is just an empty room. Iriset giggles.

“You are mad,” the Moon-Eater says, voice hushed with awe. Then he bursts into laughter.

The numen’s body shifts, slithering under and around her, picking her up effortlessly. The Moon-Eater lifts Lyric. “You should hold together to your own things,” the numen grumbles. “Your eye!”

“His now. Ours?” she murmurs.

Distantly, she can tell the Moon-Eater is still laughing, but softly, fondly. It’s strange to think of him as being fond of anything. She remembers feeling him in the Moon-Eater’s Temple with Amaranth, the first time she witnessed the Mistress’s ritual and felt the expansion of forces, the splitting, the wave of power. She feels it now, and her whole body is shaking with fine tremors, and maybe she’ll just shake apart, turn into resonance and forces, spread and spread until she’s nothing but whispering flow-falling-rising-ecstatic pops.

“Iriset!” the numen snaps. “Hold yourself together. We’ll get you settled again.”

“Rivermouth,” she manages, falling away. “Lyric wants to go to Rivermouth.”
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The thing about the Moon-Eater

Here’s the thing about the Moon-Eater: He’s been desperately lonely for centuries.
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A long time ago, at least five hundred years but not more than seven hundred, the being that would become the Moon-Eater was born in a cradle of devastation. That’s how numen come to exist: dramatic rivation. An event takes place that is destructive and transformative enough to create an incident of the fifth force (the one Iriset calls love). In whatever location the event occurs, a spark of life pulls apart, and when it comes together again it becomes a complex of consciousness capable of constantly re-creating itself—or in this case, two complexes.

A small red moon falling out of the sky and slamming into the planet would absolutely be a dramatic enough occurrence to cause such a state, but that isn’t what happened, because if it were, then the little tree from which their sparks came would not have suffered rivation so much as demolition. These little numena know not what created them, whether accident or intentionality. When they were young enough to remember, they had no words, no conversation. Once they could communicate, they did not recall. (Unless one of them is keeping it a secret.)

Sensation, thought, sharing—those were all they had the first time they become aware of being two, the first time one understood the difference of roots and leaves without knowing any words for roots and leaves.

The one who was roots did not mind that the one who was leaves leaves again and again because leaves return, leaves returned, leaves will return, always. The sun, the moon, the snow, and the leaves return while the roots are what never leave. The leaves are always leaving, and the roots are always missing leaving.

In order to argue, they needed words.

Together they designed a language meant to bring them closer, through conversational communion, but in effect words drew more and more lines between their thoughts and their ability to share those thoughts.

When the one who was leaves left again, the time before it returned grew longer and longer.

(The truth is that both were all forms and parts of what might have once been a tree, only when they became two complexes of consciousness, one wanted to stay and one wanted to go. One grew through the rocks and bones, turned his face to the sun and the moon and liked it; the other drifted in the wind, let go let go let go, always falling, always moving and liked it.)

The last time Never left Shade, it dragged him all the way to the ocean and pointed across the deep blue waves toward the horizon.

“But there are no places to root in the open water,” Shade pouted.

“There might be!” Never said. It flung out its arms. “Come with me and find out.”

“I cannot leave.”

“You can.”

“I will not.”

“And I cannot stay.”

“You will not stay.”

(See?)

Shade put his hand around Never’s throat and Never leaned in, neck sinuous and sleek. “I am not stay,” Never tried. They stared at each other. Both of them knew what Never meant, but it sounded absurd.

They laughed and kissed, which they had learned from humans and rather liked, especially because their bodies were not exactly bodies so they could have as many mouths and as much spit and the longest tongue or the fattest tongue or teeth or no teeth or both, weirdly, and when they slipped inside each other they felt echoes of what it must have been before the rivation, before complexity and yearning and staying and going. Then Never left but Shade knew it would return.
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Shade gathered more words for himself than he knew what to do with, all while he waited for Never. He liked being children, when he was anything, because that usually meant people expected him to leave instead of leaving him. Shade grew most of the crater city in the guise of a child. In that way, the first leaders were usually decent people, because they wouldn’t abandon or abuse a child, and as he pretended to grow and age and mature, they followed him. Discovering that line for himself was entirely an accident, but when Shade realized he’d inadvertently designed the foundations of a home on the safety of children, he almost intentionally fucked it up because he had been young but he’d never been a child.

And even the best parents left him eventually. Everything (except the Moon-Eater) dies.

Sometimes he’d take a vacation as a baby animal, though he only made the mistake of incarnating as a puppy once. After that when he needed a break he chose wild cats and ravens and learned he could not be a fish. Flying was all right, because everything that flies lands again, but swimming—oof. Water is terrible. He’d been right about that all those years ago. He tried being a river grass, and it was all right, too, but if he was going to spend time as a plant he might as well be a tree. One with flowers. He started growing flowers in his hair or fur or scales even when he wasn’t being a tree, and so he was called a fairy by the people from the Ur-Syel lands.

A handful of humans caught him and put him into a cage they were sure would hold him, and Shade pretended for a while that it worked just to see what they wanted. It was power, of course, and when Shade said they could have just asked, the humans called him a demon, and so he killed them all since he knew what that name means.

He learned murder easily enough, and sex, as well as pouting and begging and gardening and architecture, and mostly he wandered from neighborhood to neighborhood welcoming people to his crater, until it was a city in actuality and people called him a god because he could be anything and do anything.

(Untrue, but who was he to argue.)

The Moon-Eater could think thoughts and feel feelings, but the thing about being a complex of consciousness is that he could not feel sensations like pain or pleasure unless he focused on it—unless he imagined it, and that was a constant source of frustration, because yes, yearning was great and laughter was great and respect and love and philosophy were great, but getting punched could change a human’s entire personality and a kiss definitely fucked with their brains and Shade didn’t want to fake it. He didn’t want to imagine the pain of a knife under the fingernail, he wanted to know it. He didn’t want to copy the ecstatic rising pleasure of orgasm until he could achieve it in his sleep, he wanted it to happen to him.

Predictably, and in the way of many stories, the first time he fell in love was the first time he learned to hate.

But the thing he hated was himself.

It started with a woman of Syr Saria, with metal scraps sewn into her collar and cuffs and the hem of her robe to keep ghosts away, and it turned out that if a complex of consciousness could be considered a ghost, then shiny scraps of metal attracted them, actually.

At that time Shade lived in a castle in the center of the crater, as he does now, but it was built of trees dragged from far away and mud mortar, with too many water features because Shade has been obsessed with water since he learned he couldn’t exist in it.

That’s how he grew obsessed with Liisia, too. She was married to a soldier who led one of the factions arguing for dominance in the early crater city, and it took Shade too long to realize that Liisia was the true leader. By the time he did, he’d already stolen her on behalf of one of the soldier’s rivals because they asked nicely. (In his youth, Shade did plenty of terrible things simply because a human asked nicely.) He kept her to himself despite her insisting she be returned, and Shade couldn’t understand why she didn’t want to stay. He could be anything she liked, including her husband, only a better version, he could give her anything, share any kind of pleasure, et cetera, but she wasted away for longing and sorrow—and pain. Don’t pretend Shade wasn’t hurting her, too, in his quest to prove himself, taking what he wanted.

He did understand what he was doing. Owning her.

When Liisia asked him to kill her instead of keep her, he threw her back to her husband and lashed out at the faction who asked him to take her in the first place. The crater city burned for days.

And the Moon-Eater went to sleep.

Not really, but that’s the way the story goes. Really he turned himself into a child again, pretending to be an orphan whose family was killed by the terrible red god’s rage. Liisia’s household took him in, along with a handful of others, and Shade worked for his keep and studied the lore and languages, the combat and math taught in their compound, and he was very careful to grow exactly like a human child.

Liisia’s son-turned-daughter (a translation of a Sarian word for a particular gender) liked Shade, and Shade liked her. He saved scraps of metal for her to weave into her long black hair the way her mother taught her, and he was very good in the gardens (ha ha) and saved the best parts of the best flowers and fruits for her, even though sometimes that was a thorn or leaf or a crosscut sour apple with perfect four-star pips.

Let’s call her Pip, which was not her name, but Shade is jealous of anyone who learns it, as it’s the only part of her that exists anymore.

Pip fell in love with the funny little boy who brought her twists of copper wire and the roots of flowers instead of their petals. He was kind, attentive, and made her laugh. He was cautious about touch, and hid his startling temper behind silent scowls instead of lashing out. Pip lashed out for him, for she took after her soldier father, destined for war and domination. Shade liked it. He liked her.

Many times in the past Shade loved, obsessed, made friends, but this was the first time he realized he was in love while it occurred. Something had happened to his emotions, his consciousness. The emotion changed him, reworking his inner design on such a fundamental level he couldn’t describe it. He wanted to die.

The miracle is that Pip was in love with Shade, too. Every day the sun rose and Shade wished he could die, wished he could be a leaf that fell at the end of the summer and never grew back, because Pip wouldn’t.

(Shade knew death: He knew the transformation of death, though he could not trace the exact pattern and path the inner design of a living being took from consciousness to static, from pulse and spark to lack. The kinetic impulses of muscles and mind, gone, laughter, gone, ecstatic flow falling rising gone gone gone. When asked, over his long life, Shade will give different answers, but he does not believe the same life exists once it is gone.

The way leaves fall and return in the spring, but not the same leaves. Not the same. When Shade leaned too hard into such imaginings, he realized he would never know Never again and cursed himself for giving the one who’d been a leaf such a name.)

But mostly, with Pip, he was happy.

When eventually, inevitably, she was dying, Shade made himself as tiny as possible, all of his energy and consciousness pulled into a seed, and she didn’t realize this is what he was doing, but she swallowed it.

It didn’t work the way he wanted.

He did feel the change in her body as what human complex of consciousness she had faded, the warmth and fuel and struggle vanished in increments, going nowhere he could sense. Her death heated the air around her skin briefly before everything grew cold.

And Shade held inside her as she broke down, became nothing but a carcass, and he tried to spread into her, thin himself into filaments tiny enough to be a web holding her together.

But the complexity of her that made her laugh at him was gone.
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When the Moon-Eater woke up from his long nap, he retook his castle and killed an appropriate number of people, promoted another handful, dismissed a few, and turned himself into a dragon as huge as he could manage. He spoke in a voice that rocked the crater city, commanding that anyone who wished to know the secrets of life should come.

It was definitely a cult, and the Moon-Eater was excellent at leading it. He taught them design, showed them how to manipulate the four forces and play, told them, Imagine! Go wild! Do not hold back! And they listened.

Because occasionally the Moon-Eater ate people—literally and metaphorically, which is mostly about sex—he earned a reputation for being very hungry and always wanting more. What he truly hungered for was incarnation. He offered prizes to anyone who could design him a body, not to inhabit—he had tried possession and he had to focus on that just as constantly as he had to focus on orgasm but for significantly less payoff. No, the body he wanted was his own. He needed someone to take his complex of consciousness and change it.

Humanity did not succeed in transforming the Moon-Eater, but they sure did make a lot of weapons and monsters.

The Moon-Eater made plenty of his own.

What else is important to know? Oh, there are more names Shade earned, for more obvious reasons, and don’t worry about the Screamer—Iriset will learn firsthand about that one. And she’ll learn more about that time the Moon-Eater carried a child in a careful womb and the child took after him but not quite enough.

How about Aharté? To the Moon-Eater she was a god like any other: useless. Aharté was a Sarian god, but the Sarians had several gods, and so occasionally Pip had mentioned her, but Pip and Liisia and their Syr Sarian people had fallen hard for architectural design and combat-design, and only Liisia occasionally prayed. Not while she was Shade’s captive, but afterward, when Shade hid in her household and accidentally seduced her son-turned-daughter, that’s when Liisia strove for balance as a way to alleviate the scars of suffering Shade had carved into her.

Shade, if he was nostalgic for anything, was nostalgic for the wordplay he’d shared with Never, when they’d invented their own words, before either of them interacted with another of their own kind, before they knew so many other human languages. And so Aharté’s name pleased Shade, because it sounded like their mirané word for the organ of the soul, the heart, a heart, even though it meant the breath between words, and that is where the Syr Sarians look for love and emotions: in the breath and lungs.

Maybe all of that is why, when he met Lyric, there was just enough nostalgia for the name Aharté to put Shade in a forgiving mood.
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“Look at what you’ve done,” Never says, the first time they’re alone again. It floats just a bit off the polished flagstone of a private water garden behind the Moon-Eater’s tower. But Shade is too busy staring at Never, wondering if he can just meld himself completely with his old—his old… friend. It’s been centuries. They embraced, they spoke, but it was in front of humans, with the sick one and the perfectly designed one who Shade thinks maybe is the key to making a body just for Shade, but Eliri is taking care of them for now and Shade’s full attention should be on Never, because Never is the one who leaves.

“What have I done?” Shade murmurs, slinking closer, feeling predatory. He shifts to the side, circling Never, and Never only floats there in one form: pink and white and black, hair wavering like sun on water, eyes brighter than rubies, teeth jagged. There are no flowers in its hair, no streaks of chlorophyl or dogwood colors, no resin smell, and certainly its balls won’t be shiny brown acorns.

Shade laughs at himself, because it’s both funny and true, and also the humans of his city went through a flora chimera phase two generations ago and it was amazing. Shade wishes more of them survived. He wonders if he’d made Rabbit in an acorn, the child would have stayed.

Never tilts its head, and its eyes seem to grow larger. “All of this. The city, the worshippers, the court. You’re a god.”

“Gods can do anything,” Shade dismisses.

“What can you not do that you want to do?”

“Make anyone stay.”

Never scoffs.

“Where have you been?” Shade asks.

“Around the world, as round as a moon,” Never says.

Suddenly Shade doesn’t want to hear any details. So of course he says, “Tell me everything. I’ll take us to a café that serves ecstatic wine brewed from the berries of a dogwood tree.”

Never levels a glance at Shade. “I came back to the crater city to find you gone. The rulers in place were terrible. They told stories about you, though, about an old red god of chaos and apostasy, and a woman who came at the side of the goddess of that pink moon up there, and destroyed you. Unraveled you, spread you into something else, and I couldn’t get to you. The people in your place looked like you, but were not you.”

“A legacy, hmm?” Shade hums, both confused and understanding exactly what Never says. Where—when—Never has been. Never is always leaving, after all, so of course it would leave him behind in time, too. “Tell me more.”

“No, Shade, it’s bad, it won’t happen to you this time.”

“It probably wouldn’t have happened the first time if you’d stayed,” Shade says, letting anger snap his teeth into points.

Never leans in, eyes pink vortexes. “I am here now. It will never happen again.”

“Never say never, Never,” the Moon-Eater cackles gleefully, meanly, with all the love in his consciousness. “Tell me.”
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The spider mines explode just after midnight while Shade stands inside a bonfire in his fortress. He’s focused on letting his flesh be real, his nerves real, makes himself a man and the pain is excruciating. It locks his jaw, cracks his teeth. He stops breathing on instinct, only to take deep choking hot breaths of acrid smoke, coughing blood. He feels so much so terribly, screams so loud, that what he doesn’t feel is the earth tremble, or the echoing string of explosions deep in the city. A runner comes with a ribbon alarm and shows Eliri the Adept Hand and Amado the Reconciler, and Eliri throws tiny pebbles into the flames for Shade’s attention. When he exits the sacrificial fire he’s good as new. Eliri tells him something set off one of the missing spider mine triggers left over from the Renovation War, and the mines exploded in a string across the northeastern fortress precincts, arcing just into Rivermouth. She has to go help Irsu with triage.

And Never appears from somewhere, hissing Iriset is out there with her terrible husband. Shade wants to snarl Who cares about them, care about me, stay with me! but Shade actually needs Iriset Sunderer and Lyric Aharté—or at least wants them. Wants what they can do, what they promise by existing. So he goes with Never to scour the fiery streets, bypassing rubble and bodies.

Three hundred years ago, fifty even, Shade might have stopped to help people bleeding out, to lift a beam away from a dying whatever, to put out a fire, to summon wind, but he’s over it by now.

Never leaps from rooftop to rooftop, darting across broken walls, arms spread with cloak-like wings behind it. They billow mysteriously and glint in firelight. Shade watches fondly, distantly, and keeps himself to the shape of a young man. A boy, really. In the same firelight, his crater-red skin is difficult to detect. He looks like he’s from the Bow, or an Ur-Syel halfling, except his long, streaming straight hair. There’s no human group with exactly his chosen morphology. But there will be someday. The miran. His children, not Aharté’s—Aharté doesn’t even exist, unless she’s a numen, too, but Never says she’s not. (Says as if she is real, but something else.)

They find Iriset and Lyric in a dark alley of shattered cobbles and roof tiles, the sunderer’s face covered in blood as she cradles her husband in her lap. She’s breathing soft and shallow, and Shade grabs at Lyric, who doesn’t seem to be breathing at all. Except—he is. His heart pumps strong despite the jagged patterns of messy design pulsing off him and through him. Focused around his face. As Never speaks with Iriset, Shade hovers his hand over Lyric and senses what’s been done: the marriage of flesh and design, rudimentary, primitive, but it’s working.

“You’re mad!” he declares, laughing, and looks to the sunderer and his cranky friend Never, and he can’t stop laughing because this is wild, raw, and he loves it. That’s her own eyeball in Lyric Aharté’s face. It’s so rare for humans to be like this. She could have used anything, anyone, any number of injured surrounding her or even a chunk of stone, but she used her own eye. She gouged it out and she’d nearly died herself from the strain of it. The Moon-Eater cannot believe it, but it’s true. Maybe she is Aharté, maybe sunderers are the real gods of the world.

He wants to take her home and wrap her up and give her anything she wants. But what Iriset wants—what she says Lyric Aharté wants—is to go to Rivermouth.

Shade scowls until he remembers Eliri will be there, and she’ll know if what Iriset has done is lasting.

He picks up the little priest and Never holds its sunderer close, and they move fast together this time, Shade in the lead, leaping, skimming, practically flying until they arrive at the expanse of the Rivermouth small king’s estate. It has low, open buildings with twilight-blue lanterns shining and a force-shield Shade easily bypasses.

Within, the broad courtyard is crawling with humans as they organize injured and survivors between infirmary and refugees, the small king’s people quick to react even hours into the disaster. They remember the war, they remember this kind of night too clearly, and they all still obey the commands of Roc Aliel, the beefy leader of the Cult of Hopeful Design.

Shade lands before Roc, a craggy-faced man some fifty years old now, and Shade says, “Where is the best surgeon and where is Eliri?”

Taken aback, Roc raises his hand to shade the bright rays of the rising sun. “Moon-Eater?”

“Where, Roc Aliel? Now.”

Roc shakes his head at the line of people awaiting his attention, and turns on his heel to lead Shade and Never with their injured baggage into the fortress itself, beyond inner walls where there are force-pagodas lit up in lines of gilded power to deaden noise and keep out interference. He points at the central pagoda, and Shade moves quickly.

He and Never lay out their patients, and the surgeon marches over. She’s a tall woman of Bes and Sarenpet descent, with her short silver hair pressed back under a headband and design bandoliers crossed over her chest. Her lips purse in anger at the disruption, but she says nothing to deny the red god. Shade says, “This one had surgery in the field, an eye replaced. This one did the donation and surgery.”

The surgeon’s eyes widen.

“Both hearts beat strongly. Check the work, stabilize everything.”

The surgeon looks between Lyric and Iriset almost frantically, but just then Eliri the Adept Hand steps in, looking haunted, and cries, “Iriset!” The quartz chimera kneels at Iriset’s bedside, and that makes the decision for the surgeon. She goes to Lyric, unwinding a diagnostic mesh from a pocket of her bandolier.

Shade stands beside her, giving her space as she spreads the mesh with a flourish, then uses a salt-tipped stylus to lock it in place. She manipulates it, turning it this way and that, drawing it up his body, toward the eye. She marks a few places with static buttons but keeps moving until the mesh concentrates over his neck and face. It shivers, tightening in a few places to indicate greater harm, but the surgeon only frowns thoughtfully and says, “This is raw, but it is tied in well. That woman did this, in the wreckage?”

“Yes.”

The Moon-Eater glances over at Iriset, where Eliri is setting a similar mesh over her with Never’s aid. They’re whispering quietly at each other. He frowns.

The surgeon beckons her assistant over, who Shade had been ignoring because the youth wouldn’t meet his red-moon eyes and Shade ignores anybody unwilling to look at him. “Shave back to here,” the surgeon says, pointing at Lyric’s hair two finger spans back from his hairline. “There’s a crawling repair design already working. Need to shore up the bones and then triple-check the connections of this replacement eye before the patient is put into a deep sleep for a few days.”

“Lyric will survive?” Shade asks, and the surgeon nods, already focused on her work. He stalks over to Iriset, glances at Never, who is glaring at Eliri with those vivid pink eyes as it strips Iriset of the bloody scraps of her robe.

Eliri says very gently, “Moon-Eater, tell this one that Iriset is not dying.”

Shade glances at Never. “Why do you care so much?”

Never’s anger, irritation, every evidence of life vanishes, cut off from its expression and physicality until it is a shell of itself, a haunted doll of a numen, and Shade hates that. Never says, “You are right.”

Then it disappears.
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The Moon-Eater finds Never perched on a pinnacle wind catcher that arrows up from one of the peaked roofs of the Rivermouth fortress’s internal buildings. Never looks glorious and stormy, a thin ray of light balanced on a toe, its arms crossed over its chest, its hair snapping in the morning wind, black trousers and tight robe holding close to its body so it is a vivid silhouette against the sky. Unmissable.

Shade lifts himself through the air, evening out the mass of his body until it’s easier to float, and instead of feeling empty he feels like a cloud.

“What is bothering you?” Shade asks, shifting to block the sun, knowing it haloes his body brightly enough Never still winces away like a human, though its eyes could handle almost any level of scorch. “Not a human, not even a sunderer.”

“You don’t know, maybe I love them now as much as you do.” Never says it looking past Shade’s shoulder.

Shade slowly smiles, crooked and uneven like the branches of a dogwood tree. “Do you love? What does love mean to a pattern of drifting leaves?”

Never rolls its eyes.

“So what is bothering you, Never?” Shade asks again.

With a sigh, Never shrinks its body a little, until it’s easy for Shade to open his arms and embrace it. Never buries its face in Shade’s chest, melding into robe and skin and bone, before pulling back. “Somewhere, out there, I’m wandering.”

Shade starts walking along a thermal stream, pulling gently at Never. “The you of this time.”

“I have no idea any of this is happening. What will happen. I’m not even thinking of you.”

Shade manages not to falter.

“By the time I return to you, it’s too late,” Never says quietly. The words are snatched by the wind. “She unravels you, spreads you thin, and turns you into the foundational design of Aharté’s Holy Empire. You spend four hundred years as a pulse, an anchor and energy source. I don’t even know if you know your own name.”

“Hmm.” Shade tries to imagine it, and it sounds relaxing. “It sounds relaxing.”

Never looks askance at him. “You’re going to do it, I know you, even though it’s been centuries, generations, miles, and entire circumnavigations of the world.”

“Why do you insist on teaching her to do it, then? Sundering?”

“I want…” Never reaches out to clutch at nothing. “I want…” It shakes its head. “I have known sunderers and they have been—they can… understand.”

“Understand you,” Shade murmurs. He wants to be the one to understand Never.

Never snarls and buries its head back into Shade. Shade looks out at the smoke and demolition of his city, at the gleaming silver towers of his own fortress in the distance, at the floating islands and a pod of cloud whales dipping up and down through thin sheet-clouds.

Never slips its mouth closer to Shade’s neck. “Have you ever tried to die?”

“Yes.”

“Then leave here!” Never snaps. “Leave and stop feeling so much. Roots can be poisoned, dug out, burned, but if you’re the wind, you can never be pinned down, caged, unless you want to be.”

Shade feels something tender twisting in his heart. Tender and longing, appreciative. He cups Never’s face. “It’s not that simple anymore. But I know what to do.”

“About what?”

“About you, and making you stay.” Shade kisses it with a smile, and licks at its teeth, and catches it into a bubble of light.
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Is this the reason

Iriset wakes up to the steady, soothing noise of work and urgent conversation around her.

Ugh, her face hurts, and her whole body feels like it was squeezed by a huge hand and it’s all a mushy bruise. Her face is hot. Especially on the left side. Iriset groans, lifting a hand.

“No, not yet, don’t touch,” comes the soft voice of Eliri the Adept Hand. “The wound is packed and stable, but can’t poke at it. How does Iriset feel?”

“Punched. Squeezed.” Iriset opens her right eye. The lid peels away slowly. Sunlight, blue sky, drifting columns of smoke, and a force-web built on an octagonal, some kind of barrier. It’s like a four-point building schematic. She tilts her head to where a cluster of people move with intention, focused on something Iriset can’t see with this one exhausted eye. “Where?”

“Rivermouth fortress,” Eliri says, leaning into Iriset’s vision. “Temporary infirmary pagoda.”

Iriset gasps and sits, tries to swing her legs off the narrow bed.

“Iriset,” Eliri chides, but grips her elbow to help her sit.

“Lyric, is he alive? Is he—” She sways in place, blood rushing out of her skull. It makes her empty socket throb. Eliri shifts so Iriset has a view of the people in the center of the force-pagoda, moving around a tall cot. There’s a secondary shine of force-threads, a net arched over the cot, one of the people manipulating it with dual styli, and a woman at the head of the cot instructing the other. There’s mirané-brown skin, Lyric, laid out.

Iriset starts getting to her feet on her own. She ignores the bruised feeling under all her skin. “Lyric,” she says again.

Just then the Moon-Eater slips through lines of force and grasps Iriset’s elbow as she manages to stand. “Iriset,” he says.

“Lyric,” she insists, nodding her chin toward him.

“Iriset’s husband is surviving.”

“Good.”

The fifth person in the room is a stranger, a man with broad shoulders and a craggy but well-made face, wrinkled at the corners of his hazel eyes. He gives Iriset a long look, then makes a space for her. The Moon-Eater holds her elbow as she steps nearer to observe.

Irsu River is the final person in the room. An stands at the foot of the medical bed, holding a bowl of water and a tray of different styli. Ans gaze is on the surgeon’s assistant as she continues tightening the force-net at the surgeon’s instruction, while the surgeon pricks tiny force-knots into Lyric’s face and brow and left temple. Abrasions drag away from his eye, distorting the plane of his cheek. Part of his left ear is gone, the high shell of it chipped like a broken teacup. The wounds spread up into his thick black hair, combed back and in places shaved away. There’s a scatter of ruby-red cuts arcing over his right eye, down toward his right ear, like the red freckles the people of the Bow paint on for good luck.

Iriset’s gaze slowly drags back to the left side. His freckles. Are gone. She’s breathing too hard, knees trying to weaken. They’re only freckles. He’s surviving, the Moon-Eater said so. “Will he see?” She doesn’t remember to say his name instead of the mirané pronoun, but the surgeon answers anyway. Can probably guess.

“Perhaps.” She doesn’t glance up from her delicate work. “Bones are done, brain untouched, thank the red god. Right now need to establish the proper connections between the eye and mind, the eye and muscles. Not a bad foundation.”

Iriset leans back against the Moon-Eater so she doesn’t sink to the floor.

While the surgeon finishes her work, Iriset stares with her one eye. Nobody tries to make her stop, or sit her down, but the Moon-Eater remains propping her up. He slides fingers through her hair and kisses the air over Iriset’s wounded cheek.

“Where is the numen?” Iriset asks softly.

“Flitting about.”

That doesn’t seem right, but the numen has always been moody. It will be upset she saved Lyric.

It isn’t long before the shimmering net the assistant works is as tight and tiny as an eyepatch. She holds it over Lyric’s face with all ten of her fingers and thumbs crooked into a pattern while the surgeon knits it in place. Then she taps something near the edge and Iriset can see the wave of ecstatic and falling that weave together to affix the net to him.

The surgeon takes a deep breath and steps back. Irsu River brings the bowl around and she drops her stylus into the shallow water. “This one will sleep awhile yet, some days most likely. If there are dreams enough to rattle anything, use a calming oil on the lips, they will settle.”

“Pain?” Iriset manages to ask.

“The stabilization mesh includes numbing counterflow,” she answers as if that explains everything. “Now guide this doctor back to the other patients.”

The broad-shouldered man Iriset doesn’t know nods. “This way, honorie,” he says, and takes her out.

Iriset stares at Lyric. Little tremors of pain dance down her spine from the small of her back to her tailbone, shivering through all the organs in the bowl of her hips. She wants to curl up next to him. Press the bad sides of their faces together.

Except he isn’t going to forgive her. He might never want to see her again. See her at all because to see her will be to accept the apostatical gift she’s given him. This is definitely the worst thing she’s ever done. And she’ll never regret it.

“Eliri needs rest,” Irsu River says. “So does Iriset Sunderer. Rest, and food,” an continues. “This cleaning up can be handled by Roc and Rivermouth.”

“Is Lyric Aharté alive?”

The tiny voice comes from the door, and Iriset looks away from Lyric slowly. By the time she manages, the Moon-Eater has leapt across the floor and turned itself into a mirror image of the ugly little alliraptor chimera peeking around the door. Except instead of green scales the Moon-Eater’s are blood-red and bruise-purple. “What is this, Setka?” he hisses through a crowded mouth of alliraptor teeth. “Is this the reason Lyric Aharté wanted to come here, to Rivermouth? The reason Lyric Aharté was in the path of the mine? Wasn’t this chimera bonfire-bound?”

Setka tries to scramble away, but the Moon-Eater has her arm and hauls her back into the room. She makes little squeaking cries as his claws dig through her scales and dark blood drips.

“Moon-Eater!” Irsu River darts to them, putting ans body between the old fairy and the young chimera. “The Night of Chimeras is over. Setka is claimed by Rivermouth fortress.”

“Oh, Irsu, how petty,” the Moon-Eater says, squeezing Setka’s wrist.

“Stop,” Iriset tries to say loudly, but her voice is raw.

Eliri the Adept Hand manages, if not loudly then firmly, “Quiet and calm, please.”

The Moon-Eater looks first at Eliri, then twists his head unnaturally around to give Iriset the same look. He drops Setka and returns to his usual youthful form, handsome, mirané brown, with a high, long ponytail and flowing skirts. “Sunderer, take care of yourself.”

“Moon-Eater?” Iriset asks, too breathless. She hates sounding weak even when she is.

The Moon-Eater stands before her, reaches out to pinch her earlobe like an affectionate cat. She asks, “Will you take me back to the tower for rest? And give me a new room? Near the design tower.”

“I will.”

Iriset accepts the Moon-Eater’s hand and leaves without glancing back. A clean break. She’s good at that. She’ll make herself good at that.
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Cascading effect

Iriset is terrible at recovery.

She’s supposed to just rest? Alone? She can’t even read because for the first twenty-four hours, the Moon-Eater’s physician packed her eye socket with absorbent cloth and medicine, and for the second twenty-four they changed it out for a small temporary design-grade film along most of the inner curve of the socket to protect the nerve endings and prevent infection. It needs a prosthetic as soon as possible, the physician insisted, or a replacement eye.

Obviously, Iriset said. But she can’t design a prosthetic until she can read and research for more than sixteen minutes without a migraine. So they told her to get a temporary prosthetic and have it replaced when she was ready.

But Iriset wants it now. And Eliri hasn’t returned to the fortress yet. Iriset feels petulant and cranky. Everything is terrible, and Iriset can’t absorb herself with invention about it or draw her stupid ex-husband’s face again and again about it, and she can’t read any of the no-doubt-incredible books in the Moon-Eater’s library or fuck a stranger about it. She can’t even fuck herself! Moving too much, especially with ecstatic force involved, hurts her socket! The whole area is sensitive, not so much like a wound, though, more like the soft palate of her mouth or the inner walls of her vaginal canal. She can feel it, sometimes excruciatingly so depending on the circumstances, but she can ignore it, too.

Except ignoring it sends her thoughts spiraling along reckless paths, both familiar—flight, interlocking security design—and new—the faces of people she’s murdered or directly caused to die, and there are so many of them. It’s been a traumatizing few quads. She doesn’t want to think about that, so Iriset thinks about Lyric.

Since they met she’s never gone longer than a day without seeing him. Without being near him—sometimes a little too near. He wants to go home, but can’t without her. She doesn’t know how to send him, and the ramifications of either going or staying are astronomically complicated. Iriset’s eye socket throbs and she trembles from the effort not to tear the bandage off and dig her fingers in and scratch it or something.

That eye, the organ, the substance, the organic structure that took light or shapes or something and translated them to her brain isn’t gone gone. It’s in Lyric’s head.

In retrospect, she should have made him a prosthetic. Then when he wakes up and rejects it, she’d still have her eye.

As it is, Lyric will keep it, but also reject it, and hate her.

(“If I hated you, I might be able to do it,” he said.)
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Six days after the explosion, Iriset wakes up with the numen perched cross-legged at the foot of her bed, staring with hostility. “You’ve been summoned outside,” it says.

“Oh thank fuck!” Iriset sits up, rubbing at her eyes before she remembers. The pressure sends a sharp throb through the left socket. She rolls off the bed anyway and stands up. Slowly she evens her breathing, summoning her inner design with a few halfhearted snaps of her fingers. Ecstatic pops, and she aligns it with the rest: falling, flow, rising. She truly needs to imbue some anchors and just balance the whole room.

When she’s less dizzy, she turns and finds her nose so close to the numen’s chin she can feel it breathing against her forehead.

Iriset startles: It was soundless as it moved. She puts her hands on its chest and pushes gently. Instead of stepping back, the numen melts apart. Her hands sink into its flesh and softening bone, disorienting her, but it ends abruptly, the numen holding both her wrists as it stands to her left. Her blind spot.

With a huff, she twists her wrists. “You’re ornery today.”

It hums.

“Do you know why I’m summoned?”

“There’s a problem at the crater where you landed,” it says, and her smile wipes itself away.

Then the numen flings open the door to command her attendants to lead Iriset to the crater when she’s ready, and it slinks off on too-long legs with extra joints that even Iriset finds disconcerting.

Very ornery.

She eats quickly what the attendants bring her, picking as she dresses and rebandages her eye with the older attendant’s help. (Iriset needs the help, too. Someone to babysit her. Alone, Iriset touches the socket too much. Experiments with sensation to the point that even she knows it’s risky. Iriset wants to make an incredible new eye, and she doesn’t want to ruin the chances of it connecting. But left to her own devices, she can’t be trusted with herself.)

When Iriset is ready, it’s the younger attendant who gestures ahead for Iriset, and they fall into step together. Down a winding stair, crossing one of the mid-levels to different stairs, and farther down. This tower is like a muskrat den, with rooms piled on top of one another, and stairways leading from suite to suite or public foyer to suite to bathroom, and Iriset wonders if it’s part of how architecture works best to be stable in this time when there’s no inherent Holy Design requiring multiples of four and specific sequences of space and math.

“Iriset Sunderer?”

The attendant has paused, and Iriset turns, tapping her toes impatiently.

But Peace—who must be eighteen or so, close to Shahd’s age, and that means she better not get too familiar with Iriset or she’ll end up dead—clears her throat and looks directly at Iriset.

Even knowing it’s common here, the eye contact makes her feel too exposed. It’s probably easier for Peace, though, only having one eye to focus on.

“Is Lyric Aharté well?” Peace asks softly.

Grimacing exactly as she wishes to, Iriset says, “The last I—the last Iriset saw Lyric, Lyric was recovering.”

“Is it true Iriset’s injury is because Iriset tore out an eye for husband? To keep Lyric alive?” And oh, how eager Peace sounds. Like she’s experiencing a head rush at the very idea.

“It wasn’t that romantic,” Iriset mutters. She tries to keep walking, but Peace grabs her sleeve, curling her fingers in the fabric almost desperately.

“Oh for—” Iriset pries Peace’s fingers away. “Gossip moves fast in the Moon-Eater’s city,” she says, disgruntled. The last thing she wants is the city turning this into a beloved story. “Show me to the crater.”

Peace tucks a smile away in the corner of her mouth and complies.
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The sun makes Iriset’s remaining eye water, and she wishes for a sheer cloth mask to tug across her forehead and block the harshest rays. They walk slightly slower until she adjusts, though once they reach the rock garden where the crater is, there’s not even shade and Iriset gives in to shielding her eye with her hand.

There is a disconcerting amount of activity around the crater.

The last time Iriset saw it, there was only a hole in the ground and a small gate shrine with a handful of glass baubles hanging in it. Now there’s probably a quad of people gathered under a cloth awning that arches up across a small slice of the crater, angled perfectly to shade the crowd from the sun.

Someone grabs her. “There you are,” the Moon-Eater says as she stumbles into his side. He’s looking perfectly mirané today, except for the streaks of pink and white in his wavy black hair. “Here is the expert.”

Iriset frowns. Compared to everyone in the Apostate Age, Iriset knows nothing. She turns her frown to the crowd, doing her best to ignore all the eye contact. Sure, she likes to see the design structure of other people’s features, but she doesn’t need them to see hers. Ugh. The only person other than the Moon-Eater Iriset recognizes is Amado, the small king of Chimera fortress, whom she met at the mask-making party for the Night of Chimeras. She doesn’t smile at the small king. “What’s wrong?” she asks.

Most people in the crowd look at either the Moon-Eater or a fem-forward person with strange white skin and hair only slightly less starkly white. Her skin has a sheen to it in the sunlight that Iriset can’t quite parse, but her hair is clearly not hair. To a connoisseur, the luster and way it falls makes it obvious, and Iriset says, “That’s silk,” because while yes, being blunt has bitten her in the ass before, it never makes people doubt her expertise.

“Yes,” the woman says as if that’s not the point.

Amado Chimera smiles like someone who knows everything. “Helica Silkhair is among the crater city’s most renowned geo-designers. That is—”

“Oh!” Iriset can’t help interrupting in her delight. Geo-design. The design of mountains, volcanoes, earthquakes, maybe even waterworks and trees. It’s history in the Age of Aharté. “Does Helica Silkhair terraform?” she asks, but it’s not an Old Sarenpet word, so Iriset waves her hands in front of her to erase the question. “Understand relationship between natural, ah, earthworks architecture and human architecture? Groundwater prediction and, um, erosion patterns?”

The Moon-Eater laughs. “This red god said Iriset is special.”

Someone snorts, and Helica Silkhair eyes Iriset like she’s an interesting insect, but an insect nonetheless.

Iriset fights the urge to hide behind Shade. Not because she isn’t special, obviously she knows that. But because she’s not used to being so much in the light. Relied upon. They have a problem and they think she knows the answer.

“Iriset Sunderer,” Amado Chimera says. “Through an unprecedented sharing of resources across fortresses and design colleges in the aftermath of this emergency, experts on geo-design such as Helica Silkhair, as well as city infrastructure and combat tracing”—Amado gestures at two groups of people in each category—“have worked together to trace the tremors that rocked the crater city six nights ago on the Night of Chimeras. Through mapping the known locations of effect, and using something called a prediction diagram—”

“Reversal,” interrupts one of the women in the infrastructure team.

“—the prediction reversal diagram points here, to this crater where Iriset and Lyric Aharté landed after falling like a star from the sky.”

“This caused earthquakes?” Iriset murmurs, remembering the feel of the anchor she’d found when she visited immediately after waking. It hadn’t seemed like more than an anchor spiked hard into the earth.

“City leaders would like to contain it, or remove it, but didn’t want to touch anything without consulting Iriset and Lyric Aharté,” Amado says. “Though the Moon-Eater has made clear that Lyric remains in recovery and Iriset is the expert.”

Iriset nods vaguely, already focused on the problem as she pushes past the crowd. There’s a thick-stepped ladder lying down the slope of the crater, built up now with some clay and even a rope rail tied to spikes at waist level. But Iriset doesn’t grip it, dashing down the ladder to the bottom.

The crater’s valley is more disturbed than before, with two thin cracks crossing each other in—yes, Iriset glances at the sun. It’s harder without the vertex moon as a reference, but she thinks she can tell from the position of the sun the exact cardinal directions, and the cracks point in all four. But not… exactly.

Iriset moves around the central anchor, studying it. She takes off her thin jacket, baring her arms, and toes off her sandals. With one of the laces, she pulls her hair off her neck. One crack is nearly vertical, north to south but both ends angle a little west. The horizontal crack generally points east and west but bends gently southeast and southwest like it’s the wings of a bird. As if the cracks aren’t crossing in the exact center of an array but…

Iriset crouches, putting her hand over the center. It’s tingling with ecstatic force, but she can also feel the other three, the spiral of flow, the sinking falling, and that effervescent lift of rising force. They work together in a cycle like breathing. From the anchor outward. Spreading evenly.

Unlike before, when it felt mostly driving down to anchor whatever this landing was deep into the world, now it is expanding. It’s not an anchor. It’s a knot.

She glances toward the central towers of the Moon-Eater’s fortress, which is probably where the palace of the Vertex Seal would be. Will be? And so this is where the temple will be. Back in the temple, she unleashed whatever array held the Moon-Eater down, and the blowback, or something, brought them here. Exact same place, different time. With enough power, she could probably slingshot them back, because this infant array likely wants to be a massive loop. A circle. That’s how it’s breathing. Nausea twists low in Iriset’s guts.

With the stylus she’s been keeping in her sleeve now, she sketches the outline of one of the most basic elements of Holy Design: Aharté’s knot. It’s eight lines and two overlapping squares, with all points interconnected. It can be turned until it’s ready to be set, and Iriset draws lines away from the anchor, then steps back.

The earth under her shivers.

Iriset’s bones themselves seem to resonate with the vibrations of the array. She can’t see it, but she can imagine it, and feel it. It feels like—it feels like standing in the center of the mirané princes on the Day of the Crowning Sun, when the empire’s most holy array—the Holy Design itself—is revitalized. Here is an echo of it only, a promise.

This is the first knot of an untethered array, a massive, centuries- and city-spanning array. It’s trying hard to pull itself into alignment with the Great Steeples at each cardinal corner. With the perfect, balanced alignment of the palace of the Vertex Seal and the spokes of forces threading intricately throughout Moonshadow City.

But this isn’t Moonshadow City yet. There are no steeples. Yet.

This anchor isn’t going to stop trying to reach them. It needs the steeples. Meanwhile there will be more earthquakes.

“Fuck,” Iriset whispers. When she was observing—feeling—the rivation of the Moon-Eater’s prison, she thought there needed to be four points in the central knot, but she saw only two. But it was only two points then. The other points are here.

Iriset presses her palm to the center of the impact. If she could sunder already, maybe another answer would present itself. But right now if she tries to destroy it—or recommends the Moon-Eater destroy it—there’s no reason to think it won’t explode through the city anyway, and maybe even explode back and forward through time.

Worst of all, Iriset did this. When she was bleeding and furious, standing on a centuries-old secret, and ripped apart a knot just like this to free the Moon-Eater. She set this in motion.
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So, there is a massive array attempting to unfurl in the center of the crater city, anchored deep in the crust of the planet, and yes, Iriset put it there—but it wasn’t intentional! Nobody could expect her to predict a consequence like time travel, but Iriset might have realized the destructive potential in demolishing the pin that held the structural design of an entire empire in place if she’d thought for just a moment before reaching in to tear open the Moon-Eater’s prison.

Nevertheless Iriset feels perfectly justified in telling the group of experts and small kings and design bosses or whatever they call themselves gathered around the smaller arrival crater that yes, she knows what this is, and yes, she can definitely figure out how to save the entire city, but first she needs to lie the fuck down and then make herself a new eye. So could they please get some kind of emergency stasis field in place to buy some time? When her eye is ready, she’ll lead a task force on the Moon-Eater’s behalf and get it all settled in no time at all. (Ha ha ha, she thinks, perhaps a little hysterically.)

The Moon-Eater, standing beside her with his arms crossed over his chest, looks very smug.

“Will there be more earthquakes?” someone asks, an edge of panic in their voice.

“Probably,” Iriset answers. “Definitely. That’s what whatever stasis fields are available will help with. While I, this designer, figure out how the forces will be directly affected and in what cascading effect.”

“Iriset Sunderer,” Amado Chimera calls out, “would a comprehensive map of the crater city, including all lines of force and design-pockets, be useful?”

“Sure,” Iriset says, flopping one hand around.

The Moon-Eater adds, “Make sure it’s done, then, Amado. Everyone.”

Then he scoops Iriset up in his arms and leaps into the air, laughing merrily. “You’re cold, sunderer,” he says, face bent close to her ear.

Reaching her free hand up to pat his jaw, she accidentally hooks a finger in his open laughing mouth. He nips at her, and Iriset bares her teeth. They fly quickly, and it is cold this high. This late in the year.

The wind dies down as the Moon-Eater hovers. Only gentle gusts buffet them.

She looks up at the Moon-Eater’s stony expression. The sky behind him is deep blue, and as she stares the light changes as a puffy cloud masks the sun. Suddenly she’s aware they’re just floating here, still and quite high over the fortress complex. She wonders what people see from below.

“Is this array anchor that is damaging my city a part of your Holy Design?” he finally asks, gaze cast far.

“Not mine,” Iriset says, shoving at him before she remembers she is literally quads of paces in the air. “Ah, but—yes. I think it’s connecting us, this time, to that time. Maybe… through you.”

The Moon-Eater’s lashes flutter. “Because I am the Holy Design in the future. My unraveled energy fuels it. So it can’t exist here as long as I exist in the way that I am.”

“I definitely don’t think we should tell anybody else about that part.”

But Shade looks back at her with a wry grin. “Ah, Iriset, it is true you are no politician.”

Iriset scowls.

“Several people at that crater just now would delight to know that a potential solution to these tremors is my destruction. You could find some powerful allies.”

“Gross,” she mutters.

The Moon-Eater laughs and sinks down, down, down to drop her off at her balcony. He leaves without another word. Iriset is too tired to care much.
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The right to act like one

The Lapis River floods up from beneath the crater city with roiling power, water shuddering past heavy boulders shaped into a series of massive teeth. Each is outfitted with anchor arrays that can be activated to cause force-field walls to snap alive between various individual or groups of the fangs. In this way the course of the river can be directed toward any of the channels leading in six directions from the mouth. Four of them take water throughout the Rivermouth precinct, one dives back below the crater rock, and the final rushes up into the air via a glass bridge.

The small king of Rivermouth stands on a floating stage with ans water manager and Amado Chimera, observing as the anchor arrays are tested for stick and stability now that the destruction to the underground channel farther upriver beneath the territory of the aptly named Rising Smoke fortress has been fixed. The small king of Rising Smoke has not deigned to join them, for which River is grateful as the man is a sniveling worm River hasn’t trusted to cover his mouth when he sneezes in nearly a decade. How nobody has assassinated him yet is something River plans to look into—someday, when an doesn’t have more pressing priorities. Fortunately, one of River’s predecessors worked out a diamond-strong contract with Rising Smoke and Saltbath, claiming all rights to the Lapis River’s liquid output despite its flow beneath those territories. The contract remains in effect until there is no longer a River king of Irsu’s bloodline. It was witnessed by the Moon-Eater’s blood, the only unbreakable bond in the entirety of the crater city.

If only the Moon-Eater would use his power more often.

“Impressive, as always,” the small king of Chimera fortress says in a break between the roar of river releases.

And it is impressive; River still appreciates that even after years of paying attention. But for the past week the process of recovering the full maneuverability of ans fortress’s livelihood has been touch and go. They had to negotiate with Saltbath for access to their underground chambers to come at the reconstruction from the north in addition to sending in divers from the mouth here. River had not bothered negotiating with Rising Smoke, instead offering two carts-full of embroidered silk, quartz and silicate spears from River’s personal crystal farm, chunks of actual gold, and several paintings by mid-level artists River had been only slightly reluctant to part with. Rising Smoke doesn’t like attempts at negotiation, but bribery is just fine. For some inane reason that idiot small king thinks accepting bribes makes him seem the more powerful between them.

“Jaret,” River says to ans water manager, “check in with the team at the border with Ribbonwork to make certain the southern river gates are functioning.”

The manager gestures to the design team on the bank, and the stage slides along a ribbonweave, descending to the ground level for the manager to step off.

“Would Amado like to continue observing, or head to the fortress?” River asks.

Amado tucks red-white-black hair behind his ear and inclines his head. “The news Chimera brings Rivermouth is best relayed behind shields, and perhaps in the presence of River’s dear guest,” he says.

“Very well.” River steps off the stage after ans manager. “This River has been thoroughly observed,” an says to ans people.

Amado laughs lightly at the pun, tapping his salt-tipped cane to the cobbles to echo his humor.

At first they walk in silence, given the destruction in this part of the city. Though progress has been made in the scant days since the disaster, some of the streets and buildings must be redesigned from the lowest levels up. River is glad ans precinct has no underground neighborhoods like several of the small kings nearby allow. In Rivermouth anything below the crater rock is the domain of water. If people lived down there, water poaching would be more rampant and difficult to control. Not to mention fish and grass poaching. River considers anself a generous and fair king, one who cares deeply for the welfare of ans people, but Lapis River water rights belong to an and an only.

“It smells like water even so far from the river these days,” Amado says.

“The plumbing infrastructure was hit hard in this neighborhood, and several homes flooded,” River admits quietly. “Twenty-seven people drowned that night. Three more yesterday when a pipe half-dismantled in the initial explosion burst and a multifamily building sank into the West Night river channel.”

“Awful, River,” Amado says with a small frown.

River knows Amado cares most about order and the appearance of leadership, but under that primary motivation, the Reconciler does not allow the concerns of the living human beings to fall away. They disagree on many details of how and why or why not the crater city should be ruled, but they agree on one major element: that the Moon-Eater should care. More and more lately River and Amado have considered that the Moon-Eater needs to be made to care. How is uncertain. Neither of them are willing to risk lives for it. Over the past several years they’ve taken their turns attempting to argue for the Moon-Eater’s active participation in governing, Amado directly and River through Eliri inasmuch as Eliri is willing. Roc Aliel, River’s first and best ally, has tried, though the Moon-Eater and Roc rub each other the wrong way even when Roc insists he’s doing everything possible to be friendly.

The problem, according to Amado, is that the Moon-Eater has no interest in caring, does not want to, and the Moon-Eater never does a thing he doesn’t want to do.

If he were mortal, it wouldn’t be such a problem. They could focus on his heirs. They could assassinate him. But the Moon-Eater, they believed until now, could not be removed in any way.

Then that anomalous star fell to the crater, and with it, a potential solution into their hands. Because Eliri has told River what Iriset studies with the Moon-Eater and his old friend, this thing called sundering, and that the two fairies play as if it’s an ultimate power. Enough to stop the Moon-Eater.

Eliri also believes Iriset Sunderer will not betray the Moon-Eater, but the same cannot be said for her wife Lyric Aharté, who recovers in River’s own fortress. River has shared none of this with Chimera, of course. Until an knows what Lyric Aharté is willing to do, River will not put any tools or weapons into another small king’s hand. “Lyric was a leader where Lyric comes from,” Roc said to River not two days before, “and can be reasoned with.”

All River wants is a citywide leadership that matters. A leadership that can enforce laws and regulations across small king territories. These spider mines would not have remained undetected with such cooperation. The point of their success as weapons of mass destruction is that they scatter themselves on explosion, through nearly undetectable pre-laid threads of force. The threads can be detected with intricate trace designs, but such designs must be drawn for the specific areas in which they are to take effect. The same trace design that is successful in Rivermouth will not be successful in Rising Smoke or Saltbath or Chimera or Sharp-Shin. Right now the crater city might as well be thirteen separate kingdoms with separate laws, cultures, design modes, and necessities cohabiting the same eight circle miles for all they work together.

The Renovation War should have ended with one or two of the small kings in charge of everything. But the devastations had been too great, and everyone had to recover in their own ways. If anyone had been in the position to rule then, it had been River and Roc Aliel and their Cult of Hopeful Design. But River didn’t want it then—an still does not want it, but an may have no choice.

Two years ago when River ranted too harshly about some disagreement with Ribbonwork to Roc, the older man had glared at an and said, “Then River should have taken the crown when the chance presented itself instead of setting fire to all River’s allies who would not let River save Eliri. Now none would expect River to be able to lead.”

River stopped, gut churning, and narrowed ans eyes. An willed anself to be cold. “If that is what Roc believes, then why did Roc not kill this poor excuse for a small king and take what had been built together when that chance presented itself? This small king knows Eliri’s loss would not have impacted Roc’s rule.” River tilted ans chin, showing ans neck. Roc could have broken that neck in the moment, or in the past, easily, and blamed another, then used the grief and sympathy of Rivermouth to claim the small king title.

The older cultist grimaced. “River knows Roc cares deeply for that girl.”

“And yet,” River says, light as razor wire.

Roc hemmed, stuffed food in his mouth, laughed the question off, but River was patient and had a hundred-mile stare. And an already knew the answer. It was why River and Roc had been allies for fifteen years.

Finally, Roc burst out, “The name of the cult is Hopeful Design, Irsu River. Hope is what matters most in moving forward, always.”

River had smiled and said, “And so the Moon-Eater will not die, will not rule, will not go, because the Moon-Eater has no hope.”

Except perhaps now, the Moon-Eater does, and that makes him vulnerable.
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When River strides into ans fortress trailed by Amado Chimera and two sets of combat-mercs in full defensive design, everyone gets out of the way.

The surgeon who’s been taking care of Lyric, Biel, arrives just as River and Amado do, and River calls to her, “Is it Lyric Aharté the welcome surgeon has come to find?”

Biel pauses and bows. She’s a tall scarecrow of a woman, finely and simply dressed, with short hair slicked back in a solid shell. Her assistant bows hastily, too. The younger healer is skittish and awkward until blood appears, then calms almost preternaturally.

“Yes, small king,” Biel says.

“Allow an escort,” an says, gesturing to ans chest. “Amado, go to the great hall. This River will bring Lyric when the physicians finish.”

“Chimera is glad to take advantage of River’s hospitality,” Amado says lightly, and the second-in-command of River’s combat-mercenaries splits off to lead the Chimera contingent, and another dashes away to alert Roc of their arrival. Roc will entertain Amado until River and Lyric arrive.

“What is the status of healing in Rivermouth?” River asks as an and Biel fall into step. River leads her the most direct route, using a series of narrow wooden bridges looping over the first courtyards of ans fortress. Though in ans mother’s day, every wall raised high and the courtyards were enclosed by security nets and force-domes, River prefers a more open aesthetic and rebuilt the Rivermouth fortress as if there were no wars to worry about, no assassinations, no regular violence near and in ans home. With the hope Roc prized so highly—the hope that had long fed River’s soul—River designed a home an could love. Then an hired the finest combat-designers an could find, using the substantial water rights profits, to have ans fortress design map redesigned to be nearly impenetrable by aggressive design. Eliri had approved everything, treating the project as though the fortress were a giant human subject to be analyzed. (River lives to interest Eliri, because when she is interested she sleeps better, she leans into an more, she loses the haunted edge from her gaze.)

The Rivermouth fortress looks like a wide-open paradise of water gardens and courtyards, lifting bridges, ponds and spiral stories, all built for natural beauty, but to the designer’s gaze it’s intricately protected.

Lyric lives in a small private courtyard with a rock-and-gravel garden alongside a plain grass meadow. His rooms have a central circle window and a broad porch, as well as a small private kitchen, though Lyric has already asked to join the household in the shared kitchens for meals as soon as he’s allowed by this very healer.

Biel gives River a knowing look, then answers, “All is as River king has no doubt read in recent reports.”

“And Biel’s expert opinion?”

“Bodies heal apace, feelings and minds much more slowly.”

“Because it was a festival disrupted?”

“Because there is no enemy. What justice can there be when the spider mines were left over from a war eight years finished?” The physician shrugs one shoulder.

River sweeps heavy hair over ans shoulder, careful to flick the mass so the feathers fall smoothly. An believes there is an enemy, and Chimera is here to tell an who. But if Amado is being so cagey, it won’t be an answer for the majority of people so much as a problem for a secret few to solve.
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River, Biel, and her assistant find Lyric meditating in the grass of his courtyard, seated beside the small peace pool designed with an especially intricate array in the tiles to obfuscate the energy caused by ripples and negate them. Toss a pebble into the water, and within the space of a single breath, any ripples smooth into glass-like stillness. River thought Lyric would appreciate it.

“Is Lyric Aharté ready to see?” Biel calls by way of greeting.

Lyric turns and opens his unbandaged eye. With a gentle smile, he stands. “Welcome,” he says. “River,” he adds.

The young man wears a simple robe that falls past his knees and a pleated skirt, both in soft pink. The color warms his taboo fairy skin. Under the afternoon sun, his shaved head gleams where scars have already formed in starbursts from the left side of his face, which is covered by a broad eyepatch bandaged loosely against his head. The bruises have healed, and most of the abrasions are sleek new skin or shallow scars, no longer dark with scab or slick with ointment. An additional few scars peek from the collar of his robe and slice down his left shoulder and upper arm. River has seen the damage to his upper back as well, where the scars will remain substantial without additional surgery. Since he woke up, Lyric spends hours stretching and moving through slow combat formations and apparently has already regained most of his movement. Biel claims if he keeps it up, he’ll never even be sore in the winters. The only thing they’re waiting on is for his donated eye to fully communicate with his brain and see all the details of the world.

“Inside,” Biel says. “River can be sent away, as well.”

River wants to stay, and meets Lyric’s gaze. The other shakes his head. “Lyric does not mind the benefactor’s presence.”

Biel sighs in what is nearly a snort and waves her assistant on. The assistant hurries into Lyric’s room first with the box of supplies to begin setting up.

“Would Lyric like to see it today?” Biel asks Lyric.

“Lyric hasn’t seen it?” River can’t help interjecting.

“Waiting for the eye to… see itself,” Lyric says with a tone that’s nearly shy.

“Has Lyric Aharté practiced the strengthening exercises this physician recommended?” Biel asks.

Lyric leads them up the shallow steps to his porch. “Yes. All feels strong, sensitive. When washing this morning there was color in addition to light, but this priest waited.”

Biel nods approvingly.

“Lyric does not mind if River sees the new eye even if Lyric does not?” River says in ans best bored drawl.

Lyric smiles again. The blood-red flecks in his fairy eye seem to spark. He says, “River’s eyes are more interesting than these.”

Inside, Biel instructs Lyric to sit on the bed and relax while she takes his force pulse and his heart pulse, then has her assistant remove the bandage and patch, while Lyric keeps both eyes closed. He is to open both at once, so that neither adjusts separately but they work in conjunction as eyes are supposed to.

River takes it upon anself to fetch the round mirror from its stand on the wash basin in the small bathing room attached. But first Biel shoos an back. She tells Lyric to slowly look at her with both eyes.

Lyric takes a deep breath and does so. His lids flutter, and he locks his gaze onto Biel. “It’s blurry, but not more so than after a long sleep or rubbing.”

“Pain?”

“Muscle ache, nothing acute.”

“Focus on this finger,” Biel says, lifting a stick-thin cool brown finger. She moves it slowly and Lyric follows.

River cannot look away.

Though River has spent little time in the presence of Iriset Sunderer, seeing her bright gold-brown eye against the skin of Lyric’s face, beside that red-flecked fairy eye, is stunning. It takes considerable willpower for River to remain still. In the scheme of aesthetic redesign in the crater city, this is very small, but knowing the circumstances makes it amazing. Eliri whispered to River, before the Moon-Eater dragged her away, that Eliri could not have done it, no matter how desperately she’d have wanted to save River, had their places been changed. “Instinct, River. Iriset acted as the Moon-Eater might, not as a designer. Not science, but desperation. It should not work,” she’d added, breathless. Eliri does not get breathless. River had been jealous not to be the cause.

Biel uses an everflame stylus to test Lyric’s reactions to light, then holds up a series of cards and asks his opinion on colors and shapes. She has him close one eye and then the other, then has him focus out the window on farther-away objects before focusing again on her cards. She nods sharply. “Very well, this physician is satisfied. Lyric Aharté ought to look at the donation.”

Lyric glances immediately at River, who steps into the space Biel hastily abandoned. An stands with the mirror raised to ans chest where it will be level with Lyric’s face as he perches on the bed.

Lyric’s mouth drops open on a fast gasp, and his fingers dig into his own knees. “Iriset!” he whispers hard and fast, then leans nearer to the mirror. He raises a hand and nearly touches his own new eye before twitching his whole face back.

River shoves the mirror at Biel and sits down next to him, taking Lyric’s hand in a death grip. Lyric is cold, and trembling. He looks desperately at River. He says something in the fairy language, and River hears his wife’s name.

“No one explained?” River asks, though it is less a question for obvious reasons. An tries to be gentle. An hadn’t been explicit, either.

“I knew—Lyric knew Iriset operated suddenly, fast in the street. Saved my—this—life with surgery, but not that the eye is… Is Iriset well?” He stumbles through Sarenpet, twisting to seek out the mirror.

River squeezes his hand. “Eliri says Iriset Sunderer is recovered, excited to design a new eye.”

Lyric, staring in the mirror as though haunted by it, laughs softly, but it is a hollow laugh. “Yes,” he murmurs.

“Don’t cry,” Biel orders suddenly, and it’s true, tears redden the edges of Lyric’s donated eye, the lip of the bottom lid darkening.

Tearing away from the mirror and River, Lyric covers his eyes with cupped hands. “Apologies.”

Biel and her assistant pack up. River remains quiet as Lyric struggles to breathe his long, regular meditations.

“Continue exercises, wash gently with water, keep a list of any issues. If there is sudden pain or Lyric cannot sleep for bruising or throbbing, send word immediately. Will return in four days, and then will discuss the cancer, too, boy,” Biel says, and at Lyric’s jagged nod, she nudges her assistant and they go.

River takes a long and very focused breath to hide ans absolute shock before inquiring. “Cancer?”

Lyric nods, rather carelessly, and his voice is gentle when he explains, “Detected by the emergency diagnostic mesh. Biel believes it is an invasive mutation but needs to perform a more intricate exam when this eye is fully integrated.”

River does not feel so careless. “When Eliri returns from the Moon-Eater’s fortress, perhaps Lyric would allow Eliri to examine. Though no doctor, human redesign is Eliri’s special genius, and several iterations of diagnostic meshes are kept here.”

Lyric smiles softly. “It is not a priority.”

“Just because no one has died of this kind of design mutation in generations, does not mean healing should be delayed.”

“Lyric understands.”

With a small sigh, River offers, “Does Lyric need help with the bandage?”

“No,” Lyric says immediately. His voice is thick. “No bandage for now.”

“River will wait on the porch,” River says as kindly as River is capable of, then does as an promised.
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It takes little time for Lyric to emerge. Less than River expected. The afternoon is mild, winter not set in. Unlike some fortresses in the crater city, weather is felt in Rivermouth. River appreciates the cycles of things, and Roc’s cult preaches that every horizon should be visible—not only the four quarter directions, but every intermediate path.

So it rains when it rains, storms when it storms, frosts and freezes, and once every handful of years, snowflakes fall in hissing, pretty sheets. Snow never sticks. Water never freezes except when it’s caught in shallow baths and gutters. When it’s hot, River allots extra gallons to schools and family complexes, and expects people to set domes to keep too much of their water from evaporating—though not all of it. River gives back to the sky.

Lyric sits on the porch steps beside River. The small king offers a cigarette and Lyric hesitates, but declines. River expected as much: Drugs are bad for healing, especially when the brain is involved. Not to mention cancer.

“What does the Cult of Hopeful Design say about human architecture?” Lyric asks.

Surprised, River finds Lyric gazing out at the rock garden, studying it all like he’s never seen it. River supposes that’s half true. “Human redesign aesthetic,” River corrects, then pauses to smoke. The herbs are light, delicate in the back of ans mouth, the vapors shape to ans lungs like an inside hug. An purses ans lips to let the pink smoke trickle out. “Hope,” an says. “Human redesign is for hope. For making humans better, stronger.”

“Stronger,” Lyric says too softly to be a scoff, but the intention is there.

“Not scales-for-skin or thousand-mile-eyesight stronger. Healthy, long-lived, happy. Human redesign should be for strengthening humanity, not individuals. Relationships, community.” River shrugs.

“River’s rainbow eyes make River better at relationships?”

River grins sharply. “Yes, actually.”

Lyric doesn’t quite smile, but like the scoff, the smile is hidden behind the expression he does make.

River continues, “River’s eyes make River happy, and Eliri happy, and happy people are better lovers, better leaders.”

“Then it’s a good thing pretty eyes are all it takes to make River happy,” Lyric murmurs, and River understands. Some people revel in the pain of others. Some crave money or food or power.

“River knew Lyric found these eyes pretty.” River flirts instead of saying the obvious. After another drag, River adds, “The Cult of Hopeful Design allows no harm. Hope and consent and change are the principles held to. It is why Roc rebelled so strenuously against what the previous leaders did: fetal meshes, born chimeras, and the like. So much of such invention is drowned in the blood of the dead. Even when fetal design works, there can be no consent for children, certainly not the level for the meshes, or a chimera like Setka—or even Eliri.” River pauses, considering, then chooses to add, “Eliri feels so strongly about consent in design, Eliri is unwilling to carry a child even without external aid, or allow River to.”

“Pregnancy is not design,” Lyric says with a frown.

“Is it not? What is a womb if not a design apparatus, a mesh of tissue to read the design of seeds and provide safety, fuel, the strength of all forces?”

Lyric Aharté looks at his hand, curling and uncurling his fingers as he thinks, as if pondering the articulation of every joint.

River shifts back to consent, suspecting an knows where this is going. “Sometimes exceptions might be made, if a baby is born with holes in the heart, or a diagnostic web reveals a fetus seems to be developing at an unusual pace, but who are human designers to say what is right and wrong for any individual else? So long as there is no harm, the cult does not care what adults do to themselves, to those who know, who consent, but anything less is complicated, difficult, and dangerous. Even to save a life.”

The silence following River’s short speech sharpens ans bad feeling, proven correct when Lyric says, “Iriset did not ask to do this.”

“Emergency exceptions,” River says right away, though an senses there is more to it. An recalls what was said at that first dinner, that where Lyric and Iriset Sunderer come from human architecture is entirely forbidden.

Lyric is already shaking his head. “Iriset knew—knows—what this one believes, what choice—what choice Lyric would make if asked. If consent crossed Iriset’s mind, Iriset would know the answer to be no.”

“Lyric would be dead.”

“Choices led to that moment, Lyric’s and others’, part of a great design—Aharté’s design.” Lyric grimaces lightly, blinking his eyes like he must concentrate to do so simultaneously. “Choices made, whether Aharté knows or exists at all, and consequences cannot be escaped. People must live or die with choices made. Even if some of those choices happened a long time ago.”

“Iriset chose.”

“Iriset defied the Holy Design, defied my will. Chose Iriset’s will, Iriset’s arrogance,” Lyric whispers, so intent River assumes if he had any less self-control he’d be screaming it.

“Iriset has the power to save, so Iriset saved,” River says as gently as possible.

Lyric’s eyes fall closed in obvious despair. “Because Iriset has the power of a god, it is Iriset’s right to act like one?”

River stubs the cigarette out hard against the porch wood. An thinks of the Moon-Eater who does nothing, who cares for nothing, refuses to act, and River says with all ans might, “Yes.”

Startled, Lyric stares wide-eyed at River with one red-god eye, and one golden-god eye. The golden eye is tinged pink at the edges of the sclera, the lids slightly swollen. Lyric stares, lips slowly parting, but says nothing.

River looks away, uncomfortable with ans own display of emotions. “There are worse things than being married to a god,” an says as dismissively as possible.

An can hear Lyric swallow. Then he says, hollowly, “Not married anymore.”

“Because of this?” River asks, appalled.

“No, just before.”

“Why?” River upgrades ans feeling of being appalled to being scandalized.

“To go separate ways. Lyric must find the Moon-Eater’s child Rabbit, then bring Rabbit back to the crater city. Iriset will remain at the Moon-Eater’s side. Gods of apostasy together,” Lyric adds at the end, sounding wounded.

River remembers viscerally how an felt when those fucking college remnants took Eliri from an, when an had to choose between being a leader and being a spouse. Roc expected River to be torn, ans attendants and commanders and friends all expected it. But River was not torn. And River proved it by showing the ones who didn’t want to get her back exactly how ruthless an could be on Eliri’s behalf. River chose, Lyric is right about that.

And River remembers, too, Roc saying Lyric is a leader. Was one, at least, where he came from. He should understand choosing leadership or love. But maybe Lyric does not love Iriset like she is a piece of him, like without her there is no point in a better world.

River looks at the light eye in Lyric’s face and thinks that even if Lyric does not feel that way about Iriset, she certainly does about him. Eliri couldn’t have done this if she wanted to, she confessed. Lyric wouldn’t even try. But River would. River would dig out any part of an to keep Eliri alive. Even if she hated an for it.

“Well,” River says. “Will Lyric Aharté go with River to listen to Amado Chimera’s news about what caused the spider mine explosions? Chimera requested Lyric’s presence.”

Lyric frowns, though it’s more of a wince—either at the words or at his eye adjusting. “That must mean Iriset is involved,” he says with what River can only read as rather weary humor.







[image: Chapter Twenty-Three]

Standing out

Iriset settles on opal as the base for her new eye. She’d been leaning toward silicate, or a crystal structured similarly, because it could react easily to new design, maintain arrays well, and respond to resonance, but Eliri mentioned that they’ve had more luck with the fluid structure of opal when it comes to integrating its inner design with human design outside of rigid mineral compositions like bone in her case.

Besides, opal is colorful and sexy.

She and Eliri create a prototype prosthetic, designing multiple overlays and a quad-core of layered opal, quartzite, ferro-magnetized silicate to protect against interference and electromagnetic resonances, and pure force, then spend another day building it and prepping Iriset’s socket.

Eliri manipulates a detailed scaffolding to insert the prosthetic, and when she triggers the eye, it hurts. Just a sharp sting, and Iriset sucks air through her teeth. A headache radiates through her skull from the prosthetic. She closes both eyes and tears spill out, surprising, but then again there was little damage to her tear ducts or sinuses, and Iriset can feel the clinging ecstatic force, the heat of rising, the sinking, belonging of falling force searching for her mind, and the flowing blood and the hard, impossibly slow flow of the opal itself.

“Breathe, and when Iriset is ready, try to look,” Eliri says in her soft way.

Iriset gives herself only slightly less time than she thinks she should before peeling open both eyes. Her fleshy eye aches in what must be sympathetic brain disorientation. Iriset sees through a bright blur of tears. But she sees.

Despite Eliri’s protest that they move slowly, Iriset hops up from the chair and finds the hand mirror they’ve been using. The skin around her opal eye is reddened, slightly puffy, but nothing worrisome to Iriset. She blinks, cognizant of the different texture of the opal eye against her inner eyelid. It’s smooth, cooler, though slowly warming to her body temperature.

And the eye itself is gorgeous. Its milky-white surface shimmers with underlying chips of hot orange and strands of phosphorescent green, with hints of pink and gold. The pupil blooms like a black-hearted flower, its vibrant iris the blue-green of iridescent lichen, with facets of sunshine yellow. The iris could have been any color drawn out of the opal, but Iriset claims to like this bold choice because it’s different from mirané coloring, from earth and crater and bone. (Truthfully, they’re the colors of Singix’s best gowns, the teals and deep blue of tide pools and starfish, the elegant green of tropical waters, anemones—colors that hardly exist in the desert, but that Singix wore on her body. She brought the ocean with her.)

Eventually Iriset will be able to tap the eye with a stylus to shift several layers of design and allow it to draw in different visible spectrums—last night Eliri read to her from an actual dissertation on bird eyes compared to human eyes, because such investigation is legal here! The amorphous nature of opal will allow for greater numbers of complex arrays to simultaneously exist within.

Iriset’s face, though, is so strange now. Lyric is probably going through a very similar disorientation. She knows he’s healing well, according to Eliri, but Iriset hasn’t asked more.

She grins at herself in the mirror, shoving away unwanted distractions. Eliri watches calmly over her shoulder and Iriset says, “Thanks given, Eliri the Adept Hand.”

Eliri nods acceptance. Then they go to show off to the Moon-Eater.

The Moon-Eater isn’t lounging in his pit, and he wasn’t in the design tower, so Eliri asks a few passing attendants until one says they sent cinnamon coffee to the Moon-Eater’s library. Eliri cups Iriset’s elbow to lead her around a fountain in the center of the tower atrium that looks like an upside-down waterfall. “The library is not made of books, but is more art and armory. Gallery would be a better name, but perhaps when Shade named it the language was different.”

“Then what sort of art does the Moon-Eater like?”

Eliri shrugs. “Color, flowers, the ocean.”

Stopping, Iriset waits for Eliri to face her. The fountain rushes gently, and now that they’ve paused, it sounds decidedly musical. “Does Eliri not consider design to be art?”

“Science,” Eliri counters easily. “Question, hypothesis, experimentation, result.”

“That sounds lovely,” Iriset says. “To have the structure—the resources to treat design in such a way.”

“Iriset learned without resources?”

“Some of the schools taught that sort of foundation, the kind of structural support that might allow designers to exist in such a way, inventing techniques and applications. But draconian regulations kept genius at bay. And I did not grow up in a design school,” she adds with a wrinkled nose. Not quite disdain, because she knows she’d have loved being in design school. “But it’s also why my ideas are so great.”

Eliri smiles, a rare smile that pinches at the corners of her eyes. “Rogue.”

“Criminal,” Iriset whispers, half hiding her mouth with the back of her hand.

“Perhaps that is why Iriset is a sunderer. Iriset was never taught limitations.”

Reminded suddenly of her father, and the little bobcat she gave wings that he murdered, she shakes her head. “Different limitations,” she allows. What would the Little Cat think of her new eye, she wonders? Not much until it proved useful beyond beauty. And Bittor—Iriset swallows, because their bone structure had been so similar, their coloring and height, everything except their eyes pointed at relation. Maybe if not for the inherited chimeric design, Bittor’s eyes would have been sandglass brown, too. Now, both of them with inhuman eyes, chimeric, apostatical eyes, they’d have been even more alike.

They continue through the five-tower cluster that surrounds the Moon-Eater’s court, to the shortest of the towers. The lower level is open to the elements on all sides, lifted up by eight twisting pillars. In the center a spiral staircase leads up, guarded by a familiar tall woman with short horns at her temples, spiky white hair, brown skin, and inset jewels along her cheekbones and jaw. Not guarded by: She’s waiting for Amado.

But Iriset is intrigued by the alcoves carved into the eight pillars holding up the tower. The alcoves are tiled with gilded blue and lit with tiny sconces that burn short red flames and smell of floral incense. Within are statues exquisitely carved from a pale wood. All are of a figure that is half human, half tree, in different seasons of the year. Some trees blossom, others grow tiny leaves, tiny fruits, or are lush and fat with greenery. Some leaves turn ruby red and ochre, and they drop, leaves held in the air, caught mid-fall.

They make her think of Never, though she’s unsure why. She hasn’t seen Never in several days.

Just then, the Chimera small king strides down the spiral stairs. He opens his mouth to speak to his companion but sees Eliri and Iriset, and his bright eyes are narrowed with displeasure. “Adept Hand,” he calls. “Sunderer. Chimera hopes the sunderer’s work goes well enough to turn toward the crater array sooner than anticipated?”

Eliri lowers her eyes, content, it seems, to pass silently.

Iriset, always ready to fight, does her best to lock her gaze on him, especially the opal. “Very well.”

He falters under her glare, but only for a breath. “That is remarkable. Does it see?”

“Perfectly,” she lies.

“And what does it see?” he asks in the passively curious voice of a master politician.

“Magic.”

“Did Iriset carve out Iriset’s own eye for Lyric Aharté in order to create this power?”

“Iriset carved out Iriset’s own eye because the defense necklace Amado the Reconciler gave to Lyric did not protect Lyric,” she says, leaning closer, narrowing her eyes, hoping there is a dangerous gleam to the opal. “But it was useful when this designer pulled it apart to make its wires into forceps and its threads into a design cage.”

For a moment, Amado only watches her, then he inclines his head as if acknowledging something. If they were in her own time, Iriset is certain she’d have a better handle on this whole situation. “In that case,” he says, “this Chimera will send over the maps and information the sunderer requested, then set a broader meeting for all to present discoveries. Moving faster will shut up some of the less enthusiastic voices. Those who have decided Iriset Sunderer and Lyric Aharté might end the emergency by being removed from the equation,” he says delicately, but with equal threat.

Iriset grimaces.

“Helica is placing the temporary shield dome in four days, despite difficulties with the infrastructure teams across fortresses. Perhaps Iriset Sunderer might take up the cause of charging the Moon-Eater to encourage recalcitrant participants.”

“This designer is merely a designer,” Iriset says. She really hates politics, much preferring someone to explain them to her and then explain exactly what role they need her to play.

“That isn’t the impression Iriset gave at the crater shrine,” Amado says.

With a grin, Iriset waves Eliri ahead, and Amado snorts. He snaps his long sleeves as he leaves them, but something about it reads to Iriset as amusement—and satisfaction.
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The library of the Moon-Eater is truly filled with art. At least three stories are hollowed out, creating a tall column of light emphasized by mirrors, glass walkways, everflames, and delicate, spooling staircases and rolling ladders made of the finest wrought iron and crystal. There are shelves of books open to illustrated pages: islands and breaking waves, deep sea gardens that must be pure imagination, surely, so bright are their colors and so strange the creatures inhabiting them. There are towers of potted plants, the pottery itself works of art, burned black ceramics and cloisonné, wood worked into statues of monsters and fairies with vines falling from their chests and flowers in their hands. And the silk, oh, Iriset touches the silk hangings. Some are decorated with dripping ink mountains and finely painted runes. Others are dyed into rainbows of coral and sunset horizons. The floor is mosaicked so finely it seems like a painting, too, and Iriset steps over individual blades of grass and wildflowers so delicate they might be blowing in a real wind. She imagines she can smell the sun-warmed wheat and fluttering petals.

Instead of finding the Moon-Eater, Iriset only sees a handful of small blue birds darting around the domed ceiling.

“Oh,” says Eliri.

The birds suddenly stop flying to hover, and then three drop to perch on a long bench, while two flit to the open window. The remaining four merge together into a slightly larger blue bird that flies toward Iriset, and when she startles back, it lands in her hair anyway.

All the birds laugh. They sound like him.

More so than when he was a giant sea snake, almost more than when he flew her across the crater, this impresses Iriset.

“Moon-Eater,” she says breathlessly as he laughs. She shakes her head, but his little bird claws prick at her scalp. “I’m still healing,” she chides with absolute dishonesty. He flaps long primary feathers over her face until she smiles.

All the birds leap back into the air, slamming together in a scuffle of feathers and chirping until they’re a long-limbed human standing before her with eyes as blue as the sky. He bows playfully, as if sensing Iriset’s awe. She doesn’t mind: It is awesome. To divide himself into many tiny, separate minds, as the birds move on their own, not in a susurration.

“It’s different,” he says, rolling his shoulders as a long feather-lined cape falls down his back to the floor. “Being birds instead of bird, but I was thinking about your eyes, the plans Eliri shared, and how the design of the eye requires delivering different information to your singular brain, and the way you’re having to relearn to process it.”

“So you gave yourself twenty eyes.”

“It’s different,” he repeats. “Next time I’ll do my preferred form, and a bird or two for my shoulders. Maybe one day I’ll be able to be myself and a bird-me simultaneously, and send that bird-me across the city to spy.”

“Play with yourself,” she teases lightly, because to be honest Iriset is fairly overwhelmed by the fact that he not only imagines such a thing but certainly will achieve it. He still grows even after centuries of power. He burst into nine little blue birds and rearranged himself back again, and it’s so impossible to think about. She was Singix and Iriset at the same time, but only in the same momentary existence, and even theorized that, in fact, what she became was a third new thing, neither Singix nor Iriset.

“Iriset is impressed,” she says, switching back to Old Sarenpet for Eliri’s sake. “What artist made this place for the Moon-Eater?”

The Moon-Eater touches his own chest with a falsely demure flutter of lashes.

“You made this?” Iriset taps her toes to the mosaic.

“This red god has been around for a long time,” he murmurs. “Now, show an old fairy that eye.”

She does, in a spot of sunlight on the second level, harnessed by a series of mirrors arranged like a spiral chandelier. They can be manipulated to point natural light in any direction, and the Moon-Eater gifts the space to Iriset, agreeing that his library of art is a good place to practice sundering, with so many various kinds of material objects at her disposal. The Moon-Eater coos at the milky rainbow beauty of her eye, and she can almost make sense of the play of shadows around him when she closes her flesh eye.

“Why not an eye like the original?” the Moon-Eater asks as they nibble snacks outside on a balcony overlooking the broad silver expanse of the court.

“Because when this eye is fully functional, it will be so much better,” she says, like it’s obvious. Because it is.

“But Iriset will always stand out, in any place, any time. That eye is unmistakable for human.”

Iriset frowns. She hadn’t thought of such an impediment. An eye like this would have negated her ability to become Singix when Amaranth demanded it. An eye like this would have marked her as apostate instantly to the soldiers of the Vertex Seal. Lyric might never have looked at her, with an eye like this.

That’s all irrelevant now, isn’t it? She says, “Iriset does not mind standing out.”

The Moon-Eater laughs. But Eliri glances down at her hands, loosely folded in her lap. Iriset thinks of the story Eliri told her, of her kidnapping and escape. The torture she underwent because of her quartz bones. Standing out hurt Eliri.

But it’s a risk Iriset is willing to take.
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Beyond known rocks and trees

An even stronger earthquake trembles throughout the crater city three weeks after the Night of Chimeras. Citizens feel just a little shiver, because the greater power of the untethered array is caught in the mitigation dome set in place by expert geo-designer Helica Silkhair. The dome lights up in ecstatic sparks, which rain down onto the stone of the garden. A cactus catches fire but is quickly doused. Helica Silkhair is not pleased. Though technically her design worked, she and Mirea sir Unrich, the city planner from Sharp-Shin, estimate the energy released by the array anchor will increase exponentially over the next several months if it is not neutralized or otherwise settled. Already the mitigation dome cannot contain the excess, though the worst part is they cannot tell where the trigger mechanism is, or if there is one at all, or two or three or sixteen. They are eager to present their findings to the Moon-Eater today, alongside the Chimera city planner who has been working from the edges inward, the commander-philosopher of the College of Intrinsic Foundation who specializes in meta-arrays, and the cardinal of the College of Lightning Revelation who has apparently been casting star charts forward and backward in an attempt to connect the anomaly star with… anything, frankly. A dark star might explain where the energy comes from, Mirea said off-handedly to Helica during one of their lunch breaks. Helica is skeptical, because while she appreciates the complex design and mathematics required to study heavenly bodies, it is those very complexities that keep her from believing that forces from such heavenly bodies are capable of interacting with or even influencing forces here.

Then again, Helica witnessed the light of the anomaly star, and it did appear directly above the center of the untethered array. And those strange people come from somewhere. The foreign design expert will be at the presentation, too, and Helica looks forward to grilling her on the mysteries she’s thus far managed to keep secret.

When Helica and Mirea arrive a few moments early to the Undersea Garden where the meeting is to take place, they’re faced with the Moon-Eater in the shape of a giant half-snake, his torso, head, and arms human, while the long scaled tail coils up off the smooth black floor. He’s got the foreign designer in his arms, holding her up so she can stick her hand in the oceanic ceiling.

Water spills down over her and she shrieks with laughter.

“Good that someone can be amused when the entire city might crumble by midsummer,” Helica murmurs, and Mirea snorts.

She says, “Good the Moon-Eater has a new toy. Hope this sunderer is stronger-willed than the Adept Hand.”

The two designers share a look, then glance away guiltily as they find seats around the low, round table.
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The ceiling of the Undersea Garden is exactly why the Moon-Eater insisted on bringing Iriset early. “You’ll love it,” he said, tugging her hand eagerly. They nearly stumble down the private staircase leading underground, into a cavern. The darkness smells wet, but pleasantly so, like wind after a cooling rain. The Moon-Eater presses his hand to an array carved into the edge of the hidden doorway, and jagged stripes of bright blue-white crawl along the striated stone walls, lighting the whole cave.

That’s brilliant enough, but oh, was Shade correct about the ceiling.

It’s a dome of shimmering dark green-blue, and inside it swim glowing fish. Iriset cranes her neck so dramatically her spine aches, but it looks like real water and real fish, except for how their fins radiate neon yellow and shimmery blue. Some are tiny enough to fit in a pocket, others long and curling like river eels. “Get me closer,” Iriset demands to the Moon-Eater’s expectant, smug grin, and then grins herself as his legs transform into the thickly muscled body of a massive red snake. He grabs her in naked arms, mirané-brown skin matching the scales perfectly, and Iriset loops her arms around his neck as they rise.

The water design isn’t quite enough to distract her from the strength in Shade’s body. He holds her under her thighs in one arm, and his abdominal muscles are hard and tense against her hip. Iriset manages not to play her fingers in the loose hair at his nape, leaning into him like he’s just a very powerful chair, not something turning her on.

With his free hand, Shade points at one of the eels. “That’s from the real ocean,” he says.

“The rest aren’t?”

“Some of the little sharks. But the rest are designed and redesigned from river and lake fish. The one with the pink whiskers came from catfish.”

The Moon-Eater’s words are soft, his breath warm on Iriset’s neck. She glances down at him to find he’s watching her, not the glowing fish. He squeezes her thighs with an amused little smile. Iriset looks away, up at the water again, at the fish. It’s intimate up here, quads of paces off the smooth black floor, and the dome of water curves comfortingly around them. Iriset feels like they’re deep underwater, just the two of them, and it’s more disorienting than flight, than time travel, for just a moment. Too easy to breathe beneath the weight of all that water.

“How is it done?” she asks, reaching up.

“You can’t see the lines of force?” Shade wonders, rippling the long snake muscles to raise them close enough for Iriset to touch.

“I don’t have that iris cap refined yet,” Iriset mutters, wishing she did. Her opal eye has improved much in the past quad, fully integrated with her mind as best she can tell. Sometimes when she wakes up or blinks, her focus struggles to realign, and her depth perception has been hilariously off to the detriment of her already-lacking grace. It dries out faster than her flesh eye, and she hasn’t gone to bed at night without a headache since it happened. But mostly, Iriset would never know this wasn’t the eye she was born with.

“Well, I’ll bring you back when you do,” Shade promises. “If you do it fast, because I don’t think this room will survive the outcome of this meeting for very long.”

Iriset grimaces. “There aren’t rooms like this in the future, that’s certain.”

“Samishi is the designer maintaining it. I’ve had this place for a century or so, but always assign one of the fortress designers to hold it.”

“I don’t think I’ve met them.” Iriset licks her lips, but this near the Moon-Eater, his complex force signature is overwhelming and she can’t sense any of the eddies no doubt coming off the false ocean. Finally, she skims her fingers against the surface: Water splashes down on them, and Iriset shrieks in surprise.

The rumble of the Moon-Eater’s laugh turns hers to laughter, too, and she’s squeezing her eyes closed because it’s salt water and it fucking stings. “Red moon,” she snaps, still laughing, patting her eyes with the sleeve of her jacket. They slowly sink down.

“What did you think would happen when you disrupted the field?” Shade chides.

Iriset licks her wet fingers. “Is this really ocean water?”

“Partly, originally,” Shade says, setting her on her feet. He turns himself into his preferred teenager form, almost shorter than her but for the high tail of fluffy black hair. “I had tanks of it brought here, and the sharks and eel, and a few hundreds of various fish for my designers to play with.”

“Just for extravagance? There’s a lot of ocean theme in your fortress.”

Shade’s moon-red eyes lower, and for a moment Iriset thinks he won’t answer. But then, “Never left me for the sea,” he says, and Iriset feels the anger tucked behind the words, little ecstatic pops and rising fire, but the Moon-Eater flashes a grin. “I wonder if it saw those islands your lover was from.”

Yes, there Shade is, Iriset thinks, needling and unwilling to be the only person in the room who’s hurt. She sighs. “I suppose we can ask the next time it shows up. But you might not like what it has to say about its travels.”

“Doubtless,” Shade murmurs, then takes her shoulders to turn her to face the round table where people have already gathered.

(Iriset does not want to be here. She looked at the information gathered that was sent to her by Amado Chimera, and immediately knew what to do. But she doesn’t want to explain the way to fix this array is by setting Holy Design steeples into place. She doesn’t want to let anybody know that unraveling the Moon-Eater is part of the solution to ending the imminent danger the untethered array causes. She can’t imagine trying to explain the nature of the time-spiral mechanism, inasmuch as she thinks she understands it. She doesn’t want to say the words to set the end of the Apostate Age in motion—and make no mistake, that is exactly what’s happening here! Sure it will save lives in the crater, but! The consequences! Iriset can’t believe the Moon-Eater is making her.)

Helica Silkhair sits beside someone Iriset doesn’t know, another woman but this one dark as a Bow queen and absolutely exuding rising force like it’s not just dominant but singular. Beside them on one of the floor chairs is a masculine-forward person with what looks like metal growing out of his brow ridge and both cheekbones. He’s in dark blue robes with golden constellation embroidery on the shoulders, and an array is tattooed to his bare brown scalp that from this angle is obviously a subtle resonance cap. Iriset leaps to the conclusion that he can attach some kind of visual telescopic apparatus to his face, and she guesses, “The astronomer?”

The man lifts his nonexistent eyebrows and says, “Cardinal of the College of Lightning Revelation,” and beside him Helica Silkhair says to Iriset, “Yes, astronomer.”

Iriset introduces herself, wishing they didn’t need to conduct this whole meeting in Old Sarenpet. Eliri went over a vocabulary list of design terms with her when they started discussing the untethered array, and Iriset knows she can keep up now, but it’s annoying to constantly mentally translate back and forth.

Before she can get the name of the Bow queen, the main doors swing open and Amado Chimera strides in, tricolored hair vivid against a stark-white outfit with internal structure to sharpen his shoulders and bell the skirt around his ankles. With him are two people Iriset doesn’t know, introduced as the Chimera city planner and the small king of Sharp-Shin fortress. The small king sits beside the Bow designer who immediately beings speaking to her in an undertone. They’re still expecting Eliri and Irsu River, an artist for some reason, two more small kings, and at least one more commander-philosopher.

Iriset lounges beside the Moon-Eater as attendants come in with pitchers of cold water and tea and wine, interested in the way most people seem so wary of him, despite his youthful appearance. She wonders if he does it on purpose, to be disconcerting.

River’s drawled greeting is easy enough to ignore, but at Lyric’s voice, Iriset jerks hard and spills her wine.

The Moon-Eater laughs at her.

Lyric stands almost directly across the table, nodding to the Sharp-Shin small king, and doesn’t even look her way.

Iriset’s heart thuds hard, and her left eye socket seems to burn. He’s right there and she was not expecting it. She’s not ready!

Lyric’s hair is shorn so close to his head she can see the rich mirané brown under the short black sheen. Scars sprinkle around his left eye, where there used to be freckles and maybe still are. The scars scatter back into his hair, little shiny stars disappearing into the black. With a shaved head his features seem bolder, more beautiful, and are those earrings? Someone is giving her husband jewelry: little silver-and-black studs she wants to suck on right now.

Then his head turns and Lyric looks at her with such a changed gaze.

One eye mirané brown and flecked with brassy crater red, the other almost orange-gold in this dreamy ocean light. Her desert-glass eye looks different tucked under his lashes, the up-tilted shape of Lyric’s eyelids and cheekbone. How amazing the way little shapes can change a color. Illusion, of course, and the effect of his mirané skin instead of her warm tan. In his face her eye is like a topaz, a tiny sun.

There’s no way he isn’t upset about it. Ecstatic pops faster in her veins.

People are talking. They don’t matter because she hasn’t seen Lyric in more than a quad, the longest it’s been since they met, and she knows what she did, she knows.

A poke in her ribs distracts her. It’s Shade smirking. “Close your mouth,” he teases in mirané. And Iriset grabs her wine from him and knocks it back.

While she was stuck, everyone else arrived, she assumes, because there are two more strangers seated, accepting drinks from the attendants, and one of them basically glares at her like he could kill her that way.

Shade claps his hands. “Let this begin,” he declares.

A feminine-forward person Iriset is sure she’s met but barely remembers stands. “Sipipia,” she introduces herself. Delicate strokes of black ink cross her white face, fluttering like feathers in wind, and oh, Iriset remembers: the artist. “Moon-Eater, this artist acts as coordinator between elements of the investigation, as a neutral participant with regards to design theory.”

Shade waves his hand, leaning back in his chair to stretch his legs under the table.

Sipipia glances toward Helica Silkhair, and the geo-designer removes a scroll from a bag at her waist. “Allow this designer to overlay the basic design,” she says, and with a flick of her wrist unrolls the scroll across the table. It does not merely unroll in a long line, but folds outwards in five directions, each unfurling to the edge of the table. “This is the underlying array detectable from the touchdown point, based on the diagnostic overlay Mirea and Helica developed.”

The Bow-descended designer, who must be Mirea, stands and walks swiftly around opposite Helica. They use double styli to engage several points on the scroll, and a lovely map of force appears a handsbreadth over the scrolls. It’s an enlarged version of the central anchor point Iriset studied in the valley of their crater. Iriset easily orients herself to the cardinal directions.

“It looks like incremental deviations on a security reversal,” one of the people Iriset doesn’t know says, an older woman with severe white bangs stark against warm brown skin and very pretty iridescent green eyes. Honestly, she’s striking but Iriset has no idea what she’s talking about.

But Mirea nods. “It’s not exactly, but the similarity is why it is believed the array cannot be destroyed without catastrophic damage to the Moon-Eater’s fortress at least, if not the entire crater.”

“Is it counting down?” the cardinal asks.

Iriset bites back a grimace as Helica Silkhair says, “If that were the purpose of the array, perhaps a countdown would be its functionality, but this designer and Mirea sir Unrich think it is deteriorating due to lack of completion. Though it is an anchor, it is not anchored.”

Amado Chimera taps a finger on his knee. “Translation, please, for those nonexperts in the room?”

Eliri lifts her head. “When an array is created, especially a layered metadesign, it is usually done all at once because of the delicacy of such large-scale constructions. This array was begun, but not completed. It needs to be complete, or it will fall.”

“And take the city with it,” says the striking older designer. She must be one of the commander-philosophers.

“Seems simple enough,” River says, lighting a pink cigarette.

Iriset looks at Lyric. Does he know what the array needs? Has he guessed? Is that why he’s here?

“It does, doesn’t it?” says the Moon-Eater.

“Why did Iriset Sunderer do this?” the stranger who was glaring suddenly demands, leaping to his feet. He’s older, with gorgeous blue hair and deeply brown skin, and pale blue tattoos filigreed across his forehead. He points furiously at Lyric. “And Lyric Aharté, who has been hiding?”

“Sit down, Berrik,” Irsu River snaps, sharper than Iriset has ever heard an. “This one knows Design fortress has no interest in nuance, but perhaps Design might like a chance to learn something from greater thinkers.”

Berrik snarls. “Rivermouth pathetically clings to a new cult leader? What has become of Roc Aliel?”

River rolls ans eyes and blows a long stream of smoke.

Though several others begin to argue, it’s Shade who says, “Shut up, Design,” very quietly.

But everyone hears. A moment of awkwardness passes, and Berrik slams back down into his seat. Iriset guesses he must be here because a few of the colleges are homed in Design fortress. Too bad.

Tentatively, the third person who arrived with Amado Chimera stands. They’re feminine-forward, but styled more like the Moon-Eater’s usual attire. An says, “This planner has been coordinating through Sipipia to map out the edges of the influence as far as it is detectable in each quadrant of the crater city.” As an speaks, an moves around the map, setting tiny pagoda caps in eight spots—that, Iriset approves of. Eight is closer than six. When the pagodas are all in place, the entire diagnostic array shifts, shrinking inward so that the whole crater city can fit onto the table. “These are the boundaries of the city, roughly, and the untethered array is reaching out—flaring really—in every direction. It’s not regular, or predictable as far as the data can yet determine. Also”—an points toward the northwest—“the Lodestone and Rising Smoke fortresses refuse to cooperate, so there is no way to penetrate with combat tracing.”

“It is accidental that the array flared toward Rivermouth so strongly?” River asks.

“If the array’s energy can be manipulated, it is unknown,” Helica says, then looks pointedly at Iriset. “By city designers.”

Iriset says, “If a geo-designer cannot do it, how could this one?”

Amado interrupts. “If everyone agrees that the array must be completed to end the danger of earthquakes, let that be discussed.”

There is grumbling, especially from blue-haired Berrik, but Helica Silkhair levels Iriset with another cold look. “This designer would like to know more about the array and its purpose before discussing completion. Arrays do things. This isn’t about completing it and there being no consequences.”

Iriset slides to her feet. “It’s magic,” she says, cheeky, because if this silk-chimera already doesn’t like her, why bother? “How does Helica Silkhair think Iriset and Lyric came to be here?”

“This designer does not guess without evidence, and there is little of that,” Helica says.

But the cardinal—the astronomer—leans forward. “Another world, perhaps? There are theories, well founded, in Lightning Revelation that other worlds exist among the stars, and even near to this world, relatively speaking. Perhaps the anomaly star was a gateway.”

At least two people snort, and the Moon-Eater laughs approvingly. Iriset looks at Lyric, who seems shocked. She says, “Not a bad guess. It could be true. Perhaps all fairies are from a different world.”

“Nonsense,” says the striking commander-philosopher. “These new friends speak the language of this city, and the array is obviously designed in the traditions taught by the Moon-Eater. There is no need to bring imaginary other worlds into this, Elfr.”

“Imaginary! Does Intrinsic Foundation stick so close to the ground it cannot imagine beyond known rocks and trees?”

Iriset ignores them, taking her stylus and the tiny funnel-anchors she made yesterday out of her bag. First she goes to the eastern point of the diagnostic display, between Lyric and Eliri. She does not let herself pay attention to Lyric, to how close he is and the tilt of his head as he studies her. Iriset plants her rising anchor, sticking it with ecstatic buttons, then tosses a thread of rising up and swings around to the southern point, where Amado nods to her. She does the same at her seat in the west, then gets to the north, between the arguing designer and astronomer. She clears her throat and moves between them. They lean back, affronted, and Iriset puts the anchor in place but doesn’t activate anything. “It doesn’t matter where Iriset is from,” she declares. “Because I know how to complete the array, and what it will do.”

Unfortunately, she thinks sourly. “The array,” she continues, once everyone is looking at her, “is a very core design at home. The most basic, one might argue.” Iriset nods at Shade, who stands, then leaps into the air. He walks up invisible stairs until he stands—floats—over the heart of the array. Then he stretches out like he’s lying splayed midair, his hair falling over his shoulders to trail down like vines toward the table.

“There are several layers to the power structure of the array, but what matters most right now,” Iriset says, “for the purpose of completing it, are four external channel points. That’s what the central knot is reaching for and not finding, which results in the release of excess energy.”

She nods, and together she and the Moon-Eater charge the force-threads, and the diagnostic array shivers. In the center, the spiraling knots flare and then snap out to each funnel-anchor—where the Great Steeples of Moonshadow City would be in relation. Every stray thread and strand stretches, pulls, and then resettles in an approximation of the Holy Design of the crater.

Iriset slides her gaze across the design, admiring its simplicity, but wishing it wasn’t the case. She glances at Lyric to find him already looking at her—she wonders if he ever looked away at all. He must recognize Aharté’s design in his bones. He says, “This alone will settle the metadesign.”

Narrowing her eyes at his use of a word he probably didn’t know until two minutes ago, she says, “It is enough.”

“It will completely redesign the architecture of the city!” complains the Chimera city planner, half in awe, half in horror.

“How can this even be contemplated?” the asshole Berrik demands. “Just because these strangers claim it?”

“And the Moon-Eater,” reminds Amado Chimera.

Berrik seems to draw himself together, and calmly but coldly says, “Since when has the Moon-Eater cared about the people of the city?”

Shade hums like it’s a good point.

“The destruction would be worse than the earthquakes and spider mines,” agrees Helica, but thoughtfully.

Mirea says, “That can be mitigated with careful preparation.”

“For small kings who agree,” Amado Chimera says. “This is a vast undertaking.”

“There will be many who do not,” Berrik says. “For many reasons.”

River says through pink smoke, “How is completing this a better outcome than the destruction of breaking the array?”

Iriset shrugs. “Controlled redesign instead of explosions. Warning, exact specifications.”

“Balance,” Lyric murmurs.

“But what is the power source?” the Chimera city planner asks, waving ans hands as if an might find the answer in midair. An seems less against it, and more simply overwhelmed.

“The Moon-Eater!” the Moon-Eater crows, talking to them from his ridiculous position.

“Is the red god so strong?” Eliri asks quietly. She knows the answer; she’s the only one besides Shade, Iriset, Lyric, and the missing Never who knows the answer.

The Moon-Eater grins. “When Iriset Sunderer takes this god apart, the energy unleashed will do everything.”

Amado Chimera meets his blood-red eyes. “Explain, please, Moon-Eater.”

“Amado will get what Amado wants,” Shade says silkily. “A city without a god.”

The small king presses his lips together, skin around his eyes tightening. “This small king wants what is best for the crater city,” he says very tightly.

“Of course, Amado,” soothes the Moon-Eater. He’s so mean.

“Iriset Sunderer will kill the Moon-Eater?” asks the artist Sipipia.

Iriset shakes her head. “It’s transformation. Unraveling. A technique well known at home. But more intimate this time, because it isn’t death. Not for the Moon-Eater.”

“Not for a sunderer,” Shade puts in.

“What is sundering?” demands the Intrinsic Foundation commander-philosopher, her green glare bright.

Iriset sighs, wishing she could just work and let others explain. “It’s a technique for creating a new force, a very powerful force. When I—when Iriset unravels the Moon-Eater, Shade will live in a new form. Shade will be this metadesign.”

“Shade already is a metadesign,” the Moon-Eater grumbles.

“But—” Sipipia looks like she might cry.

Shade sinks down, sitting in the air several paces above the diagnostic design. “Ah, sweet Sipipia.”

Helica Silkhair interrupts, her hand flat for attention. She is drawn with tension, though, clearly affected by the shocking conversation. “This theory is sound, except it would only account for settling the metadesign. All the power in the world the Moon-Eater might be, that will not hold the destructive power of this design inert.” Helica is on her feet now, too, a little line between her brows. “This funnel-anchor pulls the threads straight, in a very reliable-looking balance, but it’s not the natural order of design forces. Forces flow and snap, not settle. An array like this must be maintained.”

“It should be cyclical,” the astronomer cardinal mutters, frowning but also thoughtful. Iriset wonders if he’s glad for a problem to chew upon that is not the sundering of their red god. “Like the phases of the moon—something that is ever-changing but steady and predictable. Some design declension built in.”

The sharp commander-philosopher of the College of Intrinsic Foundation laughs once. “So the cardinal is a designer after all.”

He glares at her, but Helica holds her hand up. “This designer wishes to know how Iriset Sunderer thinks to maintain the tension of this massive design.”

Iriset nods at the cardinal. “The moon.”

“The moon?” The cardinal nearly leaps to his feet. “The moon spends half its time on the other side of the world.”

“Not if we catch it,” Iriset says.

Everyone argues, exclaims, denies, but for Lyric, River, and the Moon-Eater floating above them all like that very moon of Aharté. Even Eliri shakes her head, gray eyes huge as she questions Iriset. Iriset shrugs at Eliri and plops down into her chair to wait. Since she finished her wine, she reaches for Shade’s and drinks it. She hears, harness the moon, impossible, change the face of design, level buildings, more earthquakes or worse—but predictable at least. Iriset doesn’t want to be here for their arguing. She doesn’t want to re-create the Holy Design. She doesn’t care if the crater city crumbles! She doesn’t. The only reason she’s explaining this is because the Moon-Eater wants her to and—it is her fault. (She’s lying to herself, she does want to do it, but not for faith or philosophy or to go home. Iriset wants to do it because she sees how she can. And once she can do something, doesn’t she have to?)

Suddenly Lyric stands. His expression is calm, though Iriset can see the tension in his shoulders, the tight bend of his knuckles. He waits, and it isn’t long before everyone quiets, looking at him expectantly.

“It is not impossible, what Iriset claims,” Lyric says. “To catch the moon itself. Lyric knows, because that is the case in Lyric’s home.”

Absolute silence is the only answer. Iriset realizes her mouth is hanging open. Again.

“Iriset should be allowed to implement this solution,” Lyric continues. “Because it is for the greatest good of the crater city. How else will the array be calmed? How else will the wild forces of the crater be balanced?”

“Do they truly need to be?” the artist asks.

“They must be,” Lyric says.

“Because Lyric Aharté and Iriset Sunderer came here,” says the small king of Sharp-Shin, who has not spoken since arriving.

Lyric bows his head. “Yes. And that cannot be undone.”

“How dare these destroyers discuss this calmly, when it is because of the anomaly star, because of Lyric Aharté and Iriset Sunderer that so many have already died, so many more might?” demands Berrik.

“What has been done has been done,” Lyric says. “The only way forward is to act now.”

“Where are Lyric and Iriset from, where the moon is supposedly caught in stasis?” Sharp-Shin asks. “Why did the anomaly star appear? Who is Lyric Aharté and who is Iriset Sunderer?”

“Here,” Lyric says. “Lyric was born in this crater, and Iriset, too.”

Iriset stands slowly. “Lyric, what are you doing?” she whispers in mirané.

But the Moon-Eater is laughing; he looks like he’ll clap any moment, like a toddler surrounded by hilarious puppies.

“It’s when,” Eliri the Adept Hand realizes suddenly. “Not where.”

“That’s the missing piece,” Helica Silkhair cries, pointing at the knot. “It’s cyclical, but the real anchor is in another time! Impossible!”

Lyric only stands there, still and calm, and Iriset cannot believe him. She stares through the cacophony at him until he looks her way. And unbelievably, incredibly, Lyric méra Esmail, the last Vertex Seal, winks at her with her own fucking eye.
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And sadder

The rest of the meeting goes about as well as can be expected.

Weirdly, time travel strikes most of those gathered as less ridiculous of an idea than capturing the moon. If Iriset hadn’t lived her entire life in the literal shadow of such a thing, she would probably agree.

For the most part, Iriset watches Lyric, keeping herself quiet. It’s to her benefit if they all figure out the details without her. She’ll command less blame. Lyric holds his inner design so calm, Iriset is almost jealous. But she knows he feels Aharté’s will here. Forcing Iriset’s hand to argue on behalf of Holy Design.

Though Helica Silkhair and the striking green-eyed commander-philosopher of Intrinsic Foundation whose name Iriset can’t help but learn is Raijin remain skeptical, they seem unable to come up with an alternate plan. Though Raijin insists alongside the artist Sipipia that they should seek out alternative energy than the unraveling of the Moon-Eater. But Shade himself pooh-poohs them, silly and vocal, and finally gets them to shut up by letting his eyes turn pure red and his fangs grow until he can barely talk through the layers of them. He hisses and says, rough and lisping, which makes it worse: “This is the will of the Moon-Eater, the red god of this crater city. If a designer or artist or anyone disagrees, there are so very many ways to silence dissent.”

The quiet after that is enough to hear the cardinal shifting in his seat and the click of Eliri’s crystal claws. Finally, Amado Chimera says, “The Moon-Eater’s will be done.”

“Thank you, Amado,” Shade says, teeth suddenly normal again—for him, at least. “Now, Iriset will be focused on sundering, to learn what needs to be done to this god and get the power exactly right. When necessary, Iriset will overlook the plans coming together. Iriset Sunderer is the point of this spear, yes?”

Helica Silkhair lifts her chin, but without arguing begins to suggest a list of tasks to complete and a prioritized order. They’ll need to bring in more city architects and begin construction of these steeples immediately. The plans must be worked in detail so they know what to dismantle and where, and possibly some parts of the city need to be evacuated eventually. Experiments will be run, on several scales.

“And please,” Amado Chimera asks, “will the Moon-Eater convince Lodestone and Rising Smoke to participate?”

“Unless the small kings wish to have the precincts leveled, the small kings will,” Shade agrees smoothly.

“More precise data is needed to predict the declining progress of the tremors,” the cardinal says, “to mitigate damage as preparations are made, and to convince the people this is for good.”

Mirea sir Unrich says, “The models so far suggest the quakes will grow stronger and closer until they are nearly consistent sometime six months from now.”

Lyric, who remains standing, says, “There will be a total solar eclipse eight days before the summer solstice. Is that in six months?”

“How…?” the cardinal murmurs, but then nods. “Yes, that is correct about the eclipse, and yes, it’s in nearly seven months.”

Iriset straightens up suddenly, realizing why Lyric wants to focus on the eclipse. It isn’t because of catching the moon—they know where the moon will be anytime. It isn’t only because of its position during their time. No—it’s because in their stories and histories, the mirané people were made by Aharté during a solar eclipse.

That sneaky son of a bitch. No way is that part happening. She narrows her eyes at him, aware that her left eyelids don’t narrow quite as well yet and hating it. He isn’t looking at her, but fuck the miran, Lyric, she thinks. Full offense.

The Moon-Eater slaps his hands onto the table, and the entire intricate diagram map of the metadesign array wavers thanks to his disruption of the nearest force-pagoda. The Chimera city planner whimpers, but nothing actually breaks. The Moon-Eater grins. “Well, this old fairy is happy to have a death date to look forward to! As it is, there is so very much to do. Sundering to teach, sex to have, blood to drink, children to corrupt. Best get to it!”

He flits up and away, and Iriset scrambles after him, barely remembering her bag.

“Moon-Eater, may I have a word?” Lyric calls in mirané.

Shade stops, turning sinuously to look at Lyric, and the whole group of people frankly staring at the three of them. “Come this way,” Shade says, sliding Iriset a glance.

The Moon-Eater leads them out through the hidden doorway. As Lyric passes, Shade waggles his fingers at those remaining before the door rains back down and solidifies.

“Up, up.” The Moon-Eater shoos them up stone steps and outside to a path along a line of tall, willowy poplar trees with leaves shaped like tiny hands.

Iriset distances herself from Lyric as he immediately asks, “Do you know where Rabbit went?”

There’s no reaction from Shade except a simple, emotionless answer. “South. To seek a quieter place than this Moon-Eater’s wild city. I told ahz, ‘Look to the sea, if you need comfort that is not mine to give.’”

“Ahz?” Iriset says. It’s the opposite of an, toward woman instead of toward man.

The Moon-Eater huffs, then brushes his hand down the little hand-leaves of the nearest tree. “If Never had been here when Rabbit was born, az might have chosen it for all the same reasons Never did. And if Rabbit were a little more like me, az could change ahz shape.”

“Why did Never choose it?” she murmurs softly.

“Why do you want to know about Little Rabbit?” Shade counters to Lyric.

“I want to find ahz,” Lyric says simply.

It means he’s leaving. The realization is like a warm cloud turning to ice and falling falling falling through her blood. “And Never?” Iriset presses, to distract herself. She shouldn’t care.

The Moon-Eater leans closer to her, feeling like nothing at all. No body heat, no spark of ecstatic. “The first people we met, the first people who spoke to us, they said it for the wind and it for the sky and it for the fall of leaves in autumn.”

Iriset says, “That’s lovely. Why didn’t you do the same?”

Suddenly there’s weight to the Moon-Eater again, a pressure of four forces like any human standing beside her. “The first people we met were all he in their words, and I thought that was how humans were.”

“And that’s what you wanted to be.”

“Humans are happier than the wind and sky and fall of leaves.”

“And sadder,” Iriset feels like she is required to say.

Shade laughs. “And sadder!” he agrees, like it’s an amazing thing.

Then the Moon-Eater waves, rather casually, and darts away between two poplars.

Iriset stands there, beside Lyric, for Silence knows how long. She can’t think of what to say, but can’t follow the Moon-Eater. She wants to stare at Lyric again, look at his eye. Their eye. Demand answers, cuss him out for this Holy Design, for leaving, for getting exploded.

“I’ve always wanted to,” Lyric murmurs.

“Wanted to what?”

“Go to the sea.”

“I didn’t, not until she told me about it,” Iriset says. Why shouldn’t they talk about Singix? She’d loved the woman, and Lyric thought he had.

“If I make it that far, I’ll write about it for you.”

“That’s quads’ travel,” Iriset says, hearing the complaint in her tone. “Are you really…?”

Lyric says, “Come sit with me,” and then just walks away.

Puffing breath between her lips in aggravation, Iriset obeys. Ah, red god, Lyric is so annoying when he’s like this. Calm. Certain. Beautiful. Not accusing her of apostasy despite the evidence in his own face he’ll never escape again. There were nights she crawled into his lap and he read poetry or murmured to her about the city and balance, about what he thought of the soft flesh between her hip and her groin, the strength in the arch of her foot and the small of her back. He was like this then, those times, calm, certain, beautiful, hers. Those were the nights she forgot that everything between them was a lie.

Still is.

He finds a garden where the walkways are sand, not gravel, soft and warm and glittery pink. They twist like tiny tributaries around chunks of quartzite and broken geodes in half-circles and thick spears. The quartz is clear, amethyst, smoky, and one geode is so large Iriset could nest inside its cup.

Lyric takes her to a bench between two giant skulls—they look like real bones, but there’s never been a horse as tall as a house to have a skull this size. (Has there?!) The other could be a mammoth skull, though, except instead of ivory tusks they’re smooth curving pink quartz, which does not grow in this shape without architectural intervention. The not-horse skull has a series of amethyst horns growing up its long nasal bone, and both its eye sockets are so covered internally with crystal they could be two littler geodes themselves.

Iriset should make a mask like that. For when the opal eye needs a break. A half-mask to recharge the forces in her invention. She’ll come back here when she has the lattice cap for her opal eye, to study the interplay of bone, fossil, crystal, whatever.

When Lyric sits, she chances a look at him, caught again by the heterochromatic change in his face. She can’t see any freckles. “I don’t know who you are without those freckles,” she says.

“Are you sure that’s the biggest change?” He rubs his hand over his shorn hair.

Iriset flops onto the bench, back bent, arms loose. Lyric touches her jaw, then gently turns her face toward him. His fingers are cold. It’s winter, after all.

“Can I see what you’ve done to yourself?” Lyric asks gently.

Of course he can, so Iriset doesn’t answer, only does her best to look back unwaveringly. Though the nature of this opal eye means she isn’t quite able to boldly stare into his, she does her best to mimic it, watching with her flesh eye for every hint of his reaction.

Immediately his lips part in surprise. He leans closer. She can see the scars from the explosion, the ones her crawling design couldn’t quite fix but surely Irsu River’s surgeon could have if Lyric wished it. They scatter in an oblong patch around his left eye socket, trailing toward his cheek and temple, back into his scalp, and probably when his hair grows back it will grow with a few extra dimples.

“Is that opal?” he asks.

“Yes. Mostly. I’m going to make a cradle eventually, I think, and a force-lattice to fit inside, that will hold a new version of the eye that’s easier to remove and insert, for maintenance and also experimental iris arrays. It’s easier to get a hold of the kind of resources I need here. Maybe I, well—” Iriset cuts off, never having so quickly babbled about potential apostasy to him.

Worse, she has no idea what he’s feeling without the marriage knot. So Iriset has to look at him. He’s nodding as if she’s discussing a new design for an umbrella in a week they’re expecting rain.

Iriset doesn’t quite scowl, but she hugs her arms to her ribs. “You’re not angry? I—you…”

Lyric turns away. He touches the mammoth skull beside him with one hand and, with the other, touches the skin of his left cheek. “I know in quite a bit of detail what you went through. What you did. I asked, and was answered with guesses and theories, because you were not there to tell me yourself. You left expecting my anger—and I have been angry—expecting me to reject what you’d done, which I have wanted to do, despite the fact that what you did was to save my life. Of course you expect those reactions. And you didn’t only save me, you took—you took your own eye, Iriset. Fuck.”

Iriset’s whole body reacts to that single word, pulling away and leaning toward, imploding a little. She swallows hard. She thinks of how to answer, the meanest way, the truest way.

“You knew what I would say, and—”

“Would you really want to die?” she says, trying to spit it out, but it really sounds like she’s begging.

Lyric stops. He breathes in through his nose, then lets it all out from pursed lips. “In the moment I would have denied you. I would have said no, never. Not only because of invasive, apostatical architecture, which you know I abhor, but you—you could have died, too, if anything went wrong. Head wounds, Iriset, Silence! They’re—”

Iriset covers his mouth with her hand. “In the moment. You said—”

Gently grasping her wrist, Lyric lowers her hand. He watches her with their eyes. “You didn’t ask me in the moment, you couldn’t. And you did it, all alone, surrounded by fire and death. You chose me, and you. The surgeon, the human redesign surgeon, she says it was nearly impossible to do what you did.”

“Amateurs,” she whispers, shrugging awkwardly and trying to twist free of his grip. Lyric lets her. She doesn’t like that any better than the rising respect in his tone.

“I’m glad to be alive,” he says simply. “Now. You are the only reason. How can I call what you did anything but holy?”

Iriset swallows a chunk of shock, bile maybe, a thousand words. She closes both eyes. The tears of her opal eye are a little gummy these days, probably from conflicting forces pulling through the skin and ducts. But it’s just tears on her right cheek. “I don’t want to be holy,” she says.

“Then you shouldn’t act like a god, Silk,” he says with just a hint of the bite she knows so well.

She scoffs, but it comes out too wet.

“Either you’re part of the Holy Design or you’re not,” Lyric says. “Silk wrote that human architecture must fall under Aharté’s purview or it wouldn’t exist. That’s a gross oversimplification of Silent orthodoxy, but it’s also my problem. Not yours. My problem to accept.”

Iriset doesn’t know what to say and she hates that. It reminds her she’s hated him a little bit for a very long time. And how dare he read those pamphlets Silk published! “Don’t make me holy,” she manages.

She feels his fingers curl around hers again, tugging her hand away from her ribs. She allows it. Lyric asks, “What do you want to be? If not holy, if not a god of apostasy alongside the Moon-Eater? Silk is Syr,” he murmurs. “You asked me, but your answer doesn’t fit with what you’re doing now. Showing them how to enforce the Holy Design, to balance the city and capture Aharté’s moon.”

There’s a pocket of heat between their palms, and Iriset focuses on it. She looks with both eyes, one clear, one all shadows. “I have to do that, or the whole city will crumble! It’s too late because of that array, because we ended up here—and it’s my fault, so I have to fix it. That’s nothing to do with what I want. I don’t want to be your Holy Syr, I don’t want to make the fucking miran, and I don’t want to lock them into this design that will bring about the worst thing that ever happened to this crater!”

“Me,” he says immediately. Tenderly.

Iriset grinds her teeth. “I won’t do what I don’t have to do. The Holy Design will save them, so fine, fine. But it has nothing to do with mirané princes or a Vertex Seal. It doesn’t. You haven’t won, Lyric.”

“What do you want?” he insists.

“Ugh! I told you. I just want to be a designer. I want to make designs, I want to fly, to practice my art—my answers are the same as that night.”

“But if all you want is to practice your art, why did I find you with Bittor méra Tesmose when you fled my palace? Why did you make that spider array to show everyone Silk was alive? You could have slipped away at any time, you could have taken money, information, gone anywhere to practice your art.”

With a mulish glare she says, “Showing Silk to be alive was art. Expressing what I did and could do—art.”

“Ah. And the rebel?”

“He was my friend. I loved him.” Iriset shrugs, trying to play it off while her hand is curled in Lyric’s.

“I thought he was hurting you.”

“I know.”

“I wouldn’t have hurt him if I hadn’t been so…”

“Caught up?”

“Terrified.”

Iriset sighs a little. Her opal eye throbs. Bittor had been born with his cat-eyes. She doesn’t want to keep being sad, to feel this ache. Now that she’s here, Bittor would want her to thrive.

Wouldn’t he?

Or would he want her to fight? Stay a criminal, embrace her outlaw legacy, even though her art is perfectly legal here. Her profession. Her purpose. She thinks about her father telling her to change something. Do something great.

“I’m sorry I terrified you,” Lyric murmurs.

“What?” She looks and he’s staring at their joined hands.

“In the explosion. Given the damage, you must have been terrified. And you hurt yourself for me. Because you were afraid.”

“Ah, Lyric, yes, I… I was. I panicked, but that’s not why I did this, or at least, even if I hadn’t been, I can imagine making the same choice with cold, plain rational thought.”

Lyric frowns. He starts to shake his head, but Iriset says, “Look how gorgeous this is,” pointing at her opal eye. “And useful, and just neat. Much better than a regular eye.”

“I don’t mind my regular eyes.”

With a little wince, she touches their shoulders together. It’s strange to be back on a bench in a garden with Lyric, after everything. He wants to know why she didn’t leave him when she could. Why she waited until the last moment, when his mother tried to kill her and her spider array was ready, when the army was going into Saltbath to avenge rebellion against the Holy Design. Slowly, Iriset says, “I didn’t leave sooner because I didn’t want to. I didn’t want to leave you. I wanted it all, but I couldn’t have it all because of apostasy, yes, and Bittor, yes, and your mother. So many reasons. Because I couldn’t stand that you loved Singix and not me. And she deserved better. It was all unsustainable without me doing something even worse, so I had to choose. I chose design. I chose rebellion. You know why, don’t you?”

“Tell me.”

With a little growl, she says, “Because you’re wrong. You were wrong. The entire empire was founded on faulty theory! It made people do terrible things in its name. In your name. You—you, Lyric, you did terrible things! I couldn’t answer your brutality with worse! Just because I love you doesn’t make that less true.”

“I know.”

“That’s worse!” Iriset nearly shrieks. She takes her hand back only for Lyric to touch her elbow instead, as if he needs the contact. Her opal eye aches and Iriset wants to smash her fist into it, or at least cover it with light-repelling cloth. It’s showing her only light and shadow, too-bright light around Lyric like a fucking halo, which is hilarious. “It’s worse that you know you’re being awful. Hurting people for the greater good is still hurting people.”

“I know,” he says again, more tensely this time. “But now the choices are different.”

“Are they?” Iriset turns completely, straddling the cool stone bench. She knows her glare is weird because of her weepy opal eye, but at least the flesh one should be doing its duty. “That’s what fixing this array is: hurting people for the greater good. We brought it here, and people are dead because of it! Because of our—my—negligence. And now my only choice is to remake this city in the Holy Design! That’s such bullshit. I can’t believe I basically blackmailed myself into making it happen.”

“Your power is immense here, because of who you are, because of what you can do,” Lyric says. “Because the Moon-Eater is a monster, not a leader.”

Iriset shoves him. “Leaders can be monsters, too, Lyric Your Glory, and monsters leaders.”

“Yes, both,” Lyric murmurs. “But here I don’t have power like I used to. I can’t hurt people in the same ways. I can only try to build what I know is good.” He says it so simply.

“But you want to find Maimeri and see the miran created and start your terrible empire, like you understand nothing of what I’ve told you!”

“No.” Lyric turns fully toward her on the bench, one knee bent, his shin against her knee. “I want to find Maimeri because I think az is like me: mirané and lost. I want to tell people about balance, about Aharté’s Silence, because it’s so loud here. And I do want the miran born, because I want to be born.” He laughs a little. “Don’t I get to want to be born? And for my sister to be born?” Then Lyric catches her gaze with his, mirané brown and sandglass, and his eyes burn hotter than ever because of it. “But mostly I want to go home because I don’t deserve to be at peace. I would love to live my life here in the past like the priest I always wanted to be, gardening, meditating, teaching, maybe even loving my wife. But I don’t deserve to. I shouldn’t get to do that without earning it. Without work. I can’t do that at the start of the Holy Empire. I have to go home because the end is the only place I can fix anything. The only time I can change what needs to change, even if that means destroying it.”

“Oh,” Iriset says rather stupidly. He sounds so sure, so harsh, and also as vulnerable as if she had her hand inside his chest. She wants to touch him, wrap her hand around his throat maybe, to feel his words vibrate on her palm, his ecstatic pulse under her thumb.

“But I can only start by looking for Maimeri.” Lyric finally frees her by glancing away. “Az must be here, or everything I know about the end of the Apostate Age is meaningless.”

She touches his knees. “You’ll find ahz.”

They sit there quietly, their breathing unmatched, no knot between them, but Iriset feels calmer about it, perhaps a little suspended from herself. She really needs to think about what he said. It wasn’t even an argument, really, but for the first time since she’s known him, Iriset thinks maybe she lost.

Lyric takes a breath, clearly intending to speak, but stops.

“What is it?” she asks, sliding her hands back into her own lap. Wind sings high above them but doesn’t touch them, and there must be a design apparatus to keep the wind from disturbing this sandy garden.

He hesitates, shakes his head a little, and Iriset can’t help being disappointed, except there are things she won’t tell him, too.

Finally, Lyric says, in a totally different tone, “Will you show me how to make balanced force-anchors?”

Iriset grabs the chance to be the expert. She explains he only needs four matching buttons of some kind. Stones, gems, shells, ceramic coins, anything that is as similar in nature as possible, or better yet cut from the same thing. With a stylus, does he have one of those, good, just draw the sigils—here Iriset takes his hand and draws on his palm each of the four core force-sigils. “When you draw them, imbue them with threads of the force itself. Now practice.” Iriset holds out her own palm.

It only takes a few tries before Iriset is satisfied with his work: He’s familiar with the sigils after all.

“What are you making?”

“A meditation tool, and perhaps something for my pillow while I’m traveling to help me sleep. And I suspect if I can manage a balanced force-net, Maimeri will appreciate it, too.”

“Already working to seduce the Moon-Eater’s child to your Silent ways?” she teases.

“Do you think it will work?” Lyric clearly tries to smirk. It wouldn’t fit on any iteration of his face, though the starkness of his shaved head and the bolder lines of his broad cheeks and nose and scarred forehead make it worse than with the softer hair and freckles of the Vertex Seal she married. Iriset laughs. Lyric smiles back at her, genuinely.

Instead of leaving her happy, the shared smile triggers a little waterfall of grief. She looks down. “Ah, Lyric, you might be gone for quads. Seasons.” Forever, she thinks.

“Come with me.”

“Camping?” Iriset wrinkles her face. “I have grown too used to the great luxuries of various palaces in the past few quads.”

He smiles again, with a little head shake.

“Elaborate plumbing—those inlaid bathtubs! Silk sheets, feasts delivered, libraries and workshops, new clothes.” She nudges her knees against his. “I’m spoiled, and happy to be.”

“I’m glad you’re happy. It makes you radiant,” he says, and there’s no way for Iriset to disbelieve him. It makes her want to cry. It makes her want to bury him in the sand here, make him stay. It makes her want to push him away as hard as possible.

“Are you leaving immediately?” she asks almost breathlessly.

“In the morning, to get ahead of the cold if I can.”

Iriset touches his hand. “Stay with me tonight.”

“I’m not supposed to do anything vigorous for another quad or so.”

Iriset frowns. “What? But you can walk halfway across the continent?”

He purses his lips. “Iriset—”

“Oh!” She gets it, and pinches his thigh. He jerks back and she says, “That sounds like trash advice to me. Besides, I think I can manage something slow and gentle.”

Lyric looks at her in the too-bright light, something indescribable on his face. Maybe fondness, maybe incredulity, maybe just sweetness or he’s making fun of her a little. “I should go.”

A sick feeling in her stomach makes her look away. The pink sand glitters like little diamonds. “Even if you don’t make it to the sea, you should write things down for me.”

“What type of things?”

“I don’t know. Building descriptions, maybe, or what the people look like. How does design work outside the city? There aren’t steeples regulating everything, so it’s probably all chaos like it is here.”

“All right.”

“And, whatever strikes you.”

He’s quiet for long enough Iriset has to look at him. Lyric’s steady sun-and-rock gaze is both strange and familiar, and Iriset feels that old urge to distract him with a kiss. Change the subject even though there isn’t one.

“While I’m gone,” Lyric says gently, “I want you to be careful.”

Standing, Iriset rolls her eyes. “Careful is boring,” she says, not because she believes it—she actually is very careful about a lot of things.

“You have the ear of the powerful here, the most powerful,” he says. “And I think very mischievous and fickle. You changed me with words in my ear and lips on my skin. But I am predictable, aren’t I? The result of generations of Holy Silence, brutal teachings. The Moon-Eater…” Lyric sighs softly. “I know what you’re like when you believe in something, even willing to argue against an enemy with all the power over you.”

“The Moon-Eater isn’t my enemy.”

“Good. I don’t want this eye to be the only part of you left in the world.”

The soft, earnest words ping through her like ecstatic-charged dandelion puffs. Teasing, soft, full of wishes. She looks up and there it is, her eye, in Lyric’s face.

Iriset grabs that face in both hands, suddenly cursed with intense dread. “Lyric méra Esmail, don’t you die.”

Something in his face makes it seem like he won’t promise, and that dread builds in Iriset, because what could possibly keep him from this sort of normal, easy promise? People say this kind of thing all the time. But before she can dig her nails in or make demands, he smiles. “I won’t die while I’m away from you.”

Iriset kisses him, because she can, because a part of her is inside him forever.

Lyric allows it, opening to her but barely responding, and it hurts because Iriset can’t help but feel like it’s that eye, that part of her inside him, that holds this distance between them. Apostasy, always the same barrier dividing priest and liar, husband and wife, Vertex Seal and Silk. Even if Lyric says he understands, says it’s holy.

Holiness can be a monster, too.
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Keep me from doing it

When Iriset returns to her suite, the numen is sprawled on her bed. It actually seems to be floating several fingers above the blanket. She shakes her head with a smile. So strange, and yet so understandable. If Iriset were a numen, she’d do things like that all the time, too.

“Never,” she says, wondering where it’s been.

It grunts. Its eyes are shut, its silvery hair wavers like long strips of grass in a slow wind.

Iriset gently rubs at the skin around the opal eye, walking toward the design counter beside her bed.

She kneels and picks up the stylus she keeps in a nook of the stand and taps a few points around her eye socket. Ecstatic flows reverse in a well design she learned from Eliri to momentarily numb the pain. She uses the stylus to nudge the opal, and the tiny frame she’s improving every day pushes it out with a surprisingly dry pop. There’s a softer prosthetic Eliri suggested that promotes healing while everything is still tender. Eventually Iriset won’t need it, but stress isn’t helping the intricate process of integration.

“Why are you sad?” the numen asks.

“Lyric is leaving.”

“Good.”

With a sigh, Iriset stretches to her feet, thinks of Lyric stretching, thinks of him walking through the crater tunnel south along the banks of the Lapis River, where it widens into a delta. She sits on the bed and pokes the numen in the ribs. It doesn’t even flinch. Disappointing. “Are you ever ticklish?”

It rolls black-diamond eyes. “Why should I be?”

“It’s fun.”

“Shade is the one who wants to be human.”

“Ah, yes, you are wind,” she says, glancing at the moving hair. She tangles fingers in the ends and tugs a bit.

Its eyes bore into her, glowing for sure, in tiny firework bursts of pink. “Why were you so concerned about the eclipse?”

“It’s when the mirané people were made, during an eclipse. Lyric wants me to do it. He’s setting up all the pieces so it will be easier for me to simply give in and knock them down.”

“Could you? Make the miran?”

Iriset grimaces. “Maybe. If I tried, maybe.”

“It isn’t only an aesthetic,” the numen says, then wrinkles its nose. “Shade says Lyric Aharté is perfectly designed.”

Turning away, Iriset hangs her feet off the bed. “The miran are designed in accordance with the Holy Design. They are only perfect if the Holy Design is perfect. Where it exists, their design is fundamentally ideal. Where it doesn’t, they aren’t. Maybe they’re still balanced. This place feels like chaos to Lyric. He’s making anchors to hold balanced space for himself.”

“So you could make them, you could redesign someone in accordance with Holy Design.”

“Ugh, yes. Especially if I could study someone—like Lyric. Without him here, I can pretend I don’t know how.” Why is Never of all beings interrogating her about this?

“And you don’t want the miran to exist.”

“Of course not. I certainly don’t want to be responsible for creating them. They aren’t necessary for completing the anchor, and you know what they’re like! But Lyric will fight for them—he already is. I’m worried time and that untethered array are already on his side. Not knowing how is the only guarantee that will keep me from doing it.”

Cool arms come around her, and the numen says, “Iriset, you’ve never done anything you didn’t want to do.”

“I didn’t want to take Singix’s life!” She jerks, trying to free herself, but the numen holds tight. It hums soothingly.

“You did. Once it was too late for her to live, you wanted it. To prove you could. I know you.”

Iriset slumps into its embrace. “Yes,” she whispers. “That’s why I don’t want to know how to make the miran, because what if I figure it out and just have to see it through? It would be the most ambitious project I’ve ever conceived of,” she tries to joke.

The numen holds her, and Iriset lets her mind fall into it, into its complexity, the jagged, chaotic design of forces at play along its boundaries.

“And if you’re nothing else, you’re ambitious to a fault,” it murmurs, almost sounding amused.

And that’s true, but also exactly how she phrased it when she told the Moon-Eater the entire saga of how she came to be Singix and marry Lyric and meet the numen.

Iriset keeps leaning, keeps breathing, but nudges further through the numen’s boundaries, into fireworks and power, and she holds on to its forearms where they wrap around her. It feels exactly like the Moon-Eater, and maybe that’s normal, maybe numena all feel the same, but that’s so difficult to believe when one has played at godhood for centuries and the other is from the future, four hundred years older.

She knows.

This is the Moon-Eater, pretending to be the numen.

Chilled to the core, she wonders, when was the last time she saw the real numen?

Lyric just warned her to be careful, and here she is, heart pulsing, terror zinging through her with an excess of ecstatic, impossible that the Moon-Eater won’t feel it, and she has to laugh to hide. She laughs, breathless with it, and holds the Moon-Eater closer.
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NOBODY TO ACCOMPANY

The Garnet That Blooms in the Broken Heart méra Bež has rarely felt aligned to his melodramatic name, but for the past few days it’s suited him. He hasn’t slept more than a fitful few minutes since Lyric disappeared, and he doesn’t expect to anytime soon.

It’s early morning and he needs to tend to his duties, but instead Garnet sits in the griffon enclosure at the heart of the royal menagerie.

Beneath the tallest vault of the many-domed glass building, an adobe platform rises from the lush gardens rather like a small peaked mountain, with shelves, caves, clinging junipers, and spiral succulents. Griffons lounge about: Several sprawl at the edge of a shelf, stretching their wings; a young female grips the rough stone at the very top of the peak with her claws; another snuggles in a pile at the mouth of a cave.

The griffons are thin and elegant, with lanky legs and wide paws. Their sleek brown fur is patterned with white spots and sweeping stripes that curve around their huge slit-pupil eyes like kohl. Long tails curl over their backs, or swipe in avid interest as the griffons notice morning gardeners, or stalk a micro-vulture soaring around their platform, eager for castoffs. The griffon wings are feathered white or black or brown, or in the case of the oldest, largest queen, all three.

It’s said that the queens of the sky were designed by the Moon-Eater himself, from a leopard, a prairie eagle, and his own moon-red flesh. Garnet doesn’t particularly care.

The griffon reclined against Garnet’s leg on the sandy ground butts his wide head into Garnet’s hand to remind him to scratch. Cinnamon is a young male with his white-and-red wings folded tightly along his spine. The griffon opens his mouth in a silent meow. His eyes are black, with shards of mirané brown at the edges, and despite their strangeness, it’s easy for Garnet to read the wiles in his mind, the concern.

“I know,” Garnet mutters, scratching harder. Cinnamon is only six years old, not yet a father, though Garnet’s mother thinks soon he’ll be in competition for the honor with the females. Lyric had wanted to invite Singix Es Sun to name the next litter, and he’d been asking Garnet to ask his mother when it would be.

Garnet’s fingers still as he tamps down on the ache in his chest, refusing to press his hand against his own pain. His whole body feels wound too tight, and every move he makes hurts. He doesn’t know if Lyric is even alive.

Suddenly Cinnamon darts to his feet, wings out and forelegs bent as if he curtsies.

A shadow flicks over Garnet’s face, and the queen Beti lands gracefully, her huge, multicolored wingspan at least sixteen feet. She uses those wings to balance, wafting musty breeze, and stands on her hind legs so that her forelegs hang, claws displayed and curling wickedly. Her hips are narrow, but her furry, bright mirané-brown torso expands into heavy shoulders that support those huge wings. Her teats show dark brown. She had two kits at the start of the summer, and has been spending most of her time in the private, cool birthing lair. If she’s emerged, it must mean Garnet’s mother is on her way out here, too.

“Beti,” Garnet says, getting to his feet as well.

The griffon queen drops forward to all her paws, bright gaze on him as she stalks forward. Her head is level with Garnet’s navel, but he remembers when she towered over him. He hadn’t been allowed to bring Lyric here when they were small—it wasn’t until Lyric was the Vertex Seal that his command countermanded the rules his father set when the son of the griffon-keeper was named Lyric’s body-twin.

Garnet holds his hand out, fingers gently curled in not quite a fist. Beti stares and casually licks her rough tongue at Garnet’s fingers. With a sliding glance toward him, she turns away, hips and shoulders shifting under all that lovely, sleek fur as the queen saunters off.

In Beti’s wake Cinnamon moves closer to Garnet again, but both their attentions are pulled to the scuffle of two fledglings bounding along the gravel path from the direction of the birthing lair. It’s Beti’s newest kits, one with so many black markings she might as well be all shadow, except the primary feathers just now growing in are rusty-red mirané, as if the tips were dipped in blood. The other is mottled like her queen mother.

Garnet doesn’t smile at them, it isn’t his style, and besides, baring teeth at griffons isn’t a good idea even when they’re only knee-height.

Both of them hop around him, growling playfully at each other and ruffling their feathers, wings spread. They want to prove to him which is more dominant, because they haven’t seen much of Garnet yet.

“It’s Shadow,” his mother Bež calls, and Garnet crouches so they’re more easily able to make eye contact. He breathes carefully, and when Wind’s growl transforms into ecstatic purring, he reaches out and easily knocks her off her gangly feet. She stays on her back, wiggling, stretching. Her soft belly fur is spotted like wind scattering multicolored leaves, and Garnet gives in to the trap. Just as his finger brushes against the pale belly fur, he snaps his arm back: The fledgling grabs at him with her curved claws, growling, and flops onto her side. Shadow, dominant, vibrates and preens. Garnet pushes up his sleeve to reveal several tiny scars hooking the back of his wrist and shows Shadow. “See? I know your baby tricks.”

“You’re here late,” Garnet’s mother says, arriving with the scent of raw meat.

Garnet stands again, and faces her.

Bež mé Harth, the royal griffon-keeper, is past fifty, her brow scarred with thin darker brown lines that pull up her scalp, ruining her hairline. She wears a lightweight binding jacket and trousers tucked into thick boots, no robe, nothing that flows away from her body. Leather gloves are tucked into her belt, along with a small force-knife and an inactive force-ribbon. Bež isn’t frowning, but a scar across her lips makes it seem as though she always is. “Why are you alone?”

He shakes his head, unable to tell her. Nobody knows Lyric disappeared, died, vaporized, something, except himself, Amaranth, Anis, Raia mér Omorose, and five Seal guards Garnet personally swore to secrecy. Nobody can know.

Bež steps closer, takes his face in both roughened hands. Since he was seven years old he’s spent very little time with his mother, all of it dedicated to Lyric’s body and self and family. Because of this, when they do have time together, both Garnet and Bež learned to make the most of it. No avoiding truths, no small talk, no hedging. “You loved Diaa of Moonshadow like a mother,” Bež says.

Garnet catches his breath. He didn’t think that was it, but it can’t be irrelevant. Except for the hours Garnet trained in weapons and defense and poison identification and combat-design, he spent every moment with Lyric before he was the Vertex Seal and after. When Diaa gave Lyric advice or gifts, she gave them to Garnet, too. When Diaa pressed cool kisses to Lyric’s bruises, she ruffled Garnet’s hair, and when she listened to Lyric recite Word of Aharté, she smeared soothing balms onto Garnet’s sore knuckles and aching shoulders. It’s Diaa’s memorial service today, and her son, Garnet’s brother, his best friend, is missing, but Garnet isn’t able to mourn or act the proper way for a body-twin because nobody can know.

Nobody can know Garnet failed. He did not protect Lyric, he isn’t the one vanished or dead, and that means he failed. Garnet is here, caught in the machinations of the Moon-Eater’s Mistress, grieving a second mother, grieving a sister by law, grieving betrayal and lies, and all he can think of is a quad previous when he, Lyric, Anis, Amaranth, and Singix spent the night laughing and making fun in the big alliraptor bed. His family, his family, and he’d let Anis weave their fingers together after Singix and Lyric fell asleep, and Amaranth sprawled across Garnet’s and Anis’s laps, her big hips weighing his legs down and her ribs, her breasts curled against Anis’s stomach. Anis and Garnet had petted her and leaned into each other, and spent the most quiet moments of the night awake and alive and together.

Even then, in those precious moments, Anis and Amaranth had known. Singix was a lie, the worst lie imaginable, and of course Amaranth kept that secret, of course she would. It’s not forgivable but it’s understandable. Anis, though—Garnet trusted Anis, loved her, knew her, even though she’d been late, hadn’t been the first body-twin Amaranth brought into their family. Garnet and Anis were supposed to be the same, and Anis didn’t tell him there was danger slipping into Lyric’s cavernous heart.

“Oh, baby,” Bež murmurs, pulling his face down so his forehead knocks against hers. That’s when Garnet realizes a tear has tipped over his waterline, and he’s shaking just a little.

“And Singix,” he whispers, to give his mother more of the truth, as much as he can afford. He aches to tell her, wants to betray everything because it isn’t like Amaranth and Anis didn’t betray him first. Lyric is gone, maybe dead, I didn’t keep him safe, I let Lyric’s worst enemy into our lives, and worst, Mom, worst, I liked her. She was good for him, for us, I liked who he was becoming.

Maybe that’s the worst betrayal of all.

Garnet deserves to die.

Bež’s thumbs rub under his eyes over and over, slow and steady. “You’ll get through this, my love. With your brother.”

He nods, the bone of his forehead rolling hard against hers, almost painful. His mother won’t mind, she knows the use of pain, she’s the griffon-keeper, and scarred from so much of their specific love.

“Remember, Garnet, I gave you a broken-hearted name to remember what I loved, not to memorialize suffering.”

“I know, Mom,” Garnet murmurs, and he does. That is what Lyric would say, too, if he were here.

The queen griffon, Beti, sweeps overhead suddenly, her great shadow darkening the air around them. Garnet pulls back to look up at her. She swoops down again, close enough to flip her tail against his palm before snapping her wings out. They carry her in a wide swoop toward the pinnacle of the cliff platform. He sees his mother smile, eyes crinkling. “Go do your work, Garnet,” she says.

Garnet nods. He lifts a hand to Beti as she lands with all four paws extended, claws digging into the adobe. Beti cries out, a bone-jarring, high-pitched roar that echoes throughout the menagerie garden.
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As Garnet climbs the stairs to the suite of the Vertex Seal, he thinks about the body-twin who belonged to Esmail méra Niyah, His Glory before Lyric.

Garnet is the one who stayed with the body-twin for the final moments of his life. After Esmail His Glory died, the body-twin died, too. His name was Orish méra Elenri, and he looked like Esmail, walked like him, glowered and sneered and very occasionally laughed like him. The way body-twins traditionally did.

“Does it seem old-fashioned and barbaric to you, young one?” Orish asked Garnet that evening, seven years ago.

“No,” Garnet said, feeling no obligation or desire to elaborate. His relationship with his role as body-twin was his own to know. The feelings of this failure were unimportant. Garnet has rarely been arrogant, but in that moment he disregarded any possibility of learning or growth at the death of his predecessor. He remembers thinking that it would never come to this for him, but if it did, he would not be so dramatic. He would not drink poison; he would stab his own force-blade into his neck. It should be violent; it should be his own hand, the blade that failed to keep Lyric alive.

Nobody was making Orish do this. The mirané princes did find it old-fashioned and barbaric. Lyric himself had told Orish it was unnecessary. That there were many more ways to serve the empire. Suicide is not something Aharté approves. Only she creates life, only she dictates death as part of her Holy Design.

Orish had said, “This is my Holy Design, my place in it.”

That, Garnet agreed with, and he admired the resolution of his predecessor just enough to ask to accompany him in the end. Lyric had agreed, if Orish did not mind, but had held Garnet’s hand and said, “This is not something I would want.”

“It won’t come to that,” Garnet said, not because he believed it, but because part of his duty was working to make sure Lyric didn’t have to think about dying.

Honestly, Garnet has always believed it would come to that, if Garnet didn’t die in the active preservation of Lyric’s life. And it has. It has. But he’s not permitted.

There is nobody to accompany Garnet now.
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The door to the Vertex Seal’s suite opens to Garnet’s inner design, and he strides in, expecting to find the fake in the bathroom or still in bed or something, despite the fact that the fake is not a lazy person who hides from what must be done.

It’s disconcerting to find Lyric seated at the small table in the main room, picking at cheese, while the Architect of the Seal paints long stripes of pink, white, red, black, colors of mourning, down his left temple and cheek.

The fake startles, which Lyric did not do, and it bends the perfect line of Menna’s brush. She clicks her tongue, involuntary, probably, and says nothing. Garnet says, “Finish and go,” because he’s never liked Menna and even if he did, now is not the time he’s feeling kind or friendly or charitable.

He stands there, not quite glaring at the fake, who sits with ans knees pulled up and ans hands cupping them. The expression an wears is too vulnerable for Lyric. Even when they were kids Lyric never looked so soft. Lyric was a master of hiding feelings he wasn’t supposed to have by the time he was ten. Garnet never thought it was good, exactly, but the opposite is a problem.

When Menna goes, she tries to wish Lyric peace and balance on such a trying day, but Garnet exerts his only privilege and grabs her arm to shove her out. Then he and the fake are alone and he snaps, “Straighten your shoulders and wipe all expression off your face. Even if you cannot be Lyric, you must be impenetrable.”

The fake jerks upright, tension making ans shoulders and neck too rigid, lacking the casual strength and power Lyric carried. Even when he was upset, even when he was ruined, Lyric appeared serene. Garnet could always tell, but he doesn’t think others could.

“Sorry,” the fake murmurs, and Garnet grinds his teeth to keep from lashing out again. It isn’t the fake’s fault—it’s even less ans fault than Garnet’s. This is one more casualty to Amaranth’s manipulations, her disregard for the people she uses.

“When do we need to be at the Hall of Princes?” the fake asks, voice all wrong but holding ans chin up in a decent approximation of Lyric’s posture.

“As soon as possible. I apologize for my lateness. It—”

The fake is shaking ans head, denying, but also someone is pounding on the door with urgency, and Garnet waves the fake Lyric back toward the arched stairway as he unsheathes his long force-knife. He holds it with the blunt edge against his forearm, ready to slice up and cleave a throat in two.

Garnet flings open the door and Amaranth is there, others crowded behind her. She thrusts an unrolled scroll into his face. “Garnet! Look!” she says, and shoves it at his chest, barging past him. Garnet catches it one-handed, his long knife up and glinting in the morning light. Anis is there, red streaked across the bridge of her nose, and behind her Sidoné Rask—what—and the mirané prince Hehet méra Davith.

“Be careful with that document,” Hehet says in his usual soft voice, almost disdainful, or just distant. Garnet has never paid more attention to the mirané prince than necessary, because Hehet has avoided direct interaction with the Vertex Seal all these years. Garnet assumed there was a long game, but without more immediate threats he kept Hehet’s issues and existence on a back burner. It is not a good sign he’s here now.

Garnet lets Hehet in, but holds his arm out to block Sidoné Rask. The small king of Sharp-Shin wears a silver mask and is dressed out in layers of dark pink and armored sleeves and skirt woven with the intricately carved hardwood beads used for money in the Bow. Garnet has always liked the gentle clacking such clothes make, like a low ripple of a deep river. Part of him is glad Sidoné was able to escape the palace of the Vertex Seal, even if it required the murder of her entire family, so that she can be who her blood intended. Not locked into the body-twin role. But he misses her sometimes. “Why is Sidoné here?” Garnet asks Amaranth, holding Sidoné’s dark mirané gaze.

“She was in the temple with me!” Amaranth calls. “It doesn’t matter. Read that fucking letter.”

Garnet notes the panicky resonance in Amaranth’s voice, but tells Sidoné, “Go.”

She balks. “I know something is wrong, Garnet.”

“And you’ll keep your mouth shut.”

“I want to know what it is,” she insists, hand on his wrist. She nudges at it without real strength. A question, not a demand.

And Garnet knows Sidoné cares for Amaranth. She was Amaranth’s body-twin for three years, when they were all babies, just kids with too-long limbs and breaking voices and an idea that the future could be incredible if the four of them were impenetrable. Then Sidoné was torn away to rule Sharp-Shin, because nobody else was alive to do it. And Anis entered the palace, and they were a different four. He wonders what that night would have been like if it had been himself, Lyric, Amaranth, Sidoné, and Singix. If he would feel more or less betrayed if it was Sidoné who had let him believe Singix was harmless, was good, was changing Lyric with love.

There’s no way to know.

Garnet says, “It isn’t your destiny to be part of this.”

Sidoné’s lips part, and she looks past him toward Amaranth, but Her Glory is out on the balcony, picking withered leaves off Lyric’s herbs. That won’t go well, Garnet thinks, and gives Sidoné one more pointed look before closing the door in her face. “Amaranth, don’t ruin the sage.”

She whirls around. “Did you read the fucking letter?”

Garnet forgot it was pressed against his chest and slips a glance at Hehet, who is staring at the fake with a tension around his eyes like he knows. Like he hates an. Garnet doesn’t need to protect the fake with his life, but he moves between an and Hehet anyway. His broad muscles are good for this without needing to say a word.

He takes the letter and smooths it out, and nearly drops it because he knows this writing. It’s Lyric’s hand, Lyric’s concise, gentle characters, but faded with time. The first line reads,

The most important thing to know is I intend to come home.
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A god walks

Though the Moon-Eater’s child has been gone from the crater city for several years, it is not difficult to track ahz.

Half the time, the people Lyric and Setka meet bring ahz up by themselves, because Lyric looks like the Moon-Eater, and the Moon-Eater looks like his child. No one else in the world looks like them. (Yet.)

“Ah,” people in the villages say, eyes wide. “Ah, the blood of the crater is in this stranger’s eye, staining the skin, just like the red god, just like that young one seven years ago! That shy child with soft words and sharp teeth!”

The child of the Moon-Eater made quite the impression. Az traveled south toward the sea, along the main road that winds mostly parallel to the Lapis River. So that’s the way Lyric walks.
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In the traditions of generations of Vertex Seals, each has designed their own memorial that then their heir builds for them upon death. Lyric’s design is a simple labyrinth in the Silent style. Amaranth had called it plain and boring, and made him at least promise to incorporate precious stones or the like into the plans. Those who understood him—Garnet, his wife—understood that the memorial was in devotion. Lyric’s labyrinth is not intended to be admired with awe or longing or fear, no: To miss Lyric after his time, one must walk.

For all that he loves the rhythm and peace of a walking meditation, Lyric has never ventured beyond the walls of the crater. Not in his own time, and certainly not in this one. Now the world is his labyrinth. He walks with deliberation, watching, listening, appreciating the flavors of dust and animal and gently sweet winter cactus. He appreciates the slow build of exhaustion that’s different from the tiredness he’s used to. The rhythm of it feeds him step after step across the changing landscapes.

It hardly bothers him at all when he can’t feel his fingertips or he can’t eat due to nausea, because his inner design is mutating, twisting his body with it, and someday soon one of his organs will sputter or he’ll pass out, or both. He left Rivermouth against the physician’s recommendation, but her treatment would be deeply invasive and recovery would take a long time. And the cancer would only return. Lyric knows what he’s dealing with: He was created to exist inside Holy Design, and without it, his body struggles to make sense of the tangle of wild forces.

But the necklace of anchors he wears under his robe helps. He can breathe easier and reorient himself, and the soft weight of the quartz chips settles him. Lyric has never been afraid of death.

(He is, though, afraid of Iriset knowing. He’s afraid she would drop everything to cure him the way she cured her mother. He’s afraid she would not.)

At his side Setka walks with her tail dragging, though sometimes she lifts it for a quarter mile or so, the strain apparent in the paling of the dry skin around her mouth. Eliri the Adept Hand re-formed the crooked tip of Setka’s tail, where the pain localized, but short of a complete redesign, there’s nothing but aesthetics Eliri could help with. Setka said she was content: She is who she is, and doesn’t know how to be not herself. Besides, she’s joining Lyric Aharté in Silence, and an alliraptor like her is already part of the story! She belongs. So despite the occasional discomfort with the dust of the road and cooling nights, Setka furrows her scaled brow and keeps going. The sound of the tail’s drag soothes Lyric most of the time, a soft whispering countermelody to the rhythm of footsteps from both them and fellow travelers. There are farmers with market wares, immigrants, the occasional merchant train, families visiting relatives or moving in or out of the city. There are carts and elaborate carriages drawn by pearl-horned bulls and massive beetles and spotted chimera beasts of burden with eyes as sweet and dull as a cow’s.

Their fellow travelers jostle for position either as near or as far as possible from Lyric, depending on their feelings about the Moon-Eater and taboos and Lyric’s soft countenance. He might have missed that he’s called the Fallen Star, or sometimes just Lyric Aharté, but Setka excitedly babbles to him when she hears whispers at roadside inns or rest stops where they share watery tea and all manner of handheld pies bought with Rivermouth money.

When Lyric is asked, he talks about Silence, about falling from the sky, about Holy Design and in return asks after Aharté. Sometimes she is vaguely known, sometimes tossed off as merely an old Sarian god, sometimes Lyric’s audience is ignorant and eager. He tells them about the earthquakes and yes, his glass-gold eye is a gift from his wife who works at the Moon-Eater’s side in order to remake the world.

Frequently, Lyric is not quite believed. But they listen anyway.
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Winter plows beside them as they go through the low desert, with its floodplain and marshland along the banks of the Lapis River, as they move into rolling fields and sweeping mixed forests of arid evergreens and taller, spreading trees with leaves that scatter in cold winds and shorter days. The leaves gild in ways Lyric has only seen in paintings.

He stops to stare at the shifting colors: He’s never thought brown could hold so much nuance. Gold-brown, silver-brown, brown-edged red, brown as rich as his skin but veined darker, sweeping layers of dying autumn leaves that hiss and shiver in the freezing wind.

Setka laughs a little at him, though she stares at this jewel-toned autumn, too.

It’s a day like that, when the nights are not quite chilled enough to frost, when they pass a cluster of people singing as they plant seeds in hard chunks of earth. They move in rows with hoes and spiked boots they slam down in time with their song. Next comes a line of people with poles they stab into the mangled dirt, twisting and grunting and laughing with insinuating jokes. Then more people with large bulbs and tinier black seeds follow. They bury the bulbs and scatter the seeds, and behind them are children with buckets of fertilizer and bales of winter grass, the former to feed and the latter to comfort.

Lyric watches, fascinated. He’s read so much about growing things but never had the chance to do anything but send Garnet for offal from the menagerie and dead palm leaves to tear into strips for overwintering the herbs on his balcony. In Moonshadow City it frosts sometimes but never snows, and ice never lasts past midmorning even in the worst storm.

So despite that his stomach feels lined in syrupy nausea and he’s eaten only a handful of nuts, Lyric walks into the field and asks to help.

They balk at the idea of a stranger in their midst, naturally suspicious, but a man with the beginnings of silver-wire curls puffing out from his brown ponytail says, “That is a child of the Moon-Eater,” and Lyric hasn’t the heart to disagree. It might even be a little bit true.

Setka steps to his side and several of the folk tense in concern, but Setka only flexes her claws. She offers, “Better than those boots, probably,” and one of the women with the metal spikes roped to her feet laughs. She beckons Setka to join her.

They spend the afternoon planting bulbs and seeds for the spring, and when the early darkness of winter falls, the farmers invite them to stay in their village that night—it’s a great extended family who’ve tended this field and the surrounding several for generations. They share a village with twelve other families, all of whom plant at various times in various fields. They don’t bother much with design magic, they say, though they have irrigation anchors for pulling water where it needs to go. Half of them ignore Setka; the other half are fascinated. Lyric pays close attention to the chimera’s needs, to her comfort level, but Setka doesn’t seem to mind questions and touching, when it’s only curiosity. Two children ask her if she is the forest god they sometimes send offerings, when the elders think it will be a drought season, and Setka is so surprised she says Lyric is the only god among them.

Lyric wonders if the people in the village would be so friendly in a year of drought, or a war that stretched this far south. He knows that political systems reach long, and the ramifications ripple for miles and generations. He also thinks maybe it doesn’t matter right this moment, because it is a good year and they are friendly, and this is when he’s here. If it were otherwise, he could choose differently.

It’s healthy for him to focus on the microcosm of people’s needs instead of the constant layers of philosophy and economics and political maneuvering he was trained to. He tells himself no matter what happens he’ll remember this night of sharing labor and food.

At the end of the evening Lyric scratches Setka’s scales over her ear the way she likes and invites anyone to join him outside to balance with Silence.

Setka and two villagers who like the way he looks follow him, and another who is nervous of Setka and feels better watching her, and finally a fourth and fifth who shrug and join from sheer curiosity.

Lyric leads them through an eight-count breathing exercise, then talks softly about the four forces, about what Silence is and why it makes him feel both grounded and as free as the wind.
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Though they are looking for the Moon-Eater’s child, in a small city in a forest clearing the day after the winter solstice, Lyric and Setka find a cult of Aharté instead.

There is a labyrinth tucked inside low walls of stone, with a broad gate swung open in welcome. The sun is setting and they’ve yet to find a place to sleep tonight, but Lyric hands Setka his pack and shade umbrella, unlaces his boots, and goes in on cold feet.

The labyrinth is built of gray slate, with ferns and moss roses growing between. The path is an eight-pattern spiral turning and turning exactly at the measured pace he learned at the Silent Chapel when he was a child. Lyric breathes in eight-count; he draws his inner design into elegant balance. He breathes carefully, stepping light and eager.

Lyric finds a smile on his lips.

When he reaches the center of the labyrinth, a voice calls to him and he sees a priest standing as far from Setka as possible while remaining within the gate. The priest’s face is painted blue. From across the labyrinth Lyric can see the widening of her dark eyes. “Moon-Eater?” the priest breathes.

“Lyric,” he answers. He waits as the priest ignores Setka and steps into the labyrinth. Lyric closes his eyes and breathes, letting the cold air pull through him, and he imagines the labyrinth is on his body, the priest’s steps against his chest in the eight-count rhythm.

He feels the moment the priest stops before him. The priest hums. It could be a hum of curiosity, of contemplation. But Lyric knows it. She hums the tone of flow: Move, she hums, move moving have moved will move always flow no choices made, just flow.

Lyric taps his teeth together and quietly snaps his fingers: ecstatic, the equalizing partner of flow.

The priest lifts her tone into rising, and Lyric’s inner design answers with a high breath. But he sighs into falling, a descent scale.

Between them, they move in and out of all four forces, weaving a quiet humming song of forces, of power, and Lyric feels his skin pebble, even on his newly exposed scalp. He feels the flow of breath in his lungs, the rising heat of excitement, and the ecstatic charge of realization. The falling pulling him toward her.

They end simultaneously in a neutral note, the symbol of balance, the best they can do with only two of them.

“Lyric has questions,” Lyric murmurs.

“Then stay,” she answers, guiding him toward the gate. “The chapel is near.”

“For Setka, as well?” he says, flicking his glance to the chimera. The way the priest avoided her is the clearest indication this is a true cult of Aharté out here. They would consider someone like Setka anathema. Though Lyric understands, he cannot agree and won’t leave Setka alone.

The priest’s blue expression pinches.

“Setka knows Silence,” Lyric says, unable to hold the chiding tone completely tucked away.

When the priest turns back to him, her mouth pops open with a click of shock and she strides closer, until she is right in Lyric’s face. Lyric, feeling a push of power to back away, holds his ground. What has he done wrong?

“It looked like only the firelight before,” the priest says, peering at his face with a look of growing horror. “Like natural heterochromia!”

Cold dread coagulates in Lyric’s throat, sinking into his stomach.

“But that is human architecture,” the priest says.

“Yes,” Lyric admits. There is no other answer. “But—”

She stares more baldly at him. “The forces, the rhythm of this man’s Silence is so smooth, this priest thought to be in the presence of another priest. It is impossible to be a priest of Aharté with such apostasy embedded in one’s own body.”

“Oh,” Lyric says. A handful of arguments present themselves: It saved his life, he didn’t consent, he didn’t want this; no, because it saved his life, it should be holy. That is what he said to Iriset. She either is part of the Holy Design or is not. The same can be said for Lyric, and he knows what he is. Doesn’t he?

(Doesn’t he?)

“Oh,” he says again, more softly, resigned. Some small thing inside him clicks as it breaks. He thinks, oh, Iriset was right, and also she ruined him. And he’s better, even though he can never fit perfectly into Aharté’s Holy Design again. Not in it, yet without it he’s dying. Lyric belongs nowhere.
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A long time from now, and only four quads ago, Lyric sat with his wife on the balcony of their suite in the palace of the Vertex Seal as he turned over the topsoil in the largest box of flowers—mostly desert gentians—because the late-summer flowers were coming up, little green shoots unfurling, and he had learned that shifting the surface soil loosened the particles of nutrients for the plants, and helped water reach the roots. Singix asked about the fertilizer, and he explained it was from the menagerie, from several types of animal waste mixed with plant waste and ground grass and beer, of all things. She had leaned her head on his shoulder and misquoted a line from Word of Aharté. The line is: there is only waste where it is willed. What Singix said was, “There is only waste where I want it to be.”

Lyric had smiled, rather surprised, and put his nose to her hairline, breathing in her scent. “You read it,” he said. He’d given her his own copy of the slim book several days before.

Singix tilted her head to press her eye harder into his shoulder. “I, um, I liked that line, and it is… something similar to the wisdom of my demon of beauty. That beauty is determined by the one wielding it, or that… ah, anything that contributes to beauty could not be a waste.”

“So there is no waste, if it feeds the flowers?” Lyric had teased her, and she giggled, holding tighter to his arm.

Lyric thinks of that evening, and the sex the conversation had evolved into, as he leaves the town with Aharté’s labyrinth under a gleaming silver-pink moon. He thinks of it because in the darkness he can smell the precise scent of dark soil around them, damp and fallow. He thinks of it because when he takes Setka’s hand and holds it perhaps too tightly, pulling her away, he says, “We can’t stay with them,” and Setka, who heard, tugs gently on his hand. She says, “It’s all right to have different feelings about what happened to you at different times.”

The wisdom of this child reminds Lyric he himself has rarely been wise.

They walk through the night, until the moon sets and it is too dark, and Lyric tells Setka about Word of Aharté. He tells her about the demon of beauty, too, and finds himself smiling because it was Iriset speaking with him that evening, not Singix, and Lyric wonders if the demon of beauty really knows anything about waste and fertilizer, or if Iriset made it up on a whim to sound more like Singix than herself.

But he can’t let go of the idea that in that moment, Iriset had been honest: She did like the line from Aharté’s words about the lack of waste in balance, in the Holy Design.

Maybe it’s something Iriset appreciates in design, too. A perfectly crafted force array has no waste. It is itself, it uses every charge, every angle, every heat and gravity and slide of flow.

Lyric promised to write to her, and the next time he and Setka stay in a village, he asks if they send letters back to the capital and if he can partake.

The letter he writes starts the way Word of Aharté starts:

“There is no beginning for me…”







[image: Chapter Twenty-Eight. ]

In my mother’s tongue

Just after the winter solstice Rabbit walks down from ahz valley to the town at the foot of the mountain. The griffon queen and her two cubs go with ahz, the little ones curious, as most little creatures are, to meet some humans. Rabbit wears a chambered box strapped to ahz back, filled with herbs and fungi that grew high in peaks but nowhere else. The apothecary in town has grown rich in the past years from Rabbit’s gifts, taking the herbs, concocting them, selling them up the road in bigger cities. The town prospered, and everyone in town loves Rabbit, despite ahz reticence and the creepy animals az brings with ahz sometimes. Well, some of them love ahz because of the creepy animals, especially children.

They’ve never seen griffon cubs before, and so even though they have pressing news for Rabbit, it takes quite some time for anyone to bring it up in the face of the adorable spotted griffons pouncing around and flapping downy wings as they “roar” and show off under their mother’s careful eye.

Finally, after the tussling cats have been lifted onto their mother’s back by the scruff and promised fresh sheep’s milk, and after Rabbit hands the chambered box over to the apothecary, Sah’set Zahrah, the unofficial mayor, takes Rabbit’s arm and draws ahz toward the town’s central yard. She pushes ahz onto a bench at the larger of the public houses. “Wait here,” she says, and saunters off. Rabbit sighs softly, under the impression az is about to be proposed to, again.

Sah’set returns with two big cups of beer and a small pink joint to share. Sah’set’s family came here six generations ago following the progress of the Bes and Sarenpet leadership from the east, but preferred the wetter climate this far south to the desert so had not headed for the crater city. They brought their gods and language and a predilection for smoking certain kinds of grass. Rabbit discovered that az shares that predilection ahzself. (Turo the old unicorn who lives with ahz in the valley likes smoking, too, so Rabbit always brings some unrolled back home. If you’ve never seen a high unicorn, well, neither have most people.)

“Ah, so Aneksi will be married next month,” Sah’set begins, and Rabbit appreciates she’s getting right to it. “If you can find some extra of the eagle’s breath, that’s what her mother wants for the decorations. Fresher, the better, but dried will smell as sweet.”

“Congratulations to Aneksi,” Rabbit says, accepting the joint from Sah’set’s pinched fingers.

“I’ll pass it along. She’s marrying the second-most eligible in a hundred miles,” she says with a wink.

Rabbit never flirts back, but it doesn’t stop Sah’set. Rabbit understands she’s considered a good wife—she already has two spouses and that’s hard to maintain—but az knows az’d make a terrible spouse. (“It would mean a lot to everyone if you tied yourself to us,” the older woman argued the first time, five years ago. “I’m tied to the mountain valley,” Rabbit answered, vaguely thinking that because az wasn’t human az couldn’t get married like one.)

When az passes the joint off, Sah’set says, “There’s another one of you.”

The words hit Rabbit like a whole herd of spawning salmon. “What do you mean?”

“A small king caravan passed through last week, with the usual trade and post, but they said a few days before the Night of Chimeras, a star burst in the sky in the middle of the afternoon, lit up the whole crater—and it was people like the Moon-Eater. Another red god, an old friend of your mother’s. They said his name is Lyric Aharté.”

“Lyric Aharté,” Rabbit says slowly. The first word az knows from ahz mother’s language. The second word is familiar, but not known. It must be true, or at least partly true, for a star to fall and it be someone with a name like that. But ahz mother only ever mentioned one other numen: “If you meet another fairy called Never, tell it to come home,” Mother said.

Sah’set leans closer, holding out the joint again. Rabbit takes it in trembling fingers and drinks deep. Dizziness creeps up ahz skull. It always happens when az leaves the valley, though it’s slow here, the disorientation. Not like it had been in the crater city, where some days Rabbit could barely walk due to vertigo and splitting headaches. The grass helps.

The mayor says with quiet intensity, all flirtation gone, “Aharté is the name of an old Sarian god, the Lady of Song, and to the Bes the Lady of Silence.”

Rabbit takes another drag and closes ahz eyes. “Lyric means the words of a song in my mother’s tongue.”

“Ah,” Sah’set breathes, a hint of awe present.

Standing, Rabbit gives the grass back. “Thank you. I might be gone for longer than a month, but if you send someone to the gate, Turo will help find the eagle’s breath.”

“Maimeri!” she calls as az strides away, but az doesn’t stop except to find the griffons where they’re clustered on the porch of a two-storied house. The cubs snarl cutely over bowls of milk while the queen sits in a patch of sun, wings folded regally, and accepts treats of bloody meat from one of the town’s best hunters. Rabbit carefully pushes through the crowd and stops in front of the queen as she delicately licks blood from her whiskers.

Ignoring everyone else, Rabbit says, “I’m going north, not back to the valley today. Tell the foxes to mind and I’ll bring sweets back for Turo if he doesn’t cause trouble.”

The queen griffon inclines her head, huge golden eyes blinking slowly. She says a word in her language that Rabbit knows to mean cold. The gathered humans fall into shocked silence, though they can’t understand.

“I’ll be fine,” az promises.

One of the cubs hops over, flinging itself up with a silly flap of wings. It’s unfledged, and Rabbit catches its awkward limbs against ahz chest. Several sickle-sharp claws hook into ahz wrists. It chirps. This is the female, az thinks, and kisses her downy forehead. “I hope you’re flying the next time I see you,” az says, then hands her into the arms of a surprised but willing older man who gets a mouthful of griffon wing.

With that, Rabbit jogs out of town.
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To Rabbit’s surprise, Lyric Aharté is already coming to ahz. Az stalks the duo for two days, high in the trees like a red monkey. Though Rabbit cannot change ahz form the way ahz mother can, there are little shifts az can affect with a thought—slight alterations of mass and the interaction between ahz body and the world around ahz so that az can move without sound. The edges of ahz form blur through leaves, and the wind fondles ahz hair like it is only smoke. Az leaps branch to branch on bare feet, a ghost high above Lyric and Setka.

Az slips through the dense forest, unable to articulate exactly why az hesitates to present ahzself, preferring to gather information first. Some unease born in ahz thanks to ahz mother, perhaps, to the strangeness of looking at someone who looks like ahz but isn’t the ever-changeable Moon-Eater. It is no hardship to study Lyric Aharté, either: He is beautiful. His grace is accentuated by the fall of loose robes and skirts he wears. His soft boots, not quite appropriate for the muddy winter road, somehow aren’t very dirty, and he carries an umbrella to shade his head from scattering drops of water that fall from the trees after it rained overnight. He moves steadily, not too fast, and as he gazes out at the rows and clusters of red pines and stripping-bark hemlocks that tower over the narrow road, he wears a soft smile. As if the world itself pleases him, or he’s thinking of poetry.

But as Rabbit studies Lyric Aharté, an unknown sensation curls in ahz stomach. Az wishes az’d brought more of Sah’set’s grass. When they camp for the night in one of the regular travel lodges, sharing it with a slightly larger group of traders, Rabbit hunkers down in the shadows outside the stone building, listening to the crackle of their fires and the laughter and occasional outcry as the traders teach Lyric Aharté and his little chimera companion a dice game. They all speak the standard Sarenpet of the crater city, which takes Rabbit a moment to accustom ahzself to—in Hehet town they speak a variation much closer to Sarian dialects. Rabbit listens as Lyric Aharté softly gambles away a share of the dinner the chimera hunted down, then as he just as softly wins a favor from the lead trader. All Lyric Aharté asks for is companionship in his meditations. The traders laugh but allow it, and they grow quiet as Lyric Aharté moves around the lodge, setting something down in each corner—Rabbit can only listen and interpret through the open window, not see—then Lyric Aharté snaps in the northern corner, and one of the traders gasps. “This is balanced design,” Lyric Aharté says, “the first step in Holy Design and Silence.”

Then he leads them through a simple breathing exercise, by the end of which Rabbit supposes at least two of the traders are asleep. Afterward, Lyric Aharté and the lead trader speak of the crater city, of a handful of small kings the trader works most directly with. Lyric Aharté sounds unlearned in the specifics of the crater city and the greater Sarenpet territory, but extremely well versed in the theories of trade and governing. Rabbit can barely follow it. Lyric Aharté laughingly denies to the trade leader that he wants anything more than to continue south in exploration, and refuses an offer to share a bed. When Lyric Aharté picks his way through the darkness toward the latrine, Rabbit watches from that same darkness, struck by the way Lyric Aharté falls still to watch the glow of the moon. It’s halfway to full, hanging low in the western sky, and barely visible through the pine needles and spindly winter branches.

Lyric Aharté stares at the moon for a very long while, until Rabbit nearly darts over to shake him out of it. But the chimera crunches her way to him instead, taking Lyric Aharté’s loose hand to tug him back to shelter.

Rabbit wonders at the strange man, and tries the breathing exercise. It settles ahz a little bit, but not enough for easy sleep in the force-loud forest.

Az follows another day and night, as Lyric Aharté and his friend aim directly for Hehet. Incredibly, they would have found themselves greeted by Sah’set in eight or nine days on their own.

As they walk, Lyric Aharté teaches the chimera a few words in Mother’s language, then lectures the chimera about some philosophy. When they stop to rest and refill their water bags, Lyric Aharté rubs an ointment onto a few patches on the chimera’s scales, and Rabbit is reminded of taking care of the skin at the base of Turo’s horns. Az wonders if Lyric Aharté is truly a child of numena like az is. Az both wants and hates for it to be true.

Late that afternoon as they approach the outskirts of a logging town that supports a mine in the nearby hills and belongs to the local Sarenpet governor and warlord, Lyric Aharté stops beside a handful of workers readying their carts for pushing up the steeply inclined road leading toward their town. Two of them speak very good Sarenpet and listen as Lyric Aharté asks if they know of anyone living nearby who looks just like himself.

“Red god,” one of the women says, all of them openly staring.

“Maimeri,” Lyric Aharté says, shaking his head at the divine allegation.

Rabbit reacts to ahz own name without thinking, throwing ahzself from the tree at Lyric Aharté to tackle him from above.

Though Rabbit is silent and fast, at the last moment Lyric Aharté dodges, turning to grab Rabbit and toss ahz aside. Rabbit hits the ground harder than intended, breathless, but snaps back to ahz feet with a wordless grimace. Az sees Lyric Aharté’s mismatched eyes go wide, and he raises the umbrella at his hip in defense. The humans around them are yelling, and the chimera snarls loudly.

But Lyric Aharté’s attention is locked on Rabbit. Rabbit attacks, but not to hurt. Az just wants to know this is real, or just—Rabbit isn’t sure. Az needs to touch. Rabbit is good at scrap fighting, good at wrestling with inhuman creatures. Az can’t shake off the urge to grab Lyric Aharté, to get ahz hands on the man’s skin. Lyric Aharté catches Rabbit’s punch and turns them, grappling Rabbit’s arms behind ahz, but Rabbit bends and flips Lyric Aharté over ahz back. Lyric Aharté hits with a grunt, somehow keeping his feet. He jabs a stiff hand at Rabbit’s solar plexus and it hurts, but Rabbit shifts just enough it isn’t a game-ending blow. Rabbit laughs, startling ahzself, and Lyric Aharté’s sun-and-earth eyes catch ahz for a second, then Lyric Aharté smiles. “Rabbit,” he says.

Rabbit jumps back. That’s what Mother calls ahz. In the fairy language. Rabbit. Little Rabbit, Maimeri.

They stare at each other, Rabbit’s shoulders heaving with panting breaths the brief surge of action does not warrant. Az is shaking, too, and dizzy. People press nearer, but Lyric Aharté holds out both his hands to wave them away. He steps closer to Rabbit. A little line appears between his brows, and he looks very confused for a moment. “Hehet?” he murmurs, and that’s very strange. That’s the nearest thing Rabbit has to a hometown, but how could anyone know that even if they were sent by the Moon-Eater to find ahz?

“Lyric Aharté,” Rabbit says, voice rough from adrenaline and disuse.

One of the workers cries, “The Fallen Star!” and there’s a scuffling Rabbit and Lyric Aharté both ignore.

Lyric Aharté reaches toward Rabbit, and Rabbit gives ahz hand. The skin of their fingers is not exactly the same: Rabbit’s is darker, unevenly, from all the time in the sun, and Lyric Aharté has a few tiny scars on his first knuckles. “You are Little Rabbit, aren’t you?” Lyric Aharté says in the fairy tongue, weaving their fingers together. “Maimeri.”

Rabbit nods, still staring at their hands, fascinated by the play of skin and knuckle together.

Lyric Aharté asks, “Where are you staying?”

Rabbit shakes ahz head, that’s not relevant. Az says, in the old fairy tongue az hasn’t used except with Turo in years and years, “I’ll take you home.”
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Never cold

Maimeri is not what Lyric expected. He knows better than to have expectations, but Maimeri Sarenpet casts such a great shadow over the history of Aharté’s Holy Empire that Lyric couldn’t help it. He imagined Maimeri to be harder, bolder, more warlike even. He expected the lord of a house, or the leader of a town at least, for Maimeri to have gathered people to ahz already—so that Lyric wouldn’t have to face the challenge of convincing ahz to return to the crater city and essentially depose ahz father.

The Maimeri who drops out of the trees is none of those things and, frankly, rather feral.

It’s charming, though, ahz lack of shoes, the soft but tense way az moves through the world. When Lyric agreed to go home with ahz, Maimeri instantly started south along the road, ignoring the workers with their carts who’d been watching the quick wrestling match. Az didn’t even make sure Lyric followed.

Setka had turned huge eyes at Lyric, baring her sharp teeth in silent incredulity. Then, at his gesture, she scampered after Maimeri. Lyric had thanked the people for their help and wished them well, ignoring their boisterous questioning about his name and the fallen star.

While they traveled the rest of the day, Maimeri kept just ahead, vanishing into the trees again if other people appeared. It amused Lyric, who considered it a very convenient way to avoid conversations, but Setka found the behavior too strange. “Why is Maimeri afraid of people?” she asked Lyric.

“Don’t think Maimeri is afraid. Perhaps it’s simpler this way. But ask when it’s time to rest,” Lyric answered, touching one of the jutting thick scales on her brow.

Of course, Maimeri’s answer was “Why talk to strangers?” and az said it with such bland sincerity Lyric realized he was going to have a very, very hard time as a kingmaker with this untamed miran as his recipient.
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They’ve been traveling south together for nearly a half-quad now, and Lyric knows a few things about Maimeri. For one, it isn’t people that az disregards, it’s humans, because az doesn’t consider ahzself to be human at all. Lyric understands, since Maimeri is wholly created of the Moon-Eater, but Lyric thinks of az as mirané, and the miran as human.

To Setka, Maimeri behaves like an older brother. Az instantly assumed Setka to be capable and interesting, and by the second day the two of them are in ferocious competition over hunting and butchering meals, to the point where Lyric worries he needs to lecture them on waste. When Lyric brings it up, suggesting a schedule dividing hunting and gathering, it becomes an elaborate meal plan because while Setka doesn’t have any idea about what nuts and winter fungi are edible, Maimeri seems to know everything there is to know about these lands.

Another thing Lyric understands is that Maimeri considers the Moon-Eater to be ahz mother, and longs for him, but refuses to return to the capital for reasons az has not yet revealed. But the same vertigo and occasional headaches that thwart Lyric’s momentum affect Maimeri, too. Lyric doesn’t believe az has the same cancer Lyric does, given the ease with which Maimeri runs around and ahz appetite, but that it’s the disorientation of wild forces. On their third day together, Maimeri waits for them to catch up in the lee of a massive granite boulder, leaning ahz forearm against the mossy stone, ahz forehead to ahz wrist. Ahz shoulders heave slowly, carefully, and Lyric removes the balanced necklace he created and wears under his robe.

“Maimeri,” he says gently. The younger miran rolls ahz head against ahz wrist in acknowledgment, as if using pressure to relieve pain.

Lyric, who can’t feel the tips of his fingers well at the moment, says in mirané, “I can help.”

Startled now, Maimeri peeks at him hopefully.

“Come. Lift your hair.”

Maimeri obeys quickly, ahz bright red eyes locked on Lyric’s face. For a moment Lyric is caught. Maimeri’s features are smooth and sharp, with jutting cheekbones and hollows around ahz eyes. Ahz lashes are short but thick, ahz irises more vibrant red than brown, and ahz mirané skin sun-tanned an even richer shade. There are glimmers of deep red in ahz hair, too, like hidden threads of glistening blood revealed in flashes of sunlight. When az moves, az is swift and almost ragged in ahz gestures, but when az goes still like this, it is as if the entire world focuses on ahz. Light and shadow seem to point here to this center, where the creak of winter branches and the rustle of dead leaves against the forest floor quiet to pay attention. There is something relentlessly beautiful about Maimeri, but it is not the cosmic beauty of Silence or the heavy promising silver-pink moon. It is not beautiful like Iriset’s lips when she gasps or her best arrogant grin, not Singix’s perfect vivid eyes and the elegance of a lily. Maimeri’s beauty is like the plunge of roots up from the mud. Hungry, dirty, eternal beauty, an old predator or active volcano, a numen, Lyric thinks, mouth dry.

Suddenly Lyric sees the resemblance again, when Maimeri tilts ahz head in confusion: Hehet méra Davith, the opposition leader in his mirané council, twenty-five years older than Maimeri but with the same sharp features, softened by painted stars and wavering lines across his bright mirané eyes. Lyric knew Hehet’s family was one that could trace itself back through the generations to the beginning, nearly as well as the family of the Vertex Seal. This is the proof—it has to be. Though by that logic, Maimeri should look just as much like Lyric or Amaranth, who are supposed to be the twelfth generational descendants of this very Rabbit.

“Lyric Aharté?” Maimeri says, voice in the back of ahz throat. Soft, rough.

“Ah.” Lyric smiles his most benevolent and mild princely smile. “What is your dominant design?”

Maimeri frowns. “Dominant design?”

Broadcasting his move so the other can stop it, Lyric lays a hand flat on Maimeri’s chest. “When you balance yourself in design, through the four forces, what is dominant?”

“None,” Maimeri says, gaze flicking sheepishly away. Az brings up a hand and nearly touches Lyric’s knuckles before dropping it away.

“May I?”

Maimeri nods.

Glad to have already removed the anchor necklace, Lyric holds it in his other hand while he breathes himself through his own balance, drawing Maimeri with him. Lyric hums a rising note, listening with his whole body for the answer. Nothing. He tries flow, then falling, and finally ecstatic. Nothing, and nothing. When Lyric looks up again, Maimeri’s brow is wrinkled with worry.

“You did nothing wrong,” Lyric says. “I’m merely surprised you’re right. I’ve never… but maybe having the Moon-Eater for a parent is why.”

“Why I have no dominant design?”

Lyric smiles, this time brightly. “It’s impressive, not bad. You’re naturally balanced. But that doesn’t stop you from your headaches, does it?”

Maimeri’s lips pull. Az steps back, but Lyric catches ahz wrist. “I get them, too,” he confesses. “It’s worse in the city, and one of the reasons I wanted to meet you. Here.”

Lyric holds out the necklace. It’s simple strings of neutral silk tied around four four-pointed stars carved from the same quartz crystal. Maimeri studies it. When all az does is look, Lyric steps nearer again and carefully drops it over ahz head, wary of tangling the silk in Maimeri’s long hair. Lyric puts the necklace on ahz the same way he wears it himself, with the rising anchor over his sternum. Ecstatic and flow anchors fit against ahz shoulders, and the falling anchor hits against ahz spine. Lyric taps the rising anchor, humming, and the whole necklace responds. A four-part harmony sounds just under true hearing, and Maimeri’s head jerks up so az’s looking right at Lyric again.

“Do you feel it?” Lyric asks.

Maimeri nods. “It’s… clear.”

“Clarifying,” Lyric agrees. “I hope it helps with your design balance and quiets the noise of the rest of the world.”
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After that, Maimeri stops venturing ahead, choosing to walk beside them, Lyric especially. Lyric continues teaching Setka bits of mirané, which goes easier with Maimeri paying attention—az’s fluent, too, of course, and unsure why Lyric bothers teaching it. Lyric says, “I hope someday it will be the language of the whole world,” though that is a bit of an exaggeration.

Maimeri eyes him, intrigued, but doesn’t ask yet.

They enter Hehet the next day.

The town is tucked against the lower, craggy foothills of a mountain with four distinct peaks, each brilliant with snow. Evergreen trees surround the town, with little pockets of meadows, some golden and fallow for the season, others covered in thin blankets to protect whatever early winter growth they have. In Lyric’s time this brief mountain range is nearly all mining towns and a few reclusive artist residences. It is considered the final paradise before the land turns almost swampy under thick forest canopies that hold heat and luscious beauty all the way to the bluffs and sandy ranges of the southern coast. There is no town called Hehet on any contemporary map Lyric has ever seen—and he’s seen all the accurate ones.

Soon they’re surrounded by a cluster of children holding the harnesses of several fat ponies and long-haired goats. One young girl with five flopping topknots screams, “Maimeri!”

The young miran in question falters, then raises ahz hand before az catches Lyric’s gaze and seems to hesitate again. Lyric gets the distinct impression az’s considering hiding behind Lyric.

It isn’t long before the adults of Hehet arrive. A tall Sarian-tan woman with metal in her graying braids and a broad grin welcomes Maimeri home sooner than expected, and the fallen-star Lyric Aharté with ahz! They’ve heard Lyric Aharté has a wife. Is that true? the headwoman immediately inquires. She’s speaking Old Sarenpet but with a dialect closer to Sarian that Lyric is familiar with analyzing but not fluent in. Maimeri scowls at the headwoman, Sah’set, but Lyric doesn’t mind. He laughs and answers, “It’s complicated,” even though it’s not. They’re invited to a welcome dinner in the square, and the moment Lyric agrees, Setka volunteers to help move tables and chop whatever needs to be chopped. Lyric ends up with a handful of people around his age hanging lanterns across the square. They try to keep him from manual labor, but Lyric simply picks things up and climbs a ladder. Maimeri reluctantly goes to help one of the older men with something Lyric doesn’t catch, while Setka is drawn away by some of the children eagerly asking her about her scales and tail and why she can talk so well but most of the monsters Maimeri brings to Hehet cannot.

At that word, monster, Lyric focuses on her, ready to intercede. But Setka answers them sincerely. They admit to thinking she was some kind of dragon person, and have never seen an alliraptor, though they’ve heard of them. The last thing Lyric hears as they pull her away—unafraid of grabbing her knobby wrists and dancing around her tail—is a child asking where her claws go and another if she’ll jump in the little river out back to show them how long she can hold her breath.

“It’s cold!” Lyric calls after them. “If Setka gets wet, be sure to dry off!”

“Is Setka Lyric Aharté’s child?” a man asks, a long bench balanced in his arms.

Lyric shakes his head, helping the man with the bench. Strange to think she even could be, given her chimera status—but then, they might think he’s as godlike as the Moon-Eater and capable of who knows what.

The food is brought out, simple fare but with so much variety, as if every household brought unique dishes to share. There is too much to try everything, and Lyric is glad when he is pressured into sitting and letting the people fight over putting bites of food on his plate. Maimeri squeezes onto the bench next to Lyric, and they share a larger plate, and Setka laughs on the other side of the square, seated with a quad of children on grass mats.

He can’t eat very much, and hates to demur, but his stomach is finicky. Maimeri notices and, without speaking up, begins taking larger bites from their shared plate, moving food here and there, obscuring Lyric’s lack of appetite. Gratefulness lightens Lyric’s chest, almost as if he’s hungry again, and he nudges his shoulder against Maimeri’s, and the next time someone sidles up with a famous family recipe for a little pastry with savory nut butter, waxing about how it’s “laminated”—a word Lyric does not know—he accepts with his own fingers and puts it first to Maimeri’s lips.

It’s perhaps a mistake, as several observant townsfolk gasp, elbow one another, and in one case squeals under her breath. But Maimeri, eyes hot as embers, bites into the pastry. It flakes on ahz lips, and Maimeri cups ahz hand under ahz own chin to catch the little bits. Sweet, Lyric thinks as he smiles, and Sah’set laughs along with her nearest spouse, and she says, “Ah, there it is, the real reason Maimeri refused all proposals!”

Lyric winces delicately, but Maimeri murmurs in mirané, “Thank you. It will keep them from their usual impropriety.”

“You started it.” Lyric nods at the plate. “Thank you.”

“You feel sick?”

“Only slightly,” Lyric demurs. “I’ll be fine.”

(He doesn’t really think so.)
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Lyric meets the couple marrying in seven days, and easily offers a blessing for their lives and love. He stumbles a little with the Sarian dialect, but Sah’set, the headwoman, smooths the way. She wants to know news from the crater city, as do most of the adults and elders. As the main dinner is cleared away, Lyric and Maimeri are drawn nearer to the large central pit where six fires are blazing in six braziers along the perimeter of the pit. Lyric wishes it was four or eight, but six is not the worst. More wine is passed around, which Lyric again declines, glad for warmed water with some kind of infusion—it isn’t tea or fruit, but it’s fine, and not transformative.

Lyric says what he can about the Night of Chimeras, describing the basics of what happened, giving praise to the small king of Rivermouth. Setka sidles up and, with a conspiratorial glint to her smile, spins a story about Lyric Aharté being half dead for his efforts to save this very chimera Setka, and in turn being saved by the miracle of Iriset Sunderer’s sacrifice.

It sounds very pretty and mystical when she tells it, and Lyric tries not to fidget. Speculation runs wild about what miracles Iriset performed, so he says it was not a miracle, but skill and love. And he tells them his sun-bright eye used to be in Iriset’s head, and he and the Holy Syr share it now. It was hers, now is his, and so perhaps they will always be part of each other no matter the time or distance between them.

“Complicated, hmm?” Sah’set murmurs knowingly.

An older woman takes pity on him and throws herself into telling the best love story she’s ever known, which clearly the people here are familiar with. Lyric listens, trying not to fall too hard into the give-and-take of storytelling. Setka wanders off to curl up with the children, playing their own game of dice, it seems, except they aren’t only rolling, they’re grabbing things—Lyric has no idea what kind of game it is.

Maimeri offers him a small plain cigarette, its tip smoldering. “You don’t drink, but this helps me with the disorientation. Try, or take back your necklace.”

It’s the most commanding Maimeri has been with Lyric since az jumped out of that tree to tackle him. Lyric considers for a moment, the lanterns and laughter, the dark sky covered in clouds, the haze of the hidden moon, his companions safe enough, and Maimeri’s intensity, and Lyric takes the cigarette. Maimeri instructs him and Lyric is good at breathing, so he gets a good lungful of the unexpectedly soft drug, holding it in his mouth and slowly exhaling. It leaves a taste on his tongue he can’t describe.

The evening fades into night and people drift away, though not all. “Do you know,” Lyric says, at first to everyone but then realizes he’s speaking mirané so it’s only for Maimeri, “I’ve never been cold before this winter.”

Maimeri frowns, and it’s very cute. Or Lyric is—yes, he can feel the gentling of his mind, the cloudy comfort of whatever he’s smoking tenderizing his edges. “Not cold?” Maimeri asks.

“I have always lived in a desert, and even the winter is dry, and if it is cold enough to frost, that does not reach inside the palace of the Vertex Seal. There are force-nets to hold temperatures in place around windows, fire of course, and it was easy to go days and days without venturing outside.” Lyric sighs, tilting his head back.

“The valley will have snow,” Maimeri says, putting the cigarette to ahz lips again. Az makes another cute face, puckering ahz lips for a kiss, eyes closed as az drags, and Lyric is just staring. It’s funny, he’s so relaxed, and he does wish Iriset was here, or Singix actually, his real wife, the one that’s both of them, the role Iriset played for so long. Lyric wonders if she’d have liked him at all if they met here in this hamlet instead of that garden, far away from the crater and apostasy and the mirané council.

Lyric nearly falls asleep in the crowd, but he and Maimeri are shown to a guest room in Sah’set’s rambling house. Lyric does remember to check on Setka, who is happy snuggling with two of the kids and a few dogs out near the fire under blankets. Lyric is glad and vaguely surprised dogs tolerate her. But then, animals are better than people sometimes, the stories say. Lyric doesn’t know. Garnet liked animal stories, probably because of growing up with the royal griffons. He’s still thinking about Garnet when Maimeri pushes him into a bathing room to wash up, and it’s good, thinking of them in the same heartbeat, though Garnet never wanted to kiss him and Maimeri very obviously does.

So Lyric tugs Maimeri by the hand and kisses ahz. It’s sloppy and warm and loose. Lyric’s eyes close and he’s only touching Maimeri at the wrist and mouth. Maimeri leans in, barely kissing back but ahz lips are open and ahz breath hot. Az tastes like the smoky drug, and Lyric blinks, pulling back.

Better to stop until he’s not altered. Except he might keep smoking forever, he doesn’t even notice his nausea or the angry twisted forces knotting up his inner design and making his fingers numb. Like this, it seems normal to have slightly numb fingers.

Maimeri’s red eyes are so near, ahz lips glistening, and Lyric sighs softly. With tender hands he cups Maimeri’s jaw, and he can feel the slight pressure in his fingertips. He kisses Maimeri again, chaste on the corner of ahz mouth, then steps away to wash.

When he’s done Lyric collapses into the low bed. A single candle burns, and no light from the world makes its way through tightly paneled shutters. Lyric sprawls on his back, then can’t stand it and pulls his limbs close to himself, and the blanket, too. He stares through the darkness at the ceiling, missing a lot of people, hoping he’s doing the right thing, that coming here to find Maimeri will lead to his mother and uncle and sister being born, to Garnet with the griffons, to his father he supposes, even though he doesn’t personally miss his father. He thinks that depending on what happens he’ll need to write down the long line of Vertex Seals to make sure they stick to the same pattern, or write a letter maybe to prepare someone for the future. Maybe he’ll give it to Maimeri for ahz descendants, and in four hundred years when the Vertex Seal vanishes the day after a giant spider stomps all over the Crystal Desert, Hehet méra Davith can realize his family has been in possession of a priceless page of history. And save some lives when Lyric gets home. (If Lyric lives that long.)

“Lyric,” Maimeri says.

Lyric blinks. The other miran is stretched next to him in bed, and in the very dim candlelight, ahz red eyes are like lights in a deep dark sea. “Little Rabbit,” he says, liking the mirané meaning.

Maimeri touches the cool skin under Lyric’s left eye. “This is what she did.”

“Mmm, yes,” Lyric murmurs. “An argument right in my face.” That makes him laugh, and he wishes he could tell her.

“It’s beautiful.”

Lyric can’t think about it right now, but he can take Maimeri’s hand and press it to his chest, folding both his own hands over it. He closes his eyes as Maimeri lies fully down with ahz warm hand over Lyric’s heartbeat.
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In the morning Lyric wakes early, hungry. Not groggy or disoriented, but feeling very clear. He waits for Maimeri and they rise together. This time Lyric hunts for a razor and finds it. He’s needed to shave for a few days, and in the cloudy mirror he wonders if he should give up and grow a beard at the same time he’s regrowing his hair. He never has because Silent priests do not. His father had a beard, as well as many mirané men. Garnet seemed to enjoy shaving his in fashionable patterns like a half-mask. But the shadows on Lyric’s jaw and under his nose make him uncomfortable, so he doesn’t.

After, they go out into the frosty air. Lyric startles when his breath puffs visibly before his face, and he laughs again. The laughter takes physical form, too. Maimeri watches Lyric make this discovery with something unreadable on ahz face.

Sah’set’s husband feeds them a hot porridge with dried fruits and leftover sweet-boiled pork from the night before. The family piles goods into extra bags and insists Lyric and Maimeri take them up the mountain. They know Maimeri won’t return until the first hints of spring, which out here will be over two months from now. Lyric didn’t realize what he was agreeing to when he said he’d go to the mountain, but he can’t regret it, either. Wintering in a valley with Maimeri and whatever so-called monsters az has can’t hurt his cause. It will give him time to know Maimeri and convince ahz of the mission to return to the crater and start a new world, even at the cost of ahz mother. Lyric is sure he can make it sound grand and glorious, not absolutely absurd. Or at least both.

Setka vibrates with eagerness despite her new friends hanging all over her. She puts on a slightly regal facade, as if she must go on a quest up the mountain, alas, alas, how they will be missed. Lyric aches to see her playing, for reasons he can’t quite name. But it’s good, and the three of them go.

It will take five or six hours to reach the valley, Maimeri says, if they don’t dawdle or rest. Setka hisses at ahz, in a friendly way, accepting the challenge. She scrambles ahead, using her claws sometimes, though the way is not really that steep.

Maimeri takes Lyric’s hand for the start, before the path narrows to a rocky outcropping that winds through tall, rough trees still scattering brown needles. Lyric doesn’t mind the contact, though he’s surprised at himself for allowing it. Maybe it’s Iriset’s influence.

He can’t help breathing through his mouth, just to see the crystallized air, visible, cold, and wet against his lips. It doesn’t grow old even as they climb. His thighs ache and he breathes hard, but it feels wonderful. For the first time in a while everything that ails him is being earned. The cold air in his lungs digs deep into his guts, as if he’s able to fully expand them finally. Maimeri lopes along, unbothered, even weighed down by twice as much as Lyric.

They stop for lunch a quarter of the way up the mountain on a thrust of cliff where the trees fall away and the dark forest is visible for miles of rolling hills and crags cut by what Maimeri says is a river. Probably still the Lapis in some form. Lyric stands at the edge, wind blowing him back, and seeks the smoke from Hehet town’s fires. It’s nearly out of sight, below and around the curve of the foothill. But a few massive kites or probably vultures drift among the thinning columns of smoke. The sky is painfully blue.

Once Lyric has been at rest to eat, his sweat turns him too cold and he shivers. It’s novel but distracting, until Maimeri digs a coat out from one of the packs the headwoman gave them. Lyric shrugs into it, startled by its weight and softness. It must be wool, maybe from those long-haired goats, but there are leather panels at the shoulders and elbows, and it ties up his torso not quite snug enough. There’s a hood that fits over his cold head, with enough of a cowl to shade his eyes.

Lyric hugs it close, feeling a different kind of vertigo suddenly: how bizarre this moment is. That Lyric méra Esmail, the Vertex Seal, is somehow here on this old mountain with a chimera and the father of the mirané people, buffeted by cold wind and the distant cry of a kite, but warmed by a coat given freely to him for no real reason other than he needed it.

Behind him Setka and Maimeri are repacking, and Setka has asked again how many of the chimeras in the valley can speak. “All of them,” Maimeri promises in ahz quiet way. “But not all for Setka to understand.”

“Ugh, Maimeri, how many can speak to Setka?” she demands.

Lyric smiles at her confidence.

Maimeri shrugs one shoulder. “Find out,” az says, standing.

“If Setka needs patience, count breaths while climbing,” Lyric suggests, striding past them to take up the path again. He does it himself, breathing in long eight-counts and marking each cycle. It expands his energy even more. Lyric has the idle thought that he’s never felt so alive.
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Just Lyric

That winter is the most relaxed of Lyric’s entire life.

The valley of monsters, as they call it in Hehet, is a small bowl near the center of the mountain, and each of the four peaks marks one of the four quarters. It is, as Lyric realizes the moment he steps inside, naturally balanced.

Something about the flow of wind and water, the stones of the mountain, the growth of the trees aligns the energy of the entire valley toward rising, flow, falling, and ecstatic forces. The valley sings with Silence, unanchored, free, and Maimeri has built a home for ahzself alongside the crystal-green lake at its heart. The simple complex of wooden buildings is single-storied, wrapping around the north side of the lake in two arms. Each building was added when necessary, including open-air rooms for different chimeras, one extending over the water on stilts. There are fenced-in yards and several gazebos creating the illusion of rooms. Maimeri built to ahz whims and the needs of those living with ahz.

One room, just off the kitchen, does have a short second story, except it is more of an aviary than a room, and Lyric’s entire body freezes in shock when he sees griffons perched along the rail as they enter, staring at Lyric and Setka with huge tawny eyes, wings cupped and ears back in their most threatening pose. Five adults, and a few fluffy cub heads poking over the rail to watch.

Lyric lifts a hand to them; he can’t help it.

Maimeri clicks ahz tongue at the largest red griffon, then leads Lyric and Setka inside. Az points out where the unicorn Turo lives—a room half open to the elements with special doors that he can latch with his hooves—and the barnlike long building where reside uncannily clever snow foxes and a furry human-adjacent chimera Maimeri says they won’t see until she’s grown used to them, if ever. There are more chimeras who live out in the valley and join ahz for meals sometimes, or warmth in the winter, and drink almost daily from the lake. To Setka az offers her pick of the empty rooms, but makes no similar offer to Lyric, dropping their bags off in Maimeri’s own room. Lyric hesitates, looking around at the simple accommodations: a low hanging bed, swinging by ropes from heavy wooden rafters, a table with grass cushions, a standing bathtub, and access to the kitchen in one direction, an exit toward the toilet in the other.

“Lyric Aharté?” Maimeri says his name from halfway through the door to the kitchen.

Lyric decides to let Maimeri do as az wishes, swallowing his questions and protestations to continue their tour.

As opposed to how shyly Setka began their sojourn in Hehet, here Setka runs off immediately. “That smells good!” she cries, slithering down into the lake water with hardly a splash. Reeds shift around her, showing her path underwater, and mud churns near the shore. Lyric is quite cold and can only imagine how freezing the water must be. Across the lake he sees several deerlike creatures with their forelegs too long, giving them a strange slope to their spines, and antlers that spiral and curl off their skulls instead of branching like trees. They lift their heads from drinking, and two canter toward the distant tree line.

“Was this place already a sanctuary for them when you arrived?” he asks.

Maimeri nods, untying the cords holding ahz tunic together at the shoulder. Az unwraps it, and Lyric startles as he realizes Maimeri is stripping down to nothing, dropping ahz clothes in a pile.

Az walks completely naked to the water until ahz toes sink into mud. Az stretches ahz arms out, rolls ahz neck, and Lyric can’t look away from the lines of ahz lean body. Maimeri is just as raw and sharp as ahz face and hands, shoulder blades jutting out, the knobby ends of ahz collarbone against hard-looking shoulders, the curve of ahz spine perfectly smooth, and there are dimples above ahz ass cheeks. Az has no scars anywhere.

Maimeri glances back at Lyric and then follows Setka into the lake.

Lyric scoffs in renewed shock—he’s freezing in the air; he can’t imagine getting in that water. So he shakes his head and returns inside to explore the kitchen. There isn’t much he can do about meals, but he knows some basics.

While he putters, cataloging stores and dry goods, one of the griffons struts in. He bows to her and starts speaking aloud as he goes as he would to a human. He learned from Garnet that the griffons can sense respect.

The griffon is not the red queen from the rooftop, but one of the slighter griffons, a young male with deep golden coloring and mottled black and brown splotches. His wings are tipped in a shade almost like mirané brown. Before Lyric can decide if the lake water is potable or if there is a well somewhere, the low kitchen window opens from the outside, and Lyric is face-to-face with a very large goat-pony creature with eyes pure white and four horns up its long nasal bone: The one nearest the soft-looking nose is short and curved like a hook, and the horns progressively lengthen and twist until the one between its white-pearl eyes, which must be two paces long, with tiny spikes spiraling up the gleaming opalescent horn.

This has to be the unicorn. Its head and neck are stuck through the window while the rest of its white body stands in the meadow outside.

Lyric has fortunately grown used to shock after several quads in the past, and manages to only stare for a moment before he covers his eyes respectfully and says, “Turo, this guest is Lyric.”

“Lyric, hmm, Lyric,” the unicorn says—actually says. “Did Lyric bring treats up the mountain?”

Lyric can’t help himself—he laughs. “What is a treat to a unicorn?” he asks, feeling the philosophical weight of the mundane question.

The unicorn huffs, shaking his head. His mane seems made of stringy clouds, the thin kind that pull taut over the dawn sky and change colors from vivid blue to creamy orange and electric pink. “Sugar,” the unicorn answers simply. It’s just as weighty, Lyric supposes, a plain answer to a plain question.

He digs into the storeroom, unearthing a wax-sealed jar marked with the Sarian sigil for candy. It’s syrupy fruit chunks of some kind. They smell spicy-sweet, and Lyric fishes one out with a hooked finger. It’s very spicy—gingerroot, he thinks. He’s rarely had it, and wonders how a jar of candied ginger ended up here. But some mysteries are worth eating, he thinks joyfully to himself, and then that the sentiment would be something Singix—the real Singix—would have appreciated. But that makes him remember his mother, who killed the real Singix, and she herself is dead by Iriset’s hand. The ginger is too bitter for him now.

Lyric offers a shallow bowl of candied ginger to Turo the unicorn, trying to let his sorrow and anger settle without ruining the day. And hoping Maimeri had nothing special planned for the jar he just opened.

When Maimeri finds him, Lyric is licking syrup from his fingers, perched in the window while Turo prances in circles in the sunset-gilded yard, showing off the rainbow coloring of his mane and tail. Turo had told Lyric he has siblings dotted throughout the land, but none as handsome as himself. Lyric asked how old Turo is, and the unicorn said older than everything else in the valley except the mountains and trees and the wise catfish in the lake.

Turo presses his silky nose into Lyric’s hand, nostrils flaring, and Lyric understands why so many people long for unicorns. He understands why someone would break the laws of the universe to design a creature like this, though he can’t quite believe this unicorn wasn’t made by Aharté. Lyric scratches Turo’s whiskers, and the unicorn lifts his chin for better access, and that’s when Maimeri says, “I’m jealous.”

Lyric startles and laughs. The laughter comes so easily, rising ecstatic bubbles popping over his tongue. When has he ever laughed so much as the past few days?

The realization hurts.

It’s a stab in his heart, his ribs turning to stone. The laughter falls away, but he continues looking at Maimeri, who holds out a hand.
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They eat simple food, preserved cheese and pickled vegetables and the loaf of bread from their packs. Setka is exhausted from swimming—but oh does she tell Lyric about the catfish in the lake. They’re massive and twisty as snakes, not fish, with bulbous eyes and actual teeth, did Lyric know fish could have teeth? She gets into a wrestling match with the young male griffon, and since she’s covered in thick scales she manages much better than Lyric thought possible. The griffon invites her to the aviary to sleep, and Setka goes, since it won’t snow tonight. She’s very impervious to temperature, though Lyric notes he’ll need to source some ointment for her drier patches.

Maimeri offers Lyric another little cigarette, but Lyric shakes his head. “Everything feels clarified here. The balance of the valley is amazing.”

“Not even for fun?” Maimeri says.

“Maybe another night.” Lyric looks out the window, huddling under the blanket he found once they finished eating. The sky is vividly black and sparkling with pinprick stars. The gibbous moon seems crystal clear, different on the mountain than in the vast open bowl of the desert. Lyric wonders if it’s the cold or the height or just the perfect balance.

Maimeri wraps ahz arms around Lyric from behind, nuzzling his short, soft hair. It tickles, and Lyric tilts his head aside. Maimeri presses lips to Lyric’s skull just behind his ear, hot breath slicking down Lyric’s neck, and Lyric pushes away from the window. He goes through the open door into Maimeri’s bedroom and stands next to the gently swinging bed.

When Maimeri follows, Lyric cups ahz face and kisses ahz, and Maimeri responds instantly by wrapping ahz whole arms around Lyric’s head. Lyric opens his mouth, inviting Maimeri in, and Maimeri takes a moment, kissing with only lips. Az sucks gently on Lyric’s bottom lip, crushing them together until suddenly their teeth touch. Lyric smiles, licking at Maimeri’s front teeth—and thinking of Iriset, who taught him how to kiss in a hundred ways with lips that weren’t her own. Lyric presses in, really tasting Maimeri. He winds his fingers into Maimeri’s soft hair, pulling them fully against each other, chest to chest, hips to hips. He’s getting hard, and the blanket shucks down his body to the floor.

“Have you?” Lyric whispers, head back as Maimeri gnaws under his jawbone.

Maimeri shakes ahz head, never lifting ahz mouth from Lyric’s skin.

Petting ahz pretty long hair, Lyric pulls Maimeri onto the bed. “What do you want?” he asks, only vaguely knowing himself. Maimeri shakes ahz head again, biting a little at Lyric’s throat. Ahz teeth are sharp, nicking the skin in delicious tiny stings. Lyric lays himself out against the bed, loosening the ties of his robe to open himself up for Maimeri, content to let Maimeri do whatever az wants. Maimeri watches him, red eyes scouring Lyric, ahz lips parted and damp, and as az stares, ahz breath quickens. Just from looking. Lyric’s arousal tightens all his skin, and warmth flushes his chest.

Maimeri leans over him and kisses him, touching only with ahz mouth. The texture of Maimeri’s lips softens against Lyric’s jaw, heating up as Maimeri kisses down to the hollow of his throat, sucking lightly at Lyric’s collarbone as Lyric sighs at the pleasure of it.

Slowly, Lyric shifts his body to fully undress. Maimeri barely seems to notice except ahz hands trail after Lyric’s, touching each new expanse of skin. Lyric is cold everywhere Maimeri doesn’t touch, and the contrast really works him up. He’s panting slightly, one hand in Maimeri’s hair—just holding on, fingers tangled, not directing, not asking. Maimeri explores Lyric’s chest and ribs, licking and nibbling, and nuzzles ahz nose into the hollow of Lyric’s hip. Ahz hair brushes Lyric’s tense belly and very hard cock, and suddenly Lyric is being pushed over onto his stomach.

He makes a little oof and Maimeri kisses the small of his back. Lyric shivers throughout his entire body as Maimeri licks up his spine and rolls on top of Lyric, covering him completely. Lyric melts into the blankets, lets his eyes flutter closed and stay that way.

Maimeri vanishes and Lyric frowns at the abrupt cold streaking skin pebbles down his body. He tilts his head and asks, “Little Rabbit?” only to receive a soft grunt in response and then Maimeri is climbing back up his body—also naked.

Lyric shudders at the touch, and Maimeri tucks ahz nose against the base of Lyric’s skull, sliding a hand down his arm. Ahz cock pushes against Lyric’s ass, the head hot and a little sticky against the hollow of Lyric’s back. Maimeri moves, pressing down against Lyric. The trailing length of ahz hair spills over Lyric’s shoulder and arm and Lyric grasps at it, tangling his fingers through the soft strands as he pushes back against Maimeri, rubbing his own erection into the bed. Lyric gasps at the feeling of being pressed down, pressed between, as Maimeri kisses his neck, his shoulder, and moves against him, panting, rutting sloppily. It’s so unrefined, feral like everything about Maimeri, and Lyric barely does anything except to make his body move with Maimeri, letting it be a wave between them, back and forth, uneven and stuttering.

“Lyric Aharté,” Maimeri says, ahz voice tight, moving faster, and Lyric is hot suddenly, his balls tightening. The angle of his cock is not ideal, but chasing the right pressure, the right angle while this just happens mostly to him, around him, makes it so good. He reaches back and shoves his hand between his tailbone and Maimeri, pushing on Maimeri’s cock, and Maimeri gasps again and again, pretty little sounds that dance ecstatically under Lyric’s skin.

Maimeri comes without warning, surprising Lyric with a choked-off noise and splatter of warm semen. Lyric breathes hard, shivering not from cold but sensation. He doesn’t move while Maimeri keeps slowly pumping against him, face against Lyric’s neck, something wet up there, too, spit or tears. Lyric gently moves his arms under himself to lean up and tips Maimeri over. He turns, catching Maimeri against him.

In the candlelight Lyric sees little flecks of tears at Maimeri’s eyes, and also blood on ahz bottom lip. Az bit ahzself hard enough to cut. Lyric is overwhelmed by fondness, a big bloom of it. He leans up and kisses at the blood, Maimeri’s red eyes wide open, staring at him. Lyric kisses ahz mouth open, tasting the bright, bitter flavor, and slowly, slowly Maimeri begins to kiss him back again.

Lyric’s orgasm rebuilds just as slowly. He holds Maimeri’s face, kissing deeply, and Maimeri grips one of Lyric’s wrists, while the other arm props them up. Lyric’s breathing picks up and the head of his cock brushes Maimeri’s taut stomach again and again and again—light and torturous, but Lyric resists shoving higher, harder, won’t touch himself. This is good, strange, almost painful, but good.

Then Maimeri lets go of his wrist and drags fingertips over Lyric’s collar and nipple and belly, and grabs his cock in a full hand. Lyric comes with a cry. Maimeri bends away and kisses Lyric’s hip as the orgasm trembles through him. Lyric is barely aware of Maimeri licking at the seed, running ahz hand down Lyric’s cock to finger his balls, stroking with a thumb, and Lyric moans, eyes snapping open. “Rabbit,” he gasps, but instead of knocking Maimeri away he throws his arms around ahz, pulling Maimeri down onto his chest. He wraps his legs around Maimeri’s, too, trapping ahz.

They lay there, smearing together, and Lyric realizes he’s really been very spoiled. There are no attendants here, no massive in-floor bathtub. He’s going to have to wash his own sex-filthy blankets for the first time in his life.

He starts laughing again. Tiny giggles that grow into open-mouthed huffs. Maimeri tries to look at him, but Lyric shakes his head, laughing, and hugs ahz tight.
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The next morning Maimeri wakes Lyric up by flicking ahz tongue over one of Lyric’s nipples, ahz hand grasping Lyric’s knee to pull his leg over Maimeri’s hip, and Lyric thinks yes they should do it again before they get to cleaning up. By the time they finish and Lyric shoos Maimeri out to the cold lake with orders to carry in water to heat Lyric’s bath when az’s done, there’s the smell of fire coming from the kitchen and claws scratching the floorboards. He can hear Setka chatting with someone, a single-sided conversation, so it must be griffons. Before heading out to start his day, Lyric wraps his coat around his shoulders and just sits on the bed, existing in the domesticity of the moment. He has no plans except the chores he needs to see to immediately, and perhaps later to ask Maimeri to take him on a hike to the rising force peak. There’s nothing life-threatening, nothing desperate, nothing pulling him in seven unbalanced directions. Just the cold winter air on his nearly bare scalp, his warm, relaxed body, the rumble of hunger in his stomach, sounds of splashing and distant birdsong, and the tingling numbness in his fingertips.
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It takes nearly a quad for Lyric to visit each of the four peaks with Maimeri (and occasionally Setka, Turo, and a handful of griffons leaping and soaring after them). He meets the deer chimeras, who are no more intelligent than their animal counterparts, but gentle and willing to nibble alpine weeds from his palm. The snow foxes slink into the house one evening when the moon is rising again at night, planting themselves on sills and tables and the small dug-out oven to stare at Lyric with huge blue eyes, striped tails puffy and bright. Maimeri says they’re trying to intimidate Lyric, so Lyric offers them scraps of food and doesn’t try to touch one until it crawls into his lap demanding scratches to its ears. They have tiny sharp teeth and aren’t afraid to use them to get attention. Though they can’t speak a language Lyric understands, they are so good at working together it occasionally seems as if they’re one mind with many bodies. It’s creepy and Lyric feels like he’s in a fairy tale.

The furry human chimera in the forest slopes of the falling peak has never told Maimeri their name. They’re small but proportionally adult-looking, covered in fine fur, and their nose resembles a bear according to Maimeri. Lyric doesn’t see them until after the first time it snows.

(And oh, that snow. It falls gently, without gusting or storm, and hardly any ice. Lyric stands outside letting it drift down around him, freezing and in awe. The gentle sound of it and the peace it lays down feels like someone put a deep lake inside Lyric’s stomach, endless and filling, like he could stand there and only be until the end of the world.

Setka hates it.)

As they walk the valley, Lyric asks Maimeri about ahz childhood, about leaving the crater city and finding this home. In return, Maimeri asks Lyric about Iriset who traded her eye to him, and about how they met, and Lyric finds himself describing his sister, Garnet, his disappointment with his mother, and his almost-fear of his father. He lets himself be sad, lets Maimeri hold his hand while he chokes on things his mother said, tries to explain how kind she was, how good he thought she was. Diaa of Moonshadow gave him his first copy of Word of Aharté, encouraged him to transcribe his own. Held him when he needed comfort, treated Garnet like her own, hoped he would be happy, told him it was good to be strong but better to be true. At least, that’s what Lyric thought until he found out she killed his wife, because she didn’t actually trust Aharté, didn’t believe in the promise of the Holy Design. “I’m not sure anyone in my family ever treated me like I could make my own choices,” he confesses to Maimeri. “Until Iriset.”

“My mother didn’t want me to go,” Maimeri says, “but allowed it, because I was suffering.”

It does surprise Lyric to find out the gratuitous, cruel, bizarre Moon-Eater was a good parent. He cannot bring himself to say they’re going to unravel him.

But carefully, once he’s been to each peak and has a better understanding of the natural balance of the valley, Lyric begins to tell Maimeri about Moonshadow City and Aharté’s Holy Design that pulls the forces of the world into alignment much like this valley and the anchor necklace Lyric made. To Maimeri it obviously sounds like a distant heaven, an unlikely but wondrous place. Lyric dislikes painting it in too pretty of colors, because he knows how terrible it could also be, but he does miss the Silent Chapel and the Color Can Be Loud Garden, his sister and Garnet, especially Garnet. Maimeri asks more, for more details about Lyric’s family, and doesn’t seem to mind hearing about Iriset and Singix, in abstract at least, interrupting stories to push Lyric down and kiss him like Lyric could forget everything else.

And Lyric allows it—craves it. They aren’t snowed in, drifts not even as high as Lyric’s knee, but ice keeps it all hard and dangerous. The lake freezes over, and Setka worries about the catfish unnecessarily. They’ve endured worse cold, Maimeri assures her. To stay warm they make fires in several rooms: in the unicorn’s, which is covered but open to the world in the east, in the kitchen, and in the bedroom, getting cozy and close. The griffons come inside, and the snow foxes, all of them huddled in the three main rooms. Lyric grows restless, unused to such a lack of privacy, and to the smell of so many living creatures.

To mitigate his restlessness he teaches Maimeri combat-design, how to disarm and disable, how to find inner design and reach for Lyric’s, to feel the rise and fall of breath and action, the flow of motions and ecstatic steps, ecstatic punches. It’s good for Lyric to refresh himself, and Maimeri learns fast, and even though it’s not as immediately satisfying as sex, they certainly aren’t doing any of that with such an audience. Unfortunately, Lyric notices right away that despite the balance of the valley and the lengthening number of days he’s been in the past, his body continues to deteriorate. More than tingling fingertips, more than nausea and headaches, everything feels simply off. Wrong. He believes he manages to hide it, as nobody in this valley knows what he should be capable of, how strong he used to be and the level of his stamina for long hours combat dancing followed by walking meditation and impossibly strenuous meetings.

But Lyric knows, and it confirms for him a hard constraint of time. Even with the eclipse before summer solstice as a defined ending point to the work Iriset and the rest continue in the crater city in order to save it, Lyric might not have so long himself.

Would it be so bad to stay here? To let the future take care of itself and to lie in the shade of this mountain until he dies? No more arguing or fighting or governing or life-and-death-for-hundreds choices every fucking day. If he faded from existence because the future changed too much, so what? Nothing can keep Iriset down for long, even if he pretends for a moment his death might break her a little bit.

But it isn’t just him, is it?

“What are you thinking about?” Maimeri asks, with this look on ahz face that is not a smile but seems like one: With a change of muscle tension around ahz eyes, something moves across ahz brow, and az focuses ahz complete attention on Lyric. There is a pile of griffons and one alliraptor chimera snuggled beside them, feathers rustling and a few cute little snores, while Turo sleeps on his feet, one hoof tilted back like an ordinary horse. Sometimes when the unicorn stands in the open wall, he seems to block all the cold without stifling the moon and starlight.

“The future,” Lyric says, trying to study ahz expression in the flickering yellow firelight. “What are you thinking about?”

Maimeri ducks ahz head. “Keeping you here.”

Lyric laughs gently, easy, easy. “I would stay,” he admits.

“If I asked you?” Maimeri doesn’t look back at him, red eyes soft on the fire.

“If I could.” Lyric sighs. “It would be easy to live my life here, in this strange place, with you. So easy.”

“But?”

“Easy isn’t always, or often, right.”

Maimeri frowns. “It isn’t right with me?” az says a little sharply. Not enough to disturb the sleepers, but enough to press guilt against Lyric’s chest.

“It has nothing to do with you, Little Rabbit,” Lyric says, knowing that won’t sound very good, either.

“Is this about your holy city? About balance and Aharté?”

“Yes. And my family.”

“It must be nice,” Maimeri whispers.

“What?”

“Having a family.”

Lyric’s lips pop open like he’s been slapped, and he reaches for Maimeri’s face. He holds the other’s jaw. “You…” he says, stunned, and then stops because he’s hit again, but this time with the realization he can take this and—and use it to manipulate Maimeri into what Lyric wants.

Like Amaranth would. Like Iriset would.

He swallows. “Come back with me. To the crater city. Remake it with me into what it needs to be.”

“With you?” Maimeri asks tentatively. Az shifts so az’s facing Lyric fully, expression intense. “With you.”

“With me,” Lyric agrees. “But…” He grimaces.

“What?” Maimeri demands, and it’s ahz turn to grab Lyric’s jaw. Az holds strongly, almost painfully. It takes Lyric’s breath away. He forgets for a moment what was going on, staring at Maimeri’s vivid mirané eyes, the scowling line of ahz brows, the almost cute dimple under ahz bottom lip where the skin presses up like az’s trying to pout but doesn’t quite know how.

Lyric takes ahz hand and pulls it off his face. He keeps it held between both of his, and rubs his thumb against Maimeri’s palm. “No matter what happens, I won’t be here for much longer.”

“Here?”

A little helpless about it, Lyric shrugs. “Here, in this place, in this… life.”

With great seriousness Maimeri studies him. It’s disconcerting and almost a relief to give in to it, and Lyric wishes they were alone so he could take off all his clothes and let Maimeri see that, too. He wasn’t lying: It is so easy to give these things to Little Rabbit, and Lyric doesn’t know why.

“You aren’t like my mother or the other one, Never, and you aren’t like Turo,” Maimeri says. “You’re like me, but not quite, either. Not a chimera, but there are no humans exactly like you.”

Lyric looks down at their hands. He wants to say there are no humans exactly like anyone else, but that isn’t what Maimeri means and this isn’t a philosophy lesson. The truth is the miran are designed to be the same, their inner design balanced and their outer design nearly impossible to corrupt. At least, that is what Lyric was taught to believe about Aharté and her holy people.

And of course, the miran haven’t been created yet, here. Maybe they’ll be Maimeri’s children, not Aharté’s.

Maimeri says, like az can read minds, “Sah’set told me Aharté is an old goddess of the Sarian and Bes peoples.”

Lyric nods almost absent-mindedly.

“Lyric Aharté, are you a god?”

“Little Rabbit,” he says, laughing breathlessly. “No.”

“My mother made me because he wants to be embodied. Did you know that? He spent years and many lives to make me. The Moon-Eater wants to be more like you, more like me. Who is to say a goddess did not want the same and succeed?”

The passion in Maimeri’s eyes seems alive, like az’s decided this thing and it lit ahz up. Lyric shakes his head slowly, concerned, but at the same time pained to know that, as a god, he can make Maimeri do what he wants. Instead of answering directly, Lyric says, “When we can move about the valley again, help me make an anchor necklace for the whole thing. It will draw the already balanced forces into perfect Silence, and you’ll feel it. You’ll understand.”

“Fine,” Maimeri agrees immediately. Then az kisses Lyric, grasping his face and pouring ahzself into Lyric, fingers warm as always. Lyric welcomes the kiss, opens his mouth and returns it, careful to only lean in, not disrupt the sleeping chimeras all around him. Maimeri’s tongue is soft, ahz teeth forceful, ahz grip insistent, and Lyric wants to push back, to bite back, but it’s too easy—all of this, too easy, and Lyric stops suddenly, a sick knot in his throat. He pushes Maimeri away, swallowing, eyes tightly closed.

“What’s wrong?” Maimeri whispers.

“This…” Lyric swallows again, shakes his head. He pats Maimeri’s thigh, this is fine, it will pass, to reassure. He breathes in his eight-count, glad the air is cold when he tilts away from the fire. It soothes the knot, soothes the nausea. He keeps breathing, unwilling to shake apart right now, under this very familiar weight.

“I’m not a god,” Lyric says plainly. “I do want you to balance the valley with me and return to the crater city. Not because I’m a god, but because it’s what I need to happen.” He looks at Maimeri. “I need your help, Little Rabbit.”

(Not how Amaranth or Iriset would do it at all!)

Maimeri looks back. They breathe softly together, in and out, and it’s not quite a perfect alignment, but Maimeri nods. “I will, Lyric Aharté.”

“Just Lyric, Little Rabbit.”
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Like mother, like Rabbit

Rabbit never thought az was anything like ahz mother until now. Az remembers the Moon-Eater being possessive and obsessive, silly, temperamental, with long periods of depression and even longer periods of wildness where he moved faster than thought, changed form constantly, and killed and fucked in unpredictable patterns. Especially in the aftermath of the Renovation War, when he was vaguely courting a few small kings but mostly with the intent of staying out of city politics. Mother had killed a courtier in the middle of a party, taking her by the neck and doing something that made it look like he liquefied her throat so that blood and bile slithered down her feathered chest, and her head plopped onto the ground with a crack like a geode splitting.

Rabbit had thrown up and left three days later. Not because of the murder—that wasn’t so unusual—but because the forces had slashed through ahz, too, making it feel like ahz head was what cracked, and az couldn’t regain ahz focus or peace.

Az had suffered under the yoke of this noise ahz whole life. Designers and physicians had diagnosed ahz. The physicians said there was nothing wrong with Rabbit’s body, so it must be something wrong with ahz mind or spirit, which the Moon-Eater did not appreciate hearing. The designer said the mysterious reaction was a result of ahz chimeric nature: neither human nor fairy, and though Rabbit functioned perfectly well in every other aspect of biology, ahz discomfort with the interplay of forces in the crater city was an unforeseen, unchangeable part of ahz.

If az couldn’t change it, Rabbit decided to find a quieter home. Before ahz mother decided to toss him in the Chimera festival bonfires.

Rabbit took little with ahz, but az bade farewell to the Moon-Eater before leaving.

The Moon-Eater, covered in his own blood for reasons Rabbit declined to explore, acted like he couldn’t understand Rabbit’s words. “You’re a baby,” he said. “You can’t leave.”

“I’m fifteen.”

“I’m centuries older than that, and I made you.” He snapped a finger and the blood dissipated into the air, leaving the Moon-Eater clean in loose robes, his dark hair falling around his face, and the red in his irises melting throughout his eyes until there remained no white, no pupil. “I worked so hard to make you. Upset a lot of people. Engaged in elaborate cover-ups, some still ongoing! And you want to leave me.”

Rabbit watched him, ahz pulse throbbing in ahz left temple. They stood in silence just outside the Moon-Eater’s library. “It hurts me to be here, Mother,” Rabbit finally said.

Ahz mother sucked in a hiss through too many teeth. The Moon-Eater’s eyes rippled with starbursts, and for a singular moment Rabbit was absolutely certain az was about to die. The air sharpened and Rabbit considered fleeing. But then the moment shattered.

The Moon-Eater turned away, slumped against the wall. “Little Rabbit,” he said in their shared language. It sounded different than mai meri, not as cute somehow, but more blunt, basic. A core of a name. Rabbit shook ahz head, shaking away the disorienting thoughts that often plagued ahz when the noise was most keen.

“If you meet another fairy called Never, tell it to come home,” Mother said, facing the wall.

Rabbit considered thanking him for not tearing ahz into nothing. Instead az slipped ahz arms around ahz mother, pressing ahz forehead against his neck. Rabbit squeezed, and the Moon-Eater held ahz arms, hugging gently and inexorably. They could stand there forever, unmoving and unmoved, except Rabbit’s head would throb itself into pieces. The Moon-Eater dug his fingers into the cords of muscle on Rabbit’s forearms, bruising. “I love you, Mother,” Rabbit whispered, and the Moon-Eater let go.

So Rabbit has always loved the Moon-Eater, but never thought to be anything like him.

The Moon-Eater used to find obsessions: people or ideas, the same moment every day, counting the number of stars in the sky, and everyone shrugged, waited for him to move on. Rabbit considered ahzself to be too unformed for obsessions, even after eight years away from most civilization. Whatever az’d grown into was wild, a bit ethereal, and very, very uninterested in humans or relationships or being touched very much.

Except now, now az is obsessed with Lyric Aharté. Az can’t get enough. Not of touching, looking, listening, hunting for him, feeding him, listening to him groan when he has to get out of a rare hot bath. Sometimes it feels like Rabbit is Lyric, that’s how attuned az is to him.

Az wonders if it’s an instinct az inherited from ahz mother, wonders it so urgently az asks Turo, even knowing how Turo likes to answer questions.

“Numena,” Turo says, and it’s the first time Rabbit has heard the word, “do not love differently than other people.”

And that’s how Rabbit learns az’s in love with Lyric Aharté, and will do anything he asks if it makes him happy.

So Rabbit learns design. Az learns to make anchors and hum with different forces. Rabbit learns fast, and once they set simple anchors in the bedroom, the design pulls tight the already well-balanced forces there. Setka says the effect rings in her ears uncomfortably, but Lyric’s smile is glorious. Too bad they don’t have privacy because Rabbit wants to eat that smile off his face, though az knows better than to say such a thing aloud. (Another way az’s different from ahz mother, who never holds back delicious thoughts.)

As soon as the wind and sun release them from the house, Rabbit and Lyric hike around the valley several times, taking food and shelter, wrapping their hands and feet against ice. They mark cardinal directions exactly, using the stars—which Lyric can read, and though he murmurs to himself about changing patterns over the centuries, he closes his eyes and balances his inner design and just starts walking in a pattern Rabbit doesn’t recognize but immediately follows. Lyric asks where the sun rises on either solstice, if Rabbit knows, and az does! Rabbit takes a reward from Lyric for this knowledge. Az melts the snow over soft layers of evergreen needles, az warms the air with a few concentrated bursts of the heat always under ahz skin, and az pushes Lyric down and sucks on his cock and marks up the soft hollow of his groin until Lyric is bucking and scattering pine needles in flailing hands. Rabbit loves swallowing up the seed Lyric releases, loves the feeling of it, and az doesn’t stop, lost in the scent of sweat and musty winter mud, the gentle sour-sweet flavor and texture of the very soft skin against ahz jaw and cheek, until Lyric is pushing at ahz, lungs full of breathy laughter and begging.

Rabbit kneels back, pleased, to see Lyric covering his face with his hands as he rolls to the side, curling his legs up protectively. A shiver travels up and down his whole body, and Rabbit very much likes that az doesn’t know if it’s pleasure or just the cold.

Az waits, listening to the wind in the icy trees, the cadence of birds in the distance. Jays, az thinks, barking at each other. Az watches Lyric gather himself. His sun-and-blood eyes glimmer with tears as he smiles ruefully at Rabbit and tucks himself away from the cold. “Get over here,” Lyric murmurs, reaching. Rabbit shuffles on ahz knees, between Lyric’s legs, as Lyric holds on to ahz waist and pushes up for a kiss. It’s long and slow—sloppy, Lyric called it before—but also said he likes it. Rabbit holds Lyric’s head, fingers under the big knit hood so az can feel the play of muscles under Lyric’s scalp and jaw and neck. They kiss, and Lyric says, “I want you inside me, too.”

Rabbit puts ahz tongue farther into Lyric’s mouth and feels the laughter rattle through him even as Lyric opens his mouth as wide as it will go. Rabbit licks and explores and definitely feels sloppy. But az also feels exquisitely aroused. Lyric reaches for ahz cock, casually pushing aside jacket and wool tunic and finding ties to dig under ahz trousers. His fingers are so cold, but it’s good. Lyric says, “Not just like this, but in me, ah—”

Leaning back to make eye contact, Rabbit hums inquiry and Lyric presses his mouth in a line. Rabbit waits. Lyric tries again. “In me—my… ass.”

Rabbit thinks of that ass, the hard muscles, the way Lyric’s naked body curves under ahz, and az shifts in surprise at the surge of lust tearing through ahz, nearly making ahz come just from thinking about it. Az lowers very wide eyes down Lyric’s body and grasps at Lyric’s waist, flexing to flip Lyric over right now and—

“No,” Lyric laughs, holding Rabbit’s wrists in place, tensing his own body to keep them still. “We can’t just do it right here, just like that.” He’s smiling and Rabbit sinks down onto ahz heels again.

“But… you…” Rabbit whispers, and Lyric tugs at Rabbit’s wrists, moving toward Rabbit’s own cock, and together they get ahz undressed enough that all four hands are touching. Rabbit leans up, shifts ahz hands to Lyric’s shoulders. While Lyric plays with ahz cock, Rabbit kisses him, aware Lyric is focused on his hands and not his mouth, but Rabbit doesn’t mind. Lyric shoves one hand deep into ahz trousers, reaching back along the cleft of ahz ass, pulling Rabbit closer, and then Lyric gets a hand between their lips and sucks on his own fingers. Rabbit tries to keep kissing him, even though Lyric’s mouth is very busy and also smiling. When Lyric touches ahz cock again it’s better, and then even better when Lyric presses behind ahz balls and Rabbit bends over him, panting against Lyric’s forehead, trembling, and only ahz grip on Lyric’s shoulders keeps ahz from collapsing as az comes with a little yell.

Lyric holds ahz, sacrifices a hand-wrap to wipe up, and the whole time he’s smiling. They stand and get back to their hike, get back to marking the most exact northern point of the valley.

The entire time Rabbit is thinking that if anything happens to Lyric, az might just destroy the whole world.

(And that is how az truly resembles ahz mother.)

[image: ]
Not slowly, but painstakingly, Lyric, Rabbit, and Setka, to a certain extent, make a force-map of the valley.

Lyric commandeers Rabbit’s small collection of paper, and at first Rabbit expects for him to use it to create his plans for a balanced design, but no, Lyric writes letters and seals them to be returned to the crater city eventually. For the design, he uses less permanent means: drawing in the snow, using ash from the fire to sketch diagrams on the wooden kitchen floor. He also has Setka practice her Sarenpet letters that way. The chimera’s education has been neglected, and it took Lyric’s displeasure to make Rabbit see why it mattered. Nobody in the crater city expected anything of Setka, so they didn’t sink resources into her, not even time. Lyric has plenty of time here, as the days are short and they must spend the nights in the house together, but that isn’t the point to him. Lyric cares because Setka should learn what she wants to learn, what Lyric believes all people should learn.

It warms Rabbit, so az helps. The things az teaches Setka are poems and histories az learned in the Moon-Eater’s fortress, and az notices Lyric paying close attention, memorizing the poetry and asking questions about the timing of this or that historical fact. Rabbit can’t quite name the feeling it gives ahz, to know that Lyric, who is strong and wise, educated and smart, is also willing to learn from Rabbit.

The balancing design will not work over the lake water, Lyric says, so they align the quarter threads at its edges, as equally as possible. Over three afternoons they choose a chunk of mountain granite and split it into four pieces as similar in mass as possible. They drag them to the quarter marks after taking a whole afternoon to build a wheelbarrow, and then each of them uses a pick and hammer to etch the force-sigils into the rock. Setka does rising, and Rabbit falling, while Lyric takes the remaining two. They situate everything, and the next step is finding markers—Lyric calls them steeples—up the peaks that are exactly, or as near to as possible, in alignment with the cardinal directions and the markers at the lake.

They’ll ignite all four, and it should draw the whole valley into Holy Design. The three of them practice, making anchor necklaces out of everything they can find. Setka likes the game, likes earning Lyric’s approval. Rabbit isn’t jealous, because the look Lyric gives the chimera is not the look he gives Rabbit. Not even close.

Together, a day before the equinox, they awaken the southern marker, for the flow force. Lyric says it will hold the longest on its own, given the nature of flow, and given the small anchors set around it that should bind the force into a loop around itself. When the moment comes, Turo has agreed to stomp away the anchors and unleash the flow marker. Lyric’s gaze unfocuses for a moment as he looks at the marker, humming a flow melody, which is two notes back and forth between flat and true and sharp.

Rabbit watches as Lyric’s expression takes on a sad edge, ready to nudge him out of whatever sorrow he’s considering, but Setka claps and spins in a messy circle. “It is set! Tomorrow we balance the valley for Aharté and Silence!”

Lyric’s gaze flicks to her and then away again, and Rabbit wonders at it, wonders if Lyric has truly forgotten he is a god, that Aharté embodied herself and lives in him. Or if there is no such thing as a god. It doesn’t matter to Rabbit, except that it matters to Lyric.

When Setka scampers off to tell the snow foxes, Rabbit asks, “What is wrong, Lyric?”

“Nothing, that I know of.”

“You’re sad.”

Lyric smiles at ahz, but it retains that same sorrow. “I’m not trained for this. I know the basics of balance, and how to make these anchors, and how it’s all supposed to work. But I don’t know everything to consider.”

“Iriset would,” Rabbit says, focused more on the sun-brown eye in Lyric’s face. Az doesn’t know how az truly feels about this person Lyric has told ahz so little about—at least not with words. Lyric is very plain in how his expressions speak of her. Grief, yes, confusion, yes, love maybe, but most of all Lyric misses her. Misses many things from his past.

“Iriset would,” Lyric agrees. “And argue all the things I’m doing wrong.”

An urge to prove ahzself makes Rabbit take Lyric’s hand. “I won’t argue.”

“I know.” Lyric kisses Rabbit. It’s an open invitation for Rabbit to take what az wants, and welcoming, but Rabbit can’t help but sense az said something wrong.

Then Lyric pulls away, touches ahz jaw. “Help me make a bath.”

While Lyric relaxes in the water, Rabbit checks that the griffons and Turo have everything they need, trying not to overthink or overfeel. Is az supposed to argue? Az unbottles some preserves to go with the pickled eggs and hard cheese for dinner, glad it shouldn’t be long before they venture down to Hehet to get more supplies, before the winter lets go enough to hunt fresh meat.

But Lyric calls to ahz from the bedroom, and when Rabbit swings in, it is to find Lyric naked except for a blanket. He’s already a little hard, Rabbit notices right away, striding to him instantly, as az strips off everything az’s wearing eagerly.

“I want,” Lyric starts, but Rabbit is on him, throwing him on the bed, licking warm water from his stomach and up his flat sternum. Az pulls up Lyric’s legs, grabbing his thighs, and Lyric arches his back. He says, “I want you to be inside me,” and Rabbit kisses him, biting and wrenching open Lyric’s jaw. Rabbit’s strength melts Lyric’s whole body, arms and legs falling wide open.

It is strange and blissful how Lyric relaxes in Rabbit’s arms as he tells ahz what to do, how to love him. Lyric gives and gives and lets Rabbit do whatever az feels. Rabbit wants him forever.
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On the morning of the equinox, Setka corners Rabbit out by the lake while they wait for Lyric to finish speaking with Turo.

The water is not frozen over in the heart of the lake, though at the edges it remains thick enough there’s no swimming even for weather-tough people like ahzself and Setka. Patterns of freeze and thaw make the ice shaded gray and white in waves, and beneath it, dark water ripples in strange shadows. It’s easy to be drawn into the rhythmic pattern, attention pulled toward the center of the lake. The sky above is clear, with only the most threadbare clouds so high they merely fade into the pale blue. And the sun is a cold white star, its light turning golden only where it glares against what remains of the snow.

“Will Maimeri leave with Lyric and Setka?” Setka asks quietly. She’s staring at the ice, too, her alliraptor green eyes darting eagerly for signs of catfish.

“A journey down the mountain is called for,” Rabbit hedges, aware she doesn’t mean a visit to Hehet for supplies.

Setka scratches her rear claws against the stiff mud frozen against the bank. There are pockets of melted water here and there along the water, especially in the southeast, and inside them, ripples make cute slurping sounds that remind Rabbit of sex.

“Will Maimeri go with Lyric?” The chimera cuts through ahz mincing.

Rabbit sighs. “Yes. Lyric asked.”

She nods. “And Maimeri won’t hurt Lyric.”

“Hurt him?” Rabbit echoes, surprised enough that ahz mother’s language slips out. It’s been good speaking it quietly with Lyric this winter.

“Setka sees what Maimeri does,” she says with a growl in her voice. “Bruises, bites. The—the distance in Lyric Aharté now. Lyric used to be…” Setka shakes her head in frustration. “Not so quiet. Silent, not quiet.”

Rabbit stares at her in growing horror. “Setka thinks Lyric is hurt? By—” Az puts ahz hand over ahz chest.

“Setka thinks…” She shifts both her clawed feet against the hard mud again. Her tail thumps. “Setka should be careful with Setka’s claws and teeth.”

Curling ahz fingers into a fist against ahz chest, az frowns at her, thoughts flying.

Az reaches with ahz other hand and rubs ahz thumb against the thick scales at her brow. They’re cool and smooth, and az turns ahz rub into more of a pet, soothing ahz and hopefully reassuring her. “Lyric does not seem hurt,” az says.

“Good.” She looks at ahz, allowing ahz hand to smooth down her scaly cheek. Her thin lip pulls back in a grimace. “This chimera does not know all the”—she waves a hand at ahz and back at the house as if to indicate ahz and Lyric—“things between two… adults.”

“But Setka worries.”

She nods decisively.

Rabbit lets ahzself smile very slightly. It feels like a wide-open admission to ahz. “Good. Maimeri is glad Lyric has friends.”

Setka answers with a very satisfied expression. It makes her look older, and Rabbit feels slightly manipulated. Az huffs, adding, “Setka is welcome to remain in the valley instead of returning to the crater city, if that is pleasing. Maimeri knows the fate of many chimeras in the Moon-Eater’s city.”

“Thank you,” she says, obviously delighted. Some of her scales on her neck seem to shift as if she can ruffle them like a preening bird.

“Turo would enjoy the company,” Rabbit adds, knowing it to be true. The old unicorn spends quite a bit of time plodding after Setka.

“Setka will stay with brother.” She says it tentatively while staring very pointedly out at the center of the lake.

Rabbit nods, thinking Lyric would allow the familiarity. Then Setka says even more quietly, “Brothers?”

Shocked, az whips ahz head down to stare at her. Those scales are still perked up, and Rabbit wishes az had some physical way of imitating it, because ahz skin feels like it’s trying to peel off ahz body. Not quite in discomfort but something much more slippery.

“Ready?” calls Lyric as he crunches down into the last crust of snow near the house porch.

Setka catches Rabbit’s gaze and az nods to her, and she nods back, so they’re nodding together like it’s an answer to Lyric and not each other.
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“It isn’t about the equinox,” Lyric says cheerfully as they trek around to their respective quarter markers. They already left Setka in the east, ready at her rising marker. She’s sitting on it, perched like a tiny dragon. If Rabbit glances back az can see her, like a deposit of dark green granite on top of the gray stone. Lyric had gone over her job with her twice, and she’d repeated it twice back to make a solid four, Lyric’s favorite number. Then he’d kissed her head and promised it would feel very clear and balanced when they finished. She said, “Thanks given to brother,” and while Rabbit still trembled a bit internally at the epithet, Lyric huffed a laugh and smiled at her, agreeing.

“It isn’t a coincidence,” Rabbit answers, because Lyric insisted on waiting for today, though they’d been ready for a handful.

“Symbolically it is relevant, though the forces shouldn’t be affected in any noticeable way for it.” Lyric frowns thoughtfully as he climbs over a muddy bluff of dead grasses. “There are theories, philosophies really, about the motion of the sun and moon and stars making a difference for large-scale arrays especially, and even maybe how forces work over water, but they’re just unproven theories. Apostasy, even,” he adds softly.

“Against Aharté’s Silence?”

He nods absently. “It’s impossible to say, at least for me. The moon… Well, it moves, and so even if true Holy Silence requires… It doesn’t matter. And today, it can’t matter. I just wanted to see where the sun rose this morning, to confirm our best calculations.”

They reach the northern marker, directly across the lake from the flow marker where Turo already waits with head down, either sleeping or snorting at the little grasses and slips of water at the edge of the lake. The unicorn is a distant glow of icy sunrise. Some of his mane seems to waft up despite the low breeze today. It looks more like wavering light swimming in an invisible rising current.

“You can find your way?” Lyric teases, flattening his hand to the ecstatic marker.

Rabbit nods, but instead of walking on, az presses closer to Lyric and kisses him, bending him back over the marker. Lyric grasps at ahz arms to stay upright, and their teeth click together, but Lyric doesn’t push away.

So Rabbit kisses him with the sloppy intention az’s learned will send Lyric into a state of surrender, eliciting a soft moan from him. Rabbit wants to wrap Lyric’s legs around ahz and fuck right here, delay the ignition of the balancing design, just have each other under the equinox sun even if the unicorn and their little monster sister are watching. Az grabs Lyric’s waist and Lyric snaps right beside Rabbit’s ear.

The tingle of ecstatic force shocks ahz and Rabbit startles back, slipping a little in the shallow mud.

Lyric’s kiss-red lips curl into a knowing smile and he snaps again. “This isn’t rising and flow, this is ecstatic. Get to your marker, Little Rabbit,” he commands.

Rabbit bites at his mouth but goes, arousal warming ahz up. Az is to summon the falling force, which Lyric says for someone with no dominant design should feel like centering everything az feels, knows, wants, believes into the bowl of ahz hips—and Rabbit said, “That’s just sex, Lyric,” but Lyric said, “It’s rain and it’s the sun arcing across the sky with you, your heart, as the singular point of transition. It’s making yourself the heaviest knot in the tapestry of the world.”

“Heavy enough to pull at you?” az asked.

“You know what you mean to me,” Lyric said.

As az walks away, Rabbit thinks az hears Lyric coughing, but when az glances back, Lyric is smiling at ahz from his position leaned against the ecstatic marker.
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It’s a simple thing to ignite the balancing design. They’d done the more complicated parts first: finding the marks at the lake, at the farthest points of the valley, and two layers in between so that there are sixteen markers total—sixteen steeples, Lyric says. They’ve set the forces into the most distant together over the past two quads. All the markers hum with rising, flow, falling, and in the case of ecstatic, they snap and pop, and what remains is to ignite the central steeples at the heart lake. The design should lift, drag, fall, and crack into place, evening out the forces of the entire valley. Making a small pocket of perfect balance. A little world of Holy Design.

This is the simplest form of Aharté. Lyric has said it so many times. It’s easy, basic, like asking everything to be exactly what it is.

The moment they ignite the heart steeples, Rabbit looks across at Setka, who waves. Rabbit feels ahzself smile as az glances north, to where Lyric Aharté stands like a steeple himself. Grounded, and sparkling.

They push their hands to the markers, they sing, slamming force to wake it up.

Rabbit feels very little. To ahz it is motions, it is belief, it is the normal course of power that shimmers under ahz skin.

Then the marker flares to life: falling, drawing, sucking, pulling, and churning like a, like a—

The world whites out.

Rabbit feels ahz internal organs expand. Az feels the design of ahz flesh unroll.

Falling force holds ahz together, holds ahz in a long line of falling, threads twisting together from marker to marker, an arrow of power from marker through chest to marker to marker to peak.

Silence rings after all, not a noise but a sensation.

Az comes to ahzself, panting huge wide-open breaths, giddy and lighthearted. The ice glares, the water gleams, individual waves and tiny individual blades of grass, too: They’re all shining uniquely themselves.

Rabbit feels incredible. Clear, strong, better than az has felt in all ahz memory.

But someone is screaming.







[image: Chapter Thirty-Two.]

What’s been done

She’s still dying when Lyric falls to his knees in a mess of blood and tissue, cutting his hands on the sharp ruffled edge of scales.

Or she’s dead already and the squelch that sounds like breath from the flattened sac of lung matter is only a leftover gasp.

Lyric’s hands tremble as he reaches for her face, split in pieces where skin and scale and muscle tore from bone as her skull fell apart at the plate seams. The sunlight glints on her crowded teeth, and her tongue glistens as if she’s about to tease him, except all that’s left of her is guts and inside-out flesh and—

He barely bends away before fiery bile demands its way out of his body. Lyric chokes and spits it out, his head roaring with the perfect pitch of Holy Silence. It rings in his bones, a relief, a balm, he should be shining, but instead Setka, his little—his little—

Thanks given to brother, the last he heard her, and it is impossible to comprehend that the adorable, ugly, charming chimera who followed him miles away from home and perched eagerly on her steeple, waving and bouncing, is this pile of broken flesh.

Lyric feels the ground vibrating under him and he crawls his hands back to the edge of viscera, bending over her to protect her from whatever is coming. His eyes are on fire; the tears falling seem to evaporate before they touch her.

Someone grabs him, his shoulders, and Lyric jerks away. Words hit at him, muffled by the screaming Silence. Lyric tries to touch her jaw again, but it shifts sickeningly under his finger. He reaches for claws, her hand, it was her hand, and it doesn’t loosen or melt so Lyric curls his fingers around her palm. Her skin is dry, the soft scales warm from the sun, and there’s a splatter of blood up her wrist where her arm fell apart.

It is impossible to connect what he sees with what he knows, impossible that this is—this is—

“—Lyric! Lyric!”

Lyric shakes his head, attention locked on the gore. He can’t stop, he can’t look away.

Arms come around him, dragging him around. He’s held, and Lyric gags again, smelling blood, smelling his own stomach lining.

Then his face is pressed to a chest, his head embraced tight, and he’s rocking, being rocked, slowly.

“Breathe,” Maimeri begs. “Breathe, please, please, Lyric.”

Lyric feels nothing but burning, hears the scream, and then he opens his mouth and chokes in the harshest breath. Air itself is like poison, cutting at his lungs. He breathes in and coughs out, wet and painful.

There’s blood on his lips, he can taste it.

“There,” Maimeri says, wiping a thumb too roughly across Lyric’s bottom lip.

Lyric takes a better breath, and this one only tastes like tears.

“Little Rabbit,” he says, blinking open his eyes to look at the grass, at the undulation of individual blades waving together in the spring breeze. The lake glints beside them, mud-smelling and rippled. He hears the low-pitch ring of new steeples as the Holy Design settles happily in this pretty valley, this perfect valley of monsters, and behind Lyric is the destroyed body.

He can’t even pick her up, or pet her tail, or scratch her itchy dry scales where her ears should be.

The scuff of a unicorn hoof draws his attention to Turo, tapping a foreleg against the grass. “I did not think it would be so violent,” the unicorn says.

“What?” Lyric raises his head, then pushes against Maimeri until he can stand. “What did you say?”

The unicorn shakes his long head, wisp-cloud mane ruffling. “I thought, if it did not suit the little chimera, it would be gentler.”

“You thought?” Lyric rocks back, but Maimeri catches him with hands on his shoulder. Lyric’s stomach churns.

“Always possible, when unbalanced is balanced,” Turo says. “Probably more dead up the mountain.”

Maimeri hisses in displeasure, but Lyric feels numb.

“Change is violent,” the unicorn continues, turning to move gracefully away. Where his hooves touch the grass, some of it withers, some of it blooms to golden seed.
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There are stories about the end of the Apostate Age, that when the Holy Syr created the miran, unraveled the Moon-Eater, and set the Holy Design into place, designers destroyed the chimeras who were too unwieldy, too apostatical to live under the laws of Aharté. Lyric assumed it was intentional, and necessary for chimeras who could not sustain themselves. He assumed it would be a choice to come when they remade Holy Design. But he wonders, as he lies in the tepid bathwater later, if anything he thought he knew is true.
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They gather what they can of Setka’s body onto a finely woven mat. Lyric wanted to do it on his own, to release Maimeri to scour the mountain for other dead, but Maimeri said, “She said ‘brothers’ to me,” and Lyric lets ahz stay. Tears fall one after another, stuffing Lyric’s nose, heating his cheeks and throat. It is horrifying and gory work. There is nothing to clean, nothing to care for. Not enough to unravel completely, in the traditional mirané way, even if Lyric knew the proper design foundation. So they burn her remains the way the Sarians do, and their descendants in Hehet town, and in places in Lyric’s own Moonshadow City. Funerary licenses have always been easy to obtain in Aharté’s empire. Lyric thought once that it was a good thing, that people were allowed to mourn according to their will and customs. So long as they registered with the Silent Chapel and obeyed Aharté’s laws, they were not expected to lose all their history. Assimilation, not strangulation.

But if the only thing people who enter the empire are allowed to keep are the ways of death, that really doesn’t say much nice about the Holy Design.
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After the fire, Maimeri makes Lyric get into a bath. Maimeri washes his hair, and Lyric murmurs, “You’re grieving, too. You don’t need to take care of me.”

But Maimeri only kisses Lyric’s temple and keeps scrubbing. “It’s what she would want.”

Fresh tears cloud his eyes and Lyric whispers, “That doesn’t matter. She’s not here to want anything, because of me. It’s my fault.”

“You did not know it would happen.”

“I didn’t know anything. I didn’t even think. It’s Holy Silence.” Lyric’s voice gains volume. “It’s supposed to be perfect balance, and good. It’s supposed to be right. It’s—it’s the foundation of everything good in the world, the promise that the world gets better, that justice and hope are possible if you have faith in Aharté and her design. The things my predecessors have done, the things I have done, are for something. They’re supposed to be for something. But—” Lyric leans away from Maimeri where az kneels outside the tub. Lyric grasps the edges so tightly his fingers tingle in time with his pulse. “It killed her. Balancing the forces of the valley killed her. Brutally. She was only here because she trusted me, she—” A cough scrubs his throat and Lyric struggles not to let it. He covers his mouth too tightly, cutting his inner lip on his own teeth. He shakes.

It isn’t just Setka, though that’s bad enough.

“They’re going to do that to the whole crater city,” Lyric says quietly when his lungs and throat no longer rebel. “Balance it with Holy Design. There probably aren’t very many chimeras like Setka living there, because of the Night of Chimeras. But what if it hurts more than it helps?”

“We can warn them.”

Lyric nods. The water laps at his chest, at his underarms, and he arches his neck down until his nose touches the surface, too. He told Iriset he didn’t deserve to live here, to stay here and make mirané babies, be at peace. He told her he needs to go home and fix what’s broken, but Lyric understands now what he didn’t before: that there is a fundamental flaw in the Holy Design itself. If it were wholly good, it wouldn’t—couldn’t—kill a child like Setka, or anyone innocent. Lyric knew it the moment he met her: Setka’s makers were at fault, were apostate, but not Setka. She was herself and living, and by being alive she had to be part of Aharté’s design.

He was half wrong. Making her part of Aharté’s design killed her.

It’s ironic that Lyric himself is dying for being removed from the Holy Design, because the miran are made for it, of it. Perfect, except nothing is perfect. The flaw in the Holy Design is a flaw in him. A flaw in all miran, in the way the mirané princes govern, in the Vertex Seal and the entire empire.

Lyric sees it from all the way back here, he hears what Iriset tried to tell him, that the Holy Design is a prison not just for the Moon-Eater but for everyone within it.
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Later, Lyric lies loose and listless on the swaying bed. Maimeri curls against him, ahz head pillowed on Lyric’s belly, an arm curled around his hips. The griffons are singing terrible, high-pitched songs of mourning, unlike anything Lyric has heard before.

“Lyric,” Maimeri whispers.

“Little Rabbit.”

“I like how it feels.”

The words are hushed, a shameful confession.

Lyric brings a hand down to Maimeri’s loose hair, tracing his fingers along the underlying streaks of dark red hidden among the mirané-black strands. The bedroom is dim but for moonlight.

“The balance,” Maimeri continues. Ahz arm tightens around Lyric’s hip. Ahz fingers dig into the meat of his lower back. “The way the valley is changed.”

Biting back what could only be a keen of pain, Lyric closes his eyes and stills his hand in Maimeri’s hair. He feels it, too: the peace and Silence, the soft resonance of belonging. Because his body is made for this. His body, despite the cancer and scars, revels in even this rustic Holy Design. “It’s proof, isn’t it?” he murmurs.

“Proof of what?”

“The thing we were made to be is no more natural than Holy Design.”

Lyric can feel Maimeri’s frown against his skin. “That isn’t important. We are, we exist, just like Setka was, Setka existed. I think you are letting your pain twist your words. What is natural? My mother isn’t human, but he’s natural. The flowers we had in the crater city don’t grow here on the mountain because the rain is different, not because there’s something unnatural with them.”

“Most of the flowers in the Moon-Eater’s fortress only grow there because of design,” Lyric argues faintly.

Maimeri snorts and pokes Lyric’s ribs. Then az rubs the spot. “So? The flowers are still there.”
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JUST A DESIGNER MINDING ANS OWN BUSINESS

Raia mér Omorose delivers the speech exactly as written. An recites lines in the cadence an practiced again and again with the angry, reluctant Garnet méra Bež, with the intense, passionate Amaranth mé Esmail Her Glory, and with the quiet, incisive Hehet méra Davith. To get the emphases correct, to pause when the Vertex Seal would pause. When to blink, when to glance up or aside, how to stand, how to shift ans weight, how to sit firmly in the center of the throne without leaning back but without seeming to perch. Belong in the throne, Her Glory had said. Breathe if you need to gather yourself back into him, Garnet advised.

And Hehet asked, “Do you know what makes Lyric méra Esmail a good Vertex Seal?”

Raia shook ans head without bothering to consider an answer. An wouldn’t get it right, especially not from a powerful mirané prince’s point of view.

Hehet sighed and leaned closer. “He isn’t.”

That startled Raia badly enough ans normally graceful fingers ripped through the parchment with all ans speech notes.

Hehet laughed, but didn’t sound amused. Raia didn’t find it funny, either.
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Two quads ago, Raia was just a designer minding ans own business, still torn up about the sudden death of ans friend, making a valiant attempt to bury anself in the work of recalibrating the security nodes in the wake of the Silk rebellion’s huge, terrifying, (beautiful) spider graffiti that slashed and tangled its way across half the palace complex. An noted an alert amid the mess, where none of the spider echoes should have been, and investigating it according to ans vocation led one thing after another to an witnessing the disappearance of the numen who was supposed to be chained behind the Seal throne, the Vertex Seal, and ans actually-not-so-suddenly-dead friend.

While the Moon-Eater’s Mistress, her body-twin, and Garnet had argued, and a handful of Seal guards secured the perimeter, Raia walked forward through the rain of falling tiles. An crouched, stunned, and put a hand flat to the altar. It was cracked, just a hairline, from one corner to the center. The forces wiggled under ans palm, and an saw the fading remnants of a sixteen-point array. It itched somehow, in ans awareness.

“Quiet!” Amaranth Her Glory yelled, and everyone obeyed. Well, an had been quiet already, and merely froze.

“None of this leaves this room. We will tell the princes and the city that the aftershocks here in the temple were caused by the spider disruption,” Amaranth said firmly. “If I hear the slightest hint that Iriset mé Isidor is alive, or the numen is free, or that Lyric was even here, then I’ll make sure all of you Seal guards are unraveled.”

Raia glanced at the guards, who uniformly looked at the floor, except for one, who looked at Garnet. The body-twin’s jaw clenched visibly, but he nodded once. Then to Amaranth he said, “But Lyric was here, Amaranth. And he is gone.”

To Raia’s abject dismay, Amaranth turned her grim smile onto an and said, “I know how to keep that secret.”
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It was a craftmask, of course. Raia pricked it into the skin at ans hairline, hands composed despite the sweat rolling down ans spine and sticking to the tight wrap of ans binder. Behind an, Garnet glowered into the mirror with arms crossed, Amaranth watched the tip of the stylus, and Anis mé Ario bit her lip, her bold mirané eyes sliding up and down Raia’s self.

When it was attached, Raia infused it with a prick of ecstatic, and the thing sucked to ans face with a sharp burn. Tears sprang to ans eyes, and through the mask ans waterlines reddened. But in the mirror it wasn’t Raia’s pale, narrow features, the soft brows, the pleasant but unremarkable jaw and lips, the fine nose and wide eyes. It was the balanced, broadly handsome features of the Vertex Seal. Including freckles under the left eye. Raia’s mouth fell open, and an watched Lyric méra Esmail look dumbly at anself.

“His hair is too long, not wavy enough,” Anis said. “We can cut it and style it with heat—or maybe find some of that ecstatic gel that was in fashion when we were kids, before it was outlawed by the Chapel.”

Amaranth nodded. “And bulk him up with shoulder pads, maybe a skin crawl like Iriset did for the hands and neck.”

“An,” Raia whispered. Not him. Nobody listened.

Garnet said, “But there’s nothing you can do about the eyes.”

Amaranth stuck her face closer to the mirror, then swung around to look directly at Raia. “That’s true. Lyric’s eyes have flecks of true red. Raia, can you do anything about that?”

Raia shook ans head. “That’s—that’s apostasy.”

The silence that dropped was more stunned than anything. Anis reached out to pet Raia’s hair. Garnet’s lips pulled away from his teeth. He said, “An is correct. This is madness, Amaranth. I won’t let you do it. What you’ve already done is bad enough, but Lyric would never want this. Never allow it.”

“Lyric isn’t here!” Amaranth hissed. Raia sank away from her on the stool, but it wasn’t any better to be close to Garnet, who radiated anger in waves of flow. “We don’t know what happened to him, Garnet! This is the best way to hold everything still while we try to figure it out.”

“It’s not a best way to anything. You are so compromised right now, have compromised yourself for quads—”

“Do you want to tell the world that Lyric is dead?” Amaranth said so intensely she was clearly holding herself back from screaming it. “Missing? That would disrupt everything, everyone. There’d be chaos in the streets!”

“Vertex Seals die all the time,” Garnet said, but his voice broke. He cut his hand down between himself and the rest of them. “There are precedents, procedures.”

“To make me the Vertex Seal!” Amaranth’s mouth went tight, the color of her lips drained.

“Is that not what you want? You want instead a puppet Seal, a puppet brother to do your will while you hide with the Moon-Eater?” Garnet roared.

Raia closed ans eyes.

“How dare you,” Amaranth whispered.

There was a pause, and Raia felt the forces in the room aching, knotting, straightening again. Raia usually only felt forces without tools when they were very, very pointed.

Then Garnet said, more quietly but no less ferocious: “You’ve dared more than I dreamed you were capable of recently, Amaranth. You should be the Seal in his absence.”

“I don’t want Lyric to be gone,” Amaranth said. “Let me avoid it, let me do what I want here, now, Garnet, please.”

Raia folded ans hands flat together between ans knees and pressed ans legs together. An should not have been there for that discussion.

The body-twin Anis said, “You’re scaring him.”

Raia opened ans eyes and found a tiny flare of backbone to say again, “An.”

But the Moon-Eater’s Mistress shook her head, her big curls fluffing all around her like she was an angry cat. “Not anymore. You’re Lyric méra Esmail now, and he doesn’t ever look scared.”
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After the speech, Raia sits perfectly the way an was taught, but only for about six breaths. Then an slumps back, because who cares, everything about this is wrong, and if somebody guesses an isn’t the real Vertex Seal because he’s slouching after losing his wife, his mother, and nearly losing a rebellion in his own city, then Raia thinks the mirané princes have a disturbing idea of who Lyric is allowed to be.

A cold cup of water is handed to an, and Garnet nudges ans hand demandingly. Raia should sit up, but an doesn’t. What is Garnet going to do here, poke an with that sharp force-blade sheathed along the small of his back?

Raia drinks while Hehet méra Davith takes up the call of the speech, in an also well-rehearsed not-quite-argument with Amaranth about what Raia—Lyric—brought up: a citywide restructuring of certain foundational design elements, starting with the graffiti channels and ribbon network. It’s ostensibly to smooth out military communications and allow for immediate information passing, laying groundwork for more aggressive security measures. One of the mirané princes suddenly and loudly demands to know if such measures will be adaptable to individual small kingdoms or if the Vertex Seal wants the basic patterns to follow the same rhythm.

Though it isn’t scripted, Raia says, “Every adaptation will be expected to coordinate enough that the edges will interlock and harmonize smoothly between and among all the neighborhoods of Moonshadow. If all the city is not protected, it is useless.”

An does not miss Amaranth’s momentary glare. An knocks back the water, vaguely wishing it was drugged, and proceeds to stop listening. What does it matter if an pays attention? If an actually understands the meaning of the speech they wrote for an? Nobody showed an the full contents of that letter Hehet brought, the one supposedly from Lyric, wherever he is, but what made it into ans speech, the outlined shifts in the city’s foundational design patterns, speaks very loudly to Raia—as they will to any decent designer.

Something is coming that might destroy the city. Or at least fundamentally upset the perfectly balanced Holy Design.

Raia wishes with every fiber of ans being that an had no idea any of this was happening. An prefers to do ans work, to receive assignments and dive into them. Redesign the whole security grid for the palace grounds? Yes. Investigate a line of illegal craftwork? Certainly. Toy with triple balance techniques in the hopes of reconfiguring some of the basic teaching methods of the schools an was not able to get into thanks to ans Pir ancestors and lack of mirané connections? Oh, Silence, please.

Right now, an wears not only a craftmask on ans face, but a series of ecstatic buttons along knuckles and palms and pulse points that lay a mirané-brown crawl across the skin of ans hands and wrists. It’s a death sentence. But at this point, Raia might as well already be dead. The rest of ans body is covered by elaborate clothing. Layers of it—shoulder pads and a triple layer of binding, less to flatten ans minimal breast tissue but to give the appearance of muscle. An is technically too tall to be Lyric, but they’re all banking on nobody noticing—same as ans eyes. They’re dark brown at least, with hazel edges, and from a distance it works. And Raia willingly plays up ans confusion and anxiety into the understandable grief of a wretched and sad Vertex Seal.

He’s tired, Garnet says, and someone else asks, Is there anything we can do for him?

Just what he says, Garnet answers, not quite an irritable snap. He touches Raia’s arm and Raia feels it like a malaise of oil, gross and thick, because this isn’t who an is, and even though an knows, knows, knows ans life depends on him on man on this face and skin and masculine-forward masculine actuality, Raia stands up in order to separate from Garnet’s touch without jerking away.

Garnet’s mouth turns in a way Raia can only read as wounded, but Raia isn’t Garnet’s brother, isn’t who Garnet sees, so Raia can’t let anself feel guilt. An leaves, stalking back the way they’d come before the meeting, to the partially hidden door into the Vertex Seal’s office. If there’s one silver lining to this situation, it’s that they put an in the mask of the Vertex Seal and so an can leave a meeting whenever an wants.

How did Iriset mé Isidor do this for quads? Hide herself, play Singix, play at not knowing what she knew? The Moon-Eater’s Mistress told Raia most of the story, the plot at least, if not the various emotional entanglements. Because Raia demanded to know how Iriset was alive, in order to agree to wear her mask. Ans friend, who’d lied to an for their whole relationship, too, which Raia has realized is just the way things work in the palace of the Vertex Seal. An was a fool to believe an could do good here, could simply work to make anself and ans family proud.

Raia’s family might never know what happens to an. An doesn’t know what Anis told them, what message they sent, the lie they devised to explain why Raia would not be coming home anytime soon. Raia’s brother got married just last year and an knows there will be a child very soon, and ans mother will never believe Raia would simply leave, but Raia needs her to believe it, because if she asks more than once, if she hints at her disbelief, that she knows something is wrong, what will the Moon-Eater’s Mistress do? An sees blood caught between the boards of the porch at ans parents’ home, draining down to the crawl space that an promised to fix one day, when an could afford an expansion to the whole house.

“Lyric.” Garnet catches up with an.

“I need to get out of this,” Raia says, plucking at the heavy sleeve of Lyric’s robe, but meaning his face.

Garnet bites back a sigh.

They go in silence. When they reach the suite, Garnet keys the design lock open and lets Raia push in. Raia heads for the huge bathing chamber, stripping as an walks. An drops a heavy outer robe, a tunic, and there’s still two layers of long vest adding to ans masculine shape. An kicks off boots and is grateful Garnet starts the bathwater.

But then Raia stops at the edge of the sunken tub, wearing only a loose sleeveless vest and trousers bunched at the ankle, and three layers of binder. An catches ans breath. Tries to. But the air is so thin, even sucking huge lungsful doesn’t help. An sees white spots in ans vision, and the walls shimmer, or maybe the thin air is turning hard, crystallizing. Soon an won’t breathe at all, an has to get out of this.

Raia claws at the underside of the craftmask, digging ans fingers in, seeking the seam or blood; it would be fine if an claws ans own skin off—at least that would be honest.

“Stop, Lyric.” Garnet grabs at ans arm and an tears away, tripping. An skids on the smooth tiles, but Garnet catches ans wrist. “Raia,” Garnet says.

But it makes it worse. Raia shakes ans head, pulls away. “Please,” an begs, and Garnet lets go.

Raia falls into the bath.

It hurts. There’s water, but only a handspan deep, so it barely cushions an against the slam of tiles to ans hip and elbow. The crack of pain makes an whimper.

Someone touches ans calf and Raia kicks out, curling away, arms around ans head. An tries to breathe again, nose skimming the bathwater, hair fallen around ans face because it’s so fucking short now, just past ans chin, but an has long, silky, smooth hair, and has since an was ten years old, and this is wrong wrong wrong, fluffy around ans face, and Raia starts to tug at the binders, flailing wet robe away from ans arms and shoulders, eyes squeezed shut.

“I’m sorry,” Garnet says, but Raia doesn’t care, and then vaguely realizes Garnet isn’t talking to an because someone else says, “Go away,” and then there’s a splash and firm hands grab Raia’s shoulders, and even as Raia starts to lash out, the hands pull at the bindings. They’re helping.

Raia laugh-sobs, and lets the hands untie a layer and unwind the next, doing nothing but sitting half collapsed in the rising bathwater. Then an is wearing only the same layer of binder an has worn for years, most days, and Raia slaps the hands away, needs to keep it, the part of this that is ans.

The hands soften, and arms come around Raia. “Raia,” Anis mé Ario murmurs. “Raia, it’s all right. You’re all right. Please don’t take off the mask. We’re only worried it might tear, but I can imagine how it feels like a trap. I know who you are, all right? Raia mér Omorose, Raia. I can picture your face. I am picturing it, Raia.”

But Raia can’t breathe. An gasps shallow little sobs, trying to take a full breath, trying to fill ans lungs to capacity. An slows, pursing ans lips in a careful whistle, and Anis does the same. Anis holds on to Raia from behind and takes Raia’s hands, bending them back onto ans chest, both their palms layered on Raia’s bound breasts. Anis takes an exaggerated breath, lets it out slowly. Again. Raia can feel Anis’s chest on ans back, and tries to follow her.

Slowly, gently, it works.

Water faucets thunder around them, and the water is up past Raia’s ribs, at their joined hands. It’s warm. It’s soothing. Raia’s throat loosens.

Anis is humming now, and Raia breathing on ans own. An smells soapy sage and feels splatters of water on ans cheeks even through the craftmask. Iriset really is a genius, and maybe a sociopath.

“I feel better,” Raia whispers, interrupting Anis’s song.

For a moment, Anis squeezes tighter, then releases an. “Good,” Anis says, very no-nonsense. The body-twin has not interacted directly with Raia much, but has always been gentle or at least clinical. To Raia, Anis is sharp, confident, and works smoothly at Amaranth’s side, supporting her, walling her off, moving around the Moon-Eater’s Mistress like a revolving security boundary.

Raia wades to the water control and slows it, especially the cold water. The hot will continue to pour out, steaming and filling the rest of the tub while Raia cleans anself.

A little embarrassed, Raia finishes removing ans trousers and the last binding. At the edge of the tub, an snaps some ecstatic into ans fingers and pries up the buttons that change the skin tone of ans hands. That can be removed at least, for a little while. Raia’s hands look like ans own.

But the brush of wet hair at ans nape feels like spiders clinging there. Spiders like Iriset’s—like Silk’s. Raia closes ans eyes in something like despair. Sticky hair clinging to ans neck is so wrong. It should trail in smooth locks down ans back, float in the water, clinging to ans arms if anything. Raia desperately misses ans hair.

“Can I bathe with you?” Anis asks.

Raia glances over. The body-twin is tall, but sitting on the tub’s ledge, the water reaches her upper arms, and Raia suddenly realizes Anis jumped in here fully clothed.

Shame flushes Raia’s cheeks, always too visible on ans pale face… except, probably not under the craftmask. Miran are so lucky to not display emotions so easily. Another way they’re more perfectly designed, Raia thinks numbly. But Raia nods.

Anis watches Raia through her stripe of red face paint, holding ans gaze with surprising ease, with a promise of some kind that Raia couldn’t possibly predict, but finds comforting. So Raia watches back as Anis strips off all the thin layers of her court dress, shoving each robe and elaborately ruffled skirt away through the water. Anis’s pink and teal and yellow layers float around them like massive flower petals, and when Anis is nearly naked, she stands up on the sitting ledge. Water pours off her, loud even against the remaining faucet, and Anis peels out of her long under-trousers, kicks them aside, and she unties a strappy loincloth before rising again.

She looks at Raia, chin a little raised and her hair still up in elaborate loops and hair sticks and a long sheer cloth mask in attendant orange. Water streams down sleek mirané-brown skin, off lithe shoulders and a narrow, flat chest with soft brown nipples, down to cup in her navel and run along her little belly pooch. Her groin hair hangs heavily, as wet at it is, curled around a penis.

Raia bursts into tears.

“Raia—” Distressed, Anis splashes back into the water. Ripples knock into Raia, who covers ans face, crying for real now, tears stickier than the bathwater, and when Anis is near enough Raia flings ans arms around her. An buries ans face in Anis’s neck to cry.

The body-twin hugs an tight, pulling them to the ledge. Anis pushes wet hair out of Raia’s face and holds an, stroking up and down ans spine. Raia’s fingers dig into the meat of Anis’s back, and an murmurs, “I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” but Anis shushes an every time.

[image: ]
It doesn’t last long, and Raia feels relief as ans emotions ease away. Anis lets go only to turn off the water. When she returns, she pulls Raia close again, Raia leaning against her shoulder, so they’re both sitting on the ledge, the water up to their collarbones. Anis has an arm around Raia’s waist, anchoring an, while Raia’s arms and legs drift. Raia lets ans mind drift, too, listening to the flow of their blood and breath.

Eventually, Raia dips ans arm down into the water to put it against Anis’s, and rolls ans neck so ans forehead touches Anis’s jaw. “Thank you,” Raia whispers.

“It doesn’t really change anything about what you have to do,” Anis whispers back.

Raia nods. “But it helps. To know.”

Anis squeezes Raia. “When Amaranth brings someone into the palace, into her circle, she has always before given them a choice. Even if it’s a bad choice, it’s there. She does feel awful that she didn’t, with you.”

The thought of Amaranth sours in Raia’s stomach, but an nods. “Does it bother you, Anis?”

“Which part,” Anis asks irritably.

Raia would sit up to face her, but doesn’t want to subject Anis to the face of the Vertex Seal. “Apostasy. Human architecture.”

Anis’s arm around Raia jerks a bit, but she sighs. “I think Amaranth only thought to make Iriset impersonate Singix because I’d already told her such transformations were possible. I dreamed of our captured apostate redesigning my whole body.”

“Oh,” Raia breathes.

“You don’t?”

Raia shakes ans head. “Some days I want a different body, but not all days. Not most days. It’s not how I am but how people see me that… bothers me. When they see me wrong, that makes my skin not fit.”

“Ah.” Anis sighs again. “I am not ahz, not an, not him. I’m a woman, and I’d give or do almost anything for that to be reflected by my outer design.”

“Even though it’s…”

“Illegal? Apostatical? A death sentence?” Anis shrugs, the motion translating into Raia’s body, too. “I don’t believe in any gods, sweetheart.”

Raia pulls away, turning. “But the Moon-Eater. Haven’t you felt him, with Her Glory?”

“I’ve felt a lot. But not any more than Iriset has made me feel, or the apex moment of the ritual on the Day of the Crowning Sun.” Anis’s eyes are dry, but a drop of water glimmers on the fan of her eyelashes as she stares intently at Raia. “Whatever the Moon-Eater is, he’s not a god. And when Iriset and Lyric return, we’ll know for sure.”

Raia can’t think of anything to say. An stares.

Anis’s hand comes out of the water and spiders across Raia’s face, pushing an away. “That’s so fucking disconcerting,” she says with a little laugh. “Lyric never makes that expression. Let me wash your hair.”

A little lost, but at least not alone, Raia agrees.
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The wood has a memory of being aflame

Iriset is not having a good winter.

She’s no stranger to the loneliness of work, but in the Moon-Eater’s fortress, Iriset is alone in a way she never has been before. Iriset’s self-isolation doesn’t stem from an obsession with a singular problem, or an invention, no. In between her responsibilities regarding the untethered anchor and the exhaustive meetings about it, Iriset is attempting to learn a whole new methodology of design. One that nobody else can do. There’s no study partner or mentor or rule book, and her only guide is the Moon-Eater, who barely pretends to know anything about sundering or rivation.

Once her cradle design for her opal eye is functioning properly (thanks to Eliri, who Shade pointedly reminded her was an expert in human redesign aesthetic), Iriset tries working outwardly from sundering, the way she did with silk, creating magnifying arrays to better understand the tiniest levels of creation. But Iriset realizes quickly that such work is the project of a lifetime, not a few quads. Sundering is more whimsy than utility. She needs to feel it, sense it, become a spider and instinctually sunder, the way they build their webs overnight.

The numen tells her this, one morning when Iriset throws a shallow mirror across the library in frustration because it isn’t magnifying enough. “Silk is Silk because she was born to it,” the numen drawls quietly, silver-pink hair sliding along Iriset’s worktable as it walks around to gather the mirror shards. “Sundering is part of what you are, and it won’t be learned from looking outside.”

Iriset shudders and says with more than a little snarl, “Go away. I will do this myself, if it is all inside me.”

Because of course, it is not the numen but the Moon-Eater pretending. The Moon-Eater has done something to the numen, and lies about it, and Iriset is afraid.

Fear is isolating, too.

Iriset never sees the numen and the Moon-Eater at the same time, only one or the other. (Though even if she did, who is to say the Moon-Eater could not be both at once? Iriset remembers that flock of birds the Moon-Eater became.) Eliri does not seem to notice anything amiss, but then Eliri has worked hand in hand with the Moon-Eater for years and might not even care. So Iriset can’t quite trust her, either. There’s nobody in the fortress she can trust or even wants to trust, and that—Iriset has never been in such a position.

Before, she could leave her workroom and find her father. Before, she could draw Bittor into her designs and into her body. Before, she could walk to her grandparents’ house with a bouquet of night eris and listen to the clang of her grandmother’s forge. When she was in the palace of the Vertex Seal, she still trusted Bittor. She found Shahd and Singix, Nielle, and Ambassador Erxan. Even Amaranth and Sidoné might have plotted against her, but Iriset knew what they wanted and could trust in that, at least.

Here, all she knows is that the Moon-Eater could kill her in an instant, for absolutely any reason. And he might. And Lyric left. He left her alone in this place because he thinks she doesn’t need him, he thinks she’ll be fine among the apostates, and that she can—and will—master sundering for unraveling the Moon-Eater and design the massive array to re-create the Holy Design and coincidentally save everyone. Iriset just wants to talk to him. Yell at him. Hold on. She should have begged him to stay. She should have gone with him, except the Moon-Eater would never let her. She’s sure of that, now that she knows he’s been lying about the numen for Silence knows how long. The last time she’s fairly sure it was the actual numen is when her face was broken open and it said with such disgust that she gives Lyric too much. Is it even alive? Is the Moon-Eater lying about wanting this unraveling, too? He could be lying about anything. It could all be a trap.

When Iriset’s mind spirals in this direction, she panics. Her breathing speeds up, she’s dizzy, and she has to lie on the floor. The first time she feels one of the earthquakes rattle up through the tower, when she’s already having a bad day, she ends up sprawled in the hallway outside her room, half naked and sweating despite her fingers and toes being too cold to feel. She can’t quite remember how her father taught her to calm down, because he’s dead, he’s so dead and unraveled and she lost the echo coin with his falling force on the Night of Chimeras. Why didn’t she keep it safer?

Someone comes running and Iriset wishes it was Lyric or Shahd or Singix, even the false Singix in her mind, the Singix that was mostly Iriset herself.

But it’s Peace, the younger of Lyric’s attendants—hers now for quads. Peace brings Iriset a cup of water but doesn’t make her sit up to drink it. Peace pets her hair and drips cool water against her forehead, quietly reminding Iriset she isn’t alone. Iriset gulps the too-dry air, slowly regulates her breathing as she focuses on the drops of water, the rhythmic touch. She realizes she was crying. Fuck. Tears gum up the double-dome interface holding her opal eye in place.

All at once, Iriset sits up. “Thanks given. Now go,” she says without looking at Peace. She won’t let anyone in.

Peace stands, leaving the cup next to Iriset. Iriset waits, breathing eight-count, returning her inner design to order. Ignores the tangible attention of the attendant. If Iriset speaks again, she’ll say something terrible.

“Is Lyric Aharté coming back?” Peace asks.

Iriset laughs. It is not a pretty sound.
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Every two weeks, which is fourteen days, two shy of a quad, Iriset attends another meeting of all the metadesign conspirators. During the deepest winter Iriset spent days re-creating a map of the Holy Design according to her memory, which is excellent, with the locations of key steeples, and the way the Silent Chapel and the Moon-Eater’s Temple figure in. She explains the basics again and again, including the purpose of the Moon-Eater’s Mistress and the ritual that resets everything on the Day of the Crowning Sun. She teaches them all to balance their inner designs, which most of the designers find comes naturally. Iriset says it’s their problem to figure out how to integrate Holy Design into what already exists, and her problem to actually trigger it with the Moon-Eater’s sundering.

But there are more problems than that. The fucking moon, for starters. The scope of the project is incredible, and not only designers need to be involved, precincts surveyed for current design tangles and flaws, for potential balance, but artists must be hired to carve steeples of several sizes, including the four Great Steeples that honestly should be made from towers already in existence given their timeline. Small kings need to be convinced to cooperate, and the deadline for that is the spring equinox, or Shade claims he’ll just commit a few massacres and replace any recalcitrant subjects with others more amenable to their solutions. The small kings already working with them (Chimera and Rivermouth, of course, but Sharp-Shin, Design, and Flower, too, all of whom were convinced by the earthquakes and pointed discussions with Amado the Reconciler) disagree on the extremes to take to bring everyone else in line. Amado has already figured out that the Holy Design will completely reconfigure the makeup of not just the crater city’s design apparatus, but its neighborhoods as well. He sees the potential power grab and is working hard to consolidate as much for himself as possible. Iriset wishes him luck, honestly.

The pushback is expected, from several quarters—including that Design small king who hates her, despite being tentatively on their list of allies, and the small king of Rising Smoke who apparently goes against anything Rivermouth does on principle, and the Fountain small king, as well as a group of commander-philosophers and their college boards. Iriset ignores most of the reasons people are against this whole scheme. It’s not surprising because it’s a lot of work, and people don’t like to work even for their own good.

What does surprise Iriset is how many people, according to the reports from Sipipia the artist and the city planners, readily fall into line with this cityscape-altering insanity simply because the Moon-Eater asks them to.

She forgot that here he is the living red god, he’s the god of apostasy. And there are so many of his believers ready to witness and enact whatever miracle he’s planning. They’re having sit-ins and meditation parties already in the lead-up to every predicted tremor, humming chaotically as if they can mitigate the wild forces the untethered array—which these fanatics are calling the anomaly star—unleashes better than Helica Silkhair’s defense dome. They’ll probably be the first to turn to Aharté.

When the cardinal of the College of Lightning Revelation offers his initial sketches for how catching and holding the moon in place might be accomplished, Iriset looks at them and thinks, This is impossible. The blowback will vaporize us. Me especially. Every iteration is the same. But she doesn’t say anything. Part of her thinks they all deserve to die if they do this, anyway.
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For days at a time Iriset is fine. She’s also very good at being fine. She fixes the gaps in her double-dome cradle interface and starts jotting down ideas for a set of interchangeable prosthetics or just caps, maybe, knowing knowing knowing she should sunder it into exactly what she wants. That will be her graduation to mastery, she jokes to herself, out loud, wishing there was anybody to hear. One day in a fit of frustrated boredom, she gives up on her sundering and asks for a cage of songbirds. She makes them ugly little craftmasks with such deep falling weight and infinitesimal ecstatic triggers that when their feathers and skin peel back and their skulls emerge, it’s such a potent change that their offspring carry it with them. They’ll keep evolving until they always live near live force-weaves and active arrays, and sing with them to create a resonance that makes their skull issue less irritating, probably.

Somebody had to do it, anyway, and Iriset figures it might as well be her. She always liked skull sirens.

The day Eliri brings her a letter, Iriset is bent over a containment array with a small chunk of cold, burned firewood in the center. Iriset has hypothesized that perhaps she can set the wood to blaze with her sundering, and it might be easier for something that has already been on fire. The way she could force the transition between ice and water and vapor. (The wood has a memory of being aflame, she imagines writing, if these were the days she wrote her Silk pamphlets. The sunderer asks the wood to remember.)

She touches the charcoal, eyes closed, and imagines it flaring to heat. She visualizes the blackened wood, the surface ashy, and beyond into the layers of burned material, smaller layers and smaller, until she imagines the tiny particles of mass that make wood, and she sparks them.

Ecstatic force explodes out from her finger, and the wood bursts into a puff of ash.

Iriset scowls. As soon as she felt the ecstatic force she knew it was wrong. At the sundering level, the forces don’t feel like themselves, because they aren’t. They’re the same on this fundamental level, only put together differently. Sundering is the creation of the fifth force, not using the other forces. Supposedly. It’s all theory from two beings who can’t actually do it themselves! Iriset wishes there was someone she could fuck about this. Holy red moon, it’s been longer since she’s had sex with another person than it has ever been since she first did it! It would ground her, at least; she always feels better and smarter when she’s getting laid. But the only person in her vicinity she’d consider is Eliri, and she’s positive Eliri would turn her down. In a different circumstance she’d proposition the Moon-Eater, out of sheer curiosity, but as long as she isn’t sure what happened to the numen, Iriset wouldn’t be able to relax.

At least the containment array kept the ashes in a tight starburst.

“Still impressive,” Eliri says.

Iriset startles. The chimera is so quiet, going everywhere barefoot like a ghost. “Eliri. This is not what I intended.”

“What wanted?” Eliri says in careful mirané.

“What did you want,” Iriset corrects, standing. She shakes out her wrists. “To set it on fire,” she says first in Old Sarenpet and again in mirané.

“Fire,” Eliri murmurs in mirané.

Iriset decides to try again. She needs to visualize less, maybe, and just do it. Just do it. The way she directed her eye to connect to Lyric’s body. Pure brute will. “I wonder if I need to be desperate,” she says quietly, mostly to herself. “Or if I should…” She trails off. Use my own body, she would have said, except Eliri has thrust a narrow tube at her.

It’s leather, rusty brown and scuffed. Iriset takes it.

“This arrived at Rivermouth for Iriset,” Eliri says.

“A letter?” Iriset flips the tube to open it, dumping the rolled paper into her hand. It’s Lyric’s writing, she realizes with an absolutely untenable ecstatic spark of glee that she squashes like a mosquito. But she huffs a laugh as she sees the salutation.

Holy Syr, it says in mirané. There is no beginning for me, not for this conversation. The state of Silence is absolute.

It’s the fucking Word of Aharté!

Laughing, she scans the whole thing. That’s what this is. Her fool former husband didn’t write her a travelogue or love letter. He wrote the opening pages of his most holy book. As far as she remembers it’s not exactly accurate, though Iriset never had it memorized and she supposes Lyric could recite the whole tract in his sleep. Unless he’s shifting things on purpose to suit his agenda—the miran, the establishment of the Holy Empire, and maybe… Well, is it an invitation?

Iriset vaguely recalls from the spare catechism she managed to learn as a child that there have been debates regarding the purpose of the dual treatises Word of Aharté and Writings of the Holy Syr, though there was no debate that they were written by Aharté herself and her wife, the Holy Syr. But were they writing because they were separated due to the Holy Syr’s determination to end the reign of the Moon-Eater, or did they spend time regularly apart? Was the Holy Syr a god, too, or merely a momentary love of Aharté’s?

Now Iriset knows.

“There is no location for sending a reply,” Eliri says.

Iriset looks up at her with a grin she hasn’t felt on her own face in ages. “That’s fine. The answer is for posterity.”

Eliri frowns, her big gray eyes looking sadder than usual. But Iriset waves her concern away. “This is exactly what was needed, Eliri.” Iriset has the urge to squeeze the other woman’s arm, but holds back. She keeps up her smile, though. “Can’t exactly explain, except this is to do with the future.”

It’s Eliri who reaches out, touching the tip of one crystal claw to Iriset’s cheek. “You looked very pale, when I came,” she says in mingled Sarenpet and mirané. “But color now.”

Iriset opens her mouth to deny it, but why? She feels bolstered. Lyric invited her to an argument—the grandest, most famous argument in the Holy Empire, where Aharté lays out the tenets of Silence, and the Holy Syr dissects them, encourages them, responds more personally. Iriset can’t upend the whole philosophy, she can’t argue for human architecture, but maybe she can soften the blows. And Lyric wants to let her.

That’s the only way she’s interested in interpreting this letter.

Instead of writing back immediately, Iriset asks, “Eliri, where can I get a really good sex toy in this city?”

Eliri tilts her head so her blunt bangs sway in a long line. “Sex toy?”

Iriset nods eagerly. “Something to masturbate with.”

“Why not take a lover?”

“Sometimes it’s just better to do things myself,” Iriset says, unsure what expression she makes, but it feels tightly pressed over her cheeks.

“For a good one, Eliri will ask.”

That makes Iriset laugh. “But Eliri knows where to find a bad one?”

The chimera shrugs and it’s one of the most casual gestures Iriset has ever seen her make. “More immediate ideas occur if quality is not assured.”

Iriset leans closer. “I would consider taking a lover if Eliri were interested,” she says.

Eliri’s gray eyes widen, but very quickly she inclines her head in refusal. “But Eliri can ask about that, too,” she says. “This chimera is aware that Roc Aliel has a positive reputation for lovemaking and has never taken a spouse.”

“Ah, no, I don’t want any elaborate flirtations or anything to complicate… anything. I just need to release tension,” Iriset assures, though it’s not entirely true. If Roc Aliel, who looks capable and has a very interesting, blocky face, walked in here and pressed her onto the wall, Iriset would gladly participate in getting fucked.

But thoughtful Eliri studies Iriset’s face for a moment, then says, “Eliri can help. Have late dinner with Eliri tonight.”

Taken aback, Iriset nods. Then she spends the rest of the afternoon and evening thinking about claws and crystal teeth, and wondering what an orgasm would do to the resonance of quartz bones and if Iriset would be able to echo it back through her own system.
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Eliri arrives with two lacquered boxes, one quite heavy with an elaborate bowed handle. She offers the smaller to Iriset and says, “This way,” proceeding to lead Iriset to a different tower, up into a rooftop garden with intricately carved crenelations and a lot of night-blooming eris flowers trailing their vines around the bright white stone.

They sit and unpack the snacks and drinks in the smaller of the two boxes. It’s finger food and some light wine and infused water. Out of the heavier box Eliri removes a water pipe. “Eliri brought drugs,” Iriset murmurs.

The chimera pours one of the infused waters into the glass basin of the squat pipe. “Irsu is a connoisseur,” she says. “Eliri sometimes partakes, especially when consumed by a frustration or problem, or when Eliri… I… need to let go of something.” As she continues to speak, she sets up the various accoutrements: charcoal and matches, the leafy drug itself, a smoothly articulated pipe decorated like a snake, with a mouthpiece of bright copper.

As Eliri deftly sets up the pipe, Iriset pinches the leaves. They’re a mix of various things, some more like shredded fibrous roots, the rest actual leaves. The combination smells floral and rich.

Iriset drapes herself across the rugs, gazing at the little sliver of moon and twinkling stars, passing the snake back and forth with Eliri. In addition to the flavor—and effect—Iriset likes the process of this, too. It’s sexy, isn’t it? Lips on the warmed metal, bringing smoke inside her and the little bubbling wet sounds of the water basin. “What is it Eliri lets go of?” Iriset asks, watching her words turn to thin smoke.

“Eliri,” the chimera murmurs.

“Eliri?” For a moment Iriset doesn’t understand at all. Then she frowns. It feels like too much of a pout, bottom lip jutted. She sucks it back in, distracted by her teeth dragging over sensitive skin.

“Self,” Eliri whispers. “Let go of Eliri. Nice to diffuse like this smoke. Eliri would be the sweet peel in Irsu’s pink cigarettes. Inhaled, diffused, let go, all that’s left is Irsu’s dreams.”

Iriset puffs a laugh. She still doesn’t understand. Iriset would never let go of herself.

“What happens to chimeras like me in your future?” Eliri asks several minutes later, her voice rougher and languid, just how Iriset feels.

“Hmm, hmm,” Iriset hums, letting smoke out through her nose. It burns a little. Wrinkling it, mind drifting, she says, “There are no chimeras like you. Just remnants. Eyes and feathers passed down down down from the stable, balanced chimeras that survive. We have rep-cats, rainbow bees, skull sirens. Um. My father said unicorns survived.”

Eliri is quiet for another while. Iriset, too. She likes how melty she feels, loose around her bones. Like her face might slide off, but in a good way. Then Eliri says, “The Holy Design won’t sustain unbalanced chimeras. Is Eliri balanced?”

Turning a little too fast, Iriset puts the snake down. “I see that in the plans, too. But if a chimera leaves, if you leave, then return to the crater after the new arrays, after it’s all fixed to the steeples, you would be all right. It’s the moment of transition that’s dangerous. Almost like rivation, the metadesign”—Iriset really likes that word—“will pull everything apart and snap it back together in the new configuration. That’s when…” Her mind catches up with Eliri’s actual question and Iriset pokes Eliri’s nose. “Don’t you think Eliri is stable? The fetal mesh was used. Your design is fully integrated, isn’t it?”

Eliri wraps her fingers around Iriset’s pointing finger and holds it to her chest. “Yes. But fully integrated doesn’t mean stable or balanced by the requirements of Lyric Aharté’s Holy Design. It’s not natural what was done, these bones. They resonate differently, ache and pull differently.”

“The Holy Design isn’t natural—what does natural even mean?” Iriset demands.

“That’s what Irsu says,” Eliri murmurs. She still has Iriset’s finger, and squeezes tightly before releasing it to curl away from Iriset. “But the people who took this chimera away from Irsu said other things, and tried to prove it.”

Iriset rolls so she can shape her body around Eliri’s, though she doesn’t touch, unsure Eliri would accept any physical comfort. Iriset’s mind buzzes with thoughts, as usual, but they don’t feel overwhelming and instead drift one by one, out of order. “They hurt you?”

“Some people do not consider chimeras capable of pain, despite the—the evidence.”

“People are awful everywhere,” Iriset says. Iriset risks putting her hand on Eliri’s elbow.

“Some people are good. Iriset, and Lyric Aharté.”

“Good and bad is reductive,” Iriset says to avoid talking about Lyric. “Two is the worst number.”

“Better than one?” Eliri asks, and it almost sounds like she’s teasing.

Iriset smiles and tucks up against Eliri’s back, hugging her middle. “I had a lover with eyes slit-pupiled like a cat’s. Remnants from the Apostate Age. From now. There are many design aesthetics that last, through generations all the way to my time. People with feathers in their hair like Irsu River. Scales. We have rep-cats and skull sirens. I’m not sure if the lattice snakes are remnants of apostasy or not. Oh, and the royal griffons.”

“I wouldn’t mind,” Eliri says. “If all that lasts of me are remnants.”

“You’re in a book I read in a forbidden library,” Iriset whispers, like she’s confessing a secret. “Eliri Who Touched the Sun.”

Eliri’s hand creeps up and she hugs Iriset’s arm around her waist. “Nobody calls this chimera such a thing.”

“Not yet,” Iriset promises.

Eliri hums. She holds her left hand up against the sky. In the low tower light, Iriset can just make out a scar along the bottom of Eliri’s littlest finger. The one she cut off to escape her captors. Except it’s fresh. Not a scar so much as a wound. Days old, not years. Iriset’s tongue seems to curl unpleasantly at the back of her throat, almost like she’ll throw up. Before she can ask, Eliri says, “Eliri Who Touched the Sun is a good way to be remembered in your future.”

The wistfulness in the chimera’s voice leads Iriset to decide to ask instead, “Why do you believe that we’re time travelers?”

“The math makes sense,” Eliri answers immediately. “No—the missing math. The dark space, the parts that can’t be observed. The missing math makes sense if what’s missing isn’t space or weight or force, but time.”

“Yeah,” Iriset whispers her agreement. The memory of the sun, she thinks, from that hot afternoon in the garden with Singix. Here courage is a daily practice, between the sun and the memory of the sun. And Eliri who can touch it.

“But I want to believe you,” Eliri says very quietly. “I want it to be true, the future Iriset speaks of. Sometimes all that matters for belief is wanting to have it.”

Iriset wrinkles her whole face, and it feels funny, so she does it harder. She must make a noise, as Eliri twists to look at her. “Iriset doesn’t want to make this array, doesn’t want to put the Holy Design in place, but is, to save lives here.”

“It will destroy them down the line, so that’s a wash when it comes to goodness,” Iriset argues listlessly.

“Reductive, too.”

Iriset snorts. Points to Eliri.

“Then why do it?” the chimera wonders.

“It’s hard to care more about the abstract someday people who establishing the Holy Design will kill than the people living right now who will die if I don’t and the array remains untethered.” Iriset takes a deep breath. That’s only partly true. “I’m still trying to figure out my obligation to the future. The moon is stuck above the holy city then, so does that mean I must make it happen? The Holy Design exists, and I understand how it works, so must I enact it? Ugh.” Iriset takes her hand back and presses both heels of her palms into her eyes. It hurts the left eye more. “Are the people the empire will kill already dead because I lived through it, lived after it? Or are they alive again because they haven’t been born? Is changing anything even possible, or have I already changed everything? Is it murder to prevent the miran from appearing? They don’t exist yet, but if I actively try to keep them from being born, is that genocide? They will commit various forms of genocide in the next four hundred years, so is erasing them stopping genocide?”

“Eliri sees,” Eliri says, taking Iriset’s wrists and pulling them off her face. Iriset’s vision is blurry, and not only from pressure. “Sees Iriset welcome too much weight onto Iriset’s shoulders.”

“Eliri is the one who claims to be too heavy,” Iriset says.

Eliri lets go of Iriset. In the starlight, Eliri’s gray eyes are more washed than usual, her black hair tarnished rusty-red. The tips of her quartz teeth show when she smiles sadly. “Eliri would gladly put down this weight, if there were a way.”

There’s something so heavy, indeed, in Eliri’s voice that Iriset angles her gaze back to the sky. The night breeze is not as cold as it was a few days ago. Maybe spring is coming. The gauzy clouds keep crawling nearer to Aharté’s moon.

And then Iriset wonders if she’s ever even wanted to believe in anything at all.
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Appealing

By the time the spring equinox rolls around, Iriset has grown used to the tension between fearing what the Moon-Eater has done to the numen and might do to her, and pretending it’s normal to work alongside him in the art library. When he’s quiet, when he places a tract of interesting theory onto her desk—or more often a pretty sketch of something outside: clouds, trees, birds, and once a portrait of Iriset herself—it’s easy to mistake him for any design disciple or scholar. He’s skilled after centuries of practice time, and Iriset loves to draw. She can fall into a quick, intense conversation with him about artistic techniques or a particular brushstroke or color medium, then fall back out as they return to their respective works. He can be so unassuming with his power, wielding it subtly or sometimes not at all, and occasionally his art is so silly that it’s too easy to think of him as human.

Outside of the library she’s avoided his presence unless he’s pretending to be the numen—for how could she excuse avoiding Never? Iriset has done her best to sometimes wander the fortress grounds listening for gossip and rumors about the numen, about the Moon-Eater. She built a small silk tool that fits over her first two fingers just to the first knuckle, held in place by a ring of copper wire. In the fingertips are chips of salt hardened with miniature arrays, and when she touches anything—trees, flowers, benches, statues, walls—she can sense if there is hidden design under the design.

She’s looking for another prison. For signs of the numen, locked away or unraveled. Wisps of it. There must be evidence. So when Iriset is frustrated with her lack of progress in sundering, or she needs to move her feet to unlock ideas about the more complicated issues with the untethered array that fall under her responsibilities—like the fucking design blowback that will make the whole project too self-sacrificing—she walks. She wanders. She listens and touches. She attempts to flirt her way around the fortress, but most people don’t want to get too close. They either blame her for causing the earthquakes (fair) or treat her like she’s single-handedly saving them all (embarrassing).
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A bit less than a quad after the equinox, which they don’t celebrate in the crater city at all—especially when everything is so locked down as the tremors hit more frequently and with greater intensity—the Moon-Eater shows up with a completely new and fascinating and appalling idea for distracting Iriset from hitting her head against sundering.

“Iriset,” he says with a grin.

Iriset is focused so deeply on finding the exact moment between water and vapor, to chart the feeling and slow it down in her mind’s eye, she doesn’t notice Shade. But at his voice, several clouds of vapor crystallize and fall to the worktable with tiny little tink-tink-tinks. “Ah fuck,” she mutters, sweeping the ice crystals up. “I’m busy,” she says, wiping her palm on her hip. If she doesn’t learn to sunder skillfully in order to unravel the Moon-Eater and transform his forces into the foundational fuel of Holy Design, this entire project will be moot. All the preparations and arguments will be wasted, and the city will crumble under the power of the untethered array, possibly rip a fissure in time itself or the whole planet or both! (What she really needs to believe in is herself.)

Shade sighs like a flighty mirané prince. He’s in one of his human forms, twenty, mirané-brown skin, a topknot spilling waves of black hair down his back, with a loose vibrant orange robe tied at his waist and darker orange pleated skirt. All of it glitters with embroidered flowers—a tree flower of some kind, cherry or plum, Iriset isn’t an expert. Matching gold earrings cling up his lobes and there are strings of gold in his hair. And bells, maybe? Something tiny and tinkling when he moves. His eyes are full red, shards of garnet and blood resin. He says, “Rattle yourself out of this mood and go with me. I need you.”

Iriset makes a sour expression.

Shade laughs, grabs her hand, and drags her to a hidden door behind a display of weapons carved with tiny figures either in battle or in orgy. Iriset schools her face as he pulls her up a tight spiral of iron stairs and they burst into a room shaped like a pyramid. Four sides sweep straight up to a single point, and at the tip there are skylights of creamy green glass Iriset suspects lead to a funnel of light, not the actual outside. There are no pyramid-shaped anythings anywhere in the fortress that she’s noticed. And she’s been looking.

Eliri is present, sitting demurely on a low sofa. There’s a curtain-draped bed against one wall, a table and the sofa at another, a diagnostic chair like the one in Eliri’s workroom, and against the fourth wall a contraption that looks like a human-sized square of reinforced wood with chains and shackles attached. On the table before Eliri is an assemblage of knives, rods, hooks, wires, and an obvious stylus. Eliri has a sheaf of thick paper on her knee. Notes, it looks like.

“What do you want?” Iriset asks, the whole picture giving her some ideas she’s fairly concerned about.

“I want you to hurt me,” the Moon-Eater answers smoothly. He walks to the table and chooses a small curved knife. “This is used for castration by the Pirs.”

“Cows?” Iriset snaps, breaking into a cold sweat.

He looks over his shoulder at her, both amused and taking her to task. The bells in his hair sound like tiny waterfalls.

Iriset swallows. She looks at Eliri, not bothering to hide the accusation she’s feeling. Their conversation when high led Iriset to believe that Eliri has been tortured! How can she—!

Eliri simply says, “Shade wants to let go.”

Tapping the hooked knife against his cheek thoughtfully, Shade says, “Eliri and I have tried various arrays and static designs to hold my body embodied, but the fact is if I want to feel pain I must make the pain exist to myself. I want you to help.” He stalks back to her, and Iriset sucks in a breath, holding her ground as he gets way too close. She can feel the heat radiating from her cheeks. She hears the slight scrape of the blade against his skin as he drags it down without cutting. The Moon-Eater smells like nothing when he speaks, and perhaps that’s part of the problem. “You’re a sunderer, aren’t you? That’s what I’ve been promised, and you can do it. It occurred to me that a different kind of impetus might help you achieve your goals. Won’t stabbing me be exciting?”

Iriset’s mouth drops open. She has no idea what to say.

“Come on, Iriset. Eliri likes this part of our work together.”

That makes Iriset cut a hard look at Eliri, who displays zero reaction. Iriset narrows her eyes. She looks at Eliri’s left hand where there is absolutely no hint of wound or scar on her smallest finger. Like one would expect from a master designer. Iriset’s mind whirs and she says, “That’s because Eliri finds this to be a game of extreme consent.”

Eliri blinks, and the Moon-Eater says, “Ah?” totally confused.

It takes a lot of willpower for Iriset to tamp down how smug she feels. She smiles her worst smile at Shade. “You make yourself feel pain? Eliri can stab you and it’s your choice to feel it. You choose the consequences of her actions. She can shove a knife right into your heart and get away with it because you choose, Shade.” Iriset laughs and does her best to make it mean. “Eliri hasn’t solved this problem because Eliri doesn’t want you to be able to feel anything without choice.”

The Moon-Eater spins to Eliri. “Eliri?”

The chimera looks at the floor, but there’s a flush to her desert-peach cheeks. Her blunt haircut shifts forward, but none of it is long enough to hide anything. “This chimera obeys the Moon-Eater,” she murmurs in Old Sarenpet.

And the Moon-Eater actually pouts. He crosses his arms and sticks his bottom lip out.

Iriset throws her hands in the air. “I’ll do it. Let Eliri go.”

“Can you hold me embodied and stab me at the same time? It might be a three-person job,” the Moon-Eater says.

“It’s better if everyone present wants it to work,” Iriset says flatly.

Eliri falls to her knees. “Forgive this chimera, Moon-Eater,” she whispers, hands clutched together, thumbs pressed hard to her forehead.

Shade—to his credit, Iriset supposes—kneels, too, and pulls Eliri’s hands from her face. “No need, my little chimera. Tell me next time.”

She turns watery gray eyes to him, and Shade kisses her forehead where there’s a reddening mark. “Go home for a few days.”

Eliri gets to her feet with his help and goes quickly, back straight. When she’s gone through the stairway, Shade cocks his head so his ponytail rings harshly. “I thought you and Eliri were friends.”

“Maybe that’s why I got her away from you,” Iriset says. Her pulse is uneven, too much ecstatic making her reckless.

The Moon-Eater hums again, and between blinks he’s before her, grasping her elbows with long fingers. “Do you think you can hold me in my body?”

“If you aren’t trying to break out, maybe. Probably. Is that all it takes to feel pain?”

He stares at her, stunned. “What?”

Iriset stares back. His skin is too smooth, like glass. No pores, no hair disrupting his upper lip or between his thick black brows. None along his chin or peeking out of the cut of his robe. The hair itself is pristine, obviously millions of strands, and his eyes look alive except they’re the color of blood. Even miran don’t have eyes like that. She pokes at his cheek, and he doesn’t move. No playful scowl. Iriset says, “I’ve never thought about pain, the mechanics of it. It’s a warning, isn’t it? Something is wrong, so you feel pain? Why would there be pain if nothing is wrong? A knife can’t kill you, so what’s the point of pain?”

“To feel it!” the Moon-Eater exclaims. “A tiny cut to your finger hurts even though it won’t kill you.”

“But it damages me. Not you. What damages you?”

The Moon-Eater gapes at her. “I do feel pain,” he says. He puts a hand over his chest, where a heart would be if he had it. “Heartache. Guilt, anger, grief. That’s pain.”

“Yes, and pleasure is joy, laughter. You laugh spontaneously, don’t you?”

He nods.

“So what the fuck is your problem?”

For a moment nothing happens. There is no noise creeping in through the door, through the pyramid walls. No sound but the slight hollow echo of breath in her nose. Then the Moon-Eater is kissing her.

Surprised, Iriset gasps in a full taste of him, of his breath and tongue, which taste like barely anything. His arms are around her waist, lifting her up, and Iriset grabs his shoulders even as her mouth is assaulted by soft, sweet texture. Her fingers dig into real-feeling muscle, her toes brush the floor, her whole body is pressed to his. “Moon—ah, Moon-Eater,” she whispers jaggedly as he bites her jaw, then sucks under it, dropping a line of desire directly down to her navel and lower into her hole. Her entire body lights up, pressing into him. Wetness springs to life and she moans, and then, then! The Moon-Eater is all hands and lips, arms wrapped around her like ribs: a cage of arms, grasping her arms, her waist, her hips, her thighs, her calves, pulling her up and around him, and there are two mouths, one for each side of her throat. Then there is a hand, tiny, like a tendril of a plant, slipping up her leg against the skin. There is another at her throat, wrapped around her. It squeezes and slips down in a dozen branches under her robe, under her shirt, against her spine, and they find her shoulder blades, they find her armpits, lifting her tighter against the Moon-Eater’s malleable body.

Little fluttering touches find her forehead, her cheeks, like bouquets of hydrangeas kissing her, petals nipping and sucking somehow, and Iriset arches with a cry as fingers find her nipples simultaneously, and Iriset realizes in her core that there’s no good reason to fight this.

She goes limp. She relaxes. Nothing hurts; it’s a lot, yes, but there are fingers all over her, cool and warm in waves. A hundred hands touch her at once, a hundred mouths and tongues, and one pulls aside her loincloth, cupping her vulva, and Iriset has nothing to brace against but she tries to press into it. She whimpers, then opens her mouth, and there is a tongue inside her, licking along hers, teasing the ticklish roof of her mouth. Another tongue, or two or three or four, lick at her labia, at her clitoris, circling it, pinching it, and Iriset bucks.

A tendril punches into her hole and it is so, so good, and once inside, it grows. It’s filling her up literally, finding the angles of her cervix and the sides of the space, rubbing, undulating. It hurts but it’s an ache she’s never felt before and she loves it, loves how bizarre and overwhelming it is. She can feel the edges of her mind blurring away, under too much, too much sensation. The tongue in her mouth retracts and somehow melts around her throat until she’s held in place, a soft, warm, welcoming embrace around her head and neck. Tiny tendrils stroke her earlobes, her scalp, kiss her lips again and again, and the one inside her undulates in hot waves. A tongue presses against her clit, fingers dig into her ribs. Wet flower petals lave her nipples. The hands and fingers pull at her inner thighs, wrap her legs, and massage her feet, she can’t pay attention to all of it. One warm slim finger finds her asshole and slips in with almost no resistance. Iriset is penetrated and filled in every way. She wants it, wants more. Her ears and nostrils, nipples navel urethra every single pore like she’s coming apart at the foundations. It is madness!

When she comes, it barely even feels like an orgasm. It is too much, it is not enough, it is an eternity-long roll of sensation and Iriset feels her entire body coated in tendrils of life, baby-soft roots of a tree mummifying her forever. And she’s all right with that.

Honestly, drifting, she’s not even sure she came at all. Maybe it was a fever dream, an unraveling.

Oh.

That.

Iriset slowly realizes she’s sprawled alone on the floor of the pyramid room, all her clothes on but twisted in places, and some of them between her legs are very damp. Her mouth is dry from panting, and she can barely open her eyes. Her skin feels like it’s floating just above her actual flesh.

“I want to feel that,” the Moon-Eater whispers against her ear.

Iriset shudders hard, overstimulated. And kind of angry, in that way where she has time to decide if it’s worth it to nurse. Probably not. She swallows thickly. “Shade, you just fucked me,” she says, or thinks she says.

“I want you to do it to me. Make me feel it, make me let go.”

Lolling her head to the side, she sees him. He’s curled beside her, red-bark skin and white-pink tree-blossom eyes. He looks alien and young. Is this why he wants to be unraveled for the Holy Design? He thinks he’ll feel like this, pulled apart, into threads of self, and played every day into a soft, building, empire-powering orgasm? A piece of everything? Iriset can get that, she can understand why, if this is what he’s struggled with for ages, why this idea of being the point of connection for an entire empire is appealing.

But because Iriset is orgasm-syrupy and dazed, she says, “What did you do with the numen?”

Shade’s cherry-blossom eyes widen, and she can see her reflection in the pink sheen. “It’s safe,” he says, one hand drifting to settle over his navel.

Iriset understands in a terrible flash.

She rolls onto him, kisses his dry lips, thinks of sundering and the fifth force, and then plunges her hand into his guts.
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The thing about the numen

The thing to know about the numen Never is that unlike Shade, it does remember their mother.

She does not give birth to them in the usual way, but it is her actions that directly cause their little tree to transform from a magically aware if low-power local spirit into a numen duality, that complex of consciousness with all the strength of design in them. The leaves remember because it witnesses the whole thing. The part of the tree that is roots is too entertained by the antics of worms and sleeping cicadas and listening to the music of information passing through strands of mycelium under the dirt. The roots simply aren’t paying attention when the human woman roams nearby.

The leaves notice, though, because the beloved wind brings sensations of the woman’s design, and the leaves turn its attention toward her. She walks upright, calmly, under the sun without fear. When she reaches the tree, she stops. It’s part of a grove of very old flower trees surrounding a little pool of water fed by a tiny finger of the great river that flows through the desert canyons enough miles away that the tree spirit has no idea it exists. To it, water simply is water, wind wind, and the sun delicious. Its roots reach for water and it reaches for food.

The woman speaks, but the tree does not understand. She seems melancholy, though, a feeling trees know well. She puts a hand to its bark. Her melancholy falls away and she smiles before reaching with her inner design to make a tiny pop cascade throughout the tree. The tree begins to change—or rather, to prepare for change. That gets the roots’ attention, but by the time the roots drag up through the channels of the tree to find out what is happening, the human has already wandered away. The roots tingle with the cascading change, like a million bugs dancing inside its rings, and it sinks into the sensation.

She doesn’t go far.

Just at the edge of the tree’s awareness, she stops again, casts her attention wide, and uses her inner design to change her body until she can float up and up and up into the air. She floats so high that to the tree she vanishes. The leaves sway in the wind, feeling like it has indigestion, while the roots are hungry for more than water.

The sun darkens, though it is not night.

The air does something strange then, the tree might have thought cold or flat if it knew words yet, and suddenly a massive weight is falling from the dome of the sky.

(If the tree had eyes, it would see the tiny woman falling, merely a speck of life, curled up around herself in a ball. She looks like a human woman but has changed her entire being, the makeup of her physical presence, so that her extended mass is immense.)

The sunlight returns, and the huge thing falling from the sky hits the desert with the power of a tiny moon.

The earth ripples with the forces, and blazingly hot wind burns down all the living things in its perfectly circular path. But when the forces of the blast hit the edges of the desert, they ignite design anchors, and massive energy walls rise into the air. The walls curl inward to make a dome, capturing force, capturing dust, capturing scraps of material from the recently scoured life exploded and burned to crisps in the wake of her fall.

The only things alive within the dome are the newborn numena.

The one who had been leaves is aware first, of heat and ringing noise, a self, a body, though the body is insubstantial. It feels temperature and exhaustion, it feels confusion and a need for something. Sunlight, except it isn’t leaves any longer. Or it isn’t only leaves.

Beside it something makes a noise, and it rolls its head—it has a head!—to see a sprawl of creature parts: bark-covered legs and mossy shoulders, too many hands and skin the same dark red-brown of their tree.

The one who was leaves gathers itself, uncertain how, and makes a shape like the woman. She was the last creature it remembers. It picks up its other self, dragging the gangly, dreaming other numen onto its back, and starts walking.

It finds her in the center of an eight-mile crater, sitting up, hands folded in her lap, eyes closed. Before it gets too close, she smiles again. “You made it,” she says, and the numen doesn’t understand the words, but the sentiment comes across.

“Gather yourself,” she says, patting the rough red sand beside her.

So it does, with its other self in its lap, and when she says, “It’s perfect,” it somehow understands she means the crater, the circle, and the very energy around them.

It sits with her for quite some time, perhaps days, perhaps years, listening to what she listens to, until it slumps against her and she pulls nothing out of the air, making substance, and feeds it to the newborn numen. That is how it learns it must still eat, though sunlight and water won’t cut it anymore unless they are transformed outside of itself.

She becomes nothing but a shimmer of light sometimes, or a hum in the air, as plants return to the crater and surrounding desert, as mice and snakes return, and vultures and kites fly over them.

The feeling of sitting with her is the only thing in its short—or long—life that settles the numen. It doesn’t have words yet, though more and more occur to it, but it knows peace. It knows life. It knows lively silence.

The woman who is also a shimmer of light gets up one day, kisses the numen and kisses its sleeping other self, and walks away as calmly as she arrived.
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So Shade has always believed the first humans he saw were the men who climbed over the cliffs of the crater shortly after he arose to true consciousness. Technically he’s right, because the woman was no human any longer, and Never never says otherwise.

Never might have saved itself heaps of trouble if it ever mentioned that one of the reasons it leaves is to find her. Sometimes it feels her in the wind or the sun, or in singular moments of transcendence—like when its other self smiles for the first time, or when lightning strikes them and for that unending split second, they are electricity, too.

It leaves because that’s what leaves do. But it also yearns in the most basic knot of itself to understand something she’s at the heart of. Why. Why did she make them, what was her purpose? Why did she leave without offering answers?

“Don’t you love me?” Shade demands.

“Love you? I am you,” Never answers.

“We aren’t the same, and never have been.”

“Same tree, same birth, same particles.”

“Roots and leaves aren’t the same. Built of the same, but different functionality, different patterns.”

“Everything is like that! All the world and sky are built of the same!”

“But not the same.” Shade pouts.

“From the same.”

“Do you love me?”

“Human necessities,” Never sneers.
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Shade tells the humans he made the crater. He shows them how to pull the great river here, how to find minerals to hold magic, and they call it design. Shade becomes whatever they want, whatever makes them love him, and Never lives at the edges of their relationships, their houses and neighborhoods. Shade sings songs that call more beasts and birds here, brings the river into the crater because more trees can grow where there is plenty of water.

Never wonders where the river flows, when it leaves the desert. There is an ocean, it has heard from butterflies.

Shade pulls Never into everything he does, even when Never resists, says it’s silly or stupid or pointless, Shade merely laughs that Never is so boring, and if it made roots it would be less bored. That doesn’t make sense to Never.

Most of the moments when Never suddenly recalls that shimmer of light and its god-mother’s silence are moments when Shade does something incredible, something spontaneous. Something to make Never think, Beautiful, and wish beauty weren’t temporary, and wish Shade understood how glorious he already is. Shade is the one who figures out all the nuances of shape and form, the one who understands how to get what they want from humans, how to seduce fish and eels into helping with the water, how to lead sheep to slaughter, how to convince humans that eggs are better than meat even though it’s questionable at least. Things Never never considers. Shade wants to be human, but the most powerful human Never has ever known wanted to be something else. Something greater. Why?

Never leaves and Shade throws a fit.
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Around the world are others like them. Few, but some, and Never dismisses most of them, too, because they are too obsessed with humans, like Shade, or too unformed to be interesting or to fly with it, or so separate from language they can’t even communicate with scent like a fox or with song like a bird or with pheromones and electrical impulses like a fucking mushroom. Never does not want other numena; Never wants a human who can become a god. Never wants its mother.

Finally he meets another one in a city halfway around the world, in a city built on top of another city built on top of another city. This one is human still, and has no intention of being otherwise. He is old, maybe too old to truly be considered entirely human, but he’s never changed his inner design except to maintain health. He has an unbelievable number of great-grandchildren and just enough wealth by the standards of the city on a city on a city to be able to care for them all a little bit. While Never knows him, he spends his time listening to the buzzing of a beehive and tells Never that if he ever understands bees, he’ll probably die.

Never doesn’t understand, but at the same time understands. This human man says the insides of everything are the same, that he can manipulate the fundamentals because the fundamentals aren’t that complicated, merely very flexible. And just like all the beings and nonbeings in the world (and probably beyond) share universal fundamental parts, there is a universal language for communicating beingness itself. The language is pristine, simultaneously both simple and complex, and the human considers all conscious beings and maybe less self-aware consciousnesses, even, to be born with basic knowledge of it!

(It’s math.)

What this human wants to understand about bees is their instincts. How bees communicate knowledge from queen and worker to larva. Their behaviors are so complex they surely cannot be communicated in the observable-by-people types of communication they share: dancing and smell. So where is the information processed? The old man can change it, can change what bees are by changing their invisible information, but he can’t read it. He can’t parse it.

Never thinks Shade would be delighted to try to become a bee for a few generations, and practice dancing like this. “And,” the old man says, “and is an individual bee the sum of its behavior, of its self, or must you look at the entire hive to understand what bees are?”

To be honest, philosophy is not Never’s interest, either. But he stays for many long years because if this human can change one thing into another, then can’t he become a god, too, like the mother? Can’t he find her? Know her? Explain why she did what she did?

“It’s because I understand the fifth force,” the old man tells Never, “that I don’t use it very often.”
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A hundred years later Never meets several numena all in the same place! It’s a chain of islands in the warm oceans far, far south of the crater of its birth. They know what these humans with the power of the fifth force are: sunderers.

It’s rare, but some humans are born with an instinct for the slippery fifth force, the force of creation that creates all other forces. It’s natural, they say, but not for humans with their limited instincts to tap into.

“Why can’t we?” Never asks.

Family says, “We aren’t made of the same stuff.”

“I thought everything was made of everything.”

“We aren’t organized in the same way, Family means,” says Courage.

“Why would we want to be,” sneers Obedience.

Never agrees. “Do you remember, or did you ever know, a sunderer who fell from the sky and made a crater in the desert on the continent north of here?”

“Silence!” cries Beauty. “You mean Silence?”

Strength says, “That was a sunderer, not one of us?”

Never frowns. “She was human, until she was not. She changed herself like a sunderer changes material, and it was her fifth force that birthed me and my brother.”

The numena of the Ceres islands hum in thought. But they don’t have answers, either.
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Because it is near, and because it has been centuries, Never chooses to return home to the crater, to Shade. Though Never is disinclined to let Shade hear it call the crater home.

It arrives to find a thriving city, an expansive empire, dedicated to the same sunderer Never has sought for so many hundreds of years. They’ve given Silence a human name, and Never can’t make itself care much if it’s the name of a god that existed before or was her own human name before she was a shimmer of light.

The energy of the crater is balanced and familiar. At first Never wanders the precincts touching elaborate architectural designs, impressed and intrigued. It can’t shake the strange feeling that everything is too familiar, and it listens for word of a loudmouth wild god, but only hears of a king, a brutal people with red-brown skin like the rock of the crater (like the bark of an ancient old tree), Aharté of Silence, and the Moon-Eater.

Oh, Never is very, very upset.

The energy permeating the city is familiar because it all feels like Shade. The thinnest, most underlying sense of his roots, rooting this entire fucking empire in place!

It slips into the palace and finds the core of its other self, the spark that bursts every day, once a day, very much like a tiny explosion of the fifth force. But it is no sunderer sparking the seed of Shade’s existence. It is just a human, a human using her internal design to keep alive a cycle, a rhythm, a spell. They call it communing with a god, but it is design. Practically sundering.

Well, Never doesn’t make the best choices when it’s emotionally compromised, just like anyone else. It tries to tear apart Shade’s prison, even if that means tearing apart the woman waking her internal design to ecstasy in order to draw Shade close to consciousness every day.

Every day! Trapped in this half-waking nightmare!

Never is caught because Never allows itself to be caught. It needs time to understand this cage and how to free Shade.
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Being very old doesn’t always make a being very patient, but in Never’s case, it was born that way. It waits, it studies, and to be honest it grows less and less enamored with humans—and it barely liked them to begin with.

It’s easy to let them think they contain it, that they can cut off its head or strangle it or make it bleed, or that a null collar makes a difference to it. For several decades Never amuses itself pretending the humans are cute, watching them as if they’re its pets, like an ant farm, or maybe a beehive just like the old man in the city on a city on a city studied.

But it rests surrounded by the vibrant pulse of Shade’s life. The humans believe their savior—the wife of Aharté, the mother of Shade! Ridiculous!—unraveled the Moon-Eater, their apostate, wild god. And yes, Never can imagine Shade liking such a reputation, but how dare they view such a thing as an ending, when instead it is a prison Shade has been trapped inside for four hundred years!

Never has rarely felt the urge to destroy, and always fleetingly. But while it waits, it steeps in killing intention. It hates. It grows into disdain.

But a human gives it a drink one night, and when Never touches her skin, and her flesh feeds it the same way Silence drew sustenance from the air itself, it knows. Finally, finally! This one can free Shade, can remake this crater back into the home it is supposed to be.

Sunderer, it whispers to her.
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Never never predicted the sunderer could change not only material but time. It wonders, vaguely, as it drifts inside the form of its brother, if the old man three hundred years ago suspected such a thing, or if Silence knew, if she remains nearby in some way, a shimmer of light on water, or every shimmer of light on water all around the world simultaneously. The shimmers now, the shimmers before, the shimmers in the future that is also Never’s now.

It accepts seemingly contradictory notions a lot more readily, after everything.

Shade does not keep it from listening through the layers of Shade’s existence, though Shade does hold tight so that Never can’t separate itself without doing damage.

It almost relaxes. Almost sinks away into Shade, into itself like they are the same, like it was always right. Ha! It could let go completely, stop yearning, stop leaving, be consumed and subsumed.

But! It can’t quite manage to be anything but leaves. It wonders what it would be like for leaves to be unraveled the way roots want to be, want to be threaded into the fabric of an empire, a massive array supporting millions of little human lives. Like mycelium and sleeping cicadas and worms wound into and part of a root system.

For a split breath it understands Shade.

When the sunderer drags it apart from Shade, everything is sticky and stringy, and Shade groans while Never’s skin tears away from his skin.

“Numen,” the sunderer says, gathering it up in her arms. She’s touching it all over, and Never suspects she pulled it out in this shape because she imagined it, not because of any preference of its.

They’re sitting on the floor in a pyramid room. Never’s shoulders are half collapsed as it bends over itself, unused to form, unused to being so separate. The sunderer… Iriset… is flushed and on her knees, holding it. Nearby Shade scowls at them from his youth form, the boy with a topknot and red eyes glittering with tears.

“What the fuck,” Iriset says, and Shade bares his teeth at her, but Never… laughs. It’s dry and rasping, but laughter.

They both look at it like it’s lost itself, Iriset surprised and Shade’s scowl falling into a massive pout, like he’s been bullied horribly. Never laughs more.

Laughter is the only sound in the room for a while. Iriset releases Never, and Shade hugs his knees against his chest. Never slowly reaches for Shade, taking his wrist. It tugs until Shade loosens up and scoots closer. “You’re teaching her wrong,” Never says.

“What?”

“The sunderer can’t learn the way she learned design. It isn’t design. It isn’t diagrams and threads of force knotting and snapping. It’s not what she does, it’s who she is.”

“I said instinct!” Shade cries. “I said that, I told her. It’s like how butterflies find their way here to the sea every year. Or how bees know how to dance and spiders how to fly!”

Iriset says, “It’s difficult to make something happen that I don’t exactly understand.” She sets her jaw and takes a long breath through the nose. “I am trying.”

“You don’t have to understand it to do it,” Never says. “I don’t understand how I change form, but I do it.”

Shade nods. “That’s true, you don’t understand how your body makes food into energy and shit, but you do it. You said you mitigated alcohol inside your body.”

Iriset scoffs. “Maybe I did. There’s no measure to know.”

“You sundered when you gave Lyric Aharté your eye.”

“You brought us back here,” Never says.

“By accident! I thought I was freeing the Moon-Eater! I only broke open an array.”

Her flushed cheeks are getting worse, and Never can feel the urgency of her ecstatic pulse, the tumult of forces in her inner design.

Shade leans closer. “You know what it feels like. Focus on that.”

“No,” Never says. “It can’t be taught, only willed.”

“That’s useless,” Iriset says ferociously.

“Yes,” Never agrees. It makes its finger into a blade and stabs her through the neck.
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Sharp edge

Blood sprays when Never removes its hand.

Iriset grabs at her throat, scrambling to press, to catch the blood that spurts through her fingers, coating her skin, soaking her collar. Tiny bright sprays fleck her cheek and her hair. She falls back, eyes too wide, breathing in panicked gasps. Never catches her and says, “That is an arterial bleed, so you have a few moments before you die of blood loss. If you die, I will hunt Lyric méra Esmail to the end of the world and flay him alive. I will massacre the Cloud Kings so your father cannot be born.”

“Never,” Shade hisses, grasping at Never’s arm with such pinching, tight fingers it’s good Never doesn’t need blood in its extremities.

“I will enjoy killing the Vertex Seal, so let me,” Never says calmly, staring at Iriset, who stares back in panic, as if she can’t comprehend anything. “Shade, calm down. If she can’t sunder, she might as well die.”

“I like her,” Shade whispers sadly.

“You’ll get over it,” Never says.

Iriset closes her eyes. Her hands fall away from the bloody tear. It’s really only a small wound, the width of a quartz stylus. But it’s enough. Never is precise.

Disappointment pulls Never’s mouth into a frown, but not regret. It knows she can do this. She’s done it, she must want it, she must believe it. What did she call the fifth force? Heart force? Love? Love life, Iriset Sunderer, the numen thinks softly. I need you.

A shudder passes through her body. Her lips pull back from bloody and clenched teeth, and her just-as-bloody hands curl into fists. She slams them into the tiled floor.

Nothing.

“Never,” Shade whispers. Never digs a hand into Shade’s hair, grasping it hard, holding him in place like it would hold a wild animal by the nape. Shade’s thick roots of red hair tremble.

Then the air itself stills.

Iriset goes limp.

There is too much blood to see the wound, but Iriset’s chest rises and falls. Rises. Falls. Even breaths. Iriset opens her eyes: one vibrant green-blue opal, the other bloodshot and glass-brown as autumn leaves.

Never stretches its mouth into a sly smile.
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The numen is smiling at Iriset, bright and charming, and she shoves away from it. She’s shaking too hard as she tries to get to her feet and slips. On blood. She catches herself hard on her hands, splashing, and Iriset chokes again. There’s blood in her mouth, covering her skin, Iriset can hear it gumming up her throat again, hear herself dying.

“No,” she says voicelessly to the hands on her arms, lifting her up. She’s not dying. She’s alive, not bleeding. The Moon-Eater sets her on her feet, but she pushes him away, too, leaves smears of blood on his bare chest. She turns her back to him and breathes. She breathes, takes a step away.

“Let her go,” the numen says. “She did it.”

“Iriset,” Shade calls so softly Iriset almost can’t hear it over her gasping half-sobs. He sounds plaintive and sad, and fuck that.

Iriset walks one step at a time, one breath at a time. She’s woozy and lightheaded, and the smell is awful. Her hair sticks to her neck; she can feel blood drying on her lips, in the folds of skin under her jaw. Down between her breasts, on her arms, plastering her shirt against her. So much blood. She swallows. Again. The blood drains, but she can still taste it.

The spiral staircase is difficult, but she manages. Except for blood loss she’s fine, fine, fine. Blood squishes against her left heel inside her slipper with every step. She has to keep going, can’t stay here, won’t.

Her heart beats so fast, so hard, it’s like a rock in her chest, bashing against the inside of her sternum. When she stumbles through the exit into the library, there’s a swallowed gasp from someone else, then several cries of shock and fear. Iriset’s eyes are not focusing well—oh, no, that’s tears. She can’t see through their blur, and she can’t stop crying, either, like stopping the arterial bleed required a balancing leak, ha ha. Iriset doesn’t know how blood is generated inside the body, but she hopes hers can manage it fast.

“Iriset,” says Eliri, horror radiating off her. The chimera gets close but doesn’t touch, crystal-tipped hands held up, palms open, unthreatening.

Iriset’s breath is definitely more sobs than panting, but she manages to put voice into saying, “I’m not hurt, but I was.”

“The Moon-Eater—”

She shakes her head, sickened at the cooling weight of bloody hair sliding against her nape. “Can you take me away?”

“Yes,” Eliri says with the manner of a solemn vow.
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Eliri takes her to Rivermouth, of course, and says to the staring gate attendant, “Don’t let the Moon-Eater in if he comes,” as if the whole population of Rivermouth fortress could keep the Moon-Eater out. Iriset is taken to a bath, given warm tea and a thin white porridge she doesn’t taste. It awakens her hunger, and they give her sweet bread and cheese, too, and eventually she’s clean, dry, warm, and can’t eat anymore. She snuggles on a low, very soft sofa with Eliri, who somehow understands that Iriset needs to be touched right now.

“Can Iriset speak of what happened?” Irsu River asks, unmoved.

Iriset wrinkles her nose in a very slight grimace. The best she can do. Eliri says nothing, only squeezes her hand again and again. Iriset squeezes back, and sits a little, looking at River. An lounges back on a chair, as if there’s no other way to sit, smoking a small red cigarette with very normal white smoke. The room is Eliri’s, part of her private building, and it’s all warm brown wood and soft blue hangings that lack the sheen of silk. They’re homey, welcoming, and give the impression of being inside a nest. Every part of the floor is covered in thick rugs. Iriset currently is under two different throw blankets, one ridiculously soft, the other knotted in big patterns. It’s easy to forget the cold shock of dying.

Yeah, right.

“The numen decided the Moon-Eater wasn’t helping Iriset learn to sunder fast enough,” she says, and her voice sounds almost normal, like River’s. Nonchalant. “So the numen stabbed me in the neck.”

River hisses through ans teeth, spilling thin streams of smoke.

Eliri’s arm spasms around her. “So much blood.”

“It worked,” Iriset says bitterly. Though honestly she’s not ready to think about that part, the fact that the numen stabbed her to teach her a lesson and it worked.

(But she does think about it, again and again in the back of her mind, the panic, the desperation, the terror. Iriset has been afraid before, even consistently, but terror is something she has not tasted, not so sharp it skates over ecstatic fear and into something much, much more like Silence. Iriset will eventually come to the conclusion that terror unraveled her for a tiny eternity, and she only survived because her being remembered what it was supposed to be. And then she tore into the fifth force and sundered herself whole.)
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Once Iriset sleeps, she sleeps nearly an entire day.

She wakes starving and lazy, so it takes a while to drag herself up from the warm pillows and blankets cocooning her. Her bed is in a small guest chamber near Eliri’s suite. Sunlight pours in from three round windows paned in colored glass, and Iriset stares for a while at the play of light. The mess of forces isn’t so pointed here outside the Moon-Eater’s fortress—though it’s nowhere near balanced. Iriset doesn’t like to admit it even to herself, but she misses the soothing stability of Holy Design.

Touching her fingers to her neck, she feels the soft, perfectly knit skin. She presses to find her pulse and listens to the calm thump of blood and beyond it—her ecstatic inner design tingling exactly as it should. Everything internal is correct. Iriset cannot detect any sign of yesterday’s—the day before yesterday’s?—trauma. At least not physically. Mentally and emotionally, however…

She takes a settling breath and holds out her hand. Her knuckles are bony in the cool winter light. Her nails glossy, but they could be glossier. They could be harder, the material transformed into a different mineral. Quartz. It’s possible, of course, like Eliri’s. She can do it.

She changed her wounded flesh into whole flesh, without understanding the details, without knowing how many layers of skin, fat, tendon, muscle, vein, exactly. She just did it. And when she put her eye in Lyric’s head, she just thought, Connect. In a panic then, too. But she believed. It was instinct. Fuck that numen who killed her, after she freed it twice and trusted it! But it was right.

Iriset drops both hands to her breast.

She can do this. It’s something she wants to believe she can do.

The first time she felt the edges of sundering, it felt like love. That’s why she called it the heart force. That’s why it feels so much like Amaranth’s morning communion, when she resets the whole massive array of the Holy Empire with an orgasm that is a scant echo of true rivation. It works because that’s how the Holy Syr drafted the design. That’s how Iriset would do it. Will do it. To keep the Holy Design from entropy.

A weird giggle spills out of her mouth, and hot tears pinch out of the corners of her eyes.

Sundering isn’t about understanding or knowing how it works. It isn’t design at all, that art and science Iriset excels at. It’s a feeling and instinct, and Iriset will make it so that instead of needing panic to draw her deep enough into her instincts, it’s just sex.

Iriset slows her breathing, exhales with a gentle moan. She concentrates on the texture of cloth against her hips and breasts, the thin sleeping robe they gave her. And the weight of blankets. She tugs on rising force inside her, pinches a nipple to ping ecstatic and does what she does best: She manipulates her inner design with breath for flow, moans to invoke rising, pinching ecstatic, and rubs her other hand against her ribs again and again, friction for falling. Iriset knows how to arouse her own desire.

Heat grows in her belly, and she dips a hand past the band of the loose trousers she slept in. She caresses her soft pubic hair, slips her middle finger between her labia. She’s hot and already a little wet, and she rolls her hips.

Ecstatic sparks down her spine, and Iriset draws an invisible array against her navel, turning ecstatic pops into a flow-rising sequence. It stirs her skin to pebbles, and she opens her mouth to taste the chaotic forces of the air on her tongue.

With a hand pressed to her vulva, pressure on her clit, two fingers gently circling her hole, Iriset focuses on drawing all the forces toward her core, the way she did with Lyric on that rooftop, pulling at his desire and hers, letting their orgasms shake the marriage seeds apart as easy as swallowing.

But thinking of Lyric makes it easier, and she imagines him here, watching, not touching yet: His hands feel very different from hers—but Singix had small fingers, too, softer than Iriset’s, though, and Iriset never felt them like this. She’s thinking of Singix’s thighs now, and the little gasps she made as Iriset licked into her. Singix had gripped the bathtub and hugged Iriset’s face with her thighs. She’d been so soft, so giving, Iriset wanted to keep taking but in a way she’d never felt before, where taking and giving were the same, an infinite circle of pleasure and care.

Iriset lets go of herself, digging her fingers into the blankets. She doesn’t need touch and pressure for this, she can do it from the inside, willpower only, imagination only. Instinct, only.

She pants and lets the rhythm of panting ripple down her chest, her arched spine, her ass pressed down, her knees up, heels down. It’s a continual wave, and Iriset uses her breath in a special cycle she came up with years ago: spiky gasps and long moans, a singsong falling, bringing it around and around, and yes, this is it, the rivation building in her pelvic wall—a coming apart—and Iriset thrusts one hand up, opening her eyes to stare at her splayed fingers, the glint of light on nail.

The orgasm spills over, and Iriset catches herself in a weird noise as she makes herself listen to the threads of her body, and yes, this is it, she feels the moment of expansion, unraveling the threads of rising, falling, flow, and ecstatic. She doesn’t understand how an orgasm works, exactly. Between every little part of her muscle contractions and brain, she couldn’t draft a schematic, but she knows it.

She draws it out, welcomes the slow, languid afterburn of the newly created fifth force, and watches as her fingernails crystallize like they’re freezing from the nail bed to the curved edge. She sees the quartz formation—sees the transformation.

And Iriset relaxes back into the bed, barely aware of the shivers of coming down, just in awe at the quartz tipping her fingers.

Iriset holds out her other hand beside the first. They look exactly the same, except for the quality of shine. She didn’t give herself claws, only changed the composition of her right fingernails. Very likely nobody else will even notice. And actually it might not be quartz; how can she know for sure?

But she did it. She changed her fingernails from one material to another.

Laughing in delight, Iriset rolls over, clutching her hands to her chest. She laughs into her pillows until she’s crying again.
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Eliri comes in shortly after Iriset gets herself into the bath, bringing food and news that it’s a day later, almost nighttime again. Iriset doesn’t show off her fingernails. She needs to practice more. She needs to get to the point where she doesn’t have to build up an orgasm every time she wants to sunder something. Not that she minds masturbation, it’s just inconvenient. And Iriset needs to think about this more, because if she can transform bone, can she transform the energy of the design blowback from capturing the moon into a different kind of energy? Give everybody in the vicinity of the crater city a nice orgasm during the ritual?

Laughing at herself, Iriset grins at Eliri, who is offering fresh clothes.

“Iriset feels… well?” Eliri asks, brow furrowed.

“Yesterday is forgotten,” Iriset says too lightly for it to be true. But she’s going to move past it.

“While Iriset slept, the Moon-Eater waited outside the gates. Politely.”

Iriset scoffs.

“The Moon-Eater hovered in the air, bright and ostentatious,” Eliri corrected. “But polite.”

“Fine.” Iriset gets out, drying off fast. “Tell the Moon-Eater I will meet with him and him alone.”

“Iriset is not required to see the Moon-Eater,” Eliri says firmly. “River agrees.”

Iriset lowers her hands. She looks at Eliri, the lovely but too-thin, too-pale chimera, who has always looked to Iriset like someone getting over a yearslong wasting disease. There’s still an ethereal quality to her beauty, a resilience. Now that Iriset has a better idea of what the chimera went through, it’s even more obvious. Iriset appreciates the offer of protection. But the Moon-Eater isn’t the one who murdered her.

“Tell the Moon-Eater,” Iriset says.
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The Moon-Eater is allowed past the first gate and into the secondary courtyard. Iriset waits among softly trickling water features. The entire garden is pleasantly balanced, and Eliri mentions that Rivermouth has begun balancing what they can in preparation for the strict Holy Design. It should make the transition smoother when the time comes, and it’s good practice for their designers. The water features are connected by eight small streams, with two highly arched bridges leading to an island in the middle of an ornamental lake.

The Moon-Eater walks in, and Eliri squeezes Iriset’s hand before leaving. Iriset leads him across one of the bridges to the pavilion on the island.

They sit on a wooden bench, and the Moon-Eater keeps space between them. He looks like a mortal mirané man, plainly human and not even especially handsome. The spring air is warm, and lily pads on the surface of the lake are beginning to unfurl.

Instead of saying anything, Iriset turns to straddle the bench and takes the Moon-Eater’s wrist. He blinks half-moon eyes at her and allows the touch.

Iriset doesn’t close her eyes. She doesn’t think too hard. She thinks, He is enfleshed, he is real, a man, a mirané man who can be hurt.

The Moon-Eater watches her expectantly, but with patience.

Iriset slides her hand down to the Moon-Eater’s hand, focused on the sensations against her own skin, on the sensuality tingling throughout her. It’s masculine-forward, soft and dry. It will hurt, she thinks, staring at the shape and form of his first finger. Wanting it to hurt. Nail, nail bed, cuticle, first knuckle, sparse wrinkles, second knuckle, third knuckle attached to the square of his hand. She imagines that finger on her, in her, against her tongue so every swallow pulls on her arousal. Relishing the process, in as great of detail as she can manage, Iriset imagines jerking his finger back as hard as she can, snapping tendons. And then she does it.

“Ah!” Shade cries out, jerking his hand free. His expression flashes petulance almost too quickly to see, then opens wide into delight. “That hurt!” He laughs.

Iriset clenches her teeth, refusing to share triumph, despite the relief draining her energy.

“Iriset, you did it, you held me in form! It hurt. I didn’t make it hurt.” He’s on his feet but bends over to grasp her shoulders.

Iriset shies away. “I’m not going back with you.”

“Ah, Iriset, but you did it.”

“I can give you an array to enforce the same effect,” she says as snippily as she likes.

The Moon-Eater frowns. “Really?”

“Yes, it’s not sundering.” It’s actually more like a null wire, but Iriset doesn’t tell him that.

He doesn’t seem to believe her, which he shouldn’t, because while Iriset told the truth about being able to create an array for the same effect, she’s fairly sure most designers couldn’t do it without any design at all. She willed it, without a buildup of connective inner design the way she could draw Lyric’s inner design toward coming together when they had sex.

Slowly the Moon-Eater sits back down, perching almost shyly beside her. Considering how thoroughly he fucked her, it’s a little ridiculous for him to act shy.

Iriset says, “Why do you really want to be split apart? Why are you so willing to be unraveled and made into the foundations of a design that will so fundamentally change your city. Change you?”

The Moon-Eater sighs. “It’s exciting. You could kill me. Unraveling might not be true death, but a sunderer could find a way. If you can change the fundamental nature of things, if you can cause true transformation, which Never claims sunderers can, then you could kill me. That’s incredible!” He laughs again, his entire face changing into radiant beauty. “I could die, so everything is more precious.”

“That makes you sound crazy.”

“Ha, well, I’m not human,” he says like that’s an answer.

For a long moment Iriset studies him. It’s strange that he’s not human, when every detail about his form says otherwise. Iriset doesn’t think if she were a numen she’d ever bother pretending to be human. What’s the point? “Do you even know what you want?”

“To be happy, of course.”

She rolls her eyes.

“I want to be the foundation of a whole empire,” he says intently. He grabs her knees, leaning in. “I want to know what that is like. I want to feed the pulse of such a massive, elaborate power. It sounds like a dream.”

“The numen thinks it’s a prison.”

The Moon-Eater’s blissful expression falls away. “Never has no roots. That’s how I began this life, you know. Roots. And when I was born into this being, I lost part of that. The simplicity of roots, of nutrients and twisting mushroom electricity and tickling earthworms. What you and Never have described, it feels like going home. Remembering home. And it won’t be forever, right?”

Iriset nods. She can’t say she doesn’t understand a little, even though it’s such an alien way to think about existing.

“Because Never wanted to rescue me,” Shade says with deep self-satisfaction.

“I could kill it, too, if I can kill you.”

The Moon-Eater sucks in a harsh breath. “You could,” he whispers.

“Do you want me to?”

“No! I…” He shakes his head slowly, eyes huge. He puts a hand over his chest. “But you could. Oh my, that… hurts, too.”

Iriset sighs. She covers his hand with hers. “Congratulations on finding the sharp edge of love.”

The Moon-Eater’s mouth ticks sideways with bitterness. “Oh, I know that edge well, Iriset Sunderer. Only, it has never applied to my Never.”

“Why did you lock it away? I knew almost immediately. You aren’t so good at being it,” Iriset says just to be mean.

Shade sulks. “Never didn’t want me to let you do any of this. I thought it would leave again.”

“So you put it inside you,” Iriset murmurs, and that she totally understands. The urge to have something beloved inside, not just for a moment, for sex, but forever. Safe, consumed, whole. Like the marriage seed. “Shade, do you know why Never is so invested in my sundering? It’s the first word it said to me. Sunderer. Back then, I guess it thought I could free you. Is that all? If you’re unraveled, only a sunderer can free you again, remake you again?”

“Ah, I never understand Never,” Shade jokes.

Iriset waits.

With a sigh, Shade shifts nearer to Iriset on the bench. “Never has always been looking for something. Perhaps a sunderer is it, or perhaps a sunderer is a step toward this thing Never longs for. That is my best guess.”

“I’m not sure I could possibly give Never what it wants,” Iriset warns. “I don’t want to see it. Forget I exist for a while, all right?”

Shade kisses her with pouting lips. She lets him, lets him open her mouth and lick into her, and she arches her back and enjoys his sucking at her neck—extremely aware it’s the exact spot where the wound was, the gushing death wound—and welcomes the arousal, considers letting him keep going, fuck her in the shape of a human, not a monster of hands and fleshy tendrils.

But Iriset shoves him back with a halfhearted tsk and the Moon-Eater chuckles, and before he goes he catches her hand. He kisses the fingers and… pauses.

She does her best not to grimace as he notices her crystal fingernails. He says nothing, just gives her a knowing look. It’s intense, and Iriset pushes him away again.

He goes.

Iriset holds on to the feeling of arousal. She gathers it up, the heat and power of it, and she cups her hands as if she can cup the power outside her body.

Iriset blows gently, her inner design so hot her breath becomes vapor in the spring air. She plucks it with both hands, with crystal fingernails, pulling at it like two curving boundaries of a spider’s web. She stretches it out, and suddenly in her hands there is a big array of water droplets.

Mesmerized, Iriset releases them into rain.
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Iriset doesn’t ask much of Eliri and the Rivermouth king, just some space, time, and in return she helps their fortress designers rework the precinct into balance. The rest of the time she divides between scrawling plans again and again in slightly different configurations to mitigate the blowback and practicing sundering.

Blowback happens when a force-knot unwinds unexpectedly or too fast, or when an extreme event makes one force change into another force. If an array breaks because it was improperly balanced. There are plenty of reasons force-blowback occurs. In this case, Iriset expects it on such a huge scale because unraveling the Moon-Eater is like trying to unravel forces themselves. The power unleashed, the strength of the fifth force, which will streak out along the lines of the metadesign to bind the Holy Design into place, which will latch on to the moon, assuming they catch it, which will feed the force-loop holding the Moon-Eater’s transformed self to the Holy Design to the moon—all that power must be balanced, too.

Balanced, or directed somehow. Somewhere.

Eliri suggests it’s the blowback that can slingshot somebody back and forth in time. But Iriset is pretty sure, and this is only a hunch, that the time loop is already in motion and there’s nothing anybody can do to stop it except let the untethered array completely break apart and take the crater city with it.
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As time passes, Iriset grows better at little sunderings. She exists in a state of pre-arousal most of the time, which isn’t as inconvenient as it sounds for someone like her. It’s fairly typical. She writes up Writings of the Holy Syr. She meets with Helica Silkhair and the expanding group of city planners. She ignores the echoing tremble of the earthquakes that come again and again, that the mitigation dome takes care of less and less well. (At least the tremors keep the city in line and eager to assist in solutions.) She turns her nails into amethyst and back. Eliri adapts one of the iris caps she developed for Irsu River’s cascading irises by grafting it with a pagoda diagram intended to illuminate the threads of force in a confined location. It’s delightful, and Iriset uses it to transform her double-dome eye socket into a permeable net and can see anything she wants with only the tap of a stylus to the special iris cap, and perfectly sunders it to her opal eye.

Because at her core she’s a designer, she sketches out an array to activate her inner design toward arousal and acquires Eliri’s help fusing it onto her body. It’s not a tattoo, exactly, nor inlaid quartz, but Iriset and Eliri make a mixture of ink that includes silicate dust and pure quartz particles. Iriset lies back and bares her belly for Eliri to draw the design diagram just under her navel using a thin brush. The thick ink is dark gray and glitters in the even everflame light. When it is in place, Iriset melds it with her flesh. Sunders it part of her.

She can now snap ecstatic to the north node of the design, beginning a declining pattern that moves into falling, then flow, then rising and back to heat up her belly. It’s faster than rousing herself in the usual way. Iriset remembers all the times she considered putting her intellectual weight behind an old-fashioned sex toy, and can’t believe she finally did it in service of something so ephemeral and unpredictable as magic.
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Eight times eight

One night two quads past the equinox, Iriset dreams of Singix, of being Singix and being herself sitting beside Singix, all at the same time, in the way of dreams. And in the way of Iriset mé Isidor, it is a sex dream, all peach-blossom flushes and arched necks, perfect lines of jaw and chin, soft cries, so tiny and sweet and desperate.

Iriset wakes up as she comes, her legs pressed tight together, wretchedly alone, but so very warm as the orgasm ripples throughout her body. Even her cheeks are on fire.

She drifts back to sleep, wiping tears from her eyes because she misses Singix; she’d do anything to have saved her.
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In the morning Iriset washes perfunctorily and heads for the communal dining hall. She feels languid, lost in thoughts about redirecting blowback.

“Ah, what a beauty! How could this one not know such a beauty?” someone says. Iriset continues on, skirting around a boulder marking the edge of one courtyard to the next.

“Lovely thing is a Rivermouth refugee?”

It’s Roc Aliel, sounding suspicious. Iriset looks over to see what the commotion is.

The leader of the Cult of Hopeful Design is a boulder-like man in his early fifties, with a not unattractively craggy facial structure (though of course Iriset’s bar for attraction is low) and Sarian coloring, with a light silvering of his hair and deep laugh lines at his bright black eyes. He has no human architecture as far as Iriset can discern.

And right now his attention is directly on her.

The thing is, Iriset and Roc have met several times. They’ve engaged in lively debates about the hope potentials in the Holy Design, and whether Roc should join Aharté’s priesthood when it appears. (“It seems like the Silent Chapel are the ones deciding what people are allowed to hope for,” he’d mused, to which Iriset said, “Don’t make that sound like a good thing.”)

“Roc?” Iriset says.

Roc frowns dramatically. “This man is known to the lady?”

Iriset actually looks behind her. There’s no one else. She glances back at him, and his intelligent eyes are taking in all the details about her, and something about the set of his mouth and shoulders puts Iriset’s hackles up. “Roc Aliel, what is happening?” she demands.

Something odd ripples his expression, and he cocks his head. “That eye… is the opal eye of Iriset Sunderer.”

“Because that’s who I am!” she cries.

Roc stares at her, not quite comprehending her mirané words. But he looks her up and down, and Iriset feels offended and, yes, fine, turned on. She had a lot of sexy dreams last night!

The cultist grabs her elbow in a big hand and pulls her with him, wearing a scowl. She hurries along as Roc takes her to the nearest bathing chamber.

He thrusts her before a mirror, and Iriset almost chokes on a gasp.

She’s looking at Singix.

She flings her hands up to her cheeks; the reflection does the same. She touches her eyebrow—Singix’s eyebrow!—and her wide, smooth cheek, the corner of her perfect soft mouth. Tiny chin, big eyes flat on the bottom, rounded over the top with thick but short lashes. Perfect white skin, smooth and pearly. One eye is deep brown, the other is glaring green-blue opal. Singix.

Iriset blinks, and tears fall in perfect straight lines down the center of her cheeks.

Singix. She dreamed of her, longed for her, and in her sleep Iriset changed her face, her—oh fuck, the ghost writing is there, too. Iriset lifts her hands and sees the glitter of silvery Ceres sigils.

She laughs, sinking down to her knees. Everything but the opal eye!

“Iriset Sunderer is capable indeed,” Roc Aliel murmurs.

“Genius,” she corrects, sniffing.
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Roc takes her out like that, into the city for breakfast at a café on the southern border of Rivermouth, where the spider bombs didn’t reach. He stares at her, and Iriset can’t blame him. She knows how perfectly symmetrical Singix is. “A beloved woman from the Ceres Remnants,” she says, when he asks who she looks like.

He’s never heard of the Ceres Remnants, which makes Iriset intensely sad. But she says, “The chain of seven islands in the southern sea. It may be that the Ceres have not established there yet, in this time.”

“Are all Ceres so beautiful?” Roc asks.

“Ceres are just people, too,” she answers, sliding thin slices of raw river fish through the spicy sauce on her plate. They go well with the savory porridge Roc recommended.

Roc stabs his fork into roasted purple potatoes. “Is the beautiful woman a follower of Aharté?”

“No,” Iriset says softly, the way Singix would.

“This old cultist thought there was no other way to be in the empire of the future.”

“How is Roc Aliel so knowledgeable of Aharté’s ways and the future?”

“Lyric Aharté spent weeks recovering in Rivermouth,” Roc reminds her. “Roc liked what Lyric Aharté had to say. Likes combat formations, though Lyric’s steps are not the same schools as what this old man is familiar with. Interesting, though, and relaxing.” Roc takes a bite of his food and chews thoughtfully before continuing. “Silence sounds like a good philosophy to bring the small kings together. This cultist has spent years convincing others of the way of Hopeful Design, and can recognize a unifying philosophy.”

“The world under the Vertex Seal is not more hopeful,” Iriset grouses.

“For whom?” Roc shrugs. “The world must change, and when the moon is trapped and the Moon-Eater unraveled, a story will need to be told for it all to make sense to the people. Silence is different enough to be a counterpoint to the Moon-Eater, a revolutionary ideology that can be sold.” He huffs a laugh. “Roc Aliel can sell it. This old cultist looks forward to doing so!”

“I hate that,” Iriset murmurs in mirané. She peers at him, thinking he looks nothing like a mirané prince. Not in bone structure or symmetry, not in skin color or hair texture. But if all the political rulers of the future crater city are mirané, the same can’t be said for the Silent Chapel.

The café seating is outside, because Roc likes to people watch and is well known enough they’ve been interrupted several times as passersby call out greetings or bring flowers over to the cultist’s pretty friend. Iriset asks, “Why isn’t everyone here perfectly beautiful like this face? Why does Roc have a crooked nose and why does that gardener in the fort have the scar across the mouth?”

Roc shrugs. “This face is good, and scars aren’t always flaws. If everyone was so perfectly designed as Iriset’s current form, wouldn’t it be boring?”

“That can’t be it. And don’t tell me it’s money.”

“It’s trends. A while ago, before this one’s time, there was a phase when human aesthetics leaned toward symmetry and perceived perfections, but then someone picked a mesh to turn their hair into brilliant emerald feathers or their teeth sharp, and a new trend was born. Roc’s grandmother spoke of elongated necks being especially popular during Grandmother’s childhood, and eventually nobody could hold a head up without a harness, and another time there was a surge in chimeras with extra fingers or fewer fingers or two thumbs while everyone figured out what was the most efficient and attractive. Roc’s uncle had six fingers and said it would have been more interesting to have an extra penis—but Uncle Femori’s spouse said no.”

Iriset sputters a laugh. “A lot of human redesign aesthetics must be about sex.”

Roc nods. “But people find very different things attractive or tolerable, and not just body parts or gender affectation. What is the most beautiful hair texture? What is the most beautiful eye color? Skin tone? Gender design? Each is a stupid question because it’s impossible to reach agreement.”

“Without oppression,” Iriset says, thinking again of the miran.

“This one supposes if Aharté’s Silence dictates balance and symmetry necessary for beauty but forbids redesign, there must be a lot of conflict about sex and superiority. Does Iriset truly find symmetry, perfection such an ideal in beauty? If so, this Roc will let go of any dreams of seducing Iriset.” He taps a finger to his crooked—probably broken more than once—nose.

Iriset smiles, thinking of Lyric’s freckles. But they’re gone now, stripped away by scars and violence. Her face falls. “Roc is welcome to keep trying,” she says, caught between flirting and grieving.
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As they walk back to the fort, Roc confesses his right arm is a prosthetic, that he lost use of this birth arm during the Renovation War. The prosthetic is designed, but unless she dug in she’d never know—and Roc requested a scar at the location of attachment, so he would never lose track. Never forget. Because he could forget. His prosthetic arm feels exactly the way his remaining birth arm feels. So he is not against aesthetic redesign, he is against extravagance and injury and depravity.

Iriset asks what is the line, to him, between exploration and depravity, but the earthquake warning chimes sing out, and they pause to locate a safe zone. Roc sighs, complaining if they hadn’t had their second coffees, they might have made it back through Rivermouth fortress shields.

But Iriset is glad to be out for the earthquake. They’re every day, once a day now, and soon to be twice, then thrice, until by the quad before the solstice, the quakes will be nearly constant. Each earthquake is both a danger to the mitigation dome and an opportunity to improve it. Iriset loves improving other people’s work.

She licks her lips and, with the stylus in her sleeve, taps the iris cap of her opal eye. Tilting her head back, she blinks a few times to adjust. The lines of force flare to life, pale silvery and wavering against the steel-gray clouds. Iriset sees plenty of random eddies of flow and rising, can trace the threads to one of the needle towers on the edge of the Flower neighborhood—River ordered all such buildings in Rivermouth brought down, considering the delicate nature of their construction. She sees elaborate tangles of what look like ribbon skiffs to her but are actually a technological predecessor used here in the Apostate Age to send messages, not skiffs. And there, past it all, one of the new lines of the four forces, this one rising, arced all the way from the Moon-Eater’s fortress and the anomalous star crater out to the edges of the city where the cardinal rising steeple is being constructed.

Iriset closes her opal eye and waits. “This is dangerous,” Roc says beside her. She ignores him, and then senses the shift in the air and looks up at the mitigation dome again.

It shivers, and instantly after she sees it, she feels the subtle tremor in the street below her feet. The tremor grows, vibrating with ecstatic and broken flow, in a ripple, then another, and another, each larger than the last. There should be eight, and Iriset counts them, as if standing at the edge of a pond that’s rippling against her ankles.

On the seventh, the mitigation dome breaks.

Iriset almost doesn’t notice, because it’s not over her that it happens: It’s northeast, the Rising Smoke fortress, where the small king has constantly resisted the efforts of Amado Chimera to bring Rising Smoke into the metadesign plans.

Later, Iriset will hear words like slippage and dilatancy, neglect and strain, because the small king had for years been secretly digging a honeycomb of passages in an attempt to tap into the Lapis River where it exits the crater far underground. Water seeped into the soft rock and, nearer to the surface, into the layers of sand and dirt. The honeycomb flooded in the past few days as it rained heavily, and while that alone might have caused no trouble, the design of the entire precinct was under strain due to the same small king’s refusal to work with the company of city planners and designers who set the anchors of the mitigation dome throughout the city. The Rising Smoke anchors were as sparse as possible, and none of the Rising Smoke designers were allowed—or tried—to weave the admittedly harsh force-lines of the dome in with their generations of layered architecture.

The floodwaters receded, the earthquake rippled through, and the design supporting the secret, illegal tunnels collapsed, tearing the threads of the mitigation dome nearest to them apart.

Of course, everything above the tunnels collapsed, too.

(Another thing Iriset will hear later is that someone finally manages to assassinate the Rising Smoke small king during all the chaos.)
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Iriset runs. Toward the problem.

It isn’t like her, she’s not by nature an emergency responder, but maybe it’s wearing Singix again, maybe it’s being able to see in real time as the forces of the crater city bend toward the collapse like it’s a funnel, and if she’s there maybe she can grab some of the dome or some of the foundational design and reduce the damage.

Maybe it’s knowing that even if she can’t completely blame herself for this, it started with her choices. Or ended with them.

She runs through people fleeing, summoned by the siren song of structural damage and a thrumming under her skin like constant ecstatic force. The energy walls cutting Rising Smoke off from Rivermouth are down, crackling in places like lightning, easy to cross. Cutting up from the central section of Rising Smoke precinct is a huge crevasse hundreds of paces long, wider than the river, and it’s full of rubble and bodies and the whine of metal, the shriek of pipes bursting, the hum-pop-roar of messy forces failing.

Iriset can’t fix it, but she can drag people away from the crumbling walls. She helps a woman stumble out from under a doorway without a building behind it and carries a child who somehow only split their knee open. She sits the kid down and rummages in the nearby wreckage for something the right size and shape, a thin piece of metal, and in a teeth-grinding moment of focus she transmutes it into unshapely quartz so she can sew the kid’s wound together with a thread of flow force. This is what she can do. She looks for more injured because she knows how skin and bones work, and there’s plenty of blood that needs to be stanched and breaks that need to be fixed and abrasions that need a crawling repair design. There’s a man with everything below the knee pulverized and someone is tying a tourniquet just above the knee, getting ready to cut the leg off, and Iriset crouches down, draws a fast diagram against his skin, and jabs her stylus at the eight anchors, and suddenly the man slumps in relief because she’s taken away his pain. Iriset’s arm is grabbed and someone is begging her to do it again, and again, so she does, the numbing array built fast from the dregs of the array she’d invented to give the Moon-Eater pain.

Iriset loses track of what she’s doing. Twice in succession she heals a body part that’s not fully human, or at least it doesn’t appear that way: scales with a sheen like oil on water that Iriset pretends are just thicker pieces of skin; a man with something like horns running down his back. Those horns aren’t what’s wrong with him, but his back itself is torn open, ribs and vertebrae cracked. Iriset closes her eyes and gathers her power in her belly array. This isn’t arousal, or not the sexual kind; it’s burning and desperate, but it works. She makes it work. She saves lives. Not every life, but some. She sunders, creates the fifth force in the palm of her hand, and uses it to alleviate pain, to reteach bodies to remember themselves. She makes bones knit together again, makes veins repair themselves, reattaches a finger, an ear, and once, she puts her hands on a huge chunk of stone crushing a woman’s hips and leg and uses the fifth force to turn the stone into dust and air.

There’s a cry to her left, and she can’t see much because the sun has long set and her opal eye aches in her skull and her flesh eye is nearly seeing double, so Iriset reacts differently than she might have when she feels the whipping arc of rising force-threads suddenly unleashed from Silence knows what. She reaches for the ends and grasps at them, catches them because she thinks she can, she knows it, and just as she does, the whole knot they’re part of snaps into pieces. The blowback is immediate and it barrels through Iriset.

She bends it. She moves it through her bones and uses the burst of energy to suddenly close all the tiny cuts covering the body of the man at her feet. He groans, and Iriset stares down at him, her palm tingling and her heart racing.

The man sits up, wipes blood from his face, and peers back at her. All the signs of pain and injury are gone from his face and posture. He hops to his feet. Spry, energized.

And suddenly Iriset knows exactly how to disseminate and render safe the entire overwrought power of the metadesign blowback. Calculations spool themselves out in her mind, all the elements of the growing design array puzzling together in a sequence of blinks. Transmutation is the answer, and sixty-four nodal points where the blowback force can spin and burn without blowing up half the designers and all the Moon-Eater’s fortress.

Sixty-four people in sixty-four places, activating sixty-four echo coins that won’t be exactly echo coins but more like resonance chimes to link them and change them.

Sixty-four reborn mirané princes ready to make their new world.
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A deadline in more ways than one

The math holds, to Iriset’s deep chagrin.

There are already sixteen places in the heart of the array she’s building that are intensely susceptible to the blowback. Because of the work the people stationed at each of those nodes will be doing to activate the array when Iriset unravels the Moon-Eater, it’s easy to express that sixteen into sixty-four. If they can find sixty-four people who are skilled enough at design to activate their node in exacting order and with exact timing, who are willing to transform into the ruling class of the future. Unless it all goes wrong and they’re shredded to tiny pieces.

It makes Iriset nauseated.

She supposes she could give the mirané princes puke-yellow skin instead of moon-red, or try to give them all a useless sixth finger or something to make herself feel a little better. But honestly this whole thing doesn’t just make her sick, it scares her. She hasn’t transformed a living creature. She can make bone into quartz, yes, rain into clouds, yes, but there’s sympathy between the minerals and no danger of killing anything. She did some healing design in the Rising Smoke precinct disaster, yes, but it was individual and messy, and during the setting of the metadesign, Iriset will be extremely busy.

Besides that, can she really trust that she understands what the miran even are to make them correctly? They’re balanced, they never get sick, their bodies resist anything that isn’t part of the Holy Design. Iriset doesn’t know how orgasms work, which she’s spent a lot of time thinking about, much less why brains dream when they’re sleeping or how food turns into fuel and shit. Iriset cannot make intricate arrays for every different part of a mirané circulatory system or to understand why lungs are made of a different kind of material than stomachs. Where does the acid come from? Why do people even breathe at all?

She’s worked herself up into several panicky tizzies in the half-quad since she passed out after patching boo-boos in Rising Smoke. There are so many tomes and scrolls and diagrams the apostates these days have written and put together that detail plenty about human architecture. But Iriset is on the clock! There’s too much to know so she can’t know any of it. She has to use her instincts. She has to figure out how to find the faith in herself to just do it. Want to believe.

And maybe find a fool to experiment on.

Iriset is thinking about all these things, lying in the sun in the garden just outside her little room near Eliri’s suite, when a scream startles her, and she sits up like an agitated cat. It sounded like a griffon. She’s not heard of any in the city these days. Could they have been recently designed? she wonders, getting up and jogging toward the front gates. Did the line of Vertex Seals know their royal pets were designed by apostates? Just like that little bobcat kitten her father gave her, and she designed it ill-fitting wings.

The thought brings a smile to her face, though the memory has never made her happy before.

As if part of her knew what to expect, Iriset is still smiling as she reaches the wide fortress gates, where Lyric speaks with Rivermouth guards, convincing them to allow in a small wagon carrying at least three griffons. One of them is a fully grown queen, the others younger, thinner, maybe adolescents. It’s the queen who screams.

Iriset slows down, taking Lyric in: He looks good, better than when he left. His hair is shaggy, but thick and wavy around his face. He looks too skinny, but he stands strong. She starts picking up her pace again, needing to be near enough to see if the freckles came back or not—she guesses not, but still, there’s hope.

He turns to her and sees her. Ah, red moon, that eye! Her eye, warm and sunny in his mirané face. Iriset laughs, and bites her lip because lately she is much more of a crier than she ever has been before, and she doesn’t want to cry on him. It’s only been a season and a half.

But Lyric comes to meet her, and Iriset flings herself into his arms with all her strength. Lyric catches her, braces against the impact with a soft oof. Iriset wraps her arms around his head, too tight, one hand digging into his thatch of hair, the other strangling him probably. Her nose behind his ear, ah, he smells so different. Smoke and dirt and sweat, no trace of bergamot or sage, and Iriset feels like it’s been years, not quads. Years and years. She squeezes with all her might. Her whole body shudders, and it’s possible this is the first time she truly hasn’t been afraid of being stabbed in the neck since it happened. Iriset didn’t even realize she needed him so much after dying (again). No wonder she’s been dreaming herself into Singix.

Lyric holds her around her ribs, lifting her off her feet. “I’ve got you,” he says, slightly surprised but so soothing.

“Lyric,” she murmurs. She can’t help it, she wraps her legs around one of his, too, not quite shameless enough to wrap them around his waist in front of all these people.

He laughs tenderly and hugs her, doesn’t try to put her down.

A griffon screams again and she startles. She looks up, saying, “Where did you find them?”

Lyric half turns, but Iriset sees a mirané masculine-forward person standing uncomfortably next to the wagon, one hand inside the mouth of one of the young griffons—just sitting there, resting ahz long mirané-brown fingers against the beast’s tongue while its jaw hangs open and its teeth gleam and it stares at Iriset with round golden-red eyes. The miran is staring at her, too.

Her fingers jerk hard into Lyric’s shoulder and scalp as she notices the miran’s familiar face. Az is young, her age maybe, thin bone structure and long straight black hair with mirané-brown highlights that catch the sun like blood. Iriset blinks away the visceral memory of blood choking her, sticking her hair to her neck, and then she recognizes ahz. “Hehet?” she says, soft and incredulous.

“I thought so, too,” Lyric says. He loosens his hold and Iriset reluctantly stands on her own feet. He tugs her closer to the miran who looks like az could be Hehet méra Davith’s kid. In mirané Lyric says, “Iriset, this is Maimeri, the Moon-Eater’s child. Maimeri, this is Iriset mé Isidor.”

“Little Rabbit,” Iriset says, unsure what to feel.

“Iriset,” Maimeri says back, basically glaring at her grip on Lyric. Clearly the little bunny knows what to feel.

Her own sharp humor breaks herself out of her helpless state, and she releases Lyric. She looks around to take in the whole situation. “Well, you’re back with what you went for,” she says to Lyric. “And just in time, too.”
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They release the griffons as Irsu River arrives with the head-of-household attendant, and there’s a bit of chaos as everything is settled. Iriset trails alongside Lyric at first, while they go to the quarters he used previously and are still available to him—the rock garden will suit the griffons, Maimeri says, and seems to get vocal acknowledgment from the queen that she’ll stay in the garden or yard so long as she and her kits are brought some fresh meat. The queen doesn’t speak, exactly, but she makes a few clicking sounds and gestures almost like a regal nod. Iriset doesn’t remember the griffons of her time being so communicative. (Maybe people stopped talking to them first.)

She stops herself as Lyric goes to drop his few things in his room and ask for a bath. Maimeri walks directly into the same room as if it’s going to be where az stays, too. Iriset is cranky about that and wants to take a bath with Lyric just to prove something. But she catches bemusement on Lyric’s face and stops herself. She says she’ll see them at the dinner River is arranging to welcome Lyric and the Moon-Eater’s long-lost child back to the crater city.

Feeling disconcerted, Iriset returns to her own guest room and settles herself with breathing exercises. Or tries to. She can’t stop fidgeting, frowning, wondering what Lyric is doing. She needs to check his eye. She needs to check his eye and—she doesn’t know. It’s been quads and Iriset feels deeply affected and changed by what the Moon-Eater and numen have done to her, by her own discoveries, nearly as much as she changed while she was married to him. She does magic now. She would have died, should have, and it happened so suddenly Iriset never saw it coming.

With a little huff of frustration, Iriset undoes her knots, tears a comb through her hair, and reknots it. Then she slams out of her room and heads for the small king’s suite at the heart of the fortress.

The informal dining room already smells of spices and fresh bread, and River reclines on ans preferred divan in elegant blue robes. Lyric stands beside the small king, as if he just arrived, hair wet and in very loose layered robes and skirt of starkly contrasting black and light pink. Maimeri is clean, too, in tighter trousers and a long shirt, quietly studying Roc Aliel, seated opposite the young miran across the short table.

They turn to her when she enters. Lyric’s expression lightens subtly, and River says, “Eliri has been sent for, but waiting is unnecessary. Sit, please.”

The seats are stiff floor cushions with low, curved backs either for leaning against or for propping an elbow on. Iriset has not quite grown used to this style, even in the quads she’s lived here, and plops down gracelessly. Lyric’s mouth twitches in an almost-smile, and as he sits beside her he says, “Lyric is surprised to find Iriset here, not with Eliri in the Moon-Eater’s fortress.”

She wants to ask how quickly he’d have come to find her, had she not been here, but she doesn’t want to know, either. She flicks a glance at Maimeri, who looks so disconcertingly like Hehet méra Davith, who led the faction of mirané princes opposing Beremé mé Adora. Besides coloring, Maimeri does not look like the Moon-Eater in any form Iriset has seen, but that must not be too surprising. What does surprise Iriset is that Maimeri’s hand strayed from ahz space and into Lyric’s, touching the edge of Lyric’s plain black outer robe where it folds against the rug.

“It was no longer conducive to my work to remain with the Moon-Eater,” Iriset says lightly, mostly in Old Sarenpet.

River begins pouring wine for everyone, and even Lyric accepts a small cup. River says, “Though unfortunate that Iriset Sunderer must learn the true nature of the old fairy, it served this small king well, and Rivermouth is honored to have such a guest.”

Roc lifts his wine and says, “To saving lives!” and knocks back the drink.

Iriset grimaces delicately and drinks. It is River’s favored pale wine, grassy and sweet.

“Saving lives?” Lyric asks tentatively.

“The Moon-Eater’s true nature?” Maimeri asks at the same time.

“It wasn’t Maimeri’s mother,” Iriset says. “It was Never who upset me.”

Lyric touches her hand and Iriset shakes her head. She’ll tell him more later. Maybe.

“Never is the other one like Mother,” Maimeri says.

“Yes. A numen.”

“So,” Lyric says, holding Iriset’s gaze. “Saving lives?”

She doesn’t answer, but Roc does.

“That’s right, priest. When the earthquake caused a collapse in Rising Smoke thanks to that fuck Jaricho, Iriset helped heal and rescue with Iriset’s magic,” the old cultist says with a grin.

Lyric’s eyes widen, and he tears them from Iriset to stare at Roc Aliel and request more details. Iriset lets her own gaze track along the tiny constellation of scars around his desert-glass eye. They mingle with a few sad freckles, then disappear back into his wavy hair. She wants to trace their path with her fingers, slide her hands deep into that hair, and find every single one.
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They eat, they drink—some of them more than others—and catch each other up. Iriset does very little of the talking, unusual for her, and she likes it best when the conversation diverts into Lyric’s winter. Lyric says he has a sheaf of letters for her, in his bag, and she laughs, telling him she’s been answering and has already found, with Roc’s help, a pamphlet publisher.

Lyric listens attentively as Roc outlines the progress made on Holy Design, the current pattern of quakes, the ins and outs of Amado Chimera’s political scheming, the city planners’ various nightmare scenarios and best-case guesses. Once or twice Iriset adds something, though only technical terms. Roc is, as he claims, the better storyteller, even to someone like Lyric who doesn’t need convincing.

Through it all Iriset watches Lyric pretend to eat and Maimeri try to subtly feed him. Once, Iriset catches Maimeri’s eye, and after the miran looks sharply away—startled to be perceived, Iriset supposes—az looks back at her, then deliberately down at Lyric’s plate where Lyric has left the rich red gravy and candy-roasted pork but eaten the bread.

Iriset puts the last half of her bread on his dish while stabbing the pork for herself. It is rich and sweet, but Lyric should have enjoyed it. He would have, ten quads ago.

He notices, of course, and slides her a knowing look. Then he asks River, “Is there any of the light green tea from before?”

The small king immediately has some brought, along with sweet cheeses for dessert, and pulls out a cigarette for anself. Maimeri eagerly accepts a cigarette, too, and Iriset wishes she could spirit Lyric away for the night and whisper the details she hasn’t shared to him, warm and bundled in bed. She wonders if he’d let her. (And if Maimeri would.)

“The designers tend to forget how much organization is required outside of the design itself,” Roc is saying, sipping his wine.

“It is the designers’ prerogative to focus on their work,” River says, smoke slipping between ans lips. “While designers can help with certain tasks such as securing unbalanced architecture to prevent explosions during the transition to Holy Design, there’s no reason it can’t be this River or another small king to negotiate for the rights to round up the more delicate monsters and complex chimeras for removal from the crater.”

“This cultist even manages to convince some more elaborately redesigned people to consider a null effect to the aesthetics for the main event, or taking a trip outside the crater, just in case. So it is well in hand,” Roc says expansively, spreading both arms. “All yet needed is for Aharté to return. Here is Lyric Aharté.”

But Lyric turns to Iriset with a strangely wild look in his mismatched eyes. “Why is it necessary to remove chimeras?” he asks her in mirané.

Iriset frowns. Beside Lyric, Maimeri’s whole body has gone taut as well. The cigarette burns between ahz fingers. She says, “We have a theory that the extreme balance of Holy Design, given the absolute chaos of how forces naturally function and interact here, and given how chimeras exist physically within the bounds of irregular design, will cause chimeras that are complex or unstable for a variety of reasons to fall apart, or mutate somehow, as their design tries to…” Iriset trails off because Lyric has closed his eyes, pain drawing his features tight.

“Lyric,” Maimeri says, infinitely tender.

“A theory?” Lyric whispers. A laugh puffs past his lips, neither amused nor voiced. “You thought about it, and knew it would be a—a danger. You…” He makes the same sound, but it turns into a cough. Lyric shakes his head while Maimeri rises to ahz knees and grips Lyric’s shoulder.

It’s true that Iriset’s mind has always been able to simply think about something and know, and the skill doesn’t fail her now. “Setka,” she guesses—she knows—and is a little horrified, but also very, very curious.

River watches with half-hooded eyes, and Roc is frowning as Lyric tries and fails to stop coughing. Roc pours more of the tea that’s probably steeped too long, reaching across the table to give it to Lyric. Maimeri is the one to take it, because Lyric coughs too hard. It sounds harsh, racking his throat. He bends over and Iriset grips his elbow as he covers his mouth with the back of his hand.

Red gleams bright against the knob of his wrist. Iriset gasps and pulls his hand away to see blood in the corner of his mouth. He sways. “Lyric,” she cries, and his eyes lift to hers, golden and red, and he faints.
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There is blood on Iriset’s hands again, the smell tinny and bright in her nose.

Lyric rests on River’s settee while they wait for the physician to arrive. He’s fallen into a gentler sleep now that the coughing’s stopped.

“The blood is new,” Maimeri says quietly. “But not the illness.”

“What symptoms?” Iriset asks.

“Headache, nausea, I think he’s occasionally lightheaded and can’t feel his fingers. He hasn’t mentioned the last two to me, but it’s obvious.”

Iriset goes cold. Her mother’s fingertips were numb sometimes. That’s not design disorientation, which she did know Lyric was experiencing before the winter, when they first arrived. That’s apostatical cancer.

Miran aren’t supposed to get cancer. But they aren’t supposed to exist outside of Holy Design, either.

Iriset watches Maimeri watch Lyric, trying not to feel anything herself: Maimeri’s blood-red mirané eyes trace Lyric’s chest as it rises and falls, go to his lips when they fall open for Lyric to take a deeper, slightly ragged breath. There’s anxiety in ahz young, handsome face, and care.

Not just care. Iriset really looks. Maimeri’s bone structure is a version of mirané features she’s very familiar with, probably the whole line of Hehet méra Davith’s family all the way back to this half-numen oddity here. But it’s more than that. The shape of his mouth, the line of his nose, and the arc of his eyebrows that are so deep a red they look black except in certain light. Of course, Hehet has age and stress marked gently on his skin, and Iriset remembers his slick smile and the fine lines it brought to his eyes. She wonders.

But this little rabbit has nothing like that marring ahz skin, despite the worry overtaking ahz now. Az watches Lyric like az needs him. Loves him.

“What happened to Setka?” Iriset asks.

Maimeri’s mouth presses down. “She died. We spent the winter setting markers—steeples, Lyric Aharté called them—around my valley, which was already naturally balanced. Lyric wanted to smooth it further, make it perfect Silence.” Maimeri glances at Iriset. “I have always been uncomfortable in the crater, and most places, really, because the forces are so loud. Lyric helped to anchor my inner design, quieting the noise. It was a good idea. When we charged the steeples, it felt very good to me.” Az lowers ahz voice even further. “But Setka must have been what you said earlier? Unstable chimera? So she died.”

Iriset brushes hair off Lyric’s forehead, heart aching. She really should summon up her old anger at his hypocrisy. Let him die of apostatical cancer the way he would have let her mom die. Leave him here, abandon the Moon-Eater and these people who think catching the moon and redesigning their entire city in a few quads is a viable political option. She should let them all implode and die, then run off to the islands that someday will be the Ceres Remnants and maybe she can become the demon of courage. Well, not courage, that’s for sure. How about one she always thought was silly, like the demon of hierarchy?

Instead, Iriset holds Lyric’s hand.

He’s stirring as the physician arrives. “Iriset?” he murmurs, and she does not look at Maimeri even though she’s petty enough to want to. She helps him sit, wipes under his eyes with her thumbs. Maimeri moves and gets a cup of water as River leads in the doctor.

“What ill-conceived redesign has been done to Lyric Aharté this time, menace?” the older woman demands. Iriset grimaces at the surgeon from the Night of Chimeras. She’s just as mean-looking as then, just as disinterested in niceties.

“Nothing,” Lyric answers for himself. His voice is raw even after sipping water. The edge of the cup comes away pink.

“Everyone out,” the surgeon commands, stripping off half her bandolier. She shoves dishes aside and begins to set up her diagnostic kit.

“But—” Iriset starts to complain that she’s his wife, and Maimeri looks mutinous, too, standing with ahz arms crossed and a hard frown.

“It’s fine,” Lyric says, turning sad but unapologetic eyes at her. Her own damn eye, so she should get to stay.

With an irritable huff, Iriset stands. “Look for cancer,” she says harshly.

Lyric sucks in a breath, and the surgeon frowns. But Iriset doesn’t look at him again, only gets out, barely aware of River holding the door open, or of Maimeri scurrying after her. Az calls her name, but she doesn’t slow down.

In the garden between the small king’s suite and Eliri’s yard, az catches her with a hand to her wrist.

Iriset stops. Her heart is pounding. The moon is high tonight, shuttered by rolling clouds. But tiny silver lights flicker in the elegant, swaying young trees so she can see Maimeri clearly. Az’s staring right into her eyes.

“It really is yours,” az says. Ahz free hand hovers near her face.

Iriset sighs tremblingly and tilts her face permissively.

Maimeri skims fingers along her cheek. It’s difficult not to let her eyes fall shut.

“He’ll be all right,” Maimeri says very quietly. “No one dies from cancer unless they’re addicted to it. And we’re going to make the Holy Design, where he belongs, which suits his design.”

Every particle of her being wants to follow up on cancer addiction, what the fuck, and it’s anguishing not to. But later. “Little Rabbit,” she says deliberately. “Why did you come back with Lyric? Why are you going along with this scheme to unravel your own mother and reorder the entire design of your world?”

Maimeri lets go of Iriset’s wrist. “Because he asked me to.”

Iriset’s mouth drops open at the plain sincerity. She’s never done anything in her life just because she was asked! (That’s not true, but it certainly feels true. She’s fairly sure she’s spent many hours actively doing the opposite of what she’s asked.)

“Let’s go back,” Maimeri says.

Iriset nods vaguely and lets Maimeri pull her back the way az chased her.

Unfortunately, they step through the gate from Eliri’s yard into the side garden next to River’s suite at the same time Eliri herself arrives: and at her back are the Moon-Eater and numen.

Iriset doesn’t bother keeping the ugly expression off her face. But it hardly matters as the Moon-Eater brightens and bounces around Eliri. “Little Rabbit!” he says happily.

Maimeri tenses and Iriset is disinclined to help, so she steps away as the Moon-Eater kisses his child. She pretends to ignore the numen but keeps herself aware of its exact location. It stands as still as a statue except for the constant shifting of its silver-pink hair.

“I hoped that Lyric Aharté’s return would bring you as well,” the Moon-Eater says. “You look good, strong. Older. Aging like a human still?”

With the Moon-Eater’s hands all over ahz, squeezing shoulders, ruffling sleek hair, pinching ahz chin, peering into ahz eyes, all Maimeri can do is nod.

It’s pretty amusing to see the Moon-Eater so fussy.

Eliri, meanwhile, steps up onto the wide wooden porch that runs along the length of the manor building. River leans against the wall with Roc, but pushes off to greet ans spouse. They merely brush their fingers togethers, keeping distance otherwise.

“A little earlier than planned to get the whole company together, but welcome, Moon-Eater,” Roc Aliel says, and even a blunt person like Iriset continues to be surprised by his boldness. But it’s admittedly appealing in a leader.

“Roc Aliel is so frequently here,” the Moon-Eater says, petting a hand down Maimeri’s chest while he turns a dangerous grin on Roc. He makes it sound like here means in my way.

“This old cultist does try,” Roc says lightly.

The Moon-Eater lets go of his child and slinks up the porch steps. “But now Roc and Shade are on the same side?”

The door to the private dining room slides open and Lyric appears, still tying his black outer robe closed. Behind him, the warm firelight and everflame candles cast him in silhouette.

“Lyric Aharté,” the Moon-Eater greets.

Lyric steps out of the doorframe to allow the surgeon to pass. She nods sharply to River, then the Moon-Eater with a tight-lipped frown, and basically stomps away, radiating irritation. Lyric watches her go, face carefully blank, and then he sighs and looks down. “Iriset is correct,” he says.

Oh, it hurts.

“Iriset usually is,” the Moon-Eater says delightedly, though the humor falls away as he notes Lyric’s soft regret. “About what?” he demands.

“Especially aggressive apostatical cancer,” Lyric says, looking to Iriset. Then he half smiles. “Twisted through most of my internal organs, and partially consumed my lungs and stomach.”

Maimeri makes a soft sound and walks to Lyric, hopping onto the porch like az’s weightless. “That is still treatable,” az says quietly but firmly. Like it’s as simple as setting a broken bone.

“The surgeon did say there is an equally aggressive and invasive treatment, yes, involving extensive redesign and physical surgery,” Lyric agrees. “With an almost perfect survival rate.”

“But you told her to leave,” Iriset accuses, forgetting Old Sarenpet in a sudden flare of rage. That they have to destroy this science! Forbid it! That Lyric is so casual about his lungs and stomach. It’s so far along, much worse than her mother was when Iriset saved her. Almost perfect survival rate.

“There isn’t time.” Lyric shakes his head, still politely speaking in Sarenpet. “The summer solstice is barely three quads from now.”

Iriset stares at him, the impact of his statement stripping her rage away and leaving her panting like she’s raced across the Crystal Desert. “A deadline in more ways than one,” Lyric jokes, using the mirané word because that’s where the pun is.

Oh, she can’t even throw anything at him or shove him, he’s too far away and riddled with cancer. He knows, he knows how she feels and is joking about it like they’re arguing over translations of elaborate Ceres marriage poems.

“The unicorn I met liked my jokes,” Lyric says when nobody laughs.

Iriset makes a strangled sound at that—a unicorn!—but then—“You already knew, didn’t you? You aren’t surprised!” She charges closer, fingers curling as she can’t choose which part of him to grab. “How long have you known, Lyric?”

Enough guilt flinches across his face to give her an answer, except—“The sunderer,” the numen breathes right beside Iriset.

She cries out and jerks away from it. The numen’s diamond gaze burns at her. “The sunderer,” it repeats in that old, harsh voice from when they first met, “can heal you.”

It isn’t that Iriset forgot—she knows she can cure apostatical cancer, she’s done it, she’s bragged about it. In many ways it defined her for years; that successful apostasy gave her the drive and fire to become Silk. It’s that Iriset never considered sundering. She still doesn’t believe in it, not really, despite dreaming herself into Singix or saving herself from a knife to the throat and despite saving others.

Iriset faces the numen and it stares steadily, patiently, back at her, as if it’s watching the dawn, content to allow the colors to be, the shifting light to be, the sun to do what the sun always does and rise.

“What matters is this array, not Lyric,” Lyric says. “It must be at the eclipse. The moon will be where the moon needs to be, and this priest will make it that long.”

Iriset spins away from the numen.

The moon shines on them now, almost full, and Iriset feels Silence as she looks at Lyric, feels the design radiate out from the two of them. “You will,” she says, intending it forever.
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Sex magic

Iriset insists on speaking with Lyric alone. He agrees, though she wasn’t actually giving him a choice.

They go to her guest room, and the moment the door closes, Lyric embraces her. It isn’t desperate the way she first hugged him this afternoon. No, it’s sweeter, his arms around her ribs, his nose in her hair breathing in and then sighing out with his whole body. “Iriset,” he murmurs. “Thank you.”

She stretches her arms around his shoulders, cards fingers through his short hair, says nothing. She has so much to say, to yell about, but the priority is to get him to relax so she can do… her thing.

“I couldn’t do this without you,” he continues, and Iriset leans back to frown at him.

“That’s what you expect me to do,” she says, “hiding how sick you are. Letting yourself die.”

“There’s time to finish, and besides.” Lyric shakes his head. His eyes are pinkish at the edges, both of them. His breathing seems shallower than it should be. Than it used to be.

Iriset studies him. He calmly gazes back, waiting, his hands loose on her waist. She used to think she knew him better than anyone, but she knew the Vertex Seal—what did she call him? A brutal king of a boring world. This Lyric she brought with her to the Apostate Age is missing something. Maybe it’s just fanaticism. Unfortunately, Iriset isn’t sure agnosticism suits him.

“You’ll be fine,” he says soothingly.

Her nostrils flare with anger and she clenches her jaw. Iriset feels her shoulders lift like she’s ruffling furious feathers. “Get on the bed.”

His little frown is cute, but he obediently sits on the edge of her bed.

Iriset starts stripping, dropping her transparent silk jacket like it’s trash, dragging the robe off her shoulders in jerky movements, and kicking off her slippers like they offended her.

“Iriset?”

She unties her trousers. “I’ve always worked better with skin contact with the forces,” she says, which is true but not what’s happening.

“Worked?” The bed creaks quietly as he stands.

Whirling around, she points. “Back on the bed. Feel free to take off your clothes, too.”

“Iriset, I don’t feel good. I don’t—”

“I’m the one who has to feel good for this to work.”

“For what to work?”

“Healing you.”

“The treatment—”

“I’m not curing you with apostasy,” she snaps. “I didn’t do this with my mother.”

He falls quiet. Something apologetic in his sad frown.

Iriset abruptly realizes she’s not angry at all. She’s terrified. She rips her shirt off and throws it as hard as she can toward the wall, but it lands soft, ruffling like a plucked yellow flower. Iriset stares at it, a hand drifting up to her throat. Warm air flutters against her exposed skin, pebbling up her spine and forearms.

Hands find her elbow, and Lyric gently turns her. “Iriset, you don’t have to do anything.”

“You want me to let you die?” Her voice is thick and she hates it.

“I want you to focus on being the Holy Syr. Not saving me.”

Tilting her chin arrogantly, she scoffs. “You think I can’t do it all?”

“Can you?” He’s so serious. And being so gentle, like she’s the delicate one right now. He takes her hand in his. “Can you unravel the Moon-Eater and catch the moon, and is it going to send us home? Will it create the miran somehow, since I can’t stay here and make babies after all? Will you save the chimeras in the crater city? The ones who can be saved? End the earthquakes? They’re talking about them outside the crater, and about you. Talking about the One with the Eye. Do you know the word for eye in Sarian?”

“Syr,” Iriset whispers, nearly naked and trying not to think about history. “It’s in their oldest name for themselves, too. Syr Sarian.”

Lyric shakes his head, squeezes her fingers. “That’s their oldest name for their gods, the gods who watched out for them.”

“You read too much.”

“You can do it all, Iriset. I need you to. We all need you to.”

“Well, I need you alive!” She tears her hand free of his.

“Since when?”

“Fuck you!”

Lyric smiles and it is gutting how much love is cupped in the curve of those lips.

So she kisses him about it. He lets her, soft and welcoming, but he barely kisses back. Iriset flattens her hands to his cheeks and leans in, brushing her breasts to his chest. The cloth covering him is plain and smooth, but not silky, not fine like what he used to wear. It catches pleasingly on her nipples, and she does it again, lifting on her toes to lick at his mouth.

Opening up, Lyric finally kisses back. He holds her, hands fitting where they’ve always fit, one splayed over her spine, the other sliding low to her hip and ass. Nodding, Iriset nudges at him to walk back to the bed. “Just be open,” she instructs as he sits down, and she begins taking off his robe. He’s wearing three layers and loose skirts. Like he’s still cold despite the lateness of the spring.

He catches her hands. “Iriset,” he says, but stops like he’s unsure what to ask.

“I don’t know what it will feel like, but just let me try, Lyric,” she says, clamoring onto his lap. “Do you feel good enough to get it up?” She makes herself tease him, wiggling against his lap.

“Try—try curing me? How—you said it isn’t apostasy.” He sounds tense, but also like he’s controlling his breathing too carefully. Probably he doesn’t want to start coughing again, which is a very good point.

Iriset sits back on his legs. “It isn’t design. It’s… magic,” she says, trying to sound harmless and confident.

“Sex magic,” Lyric says very seriously.

Iriset’s mouth hangs open, and she feels heat flushing her cheeks, her chest. She clenches all the muscles along her pelvic floor against the surge of lust because he’s so serious, so committed to hearing her out. “S-sundering,” she manages. She tucks her face against his, in order to hide and urgently whisper in his ear. “I can just take it away. All the cancer. I can change it into harmless life stuff. It’s better if I don’t overthink it because it’s not science or arrays.” Iriset pants for a moment, realizing she’s been moving against him in little ripples, tiny undulations of her hips, and her fingers squeezing like a kitten lapping at milk. Lyric holds her easily, letting her, listening.

“Please,” she says.

Lyric turns his face to kiss just in front of her ear, then he draws his hands up to her shoulders and nudges her away. “I’ve been with others.”

“Others, or just the little bunny?” she asks knowingly.

Blushing doesn’t appear on mirané skin, but Iriset is familiar with the embarrassed flutter of his lashes. She leans in and licks at the corner of his sandglass eye, kissing toward his hairline. The scars are so tiny, but she feels the impressions against her lips. She says, “I fucked the Moon-Eater.”

Lyric’s body startles, and Iriset laughs, pressing closer. She wiggles to get her thighs where she wants them so she can prop herself up for better access. “Really, he fucked me. It was…” She trails off, starting on Lyric’s robes again and isn’t sure what her face does to make him stop her.

“Iriset?” He holds her hands, looking close.

Iriset meets his gaze. “I’m all right. I’ll tell you later, after, please?”

Nodding slowly, Lyric kisses her lips gently, then helps her undress him. Naked, Lyric looks skinnier, absolutely no excess fat on him, giving him a gaunt, wiry look, and it makes even Iriset, a decidedly non-parental person, want to feed him and get more pillows. She wonders if she could give him everything back in a long burst of the fifth force, not only scour him cancer-free but regrow layers of health over his stringy muscles. She trails a hand along his pectoral, over a nipple, and down his navel, to press her finger against the jut of hip bone. His cock is plumping up, at least, thank Silence.

“That bad?” he says, clearly going for a joke, but too uncertain.

“Yes!” she declares, smacking his hip.

Suddenly his hands are on her waist and he rolls onto his back, picking her up with him to set her on top exactly where she needs to be. Her breath woofs out of her and she steadies herself.

“Still strong,” he challenges. A frisky gleam in both eyes.

Iriset’s vision blurs with fucking tears and she leans back, flinging an arm over her eyes. When they were married—when she was Singix—he could be so playful in bed, or on the floor, or in his office throne, especially in the bath. Lyric strokes her sides, holds her breasts in both hands, and Iriset arches, grinding down to smear wetness along his groin. His very ready cock rubs lightly against her ass.

Lyric touches the rousing array on her lower belly, tracing the spiral of it with his thumb. It is so sexy to have him caressing it, Iriset’s hole aches and she presses her hands to her eyes—she has got to get it together. Lyric seems to sense the design, tickling her belly along the array in exact time with the build of power in her inner design.

He slides his other thumb down between her labia, sinking into the folds, and lightly touches her clit. Iriset jolts and looses the knot of arousal as it sparkles out to all her limbs. She drops her arms and reaches back for his cock, but Lyric hums and picks her up again, flipping them. He lays her gently on her back. “You concentrate,” he murmurs against her breast, kissing the nipple, sucking kisses down the mound to her ribs and down, down, crawling with his mouth and hands until he kisses the array. He bites the north ecstatic node and sucks at it, and Iriset grunts with the pleasure, spreading her legs for him.

Iriset sprawls as Lyric kisses over her pubic bone and into her vulva, using his mouth and tongue to devour her. It’s so easy to center the hot cycling of her inner design like this, it’s right there, she can do this, it is absolutely sex magic, she thinks wildly. Iriset angles her hips up and Lyric licks into her, stroking long and hard with his tongue flat, and Iriset cries out. She could come instantly, she’s so eager for this, but she tugs at his hair, not quite ready. She needs him touching more of her; no, she needs to be touching more of him—and Lyric gets it, hears her, moving up to kiss her slowly and push his cock into her slowly, too.

Wrapping arms and legs around him, Iriset lets Lyric set the rhythm, lets him do the external work while she reaches for his inner design like she’s used to doing, as if they were still connected. His breath suffuses through her hair, heats her ear, warms her neck, and he is hot inside her, his skin slicking with sweat.

Iriset knows his body—his perfect, healthy body. Mirané and balanced, part of the Holy Design. Inside and out. Perfect. Unbreakable.

She’s losing herself, but not the feeling of forces building, the thread of rising arousal and falling to her core. Flow between them in every pull and press, and ecstatic in every gasp and squeak she doesn’t hold back.

Iriset doesn’t even have to tug on his rising too much, or clench too many sparks of ecstatic into his back with her fingernails, for his orgasm to hit quickly. Iriset tears herself open at the same time, the four forces so tightly unmade into one that they unravel, and there it is: sundering. Love.
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It is hot in the little guest room when Iriset starts noticing things like her skin again.

She and Lyric remain wrapped together, sticking with sweat and come. Lyric appears to be passed out, but there’s a glow to him. Iriset decides to think of it as a healthy glow. Her body is light, too, and already a little bit hungry. They should take a bath and see if Eliri has a diagnostic net here to check Lyric’s internal organs so they don’t have to summon back the mean surgeon who will have too many questions anyway. Then get real sleep, and in the morning ramp up the work on readying everything for the big day.

After this, she’s not going to be able to keep it to herself that she knows how to make the miran, how to mitigate the blowback. This is different because she knows Lyric, and it’s almost incidental that he’s mirané. She needs something additional to make the magical sympathy. Iriset wonders about Maimeri, if the little rabbit is actually the first miran born, and it’s true that they come from a god. Only instead of Aharté it’s the Moon-Eater.

Suppressing a groan, Iriset leans closer to Lyric. He opens his eyes slowly, one at a time. He licks his lips, then smiles very slightly at her. But it’s enough to fill his eyes and shift the whole musculature of his face.

So naturally the first thing out of Iriset’s mouth is absolutely deranged. “I’m going to need you to get me a sample of your lover’s semen.”

His mouth pops open with a shocked little noise.

Chagrined, Iriset continues, “To make the miran, Lyric. If Maimeri is mirané, the first miran, really, I can use ahz semen to create a sympathetic connection. For myself. To reproduce ahz design. That’s where babies come from!” she adds almost frantically when Lyric still doesn’t respond.

“Half,” he bursts out. “Half where babies come from.”

“Well, we only have miran with penises, unless I’m wrong about Maimeri’s design,” she says rather snottily.

They stare at each other, and then laugh at the exact same moment. Relieved, breathy, and soft laughter. Lyric presses his forehead to hers. He takes a huge, deep breath. Lets it out. Does it again. Iriset joins him, and at the end of four, Lyric says, “I can breathe so easily.”

Iriset hugs him, squishing as much of her body against his as she can.

“Do you really want to make the miran?” Lyric murmurs.

“No, but it’s a solution to part of the same problem. The metadesign. It all has to be in place, with purpose. This is the real Holy Design, Lyric Aharté.”

“And will it send us home?” he asks, pulling her against his chest, smoothing a hand down the length of her spine.

Iriset doesn’t answer except to spread her hand over his chest beside her cheek, her fingers pressed between her mouth and his heart.
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Worth it

Rabbit dozes on the porch outside Iriset’s guest room. The night is deep, with few lamps still lit so late, but spring insects continue to sing from the little pond in the yard. It’s surrounded by low boulders soft with mosses and colorful lichen, and despite the darkness, the fish are visible thanks to their glowing gemstone scales. The Rivermouth fortress is balanced, easy to relax in. Not so strict as the Holy Design they inflicted upon the valley, but soothing.

The door beside ahz slides quietly open, and az hears shuffling feet, then a soft exclamation. Az keeps ahz eyes closed, head leaned back against the wall. Iriset Sunderer whispers, “Does Little Rabbit know?”

“Know what?” Lyric asks, voice low. Rabbit appreciates that it means Lyric isn’t trying to keep secrets from ahz, even if he has until now.

“Your ultimate goal for this eclipse?”

Lyric sighs tenderly. “Az knows I’m only here briefly.”

Rabbit opens ahz eyes, locking immediately to Lyric’s beautiful sun-and-blood gaze.

“Aiyah,” Iriset says, which is not a word Rabbit knows. Az looks at her instead. Her eyes are also mismatched, sun and opal, in her case. It makes the two of them suit each other. Rabbit is trying not to have deep feelings about it. Iriset says, “Go sleep in the bed, or come with us to the kitchen,” she invites, friendly enough. Her dark brown hair is loose in fluffy waves down to her waist and she’s wearing Lyric’s skirt, while Lyric is as put together as always, in what must be an extra dress of Iriset’s and his own black and pink robes. There’s a change in him: His body is relaxed, and it isn’t from sex. Or not only that.

Rising smoothly, Rabbit steps into Lyric’s space. “Are you healed?” az murmurs.

Lyric nods.

“Sunderer,” Rabbit starts, unable to hold back ahz gladness—and awe.

“Probably healed,” Iriset corrects, stepping off the porch as if to avoid the conversation. Lyric follows, brushing his knuckles against Rabbit’s to nudge ahz along. Iriset continues thoughtfully, “But just as probably it will be a recurring problem until you’re back in Holy Design.”

The frown is audible in Lyric’s voice when he says, “Will it be a problem for all the miran when we return, too?”

Iriset looks back, confused, then obvious surprise stripes her expression. “Because you really do want to destroy it all. Fuck, Lyric.”

Lyric stares at her, and Rabbit has been the subject of that look: relentless, prophetic, and still somehow soft with patience. It makes Rabbit want to drop to ahz knees. Instead az steps closer and wraps ahz hand gently around Lyric’s elbow, breaking the look. Both glance to ahz, and then Iriset cusses again. “I bet it will be a problem, yes,” she says.

“Won’t your sundering work for everyone?” Lyric asks, starting for the kitchen again.

“I’m not having sex with the whole mirané council,” she sneers, but her eyes spark with humor. Then she pauses, head tilted. “Maybe your sister, though.”

Lyric makes a strangled sound, and Rabbit can’t help liking this banter between them, even though az doesn’t understand the full implications of it all, even though there isn’t room for ahz. Lyric is very human with her. He likes her. That’s good.

Rabbit swallows. Az lowers ahz hand to Lyric’s, and Lyric allows ahz to weave their fingers together. Rabbit doesn’t want to feel relieved. They sneak through the fortress to the inner kitchen, which is lit and the Moon-Eater baking. It smells tart and gingery, and there’s a pot bubbling thickly on the stove. Rabbit walks around Lyric toward ahz mother, hoping it’s the sweet porridge he used to make with berries that burst when they got hot enough. It turned the whole meal pink and sweet. Sometimes right before serving, Mother would drop more berries in to warm up and burst right on the tongue.

Iriset Sunderer makes a surprised sound, and Rabbit supposes it’s strange for the red god to be cooking, to anyone who wasn’t raised by him. Rabbit steps beside the Moon-Eater and leans ahz shoulder in. Mother smiles. He’s shifted his form to the one he wore to bear Rabbit, which Rabbit recognizes from being told repeatedly. It’s more androgynous than Mother’s usual hard masculine-forward preferences, and he said when he was pregnant it just felt right—and the humans around him tended to deal better when they could pretend he was a woman. “Rabbit,” he says cheerfully, offering a tasting spoon.

“Mother.” Az accepts, blowing on the porridge to cool it. Az props ahz hip against the thick wooden counter and looks at the others. The other fairy, Never, sits cross-legged on top of the nearest table. Its stringy pink-silver hair falls all around it like rain in a painting, and its back is hunched, its arms too long, its teeth too sharp. None of that bothers Rabbit, but Iriset Sunderer sits as far away as possible while remaining at the same table. Lyric joins her. The only other person in the room is the small king Irsu River, lounged in a tall-backed chair. The cold stub of a cigarette rests in a shallow bowl of wine before an.

“I didn’t realize you cook,” Iriset says in the fairy tongue.

“Did you heal him?” Never interrupts in its hissing voice. A voice like the wind scattering dry leaves.

“Yes,” she says with absolute confidence.

“You’re welcome,” Never snarls back.

Iriset looks like she wants to tear Never apart. Rabbit wonders why. Az wants to know more about Never and what it means to ahz mother. But the porridge is good. Rabbit sits sideways on the bench and pushes a bowl at Lyric. Lyric smiles thanks and digs in so quickly Rabbit has to grab his hand to stop him from burning his mouth on the steaming hot food.

Alarm fades into self-deprecation as Lyric realizes why Rabbit stopped him and lets Rabbit blow on the spoonful of porridge for him before eating it.

Iriset is staring at them. Probably everyone is, but Rabbit can feel her gaze because she’s so near and there’s something about that opal eye, something disconcerting. Rabbit is not used to being disconcerted after living with a unicorn for eight years.

It gets worse when, after Lyric has eaten three bites, Iriset closes her opal eye and places a finger over the lid. She scrunches her brow. She opens her eye, and the too-bright blue-green iris gleams even more ferociously, focused on Rabbit.

Az rears back, but then stops when nothing happens, and tilts up ahz chin. She can see what she likes, whatever power that eye has. It does not take effort to wait; this is nothing compared to stalking snow foxes for fun, or ahz namesakes for food. Or existing in the Moon-Eater’s court as a child.

Meanwhile, the chimera ahz mother likes so much slips into the kitchen, too, and sits carefully on Irsu River’s lap, accepting a bowl for both of them from Mother.

As if everyone can sense something coming, it is quiet but for the sounds of spoons on ceramic. Lyric pauses his eating, looks between Iriset and Rabbit, then stares at Rabbit. There’s still grief there, the pain that hasn’t truly gone away since Setka fell apart. But the softness in Lyric is Rabbit’s, too, and any other time Rabbit would lean in and kiss him open-mouthed.

Az has known Lyric couldn’t be with ahz forever, almost from the moment they met. It didn’t matter—it still doesn’t—but it does hurt.

“Moon-Eater,” Iriset says slowly, still peering at Rabbit. “How did you make Maimeri?”

Mother plops down on the bench beside Rabbit and puts a bowl in the other fairy’s hands, though Never only accepts so it doesn’t splatter on its lap. It tilts the bowl with a look of distaste and refuses to eat. Mother sips the thick porridge directly from the bowl.

Despite mixed feelings for ahz dangerous mother, when the noise isn’t grinding at Rabbit’s consciousness, it’s nice to be close to him. For a little while.

Mother says in Sarenpet, “A piece of embodied flesh, seed donations, a mesh to help maintain the integrity of the womb.” He shrugs. “Practically the natural way.”

But Iriset narrows her eyes at Mother now. She blinks her opal eye hard, then looks again. “Just like that?” she says in a very skeptical tone.

“Well, obviously it took several tries. This old fairy wanted to carry a child like any mother, but it was difficult—any slip from full embodiment caused miscarriage. To maintain that kind of form exactingly and for so many months…” Mother grimaces. “It proved nearly impossible. Experiments were conducted, mostly on merging various types of sheer arrays—which eventually became the fetal meshes that Iriset is familiar with—and this fairy’s various physiologies. Eventually a solution was invented—a sort of double dome like Iriset’s first eye—that maintained the mesh and womb internally, but matched this fairy’s necessary energy fluctuations.”

“A piece of flesh?” Iriset taps her finger to the table. “The mother-seed, so to speak. And father-seed donations, such as tend to be used with creating human chimeras?” Her attention flicks briefly to the chimera Eliri on River’s lap.

“How many children were lost?” Lyric asks.

Rabbit looks around at the Moon-Eater in time to see him make a rippling gesture that’s half shrug, half eye roll.

“Wait,” River the small king says with a frown. “These attempts began when? Thirty years ago? And succeeded twenty-three years ago?”

“Something like that,” Mother answers gently. But the Moon-Eater’s entire being sharpens, and Rabbit looks past him to the other fairy. Never watches Mother with razor-eyed focus.

River lifts the chimera off ans lap very carefully—like an is controlling anself. An stands, color-changing eyes never leaving Mother. An says in a voice trembling with anger, “There were quads of dead babies in that graveyard. None overtly chimeras—Roc and River never… always wondered what the purpose was of those deaths, those experiments. There were no chimeric changes, no mineral differences to the bones or formational differences! Nothing to indicate the reason the fetuses were created and then died! The Moon-Eater—”

The small king cuts anself off, staring at Mother in horror. The chimera holds on to River’s arm with both hands, her crystal claws pricking the sleeve.

“It was the Moon-Eater behind it this whole time,” River says, a sickened, wild expression on ans face. “No wonder the fairy refused to be involved in the war!” Ans eyes ripple faster than they should. An covers them, leaning back toward the chimera. “Get out,” an says with devastating command.

Rabbit stands, the urge to defend ahz mother warring with confusion. Lyric hasn’t moved, looking vaguely ill again. Iriset’s mouth is set rebelliously, and the other fairy, Never, starts to laugh.

That startles Mother, and he flings himself across the table, morphing shape so that he gets past the chimera like wind, and then is standing behind River, a hand with talons clutched around River’s throat. River grabs at his hand, and Eliri cries, “Moon-Eater! Please!”

Mother doesn’t move, pressed up behind the small king, an eerie expression on his face. He squeezes just enough that River arches ans chin up, breathing hard enough ans chest heaves. An reaches one hand for the chimera.

Iriset is on her feet, too, having darted around the table, arms out to keep Lyric back, mouth open in shock. And Never continues to laugh.

Rabbit gets to ahz feet. Az has heard of how the Renovation War started, but never connected it to ahzself. Az did not realize how much death was required to allow ahzself to be born, but az isn’t surprised, either.

“Why should this old fairy not cut into River’s throat for the threat?” Mother says almost kindly. “A river of blood is a fitting way to die, for the small king of Rivermouth, yes?”

“Shade!” Eliri cries again, from her knees, her hands clasped and begging.

“Fought—fought a war over that mass grave,” River snarls through choking, fingers digging into the meat of Mother’s forearm. “More died, so many more, and it was all for the Moon-Eater’s whim! And that whim left.”

Mother looks at Rabbit coldly and says, “Worth it.”

River’s face crumples. “Get out!” an screams.

The other fairy, Never, is on its feet on the table, towering over them. “We can kill them all and start over, Shade,” it says calmly.

Mother thrusts River away from him, toward the chimera who catches an, holding tight. Tears stream down her cheeks and she drags an farther away. “Will go,” Mother says, then glances at Rabbit again and grins. “Worth it,” he says brightly this time. Then Mother bursts into a flock of silver crows, screaming and flying in every direction.

“See you soon, sunderer,” Never says, then hops off the table and disappears.

There’s a moment of quiet except for the harsh breathing of Irsu River as an stares at Rabbit. Rabbit can read the anguish the small king is feeling, used to Mother causing such violent emotions in most people. Az only didn’t expect it to happen so quickly after their reunion.

“Rabbit, too,” Irsu River says finally. “This small king will not look at Rabbit.”

“River,” Lyric protests, but Iriset puts a hand on his shoulder. Leaving is fine with Rabbit, if Lyric will go with him.

“We’ll go back to the fortress,” Iriset Sunderer agrees. “For the final preparations. Eliri and I can work there just as easily.”

“Rivermouth will have no further part in any of this,” the small king says. An pulls away from Eliri. “Roc can make Roc’s own choices in the morning.”

Iriset puts her hands on her hips. “River is cutting off ans fingers to spite ans hand. The Moon-Eater will be unraveled and imprisoned for centuries. River should help.”

“River will help by spending every moment until death blackening that monster’s name.”

Iriset huffs, but before she can continue arguing, Eliri says, “Go, Iriset.”

There is a hardness to the chimera’s tone that Rabbit finds surprising.

“In the morning,” Lyric agrees. “This priest wants to speak with Roc Aliel.”

“Fine,” River snaps.

Rabbit takes Lyric’s hand and pulls him out, Iriset following. She’s talking fast as soon as they’re outside. “River is better than this, smarter, and I really need Eliri’s expertise for the blowback mitigation. There are bigger things at stake than people already dead. All the people about to die, for example. If I had to get over how much I hate this whole project, so should they,” she complains.

“I don’t think so,” Lyric says.

“It must be true, then, if Lyric His Glory thinks it.”

Rabbit frowns at the sarcasm, but Lyric doesn’t seem to mind. He even smiles slightly, if sadly.

Iriset growls in frustration.

As they pick their way quietly back through the dark fortress, Lyric asks, “Do you really need her?”

“No,” Iriset snaps, “but it would just be nice not to have to do everything myself for once.”

Rabbit silently inserts ahzself between them. Az’s taller than Iriset, so it’s nothing to loom slightly.

“Lyric likes it when I’m like this,” she says, glaring up.

“I don’t,” Rabbit says, making ahz expression like a stone wall.

Lyric leans into Rabbit’s back and puts a hand on ahz long tail of hair. Tugs lightly. “I’m exhausted,” he tells them, sounding completely drained of energy.

Instantly, Rabbit has an arm around his waist, and Iriset taps a pattern on Lyric’s chest. Her immediate concern morphs quickly into dark-looking humor. She half smirks at him, as if she gets a joke Rabbit didn’t even hear. Iriset says, “You two should go to the guest room you were given. I’m too riled up to rest anyway, so I’ll pack.”

Lyric takes her hand and puts it back on his chest. “Are you certain?”

“Yes, and your little bunny looks more than enough to get you there without fainting again.”

Even though she’s being obnoxious, Rabbit shifts ahz weight and picks Lyric up in both arms. Lyric yelps in surprise, and it’s the most undignified noise Rabbit has ever heard him make. Az likes it.

Iriset laughs quietly as Rabbit starts walking and Lyric is made to hold tight. “I can walk,” he insists.

“I don’t mind. Just remind me of the way ahead.”

Lyric sobers as if he was dropped in a pool of ice. Rabbit slows down and stops in the shelter of an arching gate between two yards. Az looks at Lyric through the deep shadows, unable to tell what he’s thinking without light tracing his expression.

“I have a lot of things I need to tell you about… the way ahead,” Lyric says. “Beginning with, I’m so sorry.”

Rabbit feels a pinch in ahz heart, and holds Lyric tighter, squeezing him breathless.
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Too heavy

The earthquakes are coming twice a day, and in another quad it will be every six hours. It’s both more apparent and less dangerous in the Moon-Eater’s fortress because it’s the epicenter, so the initial thrust of the untethered array attempting to complete itself is intense and fresh, but this is also where the mitigation dome is most secure and centralized. Each quake feels more like a long rumble of nearby thunder.

At the next meeting of the whole task force, Eliri is the only person missing—and River, of course, though Roc Aliel shows up and is assumed incorrectly by everyone who was not at the Rivermouth fortress that night to be River’s representative. Roc does nothing to belie that impression, sidling up to Iriset with warm gossip from the Rivermouth dining hall and including everyone in his stories while they wait for the last members to arrive. Even Helica Silkhair returns his smile, and Iriset makes a note in her messy sheaf of sketches and plans to discuss with Lyric who they should make the first Vertex Seal. Amado Chimera clearly would like to be, and Maimeri is the choice of history, but maybe Roc should be a contender.

The biggest steps forward presented during that meeting are: First, the city designers of Chimera and Sharp-Shin have completed their survey of the sixteen steeples under construction and everything is on time, especially the Rising Steeple, which had been lagging for weeks thanks to the efforts of the recently assassinated Rising Smoke small king. His successor was convinced to be more helpful by a personal visit from the Moon-Eater, who wears a shit-eating grin when the city designers describe the whole affair. The point is, the four quadrant steeples will be finished, the four in the Moon-Eater’s fortress are already done, and the eight precinct steeples to connect them all are in testing stages. Second, the cardinal of the College of Lightning Revelation has finally landed on a working model for momentarily pausing the moon, and it’s a helix form, he says, as if that’s a miracle itself. His students have proven the theory with a series of experiments east of the crater involving immovable objects and tricky force equations, and the only remaining problem is the blowback everyone is already aware of, which leads to the third step: Iriset briefly describes the math for channeling the blowback through what she calls a process of raveling.

It’s more like re-raveling, or reverse rivation, but instead of going into details about the process, she leans over and takes Helica’s stylus. With a mere four-count breath and closing of her eyes, she sunders it from quartz into cherrywood. She says, “It can and will be done. All it means for this task force is sixty-four volunteers must be identified, people who are willing to be changed into the same stuff as Lyric Aharté and Maimeri.”

Amado Chimera speaks up (of course). “These will be the leaders of Holy Design, presumably?”

“You’re already on the list, Amado,” Shade says silkily.

“Both my spouses as well,” he says. “What are the requirements?”

Iriset answers. “No chimeras. Small apostatical aesthetics are fine, ah, small human redesigns. Feathers in the hair, gemstone eyebrows, that sort of thing. Superficial changes. This sunderer will evaluate individuals. And the second requirement is a skill level with design, the ability to understand the nuances of this design.” Iriset leans over the table and taps a few knots of design, unfurling them just as the late-afternoon earthquake hits. She feels it rumbling under her feet, and several drops of water suddenly hit the table with bit splatters.

Everyone looks up at the ocean overhead, the shimmer of forces as the design holding it in place trembles. Iriset wonders if it’s enough water to drown them if it all collapses.

“Perhaps meetings should take place elsewhere in the future,” Roc Aliel says with a bold laugh.
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As they walk back to Iriset’s workroom, Lyric says he can’t believe how easily the people accept the potential of being transformed into a new kind of people. “In a city of apostates?” Iriset rolls her eyes at him. “What is skin color and internal symmetry to people who are used to quartz bones and alliraptor chimeras and fetal mesh?”

Lyric nods reluctantly. “I suppose Shade offering compensation to the families of the volunteers in the event it all goes dreadfully wrong helps.”

“It won’t go wrong,” Iriset insists, though she is not as confident as she pretends to be.

They get so many volunteers from the design colleges and small kings they invite, including friends and family, that they must turn people away. Maybe rewards from the Moon-Eater were unnecessary. But Shade insisted. He’s in fine form these days, throwing lavish parties across the expanse of his fortress, filled with debauchery and fireworks, showing off what he can do and what he likes to do. He starts an impromptu design contest, inviting city designers into the fortress for an aesthetic fashion show, and turns into a dragon to give rides to those brave enough. Only six people die from extreme design blowbacks, and one dies when his blood vessels all burst after going home for the night.

Iriset learns of all this when she’s made to eat so she doesn’t starve—usually it’s Lyric enforcing meals, and usually Maimeri is with him. Maimeri is scathing in ahz reports of ahz mother’s party agenda. It’s good, Lyric teases, because setting Maimeri as opposed to the Moon-Eater will play into the stories Maimeri tells for the future generations. (Lyric is completely in favor of Maimeri as the first Vertex Seal.)

Lyric takes care of everything that isn’t design. Coordinating with Amado Chimera to speak with the mirané volunteers and teach them the basics of the Holy laws of Silence and Silent meditations. Working to finesse Word of Aharté and write down the basics of mirané vocabulary and grammar with Roc Aliel, who, despite the truths revealed about the Renovation War, is an enthusiastic participant in establishing the Silent Chapel to go alongside Holy Design. Lyric writes down the calendar and traditions of Moonshadow City, and the rituals for the Days of Mercy. Roc enjoys debating finer details with Lyric, except that Lyric actually knows the answers to all of Roc’s critiques. Lyric anoints into the priesthood several of the young ones who have kept up the little shrine at the crater. To everyone’s surprise he makes his first attendant, Peace, the high priest of the Silent Chapel. Maimeri wants to know why, if it’s because she worships him as Aharté, and Lyric only admits that he chose her for her name.

(At one of their morning meals, Iriset reminds Lyric to set up the Moon-Eater’s Mistress inheritance. “Is there a requirement besides being the direct descendant of the Vertex Seal?” he asks.

Iriset thinks while tapping her lip with her finger, stimulating ecstatic. “No, and actually, anyone could do it, as long as they’re mirané. It would be better if they have a falling-dominant inner design. I think that will gather the necessary forces to restart the helix array more easily, though it’s not necessary.”

“Does Amaranth know what she’s really doing every morning?” Lyric wonders.

“You’ll have to ask her.”

“All right, and what about the bloodletting I do on the rock—ah, I must remember we need to find a suitable rock. What is that purpose for your array? I didn’t think blood would be necessary. Do you know?”

Iriset nods slowly, her eyes getting wider.

Lyric waits, and she stares until he nudges her arm. “Iriset.”

“Ah, nothing. It does nothing!” Iriset laughs. “Purely symbolic! Lyric, that face you’re making, you look like a spoiled child.”

He stuffs a piece of soda bread into her mouth to stop her laughter.)
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Iriset is bent over the floor, various papers tossed about in what most would assume to be a mess but is actually the closest approximation to a two-dimensional representation of a helix array as she can manage. The knot she’s diagramming is to comprehensively encompass her understanding of mirané selfhood—biology, gender, inner and outer design. It’s symbolic and wouldn’t mean anything to most people. But each thread of force, each patterning, needs to mean something to her. Iriset needs to believe it will work, needs to believe this means this, that means that, and everything will come together. It’s a strange tension, when she’s used to either complete scientific confidence or total freestyle.

“Iriset,” Eliri the Adept Hand says from the doorway, and Iriset leans up with a shot of ecstatic from tailbone to nape.

“Eliri,” she breathes, getting to her feet. “Are you… well?”

“How can this chimera help?”

It’s been more than a quad since River kicked them out of ans fortress, and Eliri hasn’t sent word or anything. Iriset stares for a moment. “Is River well?” she tries again.

Eliri lowers her big gray eyes. “River keeps ans contracts, and so Rivermouth will be ready and suited to the Holy Design.”

That’s not even close to what Iriset was asking, but she expects it’s the best she’ll get. And she won’t refuse Eliri’s help if that’s what Eliri wants.

“Here,” Iriset says, kneeling again. “Iriset is working on the blowback channeling. The solution is to redesign sixty-four people in sixty-four nodes all at once. It should take the excess power and give it work. Like a pressure release in a heating array.”

Eliri’s gaze flicks along the threads of Iriset’s design, leaping between sheets of paper and diagrams. “Where is the theory display?”

Iriset digs it out of the piles on the side table. It’s one very basic layer of the multilayered metadesign, and Iriset needs to lock it down soon, because laying the array itself in the proper order and even with in-place guardian caps to push back at entropy will take an estimated fourteen days. She hands Eliri the schematic.

After a moment, Eliri nods. “This looks right, but there is no diagram for the transformation itself. It is sundering? Not redesign aesthetic?”

“Correct. I can do it, I can make it work.”

“Iriset is certain? Has Iriset experimented?”

“Hard without volunteers. But the healing in the Rising Smoke collapse was related, and I know it’s possible.”

Eliri holds Iriset’s gaze for a long moment. The chimera is hollow-cheeked, but not more than usual, Iriset thinks. These past days must have been difficult for Eliri, if she’s conflicted between supporting River and working with Shade.

“Use this one,” Eliri says, sinking slowly to her knees, head lowered so her blunt-cut hair sways forward.

“Huh?”

“Try to channel blowback into transforming Eliri. Prove the potential of the theory.”

“But…” Iriset bites her lip, thinking. Her gut doesn’t want to, but she needs a better reason. “Eliri’s bones are different from most bones, so it’s not a one-to-one experiment.”

“Try, Iriset,” Eliri demands, as firmly as Iriset has heard. She’s a bit taken aback, honestly. Eliri adds, “Start simple instead of making this one into whatever Iriset is making them. Make Eliri not chimera. Use blowback forces to fix quartz into human bone. Then go from there.”

It’s not a bad idea, and Iriset has never seen or heard the chimera so impassioned. Still, she hesitates.

Eliri grasps Iriset’s hands. “Do it for Eliri. For River. Eliri is a complex chimera, and if Eliri does not change, Eliri will leave the crater city, and then what will River do?” There are tears in those big gray eyes, her face pulled so tight it’s like despair.

“Oh, Eliri,” Iriset murmurs.

“River is grieving,” Eliri whispers. “So torn up, River has integrity most people cannot fathom. Help Eliri be here for an. Please. Please.”

“Yes,” Iriset says, turning her hands over to hold on to Eliri’s. “All right, Eliri. I promise. I’ll try.”
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They set up the experiment in Eliri’s suite in Rivermouth fortress.

Iriset is nervous, which pisses her off. But this is different from using sex to strip away and break up cancer clinging to Lyric’s internal design. This is transforming functioning bones into differently functioning bones. But it’s a much, much better proxy for what Iriset intends to do with the sixty-four channels.

Eliri doesn’t seem concerned. Her only hint of anxiety presented as a missing pinkie finger. When Iriset eyed it, Eliri murmured she would keep one crystal bone for remembrance. But Iriset recalls the fresh wound she saw at the base of that missing finger the night they smoked together. This is something Eliri has done before, maybe a release valve of her own. Now Eliri’s calmly fixing balancing anchors in the corners of the workroom behind her bedroom suite, with the ethereal grace Iriset is used to seeing from the chimera. Together they build a quick pagoda cap and take turns imbuing it with different forces in purposeful misalignment. They need it to be unwieldy and easy to break, so that when they’re ready, Iriset can nudge it into shattering. That will provide the blowback for her to transform Eliri’s quartz into bone. Simple.

Eliri stands in the center of the array, then cocks her head at Iriset and lies down. “Eliri’s parents used building blocks of human bone to change Eliri’s bones to this quartz-like substance, so Iriset mustn’t will away all the silicon.”

“Eliri will have to show me the notes later,” Iriset says, then begins her slow breathing as she removes her outer layers until she’s in only a simple breast halter and loincloth. She winds her hair up into a big knot and slides on a copper-and-silk ring to help her believe she can catch the blowback forces with her bare hand. Last, Iriset pinches the north node of her arousal array.

As everything hums to life against her skin, Iriset closes her eyes to feel the eddies of each force and how they mingle and shift together. Then she activates the pagoda they hung from the ceiling. It’s a version of something designers here use to levitate lanterns or water balls, and it begins to tug at rising and flow, gathering them closer and closer into a spiral that goes from lazy to overly fast in an instant.

Iriset cups her hands together as if gathering forces between her palms. Just as the hair at the nape of her neck rises, she lifts one hand up toward the pagoda and with the other touches just the tips of her fingers to Eliri’s quartz claws.

Eliri murmurs something, sounding at ease, and then the pagoda snaps. Forces writhe and unfurl, and Iriset uses the force-ring on her right hand to attract the hard wave of blowback. The forces surge into her, and she immediately directs them through her chest and down her other arm, pulling flow and popping her lips for extra ecstatic effort.

The forces leap to Eliri, seeking her quartz claws, her bones, and Iriset thinks, Twist, and lets rivation unwind in her belly. The threads of force in the array beneath Eliri fall apart, sundered, and there is a shock of release. It shoves through Iriset and Eliri, and Eliri screams.

Iriset grasps the chimera’s hand, eyes blinking open. With her opal eye she sees crackling power running up and down Eliri, Eliri’s spine bent up as she arches onto her shoulders and feet, head angled sharply.

Then the energy dissipates; Iriset feels it like the soft waking up at the end of a sex dream.

Eliri collapses back to the floor, panting. Her hands clutch at her chest, at her ribs, and her mouth is open. Her teeth are white. Still sharper than most blunt human teeth, but bone.

Iriset shuffles forward on her knees and covers Eliri’s hand. She needs to work a thread into the design to diminish pain. Eliri’s claws are still claws, but thicker than human nails. Because they’re bone, too. Oops. Iriset laughs breathlessly. “Eliri?”

The chimera catches her breath, wincing, then lolls her head toward Iriset. Her hands relax. “It’s strange. Worked, though.”

“How do you feel?”

Eliri starts to sit up but immediately lies back down. “Oooo,” she says. She takes a deep breath, slightly stuttered.

“Tell me what’s going on, so I can help,” Iriset says, hoping this is only its own kind of blowback—emotional or physical.

“Heart palpitations. Uneven. Hurts to breathe.”

“Still hurts?” Iriset sticks her fingers against Eliri’s jugular. The pulse is hard and arrhythmic.

“Thought this might happen,” Eliri confesses.

Iriset frowns. “What, exactly?”

The workshop door rattles with rough knocking. “Eliri?” River calls.

“Come in,” Iriset yells back. Eliri’s eyes drift shut, and for a long moment she stops breathing. “Eliri!” Iriset snaps, slapping her lightly against the cheek. “Talk to me. Where’s your diagnostic mesh?”

River shoves the door open and rushes over. An drops to ans knees and doesn’t hesitate before gathering Eliri across ans lap. “Eliri,” an says with hushed fear.

“Fine…” Eliri murmurs. “Not sur—surprised.”

“Where’s the healer? Or the diagnostic mesh?” Iriset demands. “I don’t know what’s wrong. Eliri won’t say.”

Someone who came in behind River turns and rushes back out. Good.

Eliri suddenly gasps a breath. “River,” she says, and a smile pulls at half her mouth. “Look, look.” The chimera lifts her hand, fingers splayed, lacking one. “Bones. My—my—”

Sweat pops along Eliri’s upper lip and her hairline. She’s struggling to breathe. Gasping, almost choking as if they’re surrounded by poisonous smoke. But it’s only air! Iriset gets up, stumbles back. She can find the fucking mesh. Or no—she should get back down there and just try to fix it. But how can she go in without knowing the problem? This isn’t how her opal eye works. She can see the residual design forces in and around Eliri, below her from the array, but they seem fine. Good, even! “Eliri, what is wrong?” Iriset demands, fear sizzling ecstatically up and down her body.

But Eliri raises her hand and puts it on River’s face, where tears drop fast down ans cheeks. “River, River,” Eliri whispers. Her lips are turning blue. “Is Eliri lighter now? Can River let go?”

River cups her hand to ans jaw and says, “Eliri was never too heavy for River to hold.”

And that’s it. Eliri the Adept Hand doesn’t breathe again.







[image: Chapter Forty-Two.]

Not for everyone, but for enough

It’s raining when Lyric arrives at Rivermouth fortress, and he stands in it, listening to the heavy tapping on his umbrella while waiting for admission. The earthquake of the hour shudders through the crater city, lasting several full minutes. The shield gates of Rivermouth cannot be opened (or closed) during a quake.

Lyric tilts his head as the tone of the rain changes, glancing at the pale light on the underside of the umbrella. It’s made of several long slats of godgrass, with simple strands of treated string between them. When extended, a thin ecstatic net fizzes open from glass design buttons at the end of each slat and at the cap of the pole. Rain hits the net but slides down to drip off the ends without falling through. The first time Lyric used it, he’d realized it’s the exact same technology four hundred years in the future. Some things don’t need to be improved, he thought, amused.

Now, though, rain itself shivers in the air like every drop is caught in ecstatic hold. The power from the untethered array is causing earthquakes, yes, but as they’ve progressed, the energy shocks have begun vibrating up into the air and atmosphere itself. It’s beautiful, almost like diamonds hung from invisible strings.

Once the quake passes, Lyric is allowed entry, and the moment he displays the token sent to him by their small king, he’s taken directly to Irsu River.

As he walks through the manor, no one looks at Lyric, and dread makes a muddy nest in his stomach. The message he received from River merely said, Come collect Iriset.

“What happened?” he asks the attendant with him as he’s led up the shallow steps onto the porch surrounding the whole library building.

“Design accident,” the attendant says.

Lyric frowns. “Was anyone hurt?”

The attendant stops and looks down. “This attendant is not informed, Lyric Aharté.”

But the way it’s said sends fear spiking through him. He drops his umbrella and charges toward the library door. Through the continuous sheets of rain he hears, “Over here, Lyric.”

Lyric turns so fast he nearly trips. On the porch floor, leaned up against the inner wall next to the door to Eliri’s half of the offices, is River. An holds a dark cigarette but only lets it burn. The bright embers slowly eat their way nearer to ans long fingers as Lyric approaches, heart pounding enough to feel in his palms.

The small king wears a plain gray tunic over pants the same color. They’re the most ordinary things Lyric has ever seen an wear. River’s hair is loose, frizzy around ans temples, feathers askew. Until now, Lyric realizes he’s always seen River with makeup lining ans eyes. The green-to-blue-and-back-again ripple of ans irises is the only color on an now.

Stopping beside River, Lyric looks down at the other, trying to find the words to ask. It feels like a moment that will change everything, a moment that can never be taken back. But whatever changed has already happened. Not knowing won’t fix it. “River,” he says.

“Iriset is inside,” the small king says with uncharacteristic plainness. “Don’t let any of Eliri’s notes be destroyed.”

Relief and confusion tangle on his tongue, and Lyric makes a stunted noise.

River sighs and holds up a hand. Lyric grasps it unthinkingly, only hesitating once he’s holding ans hand. River is so cold. Lyric pulls an to ans feet and River blinks very slowly. Ans breath smells sickly sweet, a drug Lyric doesn’t know. All the relief he felt flows away with the rain as River says, “Iriset stayed with this useless king during the diagnosis, and when Iriset heard what happened, Iriset left. Found Iriset inside Eliri’s office.”

Lyric, still holding River’s hand, shakes his head. “Iriset is fine, so what happened to Eliri?”

The small king looks away, then startles and drops the tiny stub of the cigarette. It burns its final dregs there on the glistening dark wood of the porch. “Anyone from here would have known,” River says, a hardness creeping into the edges of ans voice. “It’s why fetal meshes are so controversial and difficult. If Iriset was a designer of this crater city, Iriset would have known.”

Lyric moves around River, impatient now to find Iriset. River says nothing else, but Lyric hears an slide back down the wall. There’s such an ache of anxiety in his body now, Lyric can’t even call out. He pushes open the first heavy sliding door and walks into the entryway, looking around past blue curtains and dark wood, at shelves of books and scrolls. He hears a thud like a book dropping to the floor, and hurries.

Rounding a standing bookcase, he finds Iriset seated on a bench, staring at a spread of design manuals on the desk. Untied outer robe and messy topknot make her seem wild despite how quietly she’s reading, both eyes darting back and forth too fast. Her arms fold over each other, one hand tapping staccato misery against the opposite elbow.

Instead of speaking, Lyric walks around the desk and leans down to take her in his arms from behind. She sucks in a breath and her head drops. She grasps his forearms and squeezes for a moment, then shakes her head and pushes at him. “I can’t,” she says.

Lyric lets go, but moves to straddle the bench next to her. “Iriset.”

“She didn’t tell me. She knew, she… she knew,” Iriset murmurs. “I can’t believe how many people I’ve killed.”

“Talk to me,” he says, thinking of her lover Bittor, the rebel he killed last year at the end of summer. The only time he’s killed with his own hands. But there is also Setka now, whose death is his responsibility, and countless apostates and rebels and very likely innocents who were only guilty by association, perhaps the justification farthest from justice.

Lyric brushes stray hairs from her face as she stares at him. He’ll wait her out with touch, burying his own anxieties, his need for answers. He runs his fingers along the shell of her ear again and again.

Iriset tilts her head like a cat. Her eyes drift closed. “Eliri knew. Her heart and lungs and muscles were meant for quartz bones. She was designed that way, in the womb. She couldn’t live with regular human bones, Lyric, not without her organs changing, too. I could have changed it all, but she told me not to. She said just the bones. Just the bones.” Iriset blinks several times, her eyelashes picking up the flecks of tears and clumping together so no actual tears fall.

“It isn’t your fault, then, Iriset,” Lyric says. He’s thinking about human architecture, and how this doesn’t happen when it’s forbidden, and how he’s supporting a huge redesign initiative and probably, certainly, the whole mirané people were made with apostasy, not by She Who Loves Silence, the goddess who is silent, if she exists. And Iriset isn’t a god, even when she acts like one. And that’s why he can still love her. “She used you,” he adds.

Iriset stands up, disrupting his caresses. “Look at this,” she says, pulling out an open book. “I saw this book in your forbidden library,” she mutters, flipping the pages until she comes to a fold-out double set of pages with long diagrams of wings and Old Sarenpet notations. Iriset points to some of the notes. “This is Eliri. She wrote, not compatible with quartz, and I didn’t know what that meant back then, but she’s talking about herself, her bones. And this”—Iriset flips two pages—“this says, too heavy, calculations impossible, try air pockets, hollow bones? Too heavy were basically her last words!”

Lyric catches Iriset’s hands. “She knew what she was doing.”

Iriset grimaces with all her teeth. “But why? Why not tell me? Why—why leave River? An is going to follow her, as soon as an can justify it. You’ve heard their story, haven’t you?”

“Yes. And I don’t know.” He squeezes her hands, feeling like his lungs squeeze, too.

“So much for consent,” Iriset says darkly.

“If she thought…” Lyric pauses, throat closing around words he hates to think much less say. “If she thought there was no place for her in Holy Design, maybe it was the only way she could imagine remaining, here, alive, at all. Maybe it wasn’t a death sentence but a risk. A risk worth taking to her.”

“You mean maybe it was brave?” Iriset’s mouth twists. “Maybe she wanted to believe it was possible? Then she should have told me everything. Let me want to believe it, too.” Iriset breaks free and reaches for a long pen, dipping it in ink before writing directly into the margin of the book, Eliri Who Touched the Sun.

“It was me,” she whispers. “I’m the one who names her that.”
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They return to the Moon-Eater’s fortress and find the old fairy himself by following the sounds of celebration. Iriset shoves her way past people cavorting in various fountains and water features, which seems redundant given the light rain. Lyric tries to follow closely behind, but he’s not so good at ignoring the fact that many if not all the people are naked. It certainly makes the variations of human architecture more obvious than usual. Lyric sees skin striped like a cat, feathers on not only the head but the pubis, gemstones embedded along a sternum, and an actual prehensile tail. Not to mention at least three ridiculously enlarged penises and one that’s in some kind of armored sheath that matches the scaled armor down the man’s back—Lyric stops in utter shock, unable to look away.

He shakes back into his body when the Moon-Eater calls Iriset’s name, and Lyric realizes how far behind he’s fallen. He hurries past lascivious looks and a few beckoning hands (and tails). The Moon-Eater is in a fairly gender-ambiguous form, wearing a long vest entirely wet and plastered to his body, and oh, yes, he’s got four arms and hands.

Iriset marches to him and leans up onto her toes to speak into his ear. Lyric stops at the edge of the fountain, vaguely concerned for the rainbows of fish trying to dodge all the stomping and twirling feet.

“Ah,” the Moon-Eater says. Much of the revelry dims as more and more people notice the interruption. Shade wraps his lower pair of arms around Iriset’s hips and pulls her flush against him, his upper hands cup her face.

The rain is only mist against Lyric’s cheeks as he watches. The Moon-Eater says, “She finally found a way. Are you all right?”

Iriset shakes her head no, and the Moon-Eater sighs. “Very well,” he says, moving back into Old Sarenpet. “This farewell-to-the-Moon-Eater revel is now a funeral for the beloved Eliri the Adept Hand!”

Iriset grabs his face and tugs him closer and says something fast, to which the Moon-Eater makes an expression of sorrow. But he yells and his voice echoes: “Go, friends! Go and return with wings, design wings or costume wings, anything so themed! Tonight will be the greatest, the last, the most magnificent revel to honor the great, beloved Eliri Who Touched the Sun!”

“Will there be winners?” someone calls out, and it’s followed by cheers, and the Moon-Eater laughs, making promises to award excellent prizes, while Iriset makes her way back to Lyric and tugs him out of the party again.
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Instead of heading for her rooms, Iriset drags him to her workshop and falls into a design fever, heedless of Lyric’s attempts to draw her out of it. Finally he resigns himself and sends for Maimeri to bring them food.

Iriset doesn’t protest as he and Maimeri take turns shoving food against her lips until she bites, as long as they also take turns modeling for her. She’s creating different wings out of various materials found in the workshop: feathered, skinned, and scaled. The sun sets and fireworks already burst every few moments when the designs are ready. Iriset straps delicate harnesses around them and activates the wings with ecstatic charges, then taps into flow, and Lyric feels the design lock into his own inner rising. From the corner of Lyric’s eye he can see dark green and gray feathers ruffling, and when he breathes the wings expand and contract along with his lungs.

Maimeri’s wings are delicate, colorful moth wings made of tiny scales. They flutter differently than Lyric’s but also tie to ahz breathing. Lyric can’t help but smile. The wings are pink, with black tips and black eyes, and long tails from the lower lobes. They coordinate gorgeously with Maimeri’s mirané skin. Maimeri’s pleasure shows in the subtle dimpling at the corners of ahz mouth.

Iriset struggles briefly with her own wings, and Lyric helps attach the harness. She can do her own inner design links, and when her wings unfurl it’s like being stabbed in the chest:

The wings she crafted for herself are tattered, the long strips of godgrass boning obvious, the paper torn and streaked with old ink. But they move, and it’s almost more impressive, more magical, than realistic wings. These are scraps that she designed into life, and Iriset isn’t hiding it. “Iriset,” he says sadly.

She takes a deep breath to expand the wings. They even creak gently, like branches in winter wind. Lyric can’t help but hurt to watch her, to see the manifestation of her grief and what he fears is self-hatred, all of which she’s turned into a haunting beauty. Even this, in his empire, would have been punishable by death.
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At the revel, Iriset murmurs, “Eliri would hate this,” then flits away from him, from Maimeri, slipping through everyone with wild laughter, a spark in her eyes, flirtation in every thread of her body. Lyric watches while he can, but there is too much: clashing music, the cries of dancers, splashing water, the ground itself shaking because the earthquakes are so frequent now. In the sky a vivid white-and-silver dragon soars, long bodied with dozens of wings that must be the Moon-Eater, and another one pink and black that he guesses is the numen. They fly together, coiling around each other, peeling apart, and just look like they’re having fun.

Lyric haunts the edges of the celebration, feeling odd and disembodied, unable to stop thinking about River, what River is going through, how River might be spending the night. Maimeri wants him to dance, but Lyric cannot, scanning the crowd for Iriset. He needs her.

When he finds her again, Iriset is drinking something out of a cup in another person’s hand, then is turned by her shoulders into open-mouthed kisses with someone else. The wine spills between their mouths and they laugh, sucking at each other’s lips, and it should be a vision of easy debauchery, pleasure shared, but even as Iriset is pressed between two bodies, both of them worshipping her with kisses and grins, hands under clothing and caressing the long lines of Iriset’s tattered wings, the look on her face is not ecstasy: It is shattered.

The flinch between her brows, the bend of her lips, the pained squeeze of her eyelids are all things a stranger might read as joy and arousal so sharp it loses itself, but all Lyric can see is pain.

He breaks in, pushing her lovers away, and flicks her forehead so she opens her eyes. The opal eye shines blue-green, vivid and pearlescent, while her desert-glass eye is glazed. Her mouth shapes his name, and Lyric puts an arm around her to draw her away from the noise, away from the chaos.

Iriset stumbles with him, pliant and humming. “Lyric,” she says, his name too thick and milky for comfort. She’s drunk.

“I’m taking you to bed,” he says.

“Oh, good, where’s your bunny, is az coming?” Iriset giggles.

“Here,” Maimeri says, “and no.”

Lyric glances at Maimeri with ahz beautiful moth wings. Az is ethereal in the fire- and moonlight, with so many strange bodies shifting and undulating around them. This is the first time since they’ve known each other that Maimeri has voluntarily left Lyric alone with anybody. He reaches out and digs his fingers into the soft tuck behind Maimeri’s jaw, grasping ahz like he’ll never let go, because he doesn’t deserve someone loving him like this, someone he isn’t going to choose, can’t choose, can’t stay with.

“Thank you,” he says with all the devotion he can muster.

“Now kiss!” Iriset commands, throwing her hands in the air.

Maimeri nuzzles ahz face into Lyric’s palm and slides a glare at Iriset before slipping away into the dancers.

“Let’s go,” Lyric says, tugging at Iriset.

“Do you know what?” She leans toward his ear but is very loud. “I have never been truly drunk before! I can feel all my fingers and toes more than usual, and my body is—my body is full, almost too full, but I know where everything is. But also, also! I’m moving very slowly, aren’t I? My head is foggy and my opal eye keeps crackling, which doesn’t make any sense unless somebody spilled wine on it—do you think there’s wine in my eye?”

Iriset pulls to a sloppy stop and shoves her very widened opal eye too close to Lyric’s: He couldn’t see if he wanted to. So he kisses the tip of her nose and she wrinkles it. “You should be drunk, too.”

“Why?” Lyric asks, maneuvering her into their old tower. “Is it fun?”

“Not really, you know, not really. Huh.” She frowns down at her feet, staring at them as she stomps up the stairs. Her wing tips trail against the walls, scraping lightly, and Lyric’s shed feathers as they go.

“It’s not fun,” she mutters, and her pout is so cute.

“Are you going to throw up?” Lyric asks. The one time he was drunk, with Garnet at age sixteen, they both threw up. His father threatened to cut Garnet off and find Lyric a new body-twin, and Lyric distinctly remembers deciding there would be no consequences to saying, “No you won’t,” and puking on his father’s shoes. Surprisingly, he’d been right.

Iriset tilts her head as if checking in with herself, before sneering “No” and continuing her slow progress up the stairs.

Lyric watches her bend down so that she’s helping herself with her hands, and chooses to let her have this, unless she asks for help. “I’m here,” he says, though, so she knows she’s not alone.
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Eventually they arrive at the bathing chamber and Lyric shucks his wings off quickly in order to help Iriset with hers. Then he climbs with her down into the wide tub and leaves her with her head propped on the rim to turn on the faucets. Water bursts out, immediately churning as it fills the tub, and Lyric gets back out.

“Lyric,” Iriset murmurs, head rolling back and forth, “don’t leave me here alone or I’ll drown.”

“Hold out for two minutes,” he instructs gently, and goes outside to find Saff, the older of the attendants assigned to him since the very beginning. He asks for simple food, crackers or soup or something for absolute drunkards, and stomach-soothing tea. Back in the bathing room he drags over a hamper just in case Iriset does decide to throw up.

Horrifyingly, there are tear streaks on her temples.

Lyric strips down and gets in with her, murmuring nothings as he approaches so she isn’t startled. He pulls her in and holds her against his chest. “Just breathe,” he says. “I have you. There will be tea soon, and some crackers.”

“It won’t help,” she says.

“I know,” Lyric answers, though he’s unsure which part of their current circumstances she’s talking about.

“It’s a terrible legacy,” she whispers, one hand clutching at him, fingers crawling down his arm to find his hand. Lyric holds her closer. “To do this, to remake the world like this, it’s so terrible. But I have to now, and how stupid is that? Not just because of Eliri—who died for this, to teach me this. Not just because of the earthquakes. No, I want to—I want to know if I can. I see it, Lyric. I see it so clearly. Me, make the miran! I hate them. I hate it, what the world was like, even though there were parts that were so good. Do you understand that? Can you?”

Lyric takes a deep breath. The water is cool, and everywhere she touches him scorches. “To me, the difference in what parts are good is selfishness or selflessness. What is good are selfish things. My sister, my friends, having enough to eat and beautiful gardens, knowledge at my fingertips. But outside of myself, my immediate needs, things were bad. Not for everyone, but for enough.”

“Yes!” Water jostles loudly as she turns in his arms and climbs to perch on one of his thighs. “You do understand. It’s so complicated. How do you think about it from outside yourself? How do you act against your own interests? My interest is design, is, is being alive and happy, and that means you alive, too, and making a future where the people I care about were alive even if they did die. But it’s also such a bad idea. Making the mirané people, tearing this place into pieces so it can be remade in perfect balance? It’s so good for design, but not for everyone.”

Iriset’s gaze is afire, too close for Lyric to fully focus on.

“I’ve done too many terrible things in my life,” she says frantically. “I want to do this, because it’s wild and incredible, but maybe that’s a reason not to do it! Because it’s reestablishing something flawed. Why not reach for something better, even if it changes everything? If I have the power to do it, how can I be selfish and make it for me, instead of for people?”

Lyric doesn’t really know how to answer, especially because Iriset’s words are ever so slightly slurred. She’s too drunk for this. “What people?” he asks.

She laughs. Touches her forehead to his, but it’s too hard and their skulls clunk together. She groans, rubs his forehead instead of her own. “Let’s not do it.”

“All right,” Lyric says easily. “Let’s go back to the Hehet valley and live as long as we can. Let them figure themselves out. History will take its own course.”

Shock drives Iriset back, and she stares at him with round eyes, her hands gripping his shoulders like she’ll disappear otherwise. “Lyric! We can’t! History taking its course will shake the whole crater apart! Because of the array spike we brought here, everyone in the city could die! Tens of thousands of people!”

Lyric shrugs, his hands finding her waist. “Is that more people than the empire kills in the next four hundred years?”

Iriset gapes at him.

Lyric waits. She closes her mouth, opens it, several times. “I…” she begins. Then she frowns very deeply. “Well, I didn’t do that. So that’s not me, but if I, if I don’t complete the array, that is me. More directly. So…”

“So you’d rather I’m the one responsible,” he offers softly.

Iriset grabs his face. “I’m tired of making choices. Choosing to act or not, or being made to make choices, to do things I don’t want to do, or things I really want to do but shouldn’t. I’m tired of the future on my shoulders, having responsibility.” Her breath is hot on his neck. “I just want to work in a giant library with all the supplies I’ve ever needed and make designs and invent what I want. Others can make decisions. Be leaders.”

Lyric holds her, gathers her hair into a thick wet tail, and holds it in his hand. “All right. If we make it through this, I’ll tell you what to do for the rest of your life.”

Iriset laughs against him, her whole body trembling. “Oh, yeah?”

“Yeah,” he whispers, unsure she can even hear him. “It’s what I was taught to do. Weigh options, make decisions for others. I didn’t ask for that, but I would do it for you.”

Her arms tighten around his neck. Water laps against their ribs. She says, “Don’t you just do what Aharté wills? What you think she’d will? Follow the Holy Design into eternity?”

There’s no bitterness in her voice, thanks no doubt to drunkenness, though Lyric can imagine it. “I did,” he admits slowly. “But I understand that Holy Design is a—a template. It’s a design. I don’t think it can be perfect, or without nuance. Especially when it is us making it, or any person or people. In the absence of Aharté, we have to decide for ourselves what is holy, what the future should be.”

“I corrupted you,” she whispers. “That’s great.”

Lyric laughs, breathlessly. But it fades into sorrow as he thinks of Setka. “I believe in it, still. As an ideal. The Holy Design isn’t perfect, but it is meaningful. It should… guide, not condemn.”

“I really hope I remember this in the morning,” Iriset laments.

Smiling, Lyric lifts her half off him, turning to where Saff enters with a tray of food and tea. “It will help if you feed yourself,” he tells Iriset. “Then you can sleep, and wake up to do what you do best.”

“Fuck everything up?” she says as she drags herself over the rim of the tub, water splashing everywhere.

“Design,” he answers simply, and Iriset darts her mismatched glance at him in surprise. Then she slowly smiles.
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TRAITOR

Sidoné Rask, small king of Sharp-Shin precinct, is late to the Hall of Princes because for quads someone has been, at best, neglecting to inform her of meetings, or at worst, actively stopping messages from reaching her.

As the only second-generation small king, Sidoné has plenty of enemies not of her own making, and thanks to her blunt—honest, she’d claim—nature, a few she made all on her own. Sidoné is not opposed to conflict, though at least one of her enemies, Beremé mé Adora, would claim that a thirst for violence is bred into Sidoné’s Bow blood. But the truth is Sidoné was raised to believe one ought to fight for what is right, and though her fights have not always ended in success, Sidoné has never regretted jumping into a fray if it is on behalf of her values or, to be as blunt as she’s accused of being, on behalf of the woman she’s been in love with all her life: Amaranth mé Esmail, the Moon-Eater’s Mistress.

The current problem is that Her Glory reigns at the very pinnacle of Sidoné’s list of suspects. It is perfectly within Amaranth’s abilities and likely agendas to keep Sidoné far away from whatever mess she and her brother have gotten into. The Moon-Eater’s Mistress has certainly stymied Sidoné’s every attempt at engaging in mirané politics ever since they were thirteen and Sidoné forced from her side. As if once Sidoné could no longer be Ama’s everything, she was no longer allowed to be anything.

But in the year since that Silk rebellion and the impressive spider array, Amaranth has been different, and the Vertex Seal, too. Nothing Sidoné has argued has penetrated Garnet’s thick skull, and he used to be the most sympathetic. Twice Sidoné has managed to needle information out of Anis mé Ario, the no-longer-new-in-reality-but-always-new-in-Sidoné’s-heart body-twin. The two truths Sidoné has gathered are first, that the Vertex Seal’s emergency commands issued only days after the rebellion must be followed for the very survival of the people of Moonshadow City, and second, that whatever Lyric’s inner circle originally awaited that would have fundamentally changed the Holy Design itself is late, or possibly never coming.

The circumstances are so mysterious, and this secret event so late, it has undercut the trust most small kings of Sidoné’s coalition and the mirané princes themselves were willing to put in Lyric. Sidoné wants to believe in Amaranth and her brother, but they need more information. They need real information. Amaranth won’t even see Sidoné anymore. They used to sometimes have drinks after a garden party in some small king’s manor, or Sidoné might join Amaranth’s blanket for iced fruit while everyone enjoyed a production of old Sarenpet plays, and Ama allowed Sidoné to sit a bit too close.

It’s been quads since Sidoné felt close to Amaranth, with the exception of that morning in the Moon-Eater’s Temple. Amaranth in her element, demanding, commanding, but needy, too, desperate for what only Sidoné, apparently, could bestow. Though afterward Sidoné had been off-balance, so aroused, almost lightheaded with how dangerous it was to take from the Moon-Eater, how dangerous to let herself slide into Amaranth’s intimate orbit, she’d believed that moment made a difference to Amaranth. Sidoné expected to be kept. Let in and held close by Amaranth’s falling force.

Instead she’d chased after Her Glory and been shut out.

Completely. For a year. And of all people, Amaranth had allowed in Hehet méra Davith!

Even now, as she strides into the Hall of Princes, Sidoné feels the pull of Amaranth’s inner design, more than she feels the youthful awe at the cavernous black-and-white dome, more than she feels interest in the Vertex Seal on his red-rock throne with Garnet beside him. Though Sidoné is lonely and angry, she moves around the edges of the crowd toward where Amaranth holds space perpendicular to Lyric. Ama is surrounded by handmaidens, lounging on a short dais of her own, her body shouting indolence—but Sidoné sees the sharp gleam of her attention held on her brother. They are here to give another command. Something to explain, perhaps, or counter the last disappointing quads of effort that are loosening, fading, as the leaders of Moonshadow lose faith in this wild scheme to shore up the design foundations of the city.

Out of habit Sidoné marks her fellow small kings in the crowd—all but Saltbath is here, as usual. There’s the newest, Nielle mé Dari, who took the title from her dead husband and is much too loud for Sidoné to befriend, except she appreciates Nielle’s honesty. In character, Nielle is frowning deeply, which almost pulls her off-balance features into something nearing pleasant. There is Beremé, too close to Amaranth but seated near the fore of the long table of princes, and there is Hehet méra Davith, Beremé’s opposition leader. That alone used to make Sidoné prefer the older miran, until he snuck into Amaranth’s circle. Hehet leans idly against one of the massive pillars, fingers toying with a quartz-and-metal charm at his belt. It is—

Sidoné stops in her tracks. The cylindrical charm is a concise force-blade! He shouldn’t have it in the Hall of Princes. Only Garnet and Seal guards are supposed to have weapons here, so near to the Vertex Seal. Does nobody else recognize it? What useless fucks, Sidoné thinks viciously, pushing through toward Amaranth now.

She keeps her eye on Hehet, unwilling to call him out before she directs Amaranth’s attention to the situation—this might be Amaranth’s doing, after all, damn her. Earning scowls from miran who already dislike her, she keeps shoving through. Sidoné knows her goal. It isn’t befriending the mirané council, no matter how that might sometimes help her.

Just before she reaches Amaranth, Hehet’s head comes up. He meets her gaze with blood-red mirané eyes and smiles in relief. As if Hehet was waiting for Sidoné to arrive!

Then he nods acknowledgment at her and pushes off the pillar.

Something caught between dread and anticipation pulls Sidoné to a stop.

She watches Hehet walk confidently toward the throne. He doesn’t look at anybody else, only at Garnet and Lyric.

Sidoné takes a step forward, warning too thick in her throat but too fast to track. Hehet darts forward and there’s a flash as his concise blade flares to life just before it slides easily into Garnet’s stomach. Hehet jerks it up, catching on the lower ribs, and he grasps Garnet’s shoulder, pulls him close, and Sidoné swears Hehet says something before shoving Garnet off the blade.

It crackles and Garnet crashes to the ground.

“Garnet!” screams Amaranth, and the entire crowd of mirané princes erupts.

Sidoné barges through the final people and grabs Amaranth around the waist just as Her Glory flings herself toward the throne. She’s screaming and fighting against Sidoné’s grip, but though Amaranth is all luscious strength and just as tall as Sidoné, Sidoné is trained.

Twisting, she jerks Amaranth off her feet, but catches her and pulls Ama’s arm behind her to lock her in a hold. Anis is there, helping, tears streaking down her face already, and the other mirané handmaiden Ziyan mé Tal, arms out to block Amaranth.

By the time Sidoné can look up again, Hehet has the Vertex Seal hostage, pressed up against Hehet’s chest. The force-blade glitters under Lyric’s chin. It casts jagged light up Lyric’s face, distorting it, and Hehet snarls something in Lyric’s ear.

The Vertex Seal lifts shaking hands to his forehead.

“No, no,” Amaranth is panting. Her Glory struggles, but Sidoné snaps, “Stop. What is happening?”

Lyric méra Esmail digs fingers into his skin and peels his face away.

“This is an imposter!” Hehet cries, some design accentuating his sharp voice so it carries over everything. “Lyric is not here! This imposter has tried to lead us for quads—with the support of the traitor Moon-Eater’s Mistress.”

There are screams and horror, and then Sidoné sees Seal guards move in from the edges, along with soldiers of the city army. Lapis mé Matsimet, the Mirror General of the Empire Forces, walks toward Hehet, but not to take him down. She is on his side. The military, the Seal guard, are on Hehet’s side.

Sidoné stares at the blotchy face of the imposter Vertex Seal. He looks familiar, softer, paler, not even mirané, which—!

“Take Amaranth into custody, for our answers,” Hehet commands.

That breaks Sidoné out of her horror. She drags at Amaranth. “Let’s go, go with me, Ama, now. Now, run!” She grabs Amaranth’s wrist hard, tugging with all her strength. “Shield us,” Sidoné snaps.

Her small guard and only two of the handmaidens push people off, while Ziyan backs away from them, stricken. Over the sudden sound of clashing weaponry, Sidoné can hear Amaranth call, “If you are loyal to my brother, help me!”

But everything is chaos in the Hall of Princes as miran struggle to choose, to move, to get over their shock. Sidoné has no blade—she doesn’t bring weapons where they are not allowed!—but she has her body, and she uses it to clear a path out of the hall. She ignores everything but getting Amaranth out. Everything else can wait.

“Sidoné, Sidoné,” Amaranth gasps when they burst into the sunlight.

“Not yet, Amaranth,” Sidoné says, gazing out at the possible paths through the complex of the Vertex Seal, analyzing fastest versus safest versus where the army is most likely to be. “First, safety.”

“Thank you,” the Moon-Eater’s Mistress says.

Sidoné risks a glance back. Amaranth’s gorgeous face is pinched, her hair a disaster, and her big eyes leaking. But those eyes are on Sidoné, and Sidoné feels the look like a punch. She nods, then transfers her hard grip from Amaranth’s wrist to her hand and winds their fingers together.

Then she gets Her Glory out of the palace.
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All you have to do

The night before the end of the world, nobody is sleeping except Iriset mé Isidor. She’s exhausted from twelve consecutive days of laying intricate, detailed design into the earth of the Moon-Eater’s fortress and beyond into the crater city. It was an exacting process, for each thread of force and each complex sigil had to be put down in order. Though she was aided by local designers, there to check her work, to make certain the timing was correct, the angles and anchors flawless, each thread and knot was carved in, cut, imbued by Iriset’s own hand.

That, and she drilled her inner design through the center of every fourth anchor, linking them all together for herself, to be activated when she’s ready, as she begins the unraveling.

Tonight Iriset sleeps dreamlessly, flopped on her bed, breaths slow and deep. There is nobody here she needs to bid farewell. Not anymore.
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Shade and Never explode across the moonless night sky, two streaks of light, making colorful explosions for the people below: flower-bursts and stars, arrays of vivid green in the shape of a tree, each attempting to outdo the other and laughing. Never tries one last time to convince Shade this is a bad idea, while they float among the stars with their arms wrapped together. It whispers of decades alone and lonely, it says Shade will lose himself, lose what makes him Shade and become a smear of energy trampled on by millions of ungrateful humans. For four centuries—or maybe forever if the sunderer can’t get to her proper time, can’t find a way to free the Moon-Eater, free him and put him back together.

“You should put me back in your stomach,” Never says. “Take me with you.”

“Ah, Never, I let you go. You have to let me stay.”

“I will stay with you.”

“It would hurt you. If you would stay, stay near and devout and wait for me. Babysit the lines of generations as you promised, so your sunderer can manifest. Then bring me back.”

Never looks into Shade’s blood-red eyes and still doesn’t quite understand. But by now, Never realizes that if it doesn’t understand, it can still accept. Still trust. Shade chooses Shade’s roots, to be roots, and Never will be perennial. Come back, always there, even when it falls. Through seasons and centuries, choosing to return like the sun is a gift it can give to Shade. Is it love? Never doesn’t know, but chooses it anyway.
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A tower away, on a half-moon balcony, Lyric sits with his shoulder against Maimeri’s, explaining what he likes about growing herbs on his own balcony four hundred years from now. They’re both wrapped in blankets, sharing a pot of soothing tea, bodies languid from sex but neither ready to close their eyes. Lyric has already given Maimeri the letter for ahz children, to be passed down and down until the reign of Lyric méra Esmail, the last Vertex Seal.

They’ve discussed it all, the line of Vertex Seals, the order of conquest, the laws and philosophies of Silence, much of the history to come. The numen agreed to stay in the city, to tend to the Moon-Eater’s descendants through Maimeri, who will be the first Vertex Seal. The weight of history is for Never to carry in immortal hands, but Maimeri wanted to know what Lyric cares about most, what needs to be preserved more than anything.

The people, of course. Lyric tells every story he can think of about Garnet, talks about Amaranth and Sidoné, his mother whom he loved so well but didn’t see for who she really was. He never got the chance to know Singix Es Sun, despite marrying her, and he thinks, out of everything, his biggest regret is that his letter to future generations says nothing about Singix’s death, or the deaths of his mother or warnings for Lyric himself not to kill Bittor méra Tesmose. It is Singix he would save, though, if he could save one.

“Why?” Maimeri asks.

“Selfishness,” he answers. “Would she be able to love me? Would I deserve her love, as I thought I did?”

“You have Iriset’s,” Maimeri says, though it sounds like you have mine.

“It would be for Iriset, too.” Lyric leans against this strange half-fairy who wormed ahz way into Lyric’s family. “It has been such an honor to have known you, Little Rabbit,” he says, watching the lights dance in the dark sky. “I admired you, as Maimeri Sarenpet, the first of us, deeply when I was younger. For bringing the mirané people together, for leading, for strength and honor and justice and everything our histories said you stood for. Though you’re not so martially oriented as I expected, everything else is true. I look forward to reading the stories again, having known you. I want to rediscover you. I want you to live well.”

Maimeri shivers, eyes closed. Lyric knows how romantic it sounds, how hurtful, too.

“I’m in love with you,” Maimeri says softly.

It cuts through Lyric, and he takes Maimeri’s hand, weaving their fingers together—the same-color knuckles, the same nail beds, but Lyric’s fingers are longer, Maimeri’s stronger and entirely free of scars or flaws. Lyric squeezes hard, until it hurts, until there will be a bruise for him to take to the future with him, a bruise to leave with Maimeri. “I do love you.”

Maimeri’s expression darkens as az opens ahz eyes. “But.”

“No but,” Lyric says, kissing ahz cheek, moving to whisper against the corner of ahz mouth. “This winter was the best of my life. Doubtless for the rest of it, too. You probably can’t understand how much I longed for a life like that. And you gave it to me. So believe me.”

Maimeri kisses him the way Lyric loves to be kissed: open-mouthed and messy, pushing him down onto the balcony in the dark, eager to pretend Lyric isn’t leaving, this isn’t real, to ignore it for one last stretch toward dawn, until the world is remade and Lyric is gone forever.
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Irsu River stands at the pinnacle of a highly arched bridge over the Lapis River. The city is quiet around an, hushed despite the near-constant drone of earthquakes and energy-shock making even the air itself tense. There is no moon to blur the stars; it is riding the sun, so close there will be an eclipse tomorrow at noon.

Only a few hours remain until it will all be over, until the crater city will be devastated and remade, pulled into an exacting balance of trip wires and nooses, traps for anything and anyone unwilling to be consumed.

In River’s hand is a small crystal finger bone. An holds it over the quietly rushing river. Both the quartz and the water pull starlight and city light toward them, dull silver edges, shifting and melted, and River cannot look away from the bone. Eliri left it on River’s pillow the first time she tried to die. Right after the kidnapping, she gave an this gift, and gave herself away. An made her take it back, fuse it back into herself, and swear not to try again.

This urge to disappear, to be gone, was a part of Eliri that River could never quite reach. But even without touching her there, River tried to make a home for it. For her.

An hopes that on her better days, she felt safe. She felt loved and that she had such a home. River knows it isn’t ans fault that Eliri never got completely better, never quite stopped feeling like everything would be better without her. But it’s impossible not to blame anself anyway.

(Once, she told River, “It feels like Eliri was created to be something, not someone. A triumph of fetal design. And once Eliri was viable, what was the point of living?”

“River loves you,” River said, not knowing what else to say.

“That’s a good reason,” she murmured, leaning against an, and River hugged her tight, knowing she didn’t entirely think so, even if she wasn’t lying, either.)

An drops the crystal finger into the Lapis River.

“River, there you are.”

It’s Roc, cranky and tired for all the work he’s been doing lately, to become one of the miran, and taking up River’s slack, which the cult leader doesn’t mind but also, at moments like this, resents a little. River ignores him, and Roc grasps River’s hand, pulling it away from the water. “Come back and get some rest.”

“River will rest when River is dead,” River says.

“That’s not fucking funny.”

“It wasn’t a joke.” River shrugs, touching ans lips with the tip of ans fingers as if there’s a cigarette to enjoy. It wasn’t a joke, it’s a promise.

River has always been clear with the world about exactly who an is.
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Here is the way the moon is fixed in the velvet sky over Moonshadow City, here is the way the Moon-Eater dies, here is the way an empire is born:

Iriset and Lyric stand in the exact center of a command array, near the middle of the quarter-mile array, just beside the shrine of the Moon-Eater that one day will be a glorious temple. Now it’s only four gates with holy arches at every cardinal corner of the small crater they made when they landed here nearly three seasons ago. “Hold on to me,” Iriset tells Lyric. “That’s all you have to do.”

She’s in a loincloth and thin robe loosely tied, bare-armed and barefoot, her hair knotted tightly out of her way, and she’s ready to feel the forces on her lips, the nape of her neck, her cheeks and palms, the soles of her feet. And the bare skin over her sternum. In one hand she holds a stylus, in the other a marble made out of Maimeri’s semen because Iriset never really kids about that kind of thing, and a lucky charm is going to do her a lot of good today.

Lyric wraps his arms around her waist, holding her close. He kisses her temple. “I trust you,” he says.

Iriset takes a deep breath and taps the first node.

Opposite them across the little crater, Maimeri stands in an equally small spiral design, ready to lend ahz body and design to the expression of mirané transformation. Az taps the second node.

The sky is bright, vivid and warm, with only a few wispy clouds. The moon is up there, moving into place, but hard to see until it begins to cover the sun.

The third through tenth nodes join the subtle resonance, as the eight designers surrounding them begin, too. Helica Silkhair holds her node in synchronous vibration with a calm, determined expression. These designers will stay in place and become among the first mirané princes, and she is unsure she wishes for such a so-called gift. But to be here at the center requires it. Together the eight ignite the pagoda array overhead and link it with the octagonal lightning array built by the College of Lightning Revelation to power the moon helix and capture the falling forces from the moon itself.

As the resonance builds, the numen floats over the various threads and knots of force in the interlocking design arrays to charge a handful of them in perfect order. It finishes and sends up a great red spark to signal to Roc Aliel, Peace of Silence, Amado Chimera, and the new Moon-Eater’s Mistress at each of the far steeples to begin their countdown. They are the farthest away who will have their bodies destroyed, and be reborn mirané. Amado will be a very good mirané prince, and that is not a compliment.

Iriset looks down at the Moon-Eater, who lounges in the bottom of the little crater, staring up at the sun.

“That’s not good for your eyes,” she calls down. He laughs and points up at the center dome of the sky.

The moon slides into the bright light of the sun.

The daylight cools like a dream, and Iriset says, “See you later,” to the Moon-Eater.

He closes his eyes and spreads his arms and legs to activate four subtle little anchors drilled into the red rock. He starts the process of his own unraveling.

Iriset triggers the lens array on her opal eye so that she can see the nearest strands of force and catch them with her stylus, then takes a deep breath and looks to the cardinal of Lightning Revelation far across the stone garden from her location. “Now!” she cries, and his seven fellows clap their hands and drop to their knees to jam styli into the bracing power designs. They draw the bound forces up with their styli and cast the architecture at the eclipse. It lights the whole area with vivid silver lines of force, huge pillars of light shooting to the moon. Iriset sees it in layers of cutting color, almost too much to comprehend—for someone other than Silk, at least.

Below her the Moon-Eater grits his teeth and takes short, shallow breaths, surprised to be afraid. Wisps of force drift away from him, adding to the strength of the design drafted around the little crater.

Iriset grabs one of Lyric’s hands and lowers it to her belly, making him dig his fingers under her robe to the inlaid-ink rousing design. He sucks in a breath of understanding and pinches at the north node. Iriset feels the instant heat, leaning back into him. Lyric murmurs nonsense against her neck, rubbing in a spiral against her belly.

She lets the warmth grow. She can sunder without sex most of the time, but for this it’s not worth the chance. The rousing array will let her begin rivation, summon the fifth force, giving her the power to unmake the Moon-Eater and turn him into the huge, living, unrivaled Holy Design.

The moon itself will bind it all into place. (If they can catch it.) When the blowback comes, Iriset will be ready.

Daylight continues to go watery, and Lyric hums traditional Silent tones against her neck. The vibrations tremble down her body, from his lips to the array to her hot, aching pelvic floor. It’s good her body is so obedient, and she holds out the lucky charm, locking eyes with Maimeri. His body, wrapped in spiraling forces like a silk cocoon, his seed in a sunderer’s hand.

So many children reborn today! Iriset feels like she’s crackling with lightning, and the thunder is about to boom. She touches a toe to one of the nodes in the command array at her feet and feels the zip of ecstatic and drag of falling, the ache of rising force and inexorable flow. The forces light up around the Moon-Eater, and Iriset makes a fist with her hand, gathering everything he is, every thread of force, ready to let it all go, to unravel him in a burst of fifth force.

“The moon!” cries one of the designers.

She looks at the moon first, which is doing its work of darkening the world. It is blinding, and she winces away but studies the forces. They’re loose, so small and high—too far away. One of the columns of force-light flickers.

“River,” Lyric gasps. A huge gust of forces blows down on them from above, tearing at hair and clothes. Loose sand stings her face.

Wincing, Iriset sees what the problem is: Across the crater is Irsu River with a bloody knife, ans arm wrapped around the flailing cardinal. Blood spurts from the slash to his jugular.

“We’re losing the helix!” one of the Lightning Revelation acolytes cries, while the others strain to hold, styli clutched in shaking hands as they keep impossible forces barely contained.

Lyric shifts, beginning to let go of Iriset, but she tells him, “No, this is our only chance.”

River lets the cardinal fall and walks quickly around the crater, around the straining Moon-Eater, toward Iriset. “Let it fall apart, sunderer,” River commands. “Don’t die, too.”

“Lyric won’t allow that,” Lyric says, arm tight around Iriset before releasing her.

Fear shoots through her. “You have to stay with me,” she says through clenched teeth. In her opal eye the forces drift and snap, whipping about like there’s a storm. She hears cries of panic, and under her feet the earth trembles.

Lyric says, “Do your work,” and darts around her. He runs in great leaps at River, who dodges, but Lyric is fast and ducks around to grab the wrist holding the knife. Iriset’s pulse screams in her head, the helix is shattering, and she—

“Sunderer.” The numen appears before her, translucent pink eyes, hair whipping in every direction. “I can do it,” it says.

“But—”

“I will go up and send the falling force back down.”

Wind tears at her hair, wind and ecstatic force, rising force trying to drive east toward the faraway Great Steeple. Iriset yells, “If you’re in the path, you might be caught in the helix. I can’t adjust anything this fast.”

“I know.”

Behind it, the Moon-Eater screams, his voice wavering as he unravels with aching slowness, not the right way, just like any dead body pulling into four elements, four forces. They’ll lose him if Iriset doesn’t grab his essence now!

River falls to ans knees before Lyric. Blood drips from the knife in Lyric’s hand.

“Do it, Iriset,” the numen yells over the sounds of the crater breaking. It spins away and shoots up into the sky, like a reversed bolt of pink lightning.

“Lyric,” she cries, seeing him kneel with River, holding the other up by the shoulders. River’s lips move, and ans hand grasps at Lyric’s neck, to keep him there.

Iriset closes her eyes so she can’t see, can’t see if Lyric—she focuses on the feeling of the Moon-Eater, the feeling of rivation in the Moon-Eater’s Temple, and the charm in her hand. She needs the blowback. She needs the power of the helix, of trapping the moon, to explode downward toward her so she can channel it, press it into sixty-four nodes, through sixty-four bodies. Change them, drive the Moon-Eater’s life essence through them, power it all, and lock the Holy Design into place. That’s all.

Distantly, she hears exclamations from the designers and peeks with her opal eye to see falling force streaming down like rain. The designers are dragging at it, planting it in place, and Iriset screams as she tears the Moon-Eater apart. He is nothing but crackling energy before exploding into a shock wave of raw power.

Iriset catches it, her body vibrating apart, and she wills it through her, absorbing into every fiber of herself and commanding it where to go. It blasts through her, out of her, and into the metadesign in four directions, aiming for the Great Steeples, reaching reaching reaching hard enough to encircle the globe if nothing catches them.

Then the blowback crashes into her like a moon plummeting from the sky.

That hits her and she tastes blood, her body is coming apart, too, skin nothing but vapor. She can’t close her eyes; she’s rigid and so alive.

All she can see are vibrant, starlit threads of force, and Iriset blows out a slow breath as she attempts to remake the world.
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Everything flashes white-hot. The last thing Iriset feels is hands cupping her face; the last thing she hopes is that the calculations were exact, before she becomes nothing but light.
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The most important question

Two hundred and fifty-seven days after Lyric méra Esmail, the last Vertex Seal, was revealed to be an imposter by a rebellious faction of mirané princes led by Hehet méra Davith, a star appears in the morning sky.
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Lyric is falling again. Wind whips at his robe and skirts; tears suck out of his eyes even as they appear. He was holding Iriset’s face, but the intensity of the wind drags them apart. Lyric grabs for her arm, her waist, slipping against her sweaty bare skin.

The roar of air, the pressure of falling overwhelm him, but he must hold on. He tightens fingers in her hair and pulls. She slams against him, and Lyric wraps around her. Light stabs his eyes. “Iriset,” he says, then yells it. “Wake up!”

They hurtle down, Lyric holding her tight, and then with a huge gasp Iriset arches against him and her eyes pop open. She twists in his hold to face away, her hair snarling around his neck, choking him, but he holds on. All you have to do is hold on to me.

Iriset shivers and she reaches out palms down: The air around them heats up, thickens, slowing their descent.

They drift down through buttery air, and Lyric blinks tears away, skull aching.

But—

He tilts his head up and there it is: the pink-silver moon of Aharté, in the center of the sky. A midmorning crescent smile.

The Moonshadow cityscape surrounds them, balanced and alight, and familiar—also unfamiliar. Smoke rises from a long swath of destruction in the north, and a strange shadow covers a whole precinct nearby. But they’re falling still, and Lyric can’t make sense of everything.

They sink toward the broad Crystal Desert, and Lyric sees the many-petaled towers of his own palace, the high black-and-white dome of the Hall of Princes. An energy shield at the edge of the complex shimmers like heat illusion, just like the boundary wall of the Moon-Eater’s fortress. There are rows of tents like barracks set up around the nearest palace building.

People swarm below, larger and larger as they drop toward the glittering ground. He sees the orange of palace attendants, the white of Seal guards, and there directly below is the midnight-blue dome of the Moon-Eater’s Temple getting too big. They’ll crash right through the ceiling, but no, it’s already a hungry mouth of sharp tile and broken beams.

They whoosh through, wind tightening around them, and then they land hard.

Lyric grunts at the impact but holds on, stumbles back, dragging Iriset with him, and they trip, land on Lyric’s ass. Iriset’s weight knocks the breath out of him.

He chokes a moment while Iriset melts back against him, taking long, shallow breaths. The temple is dim, lit only by sunlight filtering down through the broken dome. They’re beside the altar, polished and clean, without any of the old fossil teeth that should be here. Everything gleams; there’s the lingering smell of incense and a musty feather smell like birds nesting in the rafters.

They didn’t fix the ceiling—maybe, Lyric thinks wildly, it’s only been a few days. They’ve only been gone a few days. If that’s true they won’t have had time to make the preparations necessary for the Moon-Eater’s release. But Iriset predicted they’d return two hundred and sixty days after they disappeared, based on some arcane math Lyric never understood.

Then he hears the familiar, distant clatter of lacquered armor from the direction of the doors. Nobody comes in, though, and Lyric climbs to his feet, offering Iriset his hand. “They should be expecting us,” he murmurs.

“Because of your letter?” she whispers, as if she can’t find her true voice.

Lyric nods. They walk out of the Moon-Eater’s Temple holding hands. Lyric braces himself for Garnet and Amaranth, to see their faces again after so long, after not knowing if he ever would.

The sunlight glares, but not as hot as the midsummer it was for them a few minutes ago (four hundred years ago). That’s right, if Iriset’s math was correct, it should be late spring.

A line of Seal guards stand in a wide perimeter, their masks covering their faces, weapons ready but not drawn. Lyric can sense the hum of forces emanating from them, and the grounds of the palace of the Vertex Seal feel balanced.

Uncertainty slows Lyric’s footsteps, and he squeezes Iriset’s hand. She’s still barely dressed, and Lyric stops to undo his outer robe, and puts it around her shoulders. Iriset shoots him a wry look but accepts, tying it loosely around her waist.

Then there’s a command snapped out, and the Seal guards break into two lines, shifting in perfectly balanced formation to let through a small party hurrying from the direction of the palace proper.

It’s a quartet led by a masculine-forward person in blue lacquered armor and flowing robes, a veil mask fluttering over half his face. He sees Lyric and Iriset and picks up his pace into a jog. He’s too small to be Garnet, though he wears two force-blades on his back in the same fashion.

“Lyric,” the man says, and lifts his veil away. It’s Hehet méra Davith, except—

“Little Rabbit,” Lyric says. This has always been Maimeri: older, which is laughable because to be Maimeri, Hehet must be over four hundred years old now, but looks to be forty-five.

Maimeri smiles grimly, and the smile bends ahz eyes, ahz bright blood-red eyes, showing handsome wrinkles. “It took me a shamefully long time to understand why both of you called me Hehet when you first saw me.”

The Crystal Desert trembles, suddenly, and Iriset hisses. “Shit, it’s already—” She turns, letting go of Lyric, but he turns after her. He grasps her shoulders as the ground bucks with a strong earthquake.

More of the Moon-Eater’s Temple dome collapses, and Iriset plants her feet. “The array should be fully complete. We can let the prison open on its own over the course of the next few hours, or I can do it immediately,” she says over the noise of cracking stone and distant yelling. Over the noise of the entire crater breaking and Lyric’s pounding headache.

The quake settles, and there’s a moment of shocked quiet as people regain footing. “Where’s my sister?” Lyric looks back to ask Maimeri. “Where’s Garnet?”

“That’s not the most important question right now,” Maimeri says, something hard and old in ahz bloody eyes.

“Lyric,” Iriset starts, but she’s interrupted by a voice they haven’t heard in quads and seasons and four hundred years.

“Is it them? Rabbit, are they finally here?”

It’s soft, urgent, and lightly accented with a cadence so familiar.

Iriset steps back in shock, her heel landing on Lyric’s toe. He takes her elbow as they turn together.

The speaker stands there, just behind Maimeri’s small party, in a long layered dress of emerald green and sea blue, her perfect skin too pale in the hard sun, her dark eyes wide and the left side of her face painted with lush pink flowers.

Lyric stares, unable to comprehend, so it’s Iriset who says, “Singix?”
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